
  
    [image: Love On The High Plains Collection]
  


  
    
      Love On The High Plains Collection

      THE COMPLETE WESTERN ROMANCE SERIES

    

    
      
        SIMONE BEAUDELAIRE

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright (C) 2022 Simone Beaudelaire

      Layout design and Copyright (C) 2022 by Next Chapter

      Published 2022 by Next Chapter

      This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without the author's permission.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        This book is dedicated to the people of Garden City, Kansas. It was a wonderful place to live.

        I would like to thank those who helped me prepare this novel for publication, my wonderful beta readers Sandra Martinez, Lisa Williamson, and James DiBenedetto. Thank you all.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            High Plains Holiday

          

          LOVE ON THE HIGH PLAINS BOOK 1

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      GARDEN CITY, KS 1873

      Kristina Heitschmidt hurried north along the rutted wagon tracks beyond the edge of town, where an abandoned soddie doubled as a hideout and clubhouse.

      I'm so late, she fretted, noting the position of the sun high overhead. I'm always late these days. Jesse's sure to tease.

      In the last year or so, she'd been unable to drag herself away from the piano and out to play. Allison, her best friend, also took piano lessons, but unlike Kristina, she saw the hours spent slaving on the instrument as a waste of time. Time that could be better spent playing train robbers or cowboys and Indians with Jesse and Wesley.

      Last year, I felt the same way, but that was before the new pastor came to town.

      Reverend Miller's wife—an accomplished pianist and organist—began teaching the children music. Only Kristina really seemed to take to it though. A year later, her enthusiasm hadn't waned a bit.

      Beside the remains of a decaying barn, an odd shape loomed on the horizon. It looked like half a massive barrel sunk deep into the soil, the prairie grass growing on the surface. The front door had long since fallen in, and it gaped like an open mouth.

      Kristina shuddered, even though she knew the interior would be cool on a hot summer's day. A fat black spider scuttled up the doorjamb. Ugh. Be brave. They already think you're a baby. Don't act like one too.

      She hurried inside and squealed as Jesse grabbed her, yanking her to one side and shoving a pistol made from a bit of bent lead pipe against her temple.

      “Kristina!” Allison shrieked, pulling a black bandana down from her face. Her blue eyes sparkled with the fun of the game.

      “Stop or I shoot,” Jesse hollered, attempting to tip back his oversized hat and accidentally knocking it to the dirt floor of the pioneer home. Kristina heard the soft thump as it landed. Now, she knew, his yellow hair would shine like a beacon in the dimness of the room.

      “Let her go,” Wesley said in a soft, authoritative voice, stepping carefully into the room in a pair of oversized spurs. One caught on the threshold, and he stumbled, falling into Jesse and knocking the smaller boy off balance. The bit of pipe jammed into Kristina's temple with bruising force as the three of them went down in a heap.

      “Owwww,” Kristina whined, clutching the side of her head.

      “Aw, stop crying, you baby,” Jesse replied curtly.

      “I'm going to have a big bruise,” Kristina accused, “and it's all your fault.”

      “All Wes's, you mean,” he protested. “He fell, not me. Besides, with all those spots on your face, no one will notice.”

      “Shut up,” Kristina said, uttering the foulest word any of them knew. She stuck out a trembling lip.

      Wesley sighed in disgust. “A baby and a girl. Maybe you shouldn't play with us anymore.”

      “Nuh-uh Allison protested. “Kristina is my best friend. If she doesn't play, neither do I. Are you okay, Kris?”

      “I guess,” Kristina sulked.

      “I thought I was your best friend,” Wesley said, sounding hurt. He pulled himself from the tangle of limbs, accidentally poking Jesse in the arm with one of the spurs.

      “Hey, be careful,” the boy protested.

      “You are my best friend,” Allison replied. “You all are. The four of us will be friends forever.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      GARDEN CITY, KS 1888

      “And last but not least, the church.” James Heitschmidt waved a hand towards the steepled structure.

      Big church for such a small town, Reverend Cody Williams thought. His gaze traveled up the façade, from the thick stone foundation to the tip of the steeple, where a gleaming wooden cross crowned an open-sided bell tower with a hefty bell visible from the street.

      Lower down, above the arched doorway, a round stained-glass window bore an image of a green hill, on which three crosses strained towards a blue sky. It was simply rendered but no less lovely because of it.

      A gust of icy wind shot down the street and straight through the young man's thin wool coat into his flesh, chilling him deep. After five years in Galveston's soupy heat, this cold, blustery town would take some getting used to.

      Cody mounted the groaning wooden steps and reached for the handle of one of the peaked doors. At that moment, a blast of sound so loud it nearly sent him tumbling on his back reverberated through the building. The low, rumbling vibration made his eardrums feel expanded, as though he had dived deep underwater.

      The tone was followed by another, a little higher, and then a third before being replaced by a lilting melody. Now Cody recognized the tune from his required music classes at seminary. “All My Heart This Night Rejoices” by Johann Sebastian Bach.

      Recovering his balance and composure, Cody grasped the wrought-iron handle and hissed as the frigid metal burned his bare hand. I need gloves as soon as possible. Of course, I'll have to wait until I begin earning a salary first. I wonder how much they'll pay me. The letters said 'a comfortable living wage,' but who knows what that means.

      He stepped over the high threshold, making a mental note not to stumble on it.

      James followed, closing the door behind him.

      The weak November sunshine barely penetrated the stained-glass windows that lined each of the two longer interior walls. One side featured six scenes from the Old Testament: The Garden of Eden, Noah's Ark, the Ten Commandments, the walls of Jericho, David and Goliath, and finally, Elijah taking on the prophets of Baal while stones and water burned.

      Cody glanced across the room to the other side. Just as he suspected, a Nativity Scene, the boy Jesus at the temple, Jesus turning water into wine, the healing of the blind man, a crucifixion, and the scene of the empty tomb. All of Christian faith summed up in twelve simple, crudely-rendered collections of glass and lead. They were far from works of art, but Cody preferred their simplicity. They felt more real this way, something everyday folk could understand.

      The organist finished the piece and immediately launched into a lively rendition of “Joy to the World.” The rumbling bass of the foot pedals kept time while fingers plunked out a rolling counterpoint. Cody heard a soft thump as the musician changed the stops, and the new verse had a different quality than the previous one.

      From his spot at the back of the church, Cody couldn't see the organ. It stood on a balcony directly above him, but the pipes wrapped around the upper walls to the front, behind his pulpit. Seems odd that a church in such a small town would have such a magnificent organ. Perhaps it was built specifically for this musician. If so, it was worth the exorbitant cost. I hope the man isn't too high-strung.

      On either side of the aisle stretched row after row of gleaming wooden pews, each with a scarlet cushion running its entire length. Ornate patterns of vines and leaves scrolled on the wooden arms.

      Darker than the pews, the wooden floor shone in a high polish. At the front, a long communion rail with delicate spindles curved around the single step, split in the center by his pulpit. Before each one lay another cushion, also deep red, for people to kneel on while receiving the bread and wine. A potbellied stove in the rear corner provided heat.

      Sharp contrast drew his eyes to the ceiling. Adorning the whitewashed boards, mahogany beams crossed each other over and over.

      Cody regarded the pulpit again. Unlike the rest of the church, the plain, unadorned brown box for him to set his notes on suited him fine. He felt no need for displays of extravagance.

      The song ended, and James boomed out, “Stop practicing now, Kristina, and come down here. There's someone I want you to meet.” His Kansas twang still sounded strange to Cody, who had lived his whole life in Texas. Then the words registered.

      Kristina? But… that's a woman's name. Who is Kristina and where is she? Why is James calling her?

      A clatter of high-heeled boots drew Cody's gaze to the steps, and he turned to see those boots appearing at the top of the twisting staircase. Flashes of dove gray leather, almost hidden under a skirt of the same color, covered a figure that nipped in sharply at the middle, before swelling again to fill a white shirtwaist, buttoned to the neck and covered with a black crocheted shawl.

      At last, he could see the face, and his own went slack with astonishment. Her braided bun was gold, not silver. It gleamed with hints of red, even in the weak sunlight. The face, though smooth and unlined, made his smile fade.

      Kristina was not a lovely girl. Heavy freckles dotted every inch of her skin. Adding a short, upturned nose and a firm, stubborn jaw, she resembled a brindled bulldog.

      On the other hand, her eyes sparkled with turquoise warmth, like the Gulf of Mexico, and her full, pink slips curved into a perfect Cupid's bow.

      “Reverend Williams, this is my daughter, Kristina Heitschmidt. Kristina, this is our new pastor, Reverend Cody Williams.”

      Kristina gave him a frank, appraising look and extended her hand. He grasped it. She wore no gloves, and her fingers felt nearly as cold as his.

      “Pleased to meet you, Miss Heitschmidt,” he drawled, wondering how his Texas accent would sound to them.

      “Likewise, Reverend. We've heard so much about you.” She smiled, and her face changed from bulldog to appealing puppy. He couldn't help but smile back. “Dad,” Kristina scolded, “you never told me Reverend Williams was so young and handsome. All the young ladies will be chasing him.”

      Cody colored at the unexpected compliment. He knew he was not a bad-looking man. The mirror this morning had shown black hair with a hint of a curl, bright blue eyes, smooth skin. Nothing so handsome as to cause jealousy, or so he hoped. Being chased by a bunch of silly young girls would be a nuisance and a distraction. “Was that you playing the organ?”

      “Yes,” she replied, lowering her burnished gold eyebrows. The movement caused her short nose to wrinkle.

      Something about this woman made him feel slightly off-balance, as though he couldn't draw a full breath. He blurted. “Where did you learn to play like that?”

      She smiled, though it didn't look altogether convincing. “From the previous pastor's wife. She had no children, so she sort of adopted me when I was six, taught me piano, organ, and voice.”

      “Excellent. Well, Miss Heitschmidt, you and I will have to get together soon and discuss the music at this church. I assume you would like to continue playing?”

      His graceless question didn't sit well with her, he could see. Her lowered eyebrows drew together until they looked like auburn storm clouds. “Of course. Was that in question?”

      Her stern regard made him feel off-kilter. “No, um, naturally not,” he spluttered, “I mean…”

      “Do you play the organ, Reverend Williams?” she asked her voice soft in a way that warned him he was on thin ice.

      “No.”

      “Then I had better continue, don't you think? Unless you've married an organist since we received your letter a month ago?”

      Where did that sarcastic tone come from? This girl appeared as high-strung as he'd feared the church musician would be.

      “Kristina,” James said, laying a hand on his daughter's arm.

      She spared her father a glance before returning a stern gaze to Cody's eyes that resembled the warm ocean suddenly turning to ice.

      “I'm unmarried, and I'm hiding no replacement organist in my valise,” he replied, unable to suppress a hint of irritation. “Your playing was lovely, and I would very much like for you to continue as you always have.”

      She glared another moment, letting the silence grow strained. At last, she nodded. “Thank you. I plan to do so. It was a pleasure to meet you, Reverend. Now, if you will excuse me, I have dinner to prepare. Bye, Dad.” She headed for the door, lifting her shawl to cover her hair.

      “Kristina, set an extra place. The reverend will be dining with us tonight.”

      The pale flesh between her freckles flamed, but all she said was, “Very well.”

      Then, scooping up a heavy black woolen coat from the last pew by the door, she bundled herself in it and left them.

      Cody watched her go, puzzled about what had just happened. I normally get along well with men and women alike. Kristina Heitschmidt must be a particularly prickly young woman.

      Shaking off the encounter, he turned his attention back to the church that would form the center of his existence for the foreseeable future. He walked up the central aisle to the altar, raising his eyes and noting the rough-hewn cross hanging behind the pulpit. Two baskets of fall flowers adorned little tables behind the rail, though they were quickly fading.

      He'd passed the last several hours staring from the window of the train on his way out here and seen nothing but oceans of dry, waist-deep prairie grass crackling in the wintry wind, stretching to the horizon in all directions. Wheat fields and cattle pens only occasionally broke up the horizon. Of flowers, he had seen no sign.

      I wonder how they decorate the church in the winter. Oh well, no matter. Surely there's a women's guild to tend to such matters, and its pecking order has no doubt been established long ago. He had little interest in meddling with it, provided it was more or less amicable.

      Stepping behind his pulpit—which he noted was hollow in back and contained a shelf where he could place a cup of coffee—he looked out over the area that would soon be filled with his congregation.

      Though he never would have admitted it, he felt a surge of apprehension as he imagined the rows of seats filled to capacity with what, from the look of the room, might well be nearly two hundred parishioners. He only knew two of them, and so far, only one had been to his liking.

      Cody's eyes met those of the man who was responsible for him being here. James, the head of the elder board, had described himself in letters as a widower of middle years. He ran the general store and was designated a lay minister. With luck, James will act as a mentor and liaison… and friend.

      It struck Cody how much James's daughter looked like him. Same features, same freckles, same hair. But on the man, it looked… ordinary, not surprising at all. To see those pugnacious attributes on a woman had given him pause.

      Kristina. Thinking of the lady drew his eyes upward to the balcony. In some churches down south, such spaces contained extra seating. Here, the balcony extended across the back wall of the church, containing only the organ, which, as he had suspected, was rather too large and ornate for the town. Still, it's a lovely instrument.

      The afternoon sun passed through the colored glass of the crucifixion scene window he'd noticed earlier, beaming in irregular patches of green and blue. They lay across the wood of the bench where, moments ago, that sharp-tongued young woman had sat, her capable, chilly fingers flying over the keys, her gray-booted feet working the pedals. Every Sunday from here until the Lord called him away, he would spend his sermon looking across the congregation and up at that woman.

      I have to make peace with her, Cody decided, even if she is a hedgehog. It's my Christian duty, and I'll do it to the best of my ability.

      Leaving the pulpit, he knelt for a moment at the altar and said a quick prayer for patience in the face of prickly and easily offended women. Then he rose, stalked to the back of the church and rejoined his host.

      “Well,” James asked him, “is everything in order? Will this do?”

      Cody nodded. “It will do quite nicely. I'm pleased you invited me. Lord willing, this should be a good placement for me, and it’s good for the congregation finally to have a full-time pastor.”

      James nodded. “I hope so. Kristina was right though, you know. We have a number of unmarried young women in this town, and I suspect there will soon be an unofficial 'find the new pastor a wife' competition. Are you inclined to be married?”

      Cody smiled wryly. “I'm neither inclined nor opposed, I guess,” he replied. “At this point, my priority is to get situated with the congregation. But I thought in Western towns, men outnumbered women, and every girl had three or four suitors to choose from.”

      James grinned. “You're right. There are a great many single men around here, but most are farm hands and cowboys. These girls are from middle-class families, and many of their parents would prefer them to have husbands with higher standing. It makes for a nicer life for their daughters, you know?”

      “Yes, I suppose,” Cody replied. His stomach rumbled. It had been a long day of travel, and his lunch had been small—just a sandwich and a cup of coffee at some stop whose name he'd forgotten five hours back along the tracks.

      “Well, young man, sounds like you could use something to eat.”

      “Yes, please,” Cody replied eagerly.

      “Come on then. My house is just down the way, and I believe Kristina made beef and barley soup.”

      Cody's mouth watered at the thought. Pulling his coat tighter around his body, he followed James back out into the cold and stuffed his hands into his coat pockets.

      James's idea of 'just down the way' meant five face-numbing blocks down Main Street.

      Cody examined each house they passed to take his mind off his freezing fingers and face. Though similar in shape and size, each house differed wildly in color from its neighbors. One was sky blue with white trim, the next sage green with black, a third red with dark brown.

      At last, James stopped in front of a narrow white structure. Strips of dark wood adorned the pale façade.

