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I’LL WAIT A LITTLE longer. Then I’ll tell him.

Katrina tucked a stray strand of hair behind her ear and listened at the door of her husband’s study.

“Absolutely. It’ll be done before church tomorrow.”

Who was he on the phone with now? And was this one of those calls that would age him another five years?

“Yeah, it was just that we ran out of salt the night before, and I forgot to get some from the store ... You’re right. It was slippery. I’m just glad no one was hurt.”

Katrina bit the corner of her lip, trying to guess who would have called to complain. Unfortunately, the suspect list was at least a dozen names long.

“I’m very sorry about that,” Greg was saying. Funny how he had apologized to every single member of the congregation in the past six months, but never to her.

Not even once.

“I’ve already asked Katrina to add it to the shopping list ... Yeah, I’ll tell her to get two. That’s a good idea.”

The parsonage was so cold Katrina was surprised she couldn’t see her own breath. Greg insisted on keeping the thermostat set at sixty to save the church any extra expense. One less thing for him to apologize over at those monthly business meetings while the treasurer read over the line items of the budget.

The door opened. “What’re you doing here, Mouse?”

Since she first met him as a teen in his youth group, Greg had been making her heart leap. She fidgeted with the small gold band of her wedding ring. “I was just ... I was on my way to ...”

Greg’s study sat at the end of an otherwise unused hall. Katrina threw her glance toward the pantry on the opposite side. “I was looking to see if we had any cans of cream of mushroom left.”

Greg frowned. The expression fell so naturally on his face.

Katrina bit her lip. “How’s everything going?” She wondered what it would be like to for once feel at home in her own house. Orchard Grove Bible Church’s house, actually. Certain members of the congregation liked to point out at every single business meeting how generous the church was to let the young pastor and his bride live there rent free. So why, they asked, was it so hard for the newlyweds to keep the walkways shoveled now that the snow was falling?

Greg stared past her shoulder. “Fine.”

“Who was on the phone?” She regretted asking the question as soon as the words left her mouth.

His jaw tightened. “Oh, it was nothing.”

She’d learned enough over the past six months that she didn’t ask for more information. They had moved to Orchard Grove right after their wedding, hopped in the car once the ceremony ended and honeymooned on the road from southern California to apple country, Washington. Not that Orchard Grove wasn’t pretty. It had a certain desert-like appeal, if you liked dry landscapes with plenty of rocks. The orchards were out of town, which would make for some nice Saturday drives if Greg actually got the weekends off.

Orchard Grove was colder than anything she had experienced in Long Beach, but she and Greg were trying valiantly to master shoveling snow, salting sidewalks, and driving on sheets of solid ice like everyone else. She tightened her sweater around her and let her eyes linger for a second or two on the thermostat dial. A quick turn, two or three degrees at most. But by the time Greg finished lecturing her about stewardship and a pastor’s obligations for fiscal responsibility, the extra heat wouldn’t warm her anyway.

“Are you ready for the decorating party?” Greg asked. It was strange how much mumbling he did at home, but as soon as someone called on the phone or he went to preach from the pulpit, his diction was clear as a newscaster’s.

Katrina pictured herself as she had rehearsed, spine erect, eyes focused, her entire being exuding confidence as she explained why she had chosen to stay home instead of helping the Women’s Missionary League hang lights and various greeneries around the sanctuary and foyer of Orchard Grove Bible Church.

“Well?” Greg leaned forward slightly, holding his hand to the doorframe as if his study were a vacuum ready to suck him back in at a moment’s notice. “You did remember that’s today, didn’t you?”

Katrina straightened her back. She mentally listed all the logical reasons that would excuse her from an afternoon with the ladies of Orchard Grove, the hordes of bustling, gossiping, back-biting biddies that seemed to make up the bulk of the Missionary League. She sucked in her breath. “I’m just running a little late. I’ll be ready as soon as I change my clothes.”

Greg was halfway back in his study before muttering, “You should probably wear your skirt or a dress or something. Don’t forget what happened last time.”

As if Katrina ever could.

