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Now I will take the load from your shoulders; I

will free your hands from their heavy tasks.

Open your mouth wide and I will fill it with

good things.

Psalm 81:6, 10
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Chapter One
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Nathan Chisholm watched through the smudged window of the Philadelphia commuter train as the landscape and unattractive brick apartment buildings sped by. He scanned the scenery for the familiar sign where he’d get out, even though the conductor always called the stop. Early evening clouds huddled in the sky in gray streaks as he joined the slow-moving throng through the station and out onto the street of his familiar suburb.

After a necessary stop at the grocery store with other exhausted shoppers, he arrived at his townhouse. Before he could unlock the door, the phone in his pocket rang. His arms were full, so he couldn’t grab it. Maybe it was his best friend, Ben, who lived in Brenner Falls, the town where Nathan had grown up. He let it go to voicemail while he unpacked the plastic bags of food and preheated the oven. 

He hadn’t had time to do a single errand the previous weekend, thanks to overtime. Though he shunned the breaded chicken nuggets, cook-and-serve buffalo wings, and frozen pizza other harried employees ate, he had succumbed to frozen mac and cheese. He never thought his dietary habits would deteriorate so much, but over the previous five months, he’d indulged in that and worse. Even ordering takeout was no longer a rare event. 

Back in the early days of his marketing job in Philadelphia, his first real job out of college, he’d committed to cooking for himself to unwind after work and stay healthy. He enjoyed trying new recipes and assuring the nutrition of what he ate. He used to invite friends and cook for them too. The same friends he hadn’t seen in months.  One of many activities he no longer had time for. What had his life become? 

His schedule would lighten up in a week or two. At least that’s what his manager, Jeremy, said regularly. Relief was in sight, with the completion of the advertising campaign for their biggest client. After that would be maintenance, which was its own load, but more predictable. Less crushing.

He headed to the bedroom and slipped on some sweatpants and a long-sleeved t-shirt he found on the floor. The room was a mess, another violation of his personal standard. Never leave the bed unmade. His mother had drilled that habit into him, and it made up part of his daily code. Until recently. His mom had given him a multitude of good habits, which were more useful to him than the material excesses she’d been unable to provide as a single mom. Those years of living on a tight budget, doing without, and putting on blinders to what other kids could buy or do. Seemed so far away now. He could buy what he needed and most of what he wanted. He’d worked hard and changed his life, leaving the cloud of fatherless shame behind. 

He’d call his mom after dinner but would first check to see who’d called. The darkened screen of his phone brightened. His mom had been the caller but hadn’t left a message. Unusual. Anxiety sprang up inside him. He tapped her number.

“Hey, Mom. It’s me. Just got home. I was going to call you tonight.”

“Nathan. . .” 

Not hi sweetheart, as she usually responded. Instead, her voice broke, and she began to cry.

Nathan sank onto the couch. “What is it, Mom? What happened?”  

“It’s your Uncle Andy. He took a bad turn last week and went downhill so fast. I was going to call you sooner, but thought he’d rally. I’m sorry I didn’t call.” A sob caught in her throat.

“Is he okay?” A lead weight fell inside Nathan’s stomach as he steeled himself for her response. Uncle Andy had been struggling for nearly two years with heart disease. The previous year, he’d cut back the hours he spent at Seasons, the dinner theater he owned, and had made a few other changes in his lifestyle. Despite his efforts, the disease continued to pursue him.

“No, he. . . he died this morning.”

An invisible fist grabbed Nathan’s throat and tears stung his eyes. “Died?” He’d heard her wrong, must have. “No, no!” Not Uncle Andy, who’d been like a father to him as he grew up. He struggled to breathe. A stab of guilt followed. He’d made trips home less often during the craziness of the last few months at work. 

The last time he’d visited Brenner Falls, Uncle Andy had been pale and fatigued. He’d put on more weight and coughed frequently, but assured Nathan he was doing better and would beat the disease. He’d taken Nathan to lunch at Seasons as if he missed it. Nathan preferred going somewhere else but had indulged the older man. He’d called him a week earlier and Andy seemed to be holding on. But one never knew since Andy often minimized his suffering. “Oh, there are worse things,” he would say, then turn the conversation to the other person.

“I’m so sorry, Mom. I’m so—” A sob sliced off the word in his throat. He and his mother cried softly for a moment.

“He was scheduled for hospice care, but never made it. He died at home.” She stopped and blew her nose. “He slept a lot in the end, so I don’t think he suffered too much.”

Nathan swiped his wrist across his eyes. He stood to grab a napkin from the table where the box of macaroni still sat. “I’m glad he didn’t suffer. I just wish I’d been able to talk to him or to see him one last time.” 

How could Nathan have missed the gravity of Uncle Andy’s condition, the signs of the end? He might have known if he hadn’t been enslaved to his deadlines, wrapped up completely in his own world. A world which had sparkled at the beginning, but quickly became a golden cage. Nathan’s beloved Uncle Andy slipped away while Nathan was busy pushing marketing deadlines. How pointless it all seemed when he’d lost the one who taught him how to be a man. 

They’d almost lost him twice before in the last two years. Andy hadn’t complained. He merely said the Lord had given him more time.

“His service will be next Saturday. You can make it, can’t you?” 

“Yes, of course. I’ll take an extra day or so. They owe me that with the amount of overtime I’m working.”

“Good. I need to see my boy.” Her voice wavered. “I need you, Nathan.”

He needed to see her too. Suddenly, the longing to see his mother, to remind himself that he still had family, still had love and connection, crushed him from the inside. The pale walls of his townhouse only reminded him how alone he felt in that sterile place where he slept but did little else. 