      Cody looked up at the six steep steps that led to the covered porch and the front door. In his numb, shivering state, it looked like a mountain. His feet didn't want to lift high enough to land on the first step. Only the knowledge that up those stairs waited shelter from the biting wind forced his frozen knees to bend, bend again, and then again. At the top, he lost track of how many steps there were and stumbled on the flat surface.

      The door flew open just in time to display his awkward movement to the young woman he'd met earlier. Her unpleasant expression disappeared into a look of concern. Stepping onto the icy porch, she took his arm and led him into the parlor.

      For a moment, his brain felt as numb as his fingers, and he started violently as a weight urged him into a rocking chair. Something heavy landed on his lap, and something warm touched his hand.

      “Dad,” a female voice said in a disapproving tone, “did you bring him all that way in this flimsy coat? The poor man is half-frozen.”

      “It's all he had,” a male voice replied defensively.

      “Did you forget the charity rack in the storage room? I know there are at least three good men's coats there. They may be old and unfashionable, but they're warm, and I doubt a man of God would be worried about fashion. Especially in this cold.”

      It's a cup in my hand, he realized. A cup means liquid, and it's warm. His hand was starting to thaw, so he wrapped the other around the porcelain. It felt good. Warm liquid can help my insides, too. He raised it to his lips and sipped. Tea. Milk. Sugar. He sighed with pleasure.

      “I forgot. Charity stuff is women's business,” the male voice protested.

      “Women's business, pshaw,” the woman's voice sneered. “This Christmas we're reading Dickens whether you like it or not. Then we'll see whose business is what.”

      Cody took another deep swallow of the tea, and his brain began to focus.

      “Dickens?” The male voice… from somewhere deep in Cody's mind, the name James floated up. James did not sound happy about Dickens. He was almost whining.

      “Reverend Williams?” A face was in front of him. A freckled, snub-nosed face.

      He blinked. “Miss… Heitschmidt?” The complicated German name barely emerged on his tongue.

      “Are you all right?”

      Cody downed the tea in a single scalding gulp but kept the still-warm mug clutched in his hands. At last, he felt fully awake. “Yes, thank you. I appreciate the tea… and the help.”

      She smiled a warm sincere smile and adjusted the weight on his lap. He glanced down to see a heavy blanket in thick, red-flecked gray wool. His eyes returned to the friendly, homely face, and he curved his lips into a smile. Only then did it occur to him how strong she must be.

      Cody had passed six feet in his early teens and continued growing. He had lent his back to charity building projects and church constructions, and aided farmers, fishermen and dockworkers in their tasks. As a result, he had grown bulky and muscular, and yet this woman had steadied him with apparent ease. Now that he thought back, the top of her head had been above his shoulder, a great height for a woman. The puppy-faced Miss Kristina Heitschmidt appears to be quite an Amazon.

      Seeing he was no longer in imminent danger of frostbite, the young woman bustled out of the room. James had also departed, leaving Cody alone in the parlor, sitting in a rocking chair beside the fireplace.

      He gazed around the room. Spacious, as one would expect from one of the most influential people in town, with furniture that spoke of the Old Country. The high-backed sofa, sitting adjacent to the fireplace, was one of the most ornately carved he'd ever seen. The arms clustered with a bas-relief of vines and flowers, which echoed the scarlet roses on the black velvet upholstery.

      To either side sat a black lacquer table, their tops contrasting in shades of ecru with more red flowers. On one rested an oil lamp, on the other, a fat family Bible, the leather cover etched and gilded in German. A grand piano dominated the entire room opposite the rocking chair, its lid propped half-open and sheet music spread across the stand, ready to be played at a moment's notice.

      Above the sofa, a cuckoo clock with a brass pendulum had been mounted on the whitewashed wall. The swirling curlicues of open woodwork revealed gleaming gears inside.

      “Reverend?” A familiar face appeared at the doorway. “Dinner is ready.”

      Cody rose from the rocking chair. Glancing back at it, he saw it featured carved woodwork just as fine as the clock.

      He folded the blanket in half and draped it neatly over the back of the chair before following Kristina down a narrow hallway with echoing wooden floors and a prominent painting of Jesus feeding the five thousand.

      She indicated an open doorway, and he entered to find a table lit with candles and set with a comforting spread of white plates and matching bowls. In the center, a silver soup tureen emitted wafts of mouth-watering beef-scented steam.

      Adding to the perfume of a satisfying meal, a loaf of fresh bread sat in a basket, sliced and ready, next to a silver butter dish. A tray of cheeses had been placed on the other side of the candelabra, as well as a platter of dried fruit.

      James already sat at the head of the table, and he indicated a chair to his left.

      Cody sat, unfolding an embroidered linen napkin on his lap. Kristina ladled each man a generous bowlful of soup. Cody had to tighten his lips to keep from drooling at the intoxicating aroma of beef and vegetables. He took a slice of bread, and then a pat of butter, a bit of cheese, and a small portion of prunes and dried apples.

      Kristina seated herself across from him.

      “Reverend Williams, would you please ask the blessing?” James requested.

      Cody's stomach was cramping with hunger, so he kept his prayer brief. “Thank you, Lord, for new friends and new opportunities. I pray my work during my sojourn in this town would be blessed by you and a blessing to everyone. And Lord, I also ask your blessing on the hands that prepared this fine dinner. In your heavenly name I pray, amen.”

      He opened his eyes to see both Heitschmidts looking on approvingly. Then they all raised their spoons and began to eat in silence.
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      Kristina watched Reverend Williams eat. Remote as Garden City is, few pastors are willing to cut themselves off from the world and minister in such a place. I hope he'll fit in here.

      It didn’t seem likely. Reverend Williams was accustomed to big-city living. His application showed he'd lived in Texas all his twenty-some years of life—born and raised in Austin, attended seminary in Jacksonville, and served his first pastorate in Galveston.

      With his handsome face and urban veneer, Ilse Jackson will swarm all over him. He might just be swayed by the black-haired beauty, too, if he's susceptible to flirtatious women. What a lovely matched set they would be. Their personalities should be well suited too. The young pastor seems very traditional in his thinking so far, and Ilse would appreciate that.

      She could picture them together; the perfect little lady knitting, sewing, and decorating while Cody bent his head over a Bible and mapped out a fancy sermon with lots of big words and no content.

      Kristina glanced around the dining room. There were no frilly feminine touches to be found in the house because she simply couldn't be bothered with them. Every piece was either a family heirloom her grandfather had brought from the old country or a gift from a friend. The house was immaculate but sparse and simple. Honestly, she preferred it that way. Fewer odds and ends meant less cleaning and therefore more time to practice on the piano in the parlor or head down to the church to visit her one true love, the pipe organ.

      The clink of silver on china woke Kristina from her contemplations, and she observed Reverend Williams regarding his empty bowl and plate with a wistful expression on his face.

      “Would you like some more soup?” she asked, reaching for the ladle.

      “Yes, please,” he replied, a white-toothed grin setting his handsome face alight.

      If I were the sort to be susceptible to a good-looking man, I might have succumbed to a giggling infatuation on the spot. As it was, a sizzle shot through her belly.

      She suppressed a sigh. It would be easier to embrace the spinster lifestyle if she lacked human urges. Yes, she was moved by the smile of a handsome man. Moved enough to smile back, showing her teeth. She ignored the fact that the front two were recessed, the ones on either side marginally protruding. I'm not pretty, so what difference do misaligned teeth make? None, and I refuse to feign vanity.

      Rising, she scooped more soup into his bowl. “There’s pie for dessert,” she told him, “so save room.”

      He raised his eyebrows. “Is your pie as good as your soup?”

      “Better,” she admitted immodestly as she smiled again.

      “I like pie. Don't worry, Miss Heitschmidt. I'll find room for both.”

      “After a long ride on that wretched train, I have no doubt about it.”

      He took another mouthful of soup, savoring the meltingly tender chunks of beef, chewing the toothsome barley, and his face took on an expression of rapture that warmed her clear to her heart. Then he swallowed and spoke. “Have you taken the train?”

      “Yes. To Kansas City and home again many times. I attended a music school there several years ago.”

      He looked askance at her.

      “Kristina, three years is not several,” her father reminded her.

      Now she could see the pastor mentally calculating her age.

      “I'm twenty-three,” she said, saving him having to ask the indelicate question. “At any rate, I know how dull the long ride across the prairie is. You came from much further. How far is it from Galveston to here?”

      “Too far,” he replied, and the fatigue of travel chased across his features. “But I stopped briefly in Austin to visit my parents. Who knows when I might get home again?”

      “Perhaps, in time, you might come to think of Garden City as home?” Kristina suggested hesitantly.

      “I'm hoping to,” he replied, and then he ate another spoonful of soup, savoring it with an expression of intense concentration.

      She found she quite enjoyed watching him eat. His obvious pleasure felt as good as a spoken compliment.
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      Cody met Kristina's eyes again. I'm glad she got over whatever was bothering her earlier. If we can get along, it will certainly make my transition easier. The pastor and the organist had to communicate frequently in the preparation of services, and he needed her agreeable to his leadership, not sulking.

      The smiles she sent his way were growing in appeal. While no one would say she was pretty, once a person grew accustomed to her appearance, it was unfair to call her ugly. Cute. She's cute. Like a little girl with all those freckles. There are worse things to be. I hope we can become friends.

      The rest of dinner passed in idle conversation and deep-dish apple pie with cream. He had to admit, in the far recesses of his mind, that it was better than his mother's.

      Then, fed to bursting and at peace with the world, he agreed to borrow one of James's coats and a pair of gloves, a hat and a scarf, and bid his hosts goodnight.

      The borrowed garments made a tremendous difference.

      When he arrived at the church, joy bubbled in his soul to see smoke pouring from the chimney he could barely see behind the church. Someone had lit a fire in honor of his arrival.

      I suppose was the same deacon who met the train with James and volunteered to take my suitcases to the house. Thinking hard, he remembered the young man—a banker—was named Wesley… Fulton. That's it, Wesley Fulton.

      He traversed a walkway back behind the church. The winding path—clearly made of bricks left over from the construction of Main Street—led to a small house with a sharply peaked roof. Fumbling the key out from under his coat, Cody fitted the heavy metal rod into the lock and jiggled it, eventually making the correct contacts and opening the door.

      A blast of blessed warmth spilled into the street, and Cody hurried inside wanting to keep the rest for himself. Shutting the door, he surveyed his new home. The house consisted of a single good-sized room with whitewashed tongue and groove walls and pale pine boards on the floor. In one corner, a red and tan crazy quilt covered a heavy bedstead. A low bureau acted as clothing storage and bedside table in one, and a hurricane lamp of red glass sat on top.

      Opposite the bed, he noted the kitchen: a simple stove and washbasin with a hand pump set in a short stretch of wood counter below a row of three cabinets, also painted white.

      To the left of the door, two high-backed armchairs flanked a loveseat with simple, green upholstery and appliquéd pillows. To the right, four wooden chairs encircled a small round table. Along the wall between the table and the bed, a bookshelf jutted from the wall.

      His two suitcases waited on the table. The rest of his belongings—mostly books—would be arriving soon by freight train.

      He nodded approvingly. This is more than sufficient for my needs, and it appears comfortable and well-appointed.

      The pleasant warmth of the room quickly dispelled the cold of the night, and he removed his borrowed outerwear, tucking the hat and gloves into the pockets of the coat, which he hung on a hook mounted on the inside of the door.

      He could see no sign of the necessary, but a quick peek out the back window revealed the outhouse in the yard.

      He crossed to the table in three long-legged strides and opened his suitcase, removing his clothing and placing it inside the bureau.

      But what to do with the suits? They'll be crushed in the drawers. He scanned the room again and noticed a curtain beside the bed. Pulling it aside, he revealed a minuscule dressing area. A clumsily constructed rack of poles with three wooden hangers dangling would suffice for storage. He placed his three suits—two brown, one black—on the hangers and closed the curtain. He set his comb, razor, brush, and mirror on top of the bureau. Last, he arranged his Bible and a few reference books on the bookshelf.

      Though it wasn’t particularly late, long hours of travel had left Cody weary. He hurried through the bone-chilling cold to the necessary and returned, shuddering with disgust. Some thoughtful person had left soap at the washbasin and a hand cloth hanging on a bar above, and he washed his hands, saying a brief prayer of thanks for small blessings.

      Then, exhausted, Cody cleaned his teeth, stripped down to his undergarments, and slipped under the covers.

      Sadly, the sheet beneath the comforter felt as icy as the night wind. It took long, shivery moments before his body heat sufficiently warmed the fabric. At last, Cody relaxed, and his eyes slid shut. His last thought before sleep bowled him under was a vision of turquoise eyes alight with laughter.
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      Saturday morning dawned bright and crisp, the Kansas wind creeping past the cracks in the window and doorframes and chilling the little house that slumbered in the shadow of the church.

      The cold rather than the light dragged Cody from his deep hibernation. A careless roll dragged the covers out of alignment, revealing one bare foot to the tickle of the icy breeze creeping under the back door. He sat bolt upright in bed. It had almost felt like a human touch on his unguarded toes. Muttering, he pulled the covers back into position as he noticed that the fire had gone out during the night, leaving the room frigid.

      Cody reached over from the bed and opened the top drawer of the bureau, retrieving a pair of grey stockings before stepping into his house shoes. Covering his feet improved his mood considerably. Protected from the chilly floor, he rose and changed into clean undergarments before pulling on a pair of brown trousers, a white shirt, and his dressing gown. Quickly tying the belt of the grey and brown garment, he moved to the stove.

      Cody could only cook a little—barely enough to keep body and soul together—but he could make a decent cup of coffee provided he had the right ingredients. He opened the first cabinet. Plates, glasses, and bowls. The drawer below revealed a set of utensils.

      The second cabinet was filled with staples: flour, sugar, and spices, oats and cornmeal. The drawer held a set of measuring spoons. The last cabinet renewed his faith in humanity. Coffee and tea for the new minister, along with cups, a kettle, and a teapot. A tin painted with tulips proved to hold some cookies.

      Cody worked the pump. Frigid water flowed into the washbasin, and he caught the stream in the kettle and set it on the stove. He opened the firebox, overjoyed to see a small ember still glowing. He fed it a couple of sticks and breathed on it gently. The flame flared. Sighing with relief as warmth poured from the stove, he turned to scoop three spoonfuls of rich grounds into the coffee pot. Then he hunted out the long matches and crossed the room to the fireplace

      He eyed the ashes doubtfully. He had never lit a fire in a fireplace before, as his previous homes had not been so equipped. Trying to remember what he had seen a few times in parishioners’ homes, he arranged logs from a stack beside the hearth, added a few pages from the outdated newspaper left on the loveseat, and struck a match.

      His first attempt proved an abject failure.

      A cold draft blew down the chimney and extinguished the flame before he could even touch the paper with it. The second attempt fared little better. The third time, he managed to light the paper, but it burned to ash in seconds, not igniting the logs.

      Cody realized he was going to have to ask for instruction on this process, and in the meanwhile, was going to be living in a very cold house. The kettle began to whistle, and he abandoned the fireplace so he could make his coffee.

      Pouring the water over the grounds, he leaned his face down to warm it in the fragrant steam.

      Returning to the first cabinet, he claimed a cup and poured himself a generous portion of liquid life, warming his hands as he held the steaming beverage under his chin. Then he took a deep sip and sighed as the warmth spread through his belly.

      He carried his cup to the sitting area and settled on one of the armchairs, scooping up what remained of the newspaper and reading an article about a gang of bank and train robbers who were stirring up trouble in Southern Colorado, the panhandle of Oklahoma and Southwest Kansas. They had robbed a bank in Liberal—which Cody recalled was about forty miles away—and shot the banker, breaking his shoulder. The man had lived, but the town was in terror of a repeat attack.

