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  Chapter 1

  
  




Brianna McPherson scowled at the two columns of numbers on her laptop screen. These numbers were going to be the death of her. The hours she’d spent watching accounting videos hadn’t made doing her books any easier. 

Still, no matter how she manipulated the figures, the expenses far outweighed the income. She needed a break so she could power through her accounting. 

She pulled up their online reviews. There was at least one place where her company seemed to do well. Eyes and Ears had a four-point-six rating.

“Please don’t tell me you’re checking our reviews again.”

Brianna twisted her head to look at Gabrielle Wallace, her best friend and sole employee. Her friend’s attention was on her computer screen.

“How did you know?”

“‘Cause I have Mommy-vision.” Gaby pointed to her sleek ponytail. “Eyes at the back of my head.”

Brianna chuckled. “Well, at least give me credit. It was the first time today.”

Gabrielle swiveled her chair. “Fingernail clap.” She hit both thumbnails together in the pantomime of a round of applause.

Gaby turned back to her computer, and Brianna scowled at hers. “Can you believe that reprobate gave us a three-star rating?”

Her brother Everton’s friend had taken offense when she refused to go out with him after she’d helped train his team of salespeople, for free.

Brianna glanced to her left at the black clock with its large bronze numbers and puffed out a breath. She remembered when she hung it on the wall after she had painted the room a cerulean blue. That had been less than six months ago. 

She’d chosen office furnishings in various shades of blue and green. Pops of pink, orange, and green potted plants paid tribute to the beauty of the island she lived on. 

The color scheme had been her way of putting her stamp on the commercial office space she rented. She’d chosen everything with her ideal customer in mind, hoping her company would be successful in a short time.

Brianna had done the research. Businesses needed help to get the word out about what they did. They needed more than someone to set up and manage their social media accounts. They needed to learn the skills that would help them position their business in the right light. That was where she came in. 

She taught marketing techniques, so they didn’t have to rely on someone else to do it for them. Yet, here she was, less than six months later, already thinking of quitting. She groaned. Gabrielle spun to look at her.

“Are you okay?” Gaby moved to stand beside Brianna and glanced at her screen. “You know if you need help with something, you can ask, right?”

Gaby rested a hand on her shoulder. Brianna wished she were the type to lean on others. Unfortunately, being the youngest of the McPherson clan had taught her otherwise. You couldn’t always depend on the people who were supposed to love you.

“I know.” Brianna made her lips curve as she peeked at her best friend. “Why?”

Gaby shrugged. “You’re not always good at asking for help.”

Brianna closed the spreadsheet and logged into a client’s social media account. She adopted a fake British accent. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Gaby rolled her eyes and dropped into her desk chair with an audible plop. “Right.”

Brianna suppressed a grimace. She wished Gaby wouldn’t drop into the chair like that. The last thing she needed was the expense of replacing office furniture.

“Quick,” said Gaby. “It’s five minutes until the official start of the weekend. Let’s not waste it working.”

Brianna twisted to look at her friend, who’d already shut down her computer and reclined against her desk.

“What’s the one thing you’re looking forward to the most this weekend?”

Brianna thought about it for a second. What she needed more than anything was rest. A solid twenty-four hours when she did nothing but relax and a bit of self-care. She couldn’t tell the last time she’d given herself a manicure. Or a pedicure. 

She wished she could spend the weekend binge-watching K-dramas or going for a drive up the coast. It had been a while since she’d done something other than work or worry. 

None of those things would happen. She would spend most of the weekend doing online jobs. It was what she had been doing, so she’d have some money to pump into the business. But she couldn’t tell her friend that. Gabrielle had enough troubles of her own. She closed her eyes and feigned ecstasy.

“A scoop of rum and raisin ice cream.”

Gabrielle giggled. “Girl, wait until you have your first child. Then every single lick of ice cream will reflect on your hips.”

Brianna allowed her gaze to flicker over her friend’s trim figure. The two were of a similar build. Even now, they could wear each other’s clothes.

“Please, you look the same as you did in college. No one would believe you have a two-year-old.” She smiled at Gabrielle. “What are you looking forward to?”

“I’m going to take Caleb to the beach. May as well take advantage of the last remaining days when the sun’s still hot.”

