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Scripture Verse

Let all bitterness and wrath and anger and clamor

and slander be put away from you, along with all malice.

And be kind to one another, tender-hearted,

forgiving each other,

just as God in Christ also has forgiven you.

Ephesians 4:31-3


	Chapter 1

Sunday, May 30, 2010

 

Avery Hodges peeked sideways at his father at the end of the kitchen table and pushed mashed potatoes around his plate with his fork. Should I open the crate of prairie rattlers I’ve fretted over since yesterday? What if Pop didn’t simply forget our agreement and intentionally went behind my back? It wouldn’t be the first time he’s done so lately.

“Something wrong, Avery?” Mom lightly touched his forearm. “You look like you did as a boy when something weighed on you.”

“Yeah, actually, there is.” He took a deep breath and turned to his father, who stared back, a brow hiked. “I rode along the northern boundary yesterday.”

“And?” Pop lowered his gaze and returned to eating.

“You planted the farthest northeastern field with barley.”

“Yes, I did.”

“We agreed to let that field fallow as Scripture dictates. It’s produced well the last six years. Did you forget it was due for a rest?”

“I’m not senile, boy.” Pop scowled.

Avery frowned. “I didn’t mean— I know how easily things can be forgotten or missed. I do it myself.”

“I see no reason to let fertile ground sit when it could be earning money.”

When had Pop begun to put money on such a high shelf? “Are you and Mom having financial difficulties?”

“Of course not, and it wouldn’t be any concern of yours, if we were.” Pop’s fork rattled on his plate. His chair scraped on the linoleum floor, and he stood carefully, despite his anger, bracing his hands on the edge of the table as he wobbled slightly. “I’ve run this farm longer than you’ve been alive, boy. Don’t tell me how to do it.”

“But, I—” Avery snapped his mouth shut. Any further comment wouldn’t improve matters.

His father stomped from the room. At least, as close as he could come to it with the limp in his left leg and the forearm crutches as a result of the previous year’s accident.

Mom patted Avery’s arm, pushed her chair away from the table, and took her plate to the sink.

“When we discussed this years ago, he said he felt as convicted as I did about caring for the land as God’s Word prescribes.” Avery glanced over his shoulder at her. “Why’d he change his mind?”

“I don’t question your father regarding the farm, Avery. Give it a day or two and ask him again.”

I don’t get it, Lord. Why’d he do it, and why get so defensive? “I better get back to the church.” Still… he made no effort to leave.

“You haven’t finished eating.” She returned to the table, her concerned gaze steady.

“I’m not all that hungry, and I don’t want to keep Carrie Whitaker waiting.” He glanced at the clock. She’s not due for another half hour but might show up early.

“Carrie? Isn’t she friends with the young woman Ben’s marrying?”

Avery nodded. “The brunette. Amber has turned wedding planning over to her.”

“What’s Carrie like?”

He shrugged, shoving the remaining potatoes on his plate into a pile resembling one of the Grand Teton peaks. He flattened it and half-smiled. “She’s a bold little thing. Seems to speak her mind. I’ll bet she’d have no trouble going toe-to-toe with the Liars Club. All at once, I’m sure. I think she’d back them down, too.”

His mom chuckled. “I’d pay money to see that.”

“A lot of folks probably would.” He grinned.

“If I didn’t know better, I’d think you like her.” A sly look crossed her face, sending a jolt of warning through him.

“I like a lot of people.” Had he sounded too emphatic? If so, hopefully she hadn’t noticed.

“Mmhmm.” Her eyes narrowed.

She noticed. Avery picked up his plate to take it to the sink, hoping to cut off further discussion.

“Is she pretty?”

“I guess so. I hadn’t really thought about it.” Because he couldn’t lie to his mother, he added, “Much.”

A warm laugh filled the kitchen.

Neck heating, he shook his head. “Don’t go getting ideas, Mom. Carrie’s headed home to Chicago on Friday.”

“She might change her mind.” Mom grinned. “Trevor’s new wife certainly seems happy here, despite being a bred, born, and raised city girl. Ben’s fiancee seems promising, too. Neither came intending to stay, but staying they are. Carrie could make three.”

“Wishful thinking,” he muttered, bending to kiss the top of her head. “I gotta go.”

“Enjoy your meeting.”

My mother, the hopeless romantic. He chuckled. “Sure thing, Mom.”

By the time he reached the church ten minutes later, he’d set aside his mom’s teasing, troubled once again by the argument with his father. Maybe they’re having financial problems. With Pop’s pride, he’d certainly never admit it to me, and chances are he hasn’t told Mom anything. He’d always been that way. He’d underestimated his wife for years. At least, to Avery’s thinking.

He pulled into the dirt parking lot, climbed out of the truck, and shut the door, rifling through his keys.

Doesn’t matter what I think. My parents aren’t likely to change. Then again, Pop sure has since the accident last year.

Avery strolled through the church, unlocked his office, and settled in to go through the previous day’s mail and catch up on the church’s bills. The membership really needs to vote for a new treasurer. The position had been vacant since the previous treasurer had passed away unexpectedly a few months prior. No one had stepped up to take over the task in the interim, and bills had to be paid, so it had fallen to him.