      Turning the page, he snorted in disgust. The gossip section. Why do people in this small town care about the goings-on of socialites in the state capital over three hundred miles away? Shaking his head, he turned again. Recipes and advertisements filled the last page. It appeared a small café was eking out an existence somewhere on Main Street. That will be a welcome change from my own marginal cooking efforts now and again, provided I can afford it.

      A thundering at the door startled Cody so badly, the paper tore in his hands. It sounded as though someone was kicking the wood. He hurried to open it and gaped to see Miss Kristina Heitschmidt standing on the stoop. The reason for her using her foot to get his attention became apparent immediately. She was laden with pots—a huge one with a smaller one stacked on top. A sack hung from each arm.

      “Good morning, Miss Heitschmidt,” he greeted her, removing the pots from her hands. More blessed warmth radiated from them, and he carried them to the stove.

      “Good morning, Reverend,” she replied, setting the bags on the counter. He opened the larger pot. Soup left over from last night half-filled the large container. It brought a smile to his face. The other, smaller one made him beam. Porridge, still steaming hot and laden with plump raisins.

      “You, Miss Heitschmidt, are an angel,” he told her with undisguised admiration, pulling a bowl down from the cabinet and a spoon from the drawer, with which he scooped up a generous portion of the breakfast.

      Her blush turned her skin darker than her freckles, but she smiled back.

      “Would you like any?” he asked her.

      “No, thank you. I've eaten.”

      “How about a cup of coffee?”

      “Yes, please. It's beastly out today.”

      “It's not much better in here,” he replied. “This is hardly a congenial environment.”

      “Oh, your fire went out!” she exclaimed. “Why didn't you light it?”

      “I'm ashamed to admit,” he told her gloomily, “I don't know how.” Then he dared a glance at her face, relieved to see no mockery in her expression.

      “Of course. I suppose cold is less of an issue in Texas.”

      “Right. And we had radiators.”

      “We do as well. Just not in this little house. Here, let me show you.”

      He set his porridge on the table and followed her to the fireplace.

      “Oh, this will never work!” she explained in a gentle, neutral tone. “You have to put the fire under the logs.”

      “Why is that?” he asked.

      “Because as it burns, the flames rise upwards, igniting the wood.”

      “That makes sense. I wonder why it didn’t occur to me.” He rolled his eyes toward heaven in exasperation with his lack of creativity.

      Kristina gave him a tolerant grin and showed him how to construct a fire correctly. Then she set a match to the paper, which, as promised, flickered up, licking the logs until they blazed with a steady, welcoming yellow glow.

      He smiled ruefully and offered her the rag to wipe her sooty hands. “How many times is it, Miss Heitschmidt, that you've saved me from the cold now? Three? You're a very considerate young woman. Thank you.”

      “You're welcome,” she replied, scooping up her coffee.

      “Are you sure it's all right for you to be here alone?” he asked. “I don't want to damage anyone's reputation, including my own.”

      “Yes, I’ll go in a moment. I just figured you didn't have anything to eat. Along with the soup and breakfast, I also brought you some bread and cheese and some fruit.”

      “You should be appointed head of the welcoming committee. I suddenly feel very at home in Kansas.”

      “I'm glad.” Her smile turned shy.

      “Do you know—did your father say—whether I would be expected to prepare the service for tomorrow?”

      “As a matter of fact, it's the other reason I'm here. He would like you to prepare a sermon if you would. You don't need to worry about the hymns. They've been taken care of."

      He nodded. “That's reasonable.”

      She drained her coffee. He felt a flicker of admiration that she had drunk the strong brew black with neither cream nor sugar and hadn't reacted to its intensity in the slightest. She rinsed the cup in the washbasin and pulled a fresh cloth from the drawer, setting it on the counter with the cup inverted on top of it.

      “I really must go, Reverend. The Ladies' Altar Guild is decorating the church for Christmas today, and I promised to help. They'll be expecting me.”

      She scooped up one of her two bags leaving the other on his counter and turned to go.

      “Wait,” Cody called. Kristina turned. He crossed the room and took her hand. This close, he could see she really was as tall as he remembered. At least five foot ten. He raised the hand, noting it was as heavily speckled as the rest of her, and touched his lips to her skin. “Thank you.”

      She gave him that friendly smile that set her eyes sparkling like the Gulf in summer before she turned and left without a word.

      Cody watched from the window until she reached the end of the brick path and turned left, heading for the door of the church. Then he sat down and savored every bite of his porridge.

      Kristina lingered in his mind as he ate. Though not pretty, she lacks neither intelligence, nor articulation, nor culinary skill. She keeps a clean house, and she possesses a ferocious talent for music. At twenty-three, someone should have married her by now. And yet she's single, like me. I wonder why.
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      Though the entrance to the church was only a few steps from Reverend Williams's door, Kristina grew thoroughly chilled by the time she arrived for the church decorating party. Inside the building, a table had been set up in the entryway and piled with treats for the ladies: cookies, slices of cake, miniature tarts and urns of coffee and tea.

      “Kristina!” A tall blond woman rushed over and grasped her hands, pulling her into the room.

      “Good morning, Allison,” Kristina replied.

      “Oh good,” a sarcastic voice drawled from the front, “our other Amazon is here. Ladies, the tree is out in the front. If you would be so good as to bring it inside, we have the stand ready.”

      Every one of Ilse's words sounded perfectly polite, but her tone left no doubt as to what she thought about these two women who didn't care as much as they should about flirting and beauty, decorations and ornaments.

      Allison and Kristina grinned at each other as they headed outside. They didn't care much about Ilse either.

      Sure enough, they found a huge blue spruce lying in the snow. It had come on last night's train from Colorado. The severed trunk still bled sap.

      “You know, I wish I had never mentioned this tradition,” Kristina commented, as she lugged the prickly evergreen up off the ground. “There are so few trees here. This one looks like it's been murdered.”

      “I know what you mean. I suppose in Germany they have plenty.”

      “I suppose. Well, maybe once it's all done up, it will look pretty.”

      “We can only hope,” Allison concurred, and together the two women wrestled their fragrant burden through the door and up the long aisle and behind the communion rail, where a metal stand with three long screws awaited them. They carefully tipped the tree into the stand and levered it into position, making tiny adjustments while Ilse shouted advice from halfway across the room.

      At last, many pricked fingers and strained muscles later, they finished the task to the satisfaction of the fussy Miss Jackson. Sighing and stretching out their Charley horses, the two women made their way back to the refreshment table. They'd more than earned a cup of tea and a snack. While they relaxed, the rest of the crew—fifteen women and seven girls ranging in age from nine to fifty—converged on the tree, affixing candles to the limbs and hanging strings of beads and little ornaments made of straw and ribbons.

      While Kristina munched a juicy apple, a blast of frigid air hit her from behind. Turning, she saw Lydia Carré carrying a plate of peach turnovers, ready to join the fun.

      “Lydia!” Kristina exclaimed, and Allison moved the snacks on the table to make room for the pastries. “I didn't think you'd be coming. Who's tending your café?”

      “Esther,” Lydia replied naming her elderly assistant. “The breakfast rush is over, and it's just soup and a sandwich for lunch today. Billy Fulton can help her serve. He's wanted to do it for a while. How's the decorating going?”

      “Hard to say. I'm no expert, but it looks as though the queen of the altar guild is firmly in charge.” The last Kristina said in a whisper, and Lydia squeaked with suppressed laughter.

      Kristina poured a cup of coffee for Lydia and took a turnover for herself.

      They watched the progress and the squabbling for several minutes before Ilse called out. “Hey, Amazons. We need one of you.”

      Kristina gave Allison a rueful glance and set down her half-eaten fruit, heading back up to the tree. Ilse handed her a delicate blown-glass star. It appeared to have been filled with molten gold while still soft. The shimmering metal stretched partway into each of the dozen or more little points.

      Kristina stepped carefully onto a stepstool beside the spruce. Stretching out to her full height, she was just able to bend down the top of the tree and thread the bushy branch into the cone-shaped opening of the ornament. She released the stem slowly not wanting it to snap and fling the fragile star into the wall.

      The entire room drew a collective breath as the tip of the tree slowly straightened. Kristina stepped down from the stool. As she had hoped, it looked cheerful and elegant in the sunlight streaming through the windows.

      The group turned to the rest of the room. They affixed garlands tied with golden bows to the end of each pew and along the length of the communion rail.

      Hungry after their efforts, the ladies descended on the table and devoured the snacks.

      “So, Kristina, rumor has it you met the new pastor,” Lydia said conspiratorially.

      “Yes. He had dinner with Dad and me last night.” Kristina controlled her voice, to make sure no hint of smugness emerged.

      “What is he like?” Ilse asked, butting into the conversation.

      “Like a pastor,” Kristina replied.

      “What do you mean?” the black-haired girl asked sharply, looking up at her much taller conversation partner. “Is he gray-haired and boring? Will his voice put us all to sleep?”

      “Not at all,” Kristina replied. “He's not a bit old. His hair is dark, and he has quite a nice voice.” He does, too. A rumbling bass I would love to add to the choir provided he can carry a tune. Her thoughts drifted to a brief fantasy of how that would sound, and a pleasing shiver ran up her spine. Nothing beats a bass who can truly sing.

      “Young?” Ilse's blue eyes widened.

      Kristina nodded.

      “But skinny? Short? He's shorter than you, isn't he? Stoop-shouldered? Does he have a limp?”

      Kristina sighed knowing there would be no rest until Ilse was satisfied. “None of those things. He's tall, muscular-looking, and his hair is black, like yours. In fact, it occurred to me the two of you would match rather nicely.”

      Ilse snorted. “As if I would have any interest in a mere pastor when I have Carlton Holcomb courting me.”

      Carlton Holcomb, the son of one of the largest ranch owners in a hundred miles, had been courting Ilse for at least two years, but she refused to commit just in case someone even better came along.

      “There is one thing I wanted to bring to everyone's attention, though,” Kristina addressed the group, diffusing the gossip with practicality. “He's not outfitted for Kansas at all. He has a Texas coat, no gloves, no winter hat. The poor man is freezing all the time. Now I know some of you have extra garments your fathers and brothers don't need anymore. If it's for someone tall, or can be let out in the length, donate it. If you're good at knitting or crochet, put together a hat or scarf. Winter's almost here and we don't need our brand-new pastor freezing to death.”

      Nods of agreement around the room greeted her request.

      “What about you, Kristina?” Ilse asked, in a voice just short of a sneer. “What are you going to contribute? You don't have anything, do you?”

      “Actually, no. You’re right. I can't knit or crochet.” She forced herself to answer mildly. “I've brought him some food, and I plan to go through the charity closet and see which of the coats would be most likely to fit. It will have to suffice.”

      Apparently, the scripture that said a soft answer turneth away wrath was correct. Ilse could find no retort, so she remained blessedly silent.

      The discussion of the new pastor finished, the women's altar guild dispersed, heading home, some in groups, others alone, until only Kristina remained.

      Though the high sun suggested lunchtime, she felt near to bursting with sweet treats and the organ was calling her. She ascended the staircase and seated herself at the bench. Her fingers tingled, but her mind raced through which pieces to practice, and in what order. A slow smile spread across her face and Kristina began to play.
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      Cody sat at his kitchen table, his Bible open beside him to the book of Isaiah. A concordance and two books of commentary lay nearby. He held a third. An idea bounced around in his head but refused to gel. Far too much rode on this sermon. As Saturday afternoon waned, he still had nothing to say. Maybe nerves are getting in the way of my ability to form coherent thoughts.

      From next door, the organ began to hum. The hum rose in pitch and volume as Kristina played a series of scales, starting with the foot pedals and heading up and up across all the keyboards to piercing heights before descending.

      He smiled ruefully. Scales will do nothing but distract me.

      As though she'd heard the thought, the crawling notes ended, and a slow, melancholy tune played in a minor key emerged from the church next door.

      “‘Rejoice, rejoice,’” Cody sang, “‘Em-man-uel shall come to thee oh Israel.’” Anticipation, excitement, apprehension. Waiting for someone to arrive. Waiting to arrive. Not knowing what might happen. It's like waiting for Christmas. We wait with joy because we know the end of the story, but the children of Israel didn't know. They had prophecies but didn't understand them. It's like a pastor coming to a new church. Like a church receiving a new pastor…

      Like a match flaring to life, the entire sermon burst into Cody's head. He knew just what he needed to say.

      Trusting the idea would not leave in a moment, he offered a quick prayer of thanks before reaching for his pencil and beginning to scribble furiously on his paper.
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      Sunday morning found Cody standing behind the pulpit of his new church, waiting for the organist to arrive. She came early, of course, so she could begin the prelude before the congregation started to file in.

      “Miss Heitschmidt,” he called to her, and she jumped. “Sorry, I didn't mean to startle you. I have a request. I know you said the music would already be taken care of for today, but I would like the sermon hymn to be ‘O Come, O Come, Emmanuel’.”

      She looked at him from across the room but said nothing.

      “Is that a problem?” he asked.

      “I suppose not. I was saving it for advent next week, but…”

      “You still can. Do it both times. It ties in with my sermon.”

      “I don't usually use the same hymn two weeks in a row.” The cold tone had returned to her voice.

      Irritated, he said sharply, “It makes no difference to me whether you play it next week or not, but I want it for the sermon hymn today.”

      “You're the pastor,” she said with a sigh.

      Instead of climbing the stairs to the balcony, she walked up the aisle and opened a door to the far-left side of the communion rail. A moment later, she emerged with a battered wooden box. Quickly snagging a hymnal from the back of the nearest pew, she leafed through the green book and set it open on the seat. From a board set with pegs that hung on the wall near the front, she removed three thin plaques with numbers on them and replaced them with new ones. Setting the old numbers in the box, she crossed the front of the sanctuary to the other side and repeated the process with an identical board on that side.

      “Is that where the hymns of the day are posted?” he asked

      “Yes,” she snapped, her voice clipped. Anger seemed to radiate off her.

      “Do you normally set them?”

      “Of course. I'm the organist.” Her sharp tone made him feel like an imbecile.

      “Well, don't you think it's a good idea for me to know how it works? In case you were ill or out of town or something?” Cody tried to suppress his irritation at her unexpected prickliness by reciting the fruits of the spirit in his mind. Love, joy, peace…

      “I suppose. The numbers are in the box. They hang on the pegs. The box is on the shelf in the storage room, next to the crowns.”

      “Crowns?”

      “For Christmas plays,” she drawled, as though any child would know that's what they were for.

      Patience, kindness, goodness… “Of course. Thank you, Miss Heitschmidt.”

      “Is there anything else, or may I go and practice now?”

      “No, that's it.”

      She stomped up the stairs hard enough to make the wood rattle.

      Faithfulness, gentleness, self-control. Oh Lord, grant me self-control with this woman. She switches from pleasant to surly without warning.

      The organ began to hum, and a moment later, Kristina crashed out a loud and dissonant chord. It startled him so much he banged his knee on the pulpit.

      He scowled at her, but of course, she had her back to him and couldn't see. He knew she had heard the reverberation of flesh against hollow wood though. He could imagine her smirk.

      Shaking his head and rubbing his developing bruise, he checked for the hundredth time to be sure his notes were in order. Then, glancing at his pocket watch, he pulled on his borrowed coat and headed to the door to greet the arrivals.

      James Heitschmidt ambled up the street and mounted the stairs. He shook Cody's hand and greeted him warmly.