Brianna hesitated, her gaze flickering back to the clock. “Do you want me to come with you?”

“Nah. It’s a good chance for us to reconnect, since he spends so much time in daycare.”

“You know you can always bring him here.”

Gabrielle pursed her lips before she replied. “Yeah, but if Caleb were here, we’d get nothing done. And you’ve already done so much for us.” Gaby smoothed a hand over her hair. “I couldn’t ask you to do more.” Gabrielle stood and shouldered her bag. “Besides, this way he gets to spend time with other children his age.” 

She leaned down to give Brianna a quick hug. “Love you, girl. Now I’ve got to run. You know I can’t afford to be even a minute late, or I’ll have to deal with Pam’s stink eye and pay a late fee. Have a great weekend, Bri.”

Gaby was through the door in an instant, leaving Brianna free to brood about her expenses. Should she take that job with the local parish council? Tony Haynes asked her almost weekly if she’d consider taking a position with the company. 

Brianna was hesitant to accept his offer. She didn’t want to spend the better part of her days building someone else’s dream. And she didn’t want to make promotional videos for the parish council all day long. 

How many videos could one make about road repair and public health before they ran out of things to say? The idea of her days being limited to the needs of her parish made her shudder. 

If all she had to look forward to was the next public health campaign, she’d be bored out of her mind. She’d only be able to endure a limited number of days like that before she lost a little piece of her soul.

What she needed was a high-paying job. One that would allow her to cover some of her current expenses with a little extra to put in the bank for when the lean times came, as they so often did. 

She drummed her fingers against her chin. She should offer some kind of special to get some clients in. If she ran a few ads, maybe she could attract some larger companies who’d want a long-term contract. 

She unlocked her phone, swiped past the social media icons, and ignored the old photo of her and Gabrielle. Back then, the only thing they’d had to worry about had been exams and boys. 

Brianna opened her to-do list and added “special offer for new clients” to the already long list. So far, she’d been able to get stints to create promotional videos for small companies. But, while the experience was good, it hadn’t been enough to bring in the funds she needed to stay afloat. Still, she refused to give up.

Things would have been a lot easier if she had only herself to think about, but she also had Gabrielle and Caleb. When her friend had been widowed, Brianna hadn’t hesitated to offer her old college roommate a job. 

Would her company have been more successful if she hadn’t hired Gabrielle? The thought made her head hurt. She dropped her forehead on the desk. She needed a second. A second to exhale before she could go home and have a bowlful of rum and raisin ice cream.

* * *

Brianna slouched in a chair in her parents’ backyard. She sat as close to the back door as she could and still be considered as being outside. The McPhersons were out in all their glory. 

Her parents hosted a weekly dinner, which she attended about once every two months. More than that, she started wondering if she could divorce her family. It appeared she had nothing in common with them. 

Bruce and Yvonne McPherson looked at her as if she were a stranger. And her siblings all seemed to speak another language.

Guilt rolled through her. Was there something she should do to integrate herself into her family? She grimaced. Probably.

They had a group chat that constantly buzzed with tidbits of information. Her sister, Tonya, would share funny things her children had said or done. She’d share random things that happened during the day. As did her brothers, Everton, Paul, and Theo. 

Even her sisters-in-law were more active in the group than she was. She’d tried. She had. But when she talked about her business, explaining the importance of digital literacy, none of them seemed to understand. Their inability, or refusal, to understand, strengthened Brianna’s belief that she wasn’t one of them. Since then, she’d muted the group and only accessed the chat once a day to clear the notifications.

Her family had separated into two groups. Brianna’s eyes flitted between the two groups, trying to see them with impartial eyes. The men stood under the ackee tree, chatting. No doubt about one of their three favorite topics. Sports, politics, or religion. Three subjects she disliked talking about. 

The women had also banded together, arranging their chairs so they could supervise the children. Her nieces and nephews ran screaming across the lawn. 

What would it be like to have children of her own? She ruthlessly clamped down on the thought. If her family didn’t love her enough to see through her mask, how could anyone else? She returned to studying the group.

“Why are you sitting by yourself?”

She jumped at Tonya’s voice. She hadn’t realized her sister was so close.

“No reason.”