He’d barely put pen to checkbook when a knock on the open door drew his gaze.

The brunette leaned in with a big smile. “Hi.”

His heart leaping, Avery plastered on what he hoped was a simple welcoming smile. “Hi, yourself. Come on in.” She wasn’t as tall and thin as Amber, but Carrie Whitaker had an appeal all her own. She carried herself with confidence, her smile appearing readily and frequently. Every time she smiled, those gorgeous green eyes of hers lit right up and threatened to steal his ability to breathe.

Stop right there. She’s returning to Chicago in five days.

Carrie sat in the chair across the desk. “I talked to Macy. She’s ordering the dress this afternoon. It should ship tomorrow. She’s putting a rush on it to make sure it arrives before Friday.”

“Good.” He located a pad of paper under the bills and mail and tapped the top of the pen on it. “Dress, done. You positive Amber doesn’t want to be here? Brides are generally involved in every decision.” Except Ashley Walker. Trevor had planned that wedding with help from his mother, because Ashley had been in the process of moving from Arizona.

“Not this one. Trust me.” Carrie shook her head. “If Amber gets involved, she knows she’ll run.”

He frowned. Less than promising. “It’d be better if she did so now, rather than later.”

“Once Amber commits, she sticks like glue. She’s altered course only once that I know of after she’d committed to a course of action—when she changed her college major. She knew better than to dedicate her life to a career dictated by her father when her real passion is art.”

“Makes sense.” He nodded.

Carrie chuckled, humor dancing in her eyes.

Breathe. Focus. Breathe.

“You should’ve seen the near-nervous breakdown when she decided to sign a contract with a gallery in Chicago to display and sell her work. You’d have thought she was expected to marry the curator and produce twenty children. I talked her off the ledge.”

“Off a ledge? Is Amber suicidal?”

“No.” Carrie laughed. “I meant an emotional ledge, not a literal one.”

“Oh.” Is that actually any better? “I understand you’re the driving force behind they’re getting married so soon.”

“Yeah, probably.”

“Is there a reason? Other than convenience for you and Heather?”

A calloused hand waved beside her head. The woman wasn’t afraid of hard work. Another thing to admire. For pity’s sake, focus, Avery.

“The duration of our vacation is just an excuse.” A grin appeared then softened. “If they don’t marry before we leave, I see one of two things happening. First, Amber will spend way too much time alone, thinking between now and when she and Ben finally do get married. Plus, I doubt it’d do her reputation, or Ben’s, any good if she stayed at his ranch without them being married. People in this town have already proven they’re more than happy to think the worst.”

“Good point.” Mrs. Ruth Hansen had straight-out accused Amber of trying to seduce Ben to steal his ranch for her father, an architect with big-money development connections. The group of women she belonged to had been Avery’s biggest challenge since he’d stepped into the town’s pulpit a couple of years prior. He’d talked to each of them at various points, to no avail. All older than him, they’d known him his whole life. Not one took him seriously as any sort of authority figure.

“The other possibility,” Carrie continued, “Amber will go home, and given time and space, she’ll chicken out.” Carrie frowned, sadness flashing through her expression, twisting his heart. “Her parents have a train wreck of a marriage. She’s terrified she’ll end up with the same type of business arrangement. If we let Amber leave at the end of the week, she’ll never come back. I can’t let that happen. She’ll regret it the rest of her life.”

“Don’t you think God can handle it?”

Carrie pinned him with a suddenly stern look. “You’re not one of those people who sit around and wait for God to do everything Himself instead of heeding His push for you to take action, are you?”

“No, ma’am.”

“Good.” Her face relaxed into a teasing smile. “I’d hate to have to dislike you.”

I’d hate it, too, especially if it means you never smile at me like that again. Avery squirmed a bit. Whoa! Stop right there! She. Is. Leaving. Wrap your head around that, and stop letting hormones dictate your thinking.

“I’ve known from the moment Amber agreed to be married what I’m supposed to do to ensure it happens. Amber knows it’s God’s will, but she needs someone to keep her distracted until it’s done. That’s why God made sure I’m here. I know how to keep her too busy to think.” Carrie grinned, making humor flit through those beautiful eyes again. “Do you really think I want to spend my vacation remodeling a house?”

“I suppose not.” He chuckled then swallowed. Had those words sounded deeper than normal? I hope not. “So… the wedding plans. The dress is taken care of. Um… food. I spoke to my mother. She’ll talk to a few of the local ladies about catering a brunch. If that’s agreeable.”

“That’d be wonderful.” Carrie’s smile brightened further still, if that was even possible. “Let me know how much it costs, so we can get a check to you.”

“The ladies probably won’t want reimbursement or payment, but I’ll ask. Do they want to have the ceremony here?”

“Unless somewhere else would be better.”

“The church is fine. We can use the fellowship hall downstairs for the brunch.”

“Everything in one place. Perfect.”

Avery jotted a reminder to make sure the fellowship hall had been thoroughly cleaned before Friday morning. “Given any thought to music?”

Carrie shook her head. “Heather’s better with that stuff than I am. I’ll ask her to call you. Is that okay?”

“It’s fine. Give me a couple days’ notice if we need a musician.”

