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			“… What a beautiful tale you have spun. I was completely lost in another world every time I opened your novel and I never wanted it to end.”

			Deanna

			“… A lifelong and avid reader, I have consumed thousands of novels. Never has one been more delicious than Pewter Angels, and for the first time in memory I could not resist a second helping. Indeed, I read it twice, each time more than satisfying.”

			Wendy

			“… I literally could not put it down! It was an amazing read, so heartfelt, it made me cry in parts!” 

			Jen

			“… I cannot wait to continue this amazing saga. To think in this day and age you wrote a story that keeps the reader glued to the pages and there is no foul language, no vulgarity—just a spell-binding story about life: things that affect us all and a belief system that is available to all who choose to see beyond. Thank you for reawakening the beliefs I have had since I was a child, for reminding me to call on my angels and trust in my God.”

			Elaine

			“… Wow!! You immediately got my attention and it was very difficult to put the book down; it’s absolutely amazing how you pulled me right into the characters’ lives and emotions. What an ingenious way to teach young people high morals, values and integrity. This book feels more real life than fiction—excellent job. Can’t wait for the next book.”

			Hilda

			“… It’s been a long time since a book has taken me away on a journey that stimulated so many emotions on so many different levels.” 

			Darrell

			“… I [have been] a social worker since 1987 and family counselor in private practice. As a mother of five children I appreciate my two older teens being able to read the book and be validated for their choices and beliefs just as the characters [are]. I will be recommending your book to all faith-based parents I see in my practice and to young people alike.” 

			Marla

			“… Thank you for such a loving and caring book.” 

			Caulett

			“… I couldn’t put it down and could truly feel every moment of it. It is such a loving, Spirit-filled book, full of true humanity and wonderful life lessons.” 

			Ella

			“… I just finished reading Pewter Angels and I absolutely loved it. What great insight and wonderful life lessons to live by! Thank you for sharing your talents and your spiritual wisdom.” 

			Wendy

			“… I have to let you know that this is the first time in a long time that I have been drawn into and lost in a book to the point of smiling, blushing and laughing out loud.… I know there are things I should be accomplishing today but find myself being drawn with eager anticipation to explore more of a world where humanity and the celestial meet.” 

			Joan

			“… I absolutely loved it. It is in my top 10 books of all time!” 

			Holly

			“… Awesome, awesome book!!! I bought Pewter Angels for our daughter. She reported that she read it faster than any book she’d ever read, then passed it to me, and I also couldn’t put it down.” 

			Helen

			“… I believe I have never enjoyed reading a book as much as yours.”

			Daisy

			“… This is the most amazing book I have ever read! I go to bed at night thinking about Henry and Jenny. I can hardly wait for the next book to come out. Thank you so, so much for the beautiful story. You have made me a believer in Spiritual connections.”

			Lynn 

			“… I can only say thank you—thank you for such a wonderful read. [Your] book to me was like a warm blanket on a cold night, a meal with friends that one never wants to end, a beacon of light in the dark. I wanted to read and read—but at the same time I did not want the book to end. I fell in love with this book and the people inside…”

			Jayleigh

			“… You promised me a page-turner but you forgot to mention I would be reading a riveting novel that would capture my heart. It’s hard to believe Pewter Angels is your first novel.”

			Cynthia

			“… Bravo! Pewter Angels is a definite page-turner. From the first paragraph to the last word, I was one with the characters. Each one ‘got under my skin’ and compelled me to live and breathe with them.” 

			Cindy

			“… I simply loved it! The story was set in what many consider a simpler time, but it is really a timeless story with timeless lessons.” 

			Christine

			“… Thank you for writing a book that made me want to be a better person, not only for myself and my family, but in the eyes of God.” 

			Kamla

			“… The characters are so much of my heart and soul that I’m swept away into their lives and journey.” 

			Susan

			“… It is rare that you find such a lovely book to read. I loved the wisdom of Mr. Engelmann, and we should all be so lucky to have someone like him in our lives.” 

			Darla

			Please write to Henry at: henry@henryripplinger.com or visit www.henryripplinger.com for more information about Henry’s work and art. We would love to hear from you! 
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			Preface

		

		
			It is said that within each of us is a story to tell. For years, I must admit, it has been my heart’s desire to write a novel. For the longest time I thought it was just wishful thinking, an illusion or fantasy I was nurturing. Over the years, I started several stories that never went anywhere except into my drawer and then fizzled away in the recesses of my mind. And yet, I have long known that if one has a dream, a burning passion in his heart, that someday it will come to pass. Never would I have envisioned, however, the wonderfully creative way it would come about. How, one day, an unbelievable occurrence would eventually transform a fantasy into reality. 

			The “occurrence” tugged away at me for days, months and then years, begging my attention. Seeking understanding, I spoke of it to family and friends but I was so focused on the event itself that I missed the underlying significance of it all. It wasn’t until I found myself in the sunroom of our farmhouse one sleepless morning in June 2005, watching the sun near the edge of the earth, that the deeper meaning of the occurrence came to me. As the rising sun brightened the room in which I sat, it also seemed to illuminate my mind. Insight, previously obscured in the shadows of my psyche, bloomed and intensified as dawn spread out across the prairie sky. As I traced the occurrence back to its beginning, I finally realized how it was a testament to the enduring miracle of love. Immediately, an overwhelming, almost feverish rush to write my story welled up inside me, and I began.