“Yeah, I’ll see you this afternoon. I was thinking of using up the leftover chicken for dinner tonight.”

Greg didn’t respond. Katrina dragged her bare feet down the hall as her husband’s cell called him away. The sound of his ringtone laughed at her from behind his closed door.
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CHAPTER 2
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“KATRINA, DEAR, THAT color goes absolutely stunning with your complexion,” exclaimed one of the women at the church. Several other ladies from the Missionary League voiced their agreement.

“You’re such a tiny little thing.” Rotund Mrs. Porter pouted and reached out a finger to stroke Katrina’s jawline. “And Pastor Greg, he must be a foot taller than you!”

Katrina forced a smile.

“You really should have saved that blouse for the Christmas Eve service.” Mrs. Porter rubbed the fabric of Katrina’s collar. “You’d look perfectly exquisite standing there with your violin in front of the tree.” She turned to the other women for confirmation. “Wouldn’t she look exquisite?”

Murmurs of agreement assaulted Katrina’s ears. She fidgeted with her wedding ring, twisting the plain band around her finger, wondering how to divert attention away from her size, her blouse, her music.

“We’ve been so excited to hear you play again.” Mrs. Porter gave her shoulder an uninvited rub. “It’s not right for you to make us wait so long. You haven’t forgotten anything, have you?” Her smile sent a cold shudder racing up Katrina’s spine.

Another woman wrapped her arm around Katrina’s waist. “How could she forget? Playing a violin is just like riding a bike, isn’t it, dear?”

Katrina stared longingly at the boxes of Christmas decorations stacked in neat rows in the foyer. She pictured herself walking up to the closest one, tearing off the tape, and emptying its contents but instead held perfectly still, as immobile as the gaudy Christmas tree in the sanctuary.

“What are you going to play for us Christmas Eve?” Mrs. Porter asked, and several women broadcasted their suggestions.

Nancy Higgins, the church treasurer, offered a soft smile. “A girl has the right to keep a secret or two around here, hasn’t she?”

If Katrina hadn’t been so keenly aware of the League women staring at her, she might have rolled her eyes. Secrets. At a place like Orchard Grove Bible Church? The thought was too absurd to be funny. Two months before the wedding, she and Greg flew from Long Beach to Washington to show the members of Orchard Grove Bible why he was the best pastoral candidate for their church. She had no idea the congregation would scrutinize her just as thoroughly. They seated Katrina and Greg in front of the sanctuary and barraged them with questions. When were they saved? Did either of them struggle with lust? Had they kept themselves pure during their entire engagement?

The fact that Katrina played violin with the Long Beach Symphony Orchestra caused a bigger stir than she would have expected if Greg confessed to being a drug addict. Of course you’ll lead worship, everyone assumed, even though both she and Greg explained more than once that she didn’t sing. And the questions. With music being such a big part of your life, could you adjust to our little rural town? Do you plan to teach lessons? You do realize there’s no orchestra here, don’t you? Won’t you die of boredom? It had been Nancy Higgins who asked that, and now looking back, Katrina wondered if the woman had been giving her a warning.

The first Sunday of Greg’s new job, Mrs. Porter had stared at Katrina while she walked the entire fifty feet from the front door of the parsonage to the church entrance. “And where is your violin?” she demanded. Katrina had no idea the congregation expected her to play her very first Sunday, but Mrs. Porter and a vocal number of others insisted until Greg asked her to run home and grab her case.

Now, with Mrs. Porter’s arm tucked stalwartly around her waist, Katrina couldn’t even remember what song she had performed that day. It had felt so forced. So crude. A violation was how she explained it to Greg when they were safe at home after the service. He’d stared at her incredulously for a full ten seconds before asking if she was overreacting.

Now Katrina managed to slip her way out of Mrs. Porter’s grasp so the old woman wouldn’t feel her whole body tremble. Secrets. Well, there was one she still held. Last fall, Katrina had begged her husband to explain to the church that she needed a break from playing her violin. She feigned weakness in her wrists, not an outright lie. Even so, Greg had only managed to appease the disappointed masses with the promise that Katrina would play again at the Christmas Eve service.

