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Romans 8:28







We know that all things work together for good for those who love God, for those who are called according to his purpose.











  
  

Chapter 1


Esther





Esther’s eyes scanned the sanctuary. She started to take a head count but felt a little like King David taking his census and stopped. Their small, upper-room prayer meeting had swelled so much in recent weeks that they’d had to move it downstairs. Esther had been a smidgen sad about that, but a gentle voice in her head had reminded her that change was a good thing. A church could not grow and resist change at the same time. And an abundance of prayer warriors was a good thing—especially when Derek was in the mood for howling like a wolf while everyone else was praying. 

Pastor Adam called them all to order. Another thing she’d had to adjust to. She, along with her six friends—the founding mothers, her granddaughter called them—had been the ones to initiate and facilitate these weekly prayer meetings, and then suddenly Adam had taken over. Of course they were paying him for exactly such tasks, but still—it felt weird.

Today he seemed in a particular hurry. “Sorry to rush your fellowship.” He leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees. “I see that Derek isn’t here yet, so I thought it might be a good time to discuss his situation.”

All chatter stopped. No one looked at Pastor, as if they were all afraid to make eye contact with him. Esther forced herself to do just that.

“It is January,” he started. “Last night it was well below zero. Do any of you know where Derek slept last night?”

No one responded.

“I don’t either. I’ve asked him things like that in the past, but he is always reluctant to share details.”

“He’s a private man,” Roderick Puddy said, sounding defensive of Derek.

“He is,” Adam agreed. “But that doesn’t mean he doesn’t need our help.”

“So what do you suggest?” Vicky asked, her face pinched.

Adam leaned back in his chair and sighed. “I don’t have any suggestions. That’s why I’m asking all of you.”

“Isn’t there a homeless shelter in Belfast?” Walter asked.

Esther cast him a sharp look. She didn’t want to ship Derek back to Belfast. They’d never see him again.

Adam nodded. “There is, but they’ve kicked him out before. I’m not sure he’s welcome back.”

Walter’s eyes widened. “Why’d they kick him out?”

Adam shook his head. “I’m not sure.”

“Something about his dating life,” Rachel said, and a snicker traveled around the circle.

“We’ve offered to let him sleep in our barn,” Roderick said, “but he didn’t want—”

“Your barn?” Barbara cried, horrified.

“Where have you offered to let him sleep?” Vicky shot at her.

Barbara’s mouth snapped shut.

“Yes, our barn,” Roderick said without looking at Barbara. “We don’t have room for so much as a cot in our house, and I’m not sure I trust him alone with my children.”

“Why not?” Walter asked.

Roderick shrugged. “I don’t really have a reason, but I’m not sure where he’s at mental health wise.”

“He did pull a knife on Fiona,” Rachel said thoughtfully.

“He did?” Adam cried. “I didn’t know that!”

Rachel waved a hand at him. “It was a hundred years ago.”

Esther snickered. It had only been a few months ago, but they’d been so busy that it did feel like a century had passed. 

“What if we rented him a place?” Walter asked.

Esther’s heart warmed at the suggestion. Walter was so smart and so generous. She had the urge to reach over and take his hand, but she didn’t. This was prayer meeting.

Cathy shook her head. “That wouldn’t work.”

“Why not?” Vicky snapped. “Because you don’t want to spend the money?” 

Cathy closed her eyes in exasperation.

“Tightwad,” Vicky mumbled under her breath.

“It’s not that at all,” Cathy said. “No landlord in Carver Harbor is going to want to rent to a homeless man. We’d have to pay first and last and a deposit and sign a lease committing us to a year of paying rent we might not be able to afford in a few months, and I don’t even trust Derek to be here in a few months. We all know he disappears for days on end.”

“He might not disappear if he had a place to lay his head,” Vicky said.

“Fine,” Cathy snapped. “You call around to the Carver Harbor landlords and see who is willing to open a homeless shelter at their property.” Her gaze traveled around the room. “Or maybe one of you has a room you’d like to rent?”

Predictably, no one volunteered.

“What about that church that came down to help us with Levi?” Walter asked.

“From Mattawooptock?” Vicky cried. “That’s two hours away!”

