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Dedication

T

o Carolyn, lover of all animals, loved
by all animals. Strays, healthy or struggling seem to
find their way to your door and into your heart.
Also to Cheryl and Will whose home and lives
remain filled with the sound of exuberant laughter from daylight
to dusk. While your three beautiful daughters are living well
and on their own, your walls still echo the welcomed chaos that
comes from adopting six children with special needs.
Each of you blessed my life and inspired this work.

n

Dear Readers:
The dedication above, to Cheryl and Will was to have been
a surprise. So much of this work of fiction was inspired by
their commitment to adopting and raising children with special
needs. Late in the production of this novel, Cheryl died unexpectedly, leaving her husband to continue alone in this lifelong
endeavor. Yet, not quite alone. The faith they shared in a loving God, their daughters and their husbands, plus the support
of church and community, all have helped sustain this family
through their grief.
My husband and I are blessed to be grandparents of the nine
children Cheryl left behind. Our wonderful son-in-law is facing
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huge responsibilities in the future. His strength and courage are
an inspiration to all who have the pleasure of knowing him. Our
hearts are heavy at this time, but we know beyond doubt, that
one day we will be reunited with Cheryl as God has promised. It
is my privilege to pledge that one hundred percent of the profits
of this book will go to the Memorial Fund that has been established. So I must amend this dedication:
In Loving Memory of Cheryl Lynn Stark
1959–2011
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Foreword

S

lowly the light began to fade in the
western sky, deepening the somber mood making it
almost impossible for Lydia Westbrook to draw a
breath. Night sounds were beginning to drone until
their collective voices penetrated the very sadness of her own
thoughts. She shuddered and brought her arms together in a
strangely familiar manner. The action reminded her instantly of
their void. A few days ago she had sat in this very spot, cradling
her newborn son—the gift that she and Brad had been sent after
so many years. Today the couple had watched the tiny, white
casket as it was lowered into the space provided for its final resting place. It seemed as though the earth had opened just wide
enough to accept the bundle and pull her heart in after it.
The minister had spoken all the right words, she supposed.
At least it seemed so at the time. Now she could scarcely
remember much of what had been said. A phrase or two would
try to make itself known, and then flit away into nothingness
before she could capture it. Lydia tried to recall who of their
friends had been at the graveside to help them through this grief.
She had not shed a single tear at the brief service, nor since. Yet
the images of the small assembly were as blurred as if her eyes
had been flooded with tears.
“Suffer the little children to come unto me ...” That sounded
vaguely familiar, she thought. How did the rest of it go? Her
mind seemed to be stuck on the word ‘suffer’, for clearly it fit
her current state. How could she be comforted knowing that her
precious child was transported straight to heaven, as the minister’s wife had suggested? She wasn’t even sure if there was a
heaven. If there was a God, didn’t He trust her enough to care
v
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for the child which had been so long anticipated? Was she such
a failure in life that she couldn’t handle even this simple task?
Brad studied his wife through the window. He could barely
make out her profile since she was seated deeply in the shadows and would not allow the outside lights to be turned on. She
had instructed him to leave her entirely alone until she could
find herself. He didn’t quite know what that meant, nor how he
would know when it was accomplished. Busying himself with
the abundant platters of food left by the neighbors, he prepared
a tray for Lydia, not knowing if he should approach her even for
this reason. The porch swing continued its creaking noise and he
turned to fill the delicate teacup.
The swinging stopped. Brad looked towards the front door,
expecting she would be walking through at any minute. He
hoped against hope that she was now ready for the comfort he
needed to share. He wanted to feel her closeness and let her
know that together, they could overcome this loss. In time, he
thought, God would allow them to have other children. When he
had started along those lines, Lydia stared at him with a look in
her eyes that he could not interpret. She seemed to have erected
a wall about herself that was quite impenetrable.
The door did not open, and he set the tray down and ventured to peek through the lace curtains. The wobbling motion of
the swing indicated it had been hurriedly vacated. The night was
black, without benefit of even a sliver of a moon. The walk was
lined with low growing flowers, palely reflecting the glow from
the lights of the house, but he could not make out any form that
might be his wife.