She nodded.

“Dress, food, location, music…. Next, the ceremony. Any idea what they’d like? They haven’t gotten back to me.”

“Amber wants something simple, so I’d say make it as short and sweet as possible.” She frowned. “That sounds irreverent, doesn’t it?”

He chuckled. “Not a bit. I have a variety of vows to choose from.”

Carrie relaxed. “At Trevor and Ashley’s wedding, you did the… unity candle, I think you called it?”

Avery nodded.

“Amber liked that.”

“We’ll need a pillar candle and two tapers.”

“I can get them, I think.” She bit her lip. “I’m going to Rock Springs on Tuesday.”

“Good. Let’s see… decorations. Do you want any?” He thoughtfully clicked his tongue a couple of times. “There’s a closet downstairs with all sorts of stuff you’re welcome to use. We can take a look in a few minutes.”

“That’s great. Then I’ll know if we need to pick up anything Tuesday.”

He nodded. “Flowers? There’s at least one florist in Jackson who services our area.” Avery opened a desk drawer to retrieve a phone book and laid it on his desk. He flipped to the small section for florists.

Carrie got up and rounded the desk to peer over his shoulder, her warmth radiating against his back. A light, floral scent wrapped around him.

Who knew a gal with work-calloused hands would smell like Mom’s rose garden after a rain? His lungs quit working, and his office suddenly became oppressively hot.

“Can you recommend one, or should I call them all?”

“Uh….” Wake up, Avery. Get your head on straight. “I’ve dealt with Sherry’s Blossoms for weddings and funerals.” He jotted the number on a small notepad, trying to ignore the fact his scrawl was more jagged and difficult to read than usual. “They’ve done beautiful arrangements, and everyone seemed happy with their prices.” He ripped off the sheet and offered it. Horror crawled through him at how his hand shook. Please, Lord, don’t let her notice.

She straightened. “Thanks.” Her fingers briefly wrapped around his as she took the paper without glancing at it.

A static charge jolted his arm. Avery barely restrained the urge to yank his hand away, willfully withdrawing it as though nothing unusual had occurred.

“Anything we’re forgetting?”

He tugged his gaze to the top of his desk. Breathe, man, breathe. Slow and steady. Act normal. “Uh… let’s see. Dress, flowers, decorations, food, location, ceremony…. There’s something we’re missing.”

“Oh, duh!” Carrie tapped herself on the forehead with an open palm. “The cake! We can’t have a wedding without a cake.”

“Of course. A bakery.” He flipped to the applicable page in the phone book and pointed. “There’s a couple here I’m familiar with. Want both numbers?”

“Hm. Why not?” She laid the paper on the desk, her hand brushing his arm.

Lord, help me.

“I’ll call tomorrow morning.” She glanced at him, and her cheeks flushed. “Do I have something on my face?”

“No, why?”

“You’re staring.”

“Oh, uh, no, your face is fine.” Avery cleared his throat and forced his gaze away. Fine. Yeah, right. Beyond fine actually.

“Are you going to make note of those?”

Huh? He frowned.

Carrie tapped the phone book.

Oh, yeah, that. He scribbled the numbers. Lord, help her read this later. My handwriting’s never been great, but it hasn’t been this bad since elementary school.

“Thanks.” Carrie picked up the slip of paper, folded it, and shoved it into a back pocket of her jeans as she headed for the door.

Avery caught his gaze following the movement of her hips and stifled a groan, turning his head away. You’re a pastor! You shouldn’t let your eyes stray, much less allow your thoughts to follow. Get a grip, man.

Carrie cleared her throat.

He glanced at her.

She smiled. “Um… still going to show me the decorating closet?”

“Oh, yeah. Sorry.” Grabbing his keys off the desk, Avery got up and followed Carrie out of the office. Keep your eyes to yourself. Better yet, avoid temptation altogether and have her behind you going down the stairs.

 

~ ~ ~

 

Carrie tried not to watch the man descending the stairs in front of her, but Pastor Avery was difficult to ignore. His t-shirt-clad shoulders weren’t as broad as Ben’s, but he was no slouch. He obviously didn’t spend all day every day behind a desk writing sermons or planning weddings. He was almost a foot taller than her five-four. Light brown hair curled at his nape and over his ears, begging to be tamed.

Don’t even think about it. She curled blunt fingernails into her palms.

He’d changed into worn jeans when he’d gone home for lunch after church. The denim looked soft.

She clenched her fist, digging her fingernails into flesh.

I have too much to do this week to let myself be distracted by a handsome cowboy. A pastor, no less. I’m not pastor’s wife material. Even if I was, there’s the whole issue of geography. He lived in Mystery, Wyoming. She lived in Chicago. Far removed, and her dad needed her back home, even if she suddenly felt inclined to give up city life for the country.

Besides, he’s not some roughneck like Daddy’s construction crew. Granted, those guys see me as one of them, instead of an actual woman. A guy like Avery Hodges…. I doubt he’s noticed I’m female either. He barely paid attention to our conversation in the office. I should be used to that by now.