Fresh tears moistened his cheeks. “I’ll be there, Mom. Don’t worry. I should have been there for him before he was gone. I wish I had.” Oh, how he wished he’d been there to hold Andy’s hand as he slipped into eternity, to thank him for his love, for everything he’d done all Nathan’s life. He would certainly be there for him now.

Though it was too late.

––––––––
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Leah Albright slipped her arms into her cotton cardigan and slung her purse over one shoulder. Another long work week was at last finished, which flicked her drowsiness aside. Not that the weekend was an adventure waiting to happen. It was simply better than being at Smith-Fellows Insurance Company.

After arranging loose papers and to-do projects on her desk, she pushed in her chair and smiled at her colleague, Jenny, at the next desk. “See you Monday.” 

Petite Jenny peered over her round, dark-rimmed glasses. “You always look a little happier when you say goodbye on Friday than on any other day. I’m very astute. I notice these things.” She let out a hearty giggle.

“You are very perceptive, Jenny. You should have been a detective.”

“Ah, but the money’s better here. Now you know I’m lying. I’ll be right behind you after I finish this one thing. Do something fun tonight, Leah.” Her voice became emphatic.

“Hmm. Wonder what that would look like. Something fun.” Leah cocked her head in exaggerated pondering. “Dear Jenny, help me understand what you mean.”

Jenny rolled her eyes. “Oh, Leah. You’re pathetic! A date? Girls’ night out? Streaking through downtown? I don’t know. Be creative.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll figure something out. You do something fun too, okay? And don’t stay too late.” Leah patted Jenny’s shoulder as she passed her desk, then headed for the stairs.

Fat chance she’d do something fun. Laundry maybe. Ah, yes. She’d practice her flute. That was fun. Then she’d curl up with a book, Theo purring beside her. The previous evening, while she played a Chopin nocturn on her violin, Theo had closed his eyes, his whiskers twitching, as if mesmerized. Until she hit a bad note. His eyes had shot open, and he’d darted from the room.

She let out a chuckle at the memory as she took the steps two at a time and left the building. Living within walking distance from her job had its benefits. The six-block walk home was a favorite part of her day after sitting for hours, though in winter she bundled up like a mummy and often resorted to driving.

The day had ground on for what seemed like forever. Over the last six or eight months, her restlessness had become chronic. Her position at the company, like a stagnant pool, held little interest, little change, and little hope for either. But she still had a job. That was something, wasn’t it? She wasn’t hungry, out of work, or on her last ten dollars.

She turned to Market Street, across from City Hall. On the opposite corner sat Seasons, a historic dinner theater and landmark. Built in the forties, it stood like a proud society woman whose former beauty one could still imagine. A teal and brown Victorian style façade stretched across the front, with vertical spindles along the wrap-around porch. The back of the building squared into a more utilitarian space to accommodate the stage and the dining room. 

Throughout the year, Seasons held periodic plays and musicals, whereas the restaurant was open all year. When she was a child, Leah and her family had looked forward to attending the annual Christmas show there. Several times, her dad even played a minor role in the chorus. And he’d been the one who’d painted the murals, one for each season, used as a backdrop for the stage between events. In high school, she’d had the chance to sing and play instruments for a couple of the events too.

Leah could still envision her family gathered around a table encircled with sparkling holiday décor, so magical to her child’s eyes. Seasons had made a deep imprint on her early life, though it could still evoke a wave of nostalgia and pain as she thought of Dad. He’d died just before Christmas ten years earlier. And each Christmas brought an empty ache she tried to chase away with fake cheer. 

A humorless chuckle erupted from her throat. Fake cheer was better than none, and usually ended up ushering in a portion of the real thing.

The late summer breeze licked her face and playfully ruffled her hair. She passed Warren Street, where lights still flickered in a row of three to five-story office buildings. Town residents teasingly called Warren Street the business district. Though the small town of Brenner Falls was hardly New York, it was growing as people discovered the rolling hills and sporting opportunities along a nearby branch of the Susquehanna River. 

The new mayor who’d arrived two years earlier had promoted the town with numerous projects, and she saw the fruit of his efforts on every street. New restaurants, shops, and housing appeared. The principal streets and intersections now sported potted plants and flowers. Historic buildings got facelifts. In other words, the town was edging into the twenty-first century. 

From the corner of Davis Avenue, she could see Johnson’s Grocery Store, whose fluorescent lights spilled on to the sidewalk. Should she stop for groceries, or could she eke out the stale bread and bottled pasta sauce in her fridge for a day or two more? The seductive call of her warm slippers, or the rebuke of her empty fridge? Yesterday and the day before that, she’d opted for making do. Her stomach grumbled, so with a sigh, she changed her path and headed toward the store. This shouldn’t take long.

Gathering the items on her short list was as quick as she’d predicted, but the line at the cash register was not. She smiled at a few people she knew. Her neighbor, Cathy. Mr. Robertson from church. While she waited, she pulled her phone from her bag to see what she’d missed during the final pressured hours of work.

Leah frowned. Four missed calls from Garrett, her only brother, three years her senior. The one who never called. Ever. But he’d called four times that day. 

Unlikely that he’d called to say hello and he missed her. That would never happen. Their mother had moved to Delaware a few years earlier to live near her sister, Aunt Lindsay. If something were wrong with Mom, Leah would know it since she kept in touch regularly. And Garrett didn’t.

As much as she craved getting into her slippers and sweats first thing after arriving home, she’d give him a call first. Hopefully, nothing was wrong. After that, she’d scrape together some dinner from the meager provisions she’d just purchased, and call her best friend Abbie, who lived a few doors down. Then she’d finally curl up in the armchair with Theo and sink into the novel she’d gotten from the library a few days earlier.