			Without any outline or any knowledge of how to write a novel, I picked up a pen and scribbler on the end table and simply began to write. For two weeks, I wrote almost non-stop until my wrist and hand gave out. Then I purchased a laptop computer—the best investment of my life—and continued to write as fast as my fingers could type. Corrections could be made in an instant. Paragraphs moved here and there with incredible ease. The thoughts began to flow. It was as if during all the years I had been thinking about the occurrence, ideas had been incubating in my mind, stored, packed, imprisoned inside, until the writing process released them like a gusher, exploding and spilling onto the pages.

			Sentence followed after sentence almost effortlessly as the scenes unfolded in my mind’s eye. I relied not so much on my intellect as I wrote but rather on my imagination, ablaze as it was with imagery and thoughts. I began to write an outline, a list of chapters that would take me from beginning to end. It was like going on a journey, and I was tracing out the map where I wanted and needed to go to reach my destination. 

			Characters came alive and I followed them and their lives; we talked and laughed and cried together. They took me in directions I never would have thought of on my own … they led and I followed. This resulted in more chapters. My map expanded as twists and turns in the road came from nowhere and everywhere and from deep within. As the weeks of writing progressed, the vision before me became clearer and richer. It was like watching a movie. All I had to do was write down what I saw before me on the screen of my mind. 

			Incredibly, three years to the date I started writing, when all was said and done, a huge book of over 1000 pages was in my hands. Once the editing process began, even more pages were added, strengthening the story and dividing it into five parts and timeframes. The result is a chronicle of love and adventure in the lives of two people, whose story shows us how angels and the heavens are intricately involved in our lives and that miracles happen when we follow our hearts.

			As I look back on this experience, I am still amazed by the effortlessness with which the story emerged, as if the chapters, their order and all the key elements were guided, predetermined—or perhaps more accurately—inspired.

			The writing of this book also answered another prayer long held in my heart. As a teacher and then a high school guidance counsellor, it was always my aspiration to write a self-development book. From an early age, insights and understanding of human behaviour came naturally to me, and my study of psychology and counselling in university further added to my empathetic abilities. 

			Writing this novel utilized those aptitudes. Through the lives of the characters, I could infuse values and principles to live by and show how the choices we make determine our happiness. I wanted to demonstrate the importance of living our lives in the now so as to carry out our life mission to love and serve our Lord and others. These teaching and counselling skills were indirectly at work while I also re-examined my own life and the direction I was going. Ultimately, I realized that lessons are more effectively absorbed intellectually and emotionally when revealed through a story; my novel had simultaneously become my self-development book. 

			The story began in Regina, Saskatchewan in the 1950s—the place and time of my own coming of age—though I have taken liberties with the details of its places and events. But though this book is a work of fiction, the occurrence that motivated it was something I experienced personally. My initial intention was to simply write about the occurrence; what resulted was a work of fiction that took on a life of its own. As I’m sure must be the case for many writers, my own life experiences provided the ideal backdrop for the story and moulded the development of the main character to the extent that it was inextricably woven into the fictional narrative.

			I firmly believe that God has a plan for each one of us. The desire to write was planted in my heart long before the Lord had me experience the occurrence. Fortunately, I finally listened to His calling to do so, to carry out His plan. I think the Lord knew that as I began to realize the underlying love associated with that event, the power of that love would draw me into the wonderful world of writing and give witness to love’s beauty and ever-enduring wonder. And, just like the warm prairie summer sun eventually ripens a crop of golden wheat for the harvest, so too, as the seed of this story took root, warmed and nourished by the timeless love of two people, “The Angelic Letters” series grew and blossomed. You and I are its reapers.

			Henry K. Ripplinger

		

		
			“God causes all things to work together for good to those who love God, to those who are called according to His purpose.”

			Romans 8:28

			“Trust in the Lord with all thine heart;

			and lean not unto thine own understanding.”

			Proverbs 3:5

			“As the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways, and my thoughts than your thoughts.” 

			Isaiah 55:9

			“All God’s purposes fulfilled in due time.”

			Mark 1:15; Gal 4:4

			“I will give you the treasures of darkness, riches stored in 

			secret places, so that you may know that I am the Lord, 

			the God of Israel, who summons you by name.”

			Isaiah 45:3

		

	


	
		
			Prologue
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			A thoughtful man once said that perhaps the greatest teaching a man can take to heart is to put God at the centre of his life and trust in His divine providence. This insight shows great wisdom and I have lived long enough to confirm its truth. To live a hundred years one sees much, learns much and experiences much. I cannot count the times I have witnessed our Lord change lives and circumstances when the faithful pray to Him. Many times I have seen this in my own life, but even more so in the lives of those so close and dear to me. Unfortunately there all too many unaware of the tremendous workings of God’s sovereignty available to them, and as a result find life at times a struggle, frustrating and lacking peace.