Heather’s blond hair, pale blue eyes, and bountiful curves drew stares wherever she went. The fact she’d been a cheerleader in high school wasn’t lost on a lot of people, not given her most-often outgoing, bubbly personality. If her appearance failed to get the attention of every male in the vicinity, all she had to do was open her mouth. That sultry Marilyn Monroe voice did the trick.

Amber’s tall, willowy frame, bright blue eyes, and raven-black hair seldom failed to draw attention. She had a quiet, detached, unattainable air men found mysterious and appealing. Carrie had never known for certain whether Amber didn’t notice or chose to ignore the men who nearly tripped over their own tongues.

That leaves me. Miss Frump. Especially evident when anywhere with either of her friends. Get real. You feel frumpy even when you’re alone. Too short, too stocky, too prone to weight gain, with boring brown hair, calloused hands, blunt-cut nails often chipped with dirt under them, and more muscles than some men due to her job in construction. She loved her bright green eyes, but guys never seemed to look beyond the rest of the package to notice.

Pastor Avery stopped suddenly in front of her.

She bumped into him then took a step back, putting her to one side of a door near the base of the stairs. “Sorry.”

“No problem.” He stuck the key in the knob of the door. It seemed to stick. His brow furrowed as he jiggled it. The lock finally turned, and he pulled the door open. “The light switch is at your elbow,” he grumbled.

He doesn’t need to growl about it. “Sorry. I didn’t notice.” She frowned, glanced down, and flipped the switch. Light flooded the closet, which was bigger than she’d expected. Shelves lined the walls, and a couple stood end-to-end in the center of the room. All held clear, plastic containers with unrecognizable contents of various colors, each clearly labeled.

Very nice. That’ll make things infinitely easy to find. By the time she’d checked every box, she was pretty sure they had more than enough to cover whatever decorating scheme she and Heather devised. “The ladies who organized this should be heartily commended. They’ve done a wonderful job.” Carrie smiled and left the closet. “I don’t think we need to buy anything.”

“Great.” Pastor Avery nodded, his gaze skipping away as he closed the door then shut off the light. He pointed behind him. “Want to see the fellowship hall while you’re here?”

“Sure.” Might as well. Besides, she wasn’t all that eager to leave. Amber and Ben had gone to Jackson for the afternoon. Heather was sulking. Most of the ranch hands had pretty well avoided Carrie, probably afraid she’d put them to work. At least Pastor Avery seemed willing to talk to her, even if he wouldn’t look at her and appeared to want to be somewhere else.

He turned into the darkened room of the alcove at the base of the stairs, flicking switches around a corner, partially illuminating the space. The room was a fraction smaller than the sanctuary above their heads.

Carrie wandered, memorizing the size, shape, and character. White paint. Gray commercial carpet. Hand-me-down furniture. She chuckled.

“Something amusing?”

“You have no idea what you’re in for.”

Avery frowned.

Pastor Avery. Keep a distance by using the title. Call him Pastor Avery, Pastor Hodges, or even just Pastor. Don’t use only his first name. Not even in your thoughts.

“What do you mean?” he asked.

“Um… it’s rather… bland. Amber’ll want to dress it up.”

He surprised her by chuckling. A big smile curved his lips. “Good. It’s needed it ever since this place was built. The whole building could use a creative touch. We haven’t had anyone who wanted to tackle a project this size.”

“Once life gets onto normal footing for Ben and Amber, ask her about it. I’m sure she’ll jump at the chance to help. She might not offer it otherwise.”

“Why not?”

“She’ll be concerned with offending you.”

He nodded. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

“That’s not to say she won’t make changes without warning.” Carrie grinned. “You won’t see her do it, but you’ll come through, and something will be different. A wall painted here, new curtains there, a new piece of artwork somewhere else. She can’t help herself.”

“Why don’t I make life easier and ask her about it upfront?”

“Would certainly lessen the stress on both of you. You won’t have to worry what she’ll do, and she won’t be afraid of getting caught doing it.” Carrie sobered and turned away. “She’ll have enough stress for a while.” She’s not the only one. I’m losing one of the best friends I’ve ever had.

“Are you alright?”

“Huh?” She glanced at him, surprised to find him blurred by tears. She blinked rapidly. “Yeah. I… I’m fine.”

He crossed his arms over his chest, looking down his nose at her with a disdainful expression that didn’t hide the amusement flashing in his hazel eyes. “There’ll probably be a special punishment in the Hereafter for those who lie to preachers, you know.”

Carrie chuckled then let humor fade. No harm in admitting the truth, I suppose. “I’m losing one of my best friends.”

Lowering his arms, Pastor Avery closed the distance between them, stopping a couple of feet away. “You’re not losing her.”

“I know”—she craned her neck to look up at him—“but it feels that way.”

“How long have you been friends?”

“Since seventh grade. Shortly after my mom died, my dad moved me to a private school. I got in under a scholarship for low income kids. Daddy was still getting his company off the ground, and he wasn’t too proud to accept help to ensure I received the best education possible.”

“Admirable.” Pastor Avery smiled.

She looked down. “The other kids came from rich families and knew I was there on scholarship, so they teased me constantly. Amber quietly came alongside me and established herself as my friend and defender. I never really understood why. She generally worries about what other people think, but she didn’t seem to care what those other kids thought of her befriending lowly little me. She was quiet about it, but man, she had guts. We took Heather under our wing a few months later, after I found her crying under the bleachers in the gym with a black eye.”