What had he been thinking? It was too soon. She couldn’t pick up her violin. Not after what happened.

Secrets.

Katrina tucked her hair behind her ears.

“Well now.” Mrs. Porter clapped her hands, and the women of the Missionary League followed her like a flock of geese as they swarmed around the Christmas boxes. “We have a church to decorate.”
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CHAPTER 3
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“WHAT’RE YOU DOING, Mouse?”

Katrina jerked her head up and shoved the photograph back into her diary. “Nothing.” Her face burned hot. She fidgeted with her wedding band and glanced at the journal in her lap.

Greg unbuttoned the top few buttons of his shirt. Worry creases replaced the laugh lines that had first made her heart flutter when she was a student in his youth group so many years ago. She bit her lip. What had happened?

“How’d decorating go?” He dropped his shirt on the floor and changed into a faded Lakers jersey. “I didn’t even hear you come home.”

Her fingers thumped against her journal, burning hot with guilt. “It was fine. Everything looks really nice.”

He sat on the edge of the bed and untied his shoes. This dressing down ritual each evening reminded her of Mr. Rogers, and she loved its peaceful monotony.

Greg stretched his arms above his head. He had lost most of his tan with the move but not his athletic physique. Katrina sat an arm’s length away from those strong, familiar shoulders. She could just reach out ...

“Oh, did I already ask you to pick up another bag of ice melt from the store?”

She searched his voice for signs of worry or strain, but he sounded surprisingly relaxed.

“I can do that.”

She held her breath as he leaned toward her, felt her face flush. His kiss was short, a peck if you could even call it that, but the softness of his lips on hers whispered hints of promise. She placed her hand on his chest, ready if he decided to give her another kiss, a real one this time.

“That’s a pretty shirt.” He fingered the soft nylon. “Have I seen you wear it before?”

“Probably.” She swept a strand of hair behind her ear, remembering the night years ago she had stayed late after the youth group Christmas party to help clean up. It was the first time she and Greg had ever been alone together. The first time she noticed his eyes held the same hopefulness, the same awkward embarrassment, the same frustrations that had stolen away any hope she had at a happy senior year of high school. It could never work. It wouldn’t be right. Yet still she had worn the new blouse her mom picked out for her and stayed late to clean up, wondering if he’d notice her, hoping he’d realize she was a young woman and not another silly teenager.

Greg laced his fingers behind his head and stretched himself out on the bed. Katrina curled up beside him automatically. Waiting. Just like she had so many Christmases ago. So uncertain. Greg was staring at her. They had only been married for six months, but she knew that expression. Hope swelled up in the pit of her gut, clashing with fear. The two emotions warred against each other, churning her stomach.

“I love you, Mouse.” Greg stroked her cheek.

She bit her lip and didn’t trust her voice.

He locked into her stare. “You’re so beautiful.”

She shut her eyes. Tasted his sweet, soft lips. Let out her breath and sighed into him.

His legs intertwined with hers. “You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me.” His kisses caressed her chin, her neck, her shoulder.

A tinny refrain grated her ears. He reached for his cell phone, glanced at the screen, and set it back on the end table. “They can wait.”

She relaxed in his arms. More like melted, really, as the phone protested with one more annoying whine and then fell silent.
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CHAPTER 4
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THE CHICKEN WAS BURNED, but neither of them mentioned it. She sat across from him at their small folding table, and every once in a while his bemused smile sent a flush spreading across her entire face.

“What?” she finally asked, almost choking on a bite of rice.

“I love you so much.”

She couldn’t raise her eyes to his.

“I still don’t know how I ended up with a woman like you.”

She stuffed a forkful of veggie casserole into her mouth.

Greg stretched his legs out beneath the table. “I can’t believe things worked out like they did. You should have seen the pastor’s face when I told him I was falling for one of the girls from my youth group.” He chuckled.

Katrina took a sip of milk.