			“Divine providence” are words unfamiliar to many and, to be fair, their meaning eludes my full understanding as well. But it is a learning vital to our well-being as it is always at work for our benefit. And so I will do my best to explain what I understand of this mighty power. 

			The providence of our Lord is how our almighty God orchestrates, coordinates, if you will, through natural processes and without interfering with man’s free will, all things on Earth to achieve His perfect purpose for the salvation of all mankind. 

			In the endless outworking of divine providence, God draws together millions of details and circumstances to achieve His will each day. It is the way He works and controls the daily course of human events, decisions and actions. And He does so out of love not only for me but for all His children in the entire world!

			This is a miracle of the first order, far greater than a one-time cure we sometimes witness when one is instantly healed of cancer or one’s sight is restored. Yes, it is a marvelous, wonderful, occurrence of the Lord’s hands when He sees fit to intervene divinely to accomplish His will and purpose, but it is nothing compared to what is done in the seen and unseen world by our Lord and His angels. 

			You see my friends, life is like a big puzzle, and at the best of times we are fortunate to hold one or, at times, perhaps several, of the pieces. We scurry here and there in search of other pieces that might fit in and make us happier, richer and more satisfied, and thus complete the puzzle of our lives. 

			But most often the struggle is in vain. 

			If only we could have this, achieve that, possess her or him in our lives then all would be well and good. Yes, granted, at times a piece fits and some joy and satisfaction comes our way, but most often we go around in circles trying to fit a round piece into a square hole, a red colour where a blue is warranted, an interior piece to an outside edge. We try and try to make the pieces fit in our search for happiness only to find that what we thought would finally give us peace and joy yields only more heartache, frustration, emptiness and unrest. 

			The Lord, however, sees the whole puzzle at all times—even when it changes as the result of prayer or influence or a thousand and one other factors that continually affect the lives of His people. He is all knowing, all powerful and can bring good out of any situation; He can create possibilities when all seems bleak and lacking in hope. 

			Belief in God’s providence prepares us as we encounter new challenges or trials. It gives us peace of mind because we know God is at work with His helpers even when we are in the shadows and feel alone. We walk by faith and not by sight. We know and trust that God will bring us out of the darkness. 

			So the sooner we place our Lord in the center of our lives and trust Him with all our hearts, that is when we start to see the whole picture and not a tiny snapshot of what we think is best. We finally begin to complete the puzzle of our lives, to fit into the plan that God has for each of His children.

			So important is this teaching that I believe it is the other reason the Lord allowed me to return to the land of the living after my brief trip to the other side. During those precious few minutes my protector Zachariah allowed me to see his guidance, protection and love, not only in my life but also in the workings of other guardian angels in the lives of those so very close and dear to me. When I returned it was my purpose to make others aware of our celestial protectors through the undying love story in the lives of my closest friends. The more we are reminded or made aware of our angels, the closer our relationship with them becomes, and soon they are our best friends and allies, our unseen link to our Creator.

			But there was also another vision I absorbed in the single moment Zachariah allowed: God’s divine providence so clearly and wonderfully at work in the lives of my dear friends. 

			Imagine watching a movie sped up so you can see the plot develop almost instantly and, equally swift, the resolutions to the problems that arise. What would normally take two hours to understand took only minutes. I understood in very short order how each person dealt successfully or perhaps unsuccessfully with the issues in their lives. 

			In similar fashion, imagine having access to an omnipotent mind outside of time, one that can see and understand in a single thought the entire lifetime of not only you but of others close to you. Imagine the myriad pieces of the puzzles of everyone’s lives coming together in the blink of an eye and faster. Imagine, if you will, knowing everything now. How the angels prompted them to do this or that, how this person influenced some choices or their heart was softened by the Holy Spirit to be receptive to the Lord’s will or how the meeting and separation of my dear friends was but a detour for the Lord to work out even greater possibilities than the ones they imagined or wanted or prayed for. 

			But I get ahead of myself! Ha, ha… a carryover from my trip to the other side is this desire to share and reveal the story more quickly. But we must re-enter time and slow it down for us to really see and appreciate how the divine providence of the good Lord works. 

			This is what the Lord wants me to share with you. So come, leave the lofty thoughts to the theologians and philosophers. We are simple people, let us go back outside and sit under the sun and rest awhile on the old grey crates while I share more of the tenderhearted love story of the lives so close to my heart. 

			You will soon see, as I do, that it is best to put our sovereign Lord in charge of our lives and trust in Him. It is the only way you will ever see the pieces come together to complete the puzzle of your life.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter One
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			On July 6th, 1959, two days after his eighteenth birthday, Henry awoke, thinking about Jenny for the second year in a row. It was three years to the day since he’d first laid eyes on her. He remembered it vividly. Jenny Sarsky had walked past his house on her way to Mr. Engelmann’s store; they had met in the store, and the moment he gazed into her eyes he’d been completely smitten. It had been love at first sight; the yearning in his heart for Jenny as strong now as it had been then. 