Brianna should have joined the group of women after dinner. She suppressed a shudder. Except that she had less in common with them than she did with the men. She wasn’t sure why she bothered to come to these dinners at all. Maybe some secret desire that her family would realize that she existed…even if she wasn’t Tonya.

Tonya rolled her eyes. “You’re so antisocial.”

Right, because this was all her fault. Whenever she sat with them, they zeroed in on her. When was she going to find an actual job? Didn’t she realize she needed to rejoin the church? Wasn’t it time she grew up and dressed like a grown-up? 

Since Brianna had a healthy love of fashion, the real question was, when was she going to color her hair black? And, her favorite question of all, when was she getting married?

Usually, her sister took the lead in the interrogation, and the others chimed in. No one seemed to care that Theo was also single. Though she supposed they did the same thing to him when she wasn’t around.

“I’m not in the mood to hear a commentary on what you guys think of my life, but thanks.” Brianna gave Tonya an insincere smile.

“Whatever, Bri-Bri.”

Brianna gritted her teeth. She would not let Tonya goad her into a fight. Her sister rolled her eyes and flounced away. For such a petite woman, she had a lot of attitude. 

Brianna checked her watch. She’d stay another fifteen minutes, and then she’d leave. By then, she’d have met her mother’s rule about proper etiquette. She didn’t want a lecture about how rude it was to sneak out immediately after eating. 

In the meantime, she would use the time to do something productive. She pulled up the graphic design app on her phone and began creating social media posts to share on her Eyes and Ears profile.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




Daniel Hutchinson sat at one end of the oval table in the conference room. The leaders of his church surrounded him, including the conference president, Errol Brown. 

Daniel swiped his palms on his pants, not because they were sweaty, but because the action helped center him in the present. He’d been expecting this meeting since his father’s death five months ago.

“Thank you for coming,” said Errol Brown as he began the meeting. “Please accept our condolences for your loss.”

Daniel scanned the somber faces. The majority had been contemporaries of his father. They’d worked with him. Served on the same boards. They felt at least a fraction of the pain he did. He swallowed hard. Their sympathy was sincere.

“Thank you.”

Pastor Brown nodded. “I know your time is valuable, so I’ll get to the point.” Errol Brown propped his elbows on the table and steepled his fingers. “The congregation of Hope Church has been declining for the past year.”

Daniel swallowed. He’d noticed. Lived it. Watched the once vibrant congregation dwindle at the same speed that cancer sucked the life from his role model, Francis Hutchinson.

“We,” Pastor Brown took a dainty sip of water. “Didn’t intervene because we understood your father wanted to continue to serve his flock as long as possible.”

And he had. Until he’d collapsed in the pulpit. The image of his father’s emaciated body lying pale and motionless before the congregation flashed before his eyes. There had been another exodus after that.

“However,” Pastor Brown’s nostrils flared like he smelled something foul. “We cannot allow the flux to continue.”

Daniel frowned and scanned the room again. The sympathy he saw in the eyes of several conference members caused a shiver of dread to run down his spine. Whatever Errol Brown was going to say next, he wouldn’t like it.

“You understand, Daniel,” Pastor Brown leaned forward. A beam of sunlight from the window behind him made his white shirt glow as if he’d been transfigured. “While the church is a ministry, it must be a viable one.”

Daniel bristled. This was an argument he’d heard more times than he wanted to admit. A successful church had a large membership and brought in the cash.

“What determines viability?” asked Daniel, already knowing what the man would say.

“Well, of course, there are several metrics. One of which is attendance, and others include tithes and offerings.”

“And what about the people in the community? Those who benefit from the church being there? Those who receive help in their times of need or bereavement?”

Daniel had prayed and wept with the members of his community. He’d helped them build houses, counseled wayward children, and baptized those new to the faith. 

It was painful to think that the people who saw the church as a beacon of hope would have to search for that light somewhere else.

A line of sweat popped up on Errol Brown’s upper lip. “Of course, those are important things. Unfortunately, we can’t tell the utility companies that we serve the community in intangible ways. 

“They require that we pay for their services with an asset they can trade, and that commodity is cash.”

Daniel slumped back in his chair. Pastor Brown was right. It had become clear that if things continued on the downward trajectory they were on, he’d need to get another job to survive. He hated taking a salary, as things were. 