      Next came a family with three daughters who appeared to be in their early twenties: pretty blonds with warm brown eyes and rather vacant expressions. They wore matching blue wool pea coats and matching insipid smiles.

      I wonder how I'll ever tell them apart. They look like they were rolled out on a printing press. Their mother, a shrewd, dark-eyed woman, introduced them as April, May, and June. He tried not to roll his eyes, especially when he learned their last name was Day.

      Another family approached, then another. Next, a dark-haired man with a pencil-thin mustache escorted an attractive woman through the door. A teenage boy and a young woman with striking blue eyes in a lovely face trailed after him. A wisp of black hair slipped out from under the young woman's white knitted hat.

      “Paul Jackson.” The man shook Cody's hand with a bit more pressure than was necessary. It didn't hurt Cody's calloused palm, but he felt sure it was intended as a mild intimidation tactic. “My wife, Gretchen, and our daughter Ilse. This is our son, Frederick.”

      Cody nodded to each in turn.

      Gretchen gave him a snooty look, pursing her lips as she looked him up and down. Ilse, however, gazed at him with frank admiration and a flirtatious little tilt of her head.

      He felt nothing, despite her beauty.

      Shrugging off his unexpected lack of reaction, he greeted the next people in line: an elderly couple, and then a young family with a swarm of red-haired boys milling around the feet of their parents. The children's threadbare clothes made it obvious their father struggled to provide for such a brood. “Charles Wade,” the man introduced himself. “Sheriff's deputy. This is my wife, Miranda.” She smiled distractedly, and they herded the unruly pack into the church and began arranging them in a pew, trying to keep all the boys separated.

      On and on it went, until Cody's head swam. At last, his pocket watch showed 10:30 and he shut the heavy door. The organ, which had been playing prelude music for the last hour, completed one last verse while he made his way back to the pulpit.

      “Good morning,” he began, and the crowd returned the greeting in a rumbling murmur. “I'm so glad to be here with you today. In case you haven't heard, my name is Cody Williams, and I've been called to be pastor of this congregation. I look forward to getting to know all of you, which I promise to do… eventually.” A wave of chuckles ran through the room. “During the sermon, I'll tell you all a little more about myself, but for now, let's get started with our opening hymn.”

      As he had hoped, the congregation had already found the correct page. From the balcony, he could see Kristina's back as she began to crash out the chords. Then he noticed she wasn't alone. He'd been mistaken in assuming the balcony contained no seating. A double row of adults, men in back, women in front, sat beside the organ. How interesting. No one mentioned a choir.

      Cody returned his attention to the service, which progressed quite normally. Songs, scriptures and announcements all passed by in their customary sequence. Next on the agenda, according to his notes, would be the offering.

      While a group of ushers passed the plates down the aisles, Cody noticed movement on the balcony. Kristina had risen from her organ bench and stood in front of the choir. She made a sweeping gesture and the group rose as one. Then she lifted her arms, beating out a quick tempo with a swinging movement of her hands. Cody had taken two requisite music courses at the seminary, but he'd never mastered such a fluid conducting stroke.

      Four beats in, the ladies opened their mouths, inhaled silently, and began. “‘Come thou Lo-ng Expected Je-sus’.”

      They sang in unison, the warbly-voiced older women doing their best to blend with the younger ones, so it almost sounded like a single voice. In the second phrase, they split into two-part harmony for “‘From our fears and sins release us’.” Two lines later, the tenors joined in on “Israel's strength and consolation,” and for the last two, the basses added a low-pitched, rumbling foundation on “‘Dear desire of every nation.’”

      Cody found himself nodding. For a simple hymn arrangement, it's quite effective and attractively presented.

      The second verse began with all parts in harmony on “‘Born thy people to deliver,’” but when they commenced the next phrase, Cody noticed they sang without a director. Kristina had slipped back to the organ adding a rolling accompaniment line with one hand, and then both, and at last, at the end of the second verse, she added foot pedals, so an intricate blending of vocal and instrumental music reverberated through the cavernous interior of the church.

      The song ended. The ushers brought the offering plates to the front where Cody prayed over them, fumbling his words as the music echoed in his brain. Then he pulled himself together as James gathered the plates and he and Wesley walked around to the side opposite the storage room, where Cody had earlier noticed a small office. The congregation, as requested, opened their hymnals and sang “‘O Come, O Come Emmanuel.’”

      As the hymn ended, Cody knelt at the altar, closed his eyes and prayed under his breath, “Lord, make my words meaningful to the people in front of me. Help me strengthen their faith.” Then he rose and approached the pulpit.

      “Good morning, again. I'm so thankful to y'all for bringing me here,” he said, watching them smile at his soft, Texas drawl. “I hope, Lord willing, we all learn to pull together, to make this a real community of faith in action. That's one thing you'll learn about me. I'm not a pastor who stands in the pulpit making speeches and then goes home. I'll be out among you, giving my all, helping in whatever way I can and generally making a nuisance of myself.”

      Polite chuckles.

      “For our service this morning, I asked our esteemed music leader if she would kindly change her plan for the hymn so we could have that beloved Advent song fresh on our minds. I chose it because of how it talks about waiting for some joyous event. If you would, please turn in your Bibles to the book of Isaiah.”

      Paper rustled amongst the congregation. Cody gave them a moment to settle. Leafing through the Old Testament could be tricky, but at last, the majority of the paper crackling stilled, and faces looked up to see what he was going to say next.

      “So, as I'm sure you know, Isaiah was a prophet from the past. He lived long before Jesus's birth, but he predicted the coming Messiah. It was kind of like… getting a letter saying a new pastor is coming. You know it's going to happen. You even know some details about it, but until the time comes, you don't really understand what it's going to be like.”

      He paused, giving them time to digest his words. “Imagine, if you will, the Children of Israel. They knew a Messiah was coming to save them, but they had no idea what it meant. From our perspective, having read the whole story, it seems obvious—but to them? What did they think about it all? Try to imagine knowing nothing about Christ but what you read in this passage. Wouldn't you be puzzled by the phrase, 'the Lord has laid on him the iniquity of us all'? Or 'by his stripes, we are healed'? They had no idea it would be meant literally.”

      He turned over his page of notes. “Now, for me, being the pastor who was coming, I also didn't know what to expect. I knew some facts: the size of the town, its location, the names of a few people, but I had no idea how cold and windy it would be here, and I wasn't prepared. There's still a lot I don't know about this town, and about y'all. But I'm ready and willing to learn, to find my place here. To help and lead.”

      He paused for the length of a long breath. “Now, friends, think about this. Christ knew exactly what he was facing when he came. He knew how this story would end. He knew he would bear our griefs and carry our sorrows. He knew he would be wounded for our transgressions and bruised for our iniquities. He came anyway. That is a love beyond our ability to comprehend, and I thank God for it. Let's pray.”

      The congregation, stunned into silence by the hard-hitting point, bowed their heads obediently. Cody prayed a long time, but only the smallest children began to squirm. When he finished, they sang one last hymn and the service concluded.

      As he stood again at the back of the church, shaking people's hands and wishing them a good afternoon, he reflected on how well it had gone… better than he'd expected. He couldn't take credit for it. Sometimes the Lord just took him over. He found it disconcerting when it happened—but exciting too.

      “Well, Reverend, would you like to come to lunch with us today?”

      Cody looked up, discovering James had invited him.

      “Oh, Mr. Heitschmidt,” a sultry voice behind him cooed, “you can't keep him all to yourself. We'd like to have him to lunch at our place today. What do you say, Reverend? Will you come eat with us?”

      His gaze turned to the pretty, black-haired girl who had flirted with him earlier. Elsie, was it? No, Elise… that doesn't sound right either. This is going to take a while.

      She seemed to sense his trouble. “Ilse Jackson.”

      A glance at Mrs. Jackson showed her looking over the other women of the congregation with a condescending smirk. Why would such a snooty family want me for lunch anyway?

      Cody suppressed a sigh. There's a family like this in every congregation. Might as well get it over with.

      “Miss Jackson. Yes, I would be delighted to accept your invitation. Thank you. James, some other time, okay? I need to meet everyone.”

      James nodded. “Don't forget you’re meeting with the elder board this afternoon.”

      “I won't forget.” Of course I won't. They'll be discussing my salary.

      Ilse's lips curved into a sultry smile, and she batted her eyelashes.

      He gave her a friendly but impersonal grin and turned to the next person. Turquoise eyes bored into his with intensity and a hint of uncertainty.

      “Miss Heitschmidt, I appreciate you changing the hymn for me. I imagine it's difficult to do at the last second, so thank you.”

      She seemed mollified by his thanks. “You're welcome. Maybe in the future, we can meet ahead of time and plan it out so there's less confusion.”

      Ah, good. A perfect lead-in. “Yes, ma'am, we do need to meet. Is there a time tomorrow we could get together?”

      “Certainly. Would you like to meet for lunch at Lydia's?”

      “If I can find it,” he said, with a self-deprecating grin.

      “It's just up the street.” She indicated a two-story white structure with a sign over the door, the name of the proprietress painted in bold black cursive. The wooden shingle clunked in its metal frame as the wind sent it flapping.

      “Oh,” Cody said, his grin widening when he realized how near the place was. “I think I can manage. How’s the food?”

      “It's great,” she explained. “If you go to the hotel, you might never get anything to eat. They're very slow. Lydia has a limited menu, but everything on it is delicious and reasonably priced.”

      “Then I think meeting there tomorrow for lunch would be perfect. Until then, Miss Heitschmidt.” He ended the handshake with a gentle squeeze.

      She gave him one of her appealing, freckle-faced smiles and moved on, letting the trapped parishioners out from behind her before the grumbling could commence in earnest.

      As the last elderly couple made their unsteady way down the steep stairs, Cody met the eyes of his lunchtime hosts, who waited in the biting cold to escort him to their home.

      He ducked inside to retrieve his borrowed winter wear. Shoving his hands into the gloves, he followed his hosts down the street. A frigid wind whistled between the buildings and nipped him squarely on the end of his nose. The cold took his breath away. It isn't even December yet, and I'm already freezing.

      “Is it always this windy in Kansas?” he wheezed.

      “Usually,” Paul shouted over his shoulder. “The wind always blows. The only thing that changes is the temperature.”

      “That's good to know.”

      Unlike the Heitschmidts, the Jacksons only lived a block and a half away from the church. They turned left at the corner, passing a wind-blasted oak tree with no leaves and a couple of small square boxes of homes before arriving at a two-story in dusty blue with black trim and ostentatious shutters on each window.

      Paul ushered Cody into a sitting room of suffocating coziness. Hand-embroidered pillows in shades of blue and black piled high on each of the sofas. The legs of both shone with black lacquer, as did the stiff, high-backed chairs, end tables, and the fireplace mantle. The floors, pale pine, added almost no color to the room. It took Cody a minute to realize it matched the women's coloring. Black hair. Blue eyes. It makes sense in a vain sort of way.

      “Have a seat,” Mrs. Jackson urged. “Lunch won't be ready for a little while.”

      Cody eyed the sofa, but Ilse sank gracefully onto it, so he chose one of the hard, black armchairs. The seat lacked comfort, but it kept the little flirt from scooting closer and closer to him. She had a predatory expression, and it made him uncomfortable.

      “So, Reverend,” Paul said, sitting on the sofa adjacent to his daughter, “what do you think of our little town so far?”

      “It's windy,” he replied, and the Jacksons laughed. “I'm sure, once I get to know everyone, it will be fine. It might take a while though. It's a pretty big congregation.”

      “One hundred eighty-six souls, and two more due to arrive in the spring,” Paul told him proudly.

      “That's a lot of names to learn.”

      “Ilse, why don't you go get your photograph?” Paul suggested. “Lend it to Reverend Williams and give him a list of everyone's names so he can study them.”

      Ilse's eyes flashed with excitement, and she scampered out of the parlor.

      Cody wanted to sigh. He didn't do it, but he wanted to. Looking at a photograph together meant sitting shoulder to shoulder. I wonder if her father is trying to push us together. It seems unlikely, as I'm hardly a catch. Pastor is far from a glamorous job, and I don't even have enough money at the moment to buy myself a new hat.

      Knowing he would have to do this, he moved to the sofa in anticipation of Ilse's return. Moments later she hustled back into the room with a piece of paper, a pencil, and a photo displayed in a black lacquer frame.

      She settled down next to him, and as he had feared, her shoulder pressed firmly against his arm. She set the photo on his lap and peered at it, and Cody bent his head to study it.

      The faces he had seen this morning looked up at him, devoid of color and smiles but still recognizable. He identified the Jacksons. Ilse, an adolescent in this picture, was still too beautiful to be real. Their son Frederick was a chubby-cheeked boy. Near them stood James Heitschmidt, a lovely woman at his side, a young man standing behind him. Of his daughter, there was no sign.

      “Where's Miss Heitschmidt?” Cody asked.

      Ilse scowled at the mention of the other woman. “This photo was taken three years ago,” she said as though that answered the question.

      It told Cody nothing. “Where was she?” he insisted.

      Ilse sighed in irritation. “She was away at music school. She was there for three years. One more year and she would have completed her course of studies.”

      “Ah, yes. She mentioned that at dinner. Why didn't she finish?”

      Ilse indicated the photograph. “This is Kristina's mother, Gertrude. She got cholera and died about two months after this photograph was taken.”

      “Cholera?” Cody met his host’s gaze, concerned.

      Paul crimped his lips. “There was a bad outbreak right about the time Ilse said. We lost the pastor, his wife, Elder Heitschmidt’s wife and about half the rest of the town. It’s when we decided to construct the city sewer. Safer water, you know? Nearly all the houses opted to connect, and we haven’t had another case since.”

      “Good to know the town takes these things seriously.” He bent over the picture again. “Who's this?”

      “Kristina's brother, Calvin,” Ilse explained, sounding sulky.

      “I didn’t know she had a brother. Where is he?”

      “He went off to seek his fortune. He hasn't been seen or heard from since.”

      “And Kris… “He cleared his throat. “That is to say, Miss Heitschmidt came home…”

      Ilse glanced sharply at his slip of accidentally using a near stranger's first name, but she answered, nonetheless. “Just before her mother died. She could have gone back, maybe, but then her brother left. She couldn't stand for her father to be alone. That, and Mr. Heitschmidt couldn't afford the tuition anymore. So here she is.”

      “What a shame.”

      “It is for her,” Ilse sneered. “She needed a career. It's not like she'll ever find a husband looking the way she does.”

      “Miss Jackson!” Cody exclaimed. “How rude. That's no way for a Christian woman to be talking. As though a woman's looks are the only things to recommend her. Might I remind you, looks fade? Miss Heitschmidt is a kind and talented woman, and to some men, that might be more appealing than a pretty face.”

      Cody colored. He'd revealed things he hadn't fully realized himself. Could it be true? Could I be drawn to Miss Heitschmidt? He shook off the image of her freckled face and realized the Jacksons were staring at him.

      Recovering, Paul spoke to his daughter sternly. “Ilse, you apologize. It isn't right to speak of Miss Heitschmidt so harshly. She can't help the way she looks.”

      “I'm sorry,” Ilse choked, her face flaming. Then she rose stiffly to her feet and fled the room.

      Cody knew he'd gone a bit far, but Ilse's unwarranted attack needed to be addressed. I will not let snobbery go unchallenged in my congregation, and they will either acquiesce or throw me out.

      Poor Miss Heitschmidt. Missing out on her studies so close to completion, losing her mother and her brother in the space of a few months, and being trapped in this tiny town. No doubt being bullied by that little brat. No wonder her moods vacillate so wildly.