Leah picked up the pace as the house came into view. She could already feel the slippers cradling her feet, though Garrett’s calls were still nagging at her. They weren’t close, but he was her brother. She fumbled in her purse to grab her phone.

As she approached the rambling 1980s ranch house where she’d grown up, she spied someone sitting on the porch in one of the Adirondack chairs. The streetlamp hadn’t yet turned on and shadows filled the space around the front door. Tension skipped down her spine as she squinted to see who it was. Couldn’t be someone delivering a package. She hadn’t ordered anything.

When she was about thirty feet from the covered porch, she recognized the intruder by his slouch and the thatch of unruly hair hanging in his eyes.

“Garrett! What are you doing here?”

He pulled himself up, his lanky frame topping her height by a foot. “Hello to you too, sis.”

“I’m. . . I’m surprised, is all.”

“You wouldn’t be if you’d answered your phone today. Did you see I called a few times?” 

There was an edge to his voice. As if she had deliberately ignored him. Which she might have, had she seen his call sooner. She waved her phone at him. “Yes, I saw your missed calls while I was in the grocery store. I was about to call you back. Did you leave a message? I didn’t have time to check. You see, I work full time.” The rebuke in her voice matched his own. “Did something happen?” Why are you here?

“I didn’t leave a message. I wanted to talk to you in person.”

Her mouth fell open and tension gripped her stomach. “Why, what’s wrong? Garrett, tell me.”

“Let’s go inside first. It’s getting cool out here.”

Leah fumbled with the lock and pushed open the door. As she entered the darkened entry, Theo rubbed against her ankles and his loud purr rose to her ears. “Hey, buddy. It’s good to see you too.” She flipped on the lights and plopped her tote bag and purse on the bench of the upright piano against the wall.

She turned to Garrett. “Make yourself comfortable.” Sounded strange to her ears, since he’d grown up in that house too. She’d moved back into the family home two years earlier, but lived alone, since Garrett worked in Pittsburgh in a tech firm. She noticed a suitcase sitting near the front door. Uh oh.

She slid out of her coat and sat in an armchair facing him. “What is it, Garrett? I’m sure I would have heard if something happened to Mom.”

He shrugged from where he sat on the couch. “Probably so.”

“Well, what’s up then? Spill it.”

The muscles of his tightened jaw seemed to crumble. He propped his elbows on his knees and buried his face in his hands. 

“Garrett!” Leah straightened her shoulders. “What is it? What’s wrong?” Her mind scrambled for horrible events, a terminal illness, a death threat, or worse.

He looked at her, misery twisting his face. “I got fired yesterday.”

“What? You got fired?” Impossible. Her genius programmer brother, fired? “What in the world happened?”

“Well, um.” Garrett took a breath. “Work has been light lately, so in my free time, I work on my own projects. I’ve been developing a game.”

“On work time?” She toed off her shoes and tucked her feet under her.

“Only when I don’t have something else to do. Or during lunch and most evenings. It’s almost ready for testing.”

“That’s. . . good, I guess. I mean, that you’re creating something like that.”

“So, a few times, my manager saw me working on it. I told him I’d finished with my project, but I think he had it in for me. So, he fired me. I think they were looking for a reason to let some of us go. Last week, my buddy Quinn got let go for something minor.”

“I didn’t think that would ever happen to you.” Garrett didn’t have the best interpersonal skills, but he could code or develop pretty much anything. 

“Maybe I should have asked first if it was okay for me to do it on work time, but they’ve always been cool about stuff like that. Like I said, they’re looking for reasons to scale down.”

“You’ll find something else. You have a lot of skills.” No doubt about that. But is that what brought him back to Brenner Falls from Pittsburgh? He hadn’t even visited since last Christmas.

“Did you lose your apartment? Wait, you said it just happened yesterday. Garrett, I’m confused.” Why are you here?

Garrett frowned. “There’s another thing. Ginny broke up with me last week.” His voice broke. He stared at the floor.

“Oh, no! Are you okay?”

When he didn’t respond, an ache for him rose inside her. “I’m so sorry, Garrett. You guys were together so long. I liked her. Sort of. I thought there might be wedding bells soon.”

“No wedding bells. Everything happened at the same time. Feels like too much.” His voice had faded to a muffled blur as he turned his head to stare out the side window. “Gin said. . . well, never mind what she said. I had to get away. I wanted to see if you minded if I came for a little while.”

“That’s why you were calling today?” She gentled her voice.

“Obviously, I didn’t wait for an answer. Just drove here this afternoon.”

Leah nodded into the silence. “Um, yes, of course you can stay for a little while. It’s your home too.” 

No, no! They had such different lifestyles. But she couldn’t say no, not after what had happened. “Do you know. . . do you know for how long?”

“No. I need to clear my head. I’m going to let my apartment go. I’m just month-to-month right now.”

Alarm shot through Leah. “You’re letting it go? Isn’t that extreme? You’ll find something quickly. I’m sure of it. You have a lot of skills, Garrett.” 

That meant an open-ended houseguest. But she liked her privacy. Sometimes she even liked her solitude. Along with that, she and her brother had never gotten along.

“I need a break. Being here’ll do me good, I’m pretty sure.”

“It’s just that we’ve never lived together, um, successfully before.”

Garrett shrugged. “We’re older now. We’ll work it out. Anyway, it’s only for a little while. I’ll stay out of your hair, don’t worry.”

Leah swallowed. Her eyes panned her nest, one she’d decorated herself with cheerful reds and yellows, handmade throw pillows, a few unique finds from the flea market, and a shaggy, colorful rug to unify it all. The house her mother had insisted she live in after she moved away. 