Walter shrugged. “Who knows? He might thrive there.”

A judgmental rumble traveled through the room. How dare Walter suggest such a thing?

Adam held up a hand to stall it. “That’s not a terrible idea. It might be the best thing for him, but I don’t want him to feel like we’re sending him away, like we want to get rid of him.” He chewed on his bottom lip. “Why don’t I bring up that church and make sure he knows about it. Then, if he acts interested, we can go from there? Until then, any other ideas?”

“What if we let him sleep here?” Esther asked.

It was Walter’s turn to look shocked. “In the church?”

Esther didn’t like his expression. It hadn’t been a stupid suggestion. “That’s what they do in Mattawooptock. What’s the difference?”

“I think that’s a great idea,” Adam said. “I’ve thought of it myself. And I think such a thing may be in our future. But we’re not set up for that yet.” He held his hands out to his sides. “This place is huge. And old. With terrible insulation. We can’t afford to heat it all day, every day. Maybe, with some updates and renovations, we would be able to, but those too would take funds we don’t have.” 

Esther was impressed. Adam had thought this through.

“And this is a small town,” he continued, “much smaller than Mattawooptock and more isolated. We don’t have a homeless population here, and opening a shelter would probably attract homeless people to move here, which means we’d need to be prepared to do some political maneuvering.” He looked around the room. “I’m not sure we have anyone with that skill set. Yet.”

Esther wasn’t so sure. She thought Walter could be pretty diplomatic when he wanted to be.

“It would also be a legal nightmare,” Walter said. “I can’t imagine the insurance we’d need to make sure we can’t be successfully sued.”

Of course. Leave it to the lawyer to think of that.

“Good point. And we’d need to have round-the-clock staff, either paid or volunteer. So anyway … all right!” he declared, abruptly shifting his tone. “What is the next prayer request?”

Esther looked up to see that Derek had just walked through the front door.  

Walter shifted uncomfortably in his chair. 

“Don’t worry,” Esther said. “I don’t think he heard us.” 

“I know he didn’t.”

Esther eyed Walter for a moment. Then what had him so fidgety?








  
  

Chapter 2


Cathy







Founding mother Cathy forced a smile as people flowed into the church for Sunday service. She had no reason to be so tired, but lately she’d been feeling quite rundown. Silently praying for some energy, she traveled around the room complimenting little girls’ dresses and shaking adults’ hands.

A man she’d never seen before walked through the front door. Something about him made her take notice. He was alone, but he stood tall and confident just inside the door, a leather-bound Bible at his side. Pastor must have noticed him too because he made a beeline to greet him. 

“Who’s that?” Jason DeGrave asked from right beside her.

She jumped and turned to look at him, happy to see his girlfriend, Chevon, by his side. “I have no idea who that is.” She smiled at Chevon. “How are you feeling, honey?”

Chevon looked at the floor. “Fine.”

“Don’t you know everyone in town?” Jason asked.

She sighed. “That might have been the case once upon a time, but people come and go, and my memory isn’t what it used to be.” This was true, of course, but it was a moot point. She had a feeling she would remember that man if she’d seen him before.

Fiona started to play the pipe organ, and Cathy squeezed Chevon’s hand as she stepped away. “You let me know if you need anything.”

Chevon nodded meekly. She looked about as tired as Cathy felt.

Cathy found her way to her usual spot in her usual pew and then stared at the pulpit, waiting for Adam to welcome everyone, which he soon did. Then after a few brief announcements, Fiona began to play again, and Rachel stepped up front to lead the singing.

Cathy stifled a yawn as they went into their second hymn. She needed a nap, and she hoped Adam’s sermon would be more lively than usual. Otherwise, her snooze was going to come at an inopportune time. She thought it would take Adam a while to forgive her if she snored during his sermon.

His message started off with a promising theme, but he was delivering it with his typical drabness. He was preaching from James, talking about how faith isn’t much good if it doesn’t translate into good works. She’d heard this sermon at least a dozen times before. She thought she’d even delivered this sermon before and probably done a better job of it. She fought off more yawns. But then Adam said something that made her sit up straight. 