He reached out and grasped her hand, twisting the simple band on her ring finger. “And now you’re all mine.”

She smiled behind her napkin.

“It’s gonna be our first real Christmas together, Mouse. You haven’t even told me what to get you.”

He had been pestering her for gift ideas for a month or more, and she still didn’t know how to answer. “I’ll need a new journal soon.”

He chuckled. “Another? How many do you go through in a year?”

She tried to match his smile, but her stomach flipped itself into a series of pretzel knots. A growing, gnawing emptiness with no hope for reprieve.

He was rubbing her hand. Smiling at her. The worry lines were gone. The phone hadn’t rung in over an hour. Christmas was less than a month away, their first Christmas together as husband and wife. It could be so perfect ...

He took a bite of chicken. Did he realize how dry it was? “If you need more gift ideas, I was thinking maybe Monday before the business meeting we could ...” A tinny, muffled ring. Color drained from his face. His eyes widened, and he thrust his hand into his pocket. “Shoot.”

Katrina wondered how many of his congregants would be appalled to hear their pastor make such an innocuous exclamation.

He jumped up from the table. “I left my phone in the bedroom, Mouse. I’m sorry. I’ll be right back.”

Katrina took another bite of casserole.

Greg was apologizing into his cell when he returned. “I understand completely. I’m terribly sorry ... No, I just left my phone in the other room, that’s all.”

Katrina paused with her cup of milk in her hand.

“I’ll be sure to let her know. Yes ... Yes, I understand the financial situation completely. I’m sure it was an innocent mistake. Of course she wouldn’t have ... Ok. Well, you too. All right. Good night.”

That familiar heaviness, the weary expression clouded Greg’s face. “That was Mrs. Porter.”

Katrina replayed Greg’s side of the conversation in her mind, paying careful attention to his tone.

“I guess one of the ladies left the lights on downstairs this afternoon. She and her husband were driving past the church and saw it on.”

“Why didn’t they stop and turn it off?” Katrina mumbled into her napkin.

Greg didn’t seem to hear. “Would you mind taking care of that after dinner?”

Katrina stared at the blackened chicken on her plate. “Fine.” She hadn’t meant to sound so terse.

Greg held up his hand. “Hey, if it’s a big deal, I’ll go do it right now.”

“No.” She reached out. “It’s not a problem. I’ll take care of it as soon as I clear the table.”

Greg shrugged her hand off his shoulder. “Never mind. I’ll handle it myself.” He grunted as he stepped into his snow boots. “Sheesh, it’s just a simple light. It’s nothing to get so worked up about.”

Just a simple light. Katrina wished more people at Orchard Grove Bible Church realized that as her husband clunked outside in his boots, slamming the door shut behind him.
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CHAPTER 5
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“HEY, MOUSE, YOU FEELING ok?”

Katrina shielded her eyes from the bedroom light. “What?” Her voice was groggy. She cleared her throat.

“I asked if you’re feeling ok. I’ve never seen you sleep in so late.”

She turned toward the clock but didn’t want to uncover her eyes. “What time is it?”

“Five to nine.”

She groaned. She had always been slow to wake up, which was even more annoying now that she was married. Half the time she couldn’t remember if she and Greg had gone to bed angry at each other or not. What was their most recent blowup? There had to be something, right?

Oh, yeah. Those stupid church lights.

Greg was frowning. “You sick?” He swept some hair out of her face, and she forced herself to smile.

“I’m all right. Just tired.” She made a show of sitting, but her lower abdomen tightened up as soon as she moved.

Great.

“Is something wrong?” he asked again.

She didn’t mention the cramps. She didn’t need him rolling his eyes at her women problems, and she certainly didn’t want him going through the day thinking she was making excuses to get out of her responsibilities. Why did these things always have to happen on Sundays?

“I’ll be out in a few minutes.” She flashed her biggest smile to compensate for her discomfort and imagined how blissful it would feel to be the kind of woman who could sleep in on a Sunday for as long as she wanted. No pews to straighten up. No sanctuary to vacuum. No nursery workers to call ...