			When they’d walked home together, she’d said, “Quickly, hold my hand!” as they rushed across a busy avenue, the touch of her warm palm sending an electrifying surge through his body. He would never forget the wonderful phrase Jenny had said so often that summer. Quickly, hold my hand, Henry softly repeated to himself as he lay in bed recalling it all: their summer together, walks, dates, secret notes, a bike ride at the park— then her sudden departure.

			That day at the park…they had almost made love. In a way, he still regretted that they hadn’t, although he knew stopping had been the right thing to do. And then there were those guys who’d dragged her off one night … he still hoped to find out what had really happened.

			He knew if he stayed in bed dwelling on it any longer, he’d just grow despondent and self-pitying. It had happened to him a year ago. Memories had flooded his mind and heart so intensely that for days after he could think of nothing but Jenny. At Mr. Engelmann’s suggestion, he’d started meditating and praying every morning to help him get through it. Henry had seen how it had helped his mentor cope with and accept his wife’s illness.

			Henry was glad for summer holidays. It had been a good year; he’d finished Grade 11 with excellent grades and had loved his art class. He had been elected president of the student council and gotten along well with most of his classmates. Even though most other eighteen-year-olds had finished Grade 12 that June, Henry still had a year to go. He and Jenny had that in common too—something they had discovered during one of their first encounters. And then, as often still happened, Henry’s mind and heart unwittingly filled with memories of her. He wondered how she would be spending her summer…if she was enjoying high school in Ottawa…if she ever thought about him…Henry caught himself before thoughts of Jenny brought on the heartache that inevitably followed. 

			Today, he reminded himself, I’m starting full-time at Engelmann’s Grocery. 

			As much as Henry liked school, he also loved working for Mr. Engelmann and would be working full-time for the next two months. They’d had incredible success over the past two years. Business had more than tripled and was flourishing in all aspects. Henry loved the challenge of the business and the opportunity to make it a success, but he loved the talks he and Mr. Engelmann had out back behind the store even more, sitting on the old weathered crates under the warmth of the sun.

			Mr. Engelmann was one of the wisest people Henry had ever met. Mr. Engelmann must have been a great teacher back in Austria and influenced the lives of many young people. Although the Engelmanns had every reason to be bitter about what had happened to them and their families during the Second World War, they weren’t. Mr. Engelmann always said, “Regardless of where we find ourselves in life, regardless of our circumstances, it’s what we do with life, how we live it—and ultimately how we serve that is the important thing.”

			And serve they did. David and Anna Engelmann had dedicated their lives to the service of others. It was evident every day in the store. For Mr. and Mrs. Engelmann, selling groceries was simply a way to reach out to others. They lived modest, humble lives. They never talked about or boasted of their education or knowledge. No one even suspected they were both university graduates and had probably forgotten more about worldly affairs than most people in the neighbourhood even learned in a lifetime.

			Indeed, Henry was privileged to know Mr. Engelmann. If it hadn’t been for his mentor’s help in dealing with Jenny’s sudden departure, Henry was almost certain he wouldn’t have been able to cope. The loss he had felt, compounded by never hearing from her again, would have been too much to bear without Mr. Engelmann’s support, care, empathy and advice.

			He stretched out, then scratched his head, tugging the sheet up. Summer holidays meant they’d have more time to talk. On school days they had to wait until after the store closed for the day, but then they talked over the counter for however long it took. “You can’t share your heart in a hurry,” was a phrase Mr. Engelmann often said.

			In summers past, either Mrs. Engelmann or Mrs. Schmidt tended to the store so he and Mr. Engelmann could go out back with a soda pop and talk about life. At times Mr. Engelmann used big words and referenced famous psychologists or psychiatrists: Eric Fromm, Abraham Maslow, Ivan Pavlov, B.F. Skinner, Victor Frankl, Sigmund Freud, Carl Jung and Carl Rogers, to name a few. He and Henry compared different schools of thought regarding conditioning, Gestalt psychology, existentialism, rational emotive therapy and behaviour modification. 

			Mr. Engelmann would say, “It’s not the person’s name or who said it or the school of thought that is important, but rather the lesson on life that is taught.” 

			Henry clung to Mr. Engelmann’s every word as if it was the last he expected to hear. Mr. Engelmann had a way of explaining the most complex thoughts and topics in a simple and straightforward way that somehow always applied to whatever difficulty Henry was facing. In the end, it usually had to do with making choices based on values, and those in turn seemed always to relate to the values and principles of the Bible.

			“It’s all there, Henry. It’s very important to read the Bible every day so you stay focused on what is really important in life. All the psychologists, philosophers and psychiatrists in the world haven’t really discovered anything new. They are simply relating what has already been taught from the beginning when our good Lord walked the earth and showed us the way, the truth and the light.”

			Who, passing by, seeing a young man and an old one sitting out back on a weathered crate behind a grocery store, would ever think that such knowledge was being discussed and passed down? 

			Henry stretched again. It was only six in the morning and the thin cotton curtains on the window couldn’t keep the rising sun from flooding his bedroom with a soft light. Time to get up and pray. It always started his day off right. Mornings were so peaceful, and because it was summer and he didn’t have to worry about school, Henry actually looked forward to getting up early.

