

C H A P T E R  XVII
1JOHN 1:9 If we confess our sins, He is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and cleanse us....





The two young women enjoyed the beautiful autumn afternoon.  They went shopping, took in a movie and leisurely enjoyed a scrumptious dinner at a favorite restaurant.
They arrived back home about 11:00 PM loaded down with shopping bags.  Both went directly to their own apartment and began preparing for work the following day.
While her hot bath water was running, Almay put away her new purchases.  She then lit a scented candle, turned on some soft music and was just about to step into the tub when a loud knock came on the front door.  She assumed it was Lenore and hurriedly put on her robe to answer it.
She opened the door and froze.  She could hear her heart pumping the blood throughout her body.  It was loud.  It was so loud she could hardly comprehend the question she had just been asked.
One of the police officers repeated his question,
“I said are you Almay Ryan?”
He wants to know who I am, she thought, but she couldn’t tell him.  She felt paralyzed.  Her limbs seemed to be so heavy - even her tongue. So she tried to nod her head.
“Almay!? Almay!?”
Someone was calling her name and she tried to look past the two patrolmen in response to the familiar voice.
Lenore bounded up the stairs and pushed past the officers putting her arms around Almay’s shoulders.
“What’s going on?” she demanded of the officers. “What’s happened?”
“Is she Almay Ryan?”
“Yeah - yeah she is,” Lenore answered anxiously.
“We’re trying to find out if she knows a Steed Vance?”
Lenore swallowed and tightened her grip on Almay who finding it hard to balance, swayed a little but said nothing.
“Y - yes we know him,” she answered, “what about it?”
“May we come in?”
“Oh Lord,” she moaned as she moved herself and her friend aside so the officers could enter the apartment.
“Why don’t you let her sit down?” one of the officers suggested having observed Almay’s state.
She walked Almay over to the dining room table and sat her in a chair that one of the officers pulled out and stood beside her when she asked nervously,
“Well?”
The two officers looked at one another and then one spoke.
“We regret to inform you that we found the body of Steed Vance.....”
And Almay heard no more as blessed blackness engulfed her.  And she never wanted to see light again. But light was there again and something cold....cold? Steed....Steed was cold. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]“Steed!...Steed! She screamed into the light. “Steed!....Steed!....Steed!”  She felt a sharp pain and then once again she was immersed in peaceful black oblivion.
Suddenly, she was walking on a long road.  It was pitch black.  Every time a light appeared at the end of the road, she took a detour and went back into the darkness.  She didn’t want to go to the light.  There was pain in the light.  In the darkness there was no pain - nothing to hurt her.  She would never go back to the light again.
Then she became aware of a voice calling out to her.  She recognized the voice.  Why it was Steed’s voice!  Steed was calling her.  She had to go to Steed.  She turned and followed his voice.  It was leading her to the light.  She hesitated.... but it was Steed and she had to go.  Even if it meant going back into the light, she had to go to Steed.
“Almay! Almay! Baby it’s me - it’s okay! I’m here baby, I’m alive.  Almay! I love you! Open your eyes please - look at me baby!”
The light hurt her eyes.  She squinted - everything was a blur.  But the voice was Steed’s and now the warm lips on her face were Steed’s also.  It was Steed and she was with him! Wherever it was, heaven or hell, she didn’t care as long as she was with him!
Her arms flew around him and she buried her face in his neck and inhaled.  If she had any doubts, the sweet smell of his flesh alleviated them.  Yes - indeed this was her Steed!
“Steed, Steed, Steed,” was all she could say over and over as she hugged and kissed him passionately, unwilling to let him go.
Only when she at last released her embrace did Almay become aware of her surroundings.  She was in her bedroom, lying on her bed. Steed was sitting beside her and there stood Lenore looking on with a worried expression on her face.  Steed’s brothers Roy and Jessie were there also.  But there were four other people there in uniforms that Almay didn’t recognize at all. She was still coming out of the fog and she wondered if she had dreamt all that had happened.
“Wh-what happened?” she asked shakily.
“You fainted honey,” Lenore responded.
“Why? I mean....didn’t somebody tell me that...that Steed....?”
She looked at Steed and caressed his warm hands in hers to assure herself again that it was him before going on,
“...that Steed was - was dead?”
“Then you do remember that two policeman came to the door?” Lenore asked.
“Yes.”
“And I came up stairs because I heard them talking to you.  You remember that?”
“Yes - and I remember they said.... they said that they had found Steed’s body...and...and then everything went black.”
“That’s when you fainted girl,” Lenore informed her friend, “right then and there you fainted; fell out of the chair on the floor.  One of the policemen picked you up.  Thank God he did girl ’cause you know how weak my back is.  He put you on the bed while the other one called an ambulance.  At that same moment Roy and Jessie walked in.  When I told them what happened, well you know they started falling apart; thinking they had lost their baby brother and wondering how in the world they were going to tell their mama.  Then in the midst of all that - up stepped Steed!  Lord have mercy!  One moment we all thought he was dead and the next moment he was standing there very much alive - in the flesh!  God knows at that point I felt like fainting myself.”