Uh-oh.

“By the way, did you find another volunteer to go downstairs this week?” Greg asked.

She squeezed her eyes shut. She could handle this. In first grade, she had practiced her new violin so hard her fingers bled, but she hadn’t stopped. She had kept playing, all the way through elementary school, junior high, and high school. All the way through two semesters of community college where she made enough money playing with the Long Beach Symphony Orchestra and teaching private lessons that she could have rented a small apartment of her own if her mom hadn’t forbidden it. She had endured hours of rehearsals under ruthless conductors as arrogant as they were incompetent. She had fingered and bowed her way through orchestral politics and left the Long Beach Symphony without a single enemy to her name.

She had been so excited at the thought of leaving California. No more traffic jams. No more senseless violence. No more family drama. Moving to Orchard Grove with Greg had sounded like such an adventure, the first time she dared to embark on her own without her mom’s disapproving stare following her everywhere she went. Apple country. That’s how Greg had described the area, but now all she could see from the parsonage was the church, some worn-down apartments, and a dried-up riverbed.

Some view.

She hadn’t expected to miss the orchestra so much. Sure, there was a kind of comradery that you could never replicate outside the rehearsal room or performance hall. Friends two or three times her age who nevertheless considered her an equal. Most of them had never met Greg, so she didn’t have to worry about people referring to her as the pastor’s wife. She was Kat, the second violinist. Stand partners with Stan, the Vietnam vet. She didn’t remember when they started calling her Kat. She never invited them to, it just happened. Kat. Not Mouse or Katrina or the pastor’s wife.

Kat.

Everyone called her that. Even Lyn — the forty-year-old conductor whose athletic body had attracted more young women to the symphony than any previous Long Beach maestro. Kat, be careful. You’re rushing the fourth movement. Kat, you’re swaying so widely during the adagio section poor Stan has to dodge your bow.

“You didn’t forget, did you?”

Katrina stared at her husband dumbly.

“The nursery,” he prompted. “Did you find a substitute?”

Her cheeks burned hot. “No.” She was stammering as badly as a first-year violin student learning to play spiccato. “No, I mean, I didn’t forget, but I figured I could go down there this time. It’s almost my week anyway.”

Another frown. “You know it’s important for me to have you upstairs. For the church to see us together.”

“Yeah, I know. I’ll try to trade with somebody next time. That way I won’t miss more than one this month.”

“You could call Mrs. Porter. She doesn’t seem to mind jumping in last minute.”

Mrs. Porter didn’t seem to mind jumping into anything at any time as long as it meant she got to boss people around or earned some recognition out of it when all was said and done. But Katrina kept the blasphemous thought to herself. “I don’t want to bother her. She’s probably in the middle of getting ready for church.”

Greg leaned into the doorframe. “What, you want me to call and ask?”

“No.” Katrina rolled her eyes, but thankfully her husband didn’t notice.

“You know, it would have been nice if you’d taken care of this last week when it first came up.”

“I already said I’d do nursery today.”

He turned his back to her. “Now I’ve got to call Mrs. Porter, and I’ll have to listen to her complain about those stupid lights you left on downstairs ...”

Katrina had mentally gone over the Women’s Missionary League decorating party a dozen times last night and knew with certainty that Mrs. Porter was the last woman to come upstairs after the boxes were put in storage, but she couldn’t say that. Greg would just think she was being petty, and nobody else would care except for Mrs. Porter herself, who of course would deny it. For all the trouble that single light caused, Katrina would have preferred having the church treasurer dock seventy-five cents off Greg’s next paycheck to cover the extra expense.

If it would even amount to that much.
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CHAPTER 6
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SHE WOULDN’T GO TO church today. It was as simple as that. She hadn’t missed a Sunday yet, not even after everything that happened last fall. She had wanted to stay home then, but Greg talked her into going. Reminded her that church was like a family that you could turn to when you were hurting. Except nobody there knew about her pain. Even Greg forgot after those first few days.

