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DEDICATION

To Doris Pollard Wichern, a beautiful woman, my grandmother, and the best cheerleader.


“Finally, brethren, whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is of good repute, if there is any excellence and if anything worthy of praise,

dwell on these things.” 

Philippians 4:8


ONE 

Dondé hay vida hay esperanza.

Where there is life there is hope.

~Mexican proverb

June 2011

“Suck it up, Steph. You can do this,” she whispered to herself. A lame pep talk as she rubbed her shaking hands on her skirt. She’d always enjoyed her job, but today? Today, she prayed she’d be able to keep from running to the bathroom to throw up. She swallowed hard and pasted on a smile as she stepped forward to greet the staff of Every Child a Home by name as they entered DeLuca’s Cucina for their fundraising luncheon. She knew many of them from church and from having hosted this event in previous years.

“Miss Simson, how good to see you again.” Max Bixby, the President and CEO of the non-profit adoption agency approached her. By his side was a handsome man in his early thirties with straight dark hair parted slightly off center and falling down on his forehead. His sapphire blue eyes twinkled, probably made even bluer by the cobalt shirt he wore with his snappy charcoal suit. “I have a new associate I would like you to meet. This is Mr. Roberto Rodriguez from Harrington and Associates. He is serving as legal counsel.” He paused and looked around. “I see another benefactor coming.” Mr. Bixby walked away, leaving them alone.

Stephanie reached out her hand. The attorney took it and raised it to his mouth while maintaining eye contact. “A pleasure, Stephanie.” His voice had a rich, deep tone. She repressed the shiver of delight that coursed through her body as his lips touched her fingers. She forced herself to slow her breathing as she gave him a smile. He released her hand, and she froze—speechless. His eyebrow quirked before he spoke again, preventing any awkwardness to arise between them. “You appear familiar…do you attend Orchard Hill Church?” 

Stephanie nodded. “Yes—for years, but I regret I’ve not noticed you there.” Oh, she wished she had. Given her present life circumstances, it was probably better she hadn’t. Nothing good could come of getting acquainted with any eligible bachelor at this point, no matter how handsome he might be.

“Not surprising, considering the size of the congregation. I moved into the Milwaukee area about two months ago.”

“Welcome. You chose a wonderful organization to collaborate with if you were seeking a ministry opportunity. Every Child a Home has been doing great work in this area for years and has a wonderful reputation.”

Mr. Rodriguez glanced over to where Mr. Bixby visited with some couples who had just arrived. “I’ve heard good things about them. How did you know I joined them for the purpose of ministry?”

“As legal counsel, I assumed your position was volunteer. I suspect most lawyers would not find working adoption cases to be highly profitable. Forgive me if I’m wrong.”

“Correct. But I’ll tell you a secret.” He leaned forward and whispered in her ear, causing a delightful shiver to course through her. “My wonderful Christian parents adopted me, and I want to help others because of the gift I was given by my birth-mother.”

His breath tickled her skin and she detected a scent of wintergreen. “What a great reason to serve, Mr. Rodriguez.”

“Call me Roberto, or Robbie, please.” He stepped back, giving her space. 

“Okay. Roberto. Lunch will begin soon, and I need to get everyone seated. I hope we can talk again. I would love to learn more about the work you do.” She took a step towards a group of people mingling nearby.

“Are you available for lunch on Sunday? After church?” He spoke only loud enough for her to hear. 

She stopped mid-pivot, placed a hand on her chest, and tilted her head to the side. “Are you asking me out? We just met.”

He shifted on his feet, her only indication he might be nervous. “There’s no ring on your finger, so I assumed you were single. Forgive me if I was wrong, but yes, I am asking for a date.”

Stephanie tried to hold back a giggle and her hand moved to cover her lips for a second before dropping again to her side. “I accept. Sunday, after church. Shall we meet in the café by the fireplace?”

Roberto smiled, and she noted a dimple on his right cheek. What was it about Hispanic men that got her heart beating faster? Or was it just this particular one? Luis had never made her feel like this. 

“Sounds good. I will let you get back to work, but first”—he reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a business card—“in case anything comes up. My cell phone is usually used for work, so getting a call for any other reason would be refreshing.”

“Thank you.” She took the card and slid it into the pocket of her skirt.

“Till Sunday.” Roberto winked at her before he moved away to speak with other people who were arriving. 

“Till Sunday,” Stephanie whispered. 

She hung in the background during the luncheon, refilling water glasses and listening to the stories from those who had adopted through the agency. A birth mother talked about how she made the difficult choice to give up her child. Stephanie stood in the back of the room and moisture came to her eyes at this young woman’s story, so similar to her own. She rested her hand over her stomach. Could she be that courageous? She willed the tears away while scanning the tables and found Roberto watching her. He smiled, and she returned it as the heat rose in her cheeks. 

She had made a date with this man. A stranger. At the same time, Luis, her ex-boyfriend and the father of her child, worked in the kitchen preparing the food for this event. She refused to talk to Luis for the past several weeks. He tried to approach her every Sunday, but she rebuffed him. He texted her daily, but she didn’t respond to his pleas intermixed with insults. He was the biological father of their child, but she could not envision marriage to him. 

The man was egocentric and macho, and she was beginning to question whether or not he was even a Christian based on his actions, words, and especially how he had treated her. He had only wanted her for sex—sex she had refused. His greater strength prevailed. She experienced a shudder of revulsion at her remembrance of that night. She had been a fool and had never reported him, feeling somehow she was to blame for what happened. Shame had wrapped around her since and increased even more now that she was faced with the consequences of that experience. 

Her eyes wandered back to Roberto Rodriguez. He seemed like a gentleman. Was it fair to accept a date with him? She was three months’ pregnant. An unwed mother whose life was upended, and she was undecided about what to do next. She wasn’t showing yet, but soon enough, she would be unable to hide the secret from a new beau, assuming one date led to another. 

Physically, she found Roberto attractive. She already resolved that a kiss on the hand was fine, but not on the lips this time around. She would follow her friend Renata’s rules and not be alone in private with a man until she was married. She wanted a guy who would love her for who she was inside, not for her body. She sighed. Her body wouldn’t be looking so hot before long. 

She would keep the date. What could it hurt? She fingered the business card in her pocket and smiled. God, what are you up to bringing a new man into my life now?

* * *

Stephanie dreamt she held an infant, and her heart filled with joy. Out of nowhere, Luis appeared.

“It’s my kid, give it here. If you won’t move in with me, I get the baby,” Luis growled. He was big and mean, not the charming man she once knew.

“You can’t take my baby away from me,” she cried as fear exploded in her heart.

Luis wore a wife-beater t-shirt and jeans. He reached for the infant as someone else entered the room. It was Roberto, wearing a suit, tie and holding a briefcase. He stepped in between Stephanie and Luis who flexed his muscles. Robbie wasn’t weak though. She could tell his strength was concealed by his suit coat as it stretched over his broad shoulders. He exuded confidence.

“This child is protected by the law, and you can’t take the baby from Stephanie. I have documents to put an end to this.”

“Papers? Like I care about that?” Luis sneered and reached forward to try to push Roberto aside.

“How about deportation papers? I think the Immigration officials over there would be more than willing to support me in fulfilling the mandates of those.”

Sure enough, Stephanie turned and saw several armed officers from the Department of Immigration and Naturalization.

“I thought you had a permit to be in this country?” she asked Luis.

“I did, but it expired,” he snarled, but his bravado faded as he searched for a way to escape.

“Luis, you have been in the United States for over a year and had plenty of opportunity to start the process to become a citizen. Now, it’s too late.” Roberto didn’t move, providing a shield for her.

“But it’s my kid. If I go, the baby goes with me,” Luis whined.

“The child is an American citizen and, by rights, stays here. Sorry, buddy.” Roberto stood firm.

Luis’s fists clenched, his face turned red and a vein bulged in his forehead. From out of nowhere, he aimed a pistol at Roberto’s chest. 

Stephanie screamed.

She sat up with a start, dripping with sweat. She glanced around her bedroom. It was early dawn. Her body shook. Her hair was plastered to her head. Her heart raced. After rising to use the bathroom, Stephanie walked to the kitchen and poured herself a large glass of water and drank. She leaned against the counter and took a deep breath until her pulse returned to normal. The calendar on the fridge reminded her it was Sunday—the day of her date with Roberto. For the first time in months, she had no nausea. Welcome, second trimester. Goodbye, morning sickness. Hello, vivid dreams and night sweats. With a sigh, she went to shower and prepare. 

Stephanie’s sense of foreboding increased as she drove to church. She wondered if Luis would hound her after the service. The café was a busy place, and she had not told him she had a date with another man. Why should she? They were done. It was none of his business, but she doubted he’d see it that way. Guilt wracked her conscience. She needed to confess to Roberto about her pregnancy. As a result, this might be her only date. She feared she was taking advantage of one of the truly “good guys” in the world by even having accepted. 

Slipping into the auditorium through a side door as the opening song started, she slid into the row next to Renata and Tony. They were the only people at church she had stayed connected with in recent months. She stopped going to the adult group when she got that positive result. She couldn’t live up to her own reputation. For now, only Renata shared her secret.

Renata gripped Stephanie’s hand with a squeeze and gave her a smile as they stood to worship. After the singing was done, Stephanie jotted notes in her bulletin and doodled as her mind wandered from Pastor Andrew’s message to the possible confrontation with Luis that might be forthcoming. She willed herself to take deep breaths. 

It was just a nightmare. 

It was just a nightmare. 

It was just a nightmare.

“Are you okay, Steph?” Renata leaned over to whisper in her ear.

“Terrified, but I’ll be fine.” 

“What are you afraid of?”

“Luis. I am meeting a new guy for a lunch date.”

Renata’s eyes went wide and she mouthed, “Why didn’t you tell me?” Her friend sighed, shook her head, and leaned back against the chair. 

Stephanie shrugged. They were best friends, but they hadn’t talked for a few days. She should have called. One more failure to chalk up to her account. 

Too soon, and not soon enough, the service ended, and Stephanie wove through the throng of worshippers to the restroom. Finishing up, she freshened her lipstick and made her way to the fireplace in the café where Roberto stood talking to someone she didn’t recognize. He appeared at ease and different yet no less handsome, wearing a button down shirt, no tie and beige khakis. Her heart beat faster at the sight of him. She swallowed.

Roberto saw her approach, said a few words to his companions, and met her as she reached the designated spot.

“Stephanie, you look stunning.”

“You don’t look so bad yourself, Roberto.” Heat rose in her cheeks as his name purred off her lips.

“Shall we do Olive Garden or do you prefer Applebee’s since you work Italian every day?” 

“Applebee’s would be a nice change, thank you for asking.”

“Do you want to take separate cars and meet there? That way, if for some reason I offend you, you can leave at any time.” Robbie gave a lopsided grin as he said the words.

“I doubt you’ll offend me, but perhaps you might decide you want nothing more to do with me by the time the check comes. I think driving our own vehicles makes sense. We don’t need to come back to the church later to pick one up.”

“Well, well, well. What’s the little tart dug up now?” Luis snarled. 

Stephanie shivered and turned to face him. What would Roberto think? 

“Roberto Rodriguez, meet Luis Vasquez,” she managed to squeak out.

The men sized each other up.  Roberto was taller by two inches, muscular and lean, and Luis was shorter but stocky. Roberto extended a hand, but Luis refused to shake it.

“I’m surprised, Mr. Vasquez, that you would refer to any lady in such disparaging terms. It borders on slander.”

“She has you snowed already, huh?”

“Luis, please don’t make a scene. You have no right to interfere in my life.”

“I’ve every right.” Luis was about to continue but was interrupted.

“Stephanie, I suggest we depart now.” Roberto took her elbow and navigated her through the crowd and away from Luis. When they reached the door to exit the building, he stopped and gazed at her. “Are you okay?”

Stephanie sighed. “Thank you. I’ll be fine. I’m famished and expect there will be a wait at Applebee’s. Should we head over?” She bit her lower lip, not looking forward to explaining what just happened.

“I’ll meet you there.”

They parted on the sidewalk, and Stephanie strode to her car without incident. Luis hadn’t followed them out. Her cell phone beeped a text as she settled behind the steering wheel. She glanced at it. Luis. His insults were like a punch to the gut. With a deep breath, she hit delete and made her way to the restaurant with a sense of dread and her invisible cloak of shame. Out loud, she spoke to reassure herself, “There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.” 

But would Roberto see it that way?


TWO

Hemos estado tontos una vez en nuestras vidas.

We have been fools once in our lives.

~Mexican proverb

Robbie opened the door to Stephanie’s little red foreign import as she reached for her purse. She turned towards him, eyes wide. He couldn’t believe she had agreed to lunch and was grateful a lowlife was his competition. He was determined to treat her like she deserved—special.

“Wow, pleasant surprise. How did you know what kind of vehicle I drove?” 

His hand came forward to help her out of the low car. “Wednesday, after lunch, there were few cars left in the lot, and yours was to the back and just looked like the kind of car you would drive. Your personalized license plate is descriptive too—BLD BOM.” Roberto smiled and closed the door.

“A result of my younger, wilder days. I should give it up. My best friend says my convertible is impractical transportation for someone in Wisconsin. She’s right. I’ll probably be trading it in soon.”

“It looks like it’d be fun to drive with the top down on a day like today with the sun shining and the weather not too hot.”

Stephanie nodded. “One of the selling points.”

Together, they walked to the restaurant. Robbie seated Stephanie on a bench outside in the shade while he made his way to put their name on the waiting list.

He returned and lowered himself to the seat next to her, keeping a space between them. “In spite of the length of the line, they said it would only be about twenty minutes.”

“I think I can survive that long.” 

“Good, a woman expiring on the first date is considered bad form.” He folded his hands in front of him. 

“Expire? You make me sound like milk that’s gone bad.” She giggled. 

He liked her laugh. “Never that.”

“I should explain about Luis.”

“The bore at church? No need. He’s jealous because I am with you and he’s not. Simple and understandable. We can forget it happened.”

“Can you really forget things like that?” She turned towards him and placed a hand on his arm.

Warmth spread through his shirt like a branding iron. “No, but I can choose not to focus on it. I prefer to live as Paul said in Philippians, ‘Whatever is pure and right and honorable…or something similar…think on these things.’”

“That’s a good philosophy in theory, but harder to do in reality.”

There was a heaviness behind the words as Robbie gazed into her troubled blue eyes. “Is life so difficult for you that you cannot consider the good things?” He placed his hand on hers—the electrical circuit completed a route through his heart. “I’m sorry. That’s probably too personal for a first date, especially when I haven’t even fed you yet.” He removed his hand. This girl stirred things in him…

Stephanie giggled. “Personal, yes, but I’m beyond the foolishness of college years when I pretended life was great and grand and I was the hottest thing since sliced bread. There are things you should understand about me before you decide I’m worth a second glance.”

“So I can expect you to be authentic and not just eye candy?” He didn’t mind the eye candy part at all but sensed a depth in her. He longed to learn more.

“I hope so. How about you? Are you going to be ‘eye candy’ as you put it?”

He glanced away and sighed. “I don’t think I’m anything special outside of my standing in Jesus Christ. I’m an ordinary man who tries to do his job well and seeks to listen to God as He directs my steps, day by day.”

“Does God direct you that closely?” She squeezed his arm with the hand still resting there. “I believe in God, and try to obey, but sometimes I feel, well, alone. Like He’s not talking to me.”

“Everyone goes through periods of wondering if God is listening and will answer prayers.” He glanced back at her. He was close enough to inhale her perfume. She smelled like a piña colada—pineapple and coconut. His mouth watered.  

“You’ve experienced that too?”

“More often than I’d care to admit.”

“So what do you do? How can you walk daily without hearing His voice? I’m not being antagonistic, I want to figure out if I’m missing something.”

Robbie was delighted with this line of questioning. More than anything, he wanted a woman in his life who shared his faith. “If I read God’s word on a daily basis, seek to pray, and ask about what it is He desires of me, even when I don’t hear him, I can make decisions and choices in a way I think is what He would want for me.

“It doesn’t mean everything I do is perfect. I screw up a lot more than I like. Not every risk pays off. At least I assume I’ve His approval on the path. If there is a check in my spirit, anything holding me back, I listen, even if it’s something I want to do. I figure it might be the Holy Spirit telling me to stop. Does that make sense?”

“I think so. Scripture says you can grieve the Holy Spirit through sin. Does simple confession free one up to hear from Him again?”

“I think that’s right.”

Stephanie sighed. Her hand lifted off his arm and returned to her own lap. 

He experienced a chill with its absence. “Is something heavy on your heart, Stephanie? I’m a safe person. I give all my clients a listening ear and complete confidentiality. I would do no less for you as a friend.”

“Is that what we are, friends?”

“I’d like for us to be.” He reached over to grab her hand and gave it a squeeze. He desired more than that but wondered if he even stood a chance with the beauty by his side. 

“I think I would like that too.” She rotated her hand around and squeezed back, giving him a smile.

Robbie’s name came over the loudspeaker, so he stood and assisted her to her feet, all the while holding her hand. He released it to put his palm on her back as he guided her through the crowd to the hostess. Soon they were seated, placed their orders and received their beverages.

“A bit of Mexican for you?” Robbie teased.

“I get plenty of Italian, working at DeLuca’s Cucina, but I don’t eat there much. Sometimes I take a sandwich because it’s quicker. If I ate that kind of diet all the time, I’d be twice my size.” She frowned and her eyes dropped to her plate.

“What’s wrong? Your smile faded away and it was like the sun had disappeared behind a cloud.” He lifted up his glass of raspberry lemonade and sipped.

Her shoulders raised as she took a deep breath, and lowered as she let it out. “There is something you need to know about me before you invest any more time in this relationship.”

“Sounds serious. Why don’t I pray for our meal before it comes so you are not interrupted in the telling of your story?” He extended a hand across the table and she reached back with hers. They bent their heads. “Lord, thank You for guiding me to Stephanie on Wednesday and nudging me to ask her out. Please give Stephanie comfort and courage as she tells her story and give me grace to listen. May You be glorified by our time spent together here, and bless the food that is about to come. Allow it to sustain us for the work You called us to do. Amen.” Robbie opened his eyes and gave Stephanie’s hand a squeeze before letting it go.

Taking back her hand, she grabbed her napkin and busied herself with placing it on her lap. She took a sip of lemonade and was about to begin when the meal arrived. 

“Thank you, Anna,” Roberto said to the waitress.

“I hope you enjoy your meals. Let me know if you need anything else,” Anna replied.

He glanced at Stephanie who shook her head. “I think we are good for now. Thanks.”

The waitress turned to go to take care of other customers, and Robbie focused his attention on his date.

Stephanie took another sip of her drink and cut a piece off her Tex-Mex chicken. She chewed, set her fork down and looked up. Robbie ate a bite of his steak as he nodded to let her know he was ready to listen. 

“When I was young, before I knew Jesus, I lived a pretty wild life. I was what Luis called me—a tart. But after Jesus, I swore I wouldn’t do that kind of stuff anymore. I held on to that pledge for years. I lost boyfriend after boyfriend when I made it clear there was a line I wouldn’t cross.” She sighed. “Until a few months ago, I did great. I don’t want to get into the details, but I dated Luis and things went too far. We broke up because of that, but I didn’t escape the consequences.” She pursed her lips together and focused on cutting another forkful of food. Tears welled up, and she avoided eye contact with him.

It took only seconds for the truth to dawn. Robbie set his fork down. “You’re pregnant? How long ago was this?” he asked, his voice as low as he dared against the noise of the restaurant around them.

“A little over three months.” Her blue eyes met his gaze. 

“Luis is the father?” 

“Correct. We no longer see each other.”

“Marriage is out of the question between you?” Please say no.

“I don’t think that getting married because of an unexpected pregnancy is a good thing. It became obvious, even before I discovered I was pregnant, that a relationship between us was not going to work.”

“I take it he’s not accepted that decision?”

“That would be an understatement. He’s furious and has been hounding me since I shared the news.”

“What do you desire, for you and the child?”

“I want to be loved and cherished for me. I would love to keep this baby. My arms ache to be a mom. I cannot imagine doing that as a single parent. You probably spied me listening to the adoption stories on Wednesday. If God desires me to remain single, which seems to be the direction He’s leading, I will give the baby up, even though it breaks my heart to think of that.”

“Did you want to get pregnant?”

“No. I didn’t even want to have…you know. I had vowed not to.” She avoided his eyes.

He read what she wasn’t saying between the lines. Date rape. His muscles tensed and a stab of pain reminded him to take a deep breath and relax. He was in no position to retaliate against Luis. He tilted his head as he looked at her. “As a child who was adopted, I have great respect for women who chose that, regardless of how they find themselves in that situation.”

“I don’t expect you to provide me counsel. I didn’t accept a date so I could have free legal services.”

“It never crossed my mind. I didn’t choose to date you so I could get free Italian meals either.” He grinned at her and took another bite of his steak.

She giggled. “Touché. I am curious, though, as to what led you to ask me to go out with you without knowing anything about me.”

“Fair question.” He leaned away from the table and gazed at her. He saw her mentally throw off a weight as she shifted gears to listen to him. She brushed her long blonde curls behind her shoulder, and he wondered if her hair was as soft as it appeared. 

Focus. 

“When I looked into your eyes, it seemed right. Mr. Bixby spoke highly of you. No doubt he was up to a little matchmaking. You are a beautiful woman and gracious in the way you deal with people. Even so, I think the Holy Spirit gave me the nudge to ask.”

“I’m sorry if you are disappointed, now that you know the truth. Who would want to date, much less marry, a woman pregnant with another man’s child?”

Robbie’s brow furrowed and he frowned. “I think Joseph had some reservations when he found out his fiancée, Mary, was pregnant by the Holy Spirit. He married her anyway. He raised Jesus as his own son, and together, they had other children as well.”

“You don’t feel gypped at my news?”

“Why? I’ve witnessed many choices far worse with much larger consequences than yours. I’m a child of adoption and support a non-profit adoption agency. If anyone would be accepting of your situation, it should be me. Sin is sin. Yes, yours has more far reaching consequences, but God forgives when we come to Him repentant. I can tell that you’ve done that, even though it was not your trespass but Luis’s. I suspect you have a hard time accepting God’s forgiveness for yourself.” He paused for a moment. “Given what happened, why did you accept my invitation?”

Stephanie focused on moving food around her plate before meeting his gaze. “That was easy. You enchanted me with a kiss on the hand. I wanted an opportunity to feel special for once and be escorted by a handsome man.” Her smile turned sheepish. “I guess I accepted you to assuage my wounded ego.”

Robbie laughed. “Well, that was honest. Thank you for your compliment. I often hear stuff like that from my mother, but she’s biased.”

“She speaks the truth. She raised an intelligent, compassionate son.” 

Robbie frowned. “I think you are building me up to be more than I am. I’m not a knight in shining armor. I have my quirks and sins as well.” He leaned back and gazed at the radiant woman across from him. His heart ached for her. Did he feel dismay that she was pregnant? He had to admit to a bit of a letdown that this gorgeous gal was not the fantasy virgin bombshell he had imagined. Her defenses had been brutally breached. He burned with anger at this Luis guy for what he had done to this gem of a woman who sat before him. He took a sip of his lemonade and blinked away the sharp stab of pain that threatened to darken his mood. He straightened up and leaned against the back of the booth and tried to relax.

“Really? Care to share a big sin? Tit for tat?”

Robbie saw warmth in her eyes and regretted that what he had to share might diminish it. She was pregnant and he still desired her. God, what are you up to? He swallowed the fear that rose up inside of him, making him regret having had steak for lunch. She’d refuse to see him again when he was done. She trusted him with her story and he owed her his. 

“I was involved in bad car accident while in college. Driving too fast for conditions. No one else was hurt. I was alone. The car was totaled. I injured my neck and lower back. Providentially, I didn’t end up paralyzed. As I recovered and attempted to keep up with my studies, I relied on pain medications to take the edge off the constant and, at times, debilitating pain. I tried physical therapy and chiropractic but still could not free myself from the daily agony. 

“I figured out how to get the narcotics I needed from more than one doctor. I progressed from Darvocet to Vicodin. I never took illegal drugs. I was a law student, after all, and had my scruples, which didn’t seem to extend to abusing prescription medications. Stress made things worse, and in an attempt to get through finals, I took one too many pills. An accidental overdose. I ended up in the hospital for a week. I had to go off all the medications, and it was torture. 

“I became nasty to the nurses, doctors and my family. I’m surprised, with as crazy as I got, that I didn’t end up in the psych ward. I’d gone insane from the pain and the withdrawal. That was about three years ago, and the most I take now is ibuprofen or acetaminophen. I meet with some men from church who keep me accountable, and I see a doctor who works with me to help with pain management. 

“I am a drug addict, Stephanie. That’s my sin. I’ve gone back to that hospital and tried to apologize to every staff person I verbally abused. The people I’ll never fully make it up to are my mom and dad.”

“Are you in pain now?” 

Roberto nodded. “It’s constant. Sometimes it’s worse than at others. Certain activities aggravate it. I try to do my stretches and stay fit, and while it helps some, it doesn’t take it away. It will be a life-long struggle.”

Stephanie reached across the table to clasp his hand. “I admire you for doing the hard work in spite of your pain. What an awful journey you’ve been on.”

Robbie gave a half-smile, “Thank you for accepting my past. Does this make us even in the sinner category?” Inwardly, he sighed in relief. She hadn’t bolted. If she were smart, she would refuse to see him again. He did not deserve her grace or anyone else’s. She had no clue how temptation stalked him daily.

“Was there a competition?” Stephanie grinned.

“I think that when we came in here there was. You believed that your sin was so great no one could empathize or accept you as you are, right now today, a loved and forgiven child of the King of kings. Stephanie, everyone is struggling with something. I may appear fine and no one would realize the depth of pain and struggle I face except for when I let it spill out in being irritable. Your journey will be more visible in time, but no less forgiven.” Okay, so how come I can’t apply this to myself? Always the lawyer, good with words, but do they really go deeper than that? 

“Thank you, Robbie. I’m sorry for your ongoing suffering. Do you worry that you will ever slip back into taking something?”

He groaned. “All the time. I avoid alcohol because it can numb the pain. I try to stay away from negative thinking and pity party moments that come to knock me off my stride. I attempt to cling to God as much as possible. He is my only hope for staying on the narrow path of recovery. If I were a woman looking at me as a future spouse, I would wonder when and if I would slip again.”

“I hadn’t considered that.” She had finished her meal and set down her fork. She dabbed at her lips with her napkin. 

“Don’t think too hard about it, Stephanie, because I like you and want to see you again. I hope my revelation doesn’t close the door to that.”

“If my own secret didn’t slam a door, why would I do it to you? I like you and look forward to getting better acquainted.” Stephanie smiled.

“Would either of you like some dessert today?” asked Anna as she approached the table. Robbie looked at Stephanie who shook her head. 

“Thank you, Anna, just the bill please.” The waitress walked away. Robbie reached into his pocket to grab his cell phone. 

“Let’s get some information to figure out how we can stay connected. I work most days and you work nights. Are Sunday afternoons going to be the only time to meet?”

Stephanie pulled out her phone, and together, they shared schedules and numbers and decided to connect again next Sunday and take it from there.

Robbie paid the bill and accompanied Stephanie to her car, opening the door and helping her inside. She turned on the engine and put the roof down. She glanced up at him with a grin, “Thank you for lunch. I don’t want this date to end. Wanna go for a joy ride?” 

Robbie smiled and walked over to get in on the passenger side, pulling out his sunglasses as he got seated and buckled in. There was nothing more he wanted to do right now than spend time with this woman who glowed from within, and he didn’t think it was only because she was pregnant. She radiated the joy of Christ. He relaxed into the leather seat, let the wind mess up his hair, and enjoyed just being with her. She was almost better than any drug at distracting him from his pain.

They laughed together as they took off on the highway for west of town.

* * *

Stephanie returned home in the evening after getting dessert with Roberto. She walked on air. Her heart cautioned her against falling in love. She feared that she only saw Robbie as a way to escape her difficulties. She could never expect a man like him to marry her. Not now.

She remembered her nightmare from that morning. She realized Luis would do whatever he could to foil any happiness for her. It wouldn’t be about the baby. He would seek vengeance. She was grateful Robbie hadn’t paid much attention to Luis’s comments after church.

Before she climbed into bed, the phone rang. It was Renata.

“Hey, Ren, what’s up?”

“That’s what I’d like to know. I thought you had broken up with Luis. Is he giving you grief? You seem afraid of him, and now you are steppin’ out with someone else. Who’s the new guy?”

“Things didn’t go well with Luis. We haven’t talked for months. He wants me to abort or move in together. I don’t want a repeat of our last date. He figures we could still have sex since I don’t have to worry about getting pregnant and I refused. He’s been sending me nasty texts. I avoid him at work. 

“The new guy is Roberto. I met him at a luncheon at DeLuca’s on Wednesday. He asked me out and I accepted. We had a wonderful time this afternoon.”

“Did you tell him about the baby?”

“I did. He didn’t have a problem with it.”

“That has to be a God thing. Is he a Christian?”

“Yes. He is new to town and attends our church. We had a great conversation regarding faith and following the leading of the Holy Spirit. The more I compare the two men, I wonder if Luis is a believer.”

“Hmmm, I’ve wondered the same based on some things you’ve said about him. How are you, by the way?” 

“I’ve got more energy and my appetite has returned.”

“Did you come to any decisions yet regarding the baby?”

“I’m seriously considering adoption, but I’m scared. Please keep praying for me.”

“You didn’t even need to ask. I have been and will continue.”

“Thanks, Renata, you’re a gem.”


THREE

La travesura viene por libra y se va por onza.

Mischief comes by the pound and goes away by the ounce.

~Mexican proverb

The next morning, Stephanie knocked on Renata’s door. 

Tony answered in bare feet, jeans and a black t-shirt. He was her boss and like a big brother to her. And he just happened to be married to her best friend. “Hey, Stephanie, Renata is finishing up giving the girls breakfast. She will be out in a minute. Would you like to come sit in the kitchen? I can pour you a cup of coffee, tea, chai?” 

“Thank you, Tony. Chai would be great.”

Tony went to grab cups, prepared her beverage and sat down across from her. “I hope you don’t think I’m being nosey, but what’s up with you and Luis?”

“We broke up months ago. I assume he told you I’m pregnant?” 

“Yeah, he did. I wish you’d told me first. I thought he was trash talking and almost slugged him. Thankfully, when I asked, Renata confirmed it. If there’s anything we can do at the restaurant to make your job easier as you progress, just let me know. We need you.”

“Thank you. I’ll keep that in mind. I’m sorry if my waiting to tell you the news put you in a difficult position.”

“Has Luis been giving you trouble?”

“I get text messages I delete. He tries to harass me at church, even tried to intimidate a new guy I’m dating. At work, I steer clear of him. Why do you ask?”

“Some things I’ve overheard him saying at the restaurant had me concerned for your safety.”

“Funny you should mention that. I had a nightmare where he wanted to fight me over the baby. Roberto, the new guy, told Luis that he was in danger of being deported. Luis pulled out a gun and I woke up screaming.”

Renata overheard these last comments but now moved into the room to join them at the table, handing off one infant to Tony. “I’m concerned too, Stephanie. Luis never seemed quite interested in anyone but himself. I wonder if he could be dangerous.”

“I’ll check his record when I arrive at the office. If I remember correctly, he is not a naturalized citizen and is here on a work visa.” 

Renata picked up the conversation again. “Back to Luis, are you worried?”

“I must be if I’m having nightmares. He was insulting in church yesterday, but he has made no direct threats. What could I do?”

“File a restraining order.” Tony moved his coffee cup away from the reaching arms of his daughter. 

“With no specific threat, what would justify such an action?”

“I don’t know. Ask a lawyer. There has to be some in a congregation of our size. Maybe one of them could advise you?” Renata hoisted her other daughter to her shoulder to pat her back. 

Stephanie grinned, “I know someone I can ask. But there’s no rush.” A cozy warmth stole over her body as she remembered Robbie and his hug and the kiss he left on her cheek last night. Maybe God brought him to her for a reason beyond making her feel beautiful again? 

* * *

Stephanie felt better at work that evening wearing a new skirt that didn’t pinch. She still didn’t look pregnant to others, but her hand rested on her baby bump. At least she could hide it a little longer with some of the clothes she found at a thrift store. The evening went well with a steady stream of diners, although a much lighter crowd than on Fridays or Saturdays.

Tony had been in to work for most of the day but had returned home after the dinner rush. Luis was the chef on duty this evening. Tony suggested Stephanie avoid the kitchen as much as possible, but she was bored and had taken to filling water glasses which necessitated her going to the kitchen for refills.

With every visit to the kitchen, she sensed Luis’s glare. She avoided looking at him. It was closing time and she returned empty pitchers. When she turned to leave, she found Luis blocking her path.

“Hi, Stephanie.” His voice was low, and there was a sharp edge to his tone. His face was set in hard edges with his eyes narrowed and jaw tight.

“I need to go, please let me pass.” Panic rose up inside as she smelled alcohol on his breath. Drinking was forbidden while working, and she had never known him to do so before. She became aware that the action in the kitchen had ceased and the remaining staff watched. Would they come to her aid if she needed it?

“You’re mine. You can’t be with other men.”

“In case you forgot, Luis, we broke up. I belong to no one and can date who I want. I don’t answer to you.”

“We’ll see about that.” He was in her face now, bodies touching, and her back was against the sink.

“It sounds like you’re threatening me.”

“I am threatening you. You will see no one”—his teeth ground together—“or else.”

“Else what?” she squeaked out.

“Luis, you and I need to talk. Now!” Tony had returned. His voice was loud and authoritative. She’d never heard him yell like that before. 

Luis backed away a step, never taking his eyes off Stephanie. “This is not over.”

“It most definitely is over, Luis, and has been for some time.”

“Luis, I said now! Or I call the police.” Tony raised his cell phone with his thumb over the emergency dial. 

Luis raised his hands in surrender and backed away, following Tony out of the kitchen and into the office. Stephanie scanned the horrified looks of the staff. She rubbed her sweaty palms down her skirt, departed the kitchen, grabbed her purse, and drove home. 

Once there, she ran inside, bolted the door, and leaned against the wood. She wondered if she would ever feel safe again.

* * *

Tony entered the office and ushered Luis in, motioning for him to sit in a chair. Tony left the door open and leaned against the frame with his arms folded. He detected the alcohol on Luis’s breath and realized he was dealing with a dangerous situation.

“So, Luis…drinking on the job and threatening one of the managers of DeLuca’s. What’s this about?”

“She’s my girl. She refuses to see me. She started dating someone else. I won’t stand for it.”

“Does a man level threats against a woman to get what he wants? Is force the way to win a woman’s heart?”

“I’ll do whatever it takes. If I can’t have her, no one will.”

“I think there’s another problem we need to deal with, along with the threats against Stephanie which I will report to the police.”

“What?”

“I can no longer employ you at DeLuca’s Cucina. Up until today, you’ve been an excellent chef. However, I discovered your work visa expired a month ago. I don’t employ illegal aliens.” 

“What? Fired? No! This can’t be happening to me!” Luis jumped to his feet, fists clenched.

“I’m sorry to be the bearer of bad news, but let me be clear. You will walk out the door of this restaurant and never return.” Tony reached over to the desk to grab an envelope. “Here is your paycheck up through tonight’s shift. Paid in full. All benefits cease as of midnight. If I were you, I would book a flight to Mexico as soon as possible. Far more comfortable than an escort through the Immigration Department.”

Luis rose and stood in front of Tony. “Stephanie belongs to me. You cannot stop me from getting what is mine.” He turned and stalked out the door.

Tony reached for the phone and dialed Stephanie’s number.

“Steph. Are you okay? Are you home?”

“Yeah, just walked in, but I’m scared.”

“Pack up an overnight bag and head to my house. Don’t waste any time. We have a spare bedroom. I’d feel better if I knew you were safe.”

“Okay, I will. Thank you, Tony.”

“What are friends for? We’ll talk more in the morning. Luis is no longer employed by DeLuca’s. Your dream was right, his visa was expired.”

“Wow. Freaky.”

“Yeah, tell me about it. If I hadn’t had to come in tonight to terminate him, I might not have been in time for whatever he was planning to do next.”

“I don’t think anything was planned. He was drunk.”

“Yeah, get to my home fast, will ya? Luis has already left here.” 

“I’m on the way out the door now.”

“Call me to let me know you got there safe, okay?”

“Sure. Thanks again, Tony.”

Tony hung up and sagged against the desk. He prayed as his heart settled into a normal rhythm. He left the office and went to get statements from the employees who witnessed and overheard Luis’s threats. After helping clean up the kitchen, he grabbed his papers to take home to work on. Exhaustion overwhelmed him. At least Stephanie was safe. But for how long? 

   * * *

Renata was waiting in the doorway when Stephanie pulled up to their home. “Park next to my mini-van in the garage. Tony wants to make sure Luis can’t find you.”

Stephanie parked the car and entered the house. Renata wrapped her friend in a hug. 

“I called Tony to tell him you arrived. I’m sorry Luis threatened you, Steph.”

“You and Tony were right. My dream was real.”

“You’re safe here tonight and for as long as you need shelter. Tomorrow, you can call that lawyer friend of yours and see what else can be done.”

“That ‘lawyer friend’ happens to be my new boyfriend, Roberto.”

“Well, that’s convenient—or complicates things.”

“Let’s just consider it awkward. I only met him last Wednesday, and now I’m going to ask for his help in protecting me from my ex-boyfriend?” Stephanie shook her head. “I’m numb.” She plopped down on the bed, looking up at her friend who stood in the doorway.

Renata came to sit by her and put her arm around her. “I understand how you feel, Steph.”

“I know you do, Ren. I don’t understand how you endured years of abuse with Mick. I’m shaking after only a few minutes.” She leaned her head on Renata’s shoulder, and they hugged. Renata stood. 

“Just try to sleep, okay? You are safe, and we’ll do everything in our power to make sure you stay that way.”

“Do you think you could pray for me? I don’t know what to ask for.”

“Certainly.” Renata knelt by the bed, clasping her friend’s hands, and bent her head. “Dear Jesus, You’re aware of everything that happened tonight. None of it has escaped You. Please keep Stephanie safe, protect her in the shadow of Your wings. May she find peace at the foot of Your throne, knowing You never slumber or sleep and You delight in watching over Your precious daughter. Give us all wisdom in the days ahead as we deal with Luis and please, somehow foil any attempts to harm Stephanie and the precious child You are knitting in her womb. We love You, Lord. Thank you for being a faithful God we can approach at any time. Amen.”

“Amen. Thanks, Ren.”

“Anytime. What are friends are for?”

* * *

Stephanie tossed and turned all night. She was aware of when Renata or Tony woke to take care of the babies, but that wasn’t what disturbed her sleep. It was Luis’s threats. Fear welled up inside. She lay on her back and gazed out the window towards the moon and reminded herself God was in control and she could rest in Him. She woke in the morning, exhausted, but managed to get to the kitchen for a cup of coffee and snatched a muffin off the counter. She made her way to the back porch, still in her robe, and went through the sliding glass doors to sit and listen to the birds. Finally, her brain was able to disconnect. She was lost in nothingness when the screen door opened behind her. 

“Good morning, Steph, did you sleep well? I hope the babies didn’t wake you.”

“The babies were not the problem, Ren. I’m anxious. I had no peace until I came out here.”

“I’m glad to see you’re at home enough to get yourself coffee and grab some breakfast.” Renata smiled.

“Hey, we were roommates, I figured it was just like old times.” Stephanie raised her muffin in salute.

Together, they sat in silence for a while, listening to the birds and enjoying their beverages. The peace was interrupted by Stephanie’s cell phone going off in the pocket of her robe.

“Hello?”

“This is Officer Mitchell of the Milwaukee Police Department. There’s been a break-in at your apartment at 8952 Morningside, apartment eight. Is that your residence?”

“Yes, it is. What happened?” 

“Not really sure, but you may want to head over here to assess the damage. Do you know of anyone who you would consider an enemy?”

“Yes. I was going to contact the police today. A former boyfriend was making threats to me at my workplace last night. I didn’t feel safe staying at my apartment, so I spent the night at a friend’s.”

“His name?”

“Luis Vasquez.”

“How soon can you get over here? We need to file a report and figure out if anything has been stolen.” 

“Fifteen minutes. Who gave you my phone number?”

“Your neighbor upstairs, Edith Montel. She was the one who called in the disturbance.”

“Thank you, officer, I’ll be there soon.” She disconnected and stared at the screen of her phone.

“Luis trashed your apartment?” Renata set her cup down, splashing tea over the sides on to the table.

“Apparently. The police want me to come and take a look.”

“As long as they are there, I’m okay with you going. Take my van so Luis doesn’t realize it’s you if he’s watching. Bring back as much as you can. I think you need to stay here for a while longer.”

“Thanks, Ren. Edith probably thought it was ninjas at first.” Renata’s giggles followed Stephanie as she went inside to throw on some clothes and put her hair in a ponytail. Soon, she was rushing out the door.

* * *

Stephanie walked into her apartment building and was greeted by Officer Mitchell. 

“Oh. My. Word.” Her hand clasped over her mouth. The furniture was slashed to pieces, and the screen to her large television was cracked and the frame bent. Her bedroom was in shambles, and the clothes in her closet were all cut and ripped. Most of the stuff in her kitchen was shattered on the floor. She knelt down to pick up part of a cake stand and the tears came. “This was my great-grandmother’s.” 

The officer took a statement and gave her information on filing a restraining order. The landlord was called to come and fix the door as the lock had been broken. Stephanie loaded up what little she had left of value and put it in the van. It would have fit in the miniscule trunk of her tiny convertible if she’d brought it.

She left when the officers did because she feared Luis’ return. Arriving at Renata and Tony’s home in Germantown, she parked and went inside. Tony sat on the living room floor with the twins.

“Hi, Steph. Welcome to ‘tummy time.’”

Stephanie smiled at Tony being the doting dad. They had worked together for years, and she had seen him mature and change, especially after he had met and fallen in love with her best friend, Renata.

“I think you are stuck with me for a little while longer.”

“Ren told me about the break in. How bad was it?”

“Horrible. Furniture, bed, TV, computer, all my dishes and glassware—destroyed. Edith saw and heard Luis and was the one to call it in.”

“I’m sorry. I’m glad you weren’t home.”

“Me too. Thanks for looking out for me.”

“Did you call the lawyer yet?” 

“No. Do you mind if I go to the study to make the call?”

“Not at all, it’s your home now.” Tony smiled as she got up and walked to the home office and closed the door.

* * *

Stephanie took a deep breath and dialed the number.

“Mr. Rodriguez, Attorney at Law, how can I help you?”

“Hi, Robbie? It’s Stephanie.”

“Hi, Stephanie, what a pleasant surprise.”

“It may not be so pleasant when you hear why I called. Is this a good time for you to talk?”

“It’s fine, I am not due in court for another hour and my prep is all done. What’s up?”

“Remember Luis, my ex?”

“Yeah, the guy from church?”

“Right. Well, at the end of the shift last night, he threatened me in front of the rest of the staff and my employer, Tony. Tony fired him for that, and for having an expired work visa. I left, grabbed some stuff from my apartment and spent the night at their home. Renata is my best friend. Do you remember me telling you about her?”

“Yes, I remember. Go on.”

“I got a call this morning that my apartment was broken into and trashed. I took what I could while the police were there and filed a report and came back to Tony and Ren’s. I need to file a restraining order.”

“I would say so. Are you okay? Did he harm you at all?”

“I’m scared and feel violated at the damage done to my home, but other than that, I’m okay. I lost some heirlooms, but it’s just stuff.”

“I’ll be at the courthouse, downtown Milwaukee, most of the day. I should have a break around one. I can meet you and help you file your paperwork if you like.”

“It wouldn’t be too much trouble?”

“Not at all. How often do I get to come to the aid of a damsel in distress? I could even buy you a hot dog from the street vendor for lunch. That’s what I was planning for myself.”

Stephanie giggled. “Okay, Roberto, a hot dog and a restraining order all in one lunchtime? You are such a romantic.”

He chuckled. “I’ll see you there…and, Stephanie?”

“Yeah?”

“I care about what happens to you. Please stay safe.”

“Thanks. That means a lot.”


FOUR

Esperanza demorada le enferma el corazón.

Hope deferred makes the heart sick.

~Mexican proverb

Roberto spied Stephanie sitting outside the courthouse clutching a manila envelope to her chest. He stood to watch her for a minute. She looked lost and vulnerable. Lord, thank You for bringing me to her just when she needed me. Even if that’s all I get, I’m grateful. Please keep her safe. All we do today is a mere formality and does nothing to protect her. Only You can do that. He stepped through the door and came to stand before her. 

“Sorry, I was a little late getting out of court. Sometimes things take longer than expected.”

“It’s okay. I’m not working today. Tony didn’t think it would be safe for me to be at the restaurant, so I have as much time as you do.”

“Great. Let’s get this paperwork filed. I believe I owe you a hot dog.” 

“Sounds good, the sooner this is over with, the better.”

“It’s going to be fine. Don’t worry. You don’t really need me for this. Did you bring a copy of the police report?”

“Yes. Tony also wrote up a document of last night’s incident at work.”

“Good, are you planning on pressing charges with the breaking and entering?”

“Yes.”

“Excellent.”

Robbie sat beside her as she filled out the paperwork. He stood by her side, silent and supportive as she met with the Court Commissioner to get her temporary restraining order. She got a court date scheduled in ten more days where she would present her case before a judge. Robbie wrote the date down in his calendar. 

“I’m glad that’s over with. I’m famished. Where’s that hot dog you promised?” Stephanie walked into the sunshine. 

Robbie wanted to watch her as the light played with her hair, spinning it gold, yellow and white as it reflected off her curls. She had dark shadows under her eyes. Those baby blues were brighter now, and her shoulders had relaxed. He pointed across the courtyard toward the street. “There’s our vendor. Shall we take a little walk?” He offered her his hand, and she clasped it as they walked down the steps in unison.

“Can I ask you a legal question?” 

“Sure. Fire away. If I’m able to answer, I will.”

“If the police don’t find Luis to arrest him for the breaking and entering or to present him with the restraining order, what is there to prevent him from attempting to hurt me?”

Robbie squeezed her hand. “In truth, Steph, there’s nothing to stop him, even if he is served with the restraining order. If he is arrested, however, things might become complicated, especially with the expired work visa.”

“Would they deport him?”

“Possibly. Or he could serve time and slip away once released before they find him. If Luis is smart, he’ll have already hopped a plane to Mexico.”

“Justice wouldn’t be done.”

“Justice is in the hands of God. If Luis skips the country with an outstanding warrant, he may never get back in—legally, anyway. If that’s the case, you control all the choices with regards to what you do with your child. He’ll lose his rights.”

Stephanie placed her free hand on her stomach. “Since I found out I was pregnant, my nice, mundane life has turned upside down.”