It wasn’t his words so much as the look of uncertainty on his face when he said them. “I am issuing you all a physical, hands-on, boots-on-the-ground challenge.” He gripped the pulpit with both hands, not saying anything else.

She raised an eyebrow. Did he want them to guess?

“Next Saturday, at eleven o’clock, I’m asking you all to meet me here. And we’re going to leave the building in teams … or maybe just one team. I guess that depends on how many people show up.” He laughed awkwardly, and no one joined him. He cleared his throat. “Anyway, we’re going to go door-to-door—”

Several people gasped in horror. Cathy realized after the fact that she’d been one of them. He wanted them to be annoying?

“No!” he said quickly. “Not like that! We’re not going to preach at people and thump them with the Bible.” He swallowed hard. “We’re not even going to share the Gospel unless the Lord really gives you an opportunity to do that. Our goal is not to proselytize.” He mispronounced the word, and Cathy ran a hand over her mouth to hide her involuntary smirk. “We’re going to serve.” He pronounced this word perfectly, and she began to catch on to what he was thinking.

And she loved it.

“We’re going to knock on someone’s door, introduce ourselves, and then ask what we can do for them. Do they need a meal? Do they need a ride somewhere? Do they need their snow shoveled?” 

“People aren’t even going to open their doors,” Fiona mumbled from a nearby pew.

Surprisingly, Adam heard her. 

“You’re right, Fiona,” he said. “A lot of them won’t open their doors. And a lot of them will open their doors only to slam them in our faces. And some of them will say nasty things. But some of them will need our help, and then we will get to help them.” He waited for more protests. 

None were voiced, but Cathy could feel the objections heavy in the air. Her heart raced with excitement, but she knew not everyone was having the same response to this idea. She sneaked a look at her friends. Esther looked baffled. Esther never liked surprises. Vicky looked intrigued. Cathy didn’t want to turn around and look at her back row friend, because she knew Barbara would be disgusted. She did turn to look over her left shoulder at Rachel, who caught her eye, grinned, and winked at her. She smiled back, unable to wink with her left eye. Then she scanned the room for Vera and found her fast asleep. Dawn sat beside her, staring at Walter Rainwater as if she hadn’t heard a word Pastor had said. Cathy rolled her eyes. How anyone had the energy to have crushes at her age, she didn’t know. 

“We won’t be able to get to every door in town, so I plan to do this for the next four Saturdays. And you don’t have to do them all. You can show up once, twice, four times, or not at all. No one has to participate,” Adam continued. “If you can’t or choose not to show up on Saturdays, you are still very much welcome here on Sundays. But I hope I’ll see you here on Saturday.” He nodded. “I have a good feeling about this.”

Cathy smiled. So did she. A very good feeling. 








  
  

Chapter 3


Esther





“Get off the phone, Zoe,” Esther said to her granddaughter, trying not to sound impatient. “We’ve got to go.” 

Zoe gave her an exasperated look. “I can walk and talk at the same time.” She headed toward the door. “Please, come,” she said into the phone. “It won’t be so bad.” She listened for a moment and then giggled as she stepped out into the hallway. “Thank you. Okay. Bye.” She hung up the phone, beaming.

They stepped into the elevator. “Love sure does look good on you.”

Zoe rolled her eyes. “No one said anything about love.”

“Mm-hm.” Esther wasn’t buying that for a second. She knew love when she saw it. “So Levi’s coming?” She pressed the ground floor button. 

Zoe nodded. 

“What was his hesitation?”

“Said he doesn’t like people.”

Esther snickered. “I could see why he might not want to participate in this little adventure, then.” She wasn’t sure she wanted to participate in this adventure. She wanted to help people, sure, but going door-to-door? What could she offer people? She should probably be asking them for help.

“I told him he wouldn’t have to talk to anyone. I figured we could all hang back and let your boyfriend do all the talking.” She emphasized boy, and Esther gave her a dirty look. Zoe knew how much Esther hated calling Walter a boyfriend. He was a grown man, a retired grown man for crying out loud. 

They stepped out into the cold, and Zoe zipped her coat up. “Doesn’t look like many people are gonna show up.” The church steps were empty, and there were only a few cars parked out front.