Almay smiled at her friend’s somewhat comical rendition of what had gone on during the time that she was unconscious. She could just imagine some of Lenore’s reactions to all that had transpired but she was glad that she had been there and so she spoke to her friend sincerely,
“Thank you Lenore. I’m really glad you were here for me. I’ll always be grateful and I’ll never forget it.”
“It’s alright girl, what are friends for anyway?  Lord, I’m glad it’s all over.  Whew!” Lenore said as she made her way to a nearby seat and plopped herself down.
“Miss Ryan how are you feeling now?” asked one of the medical attendants as she took her vital signs.
“Okay I guess - just a little woozy,” Almay replied.
“That’s to be expected with the shot we gave you.  Just take it easy for a day or so.  If you have any complications, Miss Ryan,” she said while writing, “please don’t hesitate to get medical assistance.”
“Okay,” Almay nodded.
After getting her to sign a medical form and leaving a copy with her, the attendants and officers left the apartment. Almay then turned her full attention on Steed and asked,
“Why on earth did they think you were dead Steed?”
“I lost my wallet a few days ago.  I don’t know where but it fell out of my pocket.  I only had a little cash and an ID in it so I wasn’t that concerned about it.  That’s why I didn’t mention it to you.  I guess the guy they found in the alley must have picked up the wallet and had it on him, so they assumed that he was me.”
“But,” Almay inquired, “wasn’t your picture on your ID?”
“Yeah it was. But the cops said he resembled me and he had been dead a couple of days and all shot up so ...”
“Oh Steed,” she said, “I couldn’t take it if I lost you like that.”
“I know,” Steed answered.
He turned away from her and stared woefully into the carpet.  Jessie walked over to him and rested one hand on his shoulder.
“You know we’ve always kept a place for you at the company baby brother. I’m asking you to strongly consider making a change” he said.
“Thanks Jessie,” Steed replied without looking up.
Jessie took the opportunity to say more.
“We’re expanding.  We need you.  Just got an investment counselor and we’ve begun making some pretty sound investments. Now we may not be millionaires by the time we retire, but we sure won’t be poor.  And it’s all honest money.”
“It could have been you,” Roy said from across the room. “I almost called momma.  Can you imagine how she would have taken it?  I stood here and watched May screaming out your name even though she was still unconscious.  They had to give her a shot to calm her down.  Then she just laid there like she was dead too.  I felt a lot of pain Steed.  You’re my brother and I love you.  The last thing in the world I want to have to do is identify your body at the city morgue.  You’ve got to stop now man, while you still can - before it’s too late.”
Silence filled the bedroom as Steed continued to stare at the rug and said nothing.
Lenore  stood up and moved towards the bedroom door.
“Listen,” she said, “ we’ll see you both later.  If you need anything just call.”
“Thanks,” Almay said as they left.
The door to the apartment closed and they were alone at last.
She looked at Steed still sitting there on the side of the bed, head bent, and felt sorry for him.  What his brothers said was true and obviously their words had had some impact on him but she wondered how much.
“They love you too Steed,” she said.
“Yeah, I guess they do,” he replied.
Then he turned and looked at her with concern,
“Are you really alright ?” he asked.
“Yes I am - really,” she assured him. “But tell me something...”
“Huh?”
“How come you came home? You never come home so early.”
“I don’t know.  You were just on my mind and...”
He leaned over and pulled her to him,
“..you didn’t kiss me good bye like you always do.”
Their lips met in a long tantalizing kiss that only ended because the phone rang.  They looked at one another and in that instant they both knew what this call was; this was a ‘decision’ call.  She laid back on the bed making no attempts to pick up the phone.
Steed answered it and listened for a moment before talking.
“Where’s Eddie? Let him handle it.... Rolled? Rolled where?.... I - I don’t know man....”
He could feel Almay’s eyes on him as he listened and paced back and forth.
“Okay,” he said into the phone, “hold on.”
He pressed his hand over the receiver and walked towards her,
“Almay - I...”
“Steed I don’t even want to hear it,” she said shaking her head. “Please don’t.”
“Come on baby,” he coaxed.
“Please don’t,” she said again.
He spoke into the phone,
“Hey Cliff, swing by for me.” He hung up. “Look baby...” he began gently.
“Please don’t leave me alone tonight,” she pleaded, “Please Steed not tonight.  I don’t want to be alone tonight.”
“Almay, it’ll only be for a couple of hours at the most,” he said trying to pacify 	her. “I’ll be back before daybreak - I promise.”
Getting up off of the bed she went to him and encircled her arms around his neck.
“But I don’t want you to go Steed and I mean it.  I need you, I really do.”
A car’s horn blew out front.
“Almay, listen to me....”
She swung away from him abruptly.
“Alright Steed - go.  Just go.  I don’t want to hear anything more.  You’ve made your decision.  Please go.”
When he attempted to kiss her cheek, she moved her face away from him.  She watched as he crossed the living room and left.  Strangely enough she didn’t cry.  She knew now what had to be done.
She removed the engagement ring from her left hand and laid it on her night table.  Then Almay went to the closet and took out her suitcases