“Not a comfortable feeling, is it?”

“Not at all. I shouldn’t complain. There’s a brand new person growing inside of me. As unexpected and even initially unwanted as that was, it is a miracle I get to be a part of. And I met you.” She turned to him with a brilliant smile. 

Robbie grinned. They reached the vendor, got their food, and found a shady bench to sit on. “I hate to ask you this, because I’m struggling myself and I don’t even know the guy. Have you forgiven Luis for the rape, the threats, and now vandalism?”

“Whoa.” She dropped her eyes. “No. I’ve tried. I pray to forgive him again and again. I even tried in person once when we broke up. That went over like a lead balloon. He didn’t think he had anything to be forgiven for. That was before I found out I was pregnant. So I pray and the anger wells up. I desire justice. I don’t want him to have God’s grace and mercy, and yet I think he’s not a Christian in spite of his church attendance and the way he initially treated me.” She sighed. “I’ll keep trying. I should never want God’s justice and wrath to fall on anyone.” 

Robbie nodded. “I’m sorry to bring up something so personal and make you uncomfortable.” 

Stephanie looked at him. “No. You asking me a question like that shows me you care where my heart is at. Do you realize how rare that is?” She paused and studied his face. “Robbie, is your back hurting?”

“How can you tell?” He kicked himself inwardly. He tried to keep his guard up from allowing anyone to witness his suffering. What was it about her that had him letting it down? 

“I’m not sure, just something in the manner in which you seated yourself.”

“I’ve done too much sitting today. My neck and lower back are flaring up a bit more than usual.” It was an understatement, but he didn’t want to burden her with the intensity of all he tried to block out. 

“Is there anything I can do to help?” She took the last bite of her hot dog and crumpled up the foil wrapper. 

“No, but it does my heart good to know you care.”

Stephanie threw the garbage in a nearby bin and returned to stand behind him. She placed her hands on his shoulders. “Can I try a gentle massage? You tell me when to stop.” She waited.

Just having her touch him was torture as his pulse skipped a beat or two. When had anyone ever offered to care for him like this? He tilted his head back to lean against her. “If you want to, but please go slow, I’m wound up tight.” He gave her a weak smile. She began to work in silence against the noisy backdrop of the city street before them, teeming with buses, bikes, cars and trucks, all going somewhere. Birds played tag above their heads with a flurry of wings and chattering. Exhaust perfumed the air. And in the midst of that there was paradise.

He wanted more, and his thoughts took a dangerous turn. Her touch gave him too much pleasure intermixed with the pain as she massaged his shoulders. He brought a hand up to touch hers. “You can stop now.”

Stephanie removed her hands and came to sit back beside him. “Did it help?”

Robbie nodded his head with his eyes closed. “I found something new I could become addicted to.” He still felt the warmth of her hands, even though he had a suit on. He wished he could have let it go on. 

“Why did you ask me to stop?”

Robbie opened his eyes and shook his head. He rose from the bench with a grimace before extending a hand to help her up. “Let’s walk you to your car.”

They started back towards the courthouse and began to circle around to where the parking garage was. Robbie held her hand. 

“Come on, Robbie, why did you make me stop?” Stephanie halted him, and he stood facing her on the sidewalk. 

He gulped. “I wanted more.” Lord, help me here. “You are a beautiful woman, Stephanie. Temptation personified.” 

She tilted her head and her eyes narrowed. “I don’t understand.” 

“You turn me on. I didn’t want you to stop. I desired far more. I refuse to dishonor you with even thoughts of that.” Robbie closed his eyes, and heat rose in his cheeks. He looked back at her. 

Stephanie blushed, her eyes got wide and a hand came to cover her mouth. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to...”

“You provide temptation by being here, holding my hand, looking at me with those beautiful eyes.” Their gaze held for a moment before he broke contact as they continued walking ahead. “I want to be honest. You’ve been hurt and I don’t want to be another man who takes advantage of you.”

“Thank you.” Stephanie swallowed, and her words came out in a hushed voice. “You tempt me too.”

Robbie stopped and pivoted to stare at her. “It can go nowhere.” 

Tears pooled in her eyes. She dropped her hand, and he released it. She turned to continue walking, and Roberto matched her steps. She got to the car and unlocked it, but Roberto kept her from opening the door. “Stephanie. I’m not rejecting you. ‘There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.’”

“No condemnation, huh? So why do I want what I shouldn’t have?” Tears started to flow down her cheeks. 

Robbie wiped one away with his thumb. “Hmmm, let’s see. You are pregnant and hormones can be powerful. You were abandoned by your previous boyfriend, threatened and victimized. You had to leave your home and your entire life is turned upside down. Maybe you are searching for an escape and a way to experience pleasure in the midst of pain?”

“Perhaps. But still. I’m sorry. I’m glad my massage helped but sorry it tempted you. I never intended for that to happen.” She paused and asked, “You mentioned on Sunday that certain activities make your pain worse. What kinds of things increase your pain?” 

Robbie shrugged, “Sometimes lifting things too heavy or the wrong way, repetitive activity like running or biking can help or hurt depending on how much or how hard I exert myself. Sitting for hours without stretching definitely makes it worse, but so can standing for too long. Why?”

“What about sex?” 

“Excuse me?”

“Does making love make it worse?” She blushed.

Robbie shook his head. “I can’t believe you’re asking me this. I haven’t the foggiest idea. I’ve been abstinent since years before the accident, after I accepted Christ. It might, but I really won’t know until I marry.”

Stephanie was silent.

“Stephanie, I can’t believe that on our second date we are having this conversation. I am a man. I want sex and think about it more than I should and long for the day when I have a wife to share that aspect of marriage with. But how that will impact my pain is a mystery. How will that affect my relationship with my wife? I don’t know. I can’t worry about those things. I need to leave the future to God and just focus on the work He has for me today.”

Robbie’s phone beeped and he pulled it out to check the text message he’d received. He sighed. “I’m going to have to renege on spending more time with you today. I just got a summons to return to the office in Mequon. It’s better, especially given our conversation, that we have some space.”

Robbie opened the door and helped her lower herself in. He kissed the back of her hand, gazing in her eyes as he did so. “I’ll be praying for you. Stay safe, okay?”

Stephanie nodded and started up the car. 

Robbie watched her drive away.


FIVE

De lo malo saca lo que puedas.

Make the best of a bad situation.

~Mexican proverb

Stephanie was back at work for the rest of the week but on pins and needles, wondering where Luis was and when or if he would strike again. The police had not been able to find him, and she thought she might explode from the tension. Tony hired extra security at the restaurant and had been driving Stephanie to work so her car would not be visible or a target. She was living in limbo, waiting for something, anything, to happen. She hadn’t heard from Robbie either and wondered if she would see him on Sunday. 

Would Luis be at church? She was humbled that so many people cared and felt all the more vulnerable and weak for needing it. Wasn’t she the one who usually took care of others and had her life together? She placed her hand on her stomach and grimaced. She kind of messed that up big time, didn’t she?

To top it off, her doctor appointment had not gone well. Her blood pressure was up, and the doctor expressed concern she wasn’t gaining weight like she should. She had no morning sickness but little appetite with the stress of all that was going on. The ultrasound showed no problems, but that the child measured small. 

Stephanie made the phone call to Every Child a Home to meet with a counselor to talk about the possibility of gifting her baby for adoption. Her throat constricted every time she even thought the word ‘adoption.’ Her arms already ached, thinking that she might not hold this child herself or watch him or her grow. It didn’t help that when she stayed at Tony and Renata’s, there were two beautiful little baby girls to hug and snuggle. She needed to find a new place to live soon. 

She hired someone to come and clean out her trashed apartment. The insurance company had written everything off as a complete loss, and the money would be coming in a few days for replacement costs. She needed to start from scratch with all her belongings. The thought overwhelmed her. She considered trading in her car. Right now, she couldn’t drive it because it was too visible and made her a target. Before long, she would have a difficult time getting behind the wheel of the tiny convertible. She had to grow up and buy something practical. 

She was too old to be single, alone, and making all these decisions by herself. It depressed her.

* * *

Roberto phoned Tony, asking to meet for breakfast. A coffee shop in Germantown was the designated meeting place on Friday morning. The men found a spot outside under an umbrella. 

“Hi, Mr. DeLuca, it’s a pleasure to finally meet you. Stephanie has spoken highly of you and your wife.”

They shook hands as they were seated, and Tony leaned back, assessing the attorney. “So you’re Robbie?”

“Yup, Roberto Rodriguez, Attorney at Law. That’d be me.”

“I’m glad to put a face with the name. Thanks for helping Stephanie with the restraining order.”

“She didn’t need my help. I happened to be downtown and available to stand by her side while she went through the process. I’m glad I could be there for her. I wanted to meet with you to find out what else I might do to assist in keeping her safe.”

“I’ve been acquainted with Stephanie for years. She’s a manager and partner at my restaurant. I think of her as a sister. She’s also my wife’s best friend. So please don’t take this the wrong way, but what are your intentions?”

Robbie grinned. “I’m grateful she has such a fierce protector. She told me how you intervened when Luis threatened her. My intentions?” Robbie shook his head. “I wish her well. I like her. We’ve had two dates. Kind of hard to predict where that will take us down the line. I intend to treat her with the respect and dignity to which she is due as a woman and a fellow image-bearer of God. Beyond that, I guess you’ll just need to trust my intentions are honorable.”

Tony nodded. “That’s fair, and I’m glad to hear it. She needs a man who will treat her like she deserves. She’s a beautiful woman and a good friend and faithful employee. She’s smart. I never figured out why she hadn’t married before now and was quite surprised when I found out she was pregnant. The fall-out from this has turned her world upside down, and I worry about her. The stress is wreaking havoc on her health. I’m doing everything I can to make things easier for her at work, providing extra security and transporting her to and from the restaurant in my car so hers is not seen. She remains a guest in our home until she finds another apartment.”

“I wish I could do more to help. I like her, Tony, but she’s vulnerable right now and I don’t want to take advantage of that. My biggest concern is what might happen on Sunday morning if Luis shows up. Do you have a plan?”

“We’ll bring her to church and she’ll sit with us in the service. My family has rallied around too, so my brother and brothers-in-law plan to attend. We will provide a wall of protection as much as possible. You are welcome to join us.”

“I accept your offer. That eases my mind.”

“I understand you planned to take her out to lunch. I’m wondering if you’d accept an invitation to dine at our home as our guest instead. Renata would love to meet you.”

“Thanks. It might be safer given the possible danger she faces.”

The men got further acquainted and became good friends and allies united around their mutual concern for one woman—Stephanie Simson.

* * *

Sunday morning was uneventful. Luis didn’t show up, and Stephanie felt like all the efforts of Tony, his family and Robbie were wasted. She was protected and even loved. Safe. She just wished she could relax and enjoy her friends. After church, Robbie drove her to Germantown in his sedan. It was an older car, blue, and seemed to suit him with his profession. He was dressed in blue jeans today and a grey t-shirt that gave her a better indication of his frame. She’d realized he was fit from having massaged his shoulders and neck. This man was no light-weight. She was comfortable in his presence. 

Lunch was a relaxed affair as Tony grilled out on the back deck and they enjoyed the warm weather. Summer hadn’t gotten too hot yet. 

After the meal, the babies awakened from their nap. Renata fed them in their room and brought them outside to join the company. 

“Robbie, allow me to introduce you to my lovely daughters, Rosalinda and Rochelle, often called Rosa and Ella.” Tony beamed with pride as he took one of the girls from his wife’s arms.

“Would you let me hold one of them?” Robbie asked. Stephanie had already reached for Rosa who was being held by her mother.

“Here, this is Ella. Ella, meet Robbie.” Tony handed off the infant to Robbie who handled the baby like a pro, talking to her and eliciting giggles and coos. Tony and Renata exchanged grins as their daughter charmed their guest.

“Three months old, I’m guessing?” asked Robbie as he glanced up at Tony.

“Almost to four now. They grow fast.” Tony grinned.

Stephanie took Rosa and started to walk out in the yard with the little girl snuggled up on her shoulder as she patted her back, whispering all the while to the baby. It was a bittersweet thing to hold this little girl in her arms. Her gummy smile enchanted and those bright eyes watched everything. Pudgy hands batted the air, hitting Steph’s shoulder. The soft, downy hair and the scent of baby shampoo tugged at her heart. She struggled inside as she wandered around the yard, grappling with the reality that this was not going to be in her future any time soon. The baby growing inside would be held and loved by someone else. She fought back the tears and tried to focus on Rosa and the garden Renata had worked hard to cultivate. 

* * *

Robbie watched Stephanie as she meandered through the yard and noted the wistful look on her face. “She’s a natural isn’t she?” he said to no one in particular. In his mind, he imagined her holding their child and it twisted his heart.

Renata nodded. “It’s been difficult for her to be around the girls while at the same time considering giving up her own baby for adoption.”

“Has she been talking more about that?” Robbie asked.

“She has an appointment tomorrow morning to meet with a counselor to begin the process. Emotionally, she has so much going on. She’s not discussing it.”

“It’s a big step,” Robbie said. 

“Stephanie told me you do work with an adoption agency?” Tony asked.

“I provide counsel for Every Child a Home. That’s how I met Stephanie, when they had the annual fundraiser at your restaurant a week and a half ago.”

“I remember booking that but wasn’t there for it. It went well?” Tony sipped his lemonade. The odor of charcoal and cooked meat from the grill hung in the air, competing with the scent of honeysuckle from a nearby hedge. 

“Yes. We raised the funds needed for the upcoming year, and we had several families come to investigate adopting children.” Robbie was stuffed and content. He had enjoyed this afternoon with Stephanie’s friends more than he had expected to. If he was being scrutinized, the benefit of the doubt hung in his favor.

“What led you to want to work with an adoption agency?” asked Renata.

“Working with this group is ministry. I was adopted, so I have a deep appreciation for the beauty of that kind of gift. I was blessed in the family I grew up in because my birth mother made that choice.”

“Have you ever been curious to meet her?” asked Tony.

“Sure. When I investigated, I hit brick walls. All I know is that she was Caucasian and that he was Puerto Rican. I have yet to meet either birth parent. It’s like they dropped off the face of the earth after the adoption, and records were not as well kept as they are now. I’m not too concerned about meeting them. I had the best parents God could have provided for me.”

“They must be proud of what you’ve accomplished,” said Renata.

“They are, but my mother keeps reminding me that a man with a good income is in need of a wife and children. She’ll mumble something about Jane Austen and Pride and Prejudice. She longs to be a grandmother and reminds me with every visit how I’ve fallen short of making that happen for her.” Robbie grinned. “So until I have achieved those goals, I’ve not come far enough for her satisfaction.”

“I remember that kind of pressure from my family. They worked hard to get Renata and I together. I don’t regret the outcome. I recommend marriage and children, Robbie, but only when the Lord brings that about for you.”

Robbie smiled. “My parents have a good marriage and I want nothing less for myself, so I refuse to marry just to please my mom. She’s right, but there’s no need to rush into anything.”

“I’m sure God will lead you as you wait on Him.” Renata filled his glass of lemonade.

“I’m banking on that.” Ella spat up on him and he laughed as he reached for the burp cloth to wipe up the front of his t-shirt. “Have I been neglecting you, princess, by talking to your parents?” Ella patted his face with her chubby hands.

Tony shook his head and grinned. “I can get you something else to wear if you want. It’s not fun to go through the day with the smell of sour milk on your shirt.” Robbie stood up and Renata leaned over to take the baby.

“Thanks, that’d be great.” The two men entered the house.

* * *

Stephanie came up to the deck. “Rosa says she prefers the orange tiger lilies in the back over the red and pink roses you have climbing on the trellis.”

Renata laughed. “It amazes me that Rosa loves the color orange, and Ella is my pink gal.”

“Where did the guys go?”

“Ella spit up on Robbie. They went inside so Tony could get him something else to wear.”

Stephanie sat down, sitting the baby on her lap facing out to see the world around her. “So, what do you think of him?”

“I like what I see and hear, Steph. The guy seems like a keeper. He’s a natural with the girls. He treats you with respect.”

Stephanie smiled. “I fantasize that he might marry me. How desperate is that? I feel guilty for even thinking of it because I would be using him so I could keep my baby. But he’s delicious to look at, sweet, and he loves God.” Stephanie sighed as she rubbed Rosa’s back. “I don’t have time to wait for a relationship to grow and develop and it’s wrong of me to think that Robbie can save me from the pain of giving up my child. I wouldn’t marry Luis just for the sake of the baby, so why would I consider it with Robbie? I must be insane.” She shook her head and planted a kiss on Rosa’s head.

“You are not insane. Only human. I remember how tumultuous my hormones where when I was pregnant. It’s hard to make decisions when you have all that is going on in your life like you do, and a time limit as well with the baby’s due date in early January. I worry about you.”

“I worry about me too.” Stephanie chuckled. “I’ve always been the one with my act all together. Amazing how one sin has unraveled everything.”

Tony and Robbie returned with Robbie wearing a blue t-shirt that made his eyes sparkle as he gazed over to her. 

“I appreciate your hospitality today. You have a beautiful family and it has been fun to be a part of it. Would you be offended if I stole Stephanie away for a few hours?”

She looked up, surprised. “Where are we off to?”

“How about the Boerner Botanical Gardens?”

“Sounds lovely.” Stephanie handed Rosa over to Tony. “You don’t mind if we take off?”

Tony laughed. “Steph, I’m not your father who you need to ask permission from to go on a date. But since you did ask, when do you think you’ll return?” Tony looked at his watch and wiggled his eyebrows at her.

Everyone laughed and Tony acted surprised. “What? I’m serious.”

“I’ll bring her back before dark, and you have my cell phone number if you need to check up on us,” Robbie said. 

She witnessed an unspoken message as the men made eye contact. 


SIX

La ira y el odio son obstáculos al buen consejo. 

Anger and hate hinder good counsel.

~Mexican proverb

As they got in Robbie’s car, Stephanie remarked, “I was afraid that after Tuesday, you’d never allow yourself to be alone in my presence again.”

Robbie frowned. He appeared focused on getting his car on to Highway 41/45 to head south to Hales Corners. Stephanie chafed at the silence but willed herself to wait. After a few miles, he spoke.

“I like you Stephanie, and I’m worried about you. You could use time away from your problems. I hope I am sufficiently in control of myself this afternoon to avoid ravishing you in the gardens or my car. You don’t need lust muddling up your life as you make decisions about the future.”

Stephanie was silent. The traffic was light, and they made the trip without incident. They gained access to the gardens, meandered side by side, and stumbled across a wedding that had begun in the rose arbor. Stephanie stood and observed with longing. Robbie went to lean against a wall of the arbor. She was certain he watched her. A lone violin played as the bride made her way to where her groom stood waiting. Love radiated from both their faces. Steph sighed before turning to walk down a different path onto a bridge through a wooded area. Robbie stayed by her side.

“Penny for your thoughts.”

“With the economy tanking, is that all they are worth now?” She fought tears as she stopped and focused on some flowers below the bridge.

“It’s just a phrase. Whatcha thinking about?”

“Nothing profitable or new. Just how much I’ve lost with one bad decision.”

“I disagree.”

“Excuse me?” she turned to him as he stood next to her. He looked out at the shrubs around them. He leaned his bent arms on the railing of the bridge.

“I don’t think it was one bad decision, but probably a series of them. I suspect that while you lost some things, you might be gaining others you haven’t even realized yet.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Your life before was pretty easy. You worked and had your apartment, friends and independence. You only had to think about yourself. Am I right?” Now he glanced over at her.

“Yeah, I guess so. And that was bad?”

“It just was. Yes, you cared for your friends, but you had more control of events in your life. Now you have someone else to think about—this baby. There are new decisions to make that force you to depend on God and seek Him. You have been shaken out of your comfort zone. Your level of safety and security is gone. You are forced to trust more and more in God to be God—faithful, loving, trustworthy, just, good, and more. These are not easy things, but by wrestling with them, you will grow into the woman Jesus desires you to be. Without the challenges, you would stay the same, year after year after boring year. But now, God is crafting something beautiful out of the chaos. You just can’t see it yet.”

“How’d you get to be so wise?” 

“When pain is a constant friend and comfort unavailable, I’ve been forced to question and re-evaluate what my life is about. Why am I here? Is God punishing me for something? Or is there some greater reason for my suffering? I don’t have all the answers, but I believe God’s word that says ‘All things work together for good to them that love the Lord and are called according to His purpose.’ I may not see the end this side of heaven, but God promises to walk through the pain and struggle with me right here and now. Trusting Him in that process changes me, grows me more and more into who He wants me to be. I’m not there yet, but I’m at least on the journey. I’m not stuck but moving forward in faith.”

“Could you choose to be stuck?”

“I think so. I could revert back to drugs to numb my pain and live in a cycle of pain and relief and pain and relief and avoid growth while destroying the people around me. It’s a choice to follow Him when I don’t understand, or to wallow in the mud of a pity party and cave into something familiar.”

“Guess I’ve been throwing a little pity party myself.”

“Yup.”

They stood there, side by side, in the shade. Stephanie noticed creases in Robbie’s forehead.

“You okay?”

“As good as I ever am.”

“You’re sad.”

Robbie turned and leaned against the rail and crossed his arms in front of him. “It’s hard to watch you struggle. I wish there was something I could do to ease your way. I can’t rescue you. God has work to do and I don’t want to interfere with that.”

“Oh, and here I thought your back was bothering you.”

“A given. I try not to think about it.” 

“Is it worse right now?”

“It doesn’t matter. Shall we move along?”

“Robbie, why is it that I can share, and yet, when I attempt to understand you better, all I get is theology and a closed door to your heart? I find it maddening.”

“You think I’ve shut you out?” He stood with his arms folded and his legs spread. 

“Yes, I do.” They stared at each other for a moment. She sighed, and they resumed walking. “I do have a lot going on in my life, that’s true, but it doesn’t mean I don’t care about your struggles too. You are wound up tight and working hard to maintain control of your emotions. That can’t be healthy.”

* * *

Something inside Roberto snapped. He turned to her, stopping them in their tracks. “You really want to understand what’s bothering me?” He recognized the harshness in his tone and was glad they were in a more remote area of the gardens with no one else around to witness him losing it. 

Stephanie nodded, but there was a wariness in her eyes he ignored. 

“Fine. I’ll tell you. I work hard, yet there’s a ceiling above me I keep hitting my head against. People come in day after day wanting to waste my time on frivolous lawsuits that would be better served by civil conversations. I witness marriage after marriage, even among so called ‘Christians,’ dissolve in anger and recrimination in my office. I see the guilty go free and the innocent suffer. 

“I go home to a lonely apartment at night and wonder how you are doing and why I should even care. My heart aches for you. My back and neck tighten up and I feel ready to scream for some kind of release, but my thoughts tend towards directions that are far from the honorable man I want to be before God.” His words came out in a fast, clipped tone. His breathing was ragged. He stopped. Her face registered shock at this explosion. 

Robbie started to walk away, running his right hand through his hair in a failed attempt to push it off his forehead. The day had become warm. Sweat caused his t-shirt to cling to his back. He heard her follow. 

When she put her hand on his right shoulder, it twitched in response.

“Please don’t touch me,” he growled and moved on.

“Robbie?”

“What?” He halted, his voice sounded defeated even to his own ears.

“I’m sorry.”

“For what? None of this is your fault.”

“No, not that, I’m just sorry I didn’t understand the pressures and challenges you face. I assumed you were this guy who has it all together who I can lean on in my troubles. I was using you and that was wrong. Please forgive me.”

Robbie dropped down to sit on a boulder alongside the path and pain shot up his spine and down his legs at the same time. He leaned over with his head in his hands. “There is nothing to forgive. I’m the one who should apologize.” He kicked himself inwardly. This was what had ruined every attempt at a relationship in the past. He cared too much, too fast. His pain and low frustration tolerance would erupt and the women decided they didn’t want any part of him. His congé was coming. It was predictable. Why did he even try? 

Stephanie walked up to him and dropped to a crouch by his side, placing her hand on his shoulder. “I forgive you, but I also thank you for letting me see this side of you.”

“Why?” he ground out through gritted teeth.

“Because I don’t want to fall in love with a picture perfect man who has it all together. I would never feel like I could measure up. I want to fall in love with a man who understands the ups and downs of life and would walk by my side through them. I find that far more real and comforting.”

He lifted his head to stare into her face to gauge her sincerity. He leaned forward and planted a kiss on her cheek. “You are a priceless jewel, Stephanie. No woman, other than my mother, has given me as much grace as you just did.”

Stephanie gave him a half smile. “Not many men would be willing to date a woman in my circumstances and be so supportive to boot.”

“Tit for tat?”

“Tit for tat. Do you need to stretch or should we leave? I’m feeling light-headed.”

“Let’s go get some dessert. How does The Cheesecake Factory sound?”

“Sounds wonderful as long as mine has chocolate. The baby has been asking for it.” She looked bashful, but Robbie laughed.

“Here we go with the cravings now? I’m in trouble.” Robbie smiled at Stephanie and saw her pale face. “Light-headed, you said?” 

She nodded. 

They sat there together on the rock until her color returned. When she was able to, they stood up and Robbie put his arm around Stephanie to hold her close as they made their way to the exit and the car. It felt good to have someone to care for who cared in return. He wondered if he was falling in love. 

What a messy business that could prove to be.


SEVEN

Al empezar a llover, no hay más que abrir el paraguas.

If it starts raining, one has nothing left but to open up one´s umbrella.

~Mexican proverb

The next morning, Stephanie woke with a sense of dread. She was to meet with the adoption counselor. She kept hoping some miracle would occur and she could marry Roberto and keep the baby and experience a nice, happy, secure life. She realized she couldn’t rush a relationship that was new. To do so would be a mistake and lead to disaster. Still, her heart struggled and despaired over the choice she needed to make.

The appointment went well. Her counselor, Sarah, was compassionate and kind and challenged Steph to pray for and forgive Luis. That was hard. Stephanie knew Sarah from a group at church. She felt exposed letting another person in on her secret but lamented she couldn’t hide the truth from everyone else for much longer. She had some forms to read over and fill out. Homework. She prayed as she sat down to work on it all, hoping God would lead her to just the right parents for her child. 

Several days later, after an hour of test drives, she purchased a used car that was only three years old. It was a four door sedan and grey. Non-descript. She felt safer already and experienced more freedom knowing she did not need to rely on Tony to get to and from work while Luis remained at large. She said good-bye to her little red sport convertible and grieved another loss as she cut one more tie to her pre-baby past. 

She returned to Tony and Renata’s home to drop off the sale papers in her bedroom and grab a quick sandwich before heading over to the restaurant to hostess the lunch crowd. She felt wiped out already. It was going to be a long day. She wondered how Robbie was. She longed to connect with him but didn’t want to appear needy so she refrained from sending a text.

When she arrived at De Luca’s Cucina, she found Tony hard at work training a new chef. There was little more than a “hello” to be said. By three in the afternoon, the restaurant had slowed to nothing so Stephanie sat down and put her aching feet up. Since when did I become such a wimp? Oh, yeah, when I became the incubator. She sighed. 

A few minutes later, the door opened and someone walked into the restaurant. She jumped to her feet and almost tripped. Luis! His hair was unkempt, and he apparently hadn’t bathed in a week. His stench permeated the entryway, or so it seemed as pregnancy heightened her sense of smell. Her heartbeat pounded in her ears. Stay calm. Lord, help me! Where was the security guy?

“Here you are. I had to track you down at work.” His voice was gentle but she could tell by the glare of his eyes and the set of his jaw that he was in a rage.

“Hi, Luis, what brings you here?”

“You need to call off the police. I can’t even go home.”

“I can’t do that.”

Luis moved forward and grabbed her by the neck with one large hand and pushed her back against the wall so her feet no longer touched the floor. “You will call them and tell them it’s a mistake.” His teeth were clenched, and she struggled to breathe. He picked up the restaurant’s land-line phone and handed it to her. He took his hand away from her neck and she slid to the floor.

“Okay, I’ll call.” She dialed 911 and four other numbers to make it seem she was dialing a regular one. 

“911 operator. What’s your emergency?”

“Hi, Luis Vasquez insisted I contact you. He says it was wrong for me to have filed a police report and get a restraining order against him.”

“Is he there in front of you?”

“Yes.”

“Are you in danger?” 

“Yes.”

“Police are on the way. Please stay on the line and keep talking to me.”

“Well, he said he didn’t mean to wreck my apartment. He doesn’t want to be deported either.”

Luis motioned for her to be quiet. “You’re saying the wrong things. Can’t you do anything right?”

They both heard the sirens coming down the road. He swore, took the cordless phone, and threw it across the lobby. He grabbed Stephanie by the hair and dragged her to the office as she struggled to get to her feet. Once inside, he shoved her into the room and locked the door. He stood there, listening. Steph crawled to a spot behind the desk, pulled her cell phone out of her skirt pocket and texted Tony’s cell. 

Luis here—hostage in office.

She texted Robbie the same message. He returned a text.

On my way.

The police began beating on the door, and she heard Tony call to her as well. The interior room had no outer window. She willed herself to breathe and prayed. She was miffed at God. She had been trying hard to forgive Luis and now this? Help me understand, Lord, why this is happening? 

Are you okay? Tony texted. The phone was on vibrate. Luis was too distracted by the yelling outside to realize and wasn’t paying attention to her.

For now.

Can you use a gun?

Yes.

Bottom drawer of the rt side of the desk, under ledger. It’s loaded. Cock it, aim, and shoot.

Do I have to?

Is he armed?

Stephanie peeked over at the desk and realized that Luis held a revolver. He was shouting at police. “Let me go with the girl or I will put a bullet through her head.”

Stephanie couldn’t hear the response from where she was. She texted Tony back.

He has a gun aimed at the door.

Get my gun. Aim for the head or chest. Shoot to kill.

Really?

Really.

Stephanie opened the drawer, making as little noise as possible. She found the gun and coughed loudly while she cocked it. Luis turned towards her and pointed his revolver her way. “No funny business.” Stephanie shook her head, keeping the gun out of sight.

Luis turned back to the door. Stephanie texted again.

Ready.

She tried to calm her breathing. She could hear shuffling and murmurs outside the door and then silence. Luis relaxed and let go of the door knob. She raised the gun, aimed and pulled the trigger.

There was a yell and the door swung open. Police poured into the room, surrounding Luis. She hadn’t killed him, but the glimpse of shock on his face told her she had done injury. She rose to stand. Her legs became jelly, and the world went black.

* * *

She awoke to Robbie’s concerned face above her as he held her in his arms to keep her head off the floor. She smiled. He had come.

“She’s coming to,” he called to someone out of her range of vision. Robbie’s voice seemed far away. “Stephanie? Stephanie?” Darkness wrapped around her once again.

* * *

She awoke in the emergency room with Robbie by her side, holding her hand, stroking it with this thumb. His eyes narrowed as he watched her.

“Hey, sleepyhead, you ready to wake up now?”

She nodded, “I think so…have I been asleep long?”

“Long enough to take a ride to the hospital via ambulance. You’ve only been here about ten minutes.”

“Luis?”

“In police custody. You shot him in the shoulder. He’s here at the hospital before he gets taken to the police station.”

“Am I in trouble?”

“Other than with Tony and me for almost giving us heart attacks? No. Self-defense is justifiable. Police will want a statement from you when you are up to it.”

“If I could just rest here for a little while yet, that would be nice.”

“You might be getting more than a ‘little while.’ The doctor is concerned about your blood pressure. They want to make sure you and the baby are fine.”

Stephanie lifted the hand that held his and raised it to her lips and kissed it. “Thank you for coming.”

“How could I not? By the way, the new car you bought?”

“Yeah.”

“You shouldn’t have transferred your old plates. That’s how he found you.”

Stephanie groaned. “I didn’t even think of that. I had hoped to wait until the current plates expired. How stupid. I was just trying to save a little money.”

“It’s okay. Luis is under arrest, and you’re safe, that’s all that matters.”

“If I could have avoided this drama that would have been nice.”

“True, but you did add excitement to the day for a lot of people. It was far from a boring afternoon.” He grinned at her. “I am just grateful God answered my prayers and got you out of there without being hurt.”

“Me too. I’m glad Tony had a weapon for me to use. Maybe I need to get some target practice, just in case.”

“I hope you are joking. I would prefer there never be a next time.”

Stephanie winked. “I’m kidding. This is far too much drama for me.”

“Ditto.” His gaze was warm, but she saw the worry lines on his forehead and around his eyes.

“Am I going to be okay? I’ve never blacked out before.”

“We’ll let the doctors determine that.”

“How’s Tony?”

“Shook up, but the business remains open. Holly is pulling hostess duty in your stead. You won’t be back to work tonight.”

“I’m so tired.” She drooped. 

“Rest. I’m not leaving.”

* * *

Roberto sat by Stephanie’s side as she dozed in the hospital bed. Rage swept over him at the black and blue marks around her neck. He struggled with anger at Luis and a feeling of fierce protectiveness towards this beautiful woman who carried his heart with her. Hadn’t he only just met her a few weeks ago? Now, she seemed integral to his happiness, and he wasn’t sure what to make of that. 

Lord, how do I forgive Luis after this? I want justice for Stephanie, but that is Yours and Yours alone. You love her more than I ever could, but hasn’t she suffered enough? Help me to forgive and let You and our judicial system take care of the rest. 

An hour later, she was sitting up and giving her statement to the police while Robbie leaned against the wall, arms folded, listening. When she finished, a reporter from the Journal-Sentinel wanted to speak with her, but Roberto managed to discourage him. As soon as the doctors determined she was ready to leave, Robbie wheeled her out to his car. The ride to the DeLuca home was quiet. Robbie didn’t know what to say anymore. She was fine. The baby was healthy. He longed for a Vicodin to numb his pain at almost losing her and for the agony that radiated through his body. He knew it ultimately wouldn’t take away the pain—only make him not care anymore—and numb him to the emotions. 

Renata greeted them at the door. He escorted Stephanie to a recliner loveseat. He put her legs put up and Renata pushed a cup of tea into her hands. Dinner was served to her right there in her chair with Robbie guarding her. Soon, the babies demanded Renata’s attention and they were left alone. He stayed by her side on the reclining loveseat.

“Thank you again for all you did today, Robbie. It means a lot that you came.”

Roberto nodded. “Would you like me to go now?” Please say no.

“No, but you work tomorrow and probably need to get some rest.”

Robbie gave a wry grin, “There will always be work, but today, I feared I had lost you and that was a thought I couldn’t bear. I’d like to stay a little longer if you don’t mind.”

“I’d like that.” She took their plates and set them on the nearby table.

Robbie reached over and pulled her close to his chest and placed a kiss on the top of her head. It felt so right to be holding her in his arms. His heart warmed with the thought that she wanted him near. Soon, they were both asleep. 

* * *

Stephanie awoke when Tony came in at eleven. Robbie was still there, his arms around her, and she struggled to sit up, feeling self-conscious to be found snuggling her boyfriend in her employer’s home.

“Hey, Tony,” she whispered.

Tony entered the room and saw her with Robbie. “You okay, Steph? You sure gave us all a scare.”

“I’ll be fine. I’m sorry that happened.” She saw his stooped shoulders and the worry lines on his forehead. He appeared older.

“Yeah, me too. A least it’s over and Luis is behind bars.”

“I’m glad you got my text. I was afraid your phone would be in the office instead of your pocket.”

“That is sometimes where it ends up, but Rosa has a cold and I wanted to be available for Ren if she needed me.” He nodded his head in Robbie’s direction. “He stayed with you the whole time?”

“Yes.”

“Should we wake him up so you can go lie down?”

“I suppose. Let me do it.”

“Fine, I’ll leave you to it. I’m going to hit the sack, but call if you need anything, okay?”

“Will do.”

After Tony left the room, Stephanie put the bottom of the chair down and twisted her body to face Robbie. She reached up to push his hair back with her hand, marveling at how soft it was. She rested her palm alongside his face and the stubble tickled her skin. She placed a kiss on his forehead and another on his cheek.

His hand came up to rest on hers as his eyes opened.

“You’re the best dream I’ve had in a long time.” His voice was low and slow.

“It’s not a dream, it’s really me.” She smiled.

He removed her hand, straightened up and stretched. He glanced at the time on his phone. “It’s late. I should leave.”

“Yeah, I guess so. Thanks for being a wonderful pillow and comfort for me today.”

“Glad I could be of service.” He shook his head to try to wake up.

“You going to be okay driving home?”

“I can roll the windows open and crank the radio. It’s not far to Menomonee Falls. I think I’ll be fine.”

“Good. I wouldn’t want anything to happen to you.”

“Me neither.” He grinned down at her and pulled her to her feet and held her close, placing a kiss in her hair. He let her go, and holding her hand, they walked to the front door. “Lock it behind me. Good night.” 

“Good night.” 

He exited and waited for the bolt to shoot home. She witnessed a little salute as he headed off. He missed the kiss she threw him.


EIGHT

Lo que no puede ser curado debe ser soportado.

What can’t be cured must be endured.

~Mexican proverb

Tony drove her over to the restaurant in the morning to pick up her car. He insisted she take the day off and follow up with her doctor as requested by the hospital staff.

The visit was uneventful. Her vital signs were fine today, so when she was done, she decided it was time to go view a few possible apartments. While she could move back to her old place, she had opted to give up the lease and start fresh. When she got to the third apartment complex in Menomonee Falls, she found a two-bedroom she liked at a price she was comfortable with and signed the lease. She would be able to move in as soon as she wished, so she went shopping for a bed and furniture to be delivered and ready for her when she was. 

By mid-afternoon, she was worn out and returned home to the DeLuca’s to catch a nap before considering how she might spend the rest of her day. Renata and the twins were not home at the time, so she had the house to herself. As she was about to lay down, the doorbell rang. She felt a little nervous answering it but remembered Luis was in jail. She was safe. Looking through the window by the side of the door, she saw a delivery guy. She opened the door.

“Stephanie Simson?” 

“Yes, that’s me.”

“These flowers are for you.” The man thrust a bouquet of white daisies, pale pink roses and yellow carnations at her. She took the flowers.

“Thank you.” she said as she closed the door. 

The beautiful bouquet was already in a vase. She set it on the kitchen table and lifted out the card.

Stephanie,

These flowers reminded me of the purity of your desire to please God. 

That is what makes a woman beautiful. 

I’m grateful He brought you into my life.

Affectionately yours,

Roberto

Stephanie pulled out her phone and texted Robbie.

Thank you for the flowers. They made my day. 

A response came quickly. How did your doctor appt go?

Fine. All good. Found a new apt today!

Great! Where? 

Meno Ave in the Falls

Address?

N86 W19962 #4

Welcome to the neighborhood!

You live near there?

Across the courtyard.

I didn’t know!

I like that you’ll be close by.

Me too.

Wish I could see you tonight—got a mtg 

I hope it goes well. 

Thanks. Take care and get some rest.

Aye, aye, sir! 

* * *

Roberto rubbed his neck as he sat in the booth with his friends to talk about how they were all coping with the stress of life and staying away from their particular drug of choice. This was their Alcoholics or Narcotics Anonymous type meeting, but a smaller group of guys and they didn’t follow traditional Alcoholics Anonymous traditions. Scripture, prayer and accountability were the main touchpoints they held to. 

Roberto was the new member. The day after he moved in, he had called Pastor Dan Wink at Orchard Hill to be hooked up with a group, and these were the men he was connected with. Robbie, Alex, Ben and Tim met every other week and checked in more often than that. Alex had a close run thing with the desire to get some drugs, and they spent time praying over him with his challenges to stay clean with having lost his job due to layoffs. Ben was doing well, and Tim had reported that while there had been temptation to use drugs, he had managed to resist. More prayer.

“So, Roberto, you’re the newbie to our group. How has it been going?” Tim asked.

“My pain level has been increasing. Work has been stressful and busy. I have a new girlfriend and she’s been going through some tough stuff. I really like her, a lot. With no recourse of relief from the drugs, however, it’s hard to not want to lose myself with her. I can’t do that to her or to God. It’s not right. I just am not sure how to cope with this level of pain and it’s frustrating.”

“Did you talk to your doctor?” asked Alex.

“Yeah, I was in to see him today after work. He wants me to try the Transcutaneous Electrical Nerve Stimulation unit again. But I need two—one for my neck and one for my lower spine. Insurance won’t cover it. So I feel like I’m back to square one. He offered me a different medication and I am reluctant to take it. He said it had no addictive qualities, but I’m still not sure. I could try cortisone shots, but they don’t always work that well or for too long. I don’t know if it’s worth it.” 

“The doc understands about your narcotics addiction?” asked Ben.

“Yes, it’s in my chart and I reminded him. He was sympathetic but said living with this pain is causing stress on other parts of my body. My liver test came back fine again so there’s no permanent damage from the overdose, but still, do I take the risk to try something new? What if it really is addictive?”

“You need to trust your doctor. Did you look the drug up on-line?” Alex was asking again.

“Yeah, but there is not a lot of research on it because it’s new.”

“What does your girlfriend say?”

“I haven’t shared this with her.”

“She doesn’t know you have an addiction?”

“I told her about that. She understands I struggle with pain. She just doesn’t realize how desperate I can feel as a result.”

“Are you not being honest with her?” Tim stared hard at Roberto.

“As much as I can be…we only met a few weeks ago. She’s pregnant and has had a rough time with the ex-boyfriend. He even held her hostage earlier this week. She’s doing well now, but still, the last thing she needs is to worry about me and my pain.”

“That’s not a very balanced relationship. Is she using you?” Ben asked.

“No, she’s not. She’s been considerate and sweet. I’ve lashed out at her already when the pain got bad, and she didn’t flinch or skip a beat in extending me grace. I don’t deserve her. I’m falling in love, and it scares me. I wonder what I would be subjecting her to in the years to come with this as a constant reality in my life.”

“You need to be honest with her. Let her know just how bad it gets. You do take meds for the depression that comes with the pain, right?” asked Tim.

“Yeah, I do. Doc has also suggested the possibility of surgery on the spine as well. Fusing discs or something like that. But that’s risky. I fear my faith isn’t big enough.”

“Talk to the girl, Robbie.” Alex said. “But I think for right now, you need to be bathed in prayer.”

The men laid hands on Roberto and prayed for him, for healing, for relief from the suffering and for the courage to make the hard choices with regards to treatment and discussions with his girlfriend. 

“Thanks guys. It does help to talk about this and to be reminded that you are praying and a phone or text message away if I need you.”

“That’s what we are all here for—and you’ve pulled your weight as well. We’re behind ya all the way,” Tim said.

* * *

Early Friday morning, the furniture arrived and Stephanie worked hard to move things into the places she wanted them to be. It didn’t quite feel like “home” yet, even with new drapes and blinds, new sheets and bedspread, and brand new dishes and glasses. She figured she would buy groceries on Saturday morning and move into her new apartment then. She liked her new space, but it felt…lonely. She hoped she would get used to it. Having lost so many personal belongings and the memories attached, and starting from scratch with everything, it was going to take some time for it to be comfortable.

“Are you sure you’re ready?” Renata was concerned on Saturday morning as Stephanie packed up her few belongings to put in her sedan to move out. “We don’t mind you staying with us for as long as you want.”

“I need my own space, Ren. I am grateful for all you and Tony have done, but I have to do this. Luis is not a threat, and I can start fresh. It’ll be good. In time, there will be pictures on the wall, and it will feel like home.”

“I understand. You always were the independent one, Stephanie. It’s one of the things I admire about you.”

“Really?”

“Really. I seemed so weak and needy compared to you with your confidence. A glorious sunburst next to a plain ol’ Ren.”

“I never realized that. I’m sorry if I made you feel that way. You are anything but plain. How could I have handled the past few months without your rock steady support and quiet encouragement?”

“I’m glad I had a chance to help you.”

“You have, and I’ll probably need it again.” Stephanie patted her baby bump and leaned over to give her friend a hug. “I’ll see you in church tomorrow?”

“Yes. At least you won’t need the DeLuca bodyguards.”

“It was kind of flattering.”

“Good. See ya.”

Stephanie got her groceries and hauled everything into her apartment through the back door. All the apartments had windows facing the courtyard. She could guess where Robbie’s might be and noticed his car parked out back. She was tempted to go over and visit, but she had so much to do before she headed into work that afternoon. She prayed for him as she wondered how bad his pain situation really was. He tried hard not to let it show, and yet, she suspected it was a bigger problem than she grasped.


NINE

Mejor el diablo conocido que el diablo escondido.

Better the devil you know than the one you don’t.

~Mexican proverb

Sunday morning, Stephanie was about to leave for church when she got a text from Robbie.

I need to cancel our date today. Sorry.

Your back bothering you?

Yes.

Anything I can do?

Pray.

I’ll call you later.

Don’t.

Stephanie left for church with a heavy heart filled with concern for Roberto, and she wondered if she should have stopped by to see him. 

After the service, she visited in the café with Renata and Tony. 

“Where’s Robbie? I know you haven’t been dating all that long, but I’ve already kind of gotten used to seeing the two of you together.” Renata struggled to calm Ella while Tony had a sleeping Rosa in his arms. 

“He texted me this morning and canceled our date. I’m worried. He struggles with back pain, but it seems out of character.”

“Maybe he’s not feeling well?” Tony shrugged his shoulders.

“Are you trying to tell me that maybe he’s ‘just not that into me’ as I’d hoped?”

“I would never say that, Stephanie. You deserve a good guy, and Robbie seems as good as they come.” Tony frowned.

“Something feels wrong.” Stephanie said. “Would you mind coming with me to check up on him? I don’t want to go alone.”

Tony glanced at Renata and an unspoken message was communicated. 

“Sure, I’ll come. Let me help Ren get the kids to the car. I’ll drop her off at my parents and meet you at your complex. I’ll call you when I arrive.”

“Thanks you, guys. It could be nothing, but still…”

“Go with your gut, Stephanie, maybe the Holy Spirit is trying to tell you something. I’ll be praying for you as you check things out.” Renata was placing the infant in the carrier that was attached to a double stroller they used to get in and out of most venues with the twins. Once the baby was secured, she reached over and gave Stephanie a hug and a smile as they departed for their cars.

Stephanie arrived home and changed into her jeans and a loose summer top. She hadn’t caved into maternity clothing, although soon, it would be hard to avoid. She glanced out the window across the courtyard. One apartment had its blinds drawn and windows closed, and it was a hot summer day. She had taken to using her central air as the temperatures had begun to soar yesterday.

She texted Roberto. What apartment number are you?

2. Don’t come.

Don’t shut me out.

The door is unlocked, enter at your own risk.

When Tony arrived, they crossed the court to Roberto’s place. Tony knocked on the door, calling Roberto’s name. A quiet “come in” could be heard. 

Tony opened the door first. A wall of heat hit them. They couldn’t see Roberto in the tidy space. The air conditioning was off. Stephanie reached for the control to adjust the temp and the unit outside kicked in. The thermostat read 89.

“Robbie?” Stephanie called out.