It was her mother’s house, and Leah had no right to refuse to let Garrett stay. That was the other reason she couldn’t say no. He was family, even though he didn’t always act like it. Most of the time she felt like she had no family at all. She was lonely at times, but it had always been easier to stay at the house by herself. Especially after Michael.

“Of course, you can stay.” Only for a bit.

Oh, boy. The moment she feared her life would forever stagnate, that didn’t sound half bad. 
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Chapter Two
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The sanctuary of the Brenner Falls Faith Community, or B. F. F. C., as members called it, looked more like a warehouse than a church. This may have made seekers more comfortable, but it didn’t present a solemn setting for a funeral. 

Exactly as Uncle Andy would have preferred.

Nathan slipped an arm around his mother’s shoulder as a fresh sob escaped her throat. He drew her close, and they exchanged weak, teary smiles. Friends paying final respects to Andy Evans jammed the pews. Seemed the whole town had shown up. Many of those present shared memories and anecdotes that had evoked both chuckles and tears.

“I think I can speak for all of us,” Pastor Frank said with both warmth and emotion lacing his voice, “in saying that Andy Evans made an indelible impact on this community. We will all remember that impact, even though we miss our brother. He completed the race God assigned him, and now stands in celebration and joy before our Father.” He raised his hands. “Let us pray together.” 

Pastor Frank’s prayer closed the touching tribute to Andy’s life. Nathan’s throat ached with piled-up emotions it would take time to traverse. He’d never forget his uncle’s imprint on his life. 

Susan Chisholm blinked away fresh tears. “I’m glad my brother’s not suffering anymore.”

“He’s with the Lord as we speak.” Nathan allowed that reality to sink deep into him, as well as hopefully comfort his mother. “He’s in heaven coming up with new scripts for celestial theater.” 

He allowed an upbeat tone into his voice, though he, too, fought tears. During the drive from Philadelphia to Brenner Falls the day before, he’d broken down. Alone in his car, he let his tears fall freely as he rewound the memories of Uncle Andy. In his most poignant mental image, Andy had pulled Nathan aside at age six to explain that his dad was gone and not coming back. In a later memory, Uncle Andy showed him how to cook fettuccine primavera from scratch. And countless times his uncle had assured him he could do anything he set his mind to. 

Uncle Andy had made Nathan the man he was. The good parts, at least. Through most of Nathan’s life, Uncle Andy was the potent presence in the background, letting him know it would be okay. Now that presence was gone.

His mom turned and fell into the embrace of an older woman. They murmured and wept quietly together. Nathan turned at the touch on his shoulder, Ben Russo, his best friend from high school. Still his best friend. Like an oak tree, the roots of their friendship dug deep, and the branches reached far. Ben wrapped Nathan in a bear hug and held him in a tight squeeze. “I’m so sorry, dude. I know you loved Andy. We all did.”

When they drew apart, Nathan met Ben’s sympathetic expression. “Thanks, Ben. I should have come more often when he got worse. I didn’t realize—”

“He knew you loved him, and he sure loved you back. He always talked about how proud of you he was.”

“He did?” A warmer emotion swelled, penetrating the weight of his grief. Nathan swallowed the lump that ached in his throat.

“Yeah, like, all the time. Like you were his own son.”

Despite Nathan’s heartache, a half-smile slid across his face. “He was cheerful until the end. He always downplayed his suffering and joked with his home health nurses. I’d call to cheer him up, and he’d crack me up laughing. I haven’t been here in a few months, but I called him every couple of weeks.”

Ben’s dark brown eyes found Nathan’s. “How long are you in town?” 

“Till Tuesday. I took a couple extra days to hang out with Mom. Figured she’d need some TLC. Can you get together?”

“Definitely.” 

The noise in the room rose as people stood, milled around, and slowly made their way to the gym where refreshments awaited. “I think everyone in Brenner Falls came today,” Ben said. “There’s Mayor Faulkner in the second row. Right behind him in the next row are some of the cast and chefs from Seasons.” Ben pointed to clusters of people around the room. “Look over by the window. There’s Brandon Cochran with Jonathan Zeppo from high school. Remember them?”

“Yeah, they were both in my biology class senior year. I’m surprised they’re still in town.”

“And there’s Leah Albright. You remember her, of course. You guys were tight senior year.”

Nathan’s gaze slid across the room to a gathering of four women of various ages near the front of the sanctuary. “We were. Unfortunately, we lost touch after that.” What had it been, eight or so years since he’d hung out with Leah? 

Leah, his artsy but awkward friend from high school. Well, they were both awkward back then. They used to hang out in study hall and were in the same youth group at church. He could still picture her with long hair in a ponytail, glasses, jeans, and a pair of white Converse sneakers. 

And here she was, years later, all grown up and looking pretty and self-assured. She wore a long navy-blue skirt that flowed around her calves and danced across her high  heels. Her wavy light brown hair hung in layers that caught the sun as it poured through the skylight. 

“She looks good.” Ben echoed Nathan’s thoughts. “She came back a couple of years after college and lives in the same house where she grew up.”

“With her mom?” Nathan pulled his eyes away from her.

“No, I think her mom might have moved away. Leah lives there alone or maybe has a roommate.” Ben sent Nathan a sideways stare. “Pretty sure she’s still single.”

Ben’s words trailed out and found a foothold in Nathan’s brain. Still single. “The first couple of years after high school, we got together during college breaks. I haven’t seen her much since then, so I assumed she’d moved away.” He’d catch up with her during the reception.