“I’m not surprised.” Normally they cut across the lawn to get to church, but the snow was too deep, so they went to the street.

“I feel bad for Pastor,” Zoe said. “He was so into this, and I’m not sure it’s going to work.”

“Well, we won’t know if we don’t try.” Esther was pretty sure it wasn’t going to work, though. 

They started up the short driveway, and Derek fell into step beside them. “Good morning, ladies.”

They both greeted him and then thanked him as he got the door for them.

“I’m taking Emma and Tonya!” Vicky declared as soon as they’d stepped inside. She had grown quite possessive of her two housemates. 

About two dozen people swarmed around—more than Esther had expected. People must have carpooled.

“I want to go with them too!” Mary Sue Puddy declared. She started toward Emma, but her mother put an arm down over her shoulder and pulled her back.

“Not this time,” Lauren said.

“Why not?” Mary Sue pouted.

“We’re going to go as a family.” It seemed Lauren wasn’t so sure about this adventure either. She looked up at her husband. “We’re going to stick together.”

“That’s right,” Roderick agreed.

Pastor Adam finished splitting people into teams, most of which had already formed organically. He made sure each team had a vehicle and a cell phone. Then he gave each team a map of the town with a small highlighted section. Esther was impressed. Adam had done the prep work for this. She resolved then to make this work as best she could. For Adam. She admired his pluck.

Walter took Esther’s hand and led her to the door, and Zoe followed. They met Levi coming in.

“Were you going to leave without me?” He sounded hopeful.

“Never.” Zoe giggled.

Levi sighed. “Okay. Who’s our first victim?”

Walter looked down at his map. “Looks like we’re starting on Maple Street.”

Levi nodded. “Good. I don’t think I know anyone there.”

Zoe giggled again. 

Walter looked over at her. “Hey! This is our first double date!”

Zoe rolled her eyes, but she leaned into Levi as if she really were on a date. 

They piled into Walter’s Lincoln and weaved their way across town to Maple. Then Walter parked in front of the first house. He looked out Esther’s window and up at the house and then looked at Esther again. “Well? Here goes nothing, I guess.” He opened his door, and Esther, grateful for his bravery, followed suit.

She didn’t know what she was so nervous about, but this was at least a mile outside her comfort zone. She let Walter lead, staying close behind him. Zoe and Levi hung back a few more feet.

Walter knocked on the door.

Nothing happened.

Walter knocked again.

The door cracked open, and a woman in a frayed pink bathrobe peeked out. “Yes?”

“Good morning,” Walter said in what Esther assumed was his courtroom voice. “We’re from New Beginnings Church, and we were—”

She slammed the door.

They all stood still, unsure how to proceed.

“Well, that went well,” Levi said and turned to go back to the car. 

“Hang on,” Walter said. “No need to get in the car yet.” He looked at the next house. “It makes more sense to walk.”

“Maybe don’t mention we’re from the church this time,” Zoe said.

“What?” Walter sounded annoyed. He didn’t like unsolicited advice from a teenager, apparently. “That’s what Pastor told us to do.”

Zoe edged closer. “I know, but people hear the word church, and they panic.”

Levi laughed, and Esther looked at him expectantly. He shrugged. “It’s true.”

“Fair enough. Let’s try it.” Walter walked boldly up to the next door. Esther got the feeling his efficiency stemmed more from wanting to get it all over with than wanting to serve God. She silently prayed this one would go better as he rapped his knuckles on the door.

This time, someone answered on the first knock. A younger man opened the door wide and looked them up and down.

“Good morning,” Walter said. “My name is Walter, and my friends and I were wondering if there’s anything we can do for you.”

One side of the man’s mouth curled up in a smirk. “What?”

Walter seemed to realize how crazy his pitch had sounded. “Right. As in, is there a way we can help you today? Anything you need?” He’d barely finished his sentence before the man shut the door in his face. 

Levi laughed. “Two for two.”

Walter looked at Esther. “I’m not sure this is going to work.” He sounded embarrassed.

“I can talk at the next one,” she said, even though she definitely did not want to do that.

“You think you can do better?” 

“No, no,” she hurried to soothe his ego. “I just want to give you a break.”