      Lunch turned out to be a strained and silent affair, the food showy but tasteless. Ilse refused to come down from her room. After overcooked roast beef with bland potatoes and mushy vegetables, followed by apple pie that tasted of sugar and little else, Cody glanced at his pocket watch. “Thank you for your hospitality, but I must go. The elder board is meeting shortly, and I need to be there.”

      He shook Paul’s hand, pretended not to notice Gretchen’s sour look, and bundled himself up to walk back to the church.

      The elders—James Heitschmidt, John Fulton, William Schultz and Louis Claiborne—sat around the small table in the office behind the sanctuary. Cody looked over the four men who were responsible for him being here and wondered if they would approve or disapprove of his actions today. Not that he regretted anything, but it was, perhaps, not the best introduction to the town.

      Pushing aside his embarrassment, he focused his attention on the meeting.
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      Monday at noon, Cody made his way slowly down the street. The wind blew as strongly as ever, but today the sun had managed to come out, raising the temperature into the lower 50s. Even for his thin Texas blood, this felt tolerable. Glad to don his own coat, he buttoned the brown wool up to his chin.

      As he walked along, his mind returned to the strange feelings he'd had the previous day. I defended Miss Heitschmidt. I told Miss Jackson there was more to a woman than her face. and I meant it. There's something about Kristina Heitschmidt I want to get to know better. If only I could figure out what it is I do that sometimes upsets her, I'm sure I'll be able to tease her out of it.

      Deciding to start with lunch, he pulled open the door of the café, he stepped across the threshold. The restaurant inside was cheerful, if shabby. The floorboards curled up in several spots. Flour sack curtains shaded the windows but had been pinned back to admit as much of the welcome sunshine as possible. Twelve round tables sat at regular intervals around the room, covered in red checkerboard tablecloths.

      A plump woman with round pink cheeks, wearing a gingham dress with the sleeves pushed up to the elbows, served meals on white plates. Another woman—older with thin grey hair pulled up into a wispy bun—rang up sales behind a mahogany countertop.

      Scanning the room, Cody quickly located Kristina's freckled, snub-nosed face. She sat in the corner near the window, letting the sunlight warm her. He joined her quickly, seating himself across from her so he could look into her pretty, turquoise eyes.

      She greeted him with a smile, but it was a wary smile, not relaxed like before. She seemed… nervous.

      He didn't like it.

      “Miss Heitschmidt,” he said. “I'm so glad to see you.”

      “Reverend.” That was all she said. Just his title. It bothered him.

      He was about to speak when the proprietress breezed up, a plate in each hand, each laden with a strange-looking pillow of bread. The aroma rising from the steaming rolls smelled of many wonderful things besides yeast and flour. She set them on the table before the couple, winked at Kristina, and bustled away.

      “What's this?” he asked.

      “A bierock,” she replied.

      He quirked an eyebrow. “Beer rock?”

      “No.” Kristina couldn't suppress a grin. “There's no beer in them. Just cabbage, minced beef, and onion.”

      “Sounds tasty.”

      “It is.”

      Cody picked up a hot bun and took a bite. He beamed at Kristina. “This is wonderful.”

      Instead of responding, she broke eye contact with him.

      Stung by the rebuke, Cody reached across the table and clasped her hand. “Was it really so terrible that I asked you to change one hymn?”

      “Of course not.” Color bloomed on her speckled cheeks. “You're the pastor. It's your right to choose hymns to align with your sermon. I'm sorry for being so touchy. I'm afraid I'm a little… territorial about the music.” She took a bite of her lunch, using only her free hand and letting him keep his hold on the other.

      “Understandable. You're quite a musician.”

      Her blush took on a different quality this time, and she smiled for real, her eyes sparkling. He smiled back.

      Is she homely? Did I think so? I don't see it anymore. She's well worth looking at. “Have you really been doing all the music for the church for the last three years?”

      “Yes,” she replied.

      “Well, you can finally relax, darlin'.” Though not a man prone to using casual endearments, this one felt right. “I've studied music a little. You will not need to do that anymore. I will take over the choir, choosing hymns, all of it. You only need to play the organ.”

      Kristina looked far from overjoyed at this information. “It's no trouble.”

      “I insist. You have been asked to do more than your share for three years. Won't it feel good to tend to women's business again?”

      Her eyes narrowed, the color turning icy. “Women's business?” she asked, her voice even colder than her expression.

      What did I say now? His eyebrows drew together in consternation. “Yes.”

      “And just what do you think that would be?”

      “Cooking, caring for your home, helping your dad. Finding a suitor…” he gave her a look that he hoped said more than his words revealed.

      “I don't want a suitor, and I have plenty of time to take care of all my 'women's business'. It's not a hardship for me to direct the choir.” If she'd sounded cold the other day, today icicles dripped from her tone.

      “It's not appropriate for a woman to teach or lead men.”

      Her eyes narrowed to disapproving slits. “I see.” She pulled her hand out of his, pushed her chair back, and stalked to the counter, setting a coin on the wood.

      Then she fled out the door before he could even process what had happened.
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      Kristina barely made it outside before the burning tears in her eyes spilled down her cheeks. Cursing daintily under her breath, she scrubbed at her face but failed to stem the flow.

      She began to run, her only thought to get home before she broke down completely.

      She didn't even come close to succeeding.
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      After that day, Cody had to endure nothing but coldness from Kristina. His hopes had been utterly dashed. She barely spoke to him while they prepared for Sunday's service. He told her what hymns he wanted, and she played them, but her performance had become erratic. Sometimes she blasted the congregation with unwarranted passion. Other times she played listlessly with little attention to the rhythm, hitting the wrong notes.

      The following Wednesday night, after his abysmal failure of a first attempt at directing the choir, he sat in front of his fireplace, sipping tea morosely.

      “What is wrong with them? Why did they sing so well when I first came and so badly now? Why were they so unwilling to follow the simplest directions? I know they're used to a certain sort of direction, but honestly, if I have to listen to 'Miss Heitschmidt does it this way', or 'Kristina doesn't do it like that' one more time, I think I'm going to lose my mind.”

      He set his cup on the table and flung himself backwards against the upholstery. “They'll just have to get used to it. I'm in charge here now. Of course, there will be adjustments, but they'll eventually learn to work with me.”

      Despite his determination, he couldn't help but feel something more was lacking than just a certain unfamiliarity with his style.
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      Two weeks later, the stalemate continued. So did the tension in the choir. As he fumbled with the Christmas cantata music, which was, in his opinion, too hard for a church choir—particularly one that refused to accept instruction—his frustration grew.

      Now he knelt again at the altar, praying for various members of the congregation while struggling with his wandering mind. “Lord, please heal Mrs. Fulton of her lung congestion and a bad cough.”

      His attention strayed.

      Sundays are going swimmingly. The congregation enjoys my sermons, and the other parts of the service mesh as well. I'm only struggling with the music, as always. While he enjoyed singing, he did not feel confident about directing, but a town this small had no need of a music minister, and the church couldn't afford one.

      In an effort to keep their new pastor happy, they'd decided to pay him quite a generous salary. He had more than enough to buy himself winter wear, but none had been needed.

      One week after his arrival, a welcome basket had appeared on his doorstep during the night. Inside, he had found a black woolen coat with twice the warmth of the thin one he'd brought, along with a knitted hat, scarf, and mittens, all practically vibrating in a vivid shade of blue. He could see immediately which family had organized the offering.

      Now he felt well equipped for the Kansas weather, and not a moment too soon because winter was bearing down on them with frightening speed. Every morning, frost swirled on his windowpanes. Only last night, fat flakes of snow had begun drifting from the sky as he walked the short brick path from the church to the vicarage. He knew little about snow, and he'd enjoyed watching it until a snowflake had landed on the end of his nose. The cold wetness had burned him, and after that, he'd been glad to hurry inside where a cheerful fire awaited.

      “Prayers, Pastor,” he reminded himself. “You're twitchy as a seven-year-old boy. Focus. Lord, also please bring healing to Ilse Jackson's brother, who fell in the street and broke his arm. And what on earth am I going to do about Ilse herself?”

      Lord, I don't think this girl really likes me, and I certainly don't care for her, he added internally, formal prayers giving way to an earnest plea. Can you please encourage her to stop flirting with me? It looks bad and leads nowhere. I have no interest in Ilse Jackson. Find her a husband, Lord, so she stops bothering me. And please, Lord, help me figure out what to do with this choir. I can't understand what I'm doing wrong, and I want it to be…

      What Cody wanted it to be, he never got the chance to express. At that moment the door burst open, and Allison Spencer flew into the church, her coat misbuttoned.

      “Pastor, you have to come right away. Please hurry!” she panted.

      “What's going on?” he asked, bewildered. Miss Spencer, he had learned in recent weeks, was a good friend of Kristina's. She worked at the mercantile with Kristina's father. The tall blond was a pleasant, forthright woman, a spinster in her mid-twenties with no prospects but happy enough in spite of it.

      She did not look happy now—in fact, she looked frantic. She was wringing her hands and gnawing on her lip. A thin trickle of blood ran down her chin. She didn't seem to notice.

      “What's wrong?” Cody asked again, alarmed by the woman's panic.

      “It's Wesley's wife,” she blurted, her hand on her chest as she struggled to force words past a tongue that seemed unwilling to cooperate.

      “Calm down, Miss Spencer. What happened to Wesley's wife?”

      “She fell through the ice on the river. They just brought her home.”

      “Is she ill?” Stupid question, Williams, of course she's ill! She just took a plunge into icy water!

      “She's dead! Oh, heavens, Reverend, you have to come. Wesley is alone with her body. I didn't want to leave him, but he needs help.”

      Cody flew into his coat and was out the door in less than ten seconds.

      While he'd been inside praying, the sky had darkened, growing cloudy and ominous. A chilly drizzle began falling, coating the sidewalk in nearly invisible ice. Cody struggled to keep his footing on the slick surface. Allison lost hers once, her smooth-soled boots going out from under her and leaving her sprawled on a dry, brown lawn. Cody hauled her to her feet with less gentility than he would normally have afforded.

      The Fulton home lay two blocks down the street. In his hurry, Cody hardly noticed the wide, warped porch, the peeling yellow paint, the crooked shutters the color of trees in summer.

      He and Allison ran to the front door and entered without knocking. As Allison grasped his elbow and pulled him through the house, he got a brief flash of a spacious but poorly maintained parlor, a kitchen with a filthy counter, and at last, a scuffed, wooden staircase, which they ascended far more quickly than was wise.

      She led him along the upstairs hallway to a closed door. From behind low, choking sobs emanated.

      Allison reached for the knob, but her trembling hand failed to grasp it firmly. Cody took over.

      In the yellow-painted room, a woman's voluptuous figure, clad in a wet gray dress, lay on a sagging bed covered with a stained and torn white blanket. Her face had been covered with a handkerchief. It did not move.

      On a chair beside the bed, a handsome young man with mahogany brown hair clutched a little girl to his chest and sobbed.

      “Wesley?” Cody laid one hand on the man's shoulder.

      Wesley turned towards him, his eyes red and swollen. His breath rasped and wheezed as he struggled to inhale. Allison approached, laying her hand on Wesley's arm. He grasped her fingers in a crushing grip. Allison winced but didn't protest.

      “Wesley, I…” Cody had no words, no ideas. His mind had gone blank. He looked at Wesley and Wesley looked back. He seemed as though he were the one drowning, and Cody had not a clue what to do for him.

      Lord, help Wesley. Do something for him, I can't even think of one word. Help me to help him.

      Wesley stood and thrust his little girl into Cody's arms. Then he embraced Allison, squeezing her hard and receiving her crushing hug.

      Cody turned his attention to the child in his arms. She regarded him solemnly. With her long blond braids, she didn't much resemble her father except perhaps those dark eyes.

      Cody liked children well enough, of course, but nothing in his training had prepared him to hold a toddler two feet away from her mother's corpse while her father wept.

      “Are you the pastor?” she asked, her words barely understandable under a series of babyish lisps.

      “Yes.”

      “Can we pray, pastor?”

      “Of course.”

      “I wanna start. God, please make my daddy not be sad. Please help my mommy go home.”

      Cody's throat burned. Three adults in the room and only the three-year-old knew what to say.

      A clatter of boots sounded on the wooden boards of the stairs, and then the hallway, and more people hurried into the room. One was Kristina, the other a short, plump woman Cody recognized as Wesley's mother.

      “Son?”

      Wesley raised his head from Allison's shoulder.

      “Mama. She's…” Wesley's voice broke.

      The older woman crossed quickly to her son and shoved Allison away, embracing him herself.

      Allison stumbled, and Kristina caught her arm, steadying her.

      “Auntie Allie?” the child said.

      “Yes, Missy?” In response, the little girl held out her arms and Allison plucked her away from Cody. “Come on, honey. Let's get out of here.”

      “I want to give Papa another hug.”

      Allison brought Wesley his daughter, and she kissed him on the cheek. “I love you,” she told him. Allison carried her out of the room.

      “Mrs. Fulton,” Kristina said hesitantly, “Wesley shouldn't be in here either.”

      “I…” he stopped, cleared his throat, and tried again. “I can't leave her.”

      “Wesley, she's gone,” Cody told him gently, “and we have to try to think a bit.”

      Among the three of them, they managed to drag Wesley away from his wife's body and down the stairs to the disheveled parlor.

      “I'll make us some tea,” Kristina offered, sweeping from the room.

      Wesley's mother urged him down on the threadbare sofa facing the fire. She sat next to him and patted his hand.

      “This is my fault,” Wesley said at last.

      “No,” his mother protested. “It was an accident. She went through the ice.”

      “Why was she out on the ice? Everyone knows it's not safe. The river never freezes hard enough to stand on. It must have been intentional.”

      “Wesley,” Cody crouched in front of his friend, meeting his eyes, “that doesn't make it your fault.”

      “I knew she was… unstable. She's… tried things before. I shouldn't have left her. It's enough I work all day. There's no way I should be doing these other things; going to church, being a deacon. She never liked it.”

      “You could have brought her with you,” Cody reminded him.

      “She wouldn't go. Called them a bunch of two-faced hypocrites. There was… gossip, about her, at the church. They weren't nice to her there.” Wesley fell silent again.

      “I'm sorry to hear it,” Cody told him. “I would never have permitted it. I promise you, Wesley, she's going to have a beautiful funeral, right there at the church, and I don't care what anyone says about it.”

      A rattling noise diverted attention to the doorway, where Kristina stood holding a tray of cups and tea accessories in shaking hands.

      Mrs. Fulton jumped from the sofa and rescued the tea service before Kristina could drop it.

      Wesley looked at the teapot, bewildered, as though wondering where it had come from. He seemed to be going into shock.

      Cody stood and retrieved a ragged lap blanket from the back of a scarred rocking chair. Bringing it to Wesley, he wrapped it around the man's trembling shoulders.

      Mrs. Fulton poured tea into a delicate rose-patterned teacup with a gilded handle, sugared it heavily, and handed it to her son. The tiny cup looked ludicrous in his calloused hand, and Cody had to fight down a shout of wildly inappropriate laughter.

      “Pastor, I…” Wesley was looking at Cody with those wild haunted eyes again. “What am I going to do? How can I take care of Melissa alone?”

      “Wesley, I'm going to be real honest. I'm not sure how exactly you're going to make your life work now. Things will change, that's for certain. But you'll never be alone.” He squeezed the man's arm, promising a physical presence as well as a divine one.

      Wesley handed the untouched tea back to his mother and buried his face in his hands.

      “Let's pray,” Cody suggested, finding his voice at last. “Lord God, we cry out to you today for your comfort for Wesley. Help him, Lord. Remind him he's not alone. He has friends and family who love him, and you will never leave him.” Cody ran out of words again, but an inaudible whisper gave him a scripture to use. “‘The Lord is my shepherd. I shall not want.’”