“She works for some insurance company in town. I ran into her at the park last summer.”

Nathan and Ben joined the slow-moving crowd on the way downstairs to the gym, where refreshments waited. People stopped Nathan several times in the hallway and down the stairwell to share their condolences. 

After what felt like a half hour, they entered the gym. Voices echoes in the cavernous space, which looked the same as it had when he’d played basketball as a teenager and the youth group had all-night lock-in retreats. The church was as much a part of his heritage as his Uncle Andy was. With a twinge, he knew his spiritual health had slipped into anemia over the last two years. 

By the time Nathan reached the food table, he’d greeted and received sympathy from nearly everyone. He hadn’t yet spoken to Leah Albright, though he’d kept her in his peripheral vision. She stood about ten people away at the end of the serving line. When Ben excused himself to talk to someone, Nathan slid out of place and found Leah further back in the line. “Alright Albright.” He smiled at her, using his proprietary high school phrase for her.

She turned with a grin. “Nathan!” She slid one arm around his waist and squeezed. “I’ve been waiting my turn to talk to you. It’s so good to see you.” Her smile fell. “I’m so sorry about your Uncle Andy. He was a great man. Everyone in town loved him.”

He’d forgotten how striking her light blue eyes were and, for a split second, didn’t know what to say. “Thanks, Leah. I’ll really miss him. It’s good to see you too. How long has it been? Eight years?”

“I’ve lost count.” She gave him a contrite smile. “After college, I ended up working near campus two more years then I moved back here.” They inched forward in the line.

“You moved back to the same house where you grew up?” Ben was right, Leah had blossomed from the high school friend he remembered. She was downright classy.  And beautiful. If only Nathan didn’t live in Philly — 

“I did. My mom moved to Delaware to be near her sister the year I graduated from college, but she left the house empty. She didn’t really want to sell it, in case Garrett—that’s my brother—or I wanted to live there. I would drive back once in a while for the weekend to check on things, then two years ago, I moved back.”

Nathan snagged two paper plates and handed one to her. “I guess that means you found a job here?”

Leah gave him a weak smile and said, “Yes,” but didn’t elaborate. They reached the spread of tiny sandwiches, cut-up fruit, cheese chunks, and bowls of nuts. 

An older man in line next to him touched his forearm. “I’m sorry about your uncle, Nathan.” 

Nathan didn’t recognize the man, but his tone expressed sorrow, as if he’d known Andy well. 

“He was a pillar of the community,” the man continued. “And Seasons was our favorite place to eat. My wife and I, we loved the shows too. Such a shame. . .”

“Thank you. I agree, he was important to this town.” Nathan struggled with appropriate responses. The effort was exhausting, but he appreciated the words from each person who expressed what Andy had meant to them. Often it involved Seasons, Andy’s dinner theater. Many in the community likely wondered what would become of it. He did too.

“Want to sit over there?” Nathan asked Leah, gesturing his head toward a circle of chairs. He led the way, and they sat facing each other, balancing full plates of food on their laps. “I take it you don’t love your job,” he said. 

“Can you tell? I work at an insurance company. Dullsville, but it’s a job.” She gave him a straight-tooth smile which still lit up her face as it always had. The faint freckles scattered across her nose and her smooth skin spoke of wholesome beauty.

He might be in trouble.

Nathan glanced away from her soft-looking cheeks. “What do you do there?”

She slipped a few blueberries into her mouth. “I’m an event planner-slash-human resource assistant, but that’s a misnomer. I don’t do much event planning since the budget keeps getting cut. I help the HR director with things she doesn’t want to do, like payroll, IRA contributions.” Leah made a face as if she were yawning. 

Nathan laughed. “I thought you’d be on Broadway by now, or at least teaching voice lessons to little kids.”

“I wish.” She picked up a ripe strawberry with two delicate fingers. “Although teaching music is a good idea. I did some of that in college. Now I only sing at church and in the shower. And around the house.”

“Me too. Sing in the shower, I mean. But don’t tell anyone.” Their eyes met and a series of electric sparks began inside him. 

“What did you study in college?” he asked.

“Music and business. My mom insisted on the business, so I’d have something to fall back on.” She made air quotes. “Turns out I needed that backup plan.”

He popped a square of cheddar into his mouth, then another, unsure of what to say to that. “Still play a mean flute?” 

Leah narrowed her eyes in fake severity. “Very mean. In fact, playing it for someone would be a mean thing to do to them.”

He laughed, and she joined him. “I’m sure that’s not true,” he said. “In fact, I have memories of your exceptional talent at church and high school orchestra.” The kind of talent that made it a crime for her to be hidden away in an insurance company.

“No, I’m kidding.” She fingered the edge of the napkin spread on her knee. “I keep up with the flute and violin on my own. I play them at church sometimes. And piano.”

“Do you still come here to church?”

Leah shook her head. “I did when I first moved back to town. Last year, B. F. F.C. sent out a team of volunteers to start a daughter church on the other side of town. It’s called Real Faith Chapel. I joined the team, thinking I could help with music. It’s. . .” she shrugged. “It’s not doing all that well right now, but it isn’t fully established yet. There’s a young pastor who’s well-meaning but a little disorganized. I’m giving it a chance before I come back here.” She lifted one hand with the word here.

“A daughter church. That’s pretty cool. It’s great that this church wants to expand to other parts of town. Even a small town like the Falls.”

“I agree. I wanted to be part of the team to contribute something I know, namely music.”

“Didn’t you play an instrument for a couple of the shows at Andy’s place?”

“Excellent memory. In high school I did. That was my big break, so to speak. Which led to nothing, and I didn’t expect it to. You can imagine how hard it is to make a living playing an instrument or singing. So, I kept it as a hobby.” 