			He rolled out of bed, dressed and went to his desk. He read a few chapters of the Bible then sat quietly with his eyes closed. He was getting better at emptying his mind of all thought and found it very relaxing. The first step was to focus on his breathing. It brought him into the present moment. 

			Mr. Engelmann would say, “We need to think about the past at times, and also of the future, but to fret and worry about it constantly is a waste of life. Living in the now means living a focused life, an undivided life and a full life. The more we can live in the present, the more aware we become of our true selves and our ability to serve others.”

			Presently, the stillness was broken by the sound of his mother in the kitchen, getting ready for the day and planning meals. He decided to go down for breakfast.

			Henry passed his father in the hallway. “Have a nice day, Dad.” 

			“Yeah, you, too, Henry. You’re up early.”

			“Yeah, I couldn’t sleep anymore and I’m anxious to get to the store.”

			“Well, I’m glad you like your work.” 

			Henry didn’t respond because he knew his dad didn’t really care for his own job. He wished his dad could find something else. It must be awful to go to work every day and not enjoy it. How trapped and unfulfilled it must feel.

			“What would you like for breakfast, Henry?” his mother asked when he appeared in the kitchen.

			“Oh, corn flakes and toast will be fine.”

			He looked forward to sitting and chatting with his mom for awhile. The sun beamed through the east window of the kitchen, filling the room with peace and warmth. It complimented the love he and his mom felt for each other. 

			They chatted about the day ahead, her gardening and her desire to find some part-time work. He sensed a loneliness in his mom as they talked and he knew it had something to do with his dad. His parents’ relationship hadn’t been the same since his father returned home after running off with another woman. Henry wanted to talk about it at some point but felt he had already thought too much about life for one day.

			He stepped outside. It was going to be another warm one. The sky was clear, not a cloud in sight. A lone jet climbed high above him, leaving a long double trail of white vapour that converged into one wide streak and dissipated into the cerulean sky. He took in a long breath of fresh morning air. Many of their neighbours had already turned on their sprinklers before the water demand got too high, reducing the pressure to a trickle. It hadn’t rained in days, and homeowners were putting a heavy strain on the city’s tenuous water supply. Henry reminded himself to put the hose on Mr. Engelmann’s front lawn as he walked between the houses to get his bike.

			Henry waved to Mr. Weichel, who was always up and out working in the yard if the weather was nice. Mr. Weichel’s garden and the flower bed in his front yard were the nicest on the block.

			And there was Mrs. Kartush, watering her petunias. 

			“’Morning, Mrs. Kartush,” Henry yelled as he sped past her. He didn’t know if she’d heard him; her hearing was starting to go. Henry loved the people in the neighbourhood, and because of his job he knew almost everyone. They were mainly European in origin, hard-working and God-fearing. They helped each other out whenever they could. Henry felt a strong sense of belonging.

			Mr. Engelmann was always downstairs in the store by seven-thirty and usually had the front door unlocked by eight in anticipation of Henry’s arrival. When he entered the store that morning, however, the front door was unlocked, but the lights were still off and Mr. Engelmann wasn’t down yet. 

			Henry went to the back storage room and flipped the light switches to both the back and front parts of the store, bringing a bit of life to the old building. It was unusual for Mr. Engelmann not to be in the store already. He hoped his mentor wasn’t sick. Perhaps Anna needed his attention; she hadn’t been well again lately.

			In tenth grade, Henry had started visiting Mrs. Engelmann in her bedroom on occasion. On his first visit, he’d found her resting in an ornate antique canopy bed, her face as pale as the lacy white sheets. Anna’s parents had owned such a bed, and when she’d seen one like it in an antique store, she’d told David she just had to have it. So they had purchased the bed, along with two end tables to go on either side, a dresser, chest of drawers and two lamps. The end tables didn’t match the other furniture but they seemed to fit because they were antiques and elegant in their own right.

			Since that first time, Henry had visited Mrs. Engelmann a lot. He liked talking to her. She was as wise as Mr. Engelmann, but softer spoken, preferring to listen. Henry often worried about her health, and hoped his visits cheered her and weren’t too strenuous. Mr. Engelmann was very protective of his wife’s need to rest and she didn’t often come down into the store anymore. 

			Over the months, Mrs. Engelmann had conveyed to Henry how much she and her husband enjoyed having him around and what a blessing he was to them. Once, she had told him they thought of him as a son. Henry often felt like the Engelmanns were his parents too and he loved the time spent reading the Bible to her.

			When nine o’clock came and went and Mr. Engelmann didn’t appear, Henry knew something was wrong. Obviously, the old man had been down at some point because the front door had been open, but for some reason, he hadn’t stayed downstairs or turned on any of the lights. Yet he didn’t want to intrude on the Engelmanns’ privacy, especially if Mrs. Engelmann was having one of her bad days.

			The phone rang, startling Henry.

			“Engelmann’s Grocery, how may I help you? And good morning to you, Mrs. Neaster. Yes, it’s a beautiful day. Sure, we can deliver that. Two pounds of salami, a loaf of fresh French bread and a pound of butter. Anything else, Mrs. Neaster? Do you need it before lunch? Okay then, we’ll deliver it sometime today. Good-bye.”