Only his mother’s reminder of Paul’s admonition that a worker was deserving of his pay had convinced him to do so. 

But every dollar that wasn’t necessary for his survival, he used to care for the members of the church. Buying supplies for the elderly members of the congregation and those who were in need.

“What is your plan for Hope?” His weariness must have communicated itself to the conference president. Pastor Brown looked at him with compassion.

“I can imagine how hard it is to realize that the church your father served for forty years may not survive his death. I understand. 

“Francis and I canvassed that neighborhood together. We must have given a thousand Bible studies and invited twice that many people to church.” 

Pastor Brown leaned back in his chair, a nostalgic expression on his face. “I don’t want to see it close either. If Hope is not self-sustaining, keeping it open could affect the other churches in the district. We didn’t make this decision lightly.”

Daniel hadn’t considered that. How Hope could become a burden to the other churches. Daniel waited for Pastor Brown to reveal his plan. 

The weight of it sucked the energy out of the room. Daniel and everyone else waited, frozen, for the words to fall from Errol Brown’s lips.

“We will keep the church open for another three months. During that time, we’ve committed a small sum to invest in resources so you can attract some new members. I would suggest an evangelistic campaign. In my experience, crusades grow churches.”

Yes, and for every three members they attracted, they lost two of them. No, thank you. Besides, with only three months, there wasn’t enough time to prepare for a campaign. They’d have to hire Bible workers, lay preachers, and an evangelist. Either that or he’d have to preach all the sermons himself, which meant a lot of studying and writing. 

A nerve pulsed at the side of his head at the thought. The last eighteen months had been hard for him and the members of his church. Going into campaign mode wasn’t the right thing for them to do at the moment. He gave a clipped nod, hoping the man couldn’t see how overwhelmed he was. 

Three months. The words reverberated through his thoughts.

Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me, for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light.

The words washed over him like a cool breeze on a hot summer day. He wasn’t sure how God was going to save His church, or if He would. But God had a plan. All he had to do was trust Him.

* * *

Daniel stood on the pulpit at Hope Church, hands braced on the podium. He looked down at the empty sanctuary, trying to remember the last time the pews had all been full. It had been a while. 

They had been hemorrhaging members long before his father’s illness, though Francis Hutchinson’s death had been a fatal blow. 

Was there something they could have done to keep the members? Should they have joined the digital revolution earlier? His father had been reluctant to use the more modern methods of outreach. Was that why—? 

Daniel squelched the disloyal thought. His father had been a good pastor who’d done the best he could.

“Something tells me the meeting today was not good news.”

Grace Hutchinson strolled down the center aisle of the church. His mother’s khaki shift dress looked as pristine as it had when she’d shown up at the church hours ago. He gave her a sad smile and met her in the front row. He’d have to tell her that the church was on the brink of closure. 

She’d already weathered so much, though you couldn’t tell by looking at her. Grace Hutchinson wore her dignity like a mantle.

“They’re going to close the church, aren’t they?”

He gawked at her. “How’d you know?”

She tapped his chin. “It’s pretty obvious what’s happening here. The conference cannot afford to carry a church that’s not financially viable.”

His lips tightened. There was that word he hated again.

“Did Errol give you a timeline?”

“Three months.”

She nodded. “I suppose it’s the best they can do, given the circumstances.” Her lips wobbled until she pressed them together. “So, what’s your plan, Pastor Hutchinson?”

The weight of his responsibility rested on his shoulders. He would be the one leading the charge. The congregants would expect him to have all the answers. He was the senior pastor; there wasn’t anyone to defer the hard decisions to.

“I don’t know.” He tucked his hands into his pockets and rocked back on his heels. “I feel God has plans to redeem this congregation, but He’s not ready to reveal them yet.”

“You know if you got married, you’d get more support from the congregants, right?”

Daniel sighed. “Why do I need to get married to pastor the church, Mom?”

“The members are more likely to take you seriously if you have a wife.”

“What does a wife have to do with my ability to lead?”

“Daniel, you’re a young, handsome man. To some members, that means you pose a threat to the young women of the church. If you’re married,” she brushed a hand against his collar. “It communicates to the church that you’re willing to commit to their needs. They feel part of your family.” She grinned. “Especially when you have children.”