“Bedroom,” was the weak reply.

Tony went in first, and Stephanie followed. Robbie was laying on the bed wearing a t-shirt and pajama bottoms. He was on his side, curled up. He hadn’t shaved, and his eyes appeared glazed. His phone was on its charger and close to his fingertips. The stink of sweat permeated the room.

“Hey, man, sorry to barge in on you, but we were worried. You’re not looking too good.” Tony squatted down near the bed so Robbie didn’t have to crane his neck to see him. 

“I’m not feeling too good.” Robbie’s voice was weak.

“What seems to be the problem?” Tony asked.

“My back seized up and hurts like the devil.”

Stephanie moved around Tony and came to crouch next to him beside the bed. She reached her hand up to touch his forehead. His eyes didn’t even focus on her. “You’re way too hot. Can you move at all?”

“Just leave me alone.” His phone rang, and he gingerly placed it to his ear. “Yes, Alex, she came. Yes, I know. I don’t have much choice now, do I?” Robbie put the phone away from his ear and offered it to Stephanie. “It’s Alex, from my accountability group. He wants to talk to you.”

“Okay.” Stephanie hesitated and glanced at Tony who nodded to her, and took the phone. “Hi, Alex? This is Stephanie...oh…okay… Thank you…good bye.” She set the phone back down where he had it and reached over to touch Robbie’s face gently. “Why wouldn’t you tell me?”

“Tell you what, Steph? What was that about?”

She turned towards Tony and rose to her feet. “He’s been stuck like this since Friday night as he took out the garbage. He hasn’t eaten, and he wouldn’t tell his small group his address so they weren’t able to help him. He needs to get to the emergency room.” 

“I need to be left alone.” There was more heat to his words this time as he spoke through clenched teeth.

“I don’t think so.” Tony said. “Either you let me pull my car up to the door and we take you to the hospital, or we call for an ambulance. Which will it be? You’ve a choice.”

Stephanie left the room and came back with a glass. “I brought you some water.”

“I can’t sit up to drink. Nice try.” Robbie sneered at her.

“Then it’s a good thing I found this straw. Who would have thought an attorney would have a crazy straw in his drawer?” She smiled, knelt down and put the straw to his lips. “Now drink.” He obeyed. She pulled the glass away when he indicated he was done.

“My wallet and insurance card are on the dresser. I warn you, I’m in too much pain right now to be a gentleman. Steph, you might want to leave.” 

“I think I can survive most of what you dish out, Roberto.”

Tony went to grab the wallet and handed it to Robbie who motioned for him to keep it. Robbie tried to push himself up and tears sprang to his eyes. “I can’t.”

“How about I bring the mini-van around to the door. Between Stephanie and I, we can probably manage to get you in. Is there something I can get you for the pain?”

“No!” Roberto yelled, “I’m an addict, don’t you understand? I can’t take anything for this.”

Tony shrugged. “I’ll go get the van. You okay here, Steph?”

“I’ll be fine.”

Within minutes, Tony had returned, and between the two of them, they managed to drag Roberto to a standing position and out the door. He groaned and mumbled in Spanish. Once he was seated in the van, Stephanie ran to her own car to meet them at the emergency room.

Robbie was near delirium when they got to Community Memorial Hospital. Stephanie had gone inside to ask for help from hospital staff in removing Robbie from the van. Tony handed her Robbie’s wallet.

“Do you want me to stay, or can you handle it from here on out?”

“I think I can manage. You need to get to your family. Thank you, Tony.”

“Anytime. Call if you need anything.”

“Thanks, I will.”

* * *

Roberto was taken into a room and they initially denied Stephanie entrance while they assessed him. She spied him as he was wheeled to have an MRI, and she could hear him muttering in Spanish under his breath again. She smiled at his stubbornness and prayed for his pain. She had his cell phone and his wallet with her and took several calls from other members of his support group who encouraged her to stay with him and told her that they would be coming to join her at the hospital. She thanked God that Robbie had such great friends.

When all the testing was done, they allowed her to go to his side. The doctor was soon there. 

“I can prescribe a muscle relaxant that will help you. There are some pinched nerves that need further evaluation. We can admit you to the hospital overnight and give you morphine for the pain.” 

“No morphine,” came a whimper from the bed.

“We do have other medications available.”

“Doctor, he has an addiction problem and is afraid of taking anything that would lead him down that road,” Stephanie offered. 

The doctor gazed at Robbie. “Well, the muscle relaxant will help. Let me check with the pharmacist to see what other options might be available.” He left to go make a call.

Pain etched grooves in his facial features, and he kept his eyes closed. He had three days of stubble on his face. He was dehydrated and given an intravenous drip to help. Stephanie stood by his side, holding his hand. She stayed silent.

Robbie opened his eyes. “You still here?”

Stephanie smiled. “Well, I’m beginning to think I’m falling in love with an idiot. Love doesn’t quit even when the idiot does.”

“I deserve that.” He sighed, closed his eyes, and winced.

The nurse arrived to add the muscle relaxant to his port, and his muscles tensed up. Stephanie squeezed his hand. 

“It’s going to be okay, relax,” she whispered in his ear

Soon, the doctor was back and suggesting a new supposedly non-addictive medication. “That’s the one my doc wanted to give me, but I was afraid to try it.” Exhaustion was taking its toll on Robbie, and he finally gave in to having the medication. It was administered through the port, and within fifteen minutes, Robbie rested. Alex, Ben and Tim had arrived. Stephanie left the men alone with Robbie and waited until they were done talking and praying with him. A nurse came to tell her the room Roberto was being moved to and gave her directions to get there. 

Once in the room, a nurse assessed Robbie as Stephanie stood in the hallway, waiting. Soon, they allowed her entrance only to find Robbie asleep. She slid herself into a chair in the corner and dozed off.

“Stephanie, you’re still here?”

She roused herself and rose to go stand by the bed. “Yeah, hon, I’m here.”

“I’m feeling better.”

“Good.”

“Not good.”

“Why?”

“I like feeling this way. It scares me.”

“Just because you’re not in excruciating agony doesn’t mean you’re going to be addicted. We’ll work together to help you not walk down that road again.”

“Don’t make promises you can’t keep.”

“I’m not.”

Robbie smiled and drifted to sleep, gripping her hand tight. Eventually, it relaxed as the medication did its work. Stephanie released his fingers and left to get a bag of chips and a soda from the machine in the hallway. It wasn’t a great meal, but it was something. She dragged a chair over to the bed and lay her head down on the mattress next to Robbie and prayed until she fell asleep.

At some point, hours later, she felt a hand on her head and her name being called. “Stephanie, wake up.”

She lifted her head and glanced over at Robbie, still all scruffy but looking better.

“What is it?”

“The doctor said I’m stable now. I can go home. He gave me a prescription for the muscle relaxant and made an appointment with a specialist regarding the pain in my back. Did you bring your car? I don’t remember much about how I got here. Can you give me a ride to Walgreens and home?”

“I would be glad to.”

“A question for you.” 

“Yes?”

“Did I really come here in my pajama bottoms, no shoes and a t-shirt?”

“You did. I think you might start a new trend. I thought the look served you well.” She winked at him as she stood up and leaned over to give him a kiss on the forehead.

“What would I do without you?”

“Probably die a slow, stinky, miserable death in your apartment while muttering a string of Spanish curses.”

“How long was I there?”

“From what I understand, almost two days. Any longer, and the heat might have killed you.”

“And I really swore?”

“Like a Spanish pirate. Good thing I don’t speak the language, or you would have offended me, I’m sure. You were particularly angry with me for daring to interfere.”

“I’m sorry, Steph. I warned you that when I’m in pain, I’m not myself.”

“I remember. You might want to teach me those curses, though.”

“Why?”

“They could come in handy when I’m in labor.” 

* * *

Stephanie parked by Robbie’s back door and helped him to his recliner. She moved her car and returned to putz around in the apartment. Bringing him heated-up leftovers from the refrigerator, she turned to leave.

“You’re leaving…?” He needed her. 

“I am. It’s too dangerous for me to stay in the apartment alone with you.”

“I’m not about to seduce you given the condition I’m in. Even if I wanted to.” Sex was the last thing on his mind, even though she was gorgeous. He amended that thought. Thinking about it was too easy with her around.

“I understand. I don’t want to set a precedent that might be hard to undo later. As much as I would like to stay and take care of you, I can’t.”

Robbie’s frowned. “Okay. When are you moving in across the way?”

“I moved in yesterday morning. Good night, Roberto Rodriguez. Rest well.” She leaned over to kiss the top of his head, and he tried to grab her for more, but she was quicker. Before Robbie realized it, she was gone. She left his wallet, insurance card, and house key on the kitchen table.

Roberto moved to a chair where he could see Stephanie’s apartment. The setting sun was reflecting partially off her picture window. Was this voyeurism? He watched her walk to her window facing the courtyard and look out towards his apartment. She pulled the shades closed, and all he could see was the brilliant light of the setting sun reflected in the glass. 

He felt more alone than ever. So close and yet so far. He wondered how badly he had blown it with her today. He took a sniff and was disgusted at how he smelled. He stumbled to the shower, and the heat helped ease some of his pain. He shaved and went to his room to find his bed had been remade with fresh sheets and the comforter pulled back, inviting him to lay down and rest. Stephanie had done this for him. As his head hit the pillow, his dreams were of her. He thanked God she had been there today to help him. 


TEN

La honra y el dinero se ganan despacio y se pierden rápido.

Reputation and money are earned slowly and lost quickly.

~Mexican proverb

July 2011

The restaurant was closed on July fourth. Stephanie drove down to Illinois to visit her parents whom she hadn’t seen since Easter. Roberto was not up to that kind of trip, and she wasn’t sure she was ready to spring a new man on her parents when she had yet to tell them about her pregnancy. She left after closing on Wednesday evening to avoid the heavy traffic. Fireworks lit up the sky during the trip. She arrived at her parents’ home at two in the morning, let herself in, found her old room, and slept.

Dawn came far too soon. She was awakened by activity in her room as her mother entered and puttered around, waiting for her to wake up. Stephanie yawned and stretched. “Good morning, mom.”

“Stephanie dear, we are so glad you could come. How have you been?”

“I’m fine, but I need to tell you something.”

Stephanie’s mom sat down on the bed and leaned forward, “You’re getting married? When can we meet him?”

Stephanie shook her head. “No, mom. I’m not getting married. I wrote to inform you that Luis and I broke up. He is in jail awaiting trial.”

“Oh, someone new?”

“I do have a new boyfriend, but what I wanted to share was…”

“Tell me all about him.”

“I will, but first I need to tell you—” 

“Yes, dear, go ahead, I’m listening.” Her mom leaned forward in anticipation.

“—I’m pregnant.”

Stephanie watched her mother recoil as if slapped. Her wide eyes and “o” shaped mouth transformed into a wide smile. “You are marrying this new guy? The father of your child?”

“No, mom, I’m not. He’s not the father. Luis is.”

“Marry Luis.” Mom stood up and started to walk away.

“Mom, I’m giving the baby up for adoption.”

Her mom stopped mid-stride and slowly turned. “You’re what?” Her voice was harsh and grated at Stephanie’s nerves.

“I don’t want to raise a child as a single mother. I’m considering giving the child up for adoption to a good Christian family.”

“You can’t do that.”

“I can.”

“But it’s my grandbaby. My first grandchild. Why would you take that away from me?”

“Mom, I can’t do this alone.” Stephanie was sitting up now, her own voice raised.

“You can move back home and we’ll help you.”

“No, that would not work and you realize it. We would be at each other’s throats within a week.” Or within minutes if today is any indication. 

“But adoption? Marry the new guy, he’ll never know.”

“Mom, he’s already aware.”

“And he won’t marry you?”

“I wouldn’t ask or expect it of him. We’ve only been dating for a short time.”

Stephanie’s mom sighed. “Well, you delight in breaking my heart. You have a baby and give it away, denying me the right to be a grandma. Your brothers sure aren’t doing anything to get me there. I had pinned my hopes on you. Bah! to you all.” Mom stormed out of the room, slamming the door behind her.

Stephanie sighed and wondered why she even bothered to come home.

Later, her father stared at her with a frown but said nothing when she told him the news. Stephanie was disappointed that he didn’t get angry or show any emotion towards his only daughter.

The family headed down to the Chicago lakeshore to enjoy the gorgeous weather and Independence Day festivities. Stephanie found the heat difficult to handle, even with the cool breeze coming off Lake Michigan. As they sat and enjoyed a picnic lunch, a familiar man approached. She rose to meet him halfway across the expanse of grass.

“Ms. Simson, I thought it was you and hardly believed it. In town visiting your family I see.” The man was older and distinguished with graying hair at his temples and a bit of a pouch at his stomach his t-shirt could not hide. He was Tony’s uncle.

“Mr. DeLuca, the pleasure is mine. Enjoying a day away from the restaurant business?”

“Yes.” His face got more serious and he put his arm around her shoulders in a fatherly gesture. “Walk with me, there is something I wanted to discuss with you. I’ve been meaning to call, but things have been busy this summer. Good for business though.”

“What did you want to talk about?” Stephanie was curious. She had always gotten along with Tony’s immediate and extended family and had even done some training at the Chicago DeLuca’s, but she would have never called the relationship close.

“I have three fine sons and none of them are interested in taking over management of the business from me and my brother. We’re getting older and we like what Antonio did in Germantown—the way he managed to transfer things and keep the family involved and make the business thrive. You’ve been a partner in that. I want to offer you the opportunity to become manager and part owner of the restaurant down here.”

“You want to steal me from Tony?” Stephanie couldn’t believe her ears but realized this smooth talking Italian always seemed more like the movies about the mafia than Tony’s family who were more American with an Italian heritage. A shiver of apprehension overtook her, and she stepped away to stare at him square in the face.

“No, just a transfer. It’s all in the family. Although you know, I do have three strapping young sons who are still single and attractive. You couldn’t go wrong with one of them.” He motioned over to the side of the park where the rest of the Chicago branch of DeLuca family was partying. The three young men were not unknown to her, but she wasn’t interested.

“Thank you, I think, but I’ll pass on that offer.”

“And the other one?”

“You’ve not given me any specifics. How much would I be paid? What are the benefits? What responsibilities would be expected and what kind of authority would you be delegating to me?”

“A woman after my own heart.” He leaned forward and whispered a figure in her ear.

Stephanie concealed astonishment at the number and responded in a cool, even tone. “Can the restaurant support that?”

“The family can. I want you on my staff, running my restaurant. I’m willing to pay. What do you say? I’m not often denied anything I want.” His smile was wide, but she sensed a threat in his words. 

“Could you send me a written contract spelling out the specifics so I might consider it at length? I do not want to make a decision like this on the spur of the moment.”

“I understand. Wise woman. That’s why I like you so much. When can you start?”

“I haven’t accepted your offer.”

“You will.” He gave her a smug look and folded his arms across his chest. 

“Thank you, Mr. DeLuca, for this talk. It has been quite, um, interesting.” 

“You are welcome, my dear. I anticipate doing business with you.” There was a glint in his eye as it scanned her from tip to toe, sending a shiver down her spine. “Enjoy your day. You will be hearing from me.” He pivoted and walked away.

Stephanie watched him leave. There were attractive aspects to what he offered. The money would be great. She’d start fresh, place the child with a good family, possibly even consider someone local or in her church for birth parents, even Pastor Dan and his wife perhaps? Most of all, she could walk away from the shame. That was tempting.

But could she leave Roberto? They were dating. There was no promise of more. She shook her head and returned to her family. This was not a decision that had to be made now. Her appetite was gone and her spirits sank. Accepting a job in Chicago would also mean more time with them. Did she want that? No! Wasn’t that part of why she went away to school in Wisconsin? Her brain was ready to explode from the heat and the unanswered questions churning inside her mind. 

Stephanie left for home late in the afternoon to escape the emptiness she often experienced being with her family. She hoped to avoid some of the holiday traffic, but instead, she found herself sitting on the highway for an accident clean-up and having to make two rest stops because the baby delighted in kicking her bladder. She arrived home around nine and spied Robbie on his deck, alone, in the dark. She dropped her bag in her apartment and went out to walk across the courtyard.

* * *

Roberto watched her approach from the shadows of his east-facing patio. It had been a long, boring day with her gone. He communicated with his small group to talk about his treatment and to share challenges that came up with holidays and family and trying to stay on the straight and narrow. He did laundry, reviewed some briefs, and worked out to the extent his back would allow. Time spent reading his Bible challenged his faith and how far he was willing to trust God for his future. He tried to focus on a mystery novel but soon gave up when he couldn’t keep his mind away from thoughts of the blonde bombshell who rocked his life off its axis. 

He didn’t like being on the periphery. He fasted during the week and feasted on Sundays when he was able to spend time with her. It wasn’t enough. He sipped a glass of iced tea he wished was the Long Island version. Not so much for the pain in his back, which was beginning to return a bit more each day, but for the loneliness. He hated himself for being weak and for wanting her so much.

“Happy Independence Day, Robbie.” Stephanie took a seat across a small table from him. “How is your back?”

“Hurts. Better than it was this past weekend. The medication has helped and I’ve been able to work and sleep more.” He gazed at her, drinking her in like a camel after a long sojourn. She had dark circles under her eyes, and blonde curls escaped a ponytail, teasing the length of her neck. A snug, patriotic t-shirt showed all her curves in a way that made his mouth water. Even with her baby bump. Her blue shorts exposed her lean legs. How did he ever get to be anywhere close to a girl this hot? She had more heat than his mom’s homemade salsa.

“I’m sorry you’re still experiencing pain, but glad the meds are helping. Scared?”

“Yeah.” 

Stephanie grimaced. “Something else wrong?”

“I missed you.” This was torture. He longed to be with her. But he desired her as well, and he wanted to be honorable. His desires were tempered by his constant pain. In that way, it was a blessing. 

Stephanie looked out over the courtyard. “I missed you too, but it was a short visit. We’ll get to spend time together on Sunday if you want.”

Robbie remained silent, and she glanced over at him to find him watching her. “How was your time with your family?” he finally asked.

“I would have had more fun if I’d stayed here. It didn’t go well. They gave me grief over the adoption and can’t understand why I won’t just propose to you and keep the baby.” She tilted her head and shook it. “They never really understood me.” She blinked back tears. “My father couldn’t even look at me after I told him.” She swallowed hard and blinked rapidly. 

“I’m sorry you’re disappointed. I can’t imagine having my family disapprove of me.” 

“Even with the addiction?”

Robbie nodded. “Even with the overdose and my addiction, they have never failed to love me and support me. I hurt them. Disappointed them. But they never condemned me. I think they realized I was doing a pretty good job of it by myself.” He gave a snort of laughter. “I still do.” 

“I envy you. How ironic that the adopted kid wins the bonus parents while the biological one gets a raw deal.” She sighed. “Mine aren’t as bad as Renata’s were, so I’m grateful for that. We’re all adults now. When did that happen? How come we still desire our parents’ approval?” Stephanie rose to leave. “I need sleep. I have an appointment in the morning and tomorrow will be a long day at DeLuca’s.”

“Good night.” Robbie was sad to see her go. 

Stephanie took a few steps over to him and clasped his much larger hand in hers. “Hey. Get some rest, okay?” She raised his hand to give him a kiss on the back of it, squeezed, and let go, and walked back across the courtyard. 

Robbie watched her leave and experienced a wave of emotions. He wanted her and was too afraid to take the step that would allow him to have her in his life. Lord, when did I get to be such a coward? What happened to my pledge to focus on whatever is true and right and honorable? Make my path clear. The Holy Spirit convicted him. He watched as the lights went out in Stephanie’s apartment, and he stepped into his own for a restless night’s sleep.


ELEVEN

A palabras necias, oídos sordos.

Take no notice of the stupid things people say.

~Mexican proverb

Stephanie was back at Every Child a Home on Friday morning to meet with her counselor. She’d gone over a list of potential families and talked through some of what she was feeling as she struggled to make her decision. As she left her counselor’s office, she ran into Mr. Bixby exiting his. Realizing they might meet at some point, she swallowed her shame at him seeing her there.

“Good morning, Mr. Bixby.” Act casual.

“Good morning, Miss Simson. What brings you here?” He glanced down to her now slightly protruding stomach as she placed her hand there. “I’m sorry, that was an insensitive question.” 

“It’s okay. This is kind of awkward isn’t it?” She smiled. 

“I’m sorry you find yourself in need of our services.”

“Me too, but I’m grateful for your wonderful staff. Definitely makes this easier to bear.” She hugged her folder of papers to her chest as if she could hide behind it or it would protect her from his censure. 

Mr. Bixby narrowed his eyes. “I’ve seen you at church with Mr. Rodriguez.” It was a statement and a question.

“Yes, we have been dating since you introduced us.”

“Hmmm, well, yes.” He glanced at his watch. “I have an appointment, but it was nice seeing you again.”

“Have a good day, Mr. Bixby.”

* * *

Stephanie was surprised at 1:30 that same day when Mr. Bixby entered the doors of the restaurant. She sat him at a table for two, and soon, Roberto entered. He frowned and carried a portfolio tucked under his arm.

“Good afternoon, Steph.” He gave her a weak smile. “I’m here to meet with Mr. Bixby, has he arrived yet?”

“Yes, I just seated him. Let me take you in.” She led him to the table and returned to her post, working through the reservations for the evening, including the arrangements for a wedding rehearsal dinner on the patio. She tried to keep from peeking over to where Robbie sat. He sure was easy on the eyes. She grinned to herself and attempted to focus on her work. 

* * *

“I’m glad you could make this on such short notice, Roberto.” Mr. Bixby’s voice was professional, not as friendly as was usual for him.

“I was surprised you needed to see me so soon as the board just met last week. What has come up and how can I help you?”

Holly came to take their order and fill their water glasses.

“We have a high standard of integrity we expect of our employees and associates. We want to stand for character and not have anything hinder the reputation of our organization in the community, with our clients and potential birth mothers.”

“That’s one of the reasons I was glad to become affiliated with Every Child a Home, Mr. Bixby—because of the level of integrity and your stellar reputation. Has a problem arisen?”

Holly returned with fresh baked bread and soup for both men. Robbie took a sip of his as he waited to hear what the director had to say.

“Yes, there is a problem. It’s an issue of integrity and a conflict of interest. Trust me, Roberto, I do not delight in having to bring this to your attention, but I could not in good conscience, lead this organization well without making sure things were taken care of before they become issues.”

“That would be commendable, sir. How can I assist? Is this a legal matter?”

“Are you dating Miss Simson?”

“Excuse me?” Robbie was surprised at the change of subject and set down his spoon. “Yes, we’ve been seeing each other for some time now. You were the one who introduced us. How is that pertinent to what you were discussing?”

“I discovered Stephanie has been visiting a counselor at Every Child a Home. She is pregnant and considering adoption.” He crossed his arms across his chest and leaned back in his chair.

“She informed me she was going to do that, so I’m not surprised.”

“She’s your girlfriend.”

“So?” Robbie took another sip of soup, and it dawned on him where this conversation was headed.

“I cannot have a man on our board who would get a woman pregnant and not marry her. It goes against everything we believe in. It is also a conflict of interest to have your girlfriend trying to find a birth family for your child while you are associated with us.”

Robbie swallowed “I see. Judged and found guilty on all counts without benefit of counsel. I’m dismissed because I’m dating a woman who happens to be pregnant and unwed.”

“I appreciate how quick you are to understand this, Mr. Rodriguez. I’m disappointed in you. I had brought you on with the understanding that you were an upstanding young man of good Christian character.”

Roberto took his napkin and placed it by the half-eaten cup of soup. He drank some of his water and rose to stand and picked up his portfolio.

“I accept your congé, sir. It has been a pleasure doing business with your organization and I will continue to pray and support the fine work you do, but from a distance so as not tarnish your good reputation with what is perceived as my sinful actions.” He turned and walked back to the entrance. He ground his teeth and the tension in his neck traveled up to his head. The beginning of a monster headache. Robbie fished in his pocket for money and handed it to Stephanie. “Give this to Holly. It should more than cover my meal. I need to leave.” He gave her no other explanation. How could he tell her that he’d lost the ministry he desired most because he was falling in love with her? 

* * *

Several men approached Roberto on Sunday after church. One by one, they challenged him on his supposed sin of getting his girlfriend pregnant. Hints of condemnation and veiled threats. He listened and didn’t defend himself. They wouldn’t believe any protestations of innocence. Someone had gotten her pregnant. Being blamed for Luis’s sin rankled him. By the time Stephanie had returned from connecting with some other friends, Robbie was in a foul mood.

“Hey, thanks for hanging around and waiting for me.”

“Hmph.”

“Did something happen? Is your back bothering you?” She placed a hand on his arm, and he took a deep breath to calm himself. The last thing he wanted was to take his frustration out on her. None of this was her fault. 

“My back always hurts, but that’s not what’s bothering me, and no, I do not want to talk about it right now.” He glanced at her. He saw the hurt in her eyes. “I’m sorry. Shall we go get lunch? Where would you like to eat today?”

“How about we grab some fast food and head for a park? Or what about a trip to the zoo? Can you handle walking?”

“The picnic would be better. Shall we get something from Culvers?”

“Sounds good. I’ll go home and change into more comfortable attire for this heat—and meet you in the courtyard.”

Robbie smiled. “It’s a plan.” Maybe he could put this morning aside. 

Tony came up beside Roberto. “Can I talk with you for a few minutes? In private?”

Robbie sighed. “Stephanie, you go on. I’ll call you when I’m home.”

Stephanie smiled and turned to leave. He resisted the urge to watch her walk away. He enjoyed any view of her. 

Tony motioned Robbie to a table on the patio outside the café. He sat across from Roberto, a frown on his face and his hands folded on the table in front of him. “I’ve witnessed several guys from the Thursday night adult group come up to you this morning. The expression on your face caused me to suspect their words were not pleasant.”

“I’d rather not talk about it.” 

“No, let me guess what happened and you tell me if I’m on track. All of these men at one point or other dated Stephanie. It’s obvious she’s pregnant and she’s been dating you. My guess is these men blame you for crossing a line they themselves were denied. They are jealous and also defensive of a woman they hold in affection. You have been labeled as a lowlife Hispanic who had his way and refuses to marry the girl.”

“Well, that is a much nicer way of putting it than many have. I lost my position on the board of Every Child a Home due to the same suspicion. Judged and convicted without trial. No one can do the math. I wasn’t acquainted with her when she conceived that baby. How quickly they forget Luis. One spick is as good as another to condemn I guess.” Robbie couldn’t hide the bitterness in his voice. A headache threatened. 

“I don’t believe it’s your culture condemning you. Just circumstances.” Tony sighed. “I wish I knew how to help. Once people gossip, it’s hard to stop. Those who really know you recognize your integrity, and I think you need to stand in that, realizing you are clean before God. Joseph probably suffered some slander as well when Mary was pregnant. He got to be the father of Jesus.”

“Yeah, but he married the girl. I’ve not had an angel appear to me to make it clear that is the step I should take.”

“You’ve considered it?”

“All the time. I adore Steph, but I’m not good enough for her.”

“You’re too hard on yourself. Give Stephanie some credit. She’s smart. Luis snowed her to be sure, but you are not him. You’re the better man.”

“Even after what you witnessed last weekend?”

Tony smiled. “As men, we have too much pride sometimes, wanting to believe we don’t need the help of anyone else, much less a woman. Let me assure you, having a helpmate is worth giving up some of that ego for. The benefits can outweigh the risks. I won’t keep you from your date, but remember that I stand as your friend. If you ever need someone to talk to, I would be honored to listen.”

“I have a question. How do I forgive these people? I can forgive Mr. Bixby and the guys a little easier. I can understand their perspective even though they are wrong and never even asked for the truth but assumed they had it. But Luis? Time and again I try to pray, but his sin is hurting me too.” 

A sigh escaped Tony. “I can’t begin to understand. I struggle with forgiving Luis as well. I guess we just keep asking God to help us with that.” 

Tony stood and reached to place a light hand on Robbie’s shoulder. Robbie rose to his feet and reached out to shake hands. “Thanks, Tony. I really appreciate your words and support.”

“What are brothers in Christ for?”


TWELVE

Cada uno debe hacer frente a sus propias responsabilidades.

Each of us must face our own responsibilities.

~Mexican proverb

Stephanie struggled with what to wear on a hot summer July day. She wanted to look cute, and yet her stomach was definitely not flat anymore, and while she had some new maternity tops, they made her appear obviously, well, pregnant. She swallowed her pride and donned one anyway for comfort. She couldn’t hide it forever. Even this morning, she was sure people noticed her expanding waistline. She sighed as she ran her hand over her abdomen. She wouldn’t regret this life. She couldn’t. 

She met Robbie in the courtyard, feeling self-conscious. Her pregnancy was like the elephant in the room because they hadn’t talked much about the baby. 

“Hiya, beautiful.” He leaned forward to grasp her hand and kiss her on the cheek. “Shall we head out?”

“Yeah, that’d be good.”

He helped her into his car. They placed their order at Culvers and headed to the park not too far from their apartment and found a picnic table in the shade. Stephanie discovered that sitting at such a table was not as easy to do now with baby taking up space. She tried to eat her turkey sourdough bacon-lettuce-tomato sandwich with grace, but found sauce dripping on her top. Everything grew bigger during pregnancy. She wanted to cry. In frustration, she set her sandwich down and turned to the side to try to wipe away the mess, blinking back the tears.

“Stephanie?” 

“What?” Her voice sounded sharper than she would have liked.

“What’s wrong? It’s just a spill, it happens. It will wash out, and if it doesn’t, I’ll gladly spring for a new top.”

“It’s not that. It’s this baby. It’s messing up everything. This”—she pointed to her belly—“is here and growing and I have so many decisions to make, and I just don’t know what to do.” She looked over at him.

“Have the women at church been mean?” There were grooves in his forehead and between his eyes. He cared. He understood.

She shrugged. “I get looks and innuendo. Tony and Renata and their extended family have provided a bit of a buffer. Why?” 

Robbie shook his head. “Are you done eating?” 

Stephanie nodded. Roberto packed up the food and put it away in the bag. Once disposed, he grabbed his soda and hers and escorted her to a bench under a tree.

“Let’s talk. Well, how about you speak and I’ll listen. When you are done, it’ll be my turn.”

Stephanie sighed and slumped next to him. He reached an arm around to hold her to his side. For a time, she just sat there, enjoying the silence and the sense of security and peace she experienced in the shelter of his arms. The scent of his soap and sweat comforted her. He placed a kiss on her hair that curled from the humidity. He picked up some with his fingers and played with the long blonde locks. He remained silent. Waiting. She loved the attention. She wished she could just soak it up, but they needed to discuss this. 

“I started looking at adoptive families. I like the idea of giving the child to Pastor Dan and his wife, Sharon. They’ve tried so hard to have kids and would be great parents. I think it would be hard to see my child week after week, growing and being loved by someone else and not being able to have any contact, or for that child to not know me. I realize there are more open adoptions, but I don’t think that would be fair to them. They might always fear I would change my mind and want the baby back. If I chose them, I think I would need to leave Orchard Hill. Or maybe even Wisconsin.”

“You would move out of state?” His hand released a curl.

“I’m praying about it. I got a job offer to manage the DeLuca’s Restaurant in Chicago. It’s a generous salary and I’d be closer to family, although that’s not necessarily a positive thing.” She laughed. “My visit Thursday bombed.” Stephanie shook her head. “No, I would live downtown near the restaurant, not in Mundelein with my parents. Distance would still be good.”

Robbie was silent. She heard him swallow. He drew her closer and rested his head against hers. Stephanie continued.

“The thing is, I like my job here. I love Orchard Hill Church, and I would hate to leave what we have together. Can I give that all up so my child might have a better life and I could move on?”

Robbie didn’t speak. Stephanie sat up and turned to face him. “Robbie, I used to believe this was my decision and mine alone, but I want you to have a voice in this, because it impacts you. You have been wonderful, accepting me almost as if there were no child between us. You show me Jesus that way. I can’t do this without you.”

Robbie sipped his soda and stared out at the playground nearby filled with small children and their parents. Her eyes followed his gaze and her heart skipped a beat. If she were married, it could be them sitting and watching their own kids run, laugh and play. Did Roberto even want kids? He was a natural with them from what she had seen. Her grief cut deep, and she blinked back tears. 

“I’m not sure what to say, Steph. I’ve avoided expressing an opinion because I didn’t want to influence you. You are right that this baby impacts me. In the beginning, it didn’t matter so much. Now that you’re showing, people are talking and assigning blame to me for getting you in this condition.” He gave a harsh laugh and looked at her. “We haven’t even kissed much less anything else, and yet they assume we’ve been sleeping together because you’re pregnant. I hadn’t even moved to the State when you conceived, yet I’ve been judged a guilty, no-good loser for taking advantage of you. Mr. Bixby decided to let me go from the board because of my supposed lack of integrity.”

“Is that why you stormed out of the restaurant on Friday?” 

Robbie nodded. 

Stephanie continued, incensed, sitting upright. “How dare anyone assign you blame or say such things about you! You’ve been a gentleman, above reproach in every way. Guilty by association, huh?” She slumped against him. “I’m sorry, I didn’t anticipate that. I’ve been so wrapped up in my own shame I never expected it would contaminate you too.”

“Stephanie, it’s not your fault the assumptions others jump to and what they will choose to believe. Tony reminded me today that those who really know me know the truth. God knows the truth. I admit I am guilty of wanting to be the father of your child rather than Luis. For that I need to ask forgiveness. If I desire it in my heart it is the same as having committed the sin. Maybe I’m not the biological father. I may not have ever been intimate with you, but I’m still guilty of adultery. In that regard, everyone is unwittingly correct in their assessment.”

“You’re too hard on yourself. I’ll admit to being flattered that you wish you were the father. I wish you were too. But the question remains, what are we to do? None of my choices are pleasant or easy.”

“I can’t advise you, Stephanie. I’ll not abandon you. I will support you. I’ll listen. Beyond that, the decisions are still yours.”

“But aren’t we a ‘we?’”

“We are not engaged or married. I respect your independence. Luis tried to dominate you and I refuse to take that role. I love you too much not to trust your instincts or your ability to follow God in this. He will lead you.”

“So ultimately, I’m still alone?” Stephanie looked down at the hand she had placed on her stomach. She reached over to put his hand on her baby bump. 

After some time, Stephanie glanced up at Robbie. “I can’t help but think of you as the father of this child. You have been the one walking with me through this pregnancy. I feel like it’s more yours than Luis’s.” She paused. “Speaking of Luis. He has a court date coming up and I’ve been asked to testify. I’m scared about that. Do I need a lawyer?”

“Might not be a bad idea to get legal counsel to help you prepare for the trial. I can’t do it as that would be a conflict of interest. I could refer you to some other partners in the firm. They are all qualified.”

“Thanks, that would help. I dread facing him, especially when it’s obvious I’m pregnant. I was kind of glad he had been apprehended. Because of that, the court date for the restraining order was cancelled.”

Robbie nodded and removed his hand back to the bench at his side. He straightened up, and she noted a grimace cross his face. Her heart ached for the pain she couldn’t understand or relate to.

“Is your back in pain?”

“Always.”

“Are the meds working?”

“Some. I’ve cut back and the pain returned.”

“Why reduce if it helped?”

“Pain is depressing, but the medications cloud my thinking. I’m not sure which is worse. Sometimes, I choose the pain instead.”

“Do you think that sometimes you choose pain as a way to hold back on life and embracing more of what God might have in store for you? Because it is known, even though uncomfortable, it’s safer than the world out there?”

“Are you saying I choose pain because it protects me and keeps me safe?” He turned toward her and frowned.

“I’m not sure. Does it? If you would choose the pain over the medication which would free you up to enjoy more of life, even with some depression as a side-effect, it almost seems like it’s either an excuse to avoid living or a punishment you inflict on yourself.”

Robbie leaned back and closed his eyes. “I never thought of it that way.”

“I care about you. Watching you last Sunday wasn’t easy.” She felt helpless now, as she did then. 

“I’m sorry you had to witness that.”

“I’m glad I got to see how bad it gets. I prayed. I discovered how much I love you.”

“Yet you would leave me for a job with a great income in Chicago.”

Stephanie turned her face away. “It was an offer. It has some good points but some things I don’t feel comfortable with. I doubt I could leave. But how could I stay?”

“Choose a different family?”

“But what if God clearly points me to this one?”

“What if He wants you to keep the baby?”

“I don’t want to raise a baby as a single parent. I can’t afford day care on my salary, and I won’t get child support from Luis. I refuse to go on welfare and don’t qualify with my current job anyway. A baby needs a mother and a father. You had that benefit as an adopted child. I made a big mistake in dating Luis and not listening when intuition or the Holy Spirit told me to break it off earlier, before he ra—I got pregnant. I don’t want my kid to suffer for the rest of his life because of it.”

“So single parents are not good parents?”

“Are you trying to be a devil’s advocate? That isn’t what I said. So many can’t help it and are stuck with that choice through death or divorce. There is a choice before me. I choose life and I can choose to give this child the best life through adoption.”

“Even when it tears your heart out to let your baby go?”

“Even then.”

“You were made to be a mom, you know. I saw you with the twins. You’re a natural.”

“Thanks. But what kind of mother would I get to be working sixty hours a week and rarely getting to see my child?”

“You think a mom should be home with her kids?”

“It’s what I want for my children. It’s what is best for me as a mother. Right now, that’s not possible. If that’s what I believe is ideal for my child, that’s the kind of family I need to find for him or her.”

“I agree.”

“You do?”

“Yeah, I do. If I married, I’d want my wife to stay home with the kids.”

“Did your mom?”

“Yeah, she did. She was always there for me, even in high school, when you would think a teen boy wouldn’t need his mother so much. But I did. She was great.”

“Are you still close to her?”

“Yeah. We talk every week, and she sends me cards and cookies. My dad’s health isn’t good, and I feel bad I can’t be there more for them. They live in St. Louis. Even if I were around, I wouldn’t be able to do much of the physical help they need. My sister is nearby, and she and her husband do what they can.”

“They must be proud of you and all you accomplished.”

“They are. My overdose wounded them. They believed they had failed me, but it was me who failed them.”

“But they forgave you and still love you.” 

“Yes, but it’s always there. The son who almost killed himself with narcotics. It’s like a shameful stamp on my forehead, and they take the blame, as if it were their fault I had the accident and made those choices.”

“Do they still fear for you?”

“Yes. They think marriage will keep me safe, and I’ve disappointed them in that too.”

“Would marriage help?”

“There’s no guarantee. Marriage is something I desire and dread.”

“Dread?”

“I witness so many couples, Christian couples, come in and divorce over the stupidest things. It scares me. My parents have a great marriage, but I’m no prize. If I marry, what’s to say my pain doesn’t erupt and I succumb to meds and end up a useless addict? I hope and pray every day that I can stay clean, but sometimes I hear the drugs calling to me. I’ve tried to make it impossible for me to get them, but I realize I probably could if I tried hard enough. I would never want to subject a woman I loved to the kind of pain I unthinkingly put my parents through.”

Stephanie was silent for a time. “When people marry, it is for better or for worse. It’s a covenant and a promise. It’s also a risk. Risk of financial ruin, losing a job or a home, death of a child, death of a spouse, cancer, permanent disability. No one is exempt from troubles going into a marriage. With you, some of the possible challenges are known. In a way, doesn’t that make it easier? Any woman you marry would go into it with her eyes wide open and maybe even a plan to help encourage you to stay on the correct path.”

“You may be right.”

“Have you visited the back surgeon yet?”

“No, the appointment is in two weeks.”

“Will you do it?”

“I don’t know yet if they will think there’s any hope of helping me. What about the risks? The possibility of becoming paralyzed scares me.”

“I would find that scary too. Sounds like we both have difficult decisions to make.”

“Just pray, Stephanie. All we can do is pray.”

* * *

Later that week, Stephanie went to meet with Mary Beth, the Women’s Ministry Director. The woman had been helpful to Renata when she was struggling. 

“Stephanie, I’m glad you stopped in. I’ve been praying for you and wondering how you are doing.” 

The gracious woman with short, dark hair escorted Stephanie to a tidy, comfortable office. 

Stephanie sat down in a soft, overstuffed chair and let out a sigh. “I know it’s been a while since we’ve talked. I think I’ve been avoiding coming in and discussing the mess my life is in because I’ve been ashamed.” 

“We’ve known each other for what, at least five years, haven’t we?” 

Stephanie nodded. She grabbed a tissue out of a nearby box and twisted it in her hands. 

“Have I ever once condemned you for anything? Criticized you?” 

Stephanie shook her head. “No, you’ve been gracious and welcoming every time we’ve talked.” 

“So why did you wait so long to come and tell me about this baby?” 

“I believed I messed up so bad no one would accept me.” 

“Tell me what happened.” 

Stephanie nodded and sucked in a deep breath, as if she could inhale courage. She shared about the date rape and all that had happened in the past two months with Roberto. 

“I’ve met Roberto and heard good things regarding him, although it’s been a short time since he’s been attending. It sounds like he has been a great help and support to you.” 

“He has. I adore him. I wish I had met him long before Luis showed up so we could have had a chance at a ‘normal’ courtship. Where could this go? Why do I keep seeing him? I feel like I’m stringing him along. I hold on to a vain hope he’ll be more than just a friend.” 

“Are you afraid you would make a mistake by allowing yourself to love him?” 

“What if it’s not really love? What if I’m only wanting the security he could offer? The rescue for me and my baby.” 

“What if he is your rescue? You can’t make a man want to marry you and assume responsibility for a wife and a child. Are you afraid that if he offered it would only be out of pity?” 

“It sounds kind of silly, doesn’t it? I mean, guys have a hard enough time committing to a woman, but to add a child into it would take a much larger initial commitment, wouldn’t it?” 

Mary Beth nodded. “I believe you are going to have to do a few things with this speed bump in your life. First, you need to slow down and spend more time seeking God in His leading of you in the way you should go. You’ve been on a roller-coaster of emotions and challenges. Try to step back a bit if you can and focus on God instead of the confusing mix of choices you are facing. Second, you need to trust yourself more.”

“What do you mean?”

“You mentioned you had felt in your spirit…a warning against Luis and you didn’t listen to it. Do you experience any of that with regards to Roberto?” 

“No. None. I’m comfortable with him. He treats me with respect. I don’t have to be somebody I’m not when I’m with him. I don’t need to pretend to be wonderful.” 

Mary Beth smiled. “Just keep listening to the Holy Spirit. If He’s not giving you a red light, then relax and enjoy your time with Roberto and don’t worry about what tomorrow will bring.” 

“God’s already got it all figured out and all I need to do is wait?” 

“Right. Let me pray for you.” Mary Beth held Stephanie’s hand as she prayed for her, for wisdom and peace and for the health of this life inside her. Stephanie wiped away the tears when she was done. 

“Thanks for accepting me and understanding my story and validating my struggle.” She gave the director a hug. “I can’t tell you just how much that means to me right now.” 

“You don’t have to. I can guess.” 

Stephanie left her meeting with a lighter step and more at peace than she had been in a long time. God had this all under His control. She could trust Him. 


THIRTEEN

Besar al uno olvidar al otro—el mejor remedio para el amor perdido es el amor nuevo.

Kissing one and forgetting another—the best cure for lost love is new love.

~Mexican proverb

August 2011

Stephanie walked into the Mequon office of Harrington Legal Associates to meet with one of Roberto’s co-workers. She waited and flipped through the latest celebrity magazine while her knee bounced. Eventually, a thin man with reddish hair and wire-rimmed glasses made an appearance and introduced himself. 

“Ms. Simson? I am Curtis Fry. Will you follow me to the conference room?” His voice was higher than most men, and he carried his body in an awkward manner. In Stephanie’s opinion, he seemed too young to be an attorney. 

Stephanie rose to follow. Once seated in a large room with a mahogany conference table, she was offered water, and Mr. Fry sat down across from her and pulled out a file filled with legal documents.

“Now, I understand Luis Vasquez was your boyfriend and is the father of your child. Is that correct?”

“Yes, it is.”

“You split up with him several months ago and he became threatening, even to the point of destroying property.”

“Yes.”

“He held you hostage at gunpoint at your place of employment. You shot him which aided your rescue.”

“That is also correct.”

“He is in the country on an expired visa and lost his position at work due to this.”

“Yes.”

“According to the reports we have, Luis denies having fathered your child and assigns paternity to Roberto Rodriguez. What do you have to say to that?”

“I did not meet Mr. Rodriguez until I was already three months along and had split with Mr. Vasquez. Mr. Rodriguez and I have never had intimate relations, so any child between us would be impossible.”

“A DNA test on the baby may be needed to determine the truth of this matter. Ms. Simson, you cannot look as beautiful as you are and have me believe you are dating and not being intimate. The jury will not believe you—given that you are pregnant, you obviously had sex with someone. This is will come up on cross-examination. I want you to be aware so you can be prepared.”

Stephanie sighed. This was worse than she expected. Robbie was once again being blamed because he was associated with her.

“Since the baby is not due until late December or early January, how could DNA evidence be used in this case?”

“Either we delay the case until after the child is born, or we do DNA in utero.”

“But aren’t there risks that kind of testing could hurt the baby? Possibly even end her life?”

“I’m not a doctor, so that question would be better addressed to a physician.”

“I’m giving this baby up for adoption, so doing the testing after birth is not possible. It will no longer be my child.”

“Adoption won’t be possible until paternity is established. If Mr. Vasquez is the father, he will be legally held responsible for supporting the child. If it is Mr. Rodriguez, he has to be held accountable.”

“I thought Mr. Vasquez was to be deported to Mexico due to his expired visa?”

“The Department of Immigration and Naturalization is backed up right now and not interested in enforcing his deportation at the moment, especially given that he is in jail and standing trial soon.”

Stephanie’s body grew cold.

“Ms. Simson…Ms. Simson.” Mr. Fry’s voice became fainter as she passed into oblivion.

When Stephanie recovered, she found herself laying on the floor with her feet raised. Robbie was there, and the rest of the room was empty.

“What happened?” she asked him as he rubbed her hand.

“You blacked out.”

She closed her eyes as the reality of what the attorney had shared with her sunk in. She struggled to get up, and Robbie helped her rise to her feet and settled her in a chair. She spied faces at the plate glass window. Roberto waved them away. They took a last glance at the scene and departed.

Stephanie began to weep and grabbed for the tissue at the table. “Did you know what the brief said?”

“No, I stay out of cases involving people I’m acquainted with.”

“May I tell you?”

“Sure, but I can’t give you legal advice. Mr. Fry will need to do that.” Roberto sat next to her.

“Luis is denying paternity and saying you are the father of this child. They want to do DNA testing. They say I cannot give the baby up for adoption until paternity is established.”

“What does that have to do with the price of tea in China? He’s being held on domestic violence charges and breaking and entering.” 