			Henry replaced the receiver and left the order for Mr. Engelmann. Mr. Engelmann always knew how each customer preferred their meat cut. The sun streamed in, making the dust motes dance and Henry remembered the front lawn. He went to water it, hoping Mr. Engelmann would be down by the time he finished.

			A half-hour later, Henry was back inside. But Mr. Engelmann was still nowhere to be seen. There was no choice but to go upstairs and find out what was wrong. 

			The staircase was dimly lit by the south-facing window. It was usually brighter up here, especially by this hour of the morning. The blinds must still be closed. Not a good sign.

			Henry always worried that he would be intruding or might startle Mrs. Engelmann by going up there. But at that moment he was more afraid than nervous. 

			“Mr. Engelmann,” he called out in a low whisper. After a moment, he repeated the call again, a little louder this time. There was no answer. Henry climbed up a few steps and peered into the dim light, trying to see. He wondered if he should call the police.

			But then, it might be nothing. Maybe Mr. Engelmann had just gone back to bed after opening the store for him. He’d never done that before but he had been awfully tired lately. 

			Henry summoned up more courage and climbed a few more stairs. Once again, he called out for Mr. Engelmann but didn’t receive a response. At the top of the stairs, he looked around. All the lights were off, and as he had assumed, the blinds on the window underneath which Mr. and Mrs. Engelmann usually sat and read were closed, only allowing a dim frame of light to seep in around the edges. 

			He gazed down the hall and saw a soft glow in the bedroom doorway. He wondered if he should go in. He was sure the Engelmanns were just sleeping. But even so he had to wake up Mr. Engelmann, didn’t he? He’d be mortified if he slept the morning away while Henry worked alone downstairs. Henry imagined Mr. Engelmann’s ruddy face next to his wife’s pale one. What a contrast. The image only added to his growing anxiety.

			Henry tiptoed down the hall, not really knowing why since he had every intention of waking Mr. Engelmann anyway. He neared the doorway, hearing nothing but the pounding of his heart. Perspiration rolled down his back. Finally, he reached the doorway and dared to peek in—and the image in front of him was forever imprinted in his mind and heart.

			Mr. Engelmann sat in a chair beside the bed, holding Anna’s still hand in both of his. His head was bowed. Anna’s eyes were closed. Mr. Engelmann’s curved back heaved slightly. He was sobbing, the tears silent. Henry knew then that Mrs. Engelmann was gone. He stood there, half in and half out of the doorway, frozen, unsure what to do.

			A chill trickled down Henry’s back as if all the warmth had left the room with Anna’s spirit. Slowly, he drew close to Mr. Engelmann and put a hand on his shoulder. As he did, Mr. Engelmann’s sobbing increased. Mr. Engelmann took one hand away from Anna’s and placed it on top of Henry’s. In the peace and stillness of the moment, they mourned their loss.

			Henry’s heart went out to Mr. Engelmann. He had loved his wife and would miss her so much. Henry knew he would really miss their visits; he’d loved her like a second mom. Actually, now that he thought of it, he was surprised he wasn’t crying, too. Maybe he was in shock. He couldn’t keep his eyes off Mrs. Engelmann. He’d never seen someone who’d just died.

			Mrs. Engelmann looked perfectly peaceful, a soft smile on her face and a gentle glow on her skin. She finally looked at rest. She had been ill for so long. She should have been in the hospital, but Mr. Engelmann had refused, insisting on carrying the responsibility of looking after her day after day himself. He had never complained, only loved his wife and served her until the end. Mr. Engelmann had told him it was an honour to look after Anna, and often commented how she cheered him up when everyone thought it was the other way around. 

			Suddenly Henry remembered the store was open and unattended. He had no idea how long he’d been upstairs.

			“Mr. Engelmann,” he said in a low voice, “I better go back downstairs.”

			“Yes, yes, go ahead,” Mr. Engelmann whispered back. He patted Henry’s hand then took Anna’s again. “Thank you, Henry.”

			Henry backed out of the room, a picture seared in his mind’s eye: Mrs. Engelmann still under the sheets, the warm glow of the lamp caressing her face; Mr. Engelmann behind the light as if in the shadows, weeping and holding her hand, giving it his warmth; and the wooden cross on the wall above them, the bronze sculpture of the Lord reflecting the light. It was He who was at the centre of their lives, at the heart of their marriage. It was He who helped them carry their burdens, and it was He who united them now.

			Henry was deeply moved by the beauty of that moment, by a love shared even in death. He felt the urge to draw what he’d seen, to paint it, freeze it on canvas. Why would he think such a thing at a time like this? He bumped into the doorway, startling Mr. Engelmann and himself. Slowly he turned and made his way to the light coming up the stairs from the storage room below.

			Downstairs, the phone jangled. He ran towards it, but it stopped ringing as he got there. He was glad. He wasn’t ready to talk to a customer just yet. He looked around the store and was grateful no one had come in. He decided to sweep the floor and restock the shelves. He’d wait for Mr. Engelmann to tell him what more he should do. 