“Did she get into a fight at school?”

Carrie shook her head. “Her dad.”

“Oh.”

“Anyway, we’ve been pretty much inseparable ever since. After high school, we looked for an apartment together and met a guy through my dad who needed a house renovated. We lived in it rent-free, while we did the work he wanted. All we had to pay was utilities. By the time we finished, that guy knew someone who needed similar help, so we moved to another project house. We’ve taken on ten of those in the last four years.” There won’t be any more. Her vision blurred again. “I should get back and check on Heather.”

“I didn’t see her this morning. Is she alright?”

“She’s upset about something Amber told us Friday and needs time to process some things. Heather isolates when she’s hurting. I’ll keep checking on her and make sure she eats. When she’s ready, we’ll talk.”

He nodded then motioned toward the stairs. “I’ll walk you out.” His hand briefly, gently, cupped her elbow as they started up the stairs. A few steps up, it fell away.

I am not disappointed by the loss of contact. There can never be anything between me and Pastor Avery, even if he was interested. Besides, a pastor’s wife? Seriously? Not gonna happen. I’ve seen how they’re treated. “I appreciate your help today. We’ll get back to you about the music. In the meantime, I’ll call the florist and bakery, and pray they can do flowers and a cake as fast as we need. Let me know how much money the ladies need for food.”

“Don’t be surprised if they offer to donate it. Ben is more loved than I think he realizes.”

“Well, the offer stands.” Carrie pushed open the outside door then turned to face him.

Pastor Avery skidded to a halt just short of colliding with her.

I probably should’ve given the man some warning before stopping like that. “Thanks again.”

“Anytime. If you have any questions, don’t hesitate to call. Ben has both my home and office numbers.” He tucked his fingertips into the front pockets of soft denim.

She swallowed and forced her gaze to his face. Gray-blue eyes held a far-too-interesting sparkle.

A half-smile cocked his mouth. “I’ll go through the options I have for vows and choose some for you to look at.”

“That’d be great. I’ll… um… see you later, I guess.”

He nodded.

Carrie turned and willed herself not to run to the car. Good, Lord above, what were You thinking to make a pastor that attractive? It’s wrong on so many levels.

 

~ ~ ~

 

Russell Hodges stared at the TV screen, not caring what was actually on it. For Avery to question him about farming decisions… the gall of that boy was staggering. He’d admitted repeatedly to not truly understanding the decisions Russ had to make about the farm, and he had little understanding of what it took to really run the place. Chris learned everything so easily, understood it all like it was second nature. He was born to inherit this farm.

He swallowed hard, clenching his teeth as grief and anger reared up in equal measure. No point stirring up a past that couldn’t be changed. His oldest son was gone. He’d made his choice and left them, and it had cost him his life.

He’s never coming home, and it’s only a matter of time before Avery takes off, too.


	Chapter 2

Monday, May 31, 2010

 

Carrie started the coffee then stared at the pot.

Lord, I see the wisdom in what You’ve done with Ben and Amber, and I can’t help being envious. I want someone to look at me the way he looks at her. If he doesn’t love her yet, he’s well on his way. She’s not far behind, given the way she came back smiling the other day after their talk about the Liars Club’s nasty rumor. I want that, too, Lord. Someone who can make me smile after a horrible, rotten day.

A chair scraped across the floor.

She glanced over her shoulder.

Heather settled into the chair, her head down.

Maybe a positive sign. Amber had told them Friday about her ex-boyfriend Spencer supporting her father in an effort to prostitute her for a business contract. Rather, Amber had told Ben, and Carrie and Heather had overheard it. Heather had defended Spencer, which hadn’t gone over well… with anyone. She’d retreated into solitude all weekend.

Carrie took a deep breath. Might as well see if she’s ready to talk. “Coffee should be ready soon.”

“Okay.” Heather sighed. “I really messed up with Amber.”

“Yeah, you did, but it’s not irreparable.”

“I wouldn’t blame her if she never speaks to me again.”

Can the coffee take any longer? “Why don’t we go for a walk?”

Heather glanced at her. Resignation passed over her face, and she nodded. She pushed her chair back then followed Carrie out the front door.

Carrie waved to Ben and Will, who worked to one side of the stable, and directed Heather toward the long driveway into town. “Why did you defend Spencer?”

“I thought maybe there’d been a misunderstanding.” Heather shrugged.

“Amber explained the situation in detail. How could there’ve been a miscommunication between her and Spencer, or her and us?” Carrie glanced sideways at her friend. “Or did you want there to be, so Spencer wouldn’t look like such a selfish rat?”

“The latter, I guess.” She grimaced.

“So… you’re willing to cling so desperately to the illusion he’s a decent guy that you’d basically accuse Amber of lying?”

Heather’s blue gaze shot to hers, an obvious protest rising. Her mouth opened then closed. She looked away.

“Can you deny it?”

“No.”

“Then why? What’s Spencer done to deserve such loyalty?”

She shrugged again. “He’s always been nice to me.”