She was still in bed, even though it was past the time she usually headed over. Greg was gone, spreading salt over the icy walkways and doing whatever else he did to get ready for the service. She would explain it to him when he came back, tell him about her cramps. Anything that hinted at lady problems sent her husband racing to the next county to avoid talking about uncomfortable issues. He might be disappointed about her missing church, and there was still the issue of nobody to work in the nursery, but it wouldn’t be the first time a volunteer failed to show up without notice.

She deserved a break, didn’t she? Just one week without checking over her shoulder to make sure the nursery volunteer remembered to go downstairs after the singing. One week without Mrs. Porter reminding her of all the things that she had forgotten. Katrina’s to-do list multiplied over Thanksgiving and was now five times its usual size and would stay that way until New Year’s.

Her midsection seized up, firing pain through her hips and lower back. Thankfully she was just uncomfortable. No flashbacks, at least not yet. Even so, it would probably only be a matter of time.

She heard Greg’s footsteps down the hall and rehearsed her excuse. He’d be disappointed, then he’d get over it. Sundays were stressful for him, that was all. It wouldn’t be personal. He’d forget about it by next week.

The door crashed open and Greg plowed into the bedroom. “Where have you been?”

She sat up as quickly as she could, dismissing her plans to skip church as childish and lazy. Agony grabbed her entire torso and refused to release her.

Greg’s scowl melted off his face. “Mouse, what’s wrong? Are you sick?”

The next wave of cramps was strong enough to erase the sound of his voice until all she heard was the horrific beeping of the machine they had hooked her up to in the hospital to check her vitals last fall. She shut her eyes. Nurses. How many of them? Two? Three? Arguing about how much pain medication they were supposed to give. She was lying there bleeding out, and the only thing anyone cared about was whether the doctor had said five cc’s or ten.

“Mouse, do you need to go to the hospital?”

He was holding her hand. Greg. Her Greg. The one she had agonized over so many restless nights. The one she had filled three whole journals writing about during her senior year of high school. Praying. Apologizing to God, ashamed of her emotions. Begging the Lord to take away her feelings. Reminding herself it was a stupid, ridiculous, unrequited crush.

Until she saw his eyes the night of the Christmas party. And now those same soft eyes were watching over her with a mixture of fear and pain. “Mouse, tell me what’s wrong.”

She blinked back tears. She had work to do. Of all the women in Orchard Grove who still menstruated, she wouldn’t be the one to let a few cramps paralyze her for the day. She had duties at church. She was the nursery coordinator, and there was nobody else to watch those kids so their parents could worship properly. She was the pastor’s wife. Her place was by Greg’s side, greeting congregants, supporting her husband, praying for him from her seat in the front of the sanctuary.

“I’m ok.”

He helped her out of bed. His touch was so strong. Protective. She wanted to hug him. Let him swallow her up in his arms. Lean her head against his chest and stay there all day, listening to his heartbeat. She thought about the night they chaperoned prom for the small Christian school in Long Beach. She was almost twenty years old, but it was the first school dance she’d ever attended. Even so, her mom probably wouldn’t have let her go if she’d realized Greg would be there. If she realized what would happen that night. There were so many things her mom hated about Katrina. The way she couldn’t hold a tune when she sang. The way she swayed too much when she played her violin. The way she fell in love with a penniless youth pastor.

He kissed the top of her head. “Cramps?”

She nodded.

“They bad?”

Another nod.

“Do you want to stay in bed?”

He was so good to her. She knew how tense he got before church service, but even now he was thinking about her well-being. She reached out for the black dress hanging in the back of their closet. “I’ll be ok.”

“You sure?”

Why couldn’t things always be like this? Why couldn’t he always be so compassionate? So caring? During their entire courtship and engagement, he had acted like a prince. Sending her sweet emails throughout the day. Buying her little trinkets whenever he was out just because he was thinking about her. Cooking dinner on the weekends, just the two of them. They’d stay up late playing board games or reading Narnia books to each other.

God, what happened?

She got herself dressed, and he didn’t leave her side. He rubbed the small of her back where the pain radiated the most. She didn’t deserve his love. Didn’t deserve any of this.