Thoroughly alarmed now, Brad reached for the sweater
Lydia had discarded earlier in the day. The night air was still
warm, following an unusually bright August afternoon, but he
wanted to take all precautions. His first thought was to run and
shout her name, though it wouldn’t seem right if any of the few
neighbors surrounding their quiet, country home should hear.
Could she have gone to one of them? No, of course not, for she
had made it known that all of the well meaning neighbors and
the few relatives and friends should leave as quickly as they paid
vi
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their respects. It hadn’t seemed quite proper of Lydia at the time,
but he and they, excused her because of her deep sorrow.
Brad recalled how the minister’s wife had gripped his hand
upon leaving and whispered her willingness to come over at a
moments notice if needed. She had said he might call anytime
of the day or night and he began to wonder if he might have to
resort to her kind offer.
First he must think clearly. Brad was uncommonly logical
in every facet of his life, from business matters to his routines
around the house. Tonight, however, his mind was in a curious
state and lacked any authority or direction. Instinct appeared to
be his mainstay and he found his path was leading to the small
churchyard.
It was only minutes before he reached the lane that curved
towards the church, though it seemed much longer. The low
iron gate creaked as he pushed his way through the vine laden
entrance. The sound was intensified by the thickness of the
night. Scanning the small area with his eyes was futile, for what
portion of light the stars might have offered was concealed by
the canopy of broad leafed trees. Stepping tentatively, Brad wandered towards the corner where several weathered stones were
carved with the Westbrook name. He stumbled on a particularly
thick patch of grass and almost fell headlong. Catching and
righting himself he heard the echo of his own muffled exclamation. Surely Lydia might have heard him as well. He listened
intently, but heard not a sound. He headed in the direction of the
tiny mound of freshly drawn earth.
The covering of the trees was less dense now and Brad made
better progress. He realized he had been holding his breath and
slowly exhaled while his eyes adjusted to the subtle change.
There! He could just make out a fluttering of white so he took
greater strides, certain he had found his Lydia. Arriving at
the spot, he found only the profusion of lilies that marked the
tiny grave. He stooped to touch the coolness of the petals and
watched them sway with the gentle breeze, much like ripples of
silk.
“We never fully decided upon his name, you know.”
vii
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Brad jumped at the familiar voice and searched for its origin. “Lydia? Where are you?”
“What will we have engraved upon the marker? It should
not be left as just ‘Baby Westbrook’, you know. He should have
a proper name.”
“Lydia, I can’t see you! Please, dearest, tell me where you
are!” Brad raced towards the sound with the thundering of
his own heartbeat obliterating his sense of direction. “Lydia,
please!”
“I believe he should be named after someone on your side of
the family, don’t you? Especially since he was a boy. If we had
been given a daughter, I might have wanted to call her Eugenia,
after my great grandmother. I’ve always fancied that name. But
I am thinking about Alexander. And how about your name for
the middle? Yes, I like it—Alexander Bradford Westbrook. No,
maybe that’s too much of a handle for a little one who lived only
three days. What do you think?”
“My precious, I shall be happy to consider any name you
choose, just please let me know where you are. I need to know
that you are all right. We will go home and discuss it thoroughly.
I promise.” Brad was becoming more and more concerned by
the nature of Lydia’s words and the very tone of her voice.
“I will not leave until we have this settled!” Lydia rose cautiously from the base of the thick trunk of a gnarled old tree.
“Here I am. Over here, behind you.”
Brad ran towards her but was stopped by her command to
come no farther. He could only stare at her and tremble as he
visibly saw her anguish in full form. Her hair was disheveled
and he noticed her dress was torn at the hem. She was wearing
only one shoe. The impact of her face in the feeble light showed
wide eyes opened to her bared soul, but there was no sign of
tears.
“All right, Lydia. Why don’t you sit down again? You are
tired. I’ll just sit right here with you and we’ll settle upon a
name. Is that what you want, dear?”