“So… all a guy has to do is be nice to you, and he’s a good guy?” Carrie shook her head and frowned. “I’m not buying it. Colin treated you atrociously, but you made excuses for him, too. You can’t tell me you didn’t notice his rotten attitude where you were concerned. You can’t be that blind.”

Heather’s ex had broken up with her after two years, having admitted his intention to marry a woman he’d seen on the sly for more than a year. Good riddance!

“Spencer’s no different from Colin. Breaking dates and promises for work. Surely you heard how he spoke to Amber when he thought nobody was listening. If he’d talked down to her one more time, I might’ve set aside the fact I’m a Christian and killed the man.”

“You can’t be serious.” Heather’s eyes widened.

“As a runaway dump truck in downtown Chicago at rush hour. You have no idea how much I’ve prayed over the last year for endurance and for the Lord to keep me from violence. A few months ago, Daddy’s company was laying the foundation of a new commercial building. I still remember thinking how easy it’d be to slip a body into the concrete and make Spencer disappear. I’m not proud of it either, believe me.”

“Did you ever feel that way about Colin?”

“No, but he didn’t have the added bonus of being one of Mr. Phillips’ mindless lackeys.” Spencer did whatever Amber’s father told him, no matter how stupid. “I have to admit, though, there were times when I wanted some of the guys on Daddy’s crew to give Colin a sound beating. They’d have done it, too, if I’d asked, but I didn’t want them to get into trouble over the likes of him. He’s not worth jail time.”

“I never realized you had such violent tendencies.”

“Good. It means I’ve controlled them better than I thought. Praise the Lord for providing the strength, ’cause I sure haven’t done it on my own.” Carrie glanced at her friend. “So, have you figured it out yet?”

“What?”

“Why you put up with selfish rats like Colin and Spencer treating you like last year’s garbage.”

Heather frowned but said nothing.

“You obviously believe you deserve such treatment, but why?”

“I don’t know.” She shrugged and sighed, annoyance crossing her face. “What difference does it make, anyway? I’m not dating anyone now.”

Evasion. Heather’s favorite tactic and the one I hate most. No way to handle it but head-on. “Until you face why you tolerate such treatment, you’ll be stuck with jerks. Even if you manage, by some miracle, to get the attention of a truly decent guy, you’ll chase him off being so clingy. Guys don’t like to be smothered. I wouldn’t like it either, so I get where they’re coming from.”

“I just try to make them happy.”

Carrie pinned her with a stern look. “You can’t make anyone happy, except yourself.”

An eagle cried out overhead, drawing their gazes. He soared on the air currents, the white feathers on his head and neck glowing in the morning sun.

“I want someone in my life,” Heather muttered.

“Join the club.” Carrie sighed. “You think I don’t get lonely? Shoot, when you came into the kitchen a bit ago, I was praying for someone who could make me smile the way Ben does Amber. I envy them, and that’s wrong. I know God has a plan for my life, but I’m impatient.” She sighed. “Also, from watching you and Amber go from one disastrous relationship to another, I know what the consequences will probably be if I get ahead of Him.”

For several strides, only the crunch of their shoes on dirt and the twitter of birds broke the silence.

“Do you think my dad would like Colin and Spencer?” Heather asked.

Carrie snorted. “I can almost guarantee it. Talk about peas in a pod. Eesh.” She half-grinned. “Then again, maybe they’re too much alike and would hate each other. Narcissists probably don’t get along too well. They each want to be the center of the universe.”

Heather shook her head, chuckling. “They aren’t that bad.”

“Colin left you for a woman who looks great on his arm at social functions but basically has no spine and lets him do whatever he wants, whenever he wants, including have other women on the side, and he’s not that bad?” Carrie raised a brow. “Spencer expected Amber to give up everything, including her own personality, be eye candy to advance his career, and be a whore for her father to win business contracts, and he’s not that bad?” She shook her head. “Girl, I’d hate to see the guys you think are bad.”

They walked in silence for a few minutes, then Heather sighed. “I’m really a mess, aren’t I?”

Carrie looped an arm across her friend’s shoulders and hugged her. “We all are, in one way or another.”

Heather’s blue gaze sliced sideways. “Seriously? I’ve always envied how put-together you are.”

“Me?” She laughed. “I wish! I’m as messed up as the next person. I guess I hide it better than most. Well, except the bossy thing. Everybody knows that about me.”

“Confidence isn’t the same as bossiness. Someone has to be willing to give direction when it’s needed.”

“People don’t always appreciate that, particularly when I’m too blunt.” She wrinkled her nose. “Nobody’d probably guess, based on recent events, but I really am working on it.”

“That’s all any of us can do, huh? Work on it.”

“Yep.”

They were almost back to the house when Carrie remembered her wedding plan assignments. “By the way, before I forget again. I saw Pastor Avery yesterday regarding plans for Amber and Ben’s wedding.”

“You did? What about Amber and Ben?”

“She gave me free rein.” She shrugged. “I’m afraid she’ll bolt if we let her think about it too much.”

“Hm. You might be right.” Heather grinned. “How can I help?”

“Any thoughts about music? If we need a musician, Pastor Avery said he’ll need a couple of days’ notice.”