“He’s getting a jury trial. The defense attorney wants to make me look like a tramp and is willing to drag you down with me. Oh, Robbie, I’m so sorry!” Roberto reached to draw her into his arms and held her. He rubbed her back. 

“They want to implicate me as the father?”

Stephanie nodded.

“They want to do DNA now or later?”

“Now. Later would delay the trial.”

“They can’t keep him in jail that long.”

“So if we waited to do the DNA, he would be released?”

“That is a possibility.”

“But if we do the test now, it could harm the child.”

“If we don’t, Luis may kill you—and the baby.”

“What do we do?” she whispered and looked down at the mascara marked tissue in her hands. 

There was a knock on the door, and Mr. Fry walked in. “Is she okay?” He avoided Stephanie’s eyes.

“As good as she can be given the news you delivered.”

“If she’s going to be on the witness stand, she needs to understand what might be asked of her. She can’t be fainting.” Mr. Fry drew himself up in height and hugged the brief to his chest.

“She is pregnant and received quite a shock. Couldn’t you be more considerate?”

“You should talk, you’re the one who got her in this position.” Curtis had a smug look on his face.

“Be careful what you say, Mr. Fry. I could sue you for slander.”

The attorney shrank and jabbered incoherently, backing out of the room.

“I’m sorry, Stephanie. I didn’t foresee this.”

“Could you lose your job over this?” Stephanie turned to him.

“It’s not a crime to get a woman pregnant, but because you are now being represented by the firm I work for, and my name is being brought up, Harrington may not want the association with me. It shouldn’t result in my losing my license or disciplinary action by the State, but yes, I could end up unemployed.”

“This is unfair to you.” 

“Life isn’t fair, Stephanie. Even in the law, fairness is not always a consideration. But God knows the truth, and if this is the path He has set for us, we will walk it in full confidence that He will see us through.”

“Even though it hurts?”

Robbie gave a half-grin. “Even though it hurts. A lot.”

* * *

Robbie sat in his living room, gazing across the courtyard to the windows of Stephanie’s dark apartment. He had driven her home and told her not to go to work this evening. He was surprised how she acquiesced to his request. He didn’t believe he had the right to tell her what to do, but her blacking out scared him. He promised to take her to her doctor in the morning. 

God had made it clear, and Robbie had been hesitant to obey. Today, he came to a decision. He abandoned his excuses. It had been a busy afternoon since he had brought Stephanie home. He went to bed in pain but in peace. Tomorrow would come soon enough. 

* * *

The next morning, Robbie went to Stephanie’s apartment to accompany her to the doctor’s office only a few blocks away. He walked her to the car and helped her in. Starting up the engine, he turned to her.

“You’re beautiful.” He gave her a smile.

“Thank you, Robbie. I needed that today.” 

She wore black trouser pants and a lacy red top and red lipstick. Her black sandals showed matching red toenails. She was stunning—how could she not understand that? Robbie thought he would never tire of gazing at her. 

He escorted her into the office and sat paging through magazines in the waiting room before they were admitted to Dr. Hagelman’s office. Her blood pressure was lower than the doctor liked. Robbie got to hear the baby’s heartbeat, steady and strong, as he stood by Stephanie’s side, holding her hand. The doctor ordered an ultrasound and Robbie accompanied her there. To his surprise, he was allowed to be in the room with her as they did the exam. He was mesmerized by this life visible in Stephanie’s womb—the beating heart, the hand waving, the head and all the little fingers and toes. The ultrasound was fine. Stephanie could return home, but the nurse instructed her to spend more time off her feet and eat more protein as she was starting to experience trouble with swelling around her ankles.

They left the office, and Robbie took her to DeLuca’s for lunch.

“We’re dining where I work?” Stephanie was surprised.

“You told me you often don’t eat here. I doubt you ever get the opportunity to sit and enjoy a meal prepared by Tony, do you?”

“No, you are right about that.” She placed her napkin awkwardly over part of her stomach and lap. Holly appeared with soup and bread and departed.

“She’s not going to take our order?”

“No, I ordered our meal in advance. I hope you don’t mind?” He worried she would be offended. He had planned the day with care.

“No, its fine. I’m famished and could eat anything.” She glanced across at him.

Roberto’s back muscles twitched and his neck tensed. He took a deep breath to try to relax them. “I have news to share.” 

Stephanie looked up at him. 

“I submitted my resignation to Harrington and Associates yesterday afternoon, effective immediately.” He spooned some soup into his mouth and waited for her reaction.

“You didn’t wait to see if they would terminate you?”

“No, I explained to Mr. Harrington the circumstances of your case and how I had been implicated, and he was appreciative that I showed concern for the firm. He has extended my benefits for a few more weeks, and I have some pay as well due to unused sick time and vacation I had accrued. I left on a good note and have an excellent reference if I need one. I figured it would be better that way for everyone.”

“So what are you going to do now?”

Robbie shrugged. “I’m not sure. I’ll try to search for something else.”

“But without your health insurance you won’t be able to get your back surgery.”

“Maybe that’s God’s answer.”

She scowled. “How can you act like this is no big deal? You’ve been so attentive and sweet to me this morning. You never gave me a clue. It’s my fault you had to quit and yet you don’t seem concerned.”

“Nope. I’m at peace. It frees me up to be by your side and serve you through this trial. I can think of no better use of my time or resources.”

“I’m touched and grateful, Robbie, but are you sure?”

“Yes, I am sure. It’s a done deal. There’s only one more thing I need to do, however, and I wanted to discuss it with you.”

The empty soup bowls were removed and the food was placed in front of them. Holly withdrew, leaving them alone again.

“So what is it you need to talk about?”

“This.” He pulled out a small box from his pocket and pushed it across the linen tablecloth to her.

“What is it?” She took the box. 

“Open it and find out.” He grinned.

“Okay.” She pulled the ribbon apart and unwrapped the small box and flipped the lid to reveal a solitaire diamond in a white-gold setting. She looked across at him, furrows between her eyes, “What?”

“I’ve been praying since I first met you here at DeLuca’s, about sharing my life with you. It’s become clear to me that there is nothing more that I want than to have you as my wife, standing by my side through the good and the bad that comes. Stephanie, I love you. Will you marry me?”

“No bended knee?” She grinned.

“I could go down on one knee, but with my back, you might have to help me get up again.” Please, say yes. Put me out of my misery.

“Robbie, I think I’ve been in love with you since the first day you kissed my hand and gazed at me with those hypnotic sapphire eyes. Yes. I will marry you.”

Robbie reached across the table to remove the ring and place it on Stephanie’s finger. He kissed her hand and returned it to her.

They ate in silence for a few moments, and Stephanie set down her fork, looked at Robbie with a bit of humor and said, “Are you marrying me so that you have a place to live when you run out of money?”

“No, I’m marrying you because I love you and you have health insurance.” His winked at her.

Stephanie became serious. “What about the baby?”

“We’ll keep him or her. I can adopt after the child is born. He will bear my name, even if Luis’s is on the birth certificate.”

Stephanie smiled. “I think that is a much better gift than this gorgeous ring.”

“We need to talk to the pastor soon. I want to wed you before the baby comes. Are you okay with that?”

“Robbie, you are drop dead gorgeous and every touch of your hand fills me with desire. I would marry you today by the Justice of the Peace if it meant I could sleep with you that much sooner.” She blushed to the roots of her blonde hair.

Robbie could hardly believe her words. He was definitely not opposed to her suggestion. “You don’t want to plan a wedding?”

“Why? If we want a big wedding we can do that later, after the baby is born and you have recovered from your back surgery.” 

“Shall we go visit the courthouse when we finish here and get a marriage license applied for?”

“I’m game if you are. We can schedule a date. Soon. Do you think your parents would come? I would want Tony and Renata there.”

“We’ll find out. I don’t really care who else is there as long as it’s you standing beside me.”


FOURTEEN

Soy feliz de compartir cada instante de mi vida a tu lado.

I’m happy to share each moment of my life by your side.

~Mexican proverb

September 2011

On a warm September morning, Roberto watched Stephanie walk down the aisle at the courthouse, dressed in a flowing pink dress and sandals. By his side was the Honorable Judge Moorhouse and Tony and Renata DeLuca. Steph kept her eyes focused on him, and he couldn’t hide his smile. He stood straight and tall, even though his back ached from moving things yesterday with the help of his support group. He slept last night at the DeLuca’s, committed to bring purity to their marriage bed. Soon. Soon she would be his to love, cherish, and hold.

She reached the front, handed off the single dark pink rose she held, and clasped his hands. Robbie smiled and mouthed “I love you.” She blushed.

“We’re gathered here to witness the union of these two individuals, Stephanie Marie Simson and Roberto José Rodriguez as they commit to the time honored covenant of marriage. 

“Marriage is a contract between the two of you, to live and work and help each other through the ups and downs life inevitably will bring. If your marriage is committed to Jesus Christ, as I know yours is, you have the added blessing of seeing Him use you both to further His kingdom here on earth. The couple has written their own vows. Roberto, you may proceed.”

“Stephanie, ever since the day I met you, I have been enchanted by your perseverance, faith and grace as you have faced the challenges before you, always seeking to act in a way that would bring honor and glory to God. I pray that, as your husband, I can show you just how precious and beautiful you are to me as well as to our Lord, regardless of the difficulties or blessings that may come our way. Today, I pledge to love and honor you all the days of my life, through wealth or poverty, health or sickness, through joy and through pain. I ask God to sustain and enable me, through the power of His Holy Spirit, to keep my promise to you. I love you.”

The judge nodded to Stephanie.

“Roberto, you came to my life at a lonely and difficult time when I was filled with shame and self-doubt. You showed me that God has a bigger plan and can bring good out of even the most challenging of circumstances. God used you to widen my heart and draw me deeper into love with Him. I look to you to be the spiritual head of our home and promise to honor and respect you even in the decisions I may not agree with. I pledge, as your wife, to be a helpmate, to love you all the days of our life together, regardless of the good or bad that comes. May God enable me to be the wife you deserve, through the power of His Holy Spirit indwelling me, and enable me to sustain my vow to you. I love you.”

The “I do’s” were spoken and the judge nodded for the rings. Roberto took the ring out of Tony’s hand and turned towards Stephanie, holding her left hand in both of his. Her fingers trembled at his touch. “Stephanie, this day I take you to be my lawfully wedded wife, to love, protect and cherish all the days of our life together.” He slid the ring and band on her finger.

Stephanie smiled and took the ring from Renata’s hand, and turning to Robbie, she held his left hand in both of hers, and sliding the ring home, said, “Today, Roberto, I take you to be my lawfully wedded husband, to love, honor and respect all the days of our life together.”

The judge smiled. “Let no man tear apart what God has joined here. I now pronounce you husband and wife.” Nodding to Roberto, “You may kiss the bride.”

Roberto pulled Stephanie to him till their bodies met. He reached up to put his left hand alongside her face and leaned down to give her a sweet, searing kiss. Her response brought the banked kindling within him roaring to life. It was a kiss worth waiting for. Tony clearing his throat reminded him of where they were, and he released his bride with reluctance. She smiled at him and giggled. He gave her a wink. Tony and Renata came to congratulate them.

The foursome signed the marriage license, thanked the judge, and left to go eat lunch at a Chinese restaurant not far from the Waukesha County Courthouse.

Tony and Renata entered the building after the newly married couple and giggled as they saw, on one wall, a large picture of ninjas in active poses. 

“What’s so funny?” asked Stephanie.

“Remember Edith at our old apartment building?”

“Yes, what about her?”

“Well, I often had to go fend off ninjas for her.” Tony and Renata broke into giggles again. “She also called Tony ‘Studmuffin.’ She leaned over to give her husband a kiss on the lips. “She was right about that.” 

Tony grinned and winked at Robbie. “See, Robbie, I told you married life was worth it.”

They had a wonderful meal together, and the newly married couple drove to Door County for a short honeymoon. 

* * *

By the second day of the vacation, Stephanie realized something was wrong with her new husband as they relaxed in bed. The night before had been nothing like she expected and more than she could have hoped for.

“You okay, hon?” She snuggled up beside him and placed a hand on his bare chest, enjoying the texture of his chest hair. 

“It’s our honeymoon. I love being with you.” He brought an arm around to pull her closer. There was an edge to his voice and lines on his forehead.

“The pain is worse, isn’t it? We can abstain. I don’t want you hurting.”

He turned to gaze at her. His blue eyes were dark. “You are my wife. We are married and I desire intimacy with you.”

“Being intimate doesn’t have to mean sex.” She tried to pull away but he held her close. 

“Maybe not for you, but I’m a man. It does. Don’t worry about it. I’ll be fine.”

“You are not fine, Roberto Rodriguez, and I’m not going to stop worrying about you just because you lie to me and say your pain isn’t important. It is. It is something that impacts this marriage as much as our baby does.”

Robbie released her and rolled away. She could tell he fought to contain an audible groan. She touched his back and he flinched. Stephanie settled in the opposite direction and let the tears come. He had mentioned this as a possibility, but now, what could be done?

* * *

Upon returning to Menomonee Falls, Stephanie prepared to go to work while Robbie sat in a recliner with his legs up, looking at legal papers for her trial which was coming soon.

“Stephanie, I cannot predict whether they are going to make an issue of your pregnancy and the paternity of our child.”

“Do you believe they will call you to the stand?”

“I hope they do.”

“Really? You cannot legally say the baby is yours biologically.”

“No, but trust me, there is a way to get around having to do that DNA testing.”

“Why so secretive?”

“None of it matters if they don’t call me to the stand.”

Stephanie leaned over to give her husband a kiss, and he pulled her down into his lap. “Honey, I’ll be late for work!” 

He groaned. “Work, work, work. That’s all you do. I can’t wait for this baby to come so you’ll be home.”

“It’s my first day back since we got married. Do you think having a baby in the house won’t be work?”

“I’ll get to see more of you.”

“You already see more of me than I would like.” She patted her round stomach. She leaned over to give him a kiss and somehow maneuvered herself out of the chair. She could see he was still fighting the pain. In spite of arguments over medications the past few days, he remained stubborn and refused to take them. On the drive to work, Stephanie lamented that Robbie would not be fully on her insurance for three months. Right around the time the baby was due would be the earliest he would be able to have the surgery and be covered—if the insurance approved it as necessary. 


FIFTEEN

Haz bien sin mirara quién.

Do what is right, come what may.

~Mexican proverb

October 2011

Robbie and Stephanie arrived at the Ozaukee County Courthouse in West Bend where Luis’s trial was to be held. The District Attorney was prosecuting the case, and Roberto had been in contact. It was expected to be of short duration.

Luis leered at Stephanie when it was her turn to take the stand, and she repressed a shiver of revulsion. The look of hatred on his face erased the warmth she once knew in his eyes and the smile that used to be for her was now a cruel frown. The District Attorney asked questions about the facts of the case, and the court-appointed defense attorney took his turn at cross-examination. The man was heavy-set and much older, with wire rimmed glasses and a beard. He wheezed when he spoke, and his manner was gruff.

“Mrs. Rodriguez, are you pregnant?”

“Objection!” cried out the District Attorney.

“Overruled,” came the judge’s verdict.

“Yes. I am pregnant.”

“Who is the father of your child? Can you point him out to the jury?”

Stephanie pointed and said, “Luis Vasquez.”

“You claim you dated Luis.”

“Yes.” 

“Who was an employee at the same restaurant where you worked and are partner?”

“Yes.”

“In essence you were partially his employer.”

“Objection!” shouted the District Attorney.

“Overruled. Answer the question.”

“I am a silent partner and have no authority over the hiring or supervision of kitchen staff.”

“You broke up with him and began dating someone else?”

“Yes.”

“You told Mr. Vasquez you were pregnant with his child.”

“I informed Mr. Vasquez about the baby a month after I had broken off our relationship.”

“Can you prove that?”

“I have friends who can testify to the timing.”

“Mr. Vasquez states you dated but he never had sexual relations with you, but that you targeted him as a spouse because he was a subordinate at your place of employment and of Hispanic origin as was the man who impregnated you.”

“I did not date another man until three months after conception.” 

“Mr. Vasquez swears Mr. Rodriguez is the father of this child.” 

“Is Mr. Rodriguez Hispanic? He has blue eyes which seems unusual.” Stephanie queried in response.

“His name indicates his cultural orientation, ma’am,” the defense attorney countered.

“His name indicates the cultural orientation of his adoptive father.” She tilted her head as she waited for the ball to hit home. 

The judge interrupted at this point. “Defense, where are you going with this unusual line of questioning?”

“Your honor, I am trying to establish that this young woman has victimized my client, taking his good name and attempting to make him responsible for another man’s baby.”

“Objection!” shouted the District Attorney again.

“Sustained.”

“Do you allege the defendant, Mr. Vasquez here, broke into your apartment and destroyed your property?”

“I do.”

“Have you proof of this?”

“An eyewitness at the scene gave testimony to the police.”

“But you yourself were not available to tell if it really was him or perhaps your other boyfriend?”

“Luis threatened me that evening and I had sought shelter at a friend’s home because I feared for my safety. I was not present.”

“Just answer the question. I didn’t ask for the details. This eye-witness, is she here in this courtroom today?”

“No.”

“Is it true that this eye witness is an older lady and possibly not mentally stable?”

“She is elderly and sweet.”

“Is it possible that she could have mistaken one Hispanic male for another?”

“I doubt it. She had spoken face to face with Mr. Vasquez on several occasions. She never met Mr. Rodriguez.”

“Still, it is possible she could have been mistaken?”

“I wouldn’t know.”

“Is it true that you shot Mr. Vasquez with a revolver in the office at DeLuca’s Cucina when he visited to try to talk to you about the paternity allegations?”

“When he came, he tried to strangle me and held me hostage with his own gun.”

With a sigh of relief, Stephanie went to sit by Mr. Fry. Roberto was right behind her and had been the only reason she had managed to not let this overwhelm her. His blue eyes had been trained on her the entire time, urging her on and reassuring her of his love. How did she get to be so blessed? 

Tony was brought up on the stand, questioned and cross examined. She was grateful for his calm words and matter of fact responses. Her best friend had married a good man. 

It was Robbie’s turn. He sat up there with his cobalt blue shirt and matching tie and dark blue suit. His eyes shone bright, and he appeared at ease. Why wouldn’t he? He was a lawyer after all. This did not intimidate him. Her heart swelled with pride that he was her husband. 

“Mr. Rodriguez,” the Defense Attorney started his cross examination, “When did you begin to date Stephanie Simson?”

“June, 2011.”

“Do you have a witness to your first meeting?”

“Mr. Bixby, of Every Child a Home, introduced us.”

“And when did you have your first date?”

“We met on a Wednesday and had our first date that Sunday.”

“When did you learn Ms. Simson was pregnant?”

“At lunch that day.”

“Who did she say was the father?”

“Luis Vasquez.”

“How far along in the pregnancy was she at that time?”

“Three months.”

“Had you ever met Mr. Vasquez?”

“That morning, at church, he approached and insulted her.”

“Are you Hispanic?”

“Objection!” cried Curtis.

“Sustained. Defense may continue. Disregard that last question.”

“Are you aware that Ms. Simson was trying to get Mr. Vasquez to take responsibility for the child?”

“I was aware that she wanted to proceed with giving the baby up for adoption but Mr. Vasquez disagreed.”

“Why argue against adoption for a child that is not his?”

“I don’t know, sir. It is irrelevant since I have married her and plan to adopt the child after it’s born and raise it as my own.”

“Objection! I will never let him raise my child!” This time the cry came from Mr. Vasquez himself.

“Order!” shouted the judge.

Robbie grinned, glanced over at Stephanie, and winked.

The Defense Attorney blustered and ended his line of questioning.

* * *

Due to the testimony given and fingerprint evidence from Stephanie’s apartment, the jury ended up finding Luis Vasquez guilty of making threatening comments, holding her hostage, and breaking and entering. He was to be held in jail with a high bail while awaiting sentencing. Time served would be taken into consideration. Robbie gave her a sizzling kiss when it was all over and the promise of more later. She was relieved to put this behind them. 

Roberto and Stephanie walked down the steps of the courthouse to their car.

“How will this impact the adoption?”

“Not sure yet until we file paperwork. We at least can get started on the process. He admitted that he is the father.”

“No DNA testing needed.”

Robbie smiled as he opened the door to let his wife into the car. “No DNA.”

“Well that, at least, is a relief. How much time will he get?”

“Hard to say. They can give him time served and time off for good behavior, but it is up to the judge. The jail system is crowded, so he may not serve as much as he is assigned but end up on probation as it was his first offense.”

“Oh.” This was not what she wanted to hear. 

“Sorry, Stephanie. It’s complicated. Hopefully, he will be deported at some point. Try not to worry.”

“Okay. Whatever is good, true, honorable?”

“Yeah.”

“All right. I’ll think about you instead.”

“I like the sound of that.” Robbie grinned as they swung the car onto the highway to head for home.


SIXTEEN

Los problemas no parecen tan malos si se mantienes alegre.

Problems don’t seem so bad if you keep cheerful.

~Mexican proverb

November 2011

Hey—found a job!

Great! Where at?

Teaching at Marquette U.

When do you start?

Part time early as next week. Full time in January.

That’s great! How’s your back 2day?

Rather not think about it.

Sorry. I’ll be praying!

Thanks luv! CUL8R!

Love u 2!

* * *

Roberto met with his narcotics support group.

“Congratulations on your marriage.” Tim grinned. “I think you got a great gal there.”

“Agreed,” added Ben. “I was impressed with her dedication to you when you ended up in the hospital.”

“How’s the back handling married life?”

“Thanks, guys. I’m a blessed man. The back? Well, let’s just say it isn’t adapting to married life as well as I would like. I’m struggling.”

“You have the muscle relaxant…won’t that help?” asked Alex. 

“Steph and I argue over that. She wants me to take the drugs the doc prescribed and I’m afraid to.”

“They’re not narcotics?” asked Alex.

“No. But there’s not been enough research on the addictive qualities for me to be satisfied.”

“How about surgery? Have you looked further into that?’ asked Tim.

“I lost my health insurance when I quit my job. It takes three months to be fully eligible under Stephanie’s which is around when she will be on maternity leave and possibly leaving DeLuca’s. I just got a new job, but won’t become full-time until January, and again, full benefits not until three months in. I’m concerned about the money, and the benefits, with the baby. Tony, Stephanie’s boss, told me not to worry, they would keep her benefits going for quite a while as she is a partner and might end up doing some work, but still, it feels risky with it all, and that adds to my stress which doesn’t help the pain.”

“Would you do surgery at the same time your wife’s having a baby, and if not, how do you fit that into a new job?” asked Ben.

“You see my dilemma.”

“How’d the trial go?” Ben inquired again.

“It went well. He awaits sentencing. Stephanie held up, but her blood pressure has been a concern. I worry about her whenever I’m not with her.”

“From my experience as a husband and father, it’s only natural when you love someone and are expecting a baby.” Alex was speaking softly. “I warn you, Roberto, it only gets worse as time goes on.” 

“I think Roberto needs us to pray for him now, for wisdom with the pain and peace and all the insurance and financial concerns and for Stephanie as well.” Ben was encouraging and his eyes radiated concern. They all prayed for Roberto, and then they took turns hearing and encouraging and praying for the struggles of the other members of the group.

Robbie was asleep in the recliner when Stephanie returned home. He heard her enter and move around the apartment but couldn’t quite rouse himself as he had finally gotten comfortable. He was surprised when her hands touched his shoulders and began to massage the tight muscles there. 

“More, please.” He groaned. His body relaxed. Having her touch him like this gave rise to other desires which seemed more important than sleep. She stopped moving and lifted her hands off. Robbie shot an arm up to grab her wrist. “You do remember why I said I didn’t want you to do that when we were dating, don’t you?”

“Hmmm, maybe you could remind me.”

Robbie pushed the button to lower his legs and dragged her around the chair and onto his lap. “You asked for it.” He gave her a sleepy grin and a kiss that stirred the sleeping embers into full flame. He got no complaints from his beautiful bride. 

* * *

Robbie went through orientation at Marquette and kept busy. The department found a lot of uses for him with tutoring and subbing. His earnings were less than he was used to, but it was better than nothing. He enjoyed the one on ones with students and the time spent substitute teaching. At times, he also served in the legal services department at the school, giving guidance to students who had issues—work disputes, landlord problems, etc. His only regret was he saw less of Stephanie, as their schedules conflicted. Sundays remained their one day to rest, relax and enjoy each other’s company as they prepared to make a place for the baby in the spare bedroom.

Mid-afternoon on Friday, Robbie got a text on his cell while he was teaching. He found many of his subbing assignments came in on Fridays. He wouldn’t complain. He reluctantly pulled out his phone to see it was from Tony. He scanned the message and released the class early with an assignment for the weekend. He read the text again.

Steph passed out. Call me.

He hit the speed dial for Tony’s number. “Robbie, thank goodness you got my message.”

“I was in class. What happened?”

“She was exiting the dining room and dropped like a log.”

“Has she come to?” 

“No. I called the ambulance.”

“Good man. I will leave now and meet them at Community Memorial. Even if she comes around, make her go.”

“Done.”

Roberto checked in with the head of the department to inform him of the emergency. He had no other classes or tutoring sessions left for the day. He walked the three blocks to his car and began the challenge of navigating through rush hour traffic to get to the hospital in Menomonee Falls. He called Stephanie’s doctor to leave a message about what had happened. 

Robbie made it to the hospital a few minutes after the ambulance had delivered Stephanie. He rushed to her side in the Emergency Room. Stephanie appeared pale and was strapped to all kinds of apparatus to monitor her as well as the baby. He held her hand and bent over the bed to give her a kiss.

“How are you feeling?”

“Kind of out of it. I don’t remember passing out. I was light-headed and went to sit down and put my feet up.” She chuckled. “Guess I never made it.”

A nurse came in to check vitals. “Mr. and Mrs. Rodriguez?” They nodded. “Dr. Hagelman wants to admit Stephanie to the hospital for observation overnight. So far, the baby seems fine, but you are having contractions and the concern is that it might be premature labor, not just Braxton-Hicks.”

“What if she is in labor? It’s too early for the baby, isn’t it?”

The nurse nodded, “We prefer that babies come closer to their due date, but if the baby is healthy it would be viable. If she is in labor, there are medications that can help stop that, along with bed-rest. However, we are getting ahead of ourselves here. We need to observe her up in the obstetrics ward before the doctor determines what course of action to take.”

“Thank you.” Robbie squeezed Stephanie’s hand. The nurse departed to arrange for a room for Stephanie upstairs.

“You and the baby are going to be fine,” Roberto said with a certainty he didn’t feel.

“You don’t know that,” Stephanie replied as her eyes drooped. “only God does. This all falls under His sovereign control.”

“Maybe we need to have a little chat with Him, huh?”

“If you would be so kind and do the honors. I’m weak.”

Robbie held his wife’s hand and placed the other one on her stomach next to the band that encircled her and prayed softly. As he finished, the orderlies arrived to take Stephanie to her room.

* * *

Stephanie was settled into the room and dinner had been brought up. Renata walked in for a visit.

“Hi, Ren.”

“Tony was worried, and Grandma DeLuca was more than willing to spend a little time with the twins so I could come over. How are you?”

“I’m going to go get a cup of coffee and give you gals a chance to chat.” Roberto leaned over to plant a kiss on his wife, and with a squeeze of the hand and a wink, he was gone.

Stephanie smiled as she watched him leave. “I got a good one, didn’t I?”

“Honeymoon phase. Trust me, he’ll start to irritate you before you realize it.”

“Huh. Has Tony become irritating?”

“Well, let’s just say we have challenges when it comes to some areas. He’s a stickler in the kitchen but is learning to let me do things my own way. I don’t like underwear left on the floor in the bathroom, and he’s struggling to remember to put it in the hamper. He still has moments where his temper flies but thankfully, never with me. He also has a hard time forgiving himself for what happened with Luis. He believes he should have protected you more.”

“That’s ridiculous.”

“And so I told him. What can I say? He’s a guy and considers you like his sister, and that means he has to protect you.”

Stephanie laughed. “Funny isn’t it? Men. Gotta love ’em.”

Renata smiled back “What would we do without them, huh? Life would be pretty boring.”

Stephanie’s smile faded as she ran a hand along her stomach. “Yeah.”

“Hey, come on, Steph. You can’t keep beating yourself up over that. Look at what God did. You are going to have a baby. Because of Roberto, you get to keep your child rather than give it up for adoption. That was your dearest dream. You found a wonderful man to love and cherish you. Granted, he’s not quite as cute as Tony, but still.”

“I disagree. No offense, but Tony doesn’t have those mesmerizing blue eyes and that slight Spanish accent that melts my heart.” Stephanie grinned widely. “I guess God has done some pretty awesome stuff in spite of my sin. I got a great guy, I’m married, and so far, the baby is healthy. Luis is in jail and no longer a threat, and Robbie managed to get a job. I don’t have much to be complaining about when I look at how good God has been to me in answering my heart’s prayers.”

“So how are you doing now? Tony was worried about you passing out again.”

“At first, the doctor seemed concerned that the baby was going to try to come early, but the contractions stopped, so that’s a relief. My blood pressure is so erratic. It goes high and low, so they are concerned for my health. They might forbid me to work.”

“Ugh. I remember having to do that for the last two months of my pregnancy with the twins. So boring. With Roberto working, do you want to spend your days at my house so I can wait on you? I’m home with the girls anyway, and adult company would be welcome.”

“I’ll have to see what happens. I might take you up on that offer a few times, but I wouldn’t want to be a burden to you.”

“Stephanie, how long have we been friends?” 

“Since we were roommates in college at the University of Wisconsin-Oshkosh.”

“Right. Do you think you could ever be a burden to me? I owe you a ton and could never repay all you’ve done to lead me to Christ, care for me through my painful marriage, the loss of Angela, and through my courtship with Tony. You know that if there is anything I could do for you, I would do it.”

Stephanie reached her hand out and Renata clasped it. “I realize that. Thank you for coming and reminding me again of God’s goodness and faithfulness.” Tears were in her eyes as she smiled at her friend who was wiping away a few of her own.

Robbie entered the room and halted upon seeing the scene of the two of them. “Do you want me to go again? Guys really don’t handle the teary stuff too well.”

“Don’t you dare leave on my account, Robbie. Your beautiful wife and I are just recounting how good and faithful God has been and will continue to be. Nothing bad about these tears.”

“Oh, well, if that’s the case, amen.” He lifted up his cup of coffee as like a toast, grinned, and took a sip. He grimaced “Ouch! Guess I’ll need to wait to drink to that comment in a little bit.” 

They all laughed.

Renata stayed for a short time before leaving Roberto and Stephanie alone at last in the private room. Robbie closed the door and turned off most of the lights.

Stephanie yawned and slid over as much as she could on the hospital bed and patted the mattress next to her. “Wanna join me?”

Robbie smiled. “I’d like nothing better.” He kicked off his shoes and climbed into the bed, and Stephanie snuggled up to him as best she could with the monitors she was strapped to. Robbie bent his head to kiss her. “I can think of one thing I’d like better.” 

“Oh, yeah? And what would that be?” She looked up into his warm eyes.

“A more comfortable bed.”

“You going to be okay?”

“I’ll survive as long as you are by my side.”

* * *

Stephanie awoke to find herself alone, but the scent of her husband lingered on her pillow. She sighed and smiled, letting her hand move over her swollen middle. Light was peeking in through the slit in the drapes. She rang for the nurse to help her rise to use the bathroom as they had warned her not to go alone until they were sure she wouldn’t pass out again.

Robbie returned with a fresh cup of coffee just as she settled back on the bed and was sitting up. He had stubble on his cheeks, and his clothes were wrinkled. He still looked delicious. His movements were stiff, yet he greeted the nurse with a devastating smile and leaned over to give Stephanie a kiss. She reached up to touch his scruffy chin. “Mmmmm, I kind of like this look on you.”

“What, a Hispanic George Clooney?”

“Better than that, a wonderful husband whom I adore.”

Robbie grinned, and she could see dark circles under his eyes even though they glimmered with mischief. “Do you think it projects the proper image for an attorney teaching at a university?”

Stephanie tapped a finger against her lips. “Maybe we need to make you uglier for when you go to class and mentor any of the co-eds.”

The nurse giggled and left the room to the two of them, leaving the door open.

“Uglier?”

“Well, I really don’t want some young, lithe law student to start coming on to my studly husband, now do I?’

“You do not need to worry about that, Stephanie. There’s only one woman who captures my attention and satisfies me in every way, and that would be you.” He set the coffee cup down and leaned over, and putting his hands on either side of her face, he gave her a passionate kiss that left no doubts about his devotion.

“Mmmmmm,” Stephanie said when he pulled back. “I wonder how soon we can get out of this place.”

“Anxious to be somewhere?” Robbie grinned.

“Home with you. Alone.” She reached up to stroke his stubble.

“That would be wonderful, dear, but let’s make sure you and the baby are going to be fine. We can’t rush things.” 

Stephanie frowned at that, and Robbie laughed, leaned over, and kissed her again. “I do love you. You know that, don’t you?”

“Oh yeah, I know.” She grimaced. “Ouch!”

“What? Are you okay?” Robbie pulled back with a frown.

“I’m fine.” She grabbed for his hand and placed it on her protruding abdomen. “Just feel this.” Her lighter hand rested on top of his darker one, guiding it across her stomach. 

Robbie’s eyes got wide as he glanced back to Stephanie. “The baby kicked! Wow. That was strong. Does it hurt?”

Stephanie smiled. “Sometimes, a little, but mostly it just amazes me that there is a little person inside, swimming around and making his or her presence known.”

Leaving his hand where it was, he reached over to kiss her. “Our baby. How cool is that?”

“Our baby.” Stephanie gazed at Robbie with love, and the little one kicked again to make sure his parents didn’t forget about him. They both laughed.

* * *

Stephanie was discharged later that day and told to stay off her feet. She was allowed some freedom—rides in the car, going to church—as long as she sat through the service, but not much else. No work.

Robbie struggled that Sunday afternoon, with Stephanie’s help, to put the crib together. 

Stephanie watched her husband as he threw down the screwdriver and glanced at the directions again. She sat nearby in a rocker in the baby’s room. 

“I’m sorry. You married a lawyer, not a handyman.” His growl brought a smile to her face.

“Let me see the directions. I used to work at the furniture store. Maybe I can figure it out.”

Robbie looked dubious but tossed the papers to her and stretched out on the carpeted floor and pulled his knees to his chest and rocked.

“Your back?”

“Yeah.”

“You sure you don’t want the muscle relaxant?” 

“It’s not that bad, yet.”

“Are you saying there is a point where you will agree to take it?” This was a well-worn argument between the two of them.

“Maybe. Just drop it, okay?” Robbie gave her a look that told her it would be futile to argue further.

Stephanie shook her head and turned her attention to the directions. She talked Robbie, step by step, through the process of putting the crib together while holding parts for him to keep things steady. After an hour, the work was done, and they stood next to the bed, looking at the empty mattress. Robbie put his arm around Stephanie, and she wrapped her arm around his torso and lay her head against his shoulder. 

“We did it,” they said in unison and laughed.

“I think that deserves some kind of celebration,” declared Robbie.

“Oh, and what did you have in mind?” Stephanie slid her free hand up Robbie’s chest and looked into his eyes.

“I was thinking of ice cream.” 

Stephanie pulled away. “Ice cream? You would turn down this”—she let one hand move from her chest to her hip as if presenting a grand prize—“for ice cream?” She scowled and continued. “Wait. Do. Not. Answer. That.”

Robbie smiled back at her and pulled her to himself so they were chest to chest. He grinned down at her and gave her a slow kiss. “Well, if you insist on being dessert, how am I to turn that down?”

Stephanie smiled up at him and clasped his hand and led him to the master bedroom.

They managed to get ice cream too.


SEVENTEEN

El amor con celos causa noches de insomnio.

Love with jealousy causes sleepless nights.

~Mexican proverb

Robbie was back at work on Monday, tutoring. His schedule wasn’t full yet, but he scheduled most of his appointments back to back so he wouldn’t have to be away from Stephanie for as long. His second student for the day was an attractive young woman who was struggling in ethics class. They met in the library.

“Miss Rubinski, how did you do on your last test?” Robbie tried to keep things professional as he would have with any client.

“I’ve told you many times, please call me Natasha.” 

The young, pert blonde sidled her chair just a little closer to his. “I did okay, but still didn’t make an ‘A’ on the test.” She pulled out the paper and leaned in to him, giving him ample view of her cleavage. It may have been winter in Wisconsin, but she wore a low cut camisole that exposed most of her chest and a skin-tight sweater that was cut in a V that went lower still. She peered up into his face with feigned innocence. “Can you help me figure out where I went wrong?”

Robbie was aware of what the young woman offered. He leaned away and pushed the paper back in her direction.

“Ms. Rubinski, I am here as your tutor. Nothing more. If you want my help, you need to dress professionally for our meetings and respect my personal space.”

“I don’t know what you are talking about, Roberto,” she purred and batted her eyelashes. “I only want to do well in school.”

Robbie cleared his throat. “Yes, well, perhaps someone else had better instruct you.”

Her hand found his thigh under the table and slowly moved up his leg. “I want you to tutor me.”

Robbie stood up, knocking over the chair. “I do not think that will be possible. I’ll inform Mr. Murphy that he needs to assign another person to assist you.”

He grabbed his coat off the chair and put it on as he rushed out of the library into the cold November air. Roberto shook his head, breathed in deep, and let it out with a whoosh. He stopped and leaned against the brick building and shot up a prayer for the right words to get him out of this assignment. This was paid work, but he couldn’t expose himself to this kind of temptation. Taking another deep breath, the sting of the cold wind hit his cheeks. He walked over to the office of the Department Chair to discuss the situation.

“Mr. Murphy?”

“Yes? Oh, Mr. Rodriguez, good to see you. How is your wife?”

“She’s doing better. She is home on a modified bed rest for now.”

“My wife had to do that with our last child a few years ago. It was tough for her and as a result, difficult for me.” He leaned back in his chair and templed his fingers up by his face. “You’ll make it through, though, and it will be worth it in the long run.”

“Thank you. I’m here to ask a favor.”

“Oh?”

“I need to be released from tutoring Miss Rubinski.”

“Natasha? Hmmm, wonder why? Did she try to proposition you?”

“Not quite in so many words, but yes. I’ve given her three warnings over the past few times we have met. I’m done.”

“She wouldn’t back down?”

“No.” 

“She’s a wily one. I believe she’s been trying to influence some of our staff or teachers’ assistants. Her Graduate Record Examinations were not outstanding, and yet she seems to be doing well in some classes.” He leaned forward. “I will see if I can assign her a female tutor. I appreciate your desire to have integrity in your work. What were you tutoring her in?” 

“Ethics” 

Mr. Murphy laughed. “The irony, huh? Well, I think you might have taught her more about ethics than a textbook ever could. I wonder if she was paying attention to the lesson.”

Robbie grinned. “I doubt it, but thank you for being understanding. I tried to explain the importance of dressing professionally, but she is young and attractive and a little caught up in herself. It won’t serve her well as an attorney, though, if she wants to be taken seriously.”

“Being taken seriously, or winning your case by any means. Some women—and men—will use whatever they can, regardless of ethics, to pad their pocket books.”

“True, but let’s hope your program here is raising up young men and women who can rely on their brains and their knowledge of the law to win their cases instead of their bodies.”

“We’re trying, Mr. Rodriguez.” He cleared his throat. “Would you put your reasons in writing for me? For your own protection, of course. If you can write up what happened, we can keep that on file in case she should try to retaliate.”

“I’ll do that now. You’ll have it within the hour.”

“Thank you. Anything else? 

“No, that’s it.”

“Good day, Mr. Rodriguez.” He leaned back to the papers on his desk, dismissing his visitor.

“Good day, Mr. Murphy, and thank you.” Robbie rose and exited the office, closing the door behind him. He went to a spare room and opened up his laptop to write up what had happened and sent an email version and placed a hard copy, in an enclosed envelope, in Mr. Murphy’s mailbox.

* * *

The text messages began arriving on his phone.

“I want you.”

“I need your help. Don’t turn your back on me.”

“I think you’re cute.”

“We could be really good together.”

All the messages were from Natasha. Robbie saved them and documented the messages, dates and times. Sexual harassment of a tutor? He shook his head. He could hardly believe it was happening to him.

* * *

Later that afternoon, he left the campus and because the messages seemed to be getting more blatant and sexual, he threw his smartphone in his briefcase to avoid having to deal with it.

Robbie arrived home and was greeted by Stephanie. He went to prepare a simple meal for them, and they ate dinner together. 

“You are not very chatty this evening, Robbie. Did something happen at work?”

“Nah. Just another day helping students understand law.”

“Do you enjoy it?”

“Most of the time.”

“You seem to be preoccupied.”

“Do I?” Robbie looked up, stunned. “I’m sorry, Stephanie, there is something on my mind but I’d rather not talk about it.”

“Okay.” She looked hurt but didn’t press further and focused on her food.

“How was your first day of bed rest?” 

“Boring. I’ve never been one much for television or movies, and while I enjoy reading, my trip to the library next door didn’t provide enough diversion. I’m used to being busy.”

“I’m sorry.”

Stephanie shrugged. “One more consequence of sin, I guess. I get more time to think than ever before. I did spend quite a bit of time reading my Bible, more than what I used to do with working so much. Today, I was reading in Proverbs.”

“Ouch, about avoiding temptation and the comparison between wise and foolish people?”

“Yup. I think being whipped would be more enjoyable.” Stephanie put her fork down. 

“Hey now. What about grace and forgiveness? Are you going to condemn yourself again and again and again when God has said He forgives you and doesn’t even remember it?”

“He’s an omniscient God. How can He not recall my sin? It’s obvious to me and everyone else.” Stephanie sniffed.

Robbie put down his fork and went over to help his wife up from the table. Together, they walked into the living room and sat on the loveseat. Robbie grabbed his Bible on the side table and opened it up. “Remember what I told you on our first date?”

“No. My brain is mush. Remind me.”

“Philippians 4:8, ‘Finally brethren, whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is of good repute, if there is any excellence and if anything worthy of praise, dwell on these things.’”

“Well, it’s true I sinned and many people, especially you, have been adversely affected by it.”

“But it is honorable that you did not kill your baby or move in with Luis just to make it ‘feel right.’ You repented and set new boundaries and committed yourself afresh to following God’s Word.”

“There is nothing lovely about how I look. I’m fat and puffy.”

“I think you are beautiful in every way possible.”

“Are you taking drugs?”

Robbie laughed. “No. Now you know I’m speaking the truth since we’ve been fighting over that for weeks.”

Stephanie didn’t smile. “I have a bad reputation and my actions tarnished yours.” 

“Your reputation was fine until Luis tried to destroy you. I hope that my integrity will wipe away any tarnish you believe you have painted me with by my choice, my willful choice, to be a part of your life.” He flipped to the Old Testament in his Bible. “Psalm 26:1, “Vindicate me, O LORD, for I have walked in my integrity, and I have trusted in the LORD without wavering.” He flipped several pages. “Proverbs 2:7, ‘He stores up wisdom for the upright; He is a shield to those who walk in integrity.’” 

He set the book down and grabbed Stephanie’s hand. “Honey, I’m not perfect, you know that all too well, but I have tried to live with integrity and trust that even if my name is blackened due to no fault of my own, God will vindicate me. Even if it never happens on earth, I know I stand before Him clean and pure.” He reached over and turned her face towards him with one hand so he could look in her eyes. 

“The same is true for you, darling. People can judge you all they want, but God knows the truth of what’s in that heart of yours. He even knows this baby was not due to your sin, but Luis’s. God forgives you for sin you didn’t willfully participate in. Who are you to tell him He’s wrong?”

Stephanie pulled his hand down and looked away but was silent.

“Steph?”

“If I continue to recriminate myself for getting pregnant outside of marriage, how much more do you beat yourself up and punish yourself for your drug addiction by refusing to allow any relief from your pain?” She turned to look at him, and he could see deep hurt reflected in the depths of her eyes.

Robbie looked away. “You may be right about that. When I feel the intense pain, it is like I’m allowing myself to be punished for my addiction and for my foolishness leading to that car accident.” He turned to face her again. “So how can we both finally be free of these chains that ensnare us?”

Stephanie leaned against her husband, and he placed his arm around her to draw her closer to his side. “I don’t know, but I suppose we could start with prayer?”

Robbie kissed the top of his wife’s head. “I suppose so.”

Together, holding each other, Robbie led them in prayer. The dirty dishes at the kitchen table remained there until the morning.

* * *

Robbie found that the first hour of his workday was spent trying to keep up with the texts that Natasha kept sending to his phone. He stored them in a log. He sent an initial email with a document attached listing the various text messages and email content including dates and times to Mr. Murphy. He was being stalked. To top it off, his neck was flaring into significant pain radiating up into his scalp into what would probably be a major headache by the end of the day.

As part of his time helping out in the legal assistance area, he managed to help several students who had minor legal issues with situations with their landlords or work problems. He was grateful he had no classes to teach that afternoon and was headed to the library exit when he was greeted by Miss Rubinski. 

Today, she wore leggings under a short, short skirt, and high heeled boots and a sweater that fell off her shoulder. She let her books fall to the floor, and in bending over to pick them up, gave him a view of her ample chest unencumbered by a bra. Robbie turned his face away and started to walk in the opposite direction. She caught up to him. 

“Roberto, wait up! I have a question for you.”

Robbie stopped. He was in a public place with people coming and going, but he was leery.

“I was wondering if you might reconsider tutoring me. I would double what you get paid.” Her voice became soft as she leaned up towards his ear. “I can make it worth your while.” 

“No.” Robbie turned to leave but she placed a hand on his arm to restrain him.

“You don’t understand. My father is very influential with this school and I am not used to being denied what I want. I. Desire. You.” She smiled up at him.

“I am not a commodity to be bought and sold and used at the whim of a self-centered woman of loose morals. Let go of my arm, and cease all contact with me.” He peeled her fingers off and took off again toward the outer doors.

“You will regret this, Mr. Rodriguez. Trust me. I get what I want and if I don’t, people pay.” The door shut on those words as Robbie bent into the cold November wind. His headache raged, and colors rivaling the best display of Northern Lights danced on the periphery of his vision. He was building up to a monster migraine. He needed to get home and hide himself in a dark room until the pain and nausea passed.

To be safe, Robbie took an alternate route and drove slow, focusing hard on the road ahead. When he got home, he might even consider the medications Stephanie had been encouraging him to take. His support group met this evening, and he didn’t want to be too sick to make it there.

Robbie entered the apartment and grunted to Stephanie who rose to stand and meet him. He ignored her, threw his coat, laptop and cell phone on a chair and went to the kitchen. He grabbed the prescription bottles, found the correct one, took the maximum dose allowed, and swallowed it without water.