Lydia nodded, but did not attempt to resume a more comfortable position by the tree. She stood stoically and said nothviii
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ing for such a time that Brad’s anxiety increased evermore. Then
she said, “John is too common. And so is Jim. Although James
might be all right. I’m certain our son would have been quite
unique. He would have been well loved and well educated. He
would have been strong and handsome and really made some
mark on this world. Don’t you think so?”
The response stuck in Brad’s throat, and he nodded his
agreement.
“Yes, James is good. No, perhaps Stephen. You know, from
the Bible. The martyr. Our son was a martyr too, after all. Oh,
I know in the truest sense, he didn’t die for his faith. He simply
died for no good reason, didn’t he? Can you think of one reason
why God would finally send us a child and then immediately
take him away? Of course you can’t! Even the minister couldn’t.
That was just nonsense about God taking early only the very
best of this world ... what was the rest he said?” Lydia took a
step towards her husband and he was encouraged by the move.
Brad opened his arms, inviting her to their comfort. “I like
the first name you said, Lydia. Alexander Bradford Westbrook.
Doesn’t it sound fine and noble even?”
“Yes. I suppose it is a good name.”
Lydia began to sway and Brad rushed to hold her. She swept
past him quickly, however, and ran straightway to the white
patch of flowers and knelt beside them. When Brad reached her
he found her face buried in the sweet blooms, drenched with
the tears that were beginning their healing ways. Together they
continued their tryst, bonding in their loss and their love until
the first faint shades of light made them aware of the new day.

ix

Chapter One

B

rad sat behind the large desk, his
attention diverted once again to the situation at
home, rather than the stack of files he should have
been examining. Street sounds coming through the
open windows had brought him away from his work. It did not
take much to distract him lately. His secretary had reminded
him twice already of the deadline for printing the brochures his
client expected. How could he give this trivial task his full attention? He cared no more for the glossy, colorful scenes that were
to become a part of the Winston Travel Agency’s fall brochure
than he did for the man, Winston, himself.
No, that wasn’t fair. Winston was all right, though a little
flamboyant for Brad’s quiet taste. He smoked those awful cigars
and the odor stayed in the room long after the portly man bellowed his farewell. He always bellowed. No, that wasn’t fair,
either. He did speak too loudly, though. Winston kept a constant
smile on his face, no matter the mood of the conversation. If a
printing job was not done to his satisfaction, he smiled his complaint. If the advertising campaign missed its mark, he shouted
some planned revisions with that smile belying his agitation.
How could anyone not become confused by a voice and a face
that were often at odds with one another?
What Brad most disliked, when he was honest with himself,
was the fact that Jonathon Winston seemed to use that smile as
some sort of control. He couldn’t reason if it was self control or
control of others. At times, it seemed more like a smirk, and it
was exasperating to try to read the man’s true feelings. Perhaps
it was that Brad still found it difficult to genuinely smile, and
resented that others could manage it so effortlessly.
1
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Brenda Baskins motioned to Brad through the glass partition. She was pointing at her wristwatch. He received his
diligent secretary’s message and applied himself to the files in
earnest. Picking up a red pencil, he made a few spelling corrections to the text of the holiday brochure and circled a few words
that should be printed boldly for maximum impact. He pulled a
small wooden ruler from the drawer and lined off squares where
the photographs would enhance the pamphlet. Satisfied that he
had prepared the document well for the printers, he motioned
for Brenda to come in.
“That takes care of your two o’ clock deadline, Mr. Westbrook, now you need to remember that you have three others. I’ll
take this down to the print room and come right back. Maybe I
can help with the others.”
The tired man sighed and removed his glasses. “Three more
deadlines? We wrapped up the real estate pamphlet yesterday.
That should leave only the new menus for the diner and the sales
leaflets for Connor’s gift shop. Those will be easy to finish on
time. What is the third?”
“The real estate project isn’t as wrapped up as we thought.