“And I suppose you know the woman who’d be the perfect wife for me?”

“Of course,” she said, beaming. “I’m your mother.”

“And who, pray tell, is this paragon of virtue?”

“Jessica Smith.”

Daniel repressed a shudder. Jessica Smith, the woman who’d made her desire to marry him so clear, he was often embarrassed to be in her presence.

“Daniel Hutchinson,” his mother cuffed him on the arm. “I saw that. Sister Smith is a wonderful woman. She’s already had the experience in ministry that would come in handy.” 

Grace checked the points off on her finger. “She’s also beautiful and dresses modestly. What more could you want in a wife?”

He quirked a brow. “Love? Hobbies in common? The ability to have a conversation?”

“Those things come in time. You’ll never know unless you try.”

No, he wouldn’t, but Jessica Smith was not the one for him. He believed with all his heart that God had created the one woman who was his perfect match. He just hadn’t found her yet. And he would. 

After he figured out how to keep the doors of Hope Church open. Until then, he had no time, or desire, to complicate his life with a relationship.








  
  
  Chapter 3

  
  




Brianna looked up with a smile as a man strode through the door of Eyes and Ears. He was tall. At least six feet tall and wore dark blue slacks and a powder blue buttoned-down shirt. She perked up. 

Maybe this was the client she needed to turn things around for her business. Or he could be lost and looking for directions. 

“Hello, good afternoon. How may I help you?”

“Hi, I’m looking for Brianna McPherson.”

Her face tensed. Was she in some kind of trouble? Had she paid the rent? From the corner of her eye, Brianna saw Gabrielle twist in her chair. Curiosity radiated from her friend.

“I’m Brianna. How can I help?”

The man’s shoulders relaxed. “I would like to hire you?”

Brianna perked up. Could this be the break she needed for her firm? Her heart sped up at the thought. The man’s light brown eyes flickered to a spot beyond her left shoulder. 

“Hello.” He gave Gaby a slight wave before turning his attention back to Brianna. “Is there somewhere more private?” 

“Of course.” She rounded the front desk to stand before him. He may have been taller than she’d assumed. She stood at five feet ten inches in her low-heeled pumps, and she still had to tip her head up to meet his eyes. “Let’s speak in the meeting room.”

She led the way to the small client meeting room, trusting Gaby would take her place at the front desk in the off-chance that they had another customer in the next few minutes. Brianna shut the door behind him and faced him.

“Since you already know my name, may I have yours, Mister…?”

“Hutchinson.” 

She took the hand he extended. His grip was firm, but not unpleasantly so. What kind of work did he do that caused his palms to be so callused? She pushed aside the thought. It didn’t matter. It was not like she was planning to date him. She had no time for men. 

Besides, it would not be a good idea to get involved with someone she worked with. 

“Nice to meet you, Mister Hutchinson.”

“It’s Pastor, actually. Pastor Daniel Hutchinson.”

Her smile tightened. Churches were not her best clients. They often could not pay her fees. When they could, she had to deal with comments about her fashion choices. 

Still, what if he were from one of the larger churches in Orange Valley with a huge budget for marketing? The thought made her smile more genuine. 

Besides, her customer service training insisted that she treat him like a paying client, even if he confirmed he was not. She gestured to the chairs. This room and its decor echoed the color scheme of the main office and had a calming effect on her. 

“Please have a seat.” She settled herself across from him, the low center table between them. “Okay, Pastor Hutchinson, how can I help you?”

“I recently took over running the Hope Church from my parents after my father died a few months ago.”

Brianna murmured her condolences. She’d read about it in the paper. Francis Hutchinson had served his community for over forty years. She couldn’t imagine the level of dedication it took for one man to serve a single church that long.

“Thank you.” He paused, and Brianna allowed him a moment to gather his thoughts. “I need to modernize our communication department.” He hesitated. 

“What I mean is, the technology we have access to is decent, but—” He broke off, eyes snapping to hers. “Our church could do more to use it to get the gospel out. Do you know what I mean?”

She nodded. Brianna had taught a few churches how to harness the power of social media to boost their ministries. Unfortunately, most of them refused to change many of their old practices even after they’d been trained.