Stephanie followed. “Robbie, are you…”

“I’m in no mood. Leave me alone. Please.” He brushed by her and headed to the bedroom, pulling the blinds and leaving the room completely dark. He kicked off his shoes, stripped off his outer clothing, and crawled under the covers. The coolness of the sheets soothed him as the sledgehammer of pain battered his brain. He intentionally slowed his breathing and fought the tears. He hated that this took him from all he enjoyed, especially Stephanie who had been home alone all morning and needed him. The medication started to work, and he drifted into blissful blackness. 

* * *

Stephanie’s heart sank as she saw the pain etched on Robbie’s face. It had to be bad for him to take the pills. She couldn’t complain about his neglecting her when he had finally caved to what she had been telling him to do for weeks. She closed the door to the bedroom and returned to the living room and turned off the T.V., determined to make the house as quiet as possible. She pulled out her Bible and spent time reading and praying for her husband.

A few hours passed, and Stephanie had resisted the urge to check on Robbie. His phone beeped repeatedly, indicating a text message, and finally she grabbed it to see who had been trying so hard to get a hold of him, hoping it wasn’t an emergency. She opened up the last text only to find a picture of a beautiful young woman in the nude with the message—I want you, badly.

The blood drained from Stephanie’s face, and she sat down with the phone. She went through several other texts and found other provocative pictures and some were just messages. All indicated that this young woman was either involved with or desired Roberto. She could find no evidence he had texted or called this woman back. Finally, she turned off the phone and threw it across the room in disgust. She grabbed his laptop bag and fished around inside and found a file of papers labeled Rubinski. She opened it and discovered text messages obviously written to her husband, filled with creative things a woman longed to do with him. She couldn’t read them all, and in disgust, she closed the file, placed it back in the briefcase and cried.

Later, Stephanie was making soup in the kitchen when Robbie walked in.

“Hey, sweetheart, I’m sorry I was rude. I got hit with a monster migraine.” He looked like he was still in considerable pain.

“I kind of figured you were in agony. Any better now?” Stephanie fought to keep her voice even when all she wanted to do was yell at him.

“A little. The muscle relaxants helped. Look, I’m supposed to meet the guys tonight, but don’t think I should be driving. Can you drop me off? I’m sure one of them will bring me home.”

Stephanie nodded. “I can do that. Would you like a bowl of soup before you go?”

Robbie held up a hand while placing one on his abdomen. “No, thanks. I’m still nauseous.”

Stephanie set the spoon down, turned off the burner on the stove, and placed the lid back on the pot. “Do you need to leave right now?”

“In a few minutes if you wouldn’t mind?”

“No. That’s fine. Let me get my boots and coat and I’ll be ready.”

“Okay.” Robbie turned to the living room and put on his jacket. Stephanie watched as he searched for his phone and spied it across the room on the floor. He shrugged and went over and bent to pick it up. It surprised her that he shoved it in his interior jacket pocket without checking it for messages. 

She could tell he was in pain, but so was she. He had shut her out and now was leaving again tonight. She pulled her hurt emotions around her like the coat she was putting on. “I’m ready if you are.” 

Robbie started at her and his eyes narrowed at her flat tone. “Thanks.” 

They exited, and Robbie helped Stephanie down the stairs and through the slippery parking lot to the car. She refused to lean into him and held herself apart. 

“Please be careful when you come home. The parking lot is slick with the new snow fall. I don’t want you to get hurt.” Robbie lowered himself into the passenger seat. His movements testified to how bad his pain was. She fought against her feelings of sympathy for his suffering. 

“I will take your counsel under advisement.”

She could tell he watched her as she navigated out of the driveway and to the restaurant where the guys were meeting. He didn’t ask what was wrong, and she was grateful because she feared she would become an illogical, emotional shrew if she spilled out all the anger and fear that was rattling around in her heart. 

“I’ll see you later, about 8:30 or so.” 

She nodded but didn’t look at him.

He exited the door and shut it. When he had reached the restaurant door, she backed out of her space and drove to Renata’s house, parked and knocked on the door.


EIGHTEEN

Las peleas de amentes son pronto reparadas.

Lovers’ quarrels are soon mended.

~Mexican proverb

“Stephanie. What a surprise. Come on in out of the cold.” Renata was welcoming, and her house was warm. Stephanie started to shiver all over.

“Can I take your coat?” Renata offered as she noticed Stephanie hugging it to herself.

“No, thanks, I’m a bit chilled. Do you mind if I warm up by the fireplace?”

“Go right ahead. I just finished eating. Would you like something?”

Stephanie shook her head.

“How about a cup of tea?”

“I think I could handle that, thank you.”

“Good.”

Stephanie walked into the family room by the gas fireplace and found the twins in the playpen. They were sitting up, playing with toys and babbling incoherently to each other. 

Stephanie smiled weakly. “Hi, Ella. Good evening, Rosa. Aunt Stephanie has come to visit.”

The twins gazed up at her for a few seconds before turning their attention back to each other. Stephanie turned to sit in the chair closest to the fireplace, still hugging her coat as close around her expanding middle as possible.

Renata entered with a tea tray, and soon, Stephanie sipped the hot tea and poured out what she had discovered into her friend’s ears.

Renata sat there stunned. “Oh, my. Maybe this isn’t what you think it is.”

“What am I to think? Is he having an affair with this young hottie? Or is he into porn? He has an addictive personality.”

“But that was to narcotics.” 

“We’ve been fighting over that, with me trying to get him to take something for his pain and him refusing. Well, tonight he took some. So for me he won’t, but for her he will?” 

“From what I know of your husband”—Renata emphasized that last word—“he is a man of integrity that too many were eager to paint as a loser for getting you pregnant. Something he did not do. Are you sure you are not guilty of accusing him of something he has not done, simply based on appearances? There has to be some other explanation.”

“But why has he not said anything to me?”

“You are pregnant, on bed rest, and have blood pressure issues. Maybe he was trying to protect you? Or perhaps he didn’t know how to tell you what was going on because you are a little hormonal right now.”

“Hormonal?” Stephanie started to sob, and Ren handed her a box of tissues. “I don’t know what to do. I prayed and waited for him to say something, but he didn’t. He went to his stinkin’ meeting.”

“Wait a minute. Those meetings are important. They help him with his commitment to stay drug free for you and the baby.”

“I understand. I just feel so abandoned and ugly. How could I compete with some gorgeous young girl like that? Look at me!” 

Renata did look. “Your face is puffy from crying, and you are not dressed in the most attractive style as you usually are.” Stephanie scowled. “But remember, Roberto chose you for your heart, for the way you love Jesus and have persevered in your problems. He adores you just the way you are.”

“Humph.”

“Listen, I get how you feel. I felt like a beached whale when on bed rest with the twins. I was all stomach, remember?” 

Stephanie smiled weakly. “Yes, I do.”

“Tony kept telling me over and over again how much he loved me, but I struggled to believe it was true. He would kiss my tummy, massage my feet, do almost anything to try to show me that he really loved me just the way I was.”

“Robbie’s done those things.”

“It’s hard to be pregnant and alone most of the day with your thoughts. I think you need to be patient and wait to hear what Robbie has to say. I’m sure he will tell you when he’s ready.”

“I hope you’re right. I’m not a very patient woman these days.”

“No woman is when she’s in her third trimester.”

Stephanie stayed and helped put the babies to bed and sat sipping tea by the fireplace, talking with Ren about faith and pregnancy and marriage. Every once in a while she broke into tears. Finally, she glanced at the clock. It was 9:30.

“I should go. Robbie said he would arrive home at 8:30. I’m surprised he didn’t call me when he found out I wasn’t there. I hope he’s okay.”

“Be careful driving home, okay?” Renata walked her to the door.

“I will. Thanks for listening to me snivel and whine.” Stephanie reached to give her friend a hug.

“Anytime, you’ve done it enough for me in the past.”

* * *

Stephanie drove slowly on the slick roads. When she arrived at their complex the apartment was bathed in darkness. She shrugged. Probably not surprising if Robbie still had his migraine. He might not have waited up for her. Walking a little too fast across the parking lot, Steph found herself sliding on her side, ending up on her rear end with the breath knocked out of her. She rose slowly to her feet and crawled to the railing for the few stairs leading up to the building’s entrance. Stephanie stood and assessed herself for any damage. She felt the baby moving around as if to complain that she had shaken him up. Placing her hand on her stomach, she received a kick in that spot. She smiled. “I guess you are okay, huh?” Steph turned the key in the lock and let herself into the darkened apartment and flipped on the living room light. Robbie’s coat wasn’t there. Maybe he hung it up in the closet? Her checking there revealed its absence. After she put away the soup and left the pan in the sink to soak, she readied herself for bed. She checked her phone again, but pride kept her from calling or texting to find out where he was. 

Sad, lonely, and afraid of what the future might hold, she crawled into bed, hugged her pillow tight, and cried herself to sleep.

* * *

Stephanie spied the sexy young college student coming towards her, swaying her hips and wearing very little. Stephanie reached out to slap her across the face.

“Leave my husband alone!”

“I will have whoever I want and you can’t do anything to stop me.” The young woman looked Stephanie up and down, “Why would he want a blimp when he could have this?” 

“No. No, No. He wouldn’t. He promised. No!” Stephanie cried.

In the morning when Stephanie awoke, she found a note and a white carnation on the pillow next to her. She opened the note to Robbie’s distinctive scrawl.

You are the only woman I would ever want or need. 

Forever yours, 

Robbie

Stephanie rose and padded around the apartment. He’d come home but was gone again. Where? He didn’t have class this early today or appointments that she was aware of. Sighing, she went to shower and dress. She discovered that she had a big purple bruise on her right thigh, and her arm was sore from when she had landed on the ice. She called the nurse, but since she seemed fine otherwise, and was due in tomorrow morning, felt she could wait to be examined.

She placed the flower in a vase and put it on the coffee table in the living room. She had energy to burn and was supposed to be resting, so she settled down to read her Bible and came across Philippians 4:6-7. “Be anxious for nothing, but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving, let your requests be made known to God. And the peace of God, which surpasses all comprehension, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.”

Stephanie’s phone rang “Hello?”

“Hey, Steph, it’s Ren. Any news after last night?”

“No. He wasn’t home when I arrived, but he was here during the night, I think. He was gone when I awoke, and there was a carnation and note by my pillow.”

“Aw, that is so sweet. Tony’s never done that for me.”

“Yeah, but I still don’t know what’s going on or where he is.”

“Trust him. Don’t be anxious.”

“Funny you should mention that. I just came across Philippians 4:6-7.”

“Be anxious for nothing?” 

“Yup.” 

“Isn’t that right after the command to rejoice in everything?”

“Yup.”

“So how are you doing with that?”

“I’m reading it. Living it doesn’t come so easy.” Her hands caressed the open page of her Bible.

“I get that. Remember, Paul was in prison when he wrote those words.”

“Bed rest feels like a prison sometimes.”

Renata laughed. “Oh, girl, you’ve only just begun.”

“Don’t laugh at me. I see the doctor tomorrow and hope I can go back to work.”

“Don’t hold that hope too high. You want to make sure that baby stays healthy, and that means you need to stay healthy.”

“Yeah, I know. Just tired and cranky today and wish I knew what was going on with Robbie.”

“Patience is a fruit of the Spirit. Sounds like you need to grow a little in that, hon.”

“Good thing you are on the phone or I might slap you.” Stephanie chuckled and Renata joined in. A baby could be heard starting to cry in the background.

“I gotta go take care of the girls. Rest while you can Stephanie. Trust me, when that baby comes, you will be longing for time to sit, relax and sleep.”

“We always want what we can’t have.”

“True enough, talk you to later.”

“Thanks for calling, Ren.”

* * *

Roberto sat through a long meeting with Mr. Murphy and had visited with the Chancellor of the school to discuss the harassment charges. It was determined that he probably needed to be removed from tutoring and subbing until January in the hopes that the situation with Miss Rubinski could be resolved by then. So once again, due to no fault of his own, he found himself unemployed, at least for the time being. He stopped for a cup of coffee, to rest and think before returning home to let Stephanie know what had happened. The phone rang and he was surprised to find it was Mr. Harrington.

“Mr. Rodriguez?”

“Yes. Mr. Harrington, what can I do for you?”

“Always the professional, aren’t you? I wanted to know if you could come by and visit me in my office in about thirty minutes.”

“I’ll be there.”

Robbie was grateful he had dressed with care. Maybe not suit and tie like he did when he was going to court, but at least professional casual attire. The migraine from yesterday was gone as well, thanks to the medication which he decided to take again this morning. He still moved in a brain fog. What he always referred to as his migraine hangover. He was glad he had taken the meds, though. He hated to admit it, but his wife had been right about his need for them. He still worried about addiction, but for now, he was at least semi-functional.

Arriving in Mequon at the Harrington and Associates, he ran into Mr. Fry in the hallway. 

“Curtis. Again, thank you for your help with my wife’s legal case.”

“Glad to be of service, Roberto. Did you get notification that Mr. Vasquez has been released?”

Robbie stood there, shocked. “Did he escape?”

“I don’t think so. I don’t have the details. All I know is he’s out.”

“No monitoring? Probation?”

“Not that I’m aware of.”

“What about notifying his victim?”

“Haven’t heard anything on that. I only found out through reading the paper yesterday.”

“How am I to protect Stephanie from this guy?”

“Maybe the Department of Immigration and Naturalization will seize him?”

“One could only hope, but I wouldn’t count on it.”

“Mr. Rodriguez?” came the voice of Helen, Mr. Harrington’s secretary, “Mr. Harrington will see you now.”

“Thanks for letting me know, Curtis.” 

“Anytime.”

Robbie straightened his coat and tried to shake off the fear that Curtis’ news awakened in him. This on top of what he already needed to share with Stephanie? He felt like a doomed man. Going home would not be a happy event at this rate. He walked into Mr. Harrington’s office and sat across from the large mahogany desk that was devoid of any extraneous papers. 

“I’m glad you could come on such short notice.” The older man grinned. Robbie had always liked him.

“I’m curious as to why you needed me with such speed.” Robbie shifted in his chair, trying to find a spot where he had less pain. 

“Remember Mr. Coleman?”

“Yes, I didn’t know him well, but we had worked on a couple of cases together.”

“He seems to have gotten himself into a spot of trouble and will likely be disbarred.”

Roberto winced. “I’m sorry to hear that. He seemed like one of the good guys.”

“I thought so too. Which leads me to why I called for you. Not only did you remove yourself from any potential conflict of interest in your wife’s court case, but you handled yourself on the stand with aplomb. You probably didn’t notice that I attended the trial, but I did. You managed to get Mr. Vasquez to admit to perjury, and that is not an easy thing to do. You left here on good terms, and your work had been excellent. You chose to marry a woman who is carrying a child that is not your own. In every respect, I see you as a man of integrity. I want you back on my team.”

“You’re offering me a job?”

“Full benefits, as if you had never left. You can start tomorrow if you want. You can take Mr. Coleman’s office and pick up his caseload, if possible. I’m not sure how well he left things, so it might be that you inherit a mess.”

“Can I talk this over with my wife first?”

“Certainly. Here”—he shoved an envelope across the table to him—“this explains your salary and benefits. You will notice your wife and child are included, and that there is a significant base salary increase for you as well. Take it home, discuss it with that lovely bride of yours, and call me as soon as you can.”

“Thank you, Mr. Harrington, I will.” 

“Thank you, Mr. Rodriguez. I look forward to having you on the team again.”


NINETEEN

Si quieres el perro, aceptas las pulgas.

If you want the dog accept the fleas—Love me love my faults.

~Mexican proverb

Roberto came in the front door with a bounce in his step and whistling. What a day. He couldn’t wait to share it with Stephanie. He grew quiet when he opened the door and found her sound asleep, curled up on the sofa.

He closed the door, kicked off his boots, and hung his coat up in the closet. He padded over to his wife and knelt on the floor next to her and bent over to give her a kiss on the lips.

She responded to his kiss and made soft noises. His hand reached up into her hair. Slowly, she started to awaken and looked into his eyes as he pulled his head back and smiled down at her.

“Hi, Sleeping Beauty. I missed you.” He leaned down to kiss her again.

“You did, huh?” She turned away from his kiss. She struggled to sit up, brushing aside his assistance.

“Is something wrong?” His happy news was forgotten.

“Why would there be anything wrong?” She reached up, brushed the hair off her face and shoulders, and straightened her top.

“Well, we haven’t talked in over a day and you had a nightmare last night. I don’t know that I’ve ever seen you sleeping in the middle of the day.” He ran his hand up her arm and she tried to pull away. “You act like you don’t want me to touch you.”

Stephanie glanced over at the clock. “You’re home early, aren’t you?”

Robbie leaned back on his heels, and fighting the pain, he pushed against the cushions to rise. “I have had a lot of unbelievable things happen in the past day. Much of it bad, but God has worked it all for good and we can go out to dinner to celebrate.”

“Dinner?”

“Yes, to celebrate.”

“What would we be celebrating?”

“I got offered my position back at Harrington with immediate benefits and a higher base salary.”

“Harrington? Where did this come from? I thought you liked teaching at Marquette?” There was a furrow between her eyes. 

Robbie sat down next to her but kept some space when she pulled away. “I left my position at Marquette.”

“Left?” Stephanie shook her head. “I’m sorry if I seem dense here, but I’m missing something.”

“It’s a complicated story. I had trouble with a student harassing me, so I had to file charges and decided to step down during the investigation. It could still get ugly, but now I don’t need to worry about the job part of it because Harrington called.”

“Harassment?”

“Sexual harassment.”

Stephanie’s eyes grew big. “Explain.”

Robbie sighed and leaned back and tried to relax his shoulders. “It was a young woman I was supposed to tutor in ethics. Unfortunately, textbook lessons were not on her agenda. I gave her warnings and finally terminated the contract with the support of the department chair. She sent me texts and emails and eventually began sexting. I took those to the sheriff’s station this morning to report it and also had her blocked from my cell phone.” 

“She was after you but you didn’t want her?” Stephanie was playing with the hem of her maternity top. 

“I didn’t want her.”

“Why?”

She avoided his gaze. “I have you. Didn’t you get my note this morning? You are all I want and need. You are a gift from God I don’t deserve. Why would I ever do anything to jeopardize that?”

Stephanie began to weep.

“What is it, Steph?” He placed a hand on her back and she didn’t move away. 

“I saw the picture and texts yesterday.” She sniffled as she tried to wipe the tears away with her sleeve. 

“You spied on me?”

“Your phone kept going off, and you weren’t feeling well. I checked it to see if there was some kind of emergency I should make you aware of.”

“I’m sorry, sweetheart. I didn’t even get the sexting until after you dropped me off at the restaurant and I checked my phone. I was surprised she had gone that far.” To be honest, he had been flattered and disgusted all at once. 

“Well, you are a devilishly attractive man. I guess I can understand her desperation.”

“You can?” His heart lifted. He put his arm around her and drew her close to him until she was snuggled up against his side. 

“I practically propositioned you on our second date.” Sniff. 

“Oh, yeah. I had forgotten that. You were definitely more of a temptation to me, though.”

“Really?”

“Really. You dressed modestly, you touched me so expertly and you cared about me and what I thought and felt. I never thought you desired me only for my body.”

“Not just eye candy?”

“No, you were definitely far sweeter than eye candy. I’m grateful God allowed me to marry you so that I could taste just how sweet.” He leaned forward to kiss her.

“So sweet,” she whispered as their lips met.

* * *

Robbie walked in as Stephanie was changing to go out to dinner. He was straightening his tie. He saw her start to pull up her slacks.

“Whoa, wait a minute here.” He stopped her progress and pointed to her right thigh. ”Where and when did you get this?” 

Stephanie pulled the pants up, concealing the bruise. “Last night when I got home, in the parking lot.”

“Didn’t I tell you to be careful?”

“I was a trifle upset about my discoveries, your strange behavior, and lack of communication.” 

“So you threw caution to the wind? How is the baby?” His hand went to touch her stomach but felt nothing. “Why isn’t he moving?” 

“He or she is fine and has been very active. I see the doctor tomorrow. I called in about it and they said I was probably fine. The baby is wrapped in a cushion.”

Robbie grabbed her right arm gently and saw her wince. He pulled the sleeve up to reveal the bruising there as well. He looked at her. “Is there more?”

“My heart took a bit of a battering as well.”

He bent over to place the barest breath of a kiss against her lips. “Guess I’ll have to apply some tender loving care, won’t I?”

“Couldn’t hurt,” she mumbled as she turned and put her arms around his neck and let him hold her close.

* * *

Robbie and Stephanie decided to go to DeLuca’s for dinner. Holly seated them, and Penny took their order and brought them fresh baked bread and soup.

“So, what do you think about me going back to Harrington?”

“I think that should be your decision.” She spread some butter on the bread and took a bite. “Oh, I forgot how good Tony’s cooking is.”

“What do you mean, my decision? I thought I married you to be my helpmate. My partner. I want you to have a voice in this.”

“What will this mean for us if you take the job?” Stephanie took another bite.

“Look at what’s in this envelope.” He slid the envelope across the table.

Stephanie set down the bread on her plate and wiped the butter on her napkin. She took a sip of water, glanced at Robbie, opened the envelope, removed the letter, and began to read. Her eyes got wide, and she glanced up at Robbie. “Seriously?”

“Seriously.”

“Why wouldn’t you take this? Is there a hidden cost?”

“I would be gone regular hours but it is possible that I could, at times, be bringing work home. Most of my work I will not be able to discuss with you due to confidentiality.”

“So you will work long hard hours. Do you think you are up for the stress level?” 

“Well, my job at Marquette is in no way assured and would never come close to this in pay or benefits or opportunity for advancement. And, well, it’s been a bit stressful due to Natasha. Who knows what will happen with that case. There has been a lot I have enjoyed working as an attorney.”

“Would the case at Marquette affect your job at Harrington?”

“It shouldn’t. A position at Harrington might actually be a benefit in my defense.”

“Do you feel at peace about taking the job?”

“I like the work and the challenge. I now have a beautiful bride to help with stress relief.” He wiggled his eyebrows. “When I left Harrington’s office, I experienced...joy. Like God had provided an answer to prayer.”

“What prayer?”

“For how I would provide for our family. I’ve been anxious about what we would do if the insurance doesn’t pay for things, or for when the savings accounts run dry and we cannot afford to even pay the rent.”

“I could always go back to work if that happened.”

“You’re on bedrest. While I think we have enough to get us through for a few months, we can’t count on your income. It’s my job to provide for our family. I thought we had agreed that you would stay home and be a full-time mom to our children.”

“Children?” Stephanie raised an eyebrow.

“You don’t think I would be happy with just one child do you?”

“How many do you want to have?”

“As many as the Lord would give us?”

“That scares me.”

“We can discuss that later, can’t we? It’s not like we are working on number two yet, anyway.”

“Nope, only practice runs.” Stephanie tried to hide a smile as she dipped the spoon in her soup.

“Training is good.” Robbie grinned at her.

“Well, you have the makings of a champion, I think.” Stephanie gave into the giggles, and they both laughed, drawing the attention of diners around them.

At the end of the meal, Holly came to bring Stephanie a large envelope. “Steph, this came for you last week.”

“Oh, thanks, Holly.” Stephanie lay the envelope to the side but gazed at it.

“What is it?” Robbie asked.

“Nothing important. I can look at it later.”

Robbie reached over and took the envelope. “May I?”

“Curiosity is a besetting sin of yours?”

“It makes me a good lawyer.”

“Go ahead.” Stephanie leaned back in her chair.

Robbie ripped open the envelope using his butter knife and pulled out the paperwork within and began to scan the cover letter. He let out a low whistle and glanced up at her. “You would have seriously considered this offer?”

“What do you mean, ‘would have?’”

“We are married now. You can’t go moving to Chicago and leave me.”

“Who said I would leave you?” Stephanie was acting coy.

Roberto growled, “Stephanie, what’s going on?”

“You remember me telling you about the offer from DeLuca’s in Chicago, don’t you?”

“Well, yeah. But I thought that was a closed door when we got married.”

“Apparently Mr. DeLuca doesn’t see it that way.”

“You have been corresponding with him?”

“Yes.”

“What did you tell him?” 

“That I had married and was expecting a child and would not be able to consider his offer at this time.”

“At this time?” Robbie set the papers down and leaned forward. “How about never.”

“It’s a decent offer.”

“It’s an indecent offer. There’s something fishy about this, and I will need to look it over to find out just what.”

“Why is it indecent? Because the numbers are bigger than the ones on this piece of paper?” She raised the envelope with the Harrington job offer in it. “Remember that the cost of living in downtown Chicago is higher than it is up here.”

“Why have you never mentioned this to me before now?”

Stephanie shrugged.

“Were you ever going to tell me?”

Stephanie looked down at her empty plate. “I don’t know. I didn’t think it was important since I wasn’t considering it. Mr. DeLuca is the one who keeps pursuing it.”

“So you were going to continue to correspond with a man of questionable morals about a job with unspecified responsibilities in another state,without ever telling me?”

“Possibly.”

“How dare you.” Robbie was livid now. 

“How dare I? Didn’t I let you open the envelope and read its contents? I didn’t dare tell you what decision to make with Harrington, nor did you consult me about working at Marquette. You never even told me about Natasha until the situation was so far out of hand that you had to take legal action.”

“You weren’t going to tell me about the fall you took. You would have said nothing to me at all about it if I hadn’t seen the bruises and questioned you.” Robbie threw his cloth napkin on his empty plate. 

Holly came forward with the bill and laid it to the side of the table.

“Thank you, Holly,” said Roberto tersely. 

“You’re welcome. I’ll come for that when you are ready.” 

When Holly left, silence descended between them. Robbie pulled out his credit card and placed it in the black sleeve of the receipt holder and set it back down.

Stephanie took her napkin and folded it neatly by the side of her plate and busied herself with piling up the plates

“Stop that.” 

Stephanie looked across the table at her husband. “Stop what?”

“Stop avoiding me.”

“I don’t know what else to say or do.” 

“Me neither.” Some of his anger dissipated as he watched his wife. She hadn’t been seeking the correspondence. Still, the idea that she kept her toe in the door without telling him rankled. 

Holly came to get the card and returned while the two sat in silence at the table, glancing at each other and away.

The receipt came back, and Robbie filled out the tip, signed it, and pocketed his credit card. He stood to rise and walked around to assist Stephanie from her chair. Stephanie reached over to grab the two envelopes. They rode home in silence. 

* * *

Stephanie didn’t know what to do to break the wall that had come up between them once again. Entering the house, Robbie, ever the gentleman, took her coat and hung it up while she sat down to remove her shoes by the door. She rose and walked over to the window and looked out at some of the Christmas decorations that were already up and lit, even though Thanksgiving hadn’t even arrived yet. Robbie came to stand behind her, wrapping his arms around her.

“I’m sorry I lost my temper.”

“I’m sorry I wasn’t more up front in communicating with you about stuff.” Stephanie turned around in the circle of his arms. “You are more important to me than a number on a paycheck, or job security, or even health insurance.”

“What about Harrington? Do you think I should accept?” Robbie asked, sounding hopeful.

“You want to?”

He nodded.

“I think you should accept, and I will do my best to support you.” She leaned her head forward against his chest.

“Thank you. I’ll do my best to make sure you don’t regret putting your trust in me.”

“I think I’m the one who failed you. I suspected you of falling for Natasha and doubted your love and faithfulness to me and our baby. Will you forgive me?”

“Will you forgive me for my lack of communication, self-centeredness, and temper?”

“Certainly.”

“And, Stephanie, thanks for encouraging me to take the medication.”

“I love you, Robbie.”

“I love you too, Steph.”

He reached over and closed the blinds. Stephanie decided that she didn’t like fighting with her husband, but making up afterwards was worth it.

* * *

The doctor appointment the next day was uneventful. Stephanie’s blood pressure was still unstable, but the baby was fine, and rest was the continued recommendation. 

Robbie started his job at Harrington. Stephanie came home to plan a nice meal for them later. Putting the makings of chili in the crock pot allowed her to put her feet up and read. 

Her phone beeped. She wondered if Robbie was contacting her. 

I know where you live. I will hunt you down.

Stephanie was confused. It sounded like the kind of thing that Luis would say, but he was in jail. A sense of foreboding overtook her but she quoted Scripture: “Be anxious for nothing…” She started listing all the things she had to be grateful for in her journal. She enjoyed reading novels, biographies, and information about caring for and raising a child. She was able to shut the disturbing text out of her mind, and by the time Robbie came home, it was forgotten. 


TWENTY

Desgracia compartida, menos sentida.

Two in distress makes sorrow less.

~Mexican proverb

Thanksgiving was upon them, and the doctor forbade Stephanie to travel to St. Louis to meet her in-laws. She was also instructed not to go to Mundelein either. Tony and Renata invited the newlyweds to join them, instead, for the holiday.

Tony was out on the back patio with Robbie by the grill. Both wore their winter coats. 

“I’ve never had grilled turkey.” Robbie hugged himself, sticking his gloved hands under the armpits of his winter coat.

“It’s worth the time and effort to cook it like this, Roberto. When it melts in your mouth, you will know how much better it is this way.”

“I look forward to it. How did you ever get to be such a good chef?”

“Being raised in a family that cooks for a living, I think I learned by osmosis. But I’m the only one of all the kids that has a passion for the work and the business. Everyone in my family can cook. I’m the only one who does it for a living and still doesn’t mind doing it when I get home.”

“Does Renata cook too?”

“She does. It’s not a passion of hers, but she can be quite creative in the kitchen, and because she knows I love good food, she tries new things and makes a game of trying to ‘stump the chef’ with unusual ingredients and spices.”

“Do you like that?”

Tony grinned. “Oh, yeah. Spice is good for a marriage.”

Both men laughed. Robbie became serious. “Sometimes, I think spice is all we have had in our relationship since we met.”

“You have both been on a wild ride. Rapid courtship and so much drama surrounding your relationship.”

“Yeah, and it concerns me.”

“Really? Why?”

“Well, it’s been good in that it’s forced us to depend on God and each other, but what happens when life becomes ‘normal?’ Will we get bored?”

“You’ve only been married a few months and you are worried about getting bored?” Tony’s right eyebrow shot up as he looked at Robbie.

“I know, right? Still, I wonder how we will settle into a routine with the new job and when the baby comes.” 

“Trust me, Robbie, when that baby comes, your life will be anything but boring. Kids have a way of turning your world upside down. It starts in your heart living outside your body and changes your perspective on the entire world.”

“So I have nothing to worry about?” Robbie chuckled.

“I think you have everything to worry about, but it’s not productive. I just think boredom should be at the bottom of your list.”

“You are probably right. Hey, I need your advice on something.”

“I’ll do my best.”

“I found out last week that Luis got released from prison. No clue where he is or what he is up to.”

“How could they do that?”

“I think there was some error in the court system. It happens. I think he slipped through the cracks somehow, but that’s a separate issue and one I can’t think about right now. What concerns me is how to protect Stephanie and the baby.”

“Do you think he will still be a threat to her?”

Robbie gave Tony an incredulous stare.

“Yeah, right. Given his attitude, he will do anything he can to seek revenge against you both, and if the baby is a victim in the process…” Tony frowned.

“Right. But with no known address and no specific threats, we can’t get a restraining order.”

“Well, much good that did last time.”

“Right.” Robbie watched Tony baste the turkey with beer and butter.

“So what does Stephanie think about this?”

“I haven’t had the courage to tell her. Her blood pressure still goes high and low, and I don’t want to add to her stress.”

“It’s the pregnancy messing with her blood pressure, though—not stress. I think you need to give her more credit. She’s a stronger woman than you realize.” Tony put the lid down on the grill.

“I’ve been finding that out the hard way.”

“Your wills have been bumping into each other?”

“You could say that, but add in a healthy dose of hormones for her and the side effect of pain for me, and bouts of miscommunication, and it can be combustible.”

“So all is not blissful in honeymoon heaven?” Tony sounded concerned.

“I wouldn’t say that. I love Stephanie and she realizes that. But we do have some pretty good arguments. She’s been pretty ticked at my reluctance to take the muscle relaxants, but she doesn’t understand how it affects my mood when I do.”

“What do you mean?”

“I may find relief from pain, but it distorts my thinking. I want to think of good things like in Philippians 4:8, but the medicine brings me down.”

“Whatever is good, think on these things . . . that verse?”

“Yeah. I struggle so hard to do that, but the medication puts a grey cloud over my head, like a wet woolen blanket that is suffocating me and blotting out the sun.”

“Sounds uncomfortable.”

“Yeah, but so is living with the pain which can bring its own depression as well.”

“Wow. I understand better how to be praying for you, Robbie.”

“Thanks, Tony. Stephanie is really pushing for me to do the back surgery.”

“What’s the reservation on that?”

“Well, for a while, it was the cost as we didn’t have health insurance, but that issue is moot now, with my return to Harrington. But with her on bed rest, how is she to deal with me recovering from surgery? I need to be there for her. And what if the baby comes early? That’s a distinct possibility as well. There is the risk that something could go wrong with the surgery. I wouldn’t want her to have to deal with that.”

“I think it’s cool that your consideration is for how this all affects Stephanie, but what does she say to those concerns? Doesn’t the pain issue as it stands now have a negative effect on her as well?”

“Yeah, it does, but at least it’s a known effect. I haven’t talked to her at length about my concerns.”

“Maybe you should. You are a couple now. It’s not just you alone making decisions. You are hers and she is yours. You need to listen to her on this and consider her perspective. Pray together and make a decision.”

“What would you do if you were in my shoes?”

“Talk to my wife. Pray with her about it, and listen to hear what God might lead me to do.”

Robbie knew Tony was right. He and Stephanie needed to have some serious conversations, and soon.

“How about we go inside and warm up?” Tony offered as he opened the sliding door and ushered his guest into the warm house.

* * *

Stephanie and Renata had been sitting in the girls’ room on the floor, playing with them and visiting.

“Soon, Stephanie, you will have your little boy or girl in your arms. Are you getting excited?”

“Yes, and nervous. It’s been such a huge change to go from being a single, independent, self-sufficient working professional to being a stay-at-home woman with nothing to occupy my time and being supported by my husband.”

“Well, there are some benefits to that position, aren’t there?” Ren winked at her friend.

Stephanie grinned. “No complaints about that, although with Robbie’s back pain and my protruding stomach, we have had to be more creative. Still, it’s been good and better than I ever thought married intimacy would be.”

“Are you glad you waited for the right man?”

“Yes. I am grateful that I didn’t settle for someone like Luis.”

“Have you heard anything more about him? Will he still be contesting the adoption?”

“He’s in jail, so I’m safe for now. Not sure what will happen when this little one is born and we pursue the adoption. If he would leave the country or be deported it would make things so much easier.” 

“Have you thought of names for this little person?”

Stephanie shook her head. “I think Sophia if it’s a girl would be pretty. But if it’s a boy? I don’t know if Robbie would want another man’s child to carry his first name, so I keep trying to think of something else. I like Levi.”

“Have you discussed it with him?”

“So much has been happening in his life that this has not been a topic of discussion. He speaks of it being ‘our’ child, but will he really be able to accept it as his after all Luis put us through?”

“You need to trust him. This baby will wrap itself around both your hearts, and it will be the child of both of you because of your love for him or her. I like those names, by the way. You need to agree on that with him, though. My opinion means nothing.”

“I know. I just don’t want to add to his stress level as it increases his back pain.”

“Are you relieved he no longer has contact with Natasha?”

She nodded. “I struggle to get those images out of my mind. He deleted them from his phone, but how does he erase them from his memory? Can he? I find myself jealous of where his mind might go given what she did. I know he wouldn’t be able to help himself, but I still feel jealous of him even thinking on those images.”

“Almost like he’s having an affair in his mind?”

“Yeah, but I know he wouldn’t be doing it on purpose.”

“Tony steers clear of most things that would bring images like that to him. He said it is too easy to go there and he wants to honor me. But he probably has stuff ‘stored in memory’ as well. I guess I hadn’t thought of it. I probably should be praying more about that inner battle he might be facing with the pictures the world would try to plant there.”

Stephanie bit her lip. “If I struggle to let go of those images, how much more would he? I try hard to make sure he’s happy and satisfied in our marriage. I really do want to please him in that way. But I keep getting larger, and soon there will be another little person taking up my time and energy and there will be that time period where we can’t…”

A beep of a timer came from the kitchen, so the women rose and collected the babies and headed to that part of the house.

Stephanie’s cell phone beeped. She pulled it out of her purse and glanced at it.

You are as big as a butterball turkey. 

She stared at it, perplexed, when the phone beeped again.

I would love to carve you up and serve you for dinner.

She gasped out loud at this. Robbie came to stand behind her.

“What is it, love?”

“Some nasty text messages I’ve been getting in recent days.”

“Let me see. Why didn’t you tell me?”

“At first, I thought they were a weird fluke. I don’t know who they are coming from, but now I’m getting scared. I would suspect Luis, but he’s in jail, so it can’t be him.”

Robbie scrolled through the messages. His eyes narrowed, and he scowled. Stephanie looked up at her husband.

“What is it, Roberto? Luis’s still in jail, right?”

Robbie shook his head. “Sorry. He got out last week.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I didn’t want you to worry.”

“Not worry? You didn’t want me to worry?” Stephanie turned to him and leaned her face against his chest. “I’m beyond worried. I’m terrified.” Dizziness from the fear forced her to hold on tight to the solid man beside her. 

“I’ll do everything in my power to protect you and the baby, sweetheart.” He put the phone down and wrapped her in his arms and lay his head on hers.

“What can we do? How do we stay safe?” She fought to keep the terror out of her voice. 

“I wish I knew. We can go to the police. They can try to track the cell phone number, but that can take time. Beyond that, we have no other options. I’ve been checking.”

“Can we go now?”

“It’s a holiday. Not the best day for that.”

“The man has threatened to carve me like a turkey!”

“Fine, let’s drive over. The station is not far from here.”

Tony and Renata had overheard everything as they were nearby.

“The turkey won’t be ready for at least another hour. You can go and come back. And we’ll be praying for you and your safety.” Tony went to grab Stephanie’s coat and help her put it on. She slipped on her boots, and they were gone.

* * *

On the way back from the police station, Stephanie asked, “Can we block the cell phone calls like you did with Natasha?”

“I don’t think that’s wise. We need to track him, and we need a record of his threats.”

“I can’t live like this.”

Roberto reached over to give her hand a squeeze. “We’ll get you another phone tomorrow and a new number. I can carry this one and monitor it until we catch him.”

“Okay, I guess.”

“And, Steph, we need to pray for protection. He sounds far more dangerous and unstable than he was before.”

“He knows where we live.”

“Do you want to stay at a hotel for a while?”

“What about with Renata and Tony?”

“That might put them in danger. He would suspect you of being there and retaliate against them as well.”

“You are right. I guess a hotel would be good, huh?”

“I wish there were more we could do.”

“Do you think he knows we are with the DeLuca’s today?”

“It’s possible, I suppose. He could text things to you that aren’t true, however, just to keep you off balance and strike fear in your heart.”

“Well, he’s succeeded.” Stephanie sighed. “Be anxious for nothing? That’s impossible.”

“With God all things are possible. David wrote ‘fear not!’ and yet he was hunted down too, just like we are. He had to hide in caves and trust in God, even when enemy armies encamped around him.” 

“Yeah, and he struggled with fear and wondering if God had left him.”

“But God hadn’t abandoned him, even when he felt alone and exposed and feared his life would be over. He placed his trust in God.” They were parked in the driveway now and talking with the engine running. Robbie reached over to give her a kiss on the cheek. 

“Another way for God to stretch our faith, just like this baby is stretching my stomach. Sometimes, I think it is impossible for my skin to stretch even further, but it does. I wish my faith was that flexible.”

“It is, and remember, we’re in this together. You’re not alone, and God is with us, and we have great friends and a church to pray and encourage us as well.”

“Can you pray for us right now, Robbie? I need to hear that.”

He held his wife’s hands, and they both bent their heads, and he offered up praise and prayers to the Holy King who alone had the power to protect them. 

Robbie inwardly pleaded with God for the strength to do whatever he needed to do to keep Stephanie and their child safe. He feared it might require a great deal more of him than he was prepared for. He helped Stephanie from the car, and the thought of living the rest of his life without her made him swallow hard. Please, Lord, whatever happens, spare Stephanie and our baby.

* * *

“The turkey is wonderful, Tony. I’ve never had anything that tasted better.” Stephanie leaned back and patted her stomach. “I think it put the baby to sleep. Gotta love tryptophan.”

“Glad you liked it. I’m also grateful you could join us as we try to start a new family tradition. Remember two years ago, when I took Ren up and met her family?”

Steph shuddered “Oh, that was not a good thing. You came back livid and wishing you could have pummeled the lot of them. Were it not for one of her brothers being a police officer, I suspect you would have thrown a punch or two.”

Renata laughed. “I’m glad he got to see what I had to live with though and understand I wasn’t crazy. The reality was verified, making it much easier to close a door on any relationship with them.” She smiled at her husband. “So we decided last year that we would do our own family Thanksgiving and make it special by inviting people who may not have a place to go, since Tony’s family does their big date with everyone on Sunday.”

“This is our second year, and what a great way to celebrate and give thanks to God for all He has done in our lives, in addition to all He has done, is doing, and will continue to do in yours. I choose to believe, Robbie, that none of what you are going through will be wasted in the kingdom of God. We want you to know we pray for you both, and you have our support, and we’ll do whatever we can to help you on the journey ahead of you.” Tony grabbed Renata’s hand and squeezed it.

“I agree with Tony. You guys are welcome here anytime. You’re family.”

“You guys are sweet. Robbie and I talked in the car, and we are going to stay distant until we find Luis. We don’t know what he is capable of, and we don’t want to endanger any of you, your home, the restaurant…we’ll be staying in a hotel for a while, I think, until the police can track Luis down.”

Renata looked at Tony, concerned, “I didn’t even think about him striking again at the restaurant. He wouldn’t know Stephanie is on bed-rest and not going to be around there.”

“I’ll talk to the police. We can pray. The rest is in the hands of God, and it won’t pay to worry about ‘what if’s.’ Living in that kind of fear is exactly what Luis would want. What our enemy would want. We can’t give into the temptation and abandon our hope and faith in God’s perfect plan.”

Renata took a sip of water and considered her husband’s words. “So you are not concerned?” 

Tony squeezed his wife’s hand. “I’m more than concerned. I’m scared. I’ve seen Luis in a rage. He’s capable of almost anything, but how profitable is it for my imagination to become creative with what he might do?” 

Stephanie spoke up. “I’ve been trying to memorize Matthew 6:34, ‘So do not worry about tomorrow; for tomorrow will care for itself. Each day has enough trouble of its own.’ I have to admit, though, that living that verse is difficult. I often have too much time on my mind to think about the possible troubles.”

“Prayer and trusting in God whatever comes our way. That’s what we are charged with, aren’t we?” added Robbie.

The girls were stirring from their naps. Stephanie and Renata rose to take care of the children while Robbie and Tony cleared the table.

Before they left for the evening, the two couples sat by the fireplace and prayed together. 

Stephanie smiled as she settled into the car, and Robbie reached over and squeezed her hand. “You look happy.”

“I’m at peace for once, in spite of everything. That is a gift.”

Robbie leaned over to give her a kiss. “Let’s go home and pack our bags for an extended stay somewhere.”

“Could we find a hotel with a pool? The doctor did say I could do swimming or walking in the water.”

“We’ll find one with a pool.”

* * *

An hour later, the car was loaded. They found a hotel not too far away, checked in, and went to bed, safe and secure in each other’s arms. Robbie lay awake, watching the moon peek through the gap in the closed blinds. How safe were they really? He kissed Stephanie’s forehead. She murmured something unintelligible and snuggled closer. Robbie let the tears of fear fall. This was all so far beyond him. For all his words of protection, he realized there was very little he could do against a threat with no specifics. He wished he could stay here with her every day, shadow Stephanie every step and secure her safety. Finances precluded him hiring security, and that would only make her more anxious. His hand rested on her belly, and he felt the wave of movement underneath. God, You planned this life and You brought us together. Sustain us now in this nightmare. And keep my wife and our child safe. 

* * *

The next day, Roberto attempted to take Stephanie to the cellular store, but as the crowds were heavy due to Black Friday deals, they decided to wait to get an extra phone on Monday. At the hotel, there was a phone in their room, and Stephanie wouldn’t be going many places. Police struggled to track down where the messages came from because they originated from disposable phones from different areas of town.

“I feel trapped, like I’m being held hostage again,” Stephanie complained after they had finished dinner at a nearby restaurant and had arrived back in their room.

“I’m sorry.” He pulled her down on to his lap to stop her pacing. “I’ll pick up the phone for you after work Monday, and that will give you more freedom. We changed the plates on your car, and you’ve driving mine as a precaution. The fact is, Steph, you are on bed rest. It’s not like you were going to be going far anyway.”

“True, but it was more comfortable to be on bed rest in my own bed.”

“This one’s not too bad, though. I’m not that much sorer when I wake in the morning.”

“You still taking your medication?”

“Yes, dear, I am.”

“Thinking about surgery at all?”

“Not if I can help it.”

“Robbie?”

“I don’t want to discuss it right now.”

“If not now, when?”

“I don’t know.”

“There’s something you don’t want me to know.”

She was greeted with silence.

“Roberto?”

“We have too many other things to figure out and get through before we throw major surgery into the mix.”

“Life is not going to get easier once the baby comes.”

“I can’t think of being laid up when your life is at risk from Luis.”

“At least go for a second opinion. God can make a way.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of.”

Stephanie rose and moved behind him and began to massage his shoulders and neck. “I’m sorry to bother you about it, Robbie. Please forgive me.”

“I know you care and worry about me. I appreciate that.”

“I’m ready to listen when you want to talk more about it.”

“I know. Thanks, hon. Now let’s see if we can get our minds onto more pleasant things.”


TWENTY-ONE

Pasan las cosas cuando menos las esperas.

Things often happen when you least expect.

~Mexican proverb

Sunday morning brought snow. Stephanie and Robbie managed to get to church and sat with the DeLuca’s. Robbie leaned over to Tony.

“He’s here. I can feel it.”

“Me too.”

“What can we do?”

“There’s nothing we can do until he chooses to act.”

Robbie tried hard to focus on worshipping God, but intense fear grew out of anticipating something going wrong. He knew Stephanie needed to be out of their suite and see people, but now the risk seemed too high.

As the last song played, Tony leaned over to Robbie. “I have to bug out to get to dinner with the family. Call or text me later to let me know you’re both okay.”

“Will do.”

“What was that about, boys?” asked Renata.

“Yeah, whispering in church like us women do?” Robbie felt Steph elbow him in the ribs. 

“Just guy stuff,” said Tony.

“Mmmmmm.” Renata grabbed her husband’s hand. “We had better go get the girls from the nursery so we are not late to Grandma’s.”

“Right with you there. Have a great day guys.” 

“Thanks. You too,” Stephanie responded, grabbing her own husband’s hand and looking up at him. “Something’s wrong. I can sense it. You’re wound up so tight, and the lines on your forehead are more pronounced which happens when you are in pain. Did you take your muscle relaxant this morning?” 