I had a call from Mr. Atkinson and he added an entire section
about some new rental property he’s just acquired. He says he
told you about it last week. The fliers we delivered didn’t contain it and he wants it redone and completed in time for the same
distribution schedule you had agreed on. That’s what I’ve been
trying to tell you.”
“I’m sorry, Brenda. My mind hasn’t been completely on my
work. Let me have the file and I’ll get on it right away.”
She pointed to the top file next to his left hand and hurried
away to the print room. “It’s all right there,” she called over her
shoulder. “I’ll be right back.”
Brenda worried about her boss as much as she had lately
begun to worry about the business itself. She had started working at the advertising agency when it first opened. Young, eager
and fresh out of college, she had hoped to develop beyond her
secretarial position into a more creative role. It had started to happen, too. Just two years ago business was strong and clients were
2
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bringing in projects, large and small. Some were nothing more
than simple printing jobs. Others were mere ideas that as yet had
no foundation or sound basis for achieving the goal of successful
merchandising. Brad was gifted in exploring concepts that would
accomplish the client’s goal and lead to referrals as word of his
ingenuity spread. Naturally he came to rely on her to take the lead
in some of the pursuits. Then tragedy had struck the Westbrooks
and the business began to decline as the spark and vitality that had
once been so paramount was found lacking.
Brad opened the thick file and withdrew his notes. There it
was as plain as day. His notes about the additional section for
the rental property seemed to chide him about his forgetfulness.
He attacked the project with a vengeance and found his preliminary work made the task go much faster than he would have
imagined. This accomplished, he viewed the entire brochure
critically. The words were intact all right. The columns were
lined up perfectly, yet predictably. Inspired, he retrieved the red
pencil from its hiding place under the telephone cord and began
rearranging the whole. He became absorbed in the renovation
and barely noticed when Brenda returned.
“Why don’t you let me take the other two projects out of
your way? They only need a little polish now. I can finish them
quickly and you won’t have to think about them. Of course,
I will let you review everything before it is final.” Brenda
expected more than the slight nod and wave of Brad’s hand, but
was glad to see him so absorbed.
Within the hour, Brad gave one last perusal of his work. It
looked much more effective than the first draft. He knew Atkinson would like the results and it would be his way of apologizing
for the mistake. He signaled once again for his secretary.
“I’ve got everything in order here, and with time to spare I
might add. Look at this, I’ve made some changes. What do you
think?”
Brenda approved heartily. “I think Mr. Atkinson will be very
pleased. I like the style. It has a more modern look and it’s easier
to follow than the last version. How did you come up with the
idea?”
3
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“It just struck me. I don’t actually know how it came about.
We’ve been doing this same type of real estate brochure for
Atkinson for years. Do you really think he will like it? I mean,
should I ask for his approval before printing?”
“There isn’t much time. With the deadline that you have
already agreed to, I don’t see how you could. As it is, the print
room will have to work extra hours this afternoon. Don’t forget,
they still have the menus to get out and the gift shop campaign
as well. I say, let’s just do it.”
“Agreed.” Brad removed his glasses and rubbed his eyes as
Brenda left the room. He hadn’t yet thought about the cost of paying the printers for working late. But of course, it must be done.
The stack of worthless brochures that were now just so much
trash, reminded him again of his budget problems. It seemed
problems of all sorts were attacking him from every angle.
He reached across the now cleared desk for the telephone
and dialed his home number. Simultaneously he picked up the
gold framed picture of Lydia and sighed deeply. Four, five, now
six rings and no answer. He had wanted to let her know of his
decision to take the late train. If he helped out in the print room,
he might shorten the hours he would have to pay his workers.
Even as he thought about it, he wondered if he couldn’t pull out
the old manual press for the menus. He knew how to coax it into
operation, though it would be rather slow. Still, it would free up
the time needed for the automated machine to produce the more
complicated job. He would even assist in the folding and boxing
to spare even more hours.
Encouraged by his plan, he bolted for the door, nearly colliding with Brenda. “I beg your pardon, I should have been more
careful.”