      “‘He maketh me lie down in green pastures.’” Kristina joined him. “‘He leadeth me beside the still waters. He restoreth my soul.’”

      A third voice chimed in. Allison, still holding Melissa, entered the room and sat down beside Wesley. “‘He leadeth me down the paths of righteousness for his name's sake.’”

      Wesley spoke too, his voice breaking on the next line. “‘Yea, thou I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I shall fear no evil, for thou art with me. Thy rod and thy staff, they comfort me. Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of mine enemies. Thou annointest my head with oil; my cup runneth over. Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life, and I will dwell in the house of the Lord forever.’”

      “Amen,” Cody added. “That's where she is now, Wesley. In the house of the Lord. There's no better, safer place for her than there.”

      Wesley nodded. As comforts went, it was almost worse than useless. The grief was too fresh for platitudes, however true they might be.

      Allison hugged Wesley again, and he turned in her embrace, enfolding Melissa between them.

      Wesley had found his comfort, so Cody took Kristina's elbow, leading her to the corner of the room. He indicated the rocker beside the stove and perched in the brass-studded blue armchair opposite it. In the trauma of their friend's loss, they dropped animosity between them with a single, intense look.

      “Do you think Wesley will want any say in planning the funeral?” he asked her.

      “I don't know. He doesn't look up to it.”

      “Why didn't the people of the church like his wife?”

      “She was a bit… wild. There was gossip because she was already expecting when they married. Some even say Melissa isn't his daughter.”

      “Ouch,” Cody winced.

      “There was opposition to him becoming a deacon because of it, but he's well-liked and good at counting money, so he was accepted in the end.”

      “Well, all that's in the past. The least we can do is give her a wonderful funeral. Show people we're not throwing stones. I won't have this kind of behavior anymore.”

      “I'm glad to hear it, Reverend,” Kristina said, smiling sadly. “Do you want me to play at the funeral?”

      “Of course! Do you know any hymns she liked?”

      “Samantha and I were not friends,” Kristina admitted, crimping her lips. “I have no idea what she did or didn't like. How about if I talk to Allison and get back to you? She's closest to Wesley since they used to be betrothed.”

      Cody winced again. “Is…why…” He fumbled to a halt.

      “Yes, the engagement ended when Wesley married Samantha. Yes, it hurt Allison very much. And yes, they are still close friends. It’s best not to ask anything else about those circumstances.”

      Cody gulped and immediately refocused the conversation as she said, “When should we have the funeral?”

      “I think on Saturday would be best. Will they be able to dig her grave in this weather?”

      Kristina bobbed her head. “I think so. The ground's cold, but it's not frozen yet.”

      “Kristina?”

      “Yes?”

      “Can you get the Ladies' Altar Guild to order some flowers? Is there a budget for funerals?”

      “There is. And yes, of course. I'll ask right away.”

      “Thank you.” He reached across the space between them and patted her hand “I suppose it's no surprise my first official ceremony as pastor would be a funeral. I was hoping for a wedding. I like weddings.” He made a rueful face.

      “Everyone likes weddings, but there's more power in a funeral. I know you can do it, Cody. You're a gifted speaker.”

      “Thank you.”

      We're using each other's first names, he realized. It felt right, so he didn't protest it.

      Cody and Kristina remained in the corner, quietly making plans for the funeral and supporting Wesley with their presence.

      At last, a knock sounded at the door, signaling the arrival of the undertaker. Wesley still sat in a stupor on the sofa, so Cody led them up the stairs to the bedroom, where they began the grim task of preparing Samantha Davis Fulton for burial.
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      Kristina and Cody worked together to prepare the nicest funeral Garden City had ever seen. Samantha was ushered to her final resting place with a warmer welcome than she'd ever received while alive, which was a shame, but Cody had arrived too late to do anything more for her.

      Finally alone, having just returned from the graveside, he stood at his pulpit overlooking the church. The Ladies' Altar Guild had ordered red mums from down south—which had arrived by overnight train—and a bouquet of white roses for the burial. The flowers had surrounded the simple pine box in which Samantha lay waiting to be interred, washed and dressed in her favorite blue satin, her long blond hair attractively styled, but her face gray and slack.

      Cody had preached over the stranger—using information he'd been provided but did not know personally—about how her mental anguish was over. He had heard murmurings of suicide all over town, so he told the congregation that in his opinion, someone whose mind was so disturbed probably lacked the knowledge to be held accountable. He didn't know if he believed it. He had no idea how disturbed Samantha had been, but he took it on faith his friends were telling him the truth and said it anyway. Wesley, it was clear, took comfort in it.

      In a way, the tragedy had cemented the friendship between the two men. Talking about his marriage with someone who had never known Samantha seemed to do Wesley some good. Cody offered no recriminations for being seduced by an easy woman, nor did he express disbelief that love, respect and concern could exist between the couple. Cody had listened but said little, allowing Wesley to voice his grief.

      He also shared a few pointed opinions Cody wasn’t sure he was ready to hear.

      Now Wesley finally had gone home. His mother had dragged him away from the graveside while he protested he wasn't ready to go.

      In the privacy of his mind, with many prayers of confession, Cody admitted to himself the woman was a battle-ax of the first order. I'm so glad my mother is a sweet, gentle woman who never barked orders or shoved at my friends.

      Cody's eyes fell on the spot where the casket had lain. Kristina was right about the power of a funeral service, he reflected. My message generated lots of sniffling and digging for handkerchiefs, which people like at a funeral. And then she took over, eliciting more tears and engendering more hope from her seat on the organ bench.

      The highlight had been the choir. On Wednesday night Kristina had taken one look at Cody's exhausted face and ordered him into a chair in the choir loft with a book of music. During a single two-hour practice, the choir had mastered “Abide with Me” in one of her fancy arrangements. When they'd sung it over the body of Samantha Fulton, whatever dry eyes remained in the church had sprung leaks.

      I must admit Kristina is a far better choir director than I am.

      Kristina. Through the preparations for the funeral, they'd worked closely together. As expected, Wesley didn't want to think about his wife's burial service and had merely trusted his friends to do what was right by her. So, it had been up to the pastor and his organist to put the service together. While the Ladies' Altar Guild had decorated the church, they'd sat together on the pew and chosen hymns, the choir anthem and the opening and closing music.

      Her suggestions were fantastic, and I didn't disagree with a single one. As they talked about the content of the sermon, the hymnal in her brain had automatically selected the best pieces. If we'd been planning something less sad, it would have been enjoyable. But though Kristina no longer smoldered with rage and resentment, the distance between them remained. We're colleagues, not friends, and for the life of me, I still can't understand why.

      “It's time to put a stop to this, man,” he told himself firmly. “Women like to talk, so talk to her. Find out what you did to upset her and apologize. Make it right. You want to her for a friend. Be a friend. Make the first move.”

      But what do I say to a woman I’ve managed to offend three times in a three-week acquaintance, without having the first clue what I did wrong? His internal vehemence startled him, and he blinked, realizing what he was telling himself. Just why is it so important to be close to Kristina? What do I want from her?

      The answer dawned. That sparkling, unreserved smile she gave you a couple of times, for starters.

      Cody didn't feel ready to pursue the question of why he wanted the smile. Instead, he stepped down from the pulpit and knelt at the altar to pray.
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      Kristina lingered at the graveside with Allison far too long. Dusk spread fingers of blackness down towards the hazy orange sunset on the horizon. The chill of the day began to give way to the icy grip of night, and ominous clouds crawled across the sky, crashing into each from one horizon to the other.

      “Honey, it wasn't your fault,” Kristina told her for the hundredth time. “No one expected you to like and accept her. Remember, she's always been unstable. She was born with something wrong with her. As for the rest… well… I don't know, but no one blames you. Not Wesley, not me, not anyone, so stop blaming yourself. Now come on, let's get you home. It's looking like bad weather.”

      Allison possessed an impressive height, and she tried to resist, but Kristina had a good two inches on her. She used her size ruthlessly to maneuver her friend away from the grave and down the street to her home.

      Allison lived with her parents and sister in a two-story red brick house with carefully tended rose bushes in the front yard and a wrought-iron fence crowned with sharp, dagger-like finials.

      Kristina steered Allison through the gate and up to the door, where she knocked. Allison's older sister Becky opened the door and peered out. “Allie, what's wrong?” she asked, and Kristina offered a brief prayer of thanks that her best friend's sister was a kind soul who didn't engage in petty rivalries.

      “The funeral upset her,” Kristina explained. “Can you get her some tea and make sure she's not left alone for a while?”

      “Of course. I know just what to do,” Becky insisted. She reached out and clasped Kristina's gloved hand before wrapping her arms around her sister and pulling her into the house.

      Alone in the street, Kristina studied the sky again. It looks like… rain. Rain is bad. Very bad. Though the temperature hovered barely above freezing, it would change in the next hour. Rain would turn to ice as it fell. She had the entire length of town to cross to get home. Six long blocks. It didn't seem like much, but with the frigid wind whipping down the street between the houses, no coat on earth would keep her warm.

      She stepped out from under the Spencers’ porch and headed to the corner. Just as she reached Main Street, the heavens opened and a deluge of half-liquid, half-frozen slush pelted down on her. Thunder growled through the sky, and a flash of lightning lit up the thick, milling clouds overhead.

      Kristina began to run.
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      A crack of thunder startled Cody from his prayers. He crossed to the door and opened it a crack. The wind snatched it from his hand and slammed it into the opposite wall.

      Outside, little needles of silver streaked from the sky, slamming to the ground but not splashing. Instead, they coated the street and the lawns in a shimmering layer he could tell was dangerous. Luckily, he only had fifteen steps to get home, so he could afford to wait a bit longer.

      Stepping into the frigid blast, he grasped the door firmly and wrestled it shut before returning to the altar and kneeling again.
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      The temperature was dropping faster than Kristina had predicted. Or maybe it just felt that way because she was soaked to the bone. The wind howled and pushed against her, trying to prevent her from reaching her destination. I should have stayed with the Spencers. I should stop at any of the homes along the street here and ask for shelter. No one will refuse me.

      Sheer stubbornness kept her moving. I don't want to borrow some shorter woman's dress and sleep sitting up in a rocking chair by the fire. I want my own home, my own bed. I can still make it.

      The driving wind gusted, nearly knocking her from her feet. She had to grip the trunk of a slender, adolescent oak tree to keep her balance.

      You're being stupid, Kristina, to stay out in this. You know how dangerous ice storms can be. People die in them every year. Do you want to be one of those? Do you want the next funeral Cody performs to be yours?

      Thoughts of her comfortable bed kept her moving forward despite the voice of reason screaming in her brain. I can beat this. I will make it home.

      She reached the intersection and crossed the street diagonally. The church was a block down, her home five blocks past it. I can make it.

      The temperature dropped. She could feel it happening. The driving drizzle changed to blowing snow. Now, compounding the coating of ice on the walkway, visibility had faded to almost nothing. She sucked in a despairing lungful of air as her heart began to pound.

      The coldest wind yet shot straight through her sodden coat and scarf, chilling her trembling flesh. She was growing numb and sleepy. I'll never make it home in this. I'm too far away and it's too cold. I need shelter. In her mind, shelter became church. Her safe place.

      She couldn't see the steeple through the blizzard, but she knew it lay ahead. Only by following the line between street and grass—still just barely visible under its gleaming covering of ice—was she able to stay on course. Step after treacherous, slippery step she made her way until the corner rose to meet her.

      “Did I fall?” she wondered aloud. “Why am I on the ground? No matter. I can sleep here. It's growing warmer. I'm quite comfortable.”

      No! The stubborn German woman inside her screamed. Don't sleep here, you fool! Get inside the church!

      She tried to stand but found it impossible. She just wanted to rest for a moment, but her stubbornness wouldn't allow it. Cursing the part of herself that forced her, on hands and knees, to make her way to the front of the church, she fumbled along the façade until she found the steps and began to crawl up. At the front door, she rallied enough strength to haul herself upright and pull. The door did not open.

      Defeated, Kristina fell against it with a heavy thump.
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      Inside, another loud sound shook Cody from his prayers. The thunder is terrible. He glanced at a transparent portion of the window featuring Elijah and groaned. He'd waited too long. A blizzard howled outside, and he'd never be able to make it to the cozy vicarage. The path twisted too much. Looks like I'll be spending the night at the church. It's a nuisance, but not too horrible. There's a good supply of firewood near the stove and some food left over from the funeral on the back table. The pews have cushions on them, which, if not as comfortable as a bed, should be decent to sleep on, this once.

      But where's the lightning that accompanied the thunder? I didn't notice a flash, and it seems to me the sound had come, not from the sky, but from the…

      Cody's eyes widened. “The Door!” He ran down the aisle and wrestled it open. Sure enough, a figure crouched outside, still as death, not even shivering. He grabbed the person and pulled him inside, shutting out the night and the storm.

      Cody pulled the unknown individual to the stove.

      “Are you all right?” he asked, but he received no reply. He began unwinding the scarf wrapped around the person's head and face. The fabric had been saturated with water, which had then frozen. Ice cracked and fell, shattering against the floor as he pried the scarf loose.

      Tossing the knitted rectangle away, he looked down in horror at the blue-lipped face of Kristina Heitschmidt. The skin between her freckles was desperately pale and tinged with gray. He cupped her face in his hands. Icy. Removing his palms from her cheeks, he sucked in an alarmed breath at the sight of white circles in the center of each one.

      They told me that's a sign of frostbite—and the toes and fingers get it the worst. Lord, she won't want to live without her fingers. Please let them not be damaged. Cody lifted one of the long cushions from the pew beside the stove and laid it out on the floor as close to the warmth as he could. Then he tugged Kristina onto it so the heat could thaw her frozen face while he peeled off her gloves. They were also soaked and coated with ice, but the fingers inside remained flexible. Thank you, God.

      He unbuttoned her sodden coat and slid it from her body, tossing it over the back of the pew.

      “Kristina,” he said, touching her face again. She gave no sign she'd heard him at all. He grasped her shoulders and gave her a gentle shake. “Kristina, wake up.” Nothing, and the sleeves of her shirtwaist felt like they'd been dipped in the river. This is no time for propriety. She'll catch her death in this wet fabric.

      He worked the buttons hastily, relieved to discover the chemise underneath merely felt damp. Her soaked skirt, soggy shoes, and wet stockings met the same fate. He hung the wet fabric on the backs of the pews and promptly forgot about it. Then he returned to his unexpected companion. She wore only the chemise and a pair of knee-length bloomers, and a shiver shook her. He leaned close to examine her cheeks again. They bloomed bright red with windburn, but the white patches had disappeared.

      With a silent prayer of thanks, he urged her down onto the cushion and joined her, wrapping his arms around her body and pulling her onto his lap. She moved like a sleepwalker, clearly unaware of what was happening.

      Cody held Kristina, warming her back with his body while the stove radiated heat across her front. Eventually, she began melting into him. Her head fell back against his shoulder, and he couldn't resist the opportunity to let his lips touch her cheek. An aroma of roses wafted from her throat. He kissed her again. Her cinnamon-sprinkled skin felt deliciously soft under his lips.

      “Cody?”

      Oh good. She's starting to wake up. “Yes, Kristina. I'm here. What were you doing outside in a blizzard?”

      “I… I was taking Allison home. She's having a hard time.”

      “Allison is? Why?”

      Kristina remained silent so long, Cody thought she might have truly fallen asleep. He was about to shake her when she drew in a deep breath and spoke. “Guilt. She was jealous of Samantha, always. She wanted Wesley for herself. Now Samantha is dead.”