“Huh?” Robbie looked down at his wife, “I’m sorry, my mind was wandering, and with the crowds, I didn’t hear what you said.”

“If we find a place to sit in the café, do you want to stay for a little while?”

“I don’t know if that’s a good idea.”

“Why not?”

“Because I want to enjoy this day with just you and me.”

“Really? That’s sweet, but any more time with just the two of us in that little hotel suite, and we will probably be at each other’s throats due to boredom.”

“I don’t know that you could ever bore me.” Robbie grabbed her hand and brought it to his lips for a kiss. He smiled down at her. She was definitely anything but boring.

“Don’t make me test you on that. I’m sure to win.”

“I’m tired. Can we just get some fast food or take out and go back to our room?”

“Chinese sounds good.”

“Chinese it is.” Robbie helped Stephanie on with her coat and shepherded her to the car while keeping an eye out for Luis.

Once on the road, Robbie let out a loud sigh.

“So what was that all about back there?”

“What?”

“Ushering me out of church so fast? That’s not like you. Usually, we mingle for a while. What’s the rush?”

“I feared Luis was there. I’m sorry. I’m probably being paranoid.”

Now it was Stephanie’s turn to sigh. “You think we’re safe now?”

“We should be. I never laid eyes on him, and there’s so much traffic around with the shopping craziness, even if he tried, I doubt he could follow us.”

* * *

They sat at the table in the kitchenette and shared their various offerings, having bought enough so there would be leftovers.

Stephanie cracked open her fortune cookie and read it out loud. “A hero will emerge just when you need him.’ Awww, Robbie, that has to be you.” She leaned over and gave him a kiss.

Roberto cracked open his and read it. “Fight for the dream you treasure most.’ I’m glad these are just generic and not prophesies of the future.”

“What if they are?”

“Fortune cookies, made in a factory, really coming true?”

“Well, they are generic enough that they could, depending on how you interpret them. You were a hero in looking out for me at church. Maybe you did frustrate an evil plot and are unaware.”

“And fighting for what I treasure?”

“Depends on what you treasure. You definitely took some hits and persevered for me and the baby. You helped me fight in court. You fought to protect our marriage against Natasha’s attempts to seduce you.”

“So they have already come true according to your interpretation?” Robbie smiled and crunched his cookie. After one bite, he tossed it in the garbage. It was stale.

“I think you’re on edge. The police are looking for Luis, and we have tried to be as safe as possible. Let’s make the most of our time together here, since tomorrow, you return to Harrington to work, and I’ll be sitting alone twiddling my thumbs.”

“So, television? Any good movies? Nap, or perhaps a rip roaring game of Uno?”

“Wow, you really know how to entertain a lady, don’t you? I think that nap sounds good.”

* * *

The next day, Robbie left for work, and Stephanie stayed in her room for most of the day, although she did manage to spend some time in the pool which gave her the opportunity to move a little more at least. It was the only time she could feel like she didn’t weigh as much as the scale indicated. The down side was that she looked like a whale in her one-piece suit. 

Robbie came home exhausted and was greeted by Stephanie with a kiss.

“Did you have a good day?” She hung his coat up and started to undo his tie and unbutton the top button of his shirt. He smelled so good.

“As good as it could be. I’m still sorting through the workload and trying to figure out how everything stands and what needs to be done next. It’s a bit overwhelming.”

“Do you want to order pizza? Or go out?”

“Pizza delivery sounds fine to me. I’m not all that hungry.” He flopped down on the bed while Stephanie called in an order for pizza.

“Thirty minutes.” 

“Sounds great. How was your day?”

“Mundane. I did get in the pool at least.”

Robbie yawned. “That’s good.” His eyes closed.

Stephanie pulled off his shoes for him and tickled the bottom of his feet, earning a grin. “Why don’t you rest a bit until the food arrives?”

“Hmmm. If you insist.”

Stephanie watched his eyes close and sighed. She hoped he would perk up a bit so she could enjoy his company for a little while. It had been a lonely day. The fact that many more days like this stretched out before her was depressing. If she thought her life before this baby came along was boring, she realized now that she never understood what mundane really was. 

The pizza delivery came to the front desk and Stephanie went down to pay him and bring the pizza back to the room. The hotel lobby appeared empty this evening, and the clerk was busy on the phone with a reservation and gave her a slight wave as she passed him. She stepped onto the elevator, even though they were only on the second floor. The smell of the pizza made her mouth water. 

A hand covered her mouth and foul breath tickled her nose. “Don’t scream or I will kill you right here and now.”

Luis had found her.

The pizza fell to the floor.

* * *

They encountered no one on the way to the suite. She put the key card in and struggled against the door, trying somehow to make noise and also see if she could somehow keep Luis out of the room. Her efforts were not successful, and the gun at her back terrified her more than she cared to admit.

Luis shoved her into the room, and she fell against the bed and crawled over Robbie.

“Robbie…” she cried out in an urgent whisper.

“So, Romeo’s asleep on the job. You thought you could foil me by moving to a hotel and switching cars and leaving church early. But I’m much smarter than you, pretty boy.”

Robbie opened his eyes to find Luis standing at the foot of the bed with a gun pointed at him.

“So, Luis. You came out of hiding.” Robbie dragged himself to a sitting position, leaning against the headboard. He showed no fear and didn’t look at her at all but stayed focused on Luis. 

Luis wore a ratty jacket and torn blue jeans, was unshaven, and his hair had grown out. His eyes were wild. He wandered around the room, tapping the gun against his hand. 

Stephanie slid Robbie’s cell out of his front shirt pocket when Luis turned away. She hid it behind her.

“Luis, I need to go to the bathroom.”

“You will stay right here.”

“I’m pregnant and I need to go. Now.”

“Fine. But no funny business.”

Stephanie kissed Robbie and gave him a speaking glance and a squeeze of the hand as she left his side. He nodded to her and returned his gaze to Luis who paced around the kitchenette.

“Got any food to eat?”

“Stephanie was supposed to have ordered pizza.”

“I think that got dropped in the elevator.”

“You can check the mini-fridge. Help yourself.”

Luis started rummaging through it and took out the leftover beef and pepper steak. Digging around, he found a fork and started to eat out of the container.

Stephanie entered the bathroom, locked the door and turned on the fan. She dialed 911 on Robbie’s phone.

“911 what’s your emergency?”

“My husband and I are being held hostage at the Traveler’s Lodge Hotel. Room 211. His name is Luis Vasquez, and he is armed and dangerous.”

“Who else is in the room with you? 

“My name is Stephanie and my husband Roberto Rodriguez is in the bedroom part of the suite.”

“Where are you?”

“I’m hiding in the bathroom, but I’m not sure how much longer he will let me be in here. I’m pregnant and told him I needed to use the bathroom.”

“Does he only have one gun?”

“I think he has more in a backpack. He’s not right in the head. Either he’s on drugs or has been drinking.”

“You know him?”

“I used to date him and he has held me hostage once before which was how he ended up in jail.”

“Can you stay safe in the bathroom?”

“I don’t want to leave my husband alone.”

“Please, ma’am, stay in the bathroom. Help is on the way. Stay on the phone.”

* * *

There was a banging on the door and the handle moved. Weight was thrown against it from the hallway and Stephanie heard curses.

“Get out of there. You’ve had more than enough time to do your business.”

“I’m trying as hard as I can, Luis, please be patient.”

“I’ve been patient long enough, hunting you down.” 

The gun fired and the door handle fell. Luis slammed the door open, grabbed Stephanie by the arm, dragged her out of the bathroom, and threw her against the bed.

“Thought you could hide from me? I’m still trying to figure out what I want to do with the two of you. I want you to suffer, and I’m not sure who I want to suffer more, you or your boy toy. Do I torture one while the other gets to watch?”

Robbie pulled Stephanie to his side. She could sense the tension in him, and from the way his jaw clenched, she suspected his pain was severe. 

“Luis, I’m curious. How did you manage to get out of jail? I thought you had been sentenced for at least two years,” Robbie asked.

Luis placed his backpack on the table and began to dig through it, dragging out more guns and ammunition and making sure everything was loaded and ready for use.

“I was good. My jailers found me to be a model prisoner. No one could believe that little ol’ Luis would have trashed an apartment and held his double-crossing girlfriend hostage.” 

He turned toward Stephanie. “You shot me.” He waved a gun in her direction, and Robbie tried to sit forward more so most of his torso was between her and Luis. Stephanie squeezed behind him, if only so Luis didn’t notice the phone she held in her hands. She set it on the bed and lay her palm on her husband’s shoulder blade, slowly moving her thumb in a small massage. 

Stephanie hoped that the 911 operator could still hear what was happening.

Luis set the gun down to pick up the food and eat some more. “There was some kind of error and I got out. I didn’t bother to correct them. Not even any probation set up. I was free, except that I’m in danger of being deported if the Immigration goons get a hold of me.”

“Why didn’t you just go to Mexico?” asked Robbie. “You could have put this all behind you.”

“I have no papers. No visa. No passport. The other one was forged. I would be denied entrance. Besides, I’m a wanted man down there too. If I try to enter the country I’ll be arrested and put in jail.”

“What trouble did you get into in Mexico?” asked Stephanie.

“I killed my girlfriend.”

“Why?” asked Robbie

“I found her sleeping with my best friend.”

“So you shot her, but not him?” asked Stephanie.

“I shot him too. I just didn’t manage to kill him.”

“Luis, you’ve been out of jail for two weeks now. Where have you been? How have you even managed to survive?” Stephanie asked in quiet voice.

“I got friends in town. I found several drug houses that offered me shelter. I could take the bus and pimped myself for money and drugs.”

“I never knew you took drugs,” Stephanie said. 

“There’s a lot you don’t know about me, sweetheart.” He gave a toothy grin. “Why don’t you come over here and give me a kiss for old times’ sake.”

“I appreciate the offer, Luis, but I’m tired and would rather stay right here.”

Luis laughed and waved his gun around. He shot at the light fixture in the wall just to the left of where Stephanie sat. Stephanie and Robbie both instinctively ducked as glass shattered and the light in the room dimmed.

Luis laughed. “I’m a good shot, aren’t I? Stephanie. Come here. Now.”

Robbie slid off the bed and rose to his feet.

“Just what are your intentions here, Luis?”

“I thought I made that clear, pretty boy. I want what’s mine. My girl. My baby. You are in the way.” 

Robbie stepped forward as Luis raised the gun, aiming at his chest. “I thought you wanted to torture Stephanie and have me watch before killing me.”

“You’re right. What was I thinking?” Luis lowered the gun and appeared confused.

Robbie took advantage of the moment and rushed Luis, knocking the gun out of his hand causing it to discharge. Stephanie screamed. Robbie never turned to her. She watched him as he focused on the man in front of him. Robbie tackled the stockier man to the ground and threw a punch to his face. Luis retaliated with a punch of his own to Robbie’s chin, thrusting his head back sharply. He rolled over, pinning Robbie beneath him, and put his hands around Robbie’s throat, leveraging his weight down on his victim’s neck. Robbie struggled to get Luis off. Stephanie watched as his face grew white and his eyes rolled back and closed. She yelled, “Luis, stop!” 

Glass broke as men in black swung into the room through the windows and others beat down the door.

“The one on top!” Stephanie yelled.

Luis looked up, releasing his hands from Robbie’s now still body. “Ninjas?” He looked around, shocked at the invaders all pointing guns at him. He reached for his own to aim at her.

Something hurled through the air and lodged in Luis’s neck. The gun dropped as he rose up in a howl to meet the attackers. He reached for another gun, but before he could, a shot rang out and Luis fell to the floor. The men surrounded Luis and Robbie as more people with guns entered. She cowered back on the bed. She lifted her hand off her shoulder and saw the blood.

A tall dark man came over to her and lifted up the visor of his headgear. “Are you okay, ma’am?” 

She shook her head and looked again at her hand. She grew cold all over. She couldn’t see Robbie, only blood and mysterious figures moving in the darkened room. 

The man in front grabbed for a radio strapped to his chest and called for an ambulance and flight for life for transport of a victim.

“My husband?”

“Is that the one over there?” The man’s voice was gentle and his brown eyes intent. He pointed to where Robbie lay, motionless, attended by some of the men.

She nodded and shivered.

“We need a blanket over here. She’s going into shock and has been shot. There’s glass everywhere.”

The broken light fixture. She had forgotten about that. Her eyes remained wide.

“Your husband is alive but we need to transport him to Froedert.”

Stephanie nodded that she understood. Sounds crackled on the radio, but she couldn’t hear the words. 

“So cold.”

A blanket was brought to her by a female police officer who assisted her off the bed. “The hotel has given us the room next door. Let’s take you there to await the ambulance.”

“But Robbie. I can’t leave him.” She started to move towards him but was restrained. Luis was laying nearby and already covered with a sheet. She glanced at him and the officer. “Luis’s dead?”

“Yes.”

Stephanie nodded and allowed herself to be escorted out the door. “Were they ninjas?” 

The officer smiled as she seated her on the bed and sat down next to her. 

“They look and act like ninjas in a situation like this, but no. They are some of Wisconsin’s finest who make up a Special Weapons and Tactics team.”

“S.W.A.T.? But one of them threw something. I saw it hit Luis.”

“They may not be ninjas, but that doesn’t mean they are above using ninja tools of the trade if it will get the job done.”

“Oh.” 

Soon, paramedics tended to her wound. Someone helped her wash blood from her face and hands and offered her fresh clothes to wear. She went to the bathroom and changed. Once she was seated again, she heard the helicopter arrive.

“Why Flight for Life?”

“There is concern for your husband’s neck. The roads are too slick out to ensure a secure trip that would not injure him further.”

“His neck?” Stephanie finally lost it and began to sob. The female officer rubbed her back and spoke softly to her.

“I can give you a ride to the hospital.”

Stephanie nodded and her boots, coat, and purse were retrieved from the room. She got to the parking lot in time to see the helicopter take off. She was ushered to the back of the police car and sat there, stunned. She picked up Robbie’s phone and called Renata.

“Hello?”

“Hi, it’s me, Steph.”

“I didn’t recognize the phone number.”

“I’m on Robbie’s phone.”

“You sound strange. Are you okay?”

“Luis came.” Stephanie sniffed.

“Steph, are you in trouble?”

“Not anymore. Luis is dead. It’s a long story. I’m in the back of a police car being taken to Froedert. They air-lifted Robbie.” She started to sob.

“I’ll call Tony and try to get there as soon as I can.”


TWENTY-TWO

El remedio puede ser peor que la enfermedad.

Sometimes the remedy is worse than the disease.

~Mexican proverb

Stephanie was escorted to the emergency room where her shoulder wound could be examined more closely. The bullet had only grazed her. Her blood pressure was high, but the baby seemed fine. She was stitched up, bandaged, and released to wait for more information on Robbie. Papers were thrust at her to sign, and she did so, wondering if her attorney husband would care at this point whether she read them through or not. She couldn’t focus.

Soon, Renata rushed through the door and ran forward to hug her friend. Stephanie winced at the resulting pain in her shoulder.

“You’re hurt.”

“Bullet grazed my shoulder.”

Renata looked at Stephanie’s hands. “You’re all cut up.”

“Broken glass. Just scratches.”

“How’s Robbie?”

“I don’t know. No one will tell me anything. They won’t let me near him.”

“Oh, Steph.”

“Pray for us…now, please?”

Renata held her friend close and quietly prayed for Robbie and Stephanie and wisdom for the doctors.

* * *

A police officer entered. It was the woman who had driven her to the hospital. 

Stephanie looked at the name on the badge. “Officer Williams, thank you for your help.”

“I will need a statement when you are ready. But it can wait. Can I get you anything?”

“My husband? What’s going on?”

“He’s being assessed by the doctors now.”

“Thank you.”

* * *

Time crawled. Tony arrived to stand vigil with them, and at his encouragement, she called Alex, Ben and Tim who showed up to pray with her and wait.

It seemed like an eternity before Doctor Reilly came to talk to her.

“Your husband has suffered injury to his neck and it’s resulting in some loss of feeling in his arms and legs. We need to do emergency surgery.”

“Is he awake?”

“Yes, but he’s on pain medication.”

“No. Not narcotics. No morphine.”

“We did what we had to.”

“Can I see him? Talk to him?’

“For a few minutes.” The doctor led her to the room where Roberto rested, still and stiff.

“Robbie?” She asked, fighting the hysteria at seeing him there motionless 

His eyes fluttered open. “Steph. Are you okay?” His voice was raspy.

She rubbed his arm and clasped his limp hand. She sniffed. “I’m fine.”

“Doctor says I need surgery or I might be paralyzed.” Tears came to his eyes. “I’m scared.”

“I am too, honey. Before it was a choice. Now, it seems that God has made that decision for you.”

“Where’s Luis?”

“He’s dead.”

“I wished it had been me to do it.”

“No, you don’t.” She smiled and bent over to kiss his bruised cheek. “You were my hero.”

“I don’t feel heroic. I don’t feel much of anything.”

“Renata, Tony, Alex, Ben and Tim are all here to be with me and praying for you.”

“Steph, they gave me drugs.”

“I know. They did that before I could tell them. But we’ll get through this. I’m not leaving you. I love you.”

“I love you too, Stephanie.”

She bent again and kissed his lips. They were swollen and cut. She smoothed his hair off his forehead. “You are battered and bruised, and yet you are the most handsome man I know.”

He grinned. “At least I get to see my beautiful wife one last time before they take me in. You give me courage.”

“No. God gives the courage. I’m just the cheerleader.”

“You are supposed to be on bed rest. Take care of yourself and that baby. No jumping.”

She smiled and kissed him again. This time he returned the kiss.

“I wish I could hug you, hold you before you go.” Robbie had tears in his eyes.

“You will do that again. After you heal. We’re all praying for you.”

The nurse entered the room “Time to leave, Mrs. Rodriguez.” Men came in to take Robbie to prep for surgery.

“I love you.”

“I love you, too.”

They rolled him away. Stephanie feared they had taken her heart with them. 

* * *

Stephanie was escorted by the group to the cafeteria as she had not eaten dinner. Tony brought her a selection of foods to tempt her. “You need to keep your energy up to feed that baby.”

Stephanie picked at her food and tried to eat to please everyone else, but worry, anxiety and exhaustion sapped her appetite.

“Have you called Robbie’s parents?” Tony asked.

“No. I haven’t. I need to call Mr. Harrington, too, I suppose, but that could wait until morning when I know more.”

“Do you want to call his parents now before it gets too late?”

“I suppose that would be the right thing to do. I have yet to meet them, so it feels awkward.”

“You all love the same man,” Renata reminded her.

Stephanie nodded, picked up the phone, and called her in-laws with the difficult news.

A recliner was brought to the waiting area so Stephanie could put her feet up and rest. She couldn’t sleep. She was glad that she had a version of the Bible on the e-reader tablet in her purse, so she spent time in the psalms, praying many for her husband. She rehearsed verses from other portions of Scripture as well, especially Philippians chapter four about not being anxious. Her eyes drooped, and she gave into exhaustion. Renata remained after Tony left to be home with the twins. The guys from his small group also left after a time, but insisted on being called when there was news of Robbie’s condition. In spite of poor health, it seemed as though Robbie’s parents might be making the drive up to Milwaukee the next day.

* * *

Tuesday, in the wee hours of the morning, the surgeon came to visit Stephanie.

“Mrs. Rodriguez?”

“Yes, how is my husband?”

“The surgery went well and he is resting right now.”

“Can I see him?”

“We can take you to his room and he will be brought in when he comes out of recovery.”

“What about the pain medication?”

“We are working now to transition him to some other alternatives, but he will be in more discomfort as a result while he recovers.”

“Will that hinder the healing process?”

“We don’t know, but we understand the concern about the addictive qualities of the medication.”

“Thank you, doctor.”

Stephanie rose and was assisted by a nurse and Renata to the room Robbie had been assigned to. Renata went home, leaving Stephanie alone.

* * *

An hour or so later, Robbie was wheeled in. His face was swollen and his neck was kept immobile with a brace. He groaned as they moved him, but his eyes didn’t open. Stephanie moved to his side and held his hand while the nurse worked around her, connecting all the IV’s to their stand and setting up monitoring equipment.

He didn’t respond but lay there in a deep sleep. The nurse showed her where the call button was and told her she would return soon. 

Stephanie pulled up a chair to sit and continued to hold her husband’s hand. She rested her head on her extended arm and was soon asleep.

* * *

Stephanie was awakened by a squeeze to her hand. She opened her eyes and saw Robbie had his open, but due to his positioning, couldn’t see her well. His face appeared even more colorful from his battle with Luis.

“Steph?” His voice was a scratchy whisper.

“Yeah, it’s me.” She rose up, squeezing his hand back and came into his view.

“I had a bizarre dream.”

Stephanie moved a glass with a straw over to him so he could sip some water. “What was the dream about?”

“I dreamt ninjas arrived, helping us battle Luis. Isn’t that ridiculous?” He grinned.

“Actually it was a Special Weapons and Tactical team. They looked a lot like ninjas.”

“So it was real?”

Stephanie nodded her head.

“I can feel your hand.”

Stephanie smiled. “I noticed.”

“I can move my toes too.”

Stephanie removed the covers from the foot of the bed and he wiggled his toes. She tickled the bottom of his foot.

“Hey! Stop! I can’t retaliate.” His voice was weak.

She covered up his feet and came back to the head of the bed. “I missed you.”

“I’m here now.”

Tears came to Stephanie’s eyes. “I was afraid, Robbie.”

He squeezed her hand. “So was I, but you were brave and smart.”

“You were far too courageous, and I thought he had killed you.”

“I remember you once saying something about falling in love with an idiot?” Robbie grinned.

“So I did. I love you even more now than I did then. I cannot imagine living life without you.”

“That was my biggest fear about having a surgery like this.”

“Dying?”

“No. Dying isn’t a bad thing because I know Jesus and long for the day I can be with Him in heaven and free of pain. I feared leaving you behind. I didn’t want to miss being a part of your life. Seeing you hold our baby in your arms. Standing by your side as we watched our children grow. Brushing grey hairs aside so I can kiss you when we are old.”

Stephanie gave a weak smile. “My fear was selfish, because I wanted all those things and I know that God can choose to take a servant home at any time He desires. I have a hard time, still, in spite of everything, leaving it in His hands and resting in His sovereignty.”

“Well, in His sovereign will, He decided if I wasn’t going to get that surgery He was going to force it to happen.”

Stephanie giggled. “Guess God got you there. The surgery really was an answer to prayer. When you do your lower back, can we just plan for that instead of waiting for a catastrophe to hit?”

Robbie sighed. “I suppose, if you insist.”

“I insist. I want you pain free and able to run and play with our kids.”

“Let’s get me through this recovery first, okay?”

“Okay.”

“Were you injured by Luis? There’s so much I don’t recall of what happened. Was that only last night?”

“Yeah, it was last night. It’s about five o’clock in the morning now. I got some cuts from the broken glass and one bullet went wild and grazed my shoulder.”

Robbie closed his eyes. “Thank God that was all.”

“I still need to go collect our stuff from the hotel room. It is a crime scene, but I should be able to get us moved back into our apartment today. Oh, your parents are planning to travel up here too. We will need to find a place for them to stay, perhaps at a different hotel, though?”

“Mom and Dad are coming? I thought they didn’t feel up to traveling?”

“Apparently, when a cherished son is seriously wounded, that warrants the sacrifice.”

“I haven’t even told you too much about them, have I?”

“No. And now is not the time. You need to rest and heal. I’ll just have to get to know them for myself.”

Robbie grimaced. 

“Are you in pain?”

“Yeah, it hurts. I thought they had put me on morphine?”

“They did, initially, but I raised quite the hue and cry with the doctors over that and they transferred you to some medications that are not quite as effective with the pain but are not addictive.”

“Right now, I would rather have the morphine. Thank you for looking out for me.”

“We’ll get through this, Robbie, and soon the pain you’ve been experiencing will be a distant memory.”

“From your mouth to God’s ears.” His eyes closed. 

She leaned over to kiss his forehead. “Rest, sweetheart. I’m not going anywhere.”

* * *

By eight o’clock, Robbie’s room was bustling with activity. Robbie ate breakfast and was able to go for a short walk down the hallway. He endured physical therapy. He gave the police a statement as they did their investigation. Stephanie had already talked to them last night, but was able to give more insight now that she had a little time and space from the event. Tony and Renata had gone to the hotel to collect their belongings and bring her car to the hospital for her so she would be free to leave whenever she wanted.

By mid-day, Stephanie was dragging. Robbie was sitting up more. He was on a medical leave from work, and true to Mr. Harrington’s word, the surgery and hospitalization would be covered by insurance. Stephanie felt like all she had done today was call people on the phone, taking care of things.

“You should go home and rest.” Robbie offered.

“I would love a shower and change of clothes but hate leaving you.”

“I’m in good hands, and my parents will be arriving this evening. I don’t want you collapsing in fatigue when they get here.”

“You really don’t mind if I leave?”

“Mind? Of course I do. I love having you near me, loving me, seeing that beautiful face of yours, and encouraging me with your smile. But you have shadows under those baby blues and the smile is strained. Go home, rest, get a shower, and come back later when you are feeling better.”

Stephanie gave Robbie a kiss, and he reached up with both his hands to place them on either side of her face. “I love you. Don’t ever forget that.”

“You were almost killed trying to protect me. How is a woman to forget something like that?”

“Hmmm. Do I need to remind you of that when you are really angry with me?”

She laughed. “I hope I never need that kind of reminder, even when I get angry with you. But from the sounds of it, the thing we used to argue about most will be a non-issue.”

“Taking the meds and having surgery?”

She nodded and smiled, gave him another kiss, and left for home.


TWENTY-THREE

No hay más cera que la que arde.

What you see is what you get.

~Mexican proverb

Later that evening, Stephanie arrived at the hospital to find Roberto had company. She entered the room, unsure of her welcome. Robbie sat up in a chair, and someone had obviously washed his hair and shaved him.

“Mom, Dad, here is my lovely bride now. Stephanie, come on in and meet my parents, Noel and Linda Rodriguez.” 

Stephanie wasn’t sure what she expected to see, but these two people, vibrant with life and energy, were not the older parents with health problems she suspected. Noel was a stout Hispanic male with grey at his temples and sparkling chocolate eyes. Linda was the bigger surprise. She was a plump Caucasian woman with blonde hair and blue eyes who was a few inches taller than her husband. Her hair was cut short, and she was dressed in blue jeans and a pretty pink sweater.

Linda came forward. “Stephanie, it is delightful to meet my daughter-in-love!” She reached for Stephanie’s left hand and held it in front of her with both hands. “You are just as Robbie described. Beautiful. You have been a good influence on our son.”

“He almost died because of me.” Stephanie was confused.

“Robbie has always lived on the edge. At least this time, his injuries were for a good cause.” Noel spoke this time, and his voice had a thicker accent. He moved forward to stand by his wife. “Can I give the bride a kiss to welcome her to the family?”

“Sure, I guess?” Stephanie didn’t know what else to say.

Noel leaned forward and kissed one cheek while Linda leaned in to kiss the other. When they raised up, in unison, they said “Welcome to the family!” Linda led Stephanie further into the room and had her sit in the chair next to Robbie. He looked at her with a smile, but her eyes only had questions for him.

“Guess it had to take you risking your life to get us off our lazy bums and drive up here to visit you,” said Noel with a smile. “So I will praise God this has happened so we can be together again.”

Linda pulled up another chair next to Stephanie. “When is the baby due?” 

“The doctor gives a due date of January 2nd, but thinks we might have to deliver earlier if my blood pressure becomes dangerous.”

“Well, you do whatever you have to keep yourself and our grandbaby healthy. Have you thought of names yet?”

“We haven’t talked about it.” 

“Guess that’s something we need to have a discussion about, huh?” Robbie grinned.

“Along with some others.”

“Do you know if it’s a girl or a boy?” asked Noel.

“No. I wanted to be surprised. I just want him or her to be healthy.”

“Stephanie is going to be a great mom.” Robbie’s eyes were warm, and Stephanie felt heat rise in her cheeks.

“Any thoughts on names, Robbie?” asked his mom. “What if it is a boy? Will you name him Roberto?”

“Couldn’t that get confusing?”

“Well, you better start thinking fast, because that baby will be here before you know it.” Linda rose to her feet. “I think your father and I will go down to the cafeteria to get something to eat and stretch our legs. It was a long trip and I, for one, am famished. We’ll be back in a little while. Stephanie, would you like to join us?”

“I would rather stay here, thank you, Mrs. Rodriguez. I got a bite to eat before I came.”

“None of that. I am either Linda or Mom to you, dear. You are my daughter, and I am fully prepared to love you because you love my son.”

“And I’m either Noel or Papa or Dad, whatever you feel comfortable with.” He clasped his wife’s hand. “We’ll be back soon.” He winked at his son. “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.” And they departed, closing the door behind them.

Stephanie stared after the pair, speechless.

“So what do you think of my parents?”

“I’m not sure what to think. You led me to believe they had some health issues. I imagined them frail but they are so full of…of…vim and vinegar.”

Robbie laughed. “That would be a good way to describe them. I knew they would adore you.”

“What did your father mean about not doing anything he wouldn’t do?”

“I think he meant we are honeymooners and should take advantage of our moments of privacy to enjoy the fact.”

“Here? In the hospital? When anyone could walk in? You just had surgery and the doctor has not cleared you to have”—she cleared her throat—“intimate relations yet.”

Robbie grinned. “Pull the curtain around this area and come sit closer to me. Right now, all I want is to kiss and hold you.”

Stephanie removed her coat and did as her husband suggested and was glad she did.

* * *

Later that evening, after visiting longer with her “in-loves” as they wanted to call themselves, Stephanie and Robbie were once again alone.

“You should go home and sleep, Steph. You need to rest.” Robbie was back in bed, and pain was etched on his face.

“And who will take care of you?” Stephanie was sitting in the recliner with her feet up right next to the bed.

“I can call a nurse if I need anything.”

“I don’t want to leave you.”

“I want to be alone.”

“Excuse me?”

“I’m testy and irritable because the pain is worse. I want to be alone. I don’t want to be taking it out on you. Go home.”

Stephanie stood and turned to face the bed so she could search his face for a moment. “You want to abuse the night staff instead of your wife?”

“I don’t want to abuse anyone.”

“So you will lie here in pain and be noble about it.”

Robbie let out some Spanish curses, and his hands clasped into white-knuckled fists.

“Maybe I need to talk to the doctor about some more medication for you. Or we could try something different?”

“No. I. Will. Be. Fine.” Robbie’s teeth were clenched and his eyes closed.

“You are not fine. Look, we knew that this would happen by avoiding the narcotics, but…”

“No buts. I’m not taking the narcotics.”

“There might be something else we haven’t tried yet.”

“Am I a guinea pig?”

“No, but it’s only for a few days until the swelling goes down and your incision heals up.”

“I thought you promised to help me.”

“I did. You’re right. You want to be alone to wallow on your pity pot when help is offered. I guess I should honor that and leave you alone.” Stephanie went to grab her coat and purse and turned to her husband before leaving the room. “Good night, Robbie. I love you.” Stephanie walked away with a heavy heart and her mind full of prayers for Robbie in his pain. 


TWENTY-FOUR

La ira es locura, el tiempo que dura.

Anger is a short madness.

~Mexican proverb

Robbie cursed, prayed, and tried to bring to mind Scripture as the darkness surrounded him. Pain rose like a palpable evil to torment him. Demons of addiction taunted him with the temptation of morphine or some other drugs to alleviate the pain. So many times, he was close to buzzing for the nurse. After some struggles, he let the call button hang down off the bed and out of reach. He couldn’t sleep. Why couldn’t I have just died? Wouldn’t that have been better for everyone? Depression wrapped around him, and his vision turned white as pain spasmed up his back. His lower back was not doing well with laying down in this uncomfortable bed. Finally, he grabbed the phone and dialed Alex’s number.

“Hello?” The voice was slurred by sleep.

“I’m sorry, Alex, I shouldn’t have called. Go back to sleep.”

“Roberto? What’s up, dude? It’s the middle of the night. You wouldn’t have called unless you really needed help. Let’s have it.”

“The pain is bad, about as bad as it was right after my accident. I was mean to Steph and sent her home. I’m all alone, and all I want is drugs. I know they would give them to me if I asked.”

“Aren’t there other meds available? Maybe what you have right now isn’t the right one or the right dose.”

“Now you sound like my wife.”

“Smart woman, that wife of yours. Beautiful too. Perhaps you should listen to her.”

“I called for support and now you are backing up my wife.”

“You called. If you don’t want the truth you should go back to sitting on your pity pot.”

“I’ve been attacked, beat up, almost died, had surgery, and am in excruciating pain and you don’t think I have the right to have a pity party?”

“Whatever happened to your commitment to try to think of good things, whatever is good and noble and pure and lovely?”

“Oh, shut up, Alex. Enough. I need to go.”

“I’ll be praying for you, buddy.”

* * *

Robbie had a bad habit of swearing in Spanish when he was in pain. He did so now as he tried to fish for the call button. He finally got it and pushed it.

“How can we help you?”

“I’m in pain.”

“Someone will be with you soon.”

He waited an eternity before the nurse arrived.

“I need something stronger. I can’t handle this.”

“Do you have any idea what would work best for you, sir?”

“Morphine.”

The nurse glanced through the chart and gazed at Robbie. “I’m sorry, we cannot administer any narcotics to you. Doctor’s orders. We do have standing orders for some other meds we could try.”

Robbie swore and told her to leave in a way that was anything but friendly. 

* * *

Robbie watched his wife walk in. 

“Good morning!” she said in a cheerful voice. 

Robbie grunted in response. A nurse was in the room, checking his vitals. His parents had not arrived yet.

“How did you sleep?” she asked.

“I didn’t.”

“Oh.”

The nurse left.

“Just leave. I am not fit for company.”

“I’m not company. I’m your wife.”

“Right now, it’s one and the same.”

Stephanie removed her coat and dropped her purse on the floor next to the chair. She walked to the side of the bed to clasp Robbie’s hand, but he would not release his clenched fist.

“The doctor warned the pain would be bad.” Her voice was low and soft. 

“I’ll be the first to remind you of that when you are in labor. I bet you won’t care what a doctor has told you at that point.”

Robbie was unshaven. He felt dark and moody and out of control of his emotions. His breakfast was brought in, and he scowled at it, making no move to eat. He had no appetite for anything but a good narcotic. 

Stephanie reached over to brush the hair off his forehead, but his hand came up and grabbed her wrist tightly. “Don’t touch me.”

She tried to take her hand back but he wouldn’t let go. “Robbie, you’re hurting me.”

“I’m in too much pain to care.” He let go and dropped his arm and moaned. “Just leave.”

“What if I don’t want to?”

“You will before much longer.” With a burst of energy he brought a hand up and dumped his breakfast on the floor. 

Stephanie didn’t even flinch. Inwardly, he was proud of her. 

“That was childish.”

He didn’t respond.

Stephanie moved around the bed and bent to pick up the breakfast and put the remains on the tray. She went to the bathroom to get paper towels to wipe up the coffee. She struggled to rise with the tray in hand and left. Robbie stared at the door, waiting for her to return. He hated the way he was treating her, but sparring with her distracted him from his agony. He glanced to her coat and purse in the chair. She had to come back for them. He was spoiling for more of a fight than she had given him. The clock ticked the minutes away. He waited, and his temper became even fouler. 

* * *

Stephanie went to the nurse’s station to ask for someone to come and mop the floor. Unsure of what to do next, she went to the waiting room and sat. She had a nurse bring her coat and purse to her there. Her adrenaline was pumping from fear and was sure her blood pressure was high. She felt sick. 

Linda and Noel found her there when they arrived a short time later. She told them how Robbie was acting. 

“Noel, would you get a nurse to see if she can come and take Stephanie’s blood pressure?” Turning to Stephanie, she patted her knee. “You don’t look well, dear. My son can be a jerk when he’s in pain, but it is temporary. We need to take care of you.”

Stephanie started to cry, and Linda leaned forward to wrap her arms around her. Stephanie turned into her shoulder and let the tears fall. She felt helpless as a wife and was grateful she didn’t have to carry that burden alone. 

Noel returned with a nurse, and they found Stephanie’s blood pressure to be high. Linda insisted that her doctor be called and offered to drive Stephanie over to her doctor’s office right away. Stephanie had no energy to fight and agreed to go. Noel opted to stay at the hospital with his son.

* * *

Robbie watched his father walk into the dark room, and his eyes followed him as he came to the side of the bed. He had been left alone for over an hour. 

“Where’s Stephanie?” Robbie asked through gritted teeth and with narrowed eyes.

“She left.” 

“She did?”

“Isn’t that what you wanted?”

Robbie didn’t respond. 

“Son, I realize you are in pain, but that’s no excuse for being verbally abusive to your wife.”

Robbie turned his head away. “I can’t help it when I hurt this bad.”

“No. You can help it. You just don’t want to.”

Silence hung in the air for a few minutes. “Where’s Mom?”

“She is with your bride.”

“Shopping for the baby? Stephanie’s on bedrest.”

“No. They are not shopping. Your wife is going in to see her doctor.”

“Why?”

“Her blood pressure was too high.”

Robbie groaned. “If you intended for me to feel like crap, you succeeded, Dad.”

“I’m only here to serve, son. All I intended to do was speak the truth. You are going to be a father in the near future. You need to get over yourself so you can raise your son or daughter.”

“I thought I was past all this.”

“Satan hits us when we are at our weakest, and he will expose the chinks in our armor.”

“So you think this is not just me being a jerk because I’m in pain, but that I’m under spiritual attack?”

“You endured a physical attack that was evil. Luis is gone. That doesn’t mean, however, that you are home free from the demons you battle.”

“I asked for morphine last night.”

“We know.”

“Stephanie knows?”

Noel nodded. “She does. I don’t understand what you did to deserve a girl like her, son, but don’t go mucking it up and making her miserable. You will not find your mother and me supportive of that.”

“I know. I need help.”

“Well, let’s see what can be done to get you through this, huh? How about we start with some prayer?”

“I don’t want to pray.”

“I do.”

“I don’t have the power to stop you.”

“That’s what I thought.” Noel lay his hands gently on his son’s shoulder and bent his head to pray.

* * *

Linda followed Stephanie’s directions to the medical clinic in Menomonee Falls.

“We live just down the road, several blocks from here,” Stephanie offered.

“I would love to visit your apartment. Once Robbie’s on his feet, he will hopefully start planning on getting you a house, but I know that could take a few years, unless he has some savings.”

“We have some.”

“You seemed like a gal with a level head.”

“Not level enough or I wouldn’t have gotten involved with Luis and found myself pregnant.”

“We cannot undo the past. You have made some courageous choices, and for some reason, God brought you into our lives, and we count that as a blessing. Not all consequences need to be forever negative.”

“They don’t?”

“No. This child is not a mistake. God intended this baby for you and Robbie. Now how that all works with Luis and free will and all that, I don’t pretend to understand. But God created that child. Not you and Luis. God is knitting that baby together in your womb. You control none of it. The personality, the gifts, the way that child will impact the world—God has it under control. So let’s not stand in His way or call any of that a mistake.”

“You extend me far more grace than I do myself.”

“I had several miscarriages, and with each one, a part of me died. We adopted Robbie and later, his sister, Rebecca. Someone else’s ‘mistake’ became our biggest blessings. I am grateful God brought those children into being, and I’m honored that He allowed me to be their mother. God forgives you, Stephanie. Let it go and forgive yourself.”

They arrived at the clinic, and Stephanie was examined by the doctor. Her wound was checked and found to be inflamed. Antibiotic ointment was applied, and Stephanie was given a prescription to help fight infection. 

“Stephanie, the baby is showing signs of distress. I am going to admit you to the hospital for observation. We need to get your blood pressure down and keep you and that baby healthy,” Dr. Hagelman insisted.

Stephanie groaned. “My husband is in the hospital at Froedert. I need to be with him.”

Linda intervened. “No. You need to do what is best for you and this child. Roberto will survive without you by his side. Noel and I are here to help.”

Linda drove Stephanie to the hospital after stopping at the apartment to get some things for her to have in case her stay became an extended one.

Stephanie was admitted to the maternity ward and settled into her room. Her head pounded, and she longed for relief, but the doctor was limited in the choices available. The baby was in position and Stephanie experienced contractions.

“Mom, it’s too early. The baby can’t be born this soon.”

“It can, honey. Trust God on this, and the doctors. I’ll stay with you.”

* * *

Tony went to Froedert to visit Roberto. It was after lunchtime, and Robbie’s food remained untouched. 

“Hey, Robbie. Should I have brought more tempting food from DeLuca’s?”

“No, thank you.”

“How are you?”

“Horrible.”

“Pain is bad?”

“Yeah, but worse than that…” Robbie bit his lip and closed his eyes. “When Stephanie was here earlier, I was unpardonably mean. Now, she’s in the hospital in Menomonee Falls. The baby might come early.”

“That’s tough. It would have killed me not to have been there for Ren when she gave birth. She had spent the last three weeks in the hospital on bed rest, and I almost didn’t make it when she went into labor. Some babies can come fast.”

“Well, that makes me feel a whole lot better. But you made it, and I bet you treated her better than I treated Stephanie.”

“I expect so. Stephanie loves you and will forgive you. She understands you and your struggle with pain.”

“She’d never seen me like that before.”

“That bad?”

“Worse. I hurt her, Tony.”

“How soon you think you’ll be out of here?”

“Another day or two if I have someone with me at home. My parents will stay so I won’t be alone.”

“Where are they now?”

“Dad drove up to the hospital to see Steph.”

“Did you send a peace offering?”

“No. It would be more of a guilt offering.”

“You seem to be doing better now.”

“My dad talked me into trying some newer meds. I’m terrified because it’s not always known right away if one could become addicted.”

“But they have helped with the pain?”

“Yes. I can think clearer, which is a blessing and a curse.”

“Robbie, you were choked, had major surgery, and you are going to be a father soon. You need to move on past this self-flagellation and start planning how you are going to recover so you can be there for Stephanie.”

“I have no control over anything.”

“Control is an illusion. God is in control, we just pretend we are.”

“Good point. So what do I do?”

“Focus on getting well. Keep seeking God and make the most of this.”

“Make the most of this?”

“Yeah, nothing is wasted is it? Use your time to get stronger and pray for Stephanie. Dream, if you must, of what you will do to serve your wife and make her forget you were ever a jerk. You don’t deserve her love, but you have it anyway.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure of that.”

“I’ve seen the way she looks at you, Robbie. She never looked at Luis that way.”

“How does she look at me?”

“With longing, love, and like she wants to devour you.”

“I like the sound of that.”

“Most men do.” Tony grinned. “Now just try to figure out what you can do to make sure that hurt look she might have parted from you with is replaced as quickly as possible by that other look.”

“Flowers?”

“Love notes work wonders. Especially since you can’t be together at the moment.”

“I’m an attorney, not a romantic.”

“She knows that. Just tell her what’s on your heart. Women love that kind of thing, even though it’s hard for us men to do. Writing it can be easier, sometimes, than saying it out loud.”

“I guess that could be true. Do you think you could get me some paper, pen and envelope?”

“Sure. I’ll go find them right now.”


TWENTY-FIVE

Házte cargo y da la cara.

Face the music—take responsibility.

~Mexican proverb

Renata came to visit Stephanie later in the day and handed her an envelope.

“What’s this?”

“Tony brought it back when he left Froedert earlier. I guess we are your courier service.”

“A letter?”

“Unless I miss my guess, it’s from your husband.”

“I’ll read it later.”

“Why not now?”

“I’m not very happy with Robbie right now.”

“He almost died for you.”

“I know, and then he treated me like crap.”

“That’s a tough one.”

“Been there?”

“No, but sometimes I wonder if men go through premenstrual stress too.”

Stephanie laughed. “You may be right. Robbie was in pain, though.”

“Still no excuse to be mean to you.”

“Yeah, but...” 

“No. No excuses. Don’t minimize what he did.”

“But he is in pain because of me. I’m surprised he doesn’t resent me and this baby for all the trouble we brought to his life.”

“You didn’t force yourself on him, Stephanie. He made choices along the way. He willingly entered a relationship with you and willingly stayed. He’s even willing to adopt this child as his own.”

“I know but…”

“Stop with the buts. Read the letter. I’m going to go get a cup of tea and I’ll give you some time to be alone with his words.”

“Okay. Thanks, Ren.”

Stephanie fingered the envelope and tapped it on her stomach. The baby kicked. It hadn’t been moving much, and she was worried. An ultrasound was scheduled for later, and Linda planned to be by her side. She tore the envelope open and suffered a paper cut in the process. She sucked on the wound and opened up the folded pages inside. It was Robbie’s distinctive scrawl.

Dear Stephanie,

Sounds so darn formal, but I don’t feel I can presume on much after the way I treated you. I am sorry my stubborn pride and pain kept me from giving you the kindness and consideration you deserve and that I long in my heart to give you. I meant my promises on our wedding day and by walking in my own strength, I abandoned leaning on God for what I need most to be the husband you deserve. 

Dad gave me a lecture and we are trying some new meds. I’m due to come home in another day or two. It saddens me that I cannot be there with you when you need me most.

You knew I could be an idiot at times and you still agreed to marry me. My plea is that you will still choose to love this idiot and forgive him for his thoughtlessness and abuse. I was wrong to treat you that way. I was wrong. So wrong. All I want is to hear you say you forgive me and love me and still want to be mine and let me be the father of this child.

Always and forever yours, 

Roberto

Stephanie read the letter over several times. She was wiping her eyes dry when Renata returned to the room. 

“It was a good letter?”

“Very.”

“I’m glad to hear it.” Ren settled into a chair and pulled out some books. “Now, I think we need to get down to the business of finding some names for this little Rodriguez who seems so eager to make his or her appearance in the world.”

“I thought I was supposed to do that with Robbie.”

“Ah, true, but you can come up with some suggestions and maybe he can agree to one of them. You don’t want to walk out of the hospital with a nameless child, do you?”

“No, hand me a book. Gotta piece of paper to write them on?”

“Why don’t you use the back of that envelope?”

“Sounds good.”

* * *

The doctor came to visit Roberto and looked over his chart.

“I hear you’ve been struggling with pain and been short-tempered.”

“Guilty as charged.”

The doctor sighed, put the chart down, and came to stand by Robbie’s bedside. “I’m sorry to say that your request for no narcotics was not adhered to as you wished. I think some of the intense pain and anger were a result of not being weaned off the medication. There should have been a slower progression to get you through. Someone had overridden my own notes to that effect, and I will try to figure out what went wrong.”

Robbie glanced at his father and back at the doctor.

“Are you saying that the pain and anger were a result of being on the narcotics?”

“That would be my suspicion. The meds you were given should have been titrated up, which they were, while the morphine was gradually reduced. Which it wasn’t. In your case, the effects of the morphine would have lasted for a time but would have been followed by a crash.”