“Where are you going in such a hurry?” she asked.
“To the print room. I’ve decided to bring Gussie out of
retirement.”
“Gussie?”
“That’s right. You don’t know Gussie, do you? Well, she’s
about the most reliable old thing around here. Come along and
I will introduce you.”
4
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Brenda followed with mixed emotions. She thought she
might have at least been praised for handling those projects this
afternoon, and now it appeared she was about to be replaced!
The elevator door clanged open and then shut while she
observed Brad’s expression on the short trip to the lower floor.
He seemed a little smug, and also excited like a little boy with
a special secret.
Rushing into the print room, with Brenda close at his heels, Brad
shouted over the noise of the machinery, “how are things, Adam?”
Adam waved, then made a fist with one thumb sticking
straight up, rather than trying to overcome the noisy background. Brad rolled up his sleeves and smiled his broadest at
Brenda, motioning her to follow to the corner of the crowded
room. He sidestepped several boxes, pushing them aside and
clearing the area. With a flourish, he picked up the corners of
the draped cloth, dusty from abandonment, and tossed it aside.
“Meet Gussie! Isn’t she the real thing?”
“If you mean real old, I would agree,” replied the relieved
secretary. “What on earth are you thinking?”
“I’m thinking right now, that I am pretty clever. Wait until
you see what old Gussie and I can do. It’s only four o’ clock and
there should not be many calls so late in the day. Why don’t you
ask Wilma to cover for you and close up your desk for tonight?
While you’re doing that I will try a little sweet talk on Gussie
and have her ready for a demonstration when you return.” Brad
picked up a small oil can and tilted it over the chain that connected the cogs.
He is not aware that he is grinning like a Cheshire, thought
Brenda, on her way to the elevator. At least Gussie isn’t a threat
as I had suspected. I wonder what put the pep back into Mr.
Westbrook? I must ask him later.
Later, proved to be a spontaneous stop at the corner coffee
shop. The work had been accomplished in record time. Brenda
was helping Adam secure the many cartons in the rickety delivery truck, when Brad asked the time.
“Goodness. I had no idea I had kept you so late. Will you let
me make it up to you by buying you both dinner?”
5
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Adam immediately declined, preferring to get the deliveries
handled so that he could make it home before dark. “The lights
on this heap only work when they have a mind to. I don’t think
I’ll take any chances. Thanks, anyway.” And he was off.
“Miss Baskins? Would you be embarrassed to join me? I
don’t have too much ink under my fingernails, do I?”
“Why, I don’t know,” she mumbled. “I really should get
home. Aunt Judith might worry. No, this is her—.”
“How’s that?”
“I was going to say, this is her evening at the quilting circle,
then I realized I was giving up my excuse.”
“Excuse? Do you need a ready pretext to spare you from
such an ordeal?”
“No, of course not. I mean ...” she stammered. “I mean, do
you think it would look right? You are married and all.”
“Let me understand this. Your Aunt Judith attends a quilting circle regularly, so she must be rather old fashioned.
Mmm, yes, I see it now. Therefore you feel that she and the
entire community will pass judgment with their puritanical
ways and shame you before God and man for eating! Is that
about it?”
“When you put it like that, it sounds silly,” she conceded.
“Silly or not, I am hungry and I have one entire hour before
my train. Now, I will spend most of that time in this perfectly
respectable coffee shop either by myself, or with a coworker to
whom I owe a debt of gratitude. Which will it be?”
“I will be honored to join you, sir.”
“That’s more like it. Thank you.”
“You are welcome.”
Seated in a booth by the window, Brenda made quick work
of deciding her order. She was indeed hungry since she’d had
only a meager lunch. “They have delicious vegetable soup here.
And the toasted cheese sandwiches are done perfectly. That’s
what I am having.”
“Make mine the same,” said Brad to the waitress with her
ready pencil.
6
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“Good choice,” responded the girl. “Both of you want coffee? Or tea?”
“Decisions, decisions,” murmured Brad. “I’ll have tea. No,
make it coffee. Yes, coffee.”