A long sigh lifted her shoulders. Nathan thought he saw a curtain of sadness fall over her face. “A lost dream.” He hadn’t meant to say it aloud. He brightened. “But hey, life isn’t over. There’s always the future.”

Leah laughed. “I’ll be sure to let you know when my first album comes out.”

Nathan grinned in response as their eyes met again. “I wonder what’ll happen to Seasons without Uncle Andy.”

“I was thinking the same thing,” she said. “The restaurant stayed open, didn’t it?”

Nathan nodded. “There’s a full-time chef there. I think it’s been the same one for years. He held things together during Andy’s illness, but I don’t know what’ll happen now. Maybe it’ll be sold.” Nathan also had spent a few summers working at Seasons in the kitchen. Andy hadn’t had the income to do necessary upgrades, then his health went downhill. Sadly, the building would probably be torn down and replaced with a new, trendy shopping center or restaurant. 

A man approached their circle of chairs. “Nathan, Pastor Frank wants to speak with you whenever you’re finished.” After a moment, Nathan recognized him as an elder at the church, Fred Bannister.

“Sure, Fred.” Nathan turned to Leah, he said, “I’m surprised I remembered his name. It came back to me, so I saved face.”

“It’s that long-term memory archive, Nathan. I’m glad it served a purpose. Mine often doesn’t.” She looked down at her empty plate.

“I’ll be back in a minute after I speak with Pastor Frank. Do you want a refill on anything?”

“No, thanks. I have to go now, unfortunately. It was nice to see you and catch up a little.” She stood.

Nathan stood and hesitated beside her. He wanted to convince her to wait for him. But she had to go, and he lived in Philly. No point in that line of thinking. “I come here sometimes to see my mom. Want to exchange numbers? That way, I can look you up when I’m back.”

Leah looked pleased and pulled her phone from her purse. “Great idea. That way, we won’t lose track of each other for another eight years.” He recited his number, and she typed it into her phone. “Here’s a text with mine.”

Nathan couldn’t suppress a grin. “Talk to you next time, Leah.”

She lifted her face from her phone. Her expression was sober, compassionate. “Next time, it’ll be happier circumstances.” She lifted her hand in a little wave and with a muted smile, left the circle of chairs. 

He spied Pastor Frank speaking to an older couple. As he walked toward him, he cast a backward glance toward Leah. She disappeared through the exit door in a swish of blue skirt.

––––––––
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“Garrett, please run over to aisle five to pick up some multigrain cereal and oatmeal, okay?” Leah said as she studied her list. “I’ll get the produce, so meet me there when you’re done.”

“Yes, commander.” He smirked. “How about if I walk instead of run?”

Leah rolled her eyes. “Whatever.” 

He’d been in the Falls for close to two weeks. Seemed like a month, but she’d gotten through it. He was her brother, after all. He acted less despairing about his job and failed relationship and had firmly settled into vacation mode. Meaning he wasn’t looking for work or helping around the house. She hadn’t brought it up, since wishful thinking had convinced her he wasn’t staying long. She could treat him like a visitor if that’s what he was, but he’d made no mention of leaving. In fact, the previous week he’d made an overnight trip to Pittsburgh to clear out his apartment. He’d returned to Brenner Falls with a rental truck full of furniture which now sat in the garage and filled one of the spare bedrooms. Leah had to park in the driveway and dreaded scraping winter frost and snow from the windshield in the coming months. Theo didn’t know what to make of this tall, sullen stranger who had suddenly appeared and wasn’t leaving. 

Maybe Garrett would be gone by Christmas. She could always wish.

Leah selected apples and bananas then went to the wall display to choose romaine, arugula, and fresh spinach. Her thoughts seeped back to the funeral a few days earlier. It had been a fitting tribute to a man everyone had loved for his integrity, faith, and kindness to those he met, whether the mayor or the local garbage collector. She’d expected, even hoped to run into Nathan Chisholm. In high school, they’d been platonic friends and shared a couple of classes. Well, platonic on his side. She remembered having a mild crush on him back then. They went their separate ways after high school and years fell away without seeing him. Then there’d been Michael. Leah frowned. No use tainting a good memory with a bad one.

Nathan had hardly resembled the adolescent boy of her memory. He’d filled out, gotten taller. A man instead of a teenage guy with beginner whiskers and a naïve expression on his face. Now his square jaw and direct green gaze made her spine tingle as they talked together after the funeral. She knew he was only catching up with her after years of separation and silence, but she was still pleased he’d singled her out during the reception. He always had a way of making her feel important and seen. He did that with everyone, as his uncle Andy had done. The way he looked at people when they spoke, responded to them instead of only talking about his own interests. He was different, maybe because of the pain of his childhood when his dad abandoned the family. 

She regretted having left the reception so quickly. He might have come back to continue his conversation with her. But then again, he might have been snagged by a half dozen more friends sharing condolences and she’d have been left there for who knows how long. It had been past Theo’s dinner time and the service had lasted longer than she’d expected. Hopefully, he’d call her during one of his future visits. She sighed. It was a shame he lived in Philly. 

“Is this what you wanted?” Garrett appeared beside her and held up the cereal. “I got this one for me. I don’t like the ones you eat.”

“Too many nutrients?” She grinned at him.

“Tastes like sawdust. I’d rather have eggs and bacon.” 

“You can make eggs and bacon for yourself whenever you like.” Leah stared at him pointedly. “You’ll contribute to the groceries, right?”

“Uh, okay. Sure. I have some money in savings.”

Leah blinked. “Okay, sure? You were planning on coming for an undetermined time period without contributing anything?”