Robbie closed his eyes and shook his head slowly. His father spoke up. “Did you know my son is an attorney?”

“Yes, sir, I did. But as a man of faith, I cannot lie, even it if puts me at risk for a lawsuit. Mr. Rodriguez”—he turned to his patient—“I humbly apologize for this error. We are a teaching hospital, but I expect better and will be investigating this further. It happened under my supervision, so I am responsible. I hope you can choose to forgive me for the pain you had to suffer.”

Robbie swallowed. “Due to your expertise, I can walk and will be able to hold my wife in my arms and rock my baby when it is born. I’m not denying the last twelve hours were hell. But I am better now, and it would be wrong to hold a grudge against you or your staff for a human error. I can forgive and thank you for helping me understand why this past day has been so difficult, physically and emotionally, for me.”

“You are being kinder than I or my staff deserve. Now, let me check that incision and test your reflexes. As long as you don’t drive for a while or plan to do push-ups, I think we might be able to discharge you in the morning.”

“That’s great news, doctor, as my wife is in the hospital and could have our baby any day now. I would hate to miss being there for that.”

“Congratulations on being a father. I will have to limit you in helping with the pushing though. Find someone else and you hold her hand and speak words of encouragement—that would be about all your neck can handle.”

“Thanks, doc.”

* * *

Later that evening, the phone rang in Robbie’s room. He answered. “Hello?”

“Hi, Robbie. It’s me, Steph.”

“Hey. I miss you. How are you and the baby doing?”

“We’re still here waiting for you. I don’t feel good and they keep checking me, but the little one is not ready, and they are not sure about inducing. The doctor is suggesting a Caesarean might be safer.”

“C-section? But that’s major surgery.”

“I know. They are concerned that I could have problems during labor because of the blood pressure. The C-section would be less stressful on my system.”

“We’ll have to pray. You said you don’t feel good. What’s wrong?” 

“Headache and nausea. Probably because of the blood pressure issue. I get dizzy, though, if I stand up too quick, too. It’s just not stable.”

“And baby?” 

“Baby’s heart rate is dropping at times which isn’t good, and the baby shows signs of distress. I am having some contractions too. Not too bad yet. I want you here.” 

“You miss me and forgive me?”

“Well, there is that, but you still haven’t taught me how to swear in Spanish. I’m not ready for labor.”

Robbie laughed, and they talked about possible baby names before saying goodnight. Robbie slept easier that night, knowing Stephanie had forgiven him. He missed having her close. He fell asleep with a prayer on his lips for her health and the baby’s, and that if God would allow, he would be there for the birth.

* * *

Roberto was allowed to go home the next morning with restrictions on his activities. He shaved, showered and dressed. After lunch with his parents, he was ready to go visit Stephanie at the hospital.

Robbie walked in the room with a bouquet of flowers in a vase. He was shocked at how worn and pale she looked. “Hey, babe, I brought you some flowers. A guilt offering from the prize idiot you married.”

Stephanie gave a weak smile and touched the petal of a rose before dropping her hand. “They are beautiful, Robbie, thank you.”

Robbie set the flowers on a shelf across the room where she would be able to see them and took off his coat and laid it on a chair. He returned to her side and clasped her hand in his. “You don’t look so good.”

“I don’t feel so good either. But thanks for the compliment.” 

Roberto pushed hair behind her ear. “You are still beautiful to me, no matter what.”

“Thank you.” She squeezed her eyes shut and gripped his hand tight. He looked across the bed and could see a monitor hooked up with a reading on it with large spikes and smaller ones.

“What’s that for?”

“It monitors my contractions. The last one was pretty intense. They are lasting longer and coming faster.”

“You’re in labor?”

“Pitocin.”

“They induced?”

“Starting at seven o’clock.”

“Guess I came in time, huh? Will the baby be born today?”

“Could be, but I’m not progressing. I can’t get up and walk around. They won’t allow me any pain meds because it could slow things down. If I don’t progress they will stop the Pitocin and start it up again in the morning.”

“How long can they keep this going?”

“Until I have the baby or they do a C-section.” She grimaced again and shut her eyes tight, and Robbie felt helpless. He watched as the spikes grew smaller and laid a hand on her stomach. When the next one came, he could feel the muscles contracting hard, and he winced in sympathy.

When that one had passed she asked, “How is your pain today?”

“Better. I ache which is to be expected. I feel less pain in my neck than I have in years. I’m hopeful for a complete, pain-free, full recovery. Then I plan to return and do it all over again with my lower back.”

Stephanie smiled. “I’m so happy for you, Robbie. I really am. It hurt me to watch you in so much pain.”

“I think I’m beginning to understand a little what I put you through.”

“Oh, but this will be worth it when we get to meet our baby. Oooomph!” Another contraction hit.

“Is it too late to teach you those swear words?”

“I think I’ll survive without them as long as you are here.”

Robbie leaned over to give his wife a kiss. “I don’t plan on going anywhere.”

Robbie stayed by Stephanie’s side. Friends and Robbie’s parents came to visit and kept them company through her labor pains. The doctor found that as Stephanie’s blood pressure stabilized on medication, the baby showed less signs of distress. Labor had not progressed. It was considered a failed induction, and Stephanie was sent home to wait, on bed rest, for the eventual arrival of their baby.

When Noel and Linda were satisfied that Robbie had recovered well enough, and that Stephanie was not in any need of them for the time being, they chose to drive back to their home in St. Louis.


TWENTY-SIX

La risa es el mejor remedio.

Laughter is the best medicine.

~Mexican proverb

December 2011

Roberto went back to work and settled into a routine of leaving early in the morning after breakfast and prayer with Stephanie. Stephanie chafed at being home all day but was glad that the baby was waiting a little longer before being born.

* * *

Stephanie received another letter from Tony’s uncle in Chicago, becoming more insistent that she come to work there. 

Tony called Stephanie.

“Steph, it’s Tony.”

“Hi, Tony. How’s DeLuca’s going?”

“Fine, but I need to talk to you. Will Robbie be home tonight?” 

“He should be here by six.”

“Can I come over, say seven, to talk with you both?”

“Sure. Is everything okay?”

“I’m not sure. That’s what I’m going to need you to tell me.”

“Tony, what’s this about?”

“We’ll talk tonight.”

“Okay, see you at seven.”

Stephanie texted Robbie to let him know Tony was coming so he made sure to get home on time. They ate a simple meal Stephanie had prepared.

Roberto answered the door. “Hey, Tony. Good to see you, man.” Robbie gave his friend a pat on the back and offered to take his coat. “Come in and sit down.”

“Thanks. Where’s Steph? I need to talk to you both.”

Stephanie entered the room, “I’m here, Tony. What’s this about?” She motioned to a chair, and he seated himself. Stephanie and Tony sat together on the loveseat.

Tony pulled out a letter from his pocket and unfolded it. “This is why I came.” He handed the letter to Robbie and Stephanie and they read it together. 

Robbie looked at Stephanie. “I thought you told Mr. DeLuca you were having nothing of his deal?” 

“I did. I have informed him several times that my answer was ‘no.’”

“So you have been in contact with my uncle about this? When were you going to tell me?” Tony’s voice had a hard edge to it. “He must have at some point thought you were considering his offer.”

“I was, but not seriously, and that was before I married Robbie. I thought that if I gave the baby up for adoption, I could leave and have a fresh start. Something didn’t feel right about the offer, and I could never get myself to give him a yes.” She looked at both men who did not look pleased. “Robbie, you knew about this. I told you it was not an option to be considered. I gave him a very strong ‘no!’”

“Do you have copies of those letters?” Robbie asked.

“Yes, I do.” Stephanie rose and went to the desk in the corner and pulled out a drawer and grabbed a folder. She took it over to Robbie and handed it to him and left the room. She closed the door to their bedroom and laid down, stunned that this issue had come to haunt her once more. Why wouldn’t Mr. DeLuca leave her alone? 

* * *

Robbie glanced at Tony and opened up the file. The correspondence was in there with the most recent on top. He paged through and was satisfied that Stephanie had done her best to discourage Mr. DeLuca. “It all seems in order. Here.” He handed the file to Tony who likewise looked through it.

Tony slapped the folder down on the coffee table when he was finished. “It’s a great offer. I cannot match it in any way. The business couldn’t support it. Heck, I don’t even pay myself that kind of salary and benefits.” He ran his finger through is hair. “Something seems wrong with this. I’m not saying Stephanie isn’t worth the money or that I don’t value her expertise and partnership. I do. She’s been a great asset to the restaurant. Something doesn’t add up, and it bothers me.”

“Do you feel like she had betrayed you by talking to him?”

“No. She is a free agent and can talk to whomever she likes. If it had been me, that initial offer would have been tempting. But he kept upping it. It makes no sense.”

Robbie reached for the folder, took out the initial contract offer, and scanned through it again. “You are right. I’m not sure how I missed this. Something doesn’t add up here. I’ll have a partner of mine look this over and see what he thinks. He has a better eye for business contracts.”

“Let me know what you find out. I know it’s really not something that should concern me, but…”

“Stephanie has been a friend, partner and employee for many years, and she is like sister to you. You care, and I, for one, appreciate it. You do know that I don’t intend on her returning to the restaurant after the baby’s born?”

“I understand the value of a wife at home raising children. Still, I hope you might let her do some very part time work and still be involved in the silent partner stuff.”

“I won’t make any promises, Tony. If Stephanie still wants to have her finger in the pie that is DeLuca’s in Germantown, I can probably live with that. This”—he held up the folder—“is another matter entirely.”

“So you knew about it?”

“I found out after she had already started corresponding. I was angry she was keeping her options open and not giving us a chance. Now I think she just felt trapped. She’s too nice and doesn’t want to hurt his feelings, but her letters indicate a now and forever ‘no’ to his offer. Why do you think he would still pursue her?”

“I haven’t a clue. I wish I knew. I don’t trust my uncle. He is not the most, well, let’s say, ethical, man around. Think old-world Italian.”

“Like mafia?”

“Something like that, but I have no proof. Only my gut.”

Robbie whistled. “This could be a far more dangerous situation than I realized.”

Tony nodded and stood, extending his hand to Roberto. “Thanks for letting me come by and hearing me out. Please assure Stephanie I didn’t mean to upset her and I’m not angry with her.”

“Will do. Thanks for bringing some clarity to things. With everything else we’ve been through, this one just kind of slipped off my radar.”

“I understand.”

“Good night, Tony.” 

“Good night.”

* * *

Robbie found Stephanie laying on her side on the bed with her eyes closed. Robbie sat down next to her and leaned over to kiss her cheek.

“Tony gone?”

“Yeah. He’s not angry with you, you know.”

“I know.”

“Why’d you leave?”

“I felt guilty. I had never told him there was even an offer made. Maybe I should have.”

“Most employees don’t tell their bosses about other job offers. You knew he could never match the Chicago salary.”

“I know. I would never want to betray Tony, but I feel guilty that I initially even entertained the thought of accepting, even only as a ‘what if.’”

“There’s nothing wrong about dreaming about a better life for yourself before we married. Now you’re stuck with me instead, and the offer is no longer tenable. His letters seem to be taking on a threatening tone I don’t like.”

“They make me uneasy.”

“They should. They were intended to.”

“It sounds so cold and calculating.”

“It is. You are just too sweet to think evil of others. That’s why Luis got under your radar too.”

“I hope that doesn’t mean you did as well.”

“I did, but now you are trapped. I was the most conniving of them all.” Robbie let a finger trail down her chin to her neck. She shivered in response. 

“You were, huh?” Stephanie smiled as she rolled onto her back to look up into his eyes.

“Yup, I used my sex appeal to win you over and I sealed the deal before you got wise to me.”

Stephanie laughed and raised her hand to the side of his head and brought him closer for a kiss. “I don’t think I got a bad bargain with you, Mr. Rodriguez.”

“I know I got the better deal with you, though. Two for one.” He lay down next to her and placed his hand on her stomach to feel the baby moving.

“Yeah, I think you did come out okay on this didn’t you?” She smiled and kissed him again.

He reciprocated and fell asleep thanking God for the blessings he had right there in his arms. 

* * *

After church Sunday, Stephanie and Robbie were surprised by a baby shower thrown by some of their friends. Robbie enjoyed watching Stephanie as she sat there, amazed. They had never registered for gifts but got items they needed. Robbie watched the other women love on his wife. Tony was there too, as he had provided some of the food. The men served the group. Robbie did as much as he could to help within the weight limitations he had. 

“Robbie, maybe you should consider taking up being a host or waitstaff at DeLuca’s in your wife’s absence.”

“After I get my lower back surgery, maybe I’ll consider it. Next thing I know, you’ll have me in the kitchen, stirring up some pesto or something.”

“Women love a man who can cook.” Tony winked. 

Robbie said, “I’ll keep that in mind.” 

* * *

It took help from several friends to bring all the treasures home to their apartment. When the evening was over, they settled on the loveseat with the lights off and watched the snow fall in the courtyard.

“I can’t think of anything else we need for this baby,” Stephanie said as she rubbed her hand over stomach.

“I can.”

“Really?”

“How about the baby?”

“The baby will come in due time, but it is hard to be patient.”

“Christmas is just around the corner.”

“Really? I hadn’t noticed.”

“Come on, Mom and Dad didn’t do too bad getting a tree up and decorated.”

“They did a fine job. Much better than I could have managed with my bulging belly getting in the way.”

“I happen to be fond of your bulging belly. Reminds me of Santa Claus.”

“Very funny.” She snuggled up to Robbie’s side. “If you had a wish for Christmas, what would it be?”

“That forty years from now, I would be as in love with you as I am today.”

Stephanie smiled. “I like that.”

“Did you have Christmas wish?”

“Mine isn’t big enough.”

“What was it?”

“You’ll laugh at me.”

“Come on, I want to know.”

“I want a puppy.”

“A puppy.”

“Yes, a puppy.”

“We may need to wait a while for that one. Dogs aren’t allowed on our lease.”

“I know, but you asked. Wishes don’t have to be realistic.” 

“No, they don’t. But how about I lick your face and pant in your ear. Will that do in the meantime?”

Stephanie grinned and gave her husband a kiss, “Oh, that’ll do.”

* * *

“Robbie?”

“Huh?’ He slowly opened one eye. “What time is it?” He glanced at the clock. It was the middle of the night.

“Time to have a baby.”

“What?”

“I need you to drive me to the hospital. My water broke.” Stephanie waddled into the room with a towel between her legs.

Robbie’s eyes popped open, and he stared at her. “Are you having contractions?”

Stephanie leaned against the door frame as one hit. After it passed, she said, “Yes.”

“We’re having a baby?”

“It appears so.”

Robbie rose and threw his clothes on and grabbed Stephanie’s bag. He ran outside to start the car as it was a cold December morning. He scraped off the windows as fast as he could. Once in the house, he grabbed some blankets to give her extra warmth in the cold. He was grateful the hospital was not too far away. 

He helped Stephanie out to the car, supporting her when a contraction hit. He hit speed dial on his phone to call the doctor to let them know Stephanie was coming.

Upon arriving at the emergency room, Robbie helped Stephanie out of the car and into the doors of the emergency room and seated her in a wheelchair while he went out to park. 

He ran back in and found that his wife had already been taken up to the maternity ward, so he raced to get up there himself.


TWENTY-SEVEN

El amor todo lo puede.

Love will find a way.

~Mexican proverb

December 24, 2011 12:24 a.m.

Levi Joseph Rodriguez came into the world with a howl, much to the delight of his parents. The little boy with dark hair and blue eyes was cleaned and deposited in his mother’s arms. 

“He’s beautiful, Stephanie.” Robbie looked on his new son with awe and leaned over to give Stephanie a kiss on the lips. Her hair was sweaty and sticking to her face. He pulled a few strands away. She was exhausted, and he didn’t know when he had ever seen her look more beautiful. 

“Levi is adorable. It felt like I was giving birth to a twelve pounder, though.”

“Six pounds, eight ounces is a respectable weight considering he is early,” offered the doctor as she stitched her up.

“He’s long and lean, twenty inches,” Robbie offered. “And healthy.”

Stephanie smiled. “I’m so tired, but it was worth it.” Robbie watched her feed her son, and she offered the little bundle to him. He sat in the leather rocker-recliner, inhaling the scent of baby shampoo and watching every twitch and grimace on the little face. Stephanie fell asleep, and soon everyone left the couple alone. Robbie practiced changing Levi’s diaper, and when he was hungry again later, watched Stephanie feed him again. She handed him back to Robbie after burping him.

Robbie gave her a kiss. “You okay?”

“I feel weak and so tired.”

“Rest. Levi and I are not going anywhere.”

* * *

Renata and Tony came to visit that afternoon.

“Oh, Stephanie, he’s beautiful.” Renata held Levi and cooed over him.

“How are you doing Steph?” asked Tony.

“I guess I’m okay.”

Renata glanced up at her friend. “Giving birth takes a lot out of you. Take advantage of the help and rest you will get here. Once you leave, this little man will be your taskmaster.” 

“What a way to celebrate Christmas, Robbie. I guess you got your gift. What did you get Stephanie?” Tony asked in a teasing matter.

“She wanted a puppy.” Robbie glanced over at his wife. She giggled and gave him a weak smile. 

“He said I had to wait but would compensate me accordingly.” 

Robbie grinned.

Tony caught some undercurrent between them. “I think it would be best if I didn’t ask for any more information.” They all laughed which startled the baby. 

Tony took his turn holding the baby, and soon, they left to get their own children and attend Christmas Eve services at Oak Hill.

“Merry Christmas, Rodriguez family!”

“Merry Christmas!” said Stephanie and Robbie in unison as their guests departed.

* * *

The sun had set and Stephanie had not touched her dinner in spite of Robbie’s encouragement. He had been brought a meal which he had enjoyed. Most of the time, he sat there, holding the baby, talking to him, and was enthralled with this little person in his arms.

“Stephanie?” She didn’t answer. Robbie rose to go to her bedside. “Steph?” She looked asleep but something was off. He placed the sleeping baby in the bassinette. Coming back to the bed, he felt her forehead. She was burning up. Her hair was damp. She didn’t move or respond. He glanced at the heart monitor. Something didn’t look right. He pushed the call button.

“Yes, how can we help you?” came the nurse’s voice.

“Something’s wrong with my wife.”

“We’ll be right there.”

“Hurry. Please.”

A nurse bustled into the room. 

“She’s hot, and that monitor doesn’t look right.”

The nurse checked Stephanie and moved blankets to find blood. She looked at Robbie. “I think she’s hemorrhaging. I’ll call the doctor.”

Soon the room was filled with medical personnel as Robbie stood to the back with the baby in his arms. Stephanie was wheeled out of the room and into surgery.

* * *

Robbie texted Renata and Tony with the news. He held his son tight and began talking to him. “Levi, you have a strong and beautiful mother. She loves you. She will come through this. She has to, because I don’t know how I could raise you by myself. You need her and she needs you.” Tears came as he sat there, rocking the baby that looked up at him with blue eyes, and he began to pray. And I need her too. 

“Lord, please get Stephanie through this. Don’t let her die. I know she would be happier with you, but Levi and I need her. Please, Lord, I will worship you and serve you regardless of what you choose to do. Stephanie is yours. But if you would let me have her for another forty years or more, to love and cherish and serve, I would be so grateful.” Robbie put the baby on his shoulder and cried and rocked. 

* * *

An hour later, a nurse came to the room to find Robbie still holding his son and rocking.

“Mr. Rodriguez?”

He looked up warily. “Yes? How is my wife?”

“She is in recovery. She lost a lot of blood, but she’s doing well.”

“Thank God.”

“Yes, He must have heard your prayers.’

“He always hears, ma’am. He just doesn’t always answer the way I’d like.”

She nodded and looked to the baby. “Would you like a bottle? Your wife won’t be able to nurse for a while.”

“That’d be good.” 

The nurse showed Robbie where the formula was and how to mix it when it was needed and left him.

Robbie leaned back in the recliner, put the footrest up, and finally rested with his son snuggled against his chest.

* * *

Stephanie was wheeled into the room as Robbie fed the infant. He waited until the staff all left and rose, put the baby to his shoulder to burp and went over to his wife’s side. She cracked open her eyes and gave a weak smile.

“Hey, beautiful, thanks for coming back to me. I was afraid I was going to walk out of here a single dad.”

Her smile faded. “I’m sorry.”

“You have nothing to apologize for. I’m just glad you are going to be okay.” He bent over to kiss her forehead which was still warm. “How do you feel?”

“Like I got run over by a semi-truck. Weak and groggy and sore all over.”

“The doctor says you get to stay here a few more days.”

“That’s nice.” Her voice was flat and emotionless.

“Just rest, sweetheart. Levi and I will be here when you wake up.”

As if she just remembered she had a baby, she glanced over at him. “How is he?”

“He’s wonderful.”

“I knew you would be a great father.”

“That’s why you fell in love with me?”

“No, I fell for your beautiful blue eyes.”

“Really?”

Stephanie smiled sleepily. “And your cute bum.”

Robbie leaned over again to kiss his wife. “I fell in love with your smile and your gracious heart. I love you, Stephanie.”

“Love ya back, hon.” she drifted off to sleep.

* * *

As Stephanie recovered from surgery, she was again allowed to nurse Levi. She became sad and weary.

“You lost a lot of blood which can make you anemic and sap your strength. It will take time to recover from that,” Dr. Hagelman explained and looked to Roberto. “Keep an eye on her mood too. Postpartum depression is more common than most people realize, but many moms don’t even recognize it when it hits.” Turning back to Stephanie, she said, “I will prescribe some pain medication for your recovery, just a mild one for you to take as you heal.”

“No,” Stephanie said, adamant.

“I want you to be comfortable,” the doctor insisted.

“I will not have any kind of narcotic in my house.”

Robbie interrupted, reaching to hold Stephanie’s hand. “Just because I can’t have them doesn’t mean that you can’t have the pain relief you need.”

“I won’t put temptation in your path. You can live without it and so can I. The pain is tolerable and nothing compared to what you had to endure. I can take ibuprofen and be fine.”

The doctor watched the interchange between the two. “I can write the prescription out and you can choose whether or not to fill it.”

“Thank you, doctor but I would only rip it up. Don’t bother.”

“That’s your choice. But call me if you need anything or if there are any other problems. You’ll be discharged after lunch today.”

“Thank you, doctor,” said Robbie.

“You’re welcome. Enjoy your son.” The doctor left.

* * *

“Why wouldn’t you take the meds?”

“I don’t want to have that around if it would tempt you.”

“I haven’t had as much pain since recovering from the surgery.”

“You have been adamant about not taking the meds, so don’t force them on me.”

“Okay. I’ll back off. I just don’t want you to be in pain on my account.”

“Trust me, this is nothing compared to the pain of labor. I think I can survive.”

“You will be great if I can help it.” He squeezed her hand and smiled. What did he ever do to deserve a wife like her? 

They arrived home to find meals in the fridge and freezer from families at church to help them through the next week or so as they settled in with the new baby. She was grateful Renata had a spare key.

Stephanie snuggled up to Robbie in bed that night and sighed. “I feel so blessed.”

“That’s just exhaustion and sleep deprivation speaking.”

“Maybe, but it feels good to be in our own bed and able to touch you again.”

“It feels good to hold you too, hon. Now rest. Levi will be awake and hungry before you know it.”

* * *

That Sunday, Stephanie and Robbie took their newborn to church. They hung out in a parenting room in case Levi started crying or needed to be fed. After the service was over, they met up with some of their friends in the café to show off their son.

“Hi, Roberto. Congratulations on the baby.” Max extended a hand.

Robbie grabbed the hand. “Thank you, Max. Maxwell Worthing, I’d like to introduce you to my bride, Stephanie, and our son, Levi. Stephanie, Max is part of the group at Harrington.”

“Pleased to meet you, Max.”

“The pleasure is mine. Would you mind, though, if I stole your husband from you for a short time?”

“Only if you promise to bring him back. I’m kind of partial to him.” Stephanie smiled.

“I promise to return him.” 

Robbie and Max went to a table off in a corner.

“What’s up, Max?” Robbie leaned forward, putting his elbows on the table and holding his hands together in front of him. 

“Remember those contracts you gave me to check out?”

“Yeah, you found something?” Robbie leaned back now and sat up straighter.

“You are right that something seemed fishy. Something didn’t add up, but it wasn’t explicit in the contract. So I contacted some friends who happen to be detectives in the Chicago Police Department and they did some snooping around.”

“And?”

“Organized crime appears to be a part of this.”

“Can you be specific?”

“Human trafficking. The contract specifies travel to some countries on behalf of the restaurant. How many family-owned restaurants have a need to travel to the Middle East, Northern Africa, Asia or the Philippines? Why would a part owner need to do that?”

“I don’t recall that.”

“Yes. There have been women who have mysteriously disappeared on trips like that.”

“I don’t get it. Why?”

“Young women who are attractive or unusual in the areas they would travel to are promised large sums of money for their services and disappear when they get to that country, never to be heard of again.”

“Sex trade?”

Max nodded.

“They can really make a return on that kind of investment off of one human?”

“They don’t need to. They promise it but don’t have to deliver when the woman disappears. She ends up making them money, and lots of it. On her back and against her will.”

“Forced prostitution. But why Stephanie?”

“She was single when she was approached, wasn’t she?”

“We were dating, but she was in a vulnerable spot, to be sure.”

“Perfect target. Pardon me saying so, but your wife is an exceptionally beautiful woman. Even having just given birth, she is what would be termed a ‘looker.”

“But even after he knew she was married he still pursued her.”

“If she disappeared on a trip like that, your ability, even as a husband, to find her, would be limited.”

“I would hunt down anyone who dared—”

“Your desire does not match your ability to succeed against a group like this. There are organizations working to help end the sex slave trade, but the fact is that it exists and your wife has had a lucky escape.”

Robbie shook his head. “How do I stop him from pursuing her? As long as he has her in his sights, she’s in danger, isn’t she?”

“Possibly. You could file a cease and desist order against DeLuca’s, but paper doesn’t do much against something as large as this.”

“If you think of anything else, let me know.”

“I will. To be honest, I wasn’t as aware of all this until I had to investigate your case. I’m appalled that this goes on in our country, or anywhere for that matter.”

“I agree. If I ever meet Mr. DeLuca face to face I will have a hard time not delivering a punch knowing what he had planned for Stephanie. I’m glad she went with her gut and refused him.”

“She’s a smart gal.” 

Robbie nodded and smiled. “And yet, she married me.”


TWENTY-EIGHT

Cada día trae más tontos.

Each day brings more fools.

~Mexican proverb

January 2012

“Mr. Rodriguez, Mr. Antonio DeLuca is here.”

“Thank you, Helen.” Robbie dropped his pen and rose to his feet to come around and shake Tony’s hand. “Thanks for coming on such short notice, Tony.” Robbie motioned to a leather chair by the desk. Helen had already left and closed the door behind her.

“So what’s up?”

“I have some news on that contract from DeLuca’s Restaurant in Chicago.” He paused. “I haven’t even told Stephanie yet about what my colleague discovered, but I wanted you to know, because this is your family, and I wanted you to be aware of what the suspicions are.”

“I’m all ears. Don’t hold back with the truth. I’m not close to that part of our family. Even though we are both DeLuca’s, we are Cucina and a totally separate entity. Still, if there’s something fishy going on, I would like be aware.”

“It seems that there is suspicion of underground crime associated with your uncle and the restaurant.”

“I’d always wondered.”

“There’s big business in drugs and in trafficking humans.”

Tony leaned forward. “What’s human trafficking?” 

“Have you heard about the sex-slave trade?”

“Slavery was abolished.” 

“Maybe in some forms, but the more I’ve researched this, the more I’ve been appalled at what is going on even in our own area with these crimes. Women and children, specifically, are big bucks for savvy traffickers.”

“Explain.”

“Overseas young women are lured to bigger cities with the promise of jobs. They get there and find themselves held hostage as prostitutes. No family or friends, no recourse for escape or finding help. They are imprisoned to serve men, and these underground companies trading in human beings earn big money while the girls get nothing.”

“That’s horrible, but what does that have to do with my uncle and Stephanie?”

“Your uncle is under observation. Stephanie’s contract involved travel to the Middle East, Asia and other places. Why do you think your uncle would need a staff person to travel like that?”

Tony shook his head. “I don’t know. I can’t think of any good reason for it.”

“Apparently, there has been a lot of turnover in women being hired by DeLuca’s. They go on business trips and never return.”

“So you think my uncle is selling women?”

“That’s the suspicion. He’s making a lot of money, beyond what would be reasonable for the restaurant business in any economy. I wanted you to be aware and keep an eye out to make sure no more attractive young women you hire get any offers and decide to take them up. They could be walking into a living hell.”

“He targeted Stephanie. Thank God she had the good sense to refuse.”

“I’m concerned he hasn’t abandoned his appeals. I’m not sure how to let Stephanie know about this.”

“You need to tell her.”

“After everything with Luis, I really don’t want to give her more of the seedier side of men to consider.”

“Better for her to be aware.”

“Tony, do you think he would do something more active than send the letters? Your uncle has been persistent—almost threatening.”

“He’s not used to being denied. I wouldn’t have thought he would ever hurt a woman, but if what you are saying is true, and knowing his obvious attraction to or obsession with Stephanie, I think you have reason to be concerned he wouldn’t stop with the letters.”

Robbie nodded. “That’s what I thought.”

“What will you do?”

“At some point, I need to share this with Steph, but I loathe having to do so.”

“I would be too. 

“I tell ya, Tony, my life has never been quite the same since I met that gal.”

Tony grinned. “Yeah, but there are compensations. You got a good woman, Robbie. She’s smart and has a good head on her shoulders. You need to trust her with this.”

“I know. Just hate to break up our domestic bliss with this kind of stuff. It is ugly.”

Tony nodded. They chatted a little more, and Tony left to go back to his own restaurant and the work of the day.

Robbie came home and was greeted with a kiss. “Hmmm, I can definitely get used to this.”

Stephanie smiled. “Dinner’s not ready yet, and Levi is sleeping. We can sit on the loveseat for a little bit. I want to hear about your day.” 

She dragged him to the chair and sat down next to him. Robbie loved the way her hair smelled. She had been working hard to prepare for her parents’ visit, and he knew she was nervous about them finally meeting. She had dark shadows under her eyes, and the baby weight was definitely coming off fast. He was worried about her. He also figured that nursing a baby took a lot of time out of her day as well. He was grateful she was committed to that and glad he could give her a break with a bottle. 

“I had some new clients come in today. I can’t say much about the cases, but they should be interesting. I’m going to have to do some research on previous cases, but it should be a good challenge. I had something else that I wanted to tell you about, though. Remember how I asked Max to check out the contracts from DeLuca’s?” 

She was snuggled up under his arm, and he glanced down at her and realized she was sound asleep. The timer went off in the kitchen. He hated having to get up but moved away from her and settled her head on a pillow. He put her feet up and tucked a fleece blanket around her before taking the dinner out of the oven. 

Robbie ate by himself and managed to clean up the kitchen before Levi awoke. Stephanie slept through her baby’s cries. She had to be exhausted. 

He sat in the nursery, fed Levi, and rocked him. Robbie gazed down into wide eyes staring back at him.

“So, little man, I have to admit, I’m kind of glad you got those blue eyes like your momma. You got a pretty special mom. I was a little worried that when I would finally meet you, you would remind me of your dad. But your eyes are so different, and I hope that as we love you and teach you about Jesus, you will avoid the sins of your father. I’ll be praying that any generational stuff is not passed on to you from him. You have a pretty shady legacy on that side of your genetics, but on your mom’s side, you got pure gold. So together, we will love and cherish her, huh?”

Levi started to spit up and Robbie wiped it away with the burp cloth and smiled. 

“Well, kiddo, I guess we got a long road ahead of us, but I had a great mom and dad, and I will do everything in my power to be there for you and love you and guide you as you grow. By the time you are crawling, my lower back should be all better so I can get down on the floor with you to play. I look forward to that. Mostly, I look forward to seeing how God will use you to glorify His name in this crazy, mixed up world. Will you be a missionary? A doctor? Heck, even if you want to be a plumber or work in a factory, I really don’t care as long as you use the gifts God has already set aside for you and bring honor to Him and make your momma proud of her boy. What do you say?”

Levi’s mouth formed an “O” and his little arms waved around before he managed to get his thumb to his mouth.

“So, you are going to be a thumb sucker, huh? Well let me tell you, you chose wisely. You can never lose your thumb.”

Robby got Levi back to sleep before Stephanie woke up. He fed his drowsy wife dinner and helped her to bed and experienced peace as she snuggled up to him there.

* * *

The next morning, Robbie found himself welcoming Mr. Bixby from Every Child a Home into his office.

“Roberto, it seems I need to beg your forgiveness for our last meeting and my wrong assumptions about your character.” The man fidgeted with his gloves.

Roberto leaned back in his chair and fought back a yawn, hidden by his hands steepled in front of his face.

“I wanted to apologize in hopes you would consider joining us again at Every Child a Home. We could use your legal assistance.”

“So what happens the next time someone comes and raises questions about my character?” 

“I’ll come to ask you first before jumping to conclusions.”

Robbie nodded. “I am married now. This is something I will need to discuss with my wife and pray over before I can give you a response.”

“Fair enough.”

“I’ll be in contact with you in about a week.”

“I look forward to hearing from you. By the way, congratulations on your marriage and the new baby. Marriage and fatherhood seem to suit you well.”

Robbie fought back a yawn and smiled. “Thank you. I am quite content on both counts. God has blessed me with Stephanie and Levi.”

“Give my regards to your wife.”

“I will. Thank you, Mr. Bixby.”

* * *

The next visitor was unknown to Robbie. The man walked into his office and was barrel-chested and balding. His round, florid face almost swallowed his tiny eyes. Something about him looked familiar. Robbie just couldn’t think of what it was.

“Mr. Rodriguez?” The man held out a large hand to shake.

Robbie’s eyebrows rose. “And you would be?”

“Mr. Rubinski, Natasha’s father.”

Robbie nodded and motioned the man to a seat and sat back and waited.

“I’ve come to ask you to stop the harassment suit against my daughter.”

“I didn’t start any harassment suit.”

“But you initiated the complaint.”

“True. I provided dates, times, facts, pictures and emails that had been sent to me that constituted harassment. However, none of these were initiated by me.”

“But you started it.”

“No, Mr. Rubinski, your daughter started it.”

“She didn’t know what she was doing. She’s a ditz.”

“I believe your daughter understood exactly what she was doing. Have you seen the evidence?”

“No, it’s a bunch of bull.”

“Is it? Have you looked at the pictures?”

“So she sent you pictures. Big deal.”

“Pictures of her naked and in sexually explicit poses? My wife was not really fond of those and neither was I.”

“She what?” The man jumped to his feet. Robbie was grateful for the mahogany desk that stood between them.

“It’s called sexting, Mr. Rubinski.”

“I know what it is. I just can’t believe my princess would do such a thing.”

“Would you like to see and read some of the file?”

Mr. Rubinski stared at Robbie. “Yes, I believe I would.” He sat down again.

Robbie paged for Helen to bring the Rubinski file that was locked away in another room. When she arrived, she handed it to him and departed, closing the door behind her. Before handing the file over, he looked shrewdly at Mr. Rubinski. “Realize, Mr. Rubinski, that there are copies of all of these documents. You could destroy these right here, even in front of me, but that could land you in trouble and would not aid your daughter’s case.”

Mr. Rubinski nodded and reached for the folder that was handed to him. He opened it. Robbie could not see what he was viewing but he could guess. Mr. Rubinski’s face grew more crimson with every page he turned. He slammed the folder shut and slapped it on the desk. 

“You swear you never touched my daughter?”

“I was a newlywed. I only had eyes for my gorgeous wife.” Robbie turned a framed picture of the two of them on their wedding day. It was a shot from the shoulders up, and Stephanie was stunning. “I’m not saying your daughter is unattractive, but I prefer my wife and her more modest attire and gracious heart to being pursued for the purpose of sex alone.”

Mr. Rubinski nodded. “What am I to do? She’s my only child.”

“I’m not sure what to tell you, sir. Stop rescuing her and let her face the consequences of her choices. She did make choices. She was given warnings to cease her activity.”

“Do you have any kids?”

“I have a newborn son.”

“Don’t spoil him. It really does make them rotten.” Mr. Rubinski rose and reached out a hand to Roberto again. “I am sorry to have invaded your life today in the manner I did. I will take your counsel under advisement.”

“I’ll be praying for you, Mr. Rubinski. And for Natasha. She’s a very lost young woman who is going to fall hard if she doesn’t make some wiser choices.”

“Thank you for the prayers. I have a feeling I’m going to be needing them. Again, I am sorry to have inconvenienced you.”

“I’m glad I got to meet you, Mr. Rubisnki.” 

“Funny that you say that.” He turned back to Robbie with one hand on the doorknob.

“Why?”

“I came in here bound and determined to make sure you rued the day you met me.” He shook his head in confusion. “Not sure what changed, but thank you for being gracious.” With that, he opened the door and left, closing it behind him. Robbie paged Helen to come and return the file. He hated to even touch it.


TWENTY-NINE

Donde hay capitán, no manda marinero.

What the boss says goes.

~Mexican proverb

Stephanie greeted her parents at the door. They would stay in a hotel for one night but had come to meet Robbie and their grandson.

“Hi, Mom. Hi, Dad.”

“Where is the little tyke?” Her mom asked.

“He’s napping right now but will be awake soon to eat.”

“Go get him now. I want to see him.”

“Mom, I understand that, but he’s sleeping, and I’m trying to get him on a schedule so that soon, I can get more sleep at night between feedings.”

Her dad grunted, looked her up and down and said, “You’re still fat.” He went to the living room, sat in the recliner, and put the feet up. He reached for the remote and turned the television on.

“Dad, please, not so loud. The baby?”

He ignored her.

Stephanie’s mom flapped her hands helplessly and looked at her daughter. “You do look tired, dear.”

“Well, I have a newborn and I had surgery. I am tired. It’s going to be quite some time before I can really get a good night’s sleep.”

“Where is your husband?” Mom looked around as Stephanie took the coats she had collected and hung them up in the closet.

“He’s still at work. He should be home soon.”

“Does he make good money?” her father asked.

“He makes a respectable wage for his profession. He has no complaints.”

“How come you are in this lousy apartment instead of in a nice fancy house? Attorneys live in fancy houses.”

“We are saving money and will look to buy a house in the future. Robbie needs more back surgery, so this is a better choice for us at the moment.”

“That’s selfish of him. You could be in a nice big home and save us the money for a hotel. And why couldn’t you have driven down to see us instead? You have always done so before.” He flipped channels.

“Dear, she did just have a baby.”

“So what? Women do that every day. No big deal.”

“Dearest, try to be more charitable. This is our daughter,” her mom chided.

“Our daughter, who got pregnant with one man, married another—Hispanic no less—killed the first, and lives in a hovel when she could be making money hand over fist in Chicago.”

“Daddy, I’m fully aware of my failings, but this is my life, and I am content with my husband, our son and our home.”

“Humph,” was the only response she got as he refocused on a war movie on the history channel.

“Come, Stephanie. Let me help you in the kitchen. I smell something delicious.” Her mom guided her out of the room towards the smell of the food.

Stephanie fought back the feelings of disappointment and hurt that always came when she spent time with her parents. She had hoped that with her marriage and son, somehow she would be acceptable. “Sure, mom.”

Entering the kitchen, Stephanie went to check the food simmering on the stove top. “I know how much you and Dad love creamy foods, Mom. I made some beef stroganoff for dinner.”

“Did I forget to tell you that Dad is on a low fat diet? Oh, and he has decided he hates mushrooms now.”

“Oh, well, I guess he can pick them out and we can try to limit the amount of sauce he gets.” Disappointment rose again.

“Your apartment is...nice,’” said her mom with some doubt in her voice as though she was searching for something to compliment. “I do love your leather furniture in the living room.” 

“Part of what I got when I had to buy new stuff after Luis destroyed my previous apartment.”

“Ah, yes, Luis. What a disappointment he turned out to be.”

“Hmmm, that would be an understatement.” Stephanie turned from stirring the skillet to check that everything was just as it should be at the table she had set with care.

She heard the door open and rushed to the living room to greet Robbie. She leaned up to give him a peck on the cheek and whispered, “Welcome home.” 

“I’m sorry I got delayed at the office. Have they been here long?” Robbie whispered as he glanced into the living room at her father.

“No, not long.” She looked into his eyes. She knew he understood her appeal for help and how worried she had been about this visit. 

“I’m sorry, but I’m here now, and we’ll see if we can get through this together. Okay?”

“Okay.” She gave him a weak smile as she took his coat to go hang it up and turned to introduce him to her parents.

“Dad, this is my husband, Roberto.”

Mr. Simson looked up from the television for a second, scanning Robbie from head to toe, before turning his eyes back to the flat panel. “I guess you’ll do.”

Robbie raised an eyebrow as he glanced at his wife. Stephanie shrugged and took him to the entry to the kitchen where her mother stood.

“Mom, meet Robbie.”

“Oh, you are a handsome one, aren’t you? And an attorney? Stephanie, you didn’t do too bad for yourself.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Simson“

“Dinner is ready.” Stephanie turned towards her father. “Could you turn off the television and join us in the kitchen?”

Her father grumbled but complied and rose from the chair with a grunt.

They sat down, and Robbie grabbed Stephanie’s hand to pray over the meal. When she looked up from the prayer she noticed her parents glaring at him. He glanced at Stephanie and shrugged. This was not going to be pleasant. 

The meal started out in silence which was broken by Mr. Simson saying, “Stephanie, I don’t understand why you won’t move to Chicago. Your husband can find work anywhere, and that job opportunity at DeLuca’s is profitable. You told your mom that on the phone during the summer. You would both be financially secure if you did that.”

“Papa…” Stephanie started but was interrupted by Robbie.

“DeLuca’s in Chicago is not an option. Discussion closed.”

Stephanie turned to her husband. “Closed? While I agree that right now is not a good time for that, in the future…?” She really never wanted the job, especially now that they had married, but his statement raised her hackles. How dare he tell her no?

Robbie set his fork down. “Understand me on this, Stephanie. There will never be a future for you at DeLuca’s in Chicago.”

Stephanie bristled at his autocratic tone. “I don’t understand why not. I realize right now—” 

“Over my dead body, Stephanie, and even then, I would hope you would respect my wishes in this. I can explain my reasons later, but this is not the time or the place for this discussion.”

“Stephanie is a grown woman and capable of making her own decisions, I think,” stated her father. “Although I do admit, some of them have been pretty bad.”

“Could we change the topic?” suggested Mrs. Simson.

Stephanie seethed. She pushed her plate away, her appetite was gone. She had rarely known Robbie to be so firm in denying her anything. For him to do so without discussion rankled.

The baby cried. “Excuse me. I will go get Levi. I’ll return after I’ve fed him.”

Stephanie rose and left the room.

* * *

Robbie regretted the way the conversation had gone. If only he had been able to tell Stephanie last night about what he had learned. He understood why she was angry and saw how little she had eaten. He found his own appetite had flown.

“I still don’t see why you would deprive us of being closer to our only grandchild. I don’t even understand why she had to marry you and not just give the baby up for adoption. This whole business is distasteful to me.” Her dad bit into a piece of tenderloin and chewed. 

Now it was Robbie’s turn to burn. “Why don’t you approve of Stephanie’s marriage and child? What have I ever done to offend you?”

“Well, for one, you’re Hispanic. Don’t trust spicks. Secondly, you are not even the father of this child, and since she met you it seems she has totally changed, and not for the better.” 

“And third?” Robbie asked.

“You keep her locked up here. She’s fat, lazy, and not doing anything worthwhile with her life.”

“Really? And what do you consider ‘worthwhile?’” Robbie asked, his anger held in check.

“Making money. Marrying up. Not living in a hovel like this, not able to make her own decisions and spending all her time taking care of a brat rather than putting it in childcare.”

Robbie lay down his fork with care. Stephanie had entered the room with Levi on her shoulder, patting the infant’s back. Her face was drained of color. She had overheard her father’s comments.

Robbie rose to his feet and stood by his wife and their son. “I refuse to have someone in our home who would dare to abuse my wife in any way. She has the most important job in the world, raising our son, and there is no salary high enough to compensate her for her work, but I do my best. She is far from lazy, and she is beyond beautiful. I suggest that it is time for this visit to end.” He nodded towards Mrs. Simson. “Tomorrow, you may come by to see the baby as long as you come alone.” 

Robbie turned to go to the hall closet and withdrew the coats in there and brought them to his in-laws as they stood to leave the table.

Stephanie remained still, clutching the baby.

“You are not going to allow him to evict us from your home, Stephanie. We came all the way from Chicago to see you and the baby.”

Stephanie shook her head and said nothing.

Mrs. Simson came toward her daughter and glanced at the baby in her arms. Stephanie moved the baby lower so that her mother could see his face. He gazed up with bright blue eyes, his clenched fist waving in the air and a cloud of dark fuzz over the top of his head. Mrs. Simson leaned over to kiss the infant’s cheek. 

“I’m sorry,” Mrs. Simson whispered to her daughter. “I’ll come back tomorrow. Alone.” She moved towards Robbie and allowed him to help her with her coat. Mr. Simson was already out into the hall, blustering about spicks, hovels and ingrates.

“Good night.” Robbie closed the door and bolted it. He turned. “I’m sorry, Steph. I couldn’t stand the verbal harangue he was on. I suspect he started it when he first came?” 

Stephanie nodded, her expression somber. “You didn’t have to kick them out.”

“You’d rather they stayed and abused you further? I don’t think so.” Robbie moved past her to the kitchen and sat back down to pick up his fork and resume his meal. “Come and eat. You outdid yourself on this meal.”

Stephanie shook her head. “You go ahead and eat since this is nothing to you. But I cannot believe how you treated me. Denying me the opportunity to work at DeLuca’s without discussion? Kicking my parents out based on a few minutes’ conversation? I wonder if I even know you.” Tears started to flow down her cheeks. “I don’t want to be around you tonight.” She handed the baby off to him and strode from the room and down the hallway. He heard the door slam.

Robbie looked down into the wide eyes of his son. “Well, Levi, seems like in my efforts to protect and defend your mom, I hurt her too. We’ll have to pray she is able to calm down and talk about this soon. I really don’t relish sleeping on the couch tonight.” 

Levi gurgled in response and shoved his fist in his mouth.

“Hmmm, maybe if I had said nothing there would be more peace? Sometimes peace isn’t as important as standing up for what’s right.” Robbie gazed towards the empty doorway. “Well, it’s quiet now.” 

Too quiet.