			He was concerned about Mrs. Engelmann, though. Surely she couldn’t stay in the bedroom? How was Mr. Engelmann going to get her out of there? Henry thought about the funeral. His mind buzzed with questions. Who would Mr. Engelmann want as pallbearers? Would Mr. Engelmann have to go buy a coffin? Where would the funeral be held? 

			It’s so complicated to die.

			Then Mr. Engelmann appeared in the storeroom doorway. He looked tired and sad. His eyes were swollen and his shoulders slouched a little more than usual. His glasses were so smudged they looked frosted over, as if he’d just come in from the cold. He wore the same sweater vest he usually did. He could afford a new one and maybe a nicer one, but he was satisfied with what he had. He was comfortable, liked things simple and saw no need to change.

			Mr. Engelmann walked towards Henry, patting his shoulder as he passed. When he got to the front door, he turned the deadbolt above the doorknob to the right until it clicked and locked, then flipped the sign, which Henry had turned to open when he’d come in, back to closed. Mr. Engelmann slowly walked back to Henry and put his arm around his young partner’s shoulder. “Come, Henry. Let us go sit on the old crate out back and feel the morning sun on our faces for awhile.”

			As they emerged from the back of the store, they squinted against the bright sun. They sat down side by side as they had done so many times before. 

			Fully expecting a conversation about loss and death, Henry was surprised when Mr. Engelmann began talking about how he had first met Anna, how he’d known from the beginning she would be his wife. He talked about her qualities, charm, mannerisms and looks, all the things that had attracted him to her. He talked about their life, marriage, honeymoon, first apartment and first home. He talked about their trials and sorrows, including the fact that they could not have children. He talked about their love of theatre and music. He talked about how they’d gotten out of Austria during the war and come to Canada. Mr. Engelmann told Henry his life’s story, passing on the legacy to the only son they had.

			Mr. Engelmann finished shortly after noon, ending with how they’d bought the store and the plans they’d had, some of which had not turned out. In a sense he was reliving his life with his chosen mate, not regretting a minute of it. If there were any regrets, it would be that his time with Anna hadn’t been long enough. Mr. Engelmann was deeply in love with her. 

			Henry could relate; it was how he felt about Jenny.

			They sat in silence, each in his own thoughts. Henry thought of Jenny and how he had wanted her for his wife. He envied Mr. Engelmann for having married his true love. 

			“Well, Henry, you can sit for awhile longer if you wish. I have things that need to be done.” 

			When Henry came back into the store, Mr. Engelmann was on the phone to the funeral home. When he hung up, Henry asked if they should open the door to customers.

			“No, today is a day for mourning, Henry. It is Anna’s day. We respect her passing today. I am not interested in making money or carrying on any other business than what I have to do now. When the ambulance comes, let them in, Henry, and show them the way upstairs. I am going up now, to get Anna ready. You stay here, answer the phone, and tell people we are closed and why. Do the same for anyone who comes to the door. Tell them we will be open again tomorrow but will be closed on the day of Anna’s funeral.” 

			As Mr. Engelmann turned to leave, he added, “Maybe phone Mrs. Schmidt and tell her to come in for awhile today, and for sure tomorrow because I won’t be here for most of the day. I have many things to do and many preparations to make.”

			As Mr. Engelmann headed upstairs, Henry remembered Mrs. Neaster’s phone call. “Mr. Engelmann, Mrs. Neaster phoned when I got in this morning and placed an order for salami, bread and butter. I told her I’d deliver it today. Should I phone and tell her that we can’t right now?”

			“No, no, if you promised her it would be delivered today, then we must honour your word.” He walked over to the meat counter, took out the salami and cut the meat the way he knew Mrs. Neaster liked it, then wrapped it first in wax paper then in coated brown paper. He wrote the weight and price on the outside of the package then laid it on top of the glass display case. 

			“Here, Henry, finish the order and take it to her this afternoon when you can.”

			So Henry phoned Mrs. Schmidt and explained to customers who called or knocked on the front door about Mrs. Engelmann, telling them the store would re-open the following day. Many wept as soon as Henry told them. He’d never realized how much the community loved Mr. and Mrs. Engelmann. 

			Besides their visits, Henry’s most vivid memories of Anna were of her constant kindness and sincerity, and the fact that despite the obvious pain her cancer inflicted, she never complained about it. She had always wanted to help in the store, even towards the end when Mr. Engelmann insisted she rest. Henry had always liked it when she was able to come down to the store, though; she brought with her a sense of peace and an aura of simple elegance and charm.

			A tapping at the front door startled Henry from his recollections. The ambulance had arrived. He opened the door and held it while the men entered, carrying a cot between them. He led them upstairs, calling up to Mr. Engelmann that the ambulance men were there. When they arrived at the bedroom door, a teary Mr. Engelmann greeted them and swept a hand towards the bed. 

			It was still hard for Henry to believe. Mrs. Engelmann looked as if she were asleep. Her arms lay on top of the covers, her hands now holding each other naturally. 

			“I thought I would leave her nightgown on,” said Mr. Engelmann, breaking the silence. 