“I’ll give it some thought. I’d prefer not to use the traditional wedding march. It’s depressing, if you ask me.” She wrinkled her nose. “Sounds like a funeral dirge.”

“Whatever. It’s entirely in your hands.”

“Cool.”

“Also, you and I need to figure out how to decorate the church and fellowship hall. You wouldn’t believe the supplies the ladies have in the downstairs closet. If we want anything special, we’ll have to pick it up tomorrow.” Carrie frowned. “Rather, one of us will while the other keeps Amber occupied.”

“Good plan. Suppose I could get a look in that closet this evening?”

“Maybe. I’ll have to call Avery and check.”

Heather grinned. “Avery, is it? What happened to Pastor?”

Did it again. Her face heating, Carrie sighed. “Don’t even think it. There’s no way it’ll work.”

“Why not? He’s a good-looking guy.”

“As if that’s all it takes.”

“It’s a start.” She giggled.

Carrie shook her head. “I’m not pastor’s wife material. I mean, can you imagine me having to play doormat to a bunch of impossible-to-please fussbudgets? Eek.”

Heather scowled. “Do you really think that’s what God would want, if He had you marry a pastor?”

“I’d prefer not to find out.” She shuddered theatrically. “Yikes.”

 

~ ~ ~

 

Avery sat at his desk in the church office, attempting to write an email to a fellow pastor. He and Jerry had met in seminary as roommates and become best friends. Hampered by a frequently wandering mind, he’d already put off the email response multiple times over the past couple of days. A call from Carrie that morning hadn’t helped matters.

“Heather’d like to dig through the closet downstairs this evening. Is that okay?” she’d asked.

“Absolutely,” he’d replied without a moment’s hesitation. Perhaps I should’ve made a show of thinking about it first, at least for a second or two, instead of sounding like an overeager teenager.

After the call, he’d ridden out to check the fence along the boundary they shared with the Dawsons’ cattle ranch. If their cattle got into the fields through a break in the four-strand barbed wire again, Pop would probably shoot the invading livestock. Two hours had morphed into four.

He’d looked up at one point, stunned by the realization that he had no idea where he was. It had taken a few minutes to figure it out. Somehow, he’d wandered off his parents’ almost-3,000-acre property and onto the Flemings’ farm next door, having gone nearly as far as their house. Thankfully, nobody’d seen him. That would’ve been humiliating.

Once home with the horse put away, he’d headed to the church. At least I won’t get lost here. Hopefully. Not that staring blindly at a computer screen has accomplished much.

The last half-hour had netted him only two sentences, the second incomplete. “Why am I doing this to myself?” Avery saved the sort-of-draft and closed the program.

A glance at the clock made him fidget. Where are they?

The outside door opened. The light thunk as it closed echoed through the empty building.

Avery’s heart leapt, and he closed his eyes. Lord, this is ridiculous. I hardly know this woman. She lives nowhere near here and leaves on Friday. Who knows when she’ll be back to visit Amber. Calm me, Lord. I’ve been enough of a nimrod today. I’d hate to compound it in the presence of witnesses. He took a deep breath, opened his eyes, and got to his feet.

“Pastor Avery?”

He glanced up at the smiling, blond woman who peeked through his open doorway. No one else appeared. He forced a welcoming smile to his face. “Carrie’s not with you?”

“No.” A sudden grin made the woman’s blue eyes sparkle with mischief. “She stayed at the house to keep Amber busy by nitpicking the painting she did today.”

“That doesn’t sound particularly helpful.” Not to mention highly disappointing. All his fretting, and Carrie hadn’t even come. Just as well, right, Lord?

Heather shrugged. “It’ll work for a while. Amber probably won’t notice I’m gone, unless I stay in town too long.”

“Carrie said you wanted to look at decoration supplies.” Avery palmed the keys off his desk, joined her outside his office, and motioned toward the stairs to one side of the pulpit platform. “I confirmed with the ladies that you’re welcome to use anything in there. All they ask is that everything be put back to rights when you’re done.”

“Absolutely.” She grinned. “Carrie wouldn’t have it any other way. Trust me.”

He opened the closet door at the base of the stairs.

“Not that she’s a control freak or anything,” Heather added quickly. “I don’t want you to get the wrong idea. Her dad taught her to make sure tools go right back where they belong in the same state of cleanliness and working order as she got them. She’s kind of generalized that to other situations. She’ll do everything she can to make sure we leave things as close as possible to the way we found them.”

“The ladies’ll appreciate it.” Avery leaned against the wall opposite the door, crossed his arms loosely over his chest, and waited as Heather checked labels then dug through several boxes.

“Incidentally, Carrie asked me about music for the wedding.”

“And?”

She glanced over her shoulder, frowning. “You don’t expect a version of the wedding march, do you?”

“No. We can use anything you’d like.”

Relief flashed across her face a split second before she nodded and continued digging.

“You have a problem with the wedding march?”

“I hate classical music. It creeps me out.”

“Some of it is rather eerie.” He’d heard some in college that had made his skin crawl. He and Jerry had had a next-door neighbor in the seminary dorm who liked to play the dark, heavy stuff when he studied. Avery had never understood the appeal.

“Some? More like all.” A shaky undertone suggested there might be a lot more to the words than they alone indicated.