“Do you want some Tylenol?”

She pulled on her nylons. “Yes, please.”

“Anything for my Mouse.”

He kissed her cheek and let his lips linger close to her mouth. She thought again of that night chaperoning the prom, how they had stayed late to take down decorations until they were the only two people left. She had seen that same hopefulness in his eyes that night too. That same hunger. Except this time, she wasn’t a teenager in his youth group. This time, they were two adults, free to make their own decisions.

Free to fall in love.

She watched him leave as she slipped on her black heels. She hadn’t realized it at first, but she was dressed in perfect concert attire. All black. No collars to get in the way of her chin rest. No ostentatious jewelry to distract the audience from her music. She wondered what her friends would be playing at the holiday pops concert. This would be the first Christmas she could remember without going, either as an audience member or part of the orchestra. Who sat in her seat now? Was it someone who got promoted up to her stand or a rookie? Could they turn the pages fast enough to satisfy Stan’s grumpy demands?

Greg came back a few minutes later with two pills and a mug of Ovaltine. “Here you go.”

He rubbed the back of her neck while she swallowed the Tylenol. The hot chocolate slipped down her throat and sent waves of heat rippling out from her stomach. “Thanks.”

He bent down and kissed her forehead. “Any time. You sure you feel up for church today?”

She twisted her wedding band and glanced at her fingernails. How long had it been since she caressed the strings of her violin? “Yeah.”

“I’ll ask Mrs. Porter to take over nursery so you can just rest during the service.”

“That’s ok. I’ll be all right.” At least the rocking chair downstairs was more comfortable than the pews.

Another kiss. A lingering one. “I love you, Mouse.”

“I love you too.”

He wrapped his arm around her, and they walked together to the entryway where he draped her coat over her shoulders.

Katrina swallowed down the painful lump in her throat.

God, what happened?



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


CHAPTER 7
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“OH, THERE’S SOMEONE here. I was worried.”

Joy Holmes, one of the church’s only young mothers, propped the nursery door open with her foot. She held her one-year-old baby, who was laughing at her own spit bubbles, in one arm and dragged her three-year-old inside while she tugged against her mom’s firm grasp.

“Come on, Zoe. Let’s go in and play.” Her voice was breathy, as if she were winded from walking down the stairs. Or maybe she was trying to keep from losing her temper in front of the pastor’s wife.

Zoe shook her head and let her legs fall beneath her.

“Do you want a timeout?” Joy demanded and shot an unconvincing smile at Katrina. “I’m sorry. She’s in a mood today. Her father gave her and her brother too much pie at Thanksgiving, and I swear they’re both still on a sugar high. She’ll probably whine for a few minutes after I leave, but then ...”

Joy set her baby down on the carpet. “Here you go, Brielle. At least you know how to play quietly.” Two seconds later Brielle had dumped out an entire bin full of cardboard bricks.

“Oh, these kids,” Joy muttered.

“Must keep you busy.” Katrina forced herself to smile as Brielle banged two bricks against the empty box. Katrina would love the chance to get to know Joy better, but she was so busy with her three children and had another on the way and always seemed to have a flustered, I’m-too-busy-to-be-bothered kind of air. She straightened up, and Katrina could see the swell of her pregnant belly.

“You don’t know the half of it,” Joy exclaimed with another long sigh. “I’m just thrilled we’re not having twins. Ok, I’m taking off. I’ve got to get upstairs or I swear DJ’s going to drive his father insane. That boy has way too much energy. Don’t mind Zoe if she screams for a minute or two. She’ll calm down after that and be fine.”

Joy rested her hand on her abdomen, leaned over to give her daughters a hug, and waddled out the door. As soon as it shut, Zoe ran to it with a screech that would rival the sound of a first-time violin student.

What am I doing here? Katrina asked herself, eying the box of cheap, mismatched toys. Wasn’t there something in there she could find to distract a three-year-old? The only problem was she ached so much she didn’t want to get out of the rocking chair. She should be in bed. Not stuck here in this nursery. Another screech. She just needed the noise to stop.