			“That’s fine,” said the first man who entered the room. “They’ll dress her at the funeral home, if you have clothes you want to send along. You can stay if you want, or you can wait downstairs while we get her ready.” 

			“No, no, I will stay.”

			It was evident that it bothered Mr. Engelmann to have to share the sanctity and privacy of his bedroom with other men.

			The first attendant walked to the other side of the bed and reached for the covers, gently sliding them from underneath Mrs. Engelmann’s arms, and slowly lowered the sheets, making certain that he wouldn’t expose her unnecessarily. But Mr. Engelmann had anticipated this and had prepared her so that her modesty was preserved, her gown pulled down as far as it could go, wrapped snuggly around her ankles and tucked in underneath. All that showed were her tiny feet, tight together and pointing straight up.

			The man removed a heavy vinyl plastic bag of olive green from the case he’d been carrying. He set the bag down on the white bedspread beside Mrs. Engelmann and unrolled it in the space where Mr. Engelmann would normally sleep. The bag had a long zipper in the middle, running its entire length. He opened it wide and then motioned to the second man. They leaned over to the far side of the bed and slid their hands underneath Mrs. Engelmann. Henry worried they were off-balance, but Mrs. Engelmann was so frail and light they had no trouble lifting her and placing her into the open bag.

			Mr. Engelmann gasped as the first man took hold of the zipper and slowly pulled it up over Anna’s face, closing out the last image that Henry and Mr. Engelmann would ever have of Anna in her bedroom. It seemed a cruel thing to do and yet it was necessary. Henry went over to Mr. Engelmann and put a hand on his shoulder. 

			They both stared at the cold plastic bag. It seemed so wrong for such a warm, loving person to be sealed inside it.

			The ambulance attendants tucked their arms underneath the plastic bag and shifted it towards the other side of the bed, making room to set down the stretcher. Clearly they’d done this many times before. They laid the stretcher on the edge of the bed beside Mrs. Engelmann and shifted her onto it, then buckled up the straps, pulling very hard to make them tight so they wouldn’t lose her going down the stairs. The first man nodded to the second and they lifted the stretcher.

			Under Henry’s hand, Mr. Engelmann tensed as Anna’s body left the bedroom. 

			Mr. Engelmann stood motionless. The ambulance men had left with Anna’s body and Henry had followed them out. As the bag holding his wife went past him, he had almost reached out to touch it, but seeing her placed inside had been bad enough without adding the memory of the feel of her body through its cold plastic. 

			He stared at the empty bed for a long time, then walked over to the bed and sat down where his wife had lain. He put his hand on the white sheet, hoping somehow to still feel her warmth. 

			He felt only cold emptiness. 

			He missed her already. How would he survive without her? 

			He leaned back and tried to lay down so that he covered the spot where Anna had been. He rested his head on her pillow, trying to fit it into the slight depression left by her own. He looked as still as Anna had. He closed his eyes, thinking to dream of her, but found himself praying instead…that the Lord might take him this day, too.
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			Henry Ripplinger is the bestselling author of Pewter Angels, the first in the six-book series “The Angelic Letters.” The overwhelming response by readers to Pewter Angels gives testimony to Henry’s gifts as an author to write books that touch human hearts and offer direction to their lives.

			Henry’s empathetic abilities, combined with his lifelong experience and eclectic career as a high school teacher, guidance counselor, professional artist and businessman, prepared him to craft this inspirational Christian romance series and indirectly realize his aspirations of writing a self-development book.

			Henry is also one of Canada’s foremost prairie artists. His work is on display at private and corporate collections across Canada, most notably in Saskatchewan, his home province, and can be seen in the critically acclaimed book, If You’re Not from the Prairie.

			He resides with his wife in the panoramic valley setting of Lumsden, Saskatchewan, Canada. 
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			If You’re Not from the Prairie, written by David Bouchard and illustrated by Henry Ripplinger, is a poetic and visual journey depicting the prairies and the people who have made this diverse land their own…a treasure for the mind and soul.

			For further information about this book as well as other artwork, limited edition prints and other products, please visit: 

			www.henryripplinger.com 
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			Pewter Angels: Book One of The Angelic Letters Series

			“He hath given his angels charge over thee; to keep thee 

			in all thy ways…In their hands they shall bear thee up: 

			lest thou dash thy foot against a stone.”

			Psalm 91:11-12

			…Suddenly, she turned to Henry as if to speak, catching him off guard. He didn’t have time to pretend he wasn’t staring at her. He’d been caught. Their eyes met now for a second time and although he felt his face warming again with a blush, this tiMain10me he couldn’t turn away. Her gaze locked with his and his with hers. They rose from their knees simultaneously, as if lifted, and were at once standing, facing each other.

			Nothing existed except this moment and this place.

			A charged, earthly attraction united their hearts while a spiritual energy traveled the length of the gaze they shared, drawing their souls from their bodies and joining them at the halfway point. The aura around them brightened…enclosing both in the surrounding glow of their celestial connection.

			Time stood still…

			Pewter Angels will grab your heart, squeeze it and hold it to the very last page.

			For more information, please visit: www.henryripplinger.com
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