He looked at the next house. “I don’t need a break.”

But at the next house, when the woman opened the door, Esther recognized her. “Brenda!” she cried with what might have been too much excitement. “How are you? I haven’t seen you in ages!”

“Fine.” Brenda looked back to Walter, who’d been cut off by Esther’s joy. “What do you want?”

“We don’t want anything from you,” Walter tried. “We’re going door-to-door and offering to help others.”

“With what?”

“With whatever you need.”

She sneered. “Oh yeah? Right now I need a new liver. You got one of those?”

Walter appeared speechless.

“No thanks,” Brenda said and slammed the door.

The dispirited team turned to trudge down the walk. 

“We’re getting better,” Levi said. “At least that one didn’t swear at us.”

“What?” Walter cried. “Who swore at us?”

Esther hadn’t heard it either. 

“Uh … nobody. I was just kidding.”








  
  

Chapter 4


Lauren







Lauren knew it was foolish, but she’d been so nervous about this whole ordeal that she’d hardly slept the night before. And now she was paying the price. She didn’t have the energy or the patience for this, and she was being short with her children and her husband. Thank goodness no one else had joined their little team.

The first person they’d encountered had literally slammed the door in their faces. Judith was so shocked at the diss that she was now crying, leaving Lauren fiercely mad at the door slammer and also doubting her mothering ability—she shouldn’t be taking a little kid door-to-door. What had she been thinking?

At the next house she offered to stay in the van with Judith, but Roderick had looked annoyed. “You’re the one who wanted to do this.”

This was most certainly not true. They’d never even discussed not doing it. Their pastor had announced it, and they had just done it—sans discussion.

“Fine,” she snapped. “Mary Sue, stay in the car with Judith.” She expected Mary Sue to complain, but she didn’t. She was probably still too busy sulking over not being able to go with Emma’s team. Lauren couldn’t blame her. Being on the Puddy family team wasn’t much fun.

To prove that she could do all this without her husband or his support, she marched up the walk and pounded on the door.

After a hesitation a woman answered. “Can I help you?”

“Good morning. My name is Lauren, and this is my family.”

The woman looked over Lauren’s shoulder at her laggard teammates. 

“We are from New Beginnings Church, and we’re going around town seeing if anyone needs any help with anything.”

“Who is it?” a man’s voice called from inside the house, and the woman jumped. 

“Nobody. Just some church people,” she called back.

Lauren studied her. “Are you okay?” she asked softly.

The woman nodded quickly and smiled widely. “Of course.” She shifted her weight and then stepped back, looking down. “Um, we don’t need any help, but thank you.” 

She started to shut the door, but Lauren stuck her foot in the way. The woman looked up in surprise as Roderick scolded, “Lauren!”

Lauren leaned closer. “We’re in the old church on Providence Ave. If you need anything at any time, you come on by, okay?” She could hear the man approaching and stepped back. The woman looked her in the eye, held her gaze for a moment, and then nodded. She stepped back quickly just as he came into view, and then she shut the door.

“What was that?” Roderick asked through closed teeth.

“Not here.” Lauren started back to the van.

He waited until he’d started the engine before repeating his question.

“She wasn’t okay,” Lauren said.

“What are you talking about?”

Lauren looked over her shoulder. “I don’t want to discuss it with little ears around, but that woman needs our help.”

He gave her an exasperated look and then looked in the rearview mirror at his children. “Does anyone need to go to the bathroom?”

“Yes!” a chorus rang out.

“We just went before we left the church,” Lauren said. 

“I know.” He pulled the minivan into the road and headed back toward church. 

Lauren didn’t know what he was thinking but didn’t have the mental space to care. She was too busy thinking about that woman. She mentally kicked herself. Why hadn’t she asked her for her name? “What was that address?” 

“I don’t know. Something Pine Street. What does it matter?” 

She stared out the window. “I was going to look it up online, try to find out the woman’s name.”

“Again, why does it matter?” He stopped in front of the church. “Mary Sue, take everyone in for a bathroom break. I need to talk to your mother.”

Obediently, Mary Sue herded her siblings out of the vehicle and up the shoveled walkway. 