“No, of course not. I’ll get a new job soon.”

“And in the meantime, you have savings, you said.”

Garrett grunted and he surveyed the aisles behind them. “This grocery store doesn’t have much selection. My grocery store in Pittsburgh is huge. They have everything.”

“This is a smaller town, as you know. You’ll have to adapt.” And if you like your bigger store, go back to Pittsburgh.

They got into line behind seven or eight people. “There aren’t many cashiers working tonight,” he said. “Look, they have seven, eight cash registers and only three people working. That slows everyone down after work when it’s crowded.” He looked around. “Looks like everyone in town is here in this store. It’s gonna take us forever to get home.”

“Maybe they have a labor shortage,” she said lightly. The line budged in front of her, and they stepped forward.

“You have an answer for everything, don’t you?”

Leah let out an exasperated sigh. That was why she didn’t want to live with Garrett. “You complain a lot, Garrett. Don’t you have anything pleasant to say?”

He frowned as if thinking of her question. “No. Not really.”

“How about the fact that you’re not on the street?”

“Yeah, right, okay. I guess I’m supposed to show gratitude that I can live in our mom’s house. It’s not even yours, Leah.”

“I’m not saying you should be grateful to me. Just grateful in general. You’re right, it’s not my house. Be grateful you have a place to go instead of . . . since you, uh, lost your job.”

“Thanks for reminding me, sis. Move up, it’s our turn.”

They reached into the cart and put their items on the black conveyor belt. The cashier gave them a cheerful greeting, despite the scores of shoppers she’d likely dealt with already that day.

Leah’s brief conversation with Garrett left a bad taste in her mouth. Why couldn’t they have normal interactions instead of sparring? Was it her fault? She could understand why Ginny had broken up with him. Hopefully, he’d find a job soon and move on and she’d get her privacy back. In the meantime, she should set some ground rules. No, as he’d said, it wasn’t her house. They were both there at their mom’s invitation. 

The brick ranch house sat on a shady avenue three streets from the center of downtown, which made it practical to do errands by foot. That evening, she and Garrett had three bags apiece, more than she normally carried. 

“Do you carry groceries home every time you shop? All the way to the house?” Garrett asked.

Leah shrugged. The handle of the heavier one dug into her hand. She shifted the bags to opposite sides. “I don’t usually have this much. But there are two of us who eat and two of us to carry stuff.”

“Huh. If you say so.” Garrett groaned and shifted his bags. “Some of those houses are really run down. I hadn’t noticed before.” 

The shadows deepened. Leah let Garrett’s commentary pass and focused on the house that was now in view. Her new strategy with Garrett would be to ignore his negative comments. Then an idea came into her mind. “I’ll tell you what, Garrett. I know you probably want to be more positive, so I’ll help you. Every time you complain about something, I’ll sing a couple of lines of a song. Maybe a Christmas song, or a Broadway classic.”

“Maybe I’ll avoid you, then.”

“It’s not like I sing poorly. It’ll make you more aware.” 

They walked in silence for a couple of minutes. “It’s freezing out here,” Garrett groaned.

“It’s beginning to look a lot like Christmas. . .” Leah sang.

He held up his free hand. “Okay, sorry. It’s not cold, it’s seasonal. It’s invigorating.”

“Ah, that’s much better.” She couldn’t stifle a giggle. In the yellow light of the streetlamps, she could see a faint smile stretch his mouth as well.

––––––––
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The next Sunday, following the service at the small daughter church, Leah spent a few minutes greeting church members, including an elderly couple visiting for the first time, and her new friend Blair McCartney. Blair lived near the rented church building. She waved at some of the high schoolers who helped with refreshments but didn’t stop at the table on her way to the door.

Leah emerged into the fall air and breathed deeply of her favorite time of year. The church met in a strip mall only about twenty minutes’ walk from her house. Soon, the cold would arrive, and she’d have to drive instead of walk. 

Leah tapped Abbie’s number. She and Abbie O’Reilly had grown up on the same street, had gone through every grade together, and had been best friends for as long as Leah could remember.

“Hey, Abbie.”

“Hey, girl. How was church?” Abbie’s perky voice filled her ear.

“It was okay. Honestly, I’m not sure this little church is going to make it. I think Pastor Todd has good intentions, but he’s not organized. His sermon was all over the place. Not sure he’s gifted for it, but I wanted to support the church plant. But mostly, I end up frustrated.”

“Hmm. That’s too bad. It’s so sweet of you to try to help, though, and be part of the core group. If he doesn’t see his weaknesses, God may use you there to fill in some gaps.”

Guilt stabbed at Leah. She should have done that before Abbie suggested it. . . try to help and fill in gaps rather than criticize and act like a consumer. “That’s a good point. It’s not about what I get, but what I can give.” Wasn’t that the reason she volunteered to be part of the founding team? To help? “I should pray about ways to help instead of comparing it with B. F. F. C., which may have started in the same way ages ago.”

“I bet it did. I miss seeing you there, but I understand and support your desire to take part in the new one.”

“I miss being there. But it’ll be neat to see how this new one takes shape in the coming months.” That is, if she can look for potential and not fill out her report card every week. Shame pricked at her. 

“How are things going with Garrett?” Abbie asked. 

Leah sighed. “You know we don’t get along too well. But today’s my day to recognize my faults. I haven’t been the nicest sister to him. He’s kind of negative, doesn’t help enough. . . but really, a lot of our bickering goes way back. He was mean or indifferent to me when we were kids. But I’m the Christian, and I need to look beyond unpleasant behavior, right? I need to try to put myself in his shoes. He lost his job and his girlfriend in the same week and now has to start at zero after years in the same company. He’s going through a hard time. But he’s still not easy to be around.”