“Come on, Zoe,” she whispered, certain the child couldn’t hear. “Want to go get a book? I’ll read it to you in the rocker.”

Zoe continued pounding on the door until someone propped it open, pushing her to the floor with an undignified thump. Zoe glared accusingly at Katrina, scrunched up her face, and started to cry.

“There, there.” Mrs. Porter hurried into the room, scooped Zoe into her arms, and ten seconds later had her seated at the table with a handful of crayons and a whole stack of papers to demolish.

Katrina stood up so she wouldn’t appear quite as lazy. She patted Brielle’s head absently while the baby ripped the pages out of a picture book.

“Good morning, dear.” Mrs. Porter pouted and stared over the top of her glasses. “I thought you were sick.”

Katrina blushed under the scrutiny. “No, I ... Well, I didn’t feel well when I woke up but ... It’s my turn in the nursery. I mean I switched weeks since ...”

Mrs. Porter frowned and traded Brielle’s ripped book for a cloth one. “PG called me just before service. Said you weren’t feeling well and asked if I could cover for you.”

Katrina couldn’t speak or sing in front of a crowd if her life depended on it, but she could play her violin without the slightest hint of stage fright. She did her best to draw from that same source of confidence to flash a convincing smile. “I must have miscommunicated with him. I’m sorry. I told him I would be ok down here, but he probably ...”

Mrs. Porter was staring over her glasses again, pouting as if she had just thrown a lemon quarter in her mouth, peel and all. “Are you having ...” She glanced ostentatiously at Katrina’s midsection, and the hint of a smile cracked through her usually stern face. “Is this morning sickness, dear?”

Katrina’s breath rushed out in a series of giggles that made her sound as silly as those high-school freshmen in Greg’s youth group so many years ago. “No, no. Nothing like that.”

A raised eyebrow. An unconvinced tilt of the head. “Really? Because I’ve been meaning to ask you ever since the women’s retreat back in September when your appetite was so poor.”

Katrina bit her lip. Stared at baby Brielle so contentedly eating the tag from the cloth book. Wished it were possible to disappear by sheer force of will. “It’s nothing like that.”

Mrs. Porter made a grumpy sound in the back of her throat. “Well, I had to ask. I remember one breakfast you got up to use the ladies’ room twice, so it got some of us wondering, that’s all.”

“Thanks for being concerned.” Katrina twisted her ring around her finger and glanced at the clock by the door. Might God have miraculously sped up the morning service to spare her this horrific encounter?

Mrs. Porter smacked her lips together. “Some of us were talking, you know. Wondering if you and PG were planning to get right down to business starting your family or piddle around and wait a few years like so many young folks do these days. And we hardly knew you back then, so none of us felt comfortable asking. But now that the subject’s broached, when exactly do you and PG plan to make a kid?”

Katrina swallowed, hoping the ever-observant Mrs. Porter wouldn’t notice the way her hands trembled. “We’ve decided to trust God’s timing for that.”

A haughty snort. Chin jerked upwards, sending her long Christmas tree earrings dangling. “If that’s your philosophy, it’s a wonder you’re not halfway through your second trimester by now! What month was it that you got married?”

Katrina bit her lip while Mrs. Porter chortled.

“I’m sorry.” She frowned. “I sometimes forget you’re new here and aren’t completely used to me yet.” She rubbed Katrina’s shoulder. “I say what’s on my mind, dear, but it’s only because I care. A few of the ladies and I were talking about it, that’s all. Saying how we’d love to see PG settle down with a baby or two of his own. And you.” She stepped back and gave an apologetic half-smile. “You’re such a tiny little wisp of a thing. Hardly more than a baby yourself. And there’s nothing like carrying a child of your own to turn you into a real woman, that’s all.” Another uninvited back rub. “Well, I can see I’ve embarrassed you, and I’m awfully sorry for that. We’ll get used to each other before long, I promise. In the meantime, you just ignore everything I’ve said, all right?”
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