“Lauren, what is wrong with you?” Roderick asked. He didn’t give her a chance to answer. “I think we should call it quits. Try again next week when you’ve had some sleep.”

She glared at him. “Well, that was patronizing.”

His expression softened. “I’m not trying to be patronizing. I’m sorry. But this isn’t like you, honey. You were almost aggressive with that woman. And what are you talking about, acting like she’s in grave danger?”

For the first time, Lauren doubted herself. Was this just her active imagination at work? She avoided his eyes. “I think that woman is being abused.”

He barked out a humorless, single-syllable laugh. “What?”

She didn’t answer him. She wasn’t sure how to.

“Why do you think that?”

She thought about how to explain it to him. “I just felt it. In the way she held herself. In the way she spoke, the way she jumped when he spoke—”

“He startled her.” Again with the patronizing.

“It was more than that. And why would any woman be wearing that much makeup on a Saturday morning in Carver Harbor?”

He sank back into his seat and looked out the windshield. “Oh, that’s what this is about.”

“That’s what what is about?” She wasn’t following his thought process, but she really didn’t appreciate his tone.

“You’re judging a woman for wearing too much makeup, and you’re—”

“What?” she cried. “I’m not judging anyone! What are you talking about?”

“Some people like to wear makeup, honey.” 

She wanted to strangle him. Yes, she knew that, of course. Just because she couldn’t apply eyeliner without stabbing herself in the eyeball didn’t mean she thought other women suffered the same disability. “I know that, Roderick.” Her kids started drifting back out of the church, and she was glad. This conversation needed to be over.

“So let’s not make assumptions—”

“I don’t want to talk about this anymore,” she said tersely as Peter slid the minivan door open. “That was quick!” She tried to sound bright and energetic like usual. 

“Yeah, I didn’t really have to go. I just wanted a doughnut.” He started to slam his door shut, but the others were right behind him.

“Hey!” Victor cried. “Chop my head off, why don’t ya?” Victor also held a doughnut. 

“Did any of you go to the bathroom?”

“Yes,” Judith and Carolyn said in unison.

“Three, four, five, okay, everyone’s in!” Mary Sue said, and for the billionth time, Lauren silently thanked God for her eldest child.

The Puddy parents stayed silent all the way back to their assigned neighborhood. They didn’t speak when they climbed out of the car and walked toward the next house. Lauren hung back and let Roderick do the talking.

The older gentleman who answered the door was civil enough, but no, he didn’t need any help. Lauren was starting to think Pastor Adam’s plan was a gargantuan waste of time, but then she saw the woodpile. Several cord of wood thrown into a messy pile covered in snow. She could see that someone had been drawing wood from the bottom of one side of the pile, but the pile was some distance from the house, and there wasn’t even a properly shoveled path. She stepped closer. “Is that your only firewood?” As she asked, she looked up at the chimney to see if they had a fire going. If not, maybe the wood was their backup fuel. But she saw the telltale wood smoke curling lazily from the chimney.

“Yes, ma’am. Takes us about three cord to get through the winter.”

Lauren considered her words. She didn’t want to offend him, and she didn’t want to further irritate her husband. “Do you have somewhere else to stack it? Somewhere under cover?”

He nodded, looking sad. “Years past, I’ve gotten it into the basement, where the furnace is, but I didn’t get to it this year.”

“We’ll do it!” Lauren chirped.

The man stood up straighter as he raised his eyebrows. “Beg your pardon?”

“If it’s all right with you, we’ll put your wood into your basement, and we’ll stack it neatly.”

He looked at the woodpile and then back to her. “But it’s all buried in snow. Lots of it is frozen together by now.”

“That’s okay.” She didn’t think she’d ever felt more determined. “We’ll do the best we can.”

He stared at them all for several seconds. “All right then. The name’s Roger. I’ll go around and unlock the cellar door.” He shut the door, and Lauren looked at her husband, feeling triumphant.

He didn’t look triumphant. “The kids are going to need gloves and snow pants.”

“Go ahead and take Mary Sue home to get them. Victor and I can get started.” She waited for Victor to complain, but he didn’t. What a good boy.

Roderick shook his head. “Okeedoke. Come on, kids, let’s go get some long johns on.”
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