“Tonya said you could help me. She believes you have some ideas that could get us into this century. I mean, we stream the sermons, but—”

“Tonya?” A scream of frustration built up in her spirit. She pressed her lips together to prevent it from escaping. 

Breathe, Brianna, it could be some other person. After all, Tonya was a fairly common name. 

She waited until she could be calm before she spoke. “What’s Tonya’s last name?”

“McPherson-Hall.” He studied her, puzzlement in his eyes. “She didn’t tell you I was coming.”

She gulped. “No.”

She should have known the minute he’d asked for her by name. At least once a week, someone showed up at Eyes and Ears because one of her siblings had referred them to her. In the beginning, Brianna had thought helping them would at least result in referrals, but so far, they hadn’t. 

It would be nice if her siblings would consider that she needed clients who could pay. Not ones who expected her to work for free.

She met his gaze and straightened her spine. This was the moment that would either make or break her as a businesswoman. She loved helping companies and small business owners. She did. 

But love didn’t pay the bills. She needed to insist on payment upfront if she was going to propel Eyes & Ears into the black. Brianna pulled out a rate sheet from a drawer of the center table and slid it over to him.

“Pastor Hutchinson, before we continue this discussion, these are my rates. I’m going to need at least a fifty percent deposit.”

He gave her a considering look before he glanced at the paper in front of him. He scanned the page and gulped. “These prices are kind of high.”

“I’m worth it.” The words affirmed something in her. She had proven that social media could broaden the reach of a church’s ministry. 

The trouble was that many church leaders were conservative. They often balked at what she suggested. Some refused to do anything beyond the bare minimum with social media.

“Is there any way we can get some type of discount?”

She mentally counted to ten. “What was your budget?”

He ran his finger around the loose collar of his shirt as if he were wearing a tie that was too tight. “The impression Tonya gave was that you’d do this pro bono.”

Of course. She sighed. “Pastor Hutchinson—”

He leaned forward, and the tiny lines that radiated out from his iris captivated Brianna. His eyes were beautiful. And he was a client. She pressed her back against the chair, putting as much distance between them as possible. 

“I’m going to share something with you that few people in my congregation know.” He took a deep breath and sat back in the chair. 

“We’ve been hemorrhaging members for the last few years. Our conference allowed it to continue because…” He looked away for a second. 

“Because my father had been pastoring Hope Church for four decades. They didn’t want to close it while he was fighting for his life. They hoped that when I took over, things would change and the members would return. 

“That hasn’t happened, at least, not enough for them to justify the expense of keeping the church open.”

He grimaced, and Brianna got a sense that the decision made by the conference had hurt him. She could bet it was tearing him apart to watch the church his father had shepherded crumble.

“If they close Hope, the members will have to travel to another community for their spiritual needs. Some of my parishioners are old.” 

He took a deep breath and continued. “A lot of my parishioners are pensioners. They wouldn’t be able to afford the expense such a journey would entail. I have three months to increase attendance. 

“Ms. McPherson, I’m desperate. You’re my only hope. All my research shows that we need to do different things to reach people. That includes meeting them online. While I use social media, I don’t have the skills to use it to reach the people who need Jesus.” 

He pursed his lips. “That’s where you come in. I was speaking to Mac, he’s my mentor, about the challenge I’ve been given, and he agrees we need to try something we’ve never done before.”

Brianna did a mental facepalm. Of course. Mac was her sister’s husband. She now understood why so many church leaders had found their way to her.

“When Tonya got a hint of my problems, she told me about her little sister, who’s a social media genie.” 

Brianna scoffed. That didn’t sound like something Tonya would say. She was surprised her sister knew what she did. It had always seemed like Tonya was uninterested in her work. Huh. Something to think about when she didn’t have Pastor Daniel Hutchinson giving her puppy dog eyes.

“I could use a miracle, and I’m hoping you’re it.”

Brianna tried to steel herself against his story. She was a sucker for the underdog. She wanted to help him save his church, but at what cost? Was she willing to waive her fees because he found it difficult to pay? 

No, because someone would have to pay that price. Either he would have to find someone else to do the job, or she would have to close her business. 

She drummed her fingers against the desk. There must be a middle ground. “Were you considering hiring a consultant before you spoke with my sister?”