Avery frowned, tempted to ask about it. Carrie had said Heather talked when she was ready, so if she wanted to tell him more, he’d listen. Otherwise, best to keep my mouth shut.

“Carrie’s right. You have a bit of everything.” Frowning thoughtfully, Heather put both hands on her hips. “If I pick up a couple of things in Rock Springs tomorrow, we should be set. Will Wednesday evening be alright to decorate? I’d prefer not to wait until Thursday in case something takes longer than anticipated.”

“That’s no problem.” He straightened away from the wall and lowered his hands to his sides. “Will Carrie be with you?”

Heather grinned and raised a perfectly groomed eyebrow. “Why? Do you want Carrie to come?”

Heat flashed up his neck, and he forced a smile. Well, nimrod, you sure stepped in a manure pile that time. Quick. Think of something not Carrie-related. “Um… will you need extra hands? I can call some of the ladies.”

She laughed. “Nice recovery, Pastor, but word to the wise. When you blush crayon-red, it makes it really easy to tell you’re being evasive. Funny. I got virtually the same reaction when I asked if Carrie wanted to come this evening and suggested she might like to see you.” Firing him an amused glance, she started up the stairs. “Interesting, right?”

Avery bit his tongue to keep from responding. Very interesting, indeed, but what good will it do me? She’s leaving.

Heather stopped at the top of the stairs and turned, an oddly serious expression on her face. “May I ask a personal question?”

Do I dare? “Sure. I’m an open book.” Mostly.

She snorted softly but otherwise gave no indication she’d found his response amusing. “Would you expect your wife to be a doormat for your congregation?”

“What?” Uncertain for a long moment whether he’d heard correctly, he simply stared at her then realized his mouth stood open and snapped it shut. “Why in the world would I want that? Do you have any idea how destructive that’d be to a person’s emotions and mental state?”

“Hm.” The thoughtful look disappeared, a beaming smile replacing it. “Excellent.” Heather whipped about on her heel and headed for the front door.

“Why’d you ask such an odd question?” he called to her retreating back. And why is she so happy with my answer?

“Oh, I just wondered where you stood on the issue. Carrie thinks pastor’s wives have to be doormats.” She pushed open the outside door and waved over her shoulder. “We’ll call about a time for Wednesday.”

Avery stared at the door long after it closed. Carrie really thinks that? Where’d she get such a ludicrous idea? Come to think of it, why did the subject even come up between Carrie and Heather?

He chuckled. Heather never had answered his question about whether or not Carrie would be with her Wednesday evening. Sneaky. He sobered as another realization struck. So much for concentration the next couple of days.


	Chapter 3

Wednesday, June 2, 2010

 

“You plan to stand there staring at the side of the building all evening?”

Carrie rolled her eyes at Heather’s teasing. “I’m coming. I’m coming.” With a hand tightly fisted around the handles of a plastic bag, she slowly followed her friend around the corner to the front door of the church. She should’ve stayed at the ranch instead of having Ben keep Amber busy after dinner.

I’d rather be headed to the dentist for a root canal. Not that I mind decorating for Amber’s wedding, but I could do without this emotional turmoil. As if losing a close friend wasn’t enough, a tall, handsome preacher kept popping to mind, torturing her head and heart even further.

“That eager to see Avery, huh?” A grin flashed across Heather’s face. “You walk any slower, and I’ll think you’re afraid to face him. I have to admit, I find that possibility infinitely interesting, since you usually intimidate men, not the other way around.”

“Would you stop already?” Carrie scowled. “Given all we have to get done, I don’t need you distracting me with nonsense.”

“If it’s nonsense, why don’t you blow it off instead of letting it distract you?” A delicate brow arched, her friend smiled smugly.

“How can I, when you keep bringing it up?”

“Sure. Blame me.” Laughing, Heather opened the door and stepped inside.

Carrie followed, her heart pounding harder the closer they got to the pastor’s office. She dropped the bag on one of the front pews in passing and eyed the door ahead. She hadn’t had a moment’s peace since Heather had been to the church Monday evening. Every time she’d turned around, her friend had brought up Avery Hodges.

If Heather will leave me alone, I might finally be free of him. I need to make it through the wedding and get home. Then life’ll return to normal, and Pastor Avery Hodges will become a distant memory.

“Good evening, ladies.” He materialized in the doorway of his office, even more appealing than she’d remembered.

Distant memory? Who am I kidding? He’ll haunt my dreams for weeks or months to come. Just what I need with a job like mine. Sleepless nights. I’ll get myself or somebody else hurt or killed. Carrie frowned.

Avery glanced at her, his smile faltering. “Is everything alright?”

Heather grinned. “Never mind her. She’s annoyed with me.”

“Okay….” He offered keys to Heather, one held between his thumb and index finger. “For the downstairs closet. I’ll be working in my office. If you need help, don’t be afraid to ask. Just make sure I get my keys back, or I’ll be walking home.”

“No problem. Thanks.” She fired a grin at Carrie. “Come on, Grumpy.”

Carrie gritted her teeth to prevent a snide comeback and followed her friend down the stairs. Finish decorating quickly and quietly then return to the ranch. Easy.
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