      “I see,” Cody said, considering. “Why didn't Wesley marry Allison in the first place? Before he could be swayed by… other women?”

      “His mother hates her.”

      Cody sighed. There are certainly a lot of unpleasant undercurrents in this town.

      “Cody? Where are we?” Her voice sounded slurred and unsteady.

      “The church.”

      “It's late. I have to get home.”

      “Kristina, you can't. There's a terrible snowstorm outside. You almost didn't make it here. You can't leave until it lets up.”

      She wriggled out of his arms and stood, weaving as she made her slow way over to the window and looked out. He had never watched a woman walk around in her underwear before, and Kristina wore no corset. The reaction of his body was immediate and painful.

      Her shoulders sagged. “It's not going to let up,” she said at last, her voice a study in misery.

      “Are you sure?”

      “I've lived here my whole life. This kind of blizzard won't blow out until morning.

      Cody understood the implications. The inevitability of their future together both thrilled and worried him. “Kristina, you know what that means?”

      She stepped closer to the window. He could no longer see her face, but her arms came up around herself, and her shoulders began shaking.

      Realizing she was crying, he went to her and swept her into his arms for a tight hug before leading her back to the stove. “Come on, Kristina. Stay here. Might as well be warm if nothing else.” He sat down on the cushion and pulled her back into his lap.

      She squirmed uncomfortably, rubbing against the part of him that was poking into her hip.

      “Sorry,” he said, easing her away from him. “Now, can you tell me why you're so upset? Am I really such a bad prospect as to be worth all those tears?”

      She wrestled for control for several movements before she was able to answer. “Yes.” The word emerged choked and almost incomprehensible, but Cody understood, and it stung him straight to the heart.

      “Why? What happened between us? I thought we were getting along, becoming friends. What happened to make you so angry with me?”

      She mumbled something he couldn't hear.

      He cuddled her closer. “What was that?”

      “You stole my life.”

      “What? What do you mean? I don't understand.” Little bubbles of anger stirred in his belly, but he squashed them.

      She shook her head. “It doesn't matter.”

      “It does. 'Till death do us part' is a long time to live with someone who resents you. Tell me, so I can try to fix it.”

      “It's a long story.”

      “We have all night.”

      She turned to look at him consideringly over her shoulder. “I never planned to marry,” she began. “When I was younger, I used to hate my looks because I knew no man would ever want me for a wife. Too tall. Too ugly.”

      Her eyes lingered on his face. “At one time I wrestled with it, but then I came to realize there were other ways to live. I'm blessed with a gift, so while a family was not in my future, I could have a career. I could play music and make people happy. It was a good calling and helped me make peace with my appearance. I was accepted to the music school, and it was so exciting. I learned new techniques, more difficult pieces. I learned to arrange music, and even write it. And I was good, Cody.”

      She turned partway in his embrace so he could see her turquoise eyes as they flashed in the light of the stove. “Best in my class. Better than the boys. I traveled, played in churches all over Kansas, and into Missouri and Iowa. I was making a name for myself. It would have been a glorious life. I was so looking forward to my last year of classes, and then the big world out there. New York, San Francisco, even Europe. It was all laid out before me.”

      Her storytelling tone faded into one of dejection, shoulders sagging. “And then the cholera came to town. Everyone got sick. Children, adults, old people. The pastor of the church and the sheriff. Mom too. Dad locked up the store and tried to take care of her, but… she didn't make it. Her illness and death drained the finances Dad needed to pay for my schooling. Then my brother disappeared. I couldn't leave Dad alone with his grief, and there was no money left for school anyway, so I gave up my studies and stayed home. A melancholy settled over me then. I grew sadder and sadder. That's when the elder board came to me. They said without a regular pastor, with them taking turns preaching, there would be no church music. They asked me to help out. It was just what I needed.”

      “How on earth did everyone get their minds around a woman—let alone such a young woman— leading? Didn't the pronouncement ruffle any feathers?” Cody wanted to know.

      She dipped her chin in a brief nod. “Yes. But the elders told them I had their complete support. Only two left the choir because I was leading it, and when the music started to get better and better, one came back. So, I no longer had a concert career to look forward to, but I still had a purpose. This is my service to the Lord, the church, and the community. I can't decorate, my sewing skills are poor, and I'll never have children to fill the pews, but I can still contribute something. This gives my life meaning. Or it did, until…” she trailed off.

      Cody closed his eyes. “Until I came and took it away from you.”

      “Yes.”

      “Why didn't you say anything?” He asked, tenderly stroking his hand over her cheek. Her skin is so soft.

      “I did, Cody,” she protested, even as she allowed the touch. “I told you I was territorial about the music. You didn't listen.”

      “And I took away your purpose.”

      “Yes.”

      “I'm sorry, Kristina,” he said. “You're right. I didn't listen. I assumed… well in my old church, all the women complained when they were asked to serve.”

      “Every woman?” She raised one russet eyebrow.

      Cody thought back. “No. I remember a lot of complaining, but now you mention it, there were several who contributed eagerly.”

      “You see?” she demanded.

      “I do now. Well, it's easy to fix. The choir doesn't want me anyway. They only want you. And, well, we can work together planning out the services. It will be easy now.”

      “Cody, do we really have to…”

      “Yes,” he insisted. “I won't have us gossiped about. Besides, you're sitting in my lap in your underwear. That's pretty thoroughly compromised, no matter how much of a gentleman I am.”

      She tried to escape but he held her tight. “Don't go, Kristina. It's too late, so we might as well enjoy it.”

      Her eyes widened.

      A prickling sensation of heat spread slowly up his neck onto his cheeks. “Not like that. I meant enjoy the warmth. I won't take advantage of you, so just relax, and let me hold you. Think, darlin', how convenient it will be, the two of us together. We can work on services whenever we want, and you'd have my backing and support for your music. I promise I won't meddle anymore. I'll ask what you want instead of assuming. We'll work together as a team. Is it okay, Kristina?”

      “So, you're proposing a marriage of convenience then?”

      Why does she sound so sad? Hopeful her tone meant what he thought it might, he responded, “No. I'm proposing a marriage. The fact it's convenient is nice, but if we're going to be together, it'll be for real.”

      “Oh. Um, I don't know anything about that.” He could almost feel her blush.

      “Neither do I,” he admitted, “but we'll work it out. Now then, I would like something from you.”

      “What's that?”

      In lieu of an answer, he took her shoulders in his hands and turned her to face him.

      “Cody, what?” was all she managed to say before his mouth captured hers. He had noticed her lips when they first met. He'd thought them pretty then. Now, mashed under his, he found them wonderful; soft, full and utterly delicious. He kissed her once, a hard, brief peck, and then raised his head. Even in the dim light of the flickering lamps, he could see her turquoise eyes, the pupils dilated with the dark and her own awakening desire.

      “Cody?” Her voice sounded so tentative, he kissed her again. She remained passive against his onslaught of passionate embraces. His lips brushed hers, trailed across her cheeks, her forehead, the tip of her nose. A dam of confused, powerful feelings burst forth inside Cody and he poured them over her in a flood of kisses, at last ending back at her mouth.

      This time, Kristina pursed her lips in welcome. He felt the moment her will softened, and he pressed, tonguing the seam and asking for more. She let him in and inhaled sharply through her nose as he tasted her.

      At last, Cody could take no more stimulation. He released her mouth, though his arms around her remained tight.

      “What was that?” she asked, bewildered.

      “Us sealing our engagement with a kiss,” he replied, stating the obvious. “I think you can see it will be no hardship for me to be married to you.”

      She blinked, confusion warring with languorous passion.

      “Kristina, darlin', let go of the idea you're undesirable. There's so much more to attraction than looks. There's nothing wrong with yours, but besides beauty, there's the whole woman inside.”

      “But my freckles…”

      He regarded the little spots with growing heat. “I want to kiss every one of them. After the wedding, I will.”

      Her cheeks darkened. He touched his lips to her blush.

      She looked unconvinced. Lord, help me reassure this woman.

      It had struck Cody before that when he prayed for unselfish things, he received a lavish response. Words he would never have thought of spilled from him.

      “Take Miss Jackson, for instance. She's beautiful to look at, but every time she opens her mouth, the ugliness of her spirit pours out. Her beauty doesn't tempt me. She leaves me cold. Why? Because she's selfish and cruel. I look at you and, yes I see your freckles and your red hair.”

      He smoothed a disheveled strawberry strand off her forehead. “But I also see you struggling through the cold with food for me. I see you playing the organ at the funeral of a woman who was not your friend and trying your level best to make it the performance of a lifetime. You have a generous spirit, Kristina. It tempts me. As do your sweet lips.” He ran a finger over the rosy, well-kissed Cupid's bow. “And your eyes. I love your eyes. They remind me of home, with all the depth and color of the Gulf of Mexico. We could make a home together, Kristina. Don't you want to?”

      Her eyes met his, the gaze as intense as their previous embraces had been. He could see her innermost thoughts as though she'd spoken the words aloud. Do I dare to hope? Will I be able to have the family I never imagined? A husband who respects and cares for me. My purpose back. And then her eyes darkened. It isn't by choice. We got trapped here overnight. He'd never be doing this if not for the storm—the odd set of circumstances aligned just right to force us together.

      “That's not true, you know,” he told her.

      She raised one eyebrow in silent question.

      “I was going to talk to you anyway… next week, after the service. I was going to find out what was wrong and try to make it right. I wanted to… see if I could get back those… good feelings that were growing between us before I put my foot in my mouth so badly. It seems likely this would have been the result anyway. The only thing the storm changes is the timing.”

      Doubt as bold as the blizzard darkened her expression. She doesn't believe me. And why should she? This is all happening far too fast. How long have we known each other? Three weeks? Four? Not nearly enough. Cody risked his self-control for one more sweet kiss on her full-lipped mouth. No tongue, because his battered self-control wouldn't take it, but a tender smudge of his lips across hers.

      She'll learn to trust me if I'm careful with her. And I will be. Lord help me woo this woman. A sense of peace and rightness soothed Cody. There are no accidents in the Divine plan. I'm here, and so is she, for this reason. The storm arose when it did for this reason.

      Cody smiled. There must have been something telling in that smile because Kristina's eyes widened. He touched his lips to her forehead and then urged her down on the cushion. Rising, he walked across the sanctuary and retrieved one lamp from the pulpit, extinguishing the other. Then he entered the storage room. A few minutes of rummaging brought to light a long, white robe. He imagined it was used for Christmas Pageant angels.

      He carried the garment back to where she lay and handed it to her. She sat and slipped it over her head. It was loosely cut and covered her to mid-calf. She was shivering, he saw, in the absence of his warmth, and he poked at the thick woolen stockings draped over the arm of the nearby pew. Dry and warm. Perfect. He brought them to her, and she pulled them on. Decently if oddly covered, she lay down again. Cody joined her, draping his arm over the curve of her waist.

      “Try to sleep, darlin'. There's going to be nothing but big days for quite a while.”

      She nodded. He touched his lips to the side of her neck. She snuggled against him so every inch of her body curved into his. She felt perfect there, comfortable and right.

      Cody gripped Kristina tighter, and peace enveloped the couple.
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      While the couple slumbered in the warmest corner of the church, the storm blew itself out.

      Just before sunrise, alarmed his daughter had not returned home, James Heitschmidt bundled himself heavily against the cold and walked across town to Allison Spencer's house. He knocked on the door with precipitous urgency.

      A moment later, Allison poked her head out. The young spinster's eyes looked red and heavy, and dark circles marred the tanned skin underneath. “Mr. Heitschmidt, what's going on?”

      “Kristina didn't come home last night,” he blurted. “Did she stay here?”

      “No.” Allison shook her head vigorously. “She brought me home from the funeral and left again.”

      “Did she say anything?” he demanded. “Did she give any indication of… uh… umm…?”

      Behind Allison, a small, slim figure had moved into view, and James's questioning stuttered to a halt.

      “She didn't say anything, Mr. Heitschmidt. I'm sorry,” Rebecca's soft, serene voice held more than a tinge of concern. “Dear Lord, I hope she wasn't caught out in that.”

      James nodded, swallowed the lump in his throat, and said, “I'm not going to rest until I find her.” Then he squeezed his eyes shut. Stupid thing to say. As if I would. Lord, I wish I could talk like a normal man in front of Rebecca Spencer.

      “Of course not,” Allison insisted, grabbing a coat and dragging it on, “and neither will we, right, Becky?”

      Becky responded with a curt nod, already reaching for her own outerwear. “Let's start at Lydia's. It's about halfway, and we've all stayed over there at one time or another. Plus, with that stove always going, it's nice and warm inside.”

      “Good idea,” James agreed.

      The three of them hurried down the sidewalk to the café and ducked through the dining room into the kitchen.

      Lydia, up early as always, paused from her stew making and bread baking to regard her unexpected guests with curiosity.

      “Did Kristina stay with you last night?” Allison demanded without preamble.

      The curvaceous chef's face paled. “No, I haven't seen her since the graveside. Why?” She gulped, clearly already knowing the answer.

      “She never made it home,” James told her anyway. “I had hoped she stopped here.”

      “I wish she had,” Lydia replied. “Do let me know when you find her, won't you?”

      “Of course,” Becky told her friend as they bundled out the door.

      In the street, the chill had lessened to a faint coolness, though the ice on the ground remained treacherous.

      “Now what?” James demanded, panic setting in. Snow piled on the lawns high enough to bury a woman. If Kristina had perished in the storm, she would not be found until it melted.

      A soft pressure on his arm drew his attention from his inward despair to Rebecca Spencer's lovely, light eyes. “Kristina is a bright young woman. She wouldn't linger in the cold and die. Somewhere along this street, she's holed up snug and warm. We just have to figure out where. Let's walk along the route and see if we can find her.”

      He allowed her to lead him away from the café. As they made their way down the street, he pondered each house and business in turn.

      The mercantile would make sense, but I have the only key at home. The bank was all closed up. She wasn't close to the Robinsons or the Jacksons. The light of the sun hit the steeple of the church, casting a shadowy cross over him. “What if she sought refuge inside?” he asked, indicating the building.

      Allison nodded. “I bet that's just what she did. Let's look.”

      James pulled out his keyring and fumbled, fingers shaking with cold, until he could fit the key into the church's lock, only to realize, upon jiggling, that his effort would not be needed. The unlocked door swung open and the Spencers and Kristina's father slipped inside. The warmth from the stove drew them to the corner.

      No one could have predicted the sight that met their eyes. Kristina, dressed like a Christmas angel slept on a pew cushion. The young pastor warmly embraced her.

      James drew an unsteady breath. I know my daughter, and I trust her. I think I know Cody, too. This was an accident, not a seduction, and I'd bet my life on my daughter's virtue still being intact. But the damage to her reputation will be inevitable, and the outcome is obvious.

      A strange mixture of grief and joy blended in James's heart. If anyone can give my daughter the marriage she deserves, it's Cody Williams. But like any father, the thought of handing his child over to a man caused a deep pang.

      “Kristina.” He touched her arm gently. Her eyes opened, and the expression in them was one of deep contentment.

      And then tranquility turned to a vibrant blush that matched her hair as she realized what everyone was seeing.

      “Dad, I…”

      “It's all right, honey. I'm just glad you're safe.”

      Their voices awakened Cody, and for just a heartbeat of time, James saw his arms tighten protectively around Kristina's slender waist. Then he released her.

      “Better get dressed, darlin',” Cody told her. “It's Sunday morning, and the congregation will be here any moment. You need to get home and change. It won't do for you still to be wearing what you wore to the funeral.”

      Kristina, her blush even redder than before, nodded and gathered up her stiff, unpleasant clothing, scampering into the office to change.