“I’m sorry that hasn’t been a smoother transition. Maybe if he gets some interviews he’ll be encouraged. That may lead to a change.”

“Huh. I doubt it. He’s always been a glass empty kind of guy. Opposite from you, Abbs.” It was true. Abbie’s upbeat cheer seemed to be a constant. Leah didn’t know how her friend did it. They had the same faith, but Leah’s was so up and down. Being around Abbie was a steadying reminder to stay optimistic, to focus on freeing truths. Leah was usually optimistic in a general way, though occasionally, she faked it for appearance’s sake as an ambassador of God. Usually, she felt like a fraud. In Abbie’s case, it seemed to bubble up from an invisible spring somewhere inside her. All their years of friendship, and it hadn’t yet rubbed off on Leah. 

“By the way,” Leah said. “I was at B. F. F.C. for a funeral a couple of weeks ago, for Andy Evans, who owned Seasons Dinner Theater.”

“Oh, I’d heard he died. I didn’t know him well, but he seemed like a wonderful man. Such a shame. What’ll happen to the theater?”

“No idea. It’ll probably get sold or torn down, since it needs a lot of repairs. That would be a shame. It meant a lot to our family.” Melancholy puddled inside as she pictured the beloved Brenner Falls institution bulldozed and replaced by a strip mall. “The restaurant’s still open, though.” 

She turned the corner, and her house came into view. “I saw a few people from high school at the funeral. Do you remember Nathan Chisholm? Andy was his uncle and a father figure for him. You know, after his dad left town.”

“I do remember him. You and he were good friends back in the day.”

A flush of warmth filled Leah’s chest as she remembered her encounter with Nathan. “Yeah, he was a good friend. It was nice talking to him, catching up a little.” And he’s turned out rather gorgeous. No use in saying that to Abbie. Yet. The day of the funeral, they’d talked about her news more than his. She still knew nothing of his life. “He lives in the Philly area now working for some firm, I don’t know what. He and Andy were so close, I was sad for him and his mom.” 

Leah climbed the steps of the front porch and flopped into the chair by the door, the same chair where Garrett had surprised her two weeks earlier.

“Yeah, that’s hard, especially if Andy was like a dad to him. You lost your dad too, so you have that in common.”

“I hadn’t thought of that. Our conversation was cut short. Whenever I ever see him again, I’ll bring that up. He’ll know I understand what he’s going through.”

“His mom is still in town, right? He’ll probably come back to see her.”

An unreasonable spark of hope popped in Leah’s mind. “Maybe he will. We exchanged numbers, so he knows how to reach me. Hopefully we’ll stay in touch better.” Even though Abbie was her best friend, it felt safer to keep her hopes down, her voice detached. 

After they disconnected the call, Leah went inside to make a sandwich. She heard faint music from Garrett’s room down the hall as she passed through the living room to the kitchen. He was slightly less grumpy in recent days. Maybe her singing did him some good. Leah laughed aloud. Definitely not. More likely, he was tired of squabbling with her. Some ambassador of God she was. If only she could be more like Abbie, with authentic joy and optimism. 

Leah frowned. Not only was she wrapped in guilt from her attitudes toward her church and Garrett, but Christmas was coming. That required a huge effort to fake holiday cheer, as she’d been doing for years. 

It was easy when her dad was alive because back then, it wasn’t fake. She’d truly loved Christmas because he had, and he’d made it a magic season for their family. She could almost hear her own childish peals of laughter when he dressed up as the Grinch either at home or for one of the Seasons holiday programs.

With his buoyant effervescence, it was easy to get excited. It had been her favorite holiday of the year. Ever since his sudden heart attack and death, there was a void inside her like a burnt-out hole when she thought of the holidays. Christmas and missing her dad simply went hand in hand. As a result, New Years was her favorite holiday, because Christmas was over by then. 

So, she compensated. Most people thought she loved Christmas, like her dad had, since she decorated the entire house, inside and out, always had a tree that touched the ceiling, and usually hosted a cookie exchange, an open house, or a dinner party. That year, she wasn’t sure she could muster the interest in any holiday activity. If she didn’t, her cover would be blown. Everyone would know that ever since her dad had died, she’d become a Scrooge.
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Chapter Three
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Nathan ended his thirty-minute call with his largest marketing client. The company rep had asked a deluge of questions about the campaign set to launch the following week. Even though the man had hired Nathan’s firm to manage his account, he called often to ask questions, make suggestions, and keep a controlling hand on the campaign.

A growl sprang from Nathan’s stomach. It was nearly one o’clock. He reached into his desk drawer and grabbed the sandwich he’d thrown together that morning, then took the stairs two at a time to the front door. City sounds engulfed him, and he breathed deeply of the fall air, barely laced with chill. His feet moved on autopilot as he started his daily walk two blocks from his office building along the crowded urban sidewalk to a small square of green behind a bank. There, he made a beeline for a bench next to a miniature pond. 

Leaving the building lightened his spirits like being let out of a cage. He still had at least a month before fall temperatures coaxed him into a coat and gloves. Even in winter, he continued his lunchtime walks. The idea of eating at his desk, as so many of his colleagues did, made his stiff legs feel even more cramped. He slowed his pace, training his attention away from his annoying phone call and toward the green canopy over the pond’s surface. Green and orange leaves encircled the pond. The full kaleidoscope wouldn’t arrive for another month.

Time passed quickly, but he still had ten minutes before returning to the office when his phone vibrated in his pocket. He pulled it out but didn’t recognize the number. “Hello?”
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