He nodded. “We were.”

“And what was the budget your church had approved?”

He named a figure that was twenty percent less than her standard rate. She grimaced. “And they weren’t able to go any higher?”

“No. Ms. McPherson—Brianna—getting them to agree to that amount was a bit of a challenge. I didn’t expect the board to approve that much.”

Brianna did some math in her head. She could make it work. She would still have to supplement her income, but the pressure would be less. 

“Okay.” She nodded. “I’d like to hear more about you and your Communication Team and what you were hoping to accomplish.” She handed him a business card and tapped the bottom with a finger. 

“This links to a questionnaire about the type of equipment you currently have access to. You’ll need to fill out a section about the goals of your ministry. I’ll need to know about your team and its capabilities. Spend some time going over the questions with your team and submit the questionnaire when you’re done.”

She opened her bullet journal and glanced at the scant entries for the rest of the month. 

“If you complete that questionnaire by next Wednesday, I can have a proposal for you in a couple of days.” 

She had some online gigs that she would need to schedule posts for. She couldn’t afford to get behind while she was working on this project, assuming he agreed to her terms. 

“Then you and I can set up some time to work on this project using Zoom or something.” She stopped when he shook his head.

“It’s kind of urgent. As I said earlier, I have limited time to get my numbers up. I have to prove to the conference that Hope is a viable congregation.” He stared at her. “Also, I’d need you to work with me on-site.”

“Pastor Hutchinson—”

“Daniel, please.”

“Pastor Hutchinson,” she pointed one finger toward her head. “What color is my hair?”

His mouth twitched. “I’d say it’s black…and blue.”

“Right. In my experience, people in the church frown on hair colors that don’t ‘naturally occur in nature.’” She applied air quotes to her last phrase. “Depending on how much training your staff needs, this project can take up to two months. Will the members of your congregation be able to deal with the color of my hair?”

“Well,” he teased. “There are some ladies in the congregation whose hair color is similar to yours. I do believe you’d be the youngest of the group.” 

When she didn’t smile, he got serious. 

“It’s true. Sometimes the church isn’t as accepting of other people’s differences as it should be. Sometimes the members are downright judgmental, but I’d like you to give us a chance to try. I want to partner with you on this project.”

She stared at him for a moment. He seemed sincere. Was it possible that the members of his congregation wouldn’t make a big deal about her hair? 

Did it matter? People acted like her hair color gave them the right to say anything that came to their minds. And that she wouldn’t take offense. 

It was annoying and often insulting, but she needed this job. Surely, she could face a little heat if it meant Eyes and Ears could stay in business. At least long enough for her to turn her finances around. 

“I can tell that someone in the church has hurt you.” He pressed his lips together. “I’m sorry that happened to you. Or that the wound hasn’t healed. Brianna, I don’t want to work with your team. 

“Tonya said you had some great ideas that could turn things around for us. She said you were the best.”

Her eyebrows shot up. Tonya had said that? He leaned forward, eyes alight with passion. 

“I want to work with you.”

Her sister was right. She had ideas on how the church could harness the current technology. Things that would make it more effective in its ministries. 

None of her previous clients had been willing to try any of them. They were content to set up a website and stream their main services. They had deemed anything beyond that as too time-consuming without being valuable. 

Would Pastor Hutchinson’s team be willing to listen to and implement her suggestions? A twinge of excitement at the thought of doing more jettisoned through her.

“Pastor, I’ve worked with a few churches. Most times, the only thing they agree to do is to maintain a social media presence. 

“My associate could tighten up your current system. She can train your team to manage their social media accounts. 

“You don’t need me showing up at your church and getting in people’s faces.”

He looked at her, trying to decipher her secrets. Seeming to make a conclusion, he gave a sharp nod. “We’ll do anything you say. Implement all the changes you suggest. Hope will be the guinea pigs for what your sister claims are genius ideas.”

“Anything?” Her lips curved into a smile.

“Well, anything that isn’t against the moral standpoint of the church or goes outside of the budget.”

This could be the chance to show the people of Orange Valley what she could do. Being more active on social media could save the church. All she needed was a chance to prove it.

“Pastor Hutchinson,” she extended a hand. “You have a deal.”
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