      Left alone with the man who had ruined his daughter, James found himself struck dumb with awkwardness.

      “Sir,” Cody began, “I know how it looked, but I swear…”

      “I know.” James held up both hands. “I know you didn't take advantage of her. She wouldn't have let you anyway.”

      Cody babbled over him. “We were just trying to stay warm and…”

      James grasped the nervous young pastor's shoulder. “I understand, Reverend. Calm down. I'm not angry, but you know what this means.”

      “Of course. We talked it all out last night.” Cody's mouth curled upwards in one corner. “I think we would have gotten here eventually anyway.”

      “I do too. Anyone who could make Kristina that mad had to have a special place in her heart.” James sighed. “So, at any rate, you'll join us for lunch today, so we can make plans.” It wasn't a request.

      Cody nodded.

      “You'd better head home, Reverend,” James urged. “You don't want to be seen in your funeral clothes either.”

      Cody's grin turned sheepish. “Cody, please. We're almost family, right?”

      James sighed. “Okay.”
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      Kristina emerged, interrupting the awkward exchange. Cody went straight to her as though drawn by a magnet. Ignoring the small crowd standing by, he took her hand in his and kissed her cheek. “I'm going now. Will you be back for the service?”

      “Of course. Will you make the announcement?” He could see uncertainty in her turquoise eyes.

      Sweet, hesitant Kristina. Believe in this. It's real as we are. “Yes. I'll let everyone know you've done me the honor of agreeing to be my wife.”

      “Honor.” She looked away, blushing.

      “It is an honor, Kristina,” he told her solemnly. “You're a strong enough woman that you don't need a husband, but you agreed to marry me anyway. I realize what a blessing that is.”

      She looked back up at him through her eyelashes.

      He let heat bleed into his expression. Answering desire flared in hers. Suddenly, inappropriately, he longed for another kiss. Soon, he reminded himself. Soon she'll be my wife and I can kiss her all night long. It was the wrong thought, and he had to release her and leave the church quickly before anyone could realize what had just happened.
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      “Well, Kristina,” She looked up at her father in silence, “this is quite a predicament you've gotten yourself into. What were you doing out in the storm?”

      “Trying to get home,” she replied mildly.

      “You should have stayed with the Spencers,” he scolded, but he was smiling.

      Kristina’s confused emotions made his expression impossible to decipher. Shaking her head, she walked past her father toward the door. Before she could get outside, though, Allison scooped her into a tight hug, almost crushing her ribs. “I'm so glad you're okay,” she said. “I was worried. I mean, with Samantha and all, I…”

      At last, Kristina found her voice. “I know, I'm sorry. I wasn't thinking. I just wanted to get home.”

      “And now?” Allison pressed.

      Kristina thought of Cody. What a handsome man, and he's my man. What a concept. Yet try though she might to reason it away, the undeniable truth stood firm as the church itself. He'd kissed her and held her all through the night. Soon he'll be my… her mind veered away from the word. I'm not ready to deal with all the implications yet, but I, plain, freckle-faced Kristina Heitschmidt, have a suitor. A betrothed. It's beyond belief. A slow smile spread across her face. “Now I think things are going to be all right.”

      Then she squeezed Allison and turned to hug Becky before heading out into the cold. Cold? It isn't so very cold after all. The sun sparkling on the snow had a strength Kristina hadn't expected so soon after a blizzard. At this rate, it would all melt in no time. She rolled her eyes.

      Kristina hurried through the mushy, leftover precipitation, soaking her still-damp boots even further, and arrived at home quickly. Amazing to think the same distance had almost killed her less than twelve hours ago.

      She stepped through the door, removing her wet footwear and leaving it on the porch. In damp stockings, she made her way to the stairs and climbed up to her room.

      Her heart pounded from the swift ascent. As she stepped into the room, the heavy reality of the night and all it meant broke over her. She slumped against the wall beside the door and breathed slowly, taking in the familiar details of her bedroom to calm her nerves.

      Like the rest of the house, it had been decorated simply. A black quilt covered the brass-framed bed against the far wall. Above it hung a simple painting of a piano.

      A lacquered hope chest stood at the foot of the bed, unadorned except for its brass finishes. Her bedside table was also black with scarlet flowers painted on the surface. A wardrobe stood in one corner of the room. A vanity table with a wash basin had been placed in the opposite corner.

      The church bell chimed, making Kristina jump. I have to get ready. While there was nothing she would like better at this moment than to relive Cody's kisses again and again, she had to get back to the church. The service was starting, and she still wore the stiff, damp funeral clothes. Quickly she stripped off her skirt and shirtwaist, bloomers and chemise, and her still-damp stockings. Nude, she crossed to the vanity and washed her face in the chilly water. Her oversized mirror reflected her body to the waist.

      The sight of her bare breasts gave her a moment's pause. Marriage means… certain things. I'm not sure I'm ready for them. While she understood the mechanics—stray cats and dogs were not subtle in their coupling—it was different with people. Especially as the person in question is me. I'll have to undress and let him see me. Let him see my freckled breasts and belly, hips and legs. There isn't a part of me that lacks these blasted spots.

      The bell tolled again, and she hurried to the wardrobe and pulled out clean undergarments, which she donned with all due haste. Then a coffee-colored skirt and a white shirtwaist. Returning to the dresser, she dragged a brush through her waves of sunset hair, twirling it into a bun and pinning it as fast as she could. One strand escaped, tickling the back of her neck, but there was no time to fix it. She found a pair of black boots in the bottom of her wardrobe and shoved her feet into them despite them being pinchingly uncomfortable. Last, she tossed a cream-colored shawl with long fringes and embroidered pink flowers around her shoulders.

      Forgoing her damp coat, she ran back down the street to the church. The pew had been reassembled in her absence, and no sign remained of the improper night she'd spent cradled in Cody's arms. She couldn't help but glance at the stove as she hurried up the stairs to the organ, trying not to stomp her boots on the treads. The congregation had begun singing without her. Rather than playing in the middle of the song, she let them carry on a cappella.

      After the opening hymn came announcements, prayer requests, and church business. Cody read through the list. Mrs. Jones had a cough. Ethel and Lowell's baby had been born large and healthy last week. Mother and child were doing well. There would be a meeting of the Ladies' Altar Guild Tuesday night. The Christmas cantata was only two weeks away.

      And then Cody dropped his bombshell.

      “Friends, in the brief time I've been here, you've made me feel welcome, and I thank you, but no one has done more to facilitate my integration than Miss Kristina Heitschmidt. Therefore, I have decided to make her a permanent part of my life by marrying her. To my very great surprise, she has agreed.”

      Silence. And then a gasp as the entire one hundred eighty-six members of the congregation sucked in their breath as one. Kristina grinned.

      “No arrangements have been made yet,” Cody continued, “but I sincerely hope all of you will wish us well. And now, if you would take your Bibles and turn to Psalm 57. We will read responsively, whole verse by whole verse.”

      That's the way, she thought. Don't give them time to start whispering.

      After the reading would be another hymn. Kristina squinted at the board below, trying to make out the numbers, and then flipped silently through the thin pages.

      She tried to concentrate on the service, she really did, but it was impossible. Too many radical changes had left her reeling. Plus, she was starving. She hadn't eaten since the funeral the previous afternoon. All she could think about was getting home, so she could make lunch… and share it with Cody. It's a good thing my back is to him, so he can't see the silly smile on my face.

      The hour dragged by with excruciating slowness, but at last, Kristina played the closing hymn and scurried down the stairs to stand beside Cody as he shook hands with the departing congregation. Of course, in the wake of such momentous news, the leave-taking took twice as long as usual. Despite her gnawing hunger, Cody's hand on her lower back spread warmth through her that had nothing to do with the weak December sunshine.

      The last of the congregation departed. Cody took Kristina's arm and they walked together with James beside them down a street now completely clear of the snow. Even the piles on the grass shrank at a seemingly impossible speed.

      The warmth made the walk pleasant, though none of them felt like conversing along the way. They mounted the steps to the porch of the Heitschmidt home and entered. Cody didn't seem inclined to wait in the parlor; instead, he followed Kristina into the kitchen.

      Kristina prepared a simple lunch of sandwiches—there was no time for anything more elaborate—and Cody helped her carry them into the dining room. James already waited at the head of the table, and they joined him, one on either side, facing each other. Cody asked a brief blessing and the hungry trio devoured several bites of the food before the serious conversation began.

      “Well, children,” James said, “what are we going to do now?”

      “I think we all agree about what needs to be done,” Cody replied, grinning at the man who would soon be his father-in-law and reaching across the table to grasp Kristina's hand.

      “Yes,” she agreed as heat suffused her face.

      “Oh, I know that.” James dismissed their comments with a wave. “But when?”

      “Soon,” Cody said. “Right away. We all know nothing improper happened, but the fact is, Kristina and I spent the night alone together. It can't be changed. So, the sooner the deed is done, the better.”

      “I agree,” Kristina seconded. “Before Christmas, if we can swing it.”

      “That soon?” James asked, eyes wide.

      “I think the Friday before,” Kristina said. “The Cantata is next Sunday, so that will give us almost a week afterwards.”

      “It's still not much time,” James commented. “Will you be able to get ready by then? I don't like the thought of a small, thrown-together wedding for my only daughter.”

      “Dad,” she protested, “until yesterday, I never thought of having a wedding at all. I'm not interested in a lot of expensive fanciness. You know I like things simple.”

      “That is true,” he agreed, looking around the plain, unadorned dining room.

      A flutter of anxiety squirmed through her belly. “Cody, that won't bother you, will it?” She turned her eyes on him, her expression beseeching. “I can keep body and soul together well enough, but I don't like to spend time creating and maintaining a lot of dust-catchers. I guess I'm only marginally domestic.”

      Taking her concerns seriously, Cody's eyes scanned the room and then returned to hers. “Bother me? No, not at all. There's something fitting about a pastor's household looking simple. It suggests we spend our time on more meaningful pursuits. Honestly, Kristina, I don't care in the slightest about doilies.”

      One corner of her mouth turned upwards. He lifted her hand to his lips and kissed a patch of freckles adorning the little space between her thumb and forefinger. A sizzle of heat obliterated the nervous flutter.
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      James observed the interaction between his daughter and this near-stranger who would soon be her husband. It seems likely they'll be a good match. There's an easy affection between them. The tension and animosity of the past weeks are melting with the snow. Now they look like any courting couple. Enamored, shy, and eager to please. But they still don't know each other well, and there's next to no time to learn more.

      She returned to her lunch, but instead of tearing hungrily at her sandwich, she began nibbling daintily.

      The pastor devoured his sandwich and helped himself to another from the platter, but his eyes never left Kristina.

      James grinned. He looks like a fish being slowly reeled in, and the best part is, she has no idea she's reeling. It's not a game for them. These two genuinely care about each other. They're pulling closer; an affinity of personalities and souls that will make for quite a satisfying union. Trudy and I were like that. Just easy, caring about the same kinds of things. I miss her.

      He shook off the thought of his late wife, cleared his throat and, seeing that the sandwich plate lay empty, spoke again. “All right then. Get yourselves some more coffee and let's go sit in the parlor. We have some more to discuss.”

      Kristina and Cody glanced at each other, but gamely poured themselves mugs of the hot beverage and walked arm-in-arm down the hallway to the parlor. The couple sat together on the sofa. Not one speck of ebony fabric showed between their legs.

      Cody took Kristina's hand in his and set it on his knee. James noted how her eyes dropped to see where Cody touched her, and a faint pinkness stained her cheeks. Her lips curved, and she returned her gaze to eye level, but that hint of a pleased smile lingered. James swallowed hard. Much as I know it's good and right, it still hurts to think of her leaving.

      Again, James pushed forward, using conversation to dispel lingering melancholy. “As I see it, there’s one main problem. Gossip. There's no way to prevent people from talking, but are you sure you want to hurry into marriage? A long engagement would go further to demonstrate you have confidence in your innocence.”

      They looked at each other, and then back at him. Kristina spoke first. “No. I don't want to wait,” she said simply.

      Cody's thumb rubbed over her knuckle. “Not to mention,” he added bluntly, “while I have confidence in our innocence, I'm not entirely certain about my stamina.”

      James gave his prospective son-in-law a hard-eyed look. “That's something I don't particularly want to think about,” he told him.

      Cody shrugged. “Sorry. It's a fact. Now that I've given the idea of marriage some thought, I'd like to get it done.”

      Just what he was planning to 'get done' didn't sit well with Kristina's father. Rage bubbled in his innards.

      No. Suppress the anger. Kristina deserves a husband who desires her. She deserves a real marriage. Let her have that.

      James made no further comment on the uncomfortable subject. “Well, if you're both settled, there's nothing more to be said, is there? I hope you don't regret your rush. You know the saying.”

      “I do.” Cody was looking at Kristina again. Her gaze on his burned with a new attraction that matched his.

      “Well then,” James said, “I'll let you two work out the details. But there is one thing I'm going to insist on. Between now and the wedding, Cody, I expect you to pay a call every night. Kristina's never had a suitor. I won't have her miss out entirely on being courted.”

      “I have no intention of arguing with that plan,” Cody replied.

      “And at the end of each visit, I'll give you ten unsupervised minutes, in case you need to talk about anything private.”

      That, Kristina understood. She drew in an unsteady breath, and her face turned the color of her freckles. “Dad…”

      “I think I'd like to get rid of this cup,” James told them mildly. “I'll be right back.”
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      He stalked out of the room, his boots clicking on the polished wooden floors. The door banged shut behind him, the sound unnoticed by the couple on the sofa.

      “Was he really suggesting…” Kristina began.

      “He was,” Cody replied, grinning, “and not just in the evenings either. What do you say, darlin'? You up for another kiss?”

      She gave him a wide-eyed look in lieu of words. He took the cup from her hands and set it, and his, on the side table. Then he took her warm, soft cheeks in his hands and lowered his lips to hers in a tender caress.

      Cody's obvious desire for her was sweet as candy, heady as wine, and she drank it in. Deep, drowning draughts of affection swept over her, making her feel cherished. As affection slowly gave way to arousal, she went there too, parting her lips at the pressure of his tongue so he could taste her. This time she felt bold enough to taste him back, letting her tongue swipe gently over his.

      “Hmmm,” Cody hummed into her mouth. His hands left her face and slid around her, crushing her against his chest.

      I think I like to be crushed.

      He pulled back to look into her eyes from a few devastating inches away. The expression in his evening blue gaze overwhelmed her, and she shamelessly pulled him back for another embrace.
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      Startled by her aggression, Cody froze, but he quickly thawed, letting her take the lead. This time she slipped her tongue into his mouth.

      They spent every second of the ten minutes playing on the safe side of passion. One kiss blended into another, but despite the painful state of his arousal, Cody kept his hands planted firmly on her back. I won't push. There will be time for everything else later. And not too much later either.

      A tap on the parlor door eventually interrupted their long kiss.

      “Time's up,” Cody joked, glad he was seated. He took in Kristina's kiss-stung lips and knew there would be no secrets.

      He shrugged.

      They would be married in less than two weeks. No one would begrudge them a stolen embrace while her father no doubt waited just on the other side of the door.
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      James entered. The couple sat hand in hand, just as they had when he'd left them. But now they both drew in heavy breaths, the evidence of their behavior obvious. Though it wasn't wrong, it did bother him.

      “Kristina,” James said, “I think you should… rest. You had a wild day yesterday and I don't want you to get sick. Cody, I'm glad you came for lunch. We'll see you tomorrow night.”

      “Thank you for inviting me,” the young pastor replied. He squeezed his intended's hand gently, murmured something James couldn't hear and took his leave of them.
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