Robbie put his son in a bouncy chair on the floor while he cleaned up the kitchen and put the remainder of the food away. He spent time playing with the baby before giving him a bath and putting him to bed for at least a few hours of the night. It was late and there was no light coming from under the bedroom door. He knocked, “Stephanie? Can I come in?” He was met with silence. He tried the doorknob and found it locked. He leaned his head against the door in defeat before reaching into the hall closet to draw out an extra blanket and settle down on the sofa. He knew he would not be sleeping well and would wake up with lower back pain. He debated sleeping on the floor, but in spite of the pain he was already experiencing, he drifted to sleep, praying God would somehow break down the barrier that had appeared between his wife and himself.

Morning came and Robbie found clean clothes set out for him in the bathroom and the door to the bedroom still locked. Robbie had been up several times during the night, taking care of feeding Levi. He was exhausted and in pain. He showered and, with weary hands, put his tie on. How long would Stephanie remain angry? This was so new. In the past, they usually spoke their minds and moved on. Skipping breakfast, he headed out the door to the office after noting that Stephanie had also moved Levi to the master bedroom.

* * *

At ten o’clock, the doorbell rang. Stephanie ran to open it with Levi in her arms. 

“Good morning, Stephanie. I told your father he could come because that husband of yours wouldn’t be here to know, but he is stubborn and refused.”

“It’s okay, Mom, I’m sorry about what happened last night. I don’t know what got into Robbie. I’ve never seen him act like that before.”

“Men. Who can figure out their moods? Let’s take a look at this grandson of mine.” Stephanie handed over Levi and watched her mom coo over him.

* * *

After her mother left, Stephanie lay down on the couch to rest. Weariness overtook her, and her mood remained sour as she thought over the events of the night before. Frustrated with her blue mood, she picked up the phone.

“Renata? Hi, it’s Steph.”

“Hey, girlfriend. How did your visit with your parents go?”

“Not so well. Robbie kicked them out last night after being pretty autocratic about something we disagreed on.”

“Really? That doesn’t seem like him at all. What did he say later, after your parents were gone?”

“Nothing, I had closeted myself in the bedroom and fell asleep. I didn’t see him this morning.”

“Steph, did you lock him out of the bedroom?”

“Well, yeah, kinda.”

“It is not healthy for a marriage for you both to go to bed angry. Where did he sleep? I thought his lower back was still giving him problems?”

“I think he slept on the couch. It serves him right to have a sore back after the way he humiliated me.”

“He humiliated you? How? What exactly happened?”

Stephanie described the evening to her friend.

“Stephanie, it sounds like your husband was protecting you. You father has been a bully all your life. I could see someone like Robbie taking offense if someone bad-mouthed his wife.”

“Maybe. But what about the whole thing with Chicago DeLuca’s?”

“He said he would explain, didn’t he?”

“Yeah.” 

“But you didn’t give him a chance. Did you?”

“No.” Stephanie wasn’t feeling better. She was beginning to feel worse. “I called you so you could cheer me up. I’m not feeling cheerful.”

“Sin is never cheerful. You need to speak with Robbie and let him explain why he was so adamant. From what I understand from Tony, they talked about Chicago. Something serious, but he won’t give me the details. He said he can’t discuss it until there’s more proof. Stephanie, I think you need to listen to your husband and trust him on this. Besides, I don’t think you really want to give up this time with Levi either to work full-time in Chicago. I know it’s been hard being a mom, but I wonder… “

“Wonder what?”

“I wonder if you might be suffering from some post-partum depression.”

“Why would you think that?”

“You seem more down. I know the sleep deprivation is hard, and nursing and all the pregnancy hormones, as well as being newly married…”

“I’m not that sleep-deprived.”

“No? Is Levi a good sleeper already?”

“No, he’s up every three hours during the night, but Robbie usually takes care of him so I can rest.”

“That’s sweet. But you are so tired, something seems off. You might want to call your doctor.”

“I’ll think about it.”

“How about coming with me to MOPS tomorrow morning?”

“Mothers of Preschoolers?”

“Yeah—it will get you out of the house, and you might make some new friends too. Some of the gals who used to attend the young adult group attend as well. You will see a lot of familiar faces.”

“Maybe I’ll come. What time?”

“Nine.”

“I’ll write it down. I forget everything.”

“And write down this too.”

“What?”

“Talk to Robbie, and do not lock the bedroom door.”

“I’ll think about it.”

“Good. See ya tomorrow morning. I’ll be praying for you.”

“Thanks, Ren.”

* * *

Robbie texted Stephanie later in the afternoon.

Late meeting tonight and acctblty grp. Won’t be home for dinner.

She groaned and texted back. Fine.


THIRTY

Cada uno lleva su cruz.

Everyone bears their own cross.

~Mexican proverb

Roberto left a late meeting and headed over to the restaurant to meet the guys. His back was complaining, and he longed for a drink or a pill or anything that would numb the pain he felt, combined with Stephanie shutting him out. Not having fully recovered from his surgery, Roberto was almost relieved to not be going home early. He was a coward, but he still couldn’t quite figure out why she had been so angry. Stephanie’s dad was just a bully, and he’d had to restrain himself from wanting to throw the guy a punch for the way he talked about Stephanie. Robbie wasn’t too fond of the way the man talked about him, either. While he didn’t need to be loved and approved of, a little respect would have been nice. He did feel bad that his choice to defend his wife ruined the wonderful dinner she had worked so hard to prepare.

After his meeting with the guys, he let himself into the dark, quiet apartment. He walked into the kitchen to check for any leftovers. While he could have eaten at the restaurant, he had only had some lemonade and was ravenous. He pulled out some of the dinner from last night and heated it up and sat at the table to eat with only the moon giving light to the room. He had left off his shoes by the door, and after washing his dishes to put in the side rack of the sink to dry, he tiptoed down the hallway to the bedrooms. He peeked in to Levi’s room to find he was not there.

He turned to try the doorknob to the master bedroom to find it locked once again. He wondered how many nights he would be forced to sleep in his clothes on the sofa. Defeated, he turned, grabbed the blanket and pillow, and headed to the living room. Before laying down on the couch, he wandered back to the kitchen to reach for a bottle of prescription pain medication. He knew he was going to need it. 

Friday morning was a repeat of the day before. Robbie had not slept well. He was up early, found fresh clothes waiting for him, and left the house without giving his wife a kiss goodbye. 

* * *

Stephanie waited until she heard the door close to get up, shower, and dress to leave for the Mothers of Preschoolers group at church.

After returning home, she found a message on her voice mail and returned the call. 

“Stephanie, how are you doing?”

“Mr. DeLuca? I’m fine, thank you, and you?”

“Wonderful. Just wonderful. Especially now that I’ve managed to get a hold of you. You keep sending me letters stating you aren’t interested in the offer I made you last July. But that can’t be right.”

“I wrote those letters and can testify that they are what I meant to communicate.”

“What’s holding you back, dear?”

“I’m recently married and just had a baby. This is not a season of life where I feel it is right to make a career change.”

“Ah, I suppose that husband of yours is not agreeable to you moving to Chicago.”

“As a matter of fact, he isn’t.” Stephanie’s hair rose up on the back of her neck. Why was he bothering her?

“Well, I think we can take care of that for you. Just remember, I’m ready and willing to fulfill my contract with you.”

“We have no contract.”

“We will, my dear, trust me, we will. You’ll be hearing from me again very soon.” Mr. DeLuca gave his farewell, and Stephanie hung up the phone, feeling sick to her stomach.

How was she ever going to tell Robbie about this? He would think she had initiated the call after his adamant refusal to consider the job offer. She knew she had to risk that if she attempted to bridge the chasm between them. 

* * *

It was just nearing five o’clock on Friday evening when Robbie’s office phone rang.

“Mr. Rodriguez?”

“Yes, may I ask who is calling?”

“It’s Mr. Rubinski, Natasha’s father.”

“Yes. How can I help you?”

“It’s me who is calling to help you. Is your wife’s name Stephanie?”

“Yes. Why do you ask?”

“Don’t ask me how I know this, but I wanted to warn you to watch your back. I’m not sure who you crossed in Chicago, but I got wind that there is a contract out on your life.”

“Seriously?”

“Deadly serious.”

“So why are you calling me?”

“You were gracious to me. I like you, and I hate to see one of the good guys die.”

“Are you on the wrong side of the fence yourself?”

“No. Let’s just say I hear the scuttlebutt on the street. I wanted to warn you.”

“But if someone wishes me harm, what can I do?” Robbie heart rate increased.

“Just be careful. Very careful. They are out to kill.”

“Wonderful. Thank you for warning me, Mr. Rubinski.”

“You are in my prayers, Roberto. Only God can protect you now.”

Robbie hung up the phone, sat back, and sighed. He leaned over and dialed Maxwell Worthing’s office.

“Hey, Max.”

“Make it quick, Robbie. I’m out of here in a few minutes. I have a date tonight and don’t want to be late.”

“Fine. I’ll make it quick.” Robbie related the Rubinski phone call.

“Document everything, Robbie. I’m sorry this happened. I can call on my friends in Chicago and put them on the case, but I’m not sure how successful I will be at getting a hold of any of them at this time on a Friday.”

“Whatever you can do, I’d appreciate it. If something does happen, a copy of my will is in my left-hand file.”

“Don’t be maudlin, Roberto, we’ll get you through this.”

“If there’s a contract out on my life, who’s to stop someone from seeking to kill me? I’m not worried so much about dying, but I have a wife and newborn son to worry about. If something happens to me, you need to make sure Stephanie understands the truth about DeLuca’s.”

“I thought you were going to tell her about that?”

“I was, but there’s been a problem getting through to my wife on this issue. I will try again.”

“Good luck, Robbie.”

“Thanks, Max. Enjoy your date.”

“I think you just spoiled all my fun for the evening. If I don’t make those contacts and something happens to you, I’m going to feel responsible.”

“If you aren’t pulling the trigger or setting the bomb, I won’t be blaming you. I won’t be in any position to do so anyway.” Robbie gave a bitter laugh.

“Don’t make light of this. It’s serious.”

“I know it is, but you didn’t start this and neither did I. Somehow, it has to end. Too many women have disappeared. Let’s pledge to not let this one die—even if I do. Okay?”

“Okay. Good night, Robbie, and may God bless and protect you.” Mr. Worthing’s voice was serious.

“Thanks, friend. I appreciate that. Good night to you too.”

* * *

Stephanie paced the living room until she heard Roberto enter the outer hallway to the apartment building. She opened the door before he could get his key in.

“Robbie, we need to talk. Something awful happened.”

Robbie leaned forward and gave his wife a kiss on the forehead. “Can I get my coat off and have some dinner first? I’m famished.” Robbie moved past her to hang up his coat.

“Robbie, I think someone might try to kill you.” Stephanie stood there, her hands clenched tightly together, biting her bottom lip.

Robbie had turned and stared at her. “How did you know?”

“You know?” She let her hands drop and her mouth hung open.

Robbie nodded. 

Stephanie shook her head. “Then it’s true?”

“Sounds like it could be.”

“It’s all my fault. I’m so sorry. I tried hard to get him to stop. To leave me alone. Why did I get so angry when you said what you did the other night?”

“What, the part about not wanting you to work at DeLuca’s in Chicago over my dead body?”

“Don’t make light of this.” Tears welled up in her eyes as she followed Roberto into the kitchen. 

He leaned against the counter and folded his arms. “I’m not. I was serious then and I’m serious now. Even if they kill me, promise me that you will never work for him.”

“What is this about?”

Robbie grabbed her hand and led her to the couch. They sat down, but he didn’t let go of her hand, rubbing it with his thumb. She experienced a familiar tingle at this touch but was soon distracted from that as he told her about their suspicions about the Chicago DeLuca’s involvement in the sex-slave trade.

“Why would he target me?”

“You are a beautiful woman, Steph. I suspect you would make Mr. DeLuca a far richer man than what he offered to you in that trumped up contract.”

“But if he knocked you out of the picture, what would become of Levi?”

“I don’t know. There’s trafficking in infants too.”

“I’m scared, Robbie.” She reached up to touch his cheek with her free hand. 

He nodded. “Listen, I’m sorry if I was overbearing the other night. I had just found out about this stuff, and when your father taunted you like that, I couldn’t take it anymore. I was furious he would want you to be kidnapped and held as a prostitute in some foreign country. I know he didn’t understand all that. It hurt that you didn’t trust my judgment.”

“Sorry, I overreacted. My father was nasty from the moment he entered the house, and I was so desperate for him to like you.”

“I don’t think he was ever going to like me, regardless of how things had gone or how wonderful your cooking was. It was wonderful, you know.” He turned and kissed the palm resting on his cheek. “I missed you.”

“You don’t have to sleep on the couch tonight. I’m sorry I shut you out. I was confused, hurt, and angry.”

Robbie leaned back and sighed. “My back is grateful.” He paused. “How’s that little boy of ours?” 

“Sleeping like a baby for the moment.” Stephanie smiled and let her hand drop. “I have some creamy chicken and wild rice soup for dinner. Want some?”

“You don’t have to ask me twice.” They rose to go to the kitchen and enjoy a quiet dinner together.

* * *

Later that evening, Stephanie lay in her husband’s arms, feeling secure but fearful that something evil, over which she had no control, loomed outside and threatened her happiness. She felt responsible for it all, and if Robbie were to die, it would be her fault. Guilt and shame did not make for easy bedfellows.

* * *

“Stephanie?” Robbie whispered a short time later. “You’re tense, what’s up?”

“I’m afraid for you.” 

“Is God sovereign over this?”

“I guess so.”

“You guess? You don’t believe with certainty that even in this, God can be glorified and work things for good?”

“I have a hard time believing that somehow, in God’s twisted imaginings, making me a widow would eventually work for good—but I am loathe to accept that as a possible reality.”

“But you already have, haven’t you?”

“I’m scared and I feel responsible.”

Robbie leaned up on one elbow to look down at her, “Listen, sweetheart, you are not responsible for this evil. Why God allows this to happen after all we’ve already been through, I don’t know. All I need to know is that He is God. He is in control. He is powerful and good and eminently trustworthy. Do you believe that?”

She nodded and gave him a weak smile as she blinked, causing one tear to escape down the side of her face.

“Ah, love, what am I to do with you?” He leaned down to kiss her lips. “We have what, four more weeks to wait?”

“You desire me? Even like this?” She patted her flabby, post-pregnancy stomach.

“Oh, yes. Even like this.” He bent to kiss her again and lingered there.

When he came up for air, Stephanie reached up to put her hand on the side of his face. “I love you so much it hurts. I’m sorry for how I treated you the past two nights. I was wrong.”

Robbie smiled, “I’ll forgive you, if you will forgive me for being so abrupt with your father. In reality, I wanted to punch his lights out for causing the hurt I saw in your eyes when I got home and the insults he leveled in my presence.”

Stephanie let her hand drop. “I should have warned you.”

“No, it’s okay. I never warned you about my parents, did I?” He lay back next to her and sighed. “I understand better now why you fell into trouble with Luis, and I’m amazed you held out for years when men sought to compliment and affirm you after being so deprived of that with your father.”

“Don’t make excuses for my bad choices. Regardless of my father, I am still an adult and responsible before God.”

“I know that, Steph. I just wanted you to understand how I long to treat you with the love, honor, and respect you deserve. I’ve failed at that and regret it. I want our children to receive boatloads of affection from the both of us so that they aren’t seeking it elsewhere.”

“Levi is a blessed little man to have you as his father.”

“I’m blessed to have a son and a beautiful wife. You both are gifts from God, much better than anything I could have hoped for.”

“Why, Robbie? Because of the accident and drug use in your past? You are such an overcomer. I’m awed at how fierce you are in your desire to stay clean in spite of how much pain you have had to endure to remain so. I don’t know if I could be that strong.”

“I’m not strong. I’m tempted so much, more often than you realize. I’m a coward with the pain, and I hate my weakness and the longings that at times overwhelm me.”

“I would never know if you hadn’t told me. You need to tell me when that happens so I can encourage and help you. Sometimes, I think you delight in being miserable, like feeling the pain is just punishment for your foolish accident and subsequent addiction. When will you walk in grace and forgiveness?”

Robbie glanced at her. His face was in shadows as the moon gave his dark hair a halo. “How did I get so blessed to have a woman with both beauty and wisdom to recommend her? Why did you ever choose a fool like me?”

Stephanie placed her hand on his bare chest. “How did you ever decide that a woman, pregnant with another man’s child, was worth the trouble to pursue? I believe you are the fool you say you are, and I thank God for it.” She smiled. “I love you, Roberto Rodriguez.”

“I love you too, sweetheart.” He leaned over to kiss her. 

She savored his every touch. Four more weeks was a long time, and with the threat on his life—too short. She fell asleep in wonder at this man beside her who would sacrifice so much to be with her and love her. If anyone exemplified Jesus to her, it was her husband.

* * *

Saturday morning dawned bright and frosty with fresh snow coming down. Robbie had stayed next to her while she nursed, holding her and stroking Levi’s feet. She watched Robbie burp their son and marveled that this man who challenged her faith and had accepted her difficult circumstances had loved and wanted her. She never tired of looking into his blue eyes under those almost black bangs. His grin made her heart flip. His touch sent tingles throughout her body. Years. Lord, I want many more years with this man. 

Stephanie lounged in bed while Robbie made breakfast. It seemed they were trying to fully experience every little moment they had together because they didn’t know how many more there might be. Stephanie knew Robbie would do anything to protect her and Levi. She had seen him leap into the fray with Luis. She hoped it wouldn’t come to that again. 

* * *

It was after one when she heard a knock on the door. She was surprised to see Robbie’s co-worker, Max, accompanied by a tall gentleman in a trench coat.

“Come in, Max,” Robbie said, motioning him to move past.

“Sorry to bother you on a weekend, partner, but I couldn’t shake the fear that I had to do something, anything, I could to help you out. This is a friend of mine. Brad Dunston is with the Federal Bureau of Investigation and is the friend from college that I’ve been corresponding with. I called him last night to apprise him of what happened.”

“Welcome to our home, Brad. I’m grateful you came to Menomonee Falls. Won’t you come in? Max, Brad, this is my wife, Stephanie.”

Stephanie watched with a heart filled with concern. She had met Max, but who was this new guy? She swallowed her fear, forced a smile, and moved forward. “Here, let me take your coats for you. Come on in. Would you like some coffee? Tea?”

“Whatever you have would be appreciated,” spoke Mr. Dunston in a deep soft voice. He had a receding hairline that made him look older than his years, but his blue eyes were keen and observant.

“I would have called, but Brad advised against it in case your phones were tapped.” 

“Cell phones?”

“It’s amazing what can be retrieved through technology. Very little is private anymore.” 

A shiver of fear traversed Stephanie’s back. She motioned the men to the living room and went to the kitchen to prepare hot beverages. She was still able to hear what the men were saying.

“Please, be seated.” 

“Thanks. Again, I’m sorry to barge in on your Saturday. I just couldn’t shake the feeling that the threat was imminent, and Brad corroborated that fear when I told him about what had happened.”

“I found out more information last night when I got home.”

“Yes?” Brad leaned forward, pulling a small notebook out of his pocket and a pen. 

“Stephanie received a phone call yesterday, early afternoon, from Mr. DeLuca. She told him repeatedly that she didn’t want to work for him, that she was married and had a son and was content. He told her—”

Stephanie interjected. “He told me ‘I think we can take care of him for you. Just remember, I’m ready and willing to fulfill my contract with you.’” Her voice took on the DeLuca Italian accent as she quoted what had been said. “I reminded him that I had no contract. He said he would be in contact with me soon.”

“What time was that?” asked Brad.

“About one o’clock.”

“And what time did you get your phone call, Mr. Rodriguez?” 

“Call me Robbie or Roberto, please. At about four-fifty-five.”

“More than enough time to get word out on the street—even up here.” He turned to Max. “You were right to call me. The threat is real and current. Oh, they will bide enough time to make it seem like an accident, but some of these hit men are experienced and don’t need a lot of time to plan anything. One thing in our favor is that DeLuca wants Stephanie. Alive. He gets nothing if she dies, and he’ll pay nothing if they kill her to get to you.”

“So?” Robbie asked, “I’m grateful she can be safe but other than that…?”

“So…if she is with you, they are not going to do anything catastrophic or they won’t get paid. These men are not about to risk murdering someone without profit attached.”

“So Stephanie becomes my bodyguard?” Robbie asked, incredulous. 

“In some ways, yes. For instance, if you travel with her to church in her vehicle, you are safer. Don’t trust your own car. Always be with someone else, and that alone affords protection.”

“So I’m a prisoner until they are caught?”

“Or until the contract is withdrawn. However, there is a risk that someone could act before knowing about that.”

“But what if DeLuca is captured? Would things come to a halt?”

“All contracts cease if the instigator is no longer available to pay.” 

“So what do we do now?” asked Stephanie as she brought in their drinks.

“Let’s plot how best to keep you both safe. The FBI will take care of the rest. We’ve been so close to ending this ring, but it’s been difficult. You may have given us the opening we need, though, to finish the job.”

Robbie clasped her hand tight as she sat next to him on the loveseat. “Okay, just tell us what to do.”

Stephanie leaned her head against his shoulder and listened to all the details with a sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach. 


THIRTY-ONE

A más dolor, más honor.

The more pain, the more honor.

~Mexican proverb

“I really don’t feel like going out to dinner, Robbie.”

“Brad told us we can’t be hiding away. The more active we are, the less of a sitting target. We will do normal things that do not give them a clue we are on to them. Going to DeLuca’s Cucina is good, because they are not going to try anything while we are there. We have coverage too. Brad knows where we will be, and there will be someone keeping watch.”

Stephanie sighed as she finished putting her earring in and smoothed back an errant curl. She sighed. “Okay. I guess we need to get used to going out with an infant too. It’s not good for me to stay cooped up in this apartment all the time.”

“I thought you went to MOPS yesterday?”

“I did, and it was good. The women were nice and the food was wonderful. By the time it was done, I felt convicted about what a jerk I had been to you.”

“Well, how often do they meet? I think you should definitely keep going.” He had a lopsided grin on his face. 

Stephanie slapped her husband on the arm, and he laughed as he put an arm around her waist to pull her to himself. He leaned down to give her a deep kiss.

“Mmmmm. Now I’m hungry for something other than Italian food,” Stephanie murmured.

Robbie laughed as he let her go. “You are not going to distract me from our plans.” He took a step away but whispered, “Maybe later.” He winked at her, and she felt the heat rise in her cheeks. Levi started to cry, and they both moved to go get him ready for their date night out. As long as he was dry and fed, he would be content to sit in his carrier.

* * *

Dinner was quiet and uneventful. Tony came out to greet them during their meal, pulling up a chair.

“Sorry to intrude, but I felt it was important.”

“What is it, Tony?” asked Stephanie.

“I’ve been apprised of what’s going on. Thank you for making sure I was kept in the loop. Ren and I are praying for you and the men working on this case. My uncle may be family, but what he’s been doing is wrong and needs to be stopped. You are more family to me than he is, and I just wanted you both to know whose side I’m on.”

“Thanks, Tony. That means a lot.” Robbie patted and squeezed Tony’s shoulder. 

“Hey, we love you guys. How could I face my wife if something happened to either of you? As a father, there’s a bigger sin being committed which horrifies me.”

“Thanks, Tony. We’ll see you at church in the morning?” Stephanie asked.

“You’ll find the whole DeLuca clan there. Another wall of protection for both of you. Hopefully, it will be a non-event.”

“Has the church been notified? Are the security people put on alert?” asked Robbie.

Tony nodded with a grim look on his face which broke into a smile as he looked at Stephanie. “Life is never boring with you, Steph, that’s for sure.”

Robbie laughed at that and raised his glass of water, “Here! Here!” 

Stephanie grinned and focused again on her meal. She didn’t remember tasting any of it.

* * *

They left the restaurant, and Stephanie was on edge and regretted refusing to agree to a drink from the bar that Robbie suggested to help calm her. She had vowed if he wouldn’t drink, she wouldn’t either. If he could face his pain without the benefit of alcohol, she would endure her fears the same way, by leaning on God in the midst of it all.

* * *

Returning home, they entered the dark apartment. Robbie sensed something was wrong and motioned Stephanie, who had the baby carrier, to stay behind him. He stood in the partially opened doorway and waited for his eyes to adjust to the darkness, and instinct told him to run. He slammed the door shut and motioned for Stephanie to move back out to the car. Once back in the sedan, he drove away from the apartment and parked at the police station and texted Brad. 

Someone is in the apartment.

We figured. We’re on it. Where are you?

Police station parking lot.

Stay put. 

They were only a block away, and from where they were parked they could see their apartment, still bathed in darkness. Since there was a back entrance to the building, they were unaware of what was happening.

“I’m scared,” Stephanie said.

“Me too. That was too close for comfort.”

“Are you sure it wasn’t FBI?”

“They would have told us. I sensed it was evil.”

“It?”

“Him, whoever it is, there was evil. I felt it in my spirit.”

“I thought they had someone watching the place while we were gone?” 

“If it was only one man someone could have entered on the opposite side of the building, and not be seen. Or if the guy was posted inside, the intruder could have come up the fire escape to the little deck off our kitchen. It doesn’t matter now. We are here and safe, and the FBI are checking it out.” 

Soon, the apartment lit up, but with the blinds pulled, all they could see were disruptions in the light. Stephanie and Robbie watched. The waiting was interminably long. Soon, police cars pulled up on the street with no sirens. An ambulance arrived. 

We got him. Stay put for now. He may not be the only one.

Okay.

Robbie and Stephanie watched silent, dark figures moving around outside the apartment building in the dark. After another thirty minutes, the all clear came through. Robbie put the car in gear and headed back to the parking lot where they were greeted by Brad who escorted them inside.

The apartment was in some disarray with doors open and one chair tipped over. Stephanie looked in askance.

Brad shrugged. “He wasn’t very cooperative, but we did manage to capture him and his partner without getting blood on your carpet.”

Stephanie shivered even as she removed her coat and went to put Levi in his crib.

“I’d like to spend the night as a guard if you would permit,” Brad asked, motioning to the sofa. 

Robbie nodded. “I’d feel more comfortable knowing you’re here.”

Stephanie returned with her arms wrapped around her. She watched as Robbie went to put the chair upright and moved around, closing closet doors and picking things up. He brought out a thick blanket and a spare pillow and lay them on the sofa. 

Robbie returned to Stephanie’s side and pulled her close. “We’re okay. This will be over soon.” 

She looked into his eyes and saw the uncertainty there in the blue depths along with the unspoken words. I hope.

Levi spent the night in a bassinet by their bedside. Stephanie was not sure she slept. Any desire for more amorous adventures were squelched by the presence of the FBI in the living room, and yet Stephanie clung to her husband, praying that somehow, this danger would pass over them.


THIRTY-TWO

Las cosas suelen empeorar antes de mejorar.

The darkest hour comes before the dawn.

~Mexican proverb

The morning was tense. Anxiety continued to rise even though Brad, who was still there, was calm and planned to remain in the apartment while they were gone. Breakfast was eaten but not tasted or enjoyed. Stephanie and Robbie moved through the morning with few words between them, but every chance she had, Stephanie would reach out to touch her husband, squeeze his hand, or plant a kiss on his arm or cheek. Soon, they were ready and left for church, again using her car.

They arrived at Orchard Hill. Robbie left Stephanie off at the door with Levi and went to park the car. Stephanie waited for him, watching his progress with her heart in her throat as he was exposed in the open air of the lot. She should have walked in with him. She relaxed when Robbie reached her side and took the infant carrier from her hands and guided her to the coat room. Soon, they made their way into the sanctuary and were surrounded by the Wisconsin branch of the DeLuca family. Levi slept through most of the service, held securely in Robbie’s arms. Stephanie knew he felt uncomfortable using a newborn as a shield, much less a wife, but she was grateful he submitted to the wisdom of the Federal Bureau of Investigations and the United States Marshalls in this instance. She wanted him around for a long time.

Stephanie struggled to focus on the worship and the message and chided herself for her lack of faith and trust in God. Had these unknown assailants and the threat they presented to her husband become an idol to her? Why couldn’t she focus on God, the creator and sustainer of the universe? Surely He was in control. Didn’t she believe that? Obviously, she hadn’t grown as much as she hoped if she felt that her own fears and needs were more powerful and worthy of attention than those of God’s. 

Lord, I’m so blessed that You gave me Robbie, and You know my heart is for him to remain by my side as my husband for many, many more years to come. Lord, help me to give Robbie and his future, whatever it is, to You and set aside my selfish heart that often places my need for him above my desire for You. Forgive me, Lord for my unbelief in Your power and ability to sustain me regardless of what the future holds. I love You. I want to be wholly Yours. Protect Robbie, Levi and myself. Keep us safe for the glory of Your name. 

Tears flowed from her eyes, and Robbie, noticing, leaned over to plant a kiss on the side of her face. She smiled at him and turned her focus back to the Bible in her lap in an attempt to focus on the words of Scripture Pastor Andrew preached from. 

After the service, they hung together in the café with the DeLuca clan. Safety in numbers. Robbie excused himself to use the restroom, and Stephanie thought nothing of it, engaged in conversation with Ginger who was now pregnant with her second child and who had been a friendly face at her table at MOPS.

* * *

Robbie made his way through the crowd. He realized there were federal agents around but had no clue who they were or where. Would a hit man even dare to enter a church? He supposed they would if there was enough money in it for them. 

He entered the bathroom and found it empty except for one closed stall. When he had finished, he went to wash his hands, and through the mirror, saw the stall door open and a tall man emerge. A fission of fear struck Robbie as the man approached the sink area, crossing from the rear. The man stopped immediately behind him and Robbie felt the pressure of something sharp against his lower back where the Kevlar vest under his shirt and coat didn’t cover. 

“If you are smart, be quiet and say nothing.”

Robbie nodded. They had found him.

* * *

Something was wrong. Roberto had been gone too long. Stephanie glanced across the café to the bathrooms off the side hallway. Robbie had not stopped to talk to anyone that she could see. Some men stopped just outside by the door, in conversation.

“Steph? Something wrong?”

Tony was by her side and followed her gaze to the bathroom.

“He’s been gone too long,” she whispered.

She thought she heard Tony swear under his breath before speaking louder, “The one place you couldn’t be with him.” He grabbed Stephanie’s hand and pulled her over to the fireplace, motioning for the rest of those gathered in the circle there to join him. “Robbie’s in trouble, we need to pray.”

“Pray?” Stephanie was shocked. “Shouldn’t we do something?”

“Against trained professional assassins? I think God would be better able to handle this along with the Federal Bureau of Investigations and the United States Marshalls. We need to keep you and Levi safe.” Huddling around her like wagons circling to fight, they turned inward, clasping hands, and quietly spoke words of prayer and protection and rescue for Robbie and peace for Stephanie and them all as they waited. 

Stephanie took deep breaths and closed her eyes as she prayed. Yes. She knew God was in control. Stephanie trembled and began to experience peace as the prayers went up around her and Levi. She prayed to herself, Lord, please, protect Robbie. Please Lord, give me faith to rest in You and Your protection over my husband. Thank You for him, Lord, and for this little boy in my arms. Levi needs a dad. Please do not abandon us now in our hour of need.

* * *

Robbie took a step to the side to get a paper towel to dry his hands. He prayed and asked for wisdom and guidance as to what to do next. The bathroom? He couldn’t believe they would strike at him in here of all places. He wondered how or when they would kill him. Did Stephanie realize he was gone? He took his time getting his hands dry.

“Move it. Don’t dawdle.”

“You’re going to kill me anyway,” Robbie responded. “What’s the rush?”

“Shut up.” 

The point of a knife was up against his lower spine, pushed in harder and causing pain right at the spot where his lower back was in need of surgery. His muscles contracted and spasmed in response to the threat. Well, that would be one blessed side effect of death,—no more pain. Robbie turned to make his way to the door as the blade dictated when another man walked in and moved past them, not even glancing at them in his rush to do his business. 

Robbie experienced sharper pain in his back as he was thrust forward by the body behind him and crashed to the floor. The restroom door opened again and two other men walked in and kneeled down by his side. Were they friend or foe?

“FBI. You can relax, Mr. Rodriguez.”

Cold and darkness descended over him.

* * *

Stephanie opened her eyes as she heard an announcement over the loudspeaker that there was an emergency in the men’s restroom off the café and requesting medical assistance. They asked people to vacate the area to make room for paramedics who were due to arrive. She started to move forward, but Tony held her back. 

“Don’t keep me from him. You know it’s Robbie. They struck.”

“Wait. They won’t have much room to work in that enclosed space, and you will only be in the way.”

“But he needs me. I need to tell him…” She began to sob, and like a big brother, Tony wrapped her and Levi in his arms and let her cry. Ginger reached over to take the baby from her, and the rest continued to stand around, providing a shelter and barrier from anyone who could look on and witness her distress.

“He knows you love him, Stephanie. Robbie believes that beyond a shadow of a doubt, as does anyone else who knows either of you. When it is deemed safe, the FBI will come to you. We need to wait.”

People cleared out of the café and left for home in spite of their curiosity over what had happened. The second service had begun. Stephanie watched as several police entered the building and provided a barrier for people, and soon, a man was being led out to a squad car, hands cuffed behind his back and head down, just as the paramedics arrived with the gurney and their gear.

Without realizing someone had approached, a man appeared by their side.

“Mrs. Rodriguez?” the man asked.

Stephanie’s gazed at him with swollen eyes. “That’s me.”

“Your husband is in serious condition.” He paused to let her digest this. “He was wounded and is currently unconscious. Where would you like him transported?”

“Where was he hurt?”

“Lower back.”

“Froedert. Take him to Froedert, please.”

“Would you like to accompany him in the ambulance?”

Stephanie nodded and handed off the diaper bag to Renata. “Do you mind, Ren? There is breast milk and formula bottles in there.” Stephanie leaned over to give Levi a kiss as he slept in Ginger’s arm.

“I’d be honored.” 

“Let me walk you over there,” said Tony as he placed his hand on her back to guide her. Stephanie allowed herself to be led.


THIRTY-THREE

Tu amor me inspira, tu ternura me conmueve y tus besos me enloquecen.

Your love inspires me, your tenderness touches me, and your kisses drive me crazy.

~Mexican proverb

Robbie opened his eyes to a vision of white and pale blue. He scanned the room and came across his wife. He experienced numbness from the lower waist down but found he could wiggle his toes. He saw them move. Or he thought he did. Was he imagining it? He looked to find Stephanie watching him with wide eyes. 

“Robbie?”

“Steph, where am I?”

“Froedert. You had your lumbar surgery a little earlier than you anticipated.”

Robbie closed his eyes. “I remember being hurt.”

“You were, but nothing fatal.” 

“I’m not paralyzed?”

“No. I saw your toes move too.” She dragged a finger from his thigh to his hip. His leg twitched. 

“Stop that. You know what that does to me.” He growled.

Stephanie smiled wickedly, “Oh, and are you in any condition to act on that?”

Robbie laughed. “You know I’m not and neither are you.” He gazed at her and closed his eyes. “I’m so tired.”

“You lost a lot of blood.”

“Did they get the guy?”

“Yes. Both men captured were able to give enough information to implicate Mr. DeLuca. He is currently under arrest in Chicago. Quite the hubbub down there. I’m sure it will be all over the news tonight and tomorrow.”

“So it’s over?”

“No, honey, it’s just begun.”

His eyes opened again and he gazed at her. Did anyone ever look more like an angel than his wife? “What do you mean?”

“The threat is over, and you’ve had your surgery. We can move on from here. Together. God protected and provided, and you are going to be okay. You dreaded this operation. Would there ever have been a good time for it? Apparently, God decided now was best.”

“How long before I can…I mean before we…?” Robbie’s face grew warm.

“About as long as it takes for you to be well. It’ll be worth the wait.” She smiled. “I can’t believe you have been attacked in a restroom by a hit man, stabbed and underwent back surgery, and all you can think of is sex?”

“I’m a man, it’s what we think about most.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, but for me, that action only has one goal.”

“And what would that be?”

“Showing you how much I love, adore and cherish you.”

“Well, if that’s your goal, I’m glad I’m the sole focus of it.” She smiled and rose to give him a kiss. 

“Always and forever, sweetheart,” He said as she moved away. He raised an arm to pull her back. “More please?”

“Always and forever.” Stephanie bent over him to give him a kiss he felt all the way to his toes.


EPILOGUE

Un enemigo es demasiado, pero cien amigos no son bastantes.

One enemy is too many; and a hundred friends too few.

~Mexican proverb

March 2012

Robbie led Stephanie across the café. “I’d like you to meet one of my newer clients. I think you’ll like her.” He drew her close to a woman with petite stature, curly brown hair, and intelligent dark eyes.

“Tia Bartel, I wanted to introduce you to my wife, Stephanie.”

“Good morning, Roberto.” The woman turned to Stephanie. “You are more beautiful than he described.” 

“I keep telling him he needs glasses,” Stephanie joked as she extended a hand. “He hasn’t told me any of your business with him. Client confidentiality and all. This is the first I’ve heard of you.” 

“Not a secret. Roberto has taken over the legal contracts for Specific Gravity. I’m their manager for a few months longer and wanted to make sure they were well represented as they head into new contracts with their label.” 

“I love their music. Nikolos Acton led worship this morning, didn’t he?” 

Tia nodded. “Yes. We’ll be leaving on tour soon.”

“You tour with them?” Steph asked. 

She nodded. “Someone needs to keep the boys out of trouble.”

“Hey, as a representative of the gender, be nice.” Roberto turned to Stephanie. “I’ll go get Levi from the nursery. I suspected you two would become friends. I’ll return shortly.” 

Stephanie watched him go. “He should talk. He’s been nothing but delightful trouble since I met him.” She giggled.

“He adores you,” Tia whispered.

“How can you tell?” Steph turned back to her companion.

“It’s the way he looks at you and talks about you.”

“I’m blessed that God brought him into my life. Hard to believe that was only ten months ago.” 

Tia’s eyes grew wide. “Whoa. That short of time and trouble? I think I need to hear this story.” 

“Maybe you can come over for coffee this week and we can chat?” 

“I’d love that. It gets kind of lonely on the road, and travel makes friendships hard.” 

“Video chats are possible now.” 

“That would be fun.”

Roberto returned with Levi in his arms. He handed the boy off to Stephanie. “This is our bundle of boy, Levi.” 

“He’s a cutie. Such beautiful blue eyes, a lot like his father I suspect.” Tia grinned at the little man. “How old?”

“Three months.” Roberto winked at Stephanie. 

“Let me give you my phone number. Can you come by tomorrow, say ten a.m. and stay for lunch? I’m used to working full-time, and it’s been a challenge adjusting to being a stay-at-home mom. Company is always welcome.”

“I look forward to it.” Tia exchanged the information with Roberto since Stephanie’s arms were full. 

Roberto stuck Stephanie’s phone back in her diaper bag. “There. Got it. Great seeing you again, Tia. I’ll call you later in the week after I get a chance to look over those contracts for you.” 

“Sounds good. We leave in ten days, so it’ll be nice to have that settled before hitting the road. I’d better head out. I’ll see you in the morning.” Tia turned and left. 

“She seems sweet.”

“She is, but I think she’s lonely and could use a friend.” 

“Thanks for thinking of me.” 

Robbie leaned over to kiss her cheek. “I love you, and Renata is busy with the twins and helping with the worship team. I know you miss the social part of working.” 

“And I miss you when you’re gone. I was thinking that we need to have a do-over of our honeymoon in a few months when you’ve fully recovered from your surgeries.” 

Robbie grinned. “I like the way you think. Time to head home to put this guy down for a nap, don’tcha agree?” 

“Oh, and I suppose you want a nap too?” Stephanie giggled. After all they had been through, she loved him more every day. 

“Or something like that.”

“I like the way you think. Lead the way.”


POSTCRIPT

Many women have been in Stephanie’s shoes, experiencing an unwanted sexual encounter by someone they trusted. Most don’t even recognize that it’s rape and blame themselves. Statistics show that one in four women will be the victim of sexual assault at some point in their life. Many times, those crimes were perpetrated by someone they loved and trusted.

I recently met someone who said pregnant women were responsible for their actions. While there is some truth to that, it is too easy for us to judge the action based on the outcome. I know the victim of date rape, and I wondered, “What if . . .?” and applied that to Stephanie. Like many victims, she didn’t report it out of her shame and self-blame. What if she broke off the relationship? What if a good, Christian girl, who had tried to do everything right, still found herself pregnant? It happens. The sad thing is that sometimes it is those who are in the body of Christ who are the first to judge and accuse without knowing the facts. Stephanie’s story shows the courage and challenges of a woman facing the consequences of someone else’s sin. 

Regardless of how a woman ends up pregnant, she needs encouragement, love, and support as she navigates the choices before her. 

There are so many organizations, like the fictional Every Child a Home, who provide support and assistance to women in Stephanie’s circumstances. Abortion wasn’t even an option she considered, and while the choice to continue a pregnancy can be fraught with fear and condemnation, it shouldn’t be. The first weapon to fight the atrocity of abortion in our country is compassion.

For those who need help, organizations like Bethany Christian Services, https://www.bethany.org, provide resources and counseling to help women in unexpected pregnancies to get the help they need to make the difficult choice to keep a baby or “gift” it for adoption. 

Save the Storks is a front-line ministry helping women see their babies as the humans they are. Look them up at https://www.savethestorks.com. They are doing a fabulous, groundbreaking ministry. 
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At last, Renata had the freedom to start life over. A clean slate. The past was dead and buried. She wiped sweaty palms on her skirt as she waited for the pastor’s message to end. He was talking about trusting God, even when times were hard.

She had lived that message, hadn’t she? Had someone forwarded her name and informed him she would be there?

Renata shook her head as she bent in prayer along with the rest of the large congregation.

Help me to trust You on this new journey, Lord.

Renata longed to slip out and go home, but her gregarious roomie, Stephanie, had driven and now held her hostage. Steph brought her a cup of coffee as Renata hid behind a plant in the crowded café where people mingled. Renata held the cup more as a prop. It gave her hands something to do as Stephanie introduced her to friends. She shifted her weight as people gathered close, bumping into each other.

Stephanie grinned at her, and Renata smiled halfheartedly as she took a deep breath. She had just met Gabby and Paul, and their ten-month-old son, Jacob, who was sleeping on his daddy’s shoulder. They were nice enough. Being that close to a baby was agony.

Just don’t look at him.

Some other young men had come to join them as well. Bryan, James, and John were the names she had been told. Sweat trickled down the back of her neck under her long hair as Bryan looked her over like a horse he considered for purchase. The hardness of his eyes reminded her of… No. Don’t go there. She was grateful nothing more was required of her other than “Hello.”

Was it impolite to look at their shoes? She’d heard a person could learn a lot about someone by his shoes. Bryan wore dirty athletic shoes. High priced, but unimpressive indeed.

Dark brown dress shoes entered the circle, and Renata’s gaze came up as a tall man in crisp khakis, a button-down white shirt, and no tie arrested her attention. Stephanie drew him closer to her side with a wide grin.

Was everyone here Steph’s friend? Renata chuckled mentally. Her outgoing, blonde bombshell of a roommate hadn’t changed much since college. Ren took in the details of this man. Tall. Muscular. Hair the color of a dark roast coffee. Deep chocolate eyes. His glance was warm and sincere. He looked...safe.

Hmmm. Isn’t that something?

Her shoulders relaxed as she released a breath of air, and her heartrate slowed. She paid close attention, which was not an easy task in the noisy chaos of the café area of the church after the worship service had ended.

“Tony, I’m glad you are here. I wanted to introduce you to my roomie. Renata. This is Tony, my boss at De Luca’s Cucina and Gabby’s little brother”—she turned to Tony—“and this is Renata Blake, a dear friend of mine who moved here from Oshkosh.”

“Glad to meet you. What’d you do in Oshkosh?” asked Tony.

Renata flinched, sucked in a breath of air, and held it.

“Let’s not talk about the past. Renata is here for a new start in life.” Stephanie gave Renata’s arm a squeeze as she spoke.

Renata exhaled slowly and gave her friend a look of gratitude.

“I’m sorry if I made you uncomfortable.” Tony’s voice was deep and resonant. He sounded sincere.

“Tony, the bonfire on Thursday night would be a great opportunity for Renata to get to know more people here at church.” Gabby jumped in to change the subject.

Blood pounded behind Renata’s eyes.

Other people planning her social life? This couldn’t be good.

She shook her head. She would rather sit at home and read a book. It was too soon.

Stephanie, however, disagreed. “What a great idea, Gabby. I can’t take her because I’m scheduled to work at De Luca’s. Renata, you should go. It’ll be fun. I’m sure Tony would pick you up.”

“Hey, what about me?” said Bryan as he thumped his chest. “Am I chopped liver or what? I’ll come get you, Renata.” His eyes lingered overly long on her body, and Tony cleared his throat.

James and John also chimed in with offers to escort her.

“No offense, but I have known you boys far too long.” Stephanie turned her gaze away from the trio. “It should be Tony. I can trust him to be a gentleman.”

Renata watched as Tony glanced at the men with a grimace at the rebuff they had received. He turned his attention back to her. “If you would like to go, I’d be pleased to give you a ride and help you get acquainted.” His eyebrows rose, daring her to turn him down.

A sliver of courage rose to the surface as Renata’s eyes darted to Stephanie and back to her friend’s handsome employer. “That would be fine. Thank you, Tony.” She wondered if he even heard her as her tentative words came out softly. Her gaze dropped to her hands clenched around the cup she held.

Brian snorted and stalked off. John and James faded out of the group to join him, mumbling their goodbyes. The tension left Renata’s shoulders at their departure.

Paul smiled as he switched his sleeping son to his other shoulder. “You can rely on Tony. I may be his brother-in-law, but there’s no one I would trust more than him. His parents set a high standard for any man to follow.” He turned to look into his wife’s eyes. “As I learned when I was courting his sister.” They smiled at each other.

Gabby and Paul turned to go. “It was nice meeting you, Renata. Bye, Steph. We’ll see you later at Mom’s, right, Tony?”

“Sure. And Paul? Watch out, I’m eager for a game of football.”

“You got it.” Paul gave Tony a fist bump to the shoulder as they left to visit with other people.

Tony turned back to Stephanie and Renata, since their group had shrunk to three. “What are your plans for this afternoon?” He sipped his coffee.

“I have some unpacking to do,” Renata answered.

Tony frowned. “Sounds like a less than relaxing way to spend the day. I will pick you up around six-thirty on Thursday. I work until six when my brother will come to fill in for me. I apologize in advance if I arrive smelling like garlic.” He winked.

“You are forgiven in advance.” Renata giggled. “Does that mean we won’t be bothered by vampires?” She glanced up at him.

Where did that come from? I can’t believe I said that! A cute guy looks at me, and I become mush? Oh, I am in trouble. Haven’t I learned anything from the past?

Tony laughed, nodded and lifted his Styrofoam coffee cup in salute. “Till then.”

Stephanie led Renata away. She resisted the urge to look back at Tony.

What had she gotten herself into?

 

Want to find out what happens? Pesto & Potholes can be purchased through all major eBook retailers. 
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