“You seemed so in charge at the office. Is anything the matter?” asked Brenda.
“Nothing. And everything.” Brad ran his fingers through his
already tousled hair.
“Do you want to talk about it? That is, if there is something
you would feel like sharing. I want you to know I am a pretty
good listener. You seem upset. I assure you I can keep a confidence in every way.”
“I have no doubt of that, Brenda. Only where would I begin?
Business, of course. You know most of that already. The real
estate job isn’t the first thing I have botched recently. And I have
no one to blame but myself. You have been a terrific help. I don’t
know what I would have done without you today.”
“And Gussie, don’t forget about her!”
Brad laughed aloud. It was the first time he had done so in
far too long. “Yes, Gussie. She’s a fine old girl, she is.” I wish
I could find a Gussie-remedy at home that would make things
right, he thought to himself.
The silence prolonged, for Brenda did not want to intrude on
the worried man’s thoughts. He had clearly become lost in his
own world. “How is Mrs. Westbrook? You haven’t spoken much
about her lately,” she finally asked.
“She is fine—most of the time. Lydia is a wonderful wife.
No man could ask for any better. I don’t know how I could
expect her to be completely untouched by such a loss as ours.
And truly I do not expect that, you understand. I only wish I
could erase the shadows completely. It has been a little over two
years you know, since Alexander died. She calls it ‘the incident’
and won’t form the words ‘birth’ or ‘death’. Most couples name
their baby right away, but we didn’t conclude the task until the
day of his funeral. Initially, Lydia said she wanted to get used
to the little one and make sure his name fit. Since it was settled
7
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upon, she has not spoken it once! It seemed so important to her,
and now she won’t even say the words.”
Brad gasped at his revelation. “I’m sorry, Brenda. I didn’t
mean to say more than that she is fine. Please forgive me. I had
no right to discuss my—our problems so openly.”
“You do not owe me an apology. Nothing you have said will
go beyond this table. I give you my word.”
The young waitress arrived with their meal just then, halting any further conversation. Brenda gave her full attention to
the steaming bowl of soup, quickly realizing it was too hot. She
nibbled a little of the sandwich and ventured, “you may not
know, Mr. Westbrook, but I had a similar loss in my own family.”
“What? No, I did not know. I am so sorry.”
“It was my sister’s second child. A little girl. She was born
too soon and though she struggled valiantly and the doctors did
everything they could, she simply wasn’t strong enough.”
“I wonder if it would have made any difference had our
Alexander been born too early,” said Brad, more to himself than
to his dinner guest.
“I don’t understand.”
“Alexander was born almost precisely when he was expected.
He weighed a little more than average and had such healthy,
pink skin. And, what a cry! My, how he could awaken the household when he was hungry. Then ... one morning, he didn’t cry
out anymore.”
Brenda reached out her hand, covering the man’s trembling
one, lightly. “I am so sorry.”
“It’s all right. I can talk about it now. Each time I do, I seem
to feel a little better. I wish Lydia would talk it out. But of
course, she won’t. I believe she feels responsible in some way.”
“Responsible? Why would she?”
“She seems to think God examined her and found her
unworthy to be a mother. Have you ever heard of anything so
absurd? Lydia thinks she failed some test in those first few days
and God had to spare our child from her further ministering!”
“How awful to carry such misguided guilt along with the
sorrow,” mused Brenda. She finished her sandwich before giv8
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ing words to her thoughts. “ o you think it would help if my
sister paid a visit? t might be good for ydia to talk to someone
who has experienced the same thing. licia is very gentle and
yet very strong at the same time.”
“ don’t know. should think about it. Perhaps ’ll throw out
the suggestion and see what reaction it gets.” rad grew quiet
once more, then devoured the rest of his meal. “ don’t suppose
your sister’s middle name is Gussie, is it?”
The laughter that ensued broke the somberness of the evening and coffee was finished in pleasant camaraderie. rad had
barely time to get to the station before his train pulled out. nly
then did he remember he had not reached ydia with the message of his late arrival.
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