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Snow fell from the sky at a listless, melancholy pace. Susannah was early, like normal.

Susannah was always early.

Early to graduate high school so that now she was the only teenager she knew who was already this bone-crushingly, soul-wearyingly tired. As if she’d lived four or five decades already.

Dear God, when did I grow so old?

She slipped into her regular spot in the sanctuary. Folks at Orchard Grove Bible Church worked themselves up about a fair number of important issues, pew placement being fairly high up on the list.

Some things would never change. Her aching spirit knew that much with an unyielding certainty. Like the snow. It would keep on falling, keep on covering the drab, muddy winter scene in a beautiful, pristine white, but by tomorrow the landscape would be painted only with grays and browns. Murky, dirt-stained, a smudge of mud and slush, just like it had been when she woke up this morning.

Father, forgive me for grumbling, and help me to be thankful for everything. Even the snow and the mud.

“Good morning, Susannah.”

She forced herself to smile at the pinch-nosed woman leaning over the pew in front of her.

“Good morning.” Susannah accepted Mrs. Porter’s stiff, awkward hug. Most folks at Orchard Grove were content with a handshake from a comfortable three feet away, but since last fall, Susannah had been hugged, embraced, or otherwise enfolded against every bosom of every retired farmer’s wife in town.

Mrs. Porter clasped Susannah’s hand in hers. “And how are you doing?” She put special emphasis on each word, as if to convey a hidden meaning behind the otherwise mundane question.

Last fall, Susannah might have lied that she was fine, but she knew better now. Knew that Mrs. Porter and those like her expected a certain degree of dignified stoicism. It was a role. The role of the tragically bereaved heroine.

“Thanks so much for asking. I’m feeling ok.”

She also attached some unstated significance to this last word, and Mrs. Porter smiled, apparently satisfied at the depth of expression in Susannah’s inflection and features. She held onto her hand for just a second more before adding, “You know, we’re all praying for you,” and dismissed herself without another word.

Susannah had only recently learned how these promises to pray could abruptly end any conversation. She’d heard it all too often. People had no clue what to say, so after an awkward moment of trying to cheer her up, they simply told her they would remember her in their prayers. Words that might make a newcomer to Orchard Grove grateful, but Susannah had been born and raised in this congregation. She knew enough to suspect that Mrs. Porter and her friends from the church’s women’s missionary league spent ten minutes gossiping about Susannah’s personal life for every two seconds they actually prayed about it.

Did you see the Peters girl in church yesterday? I thought she looked a little pale. Or maybe it was just the dim light.

No, I ran into her at the store just a few days ago, and she was in such a rush to get by, she didn’t even notice me.

It’s to be expected. You know, she’s not even twenty yet, poor thing.

Poor thing ...

Poor thing ...

Susannah glanced at the Bible in her lap, drawing a small dose of comfort as she ran her fingers across the leather cover.

Thank you, Father, for the precious gift of your Word.

The book binding was fancier than she might have liked. She didn’t want people to think she was the kind of Christian who paid more attention to her Bible’s exterior than to the holy words it contained. She also had to fight off a twinge of guilt when she thought about believers in other countries where Scripture was so scarce. Where she could send ten or twelve or twenty paperbacks for the price of this one engraved edition.

But it was a gift from her mother, a gift she would cherish. One of Susannah’s only belongings that she planned to take with her when she made it to the mission field.

If she made it to the mission field.

When, God? Is it ever going to happen? Why would you put this desire into my heart if you’re never going to bring it to pass?

So many questions. So much silence.

That was all she’d encountered during the past four months. Four trying, exhausting, torturous months.

The din from the foyer increased. Almost everybody at Orchard Grove Bible Church arrived exactly five minutes early. Any sooner and it looked like you were trying too hard. Any later, you’d get glared at as you made your way to find an empty space in the pews. Not that Orchard Grove was overly crowded. There were as many empty seats as filled ones, but they were interspersed so inconveniently across the sanctuary that you would have to step over five or seven or ten different pairs of legs before you could sit.

Orchard Grove’s self-imposed punishment for those guilty of tardiness.

Susannah inhaled deeply. Well, Lord, I’m here. It’s been such a long week, but you know how much I’m craving to connect with you today. Please show up, Lord.

That had been her prayer so often lately. Just asking God to show up.

Crying softly in her room, unable to accept the reality of what had happened. Please show up, Lord.

Stroking Kitty’s forehead, wishing for some kind of breakthrough. Please show up, Lord.

Staring at her phone, knowing she would never hear his voice again, still holding onto some sort of senseless hope that he might call.

Please show up, Lord.

Pastor Greg made his way up front. He and his wife were new to Orchard Grove, but he had already learned that the retired orchardists’ and farmers’ wives here appreciated — no, demanded — punctuality. Each week he opened the service at 10:29 and ended at 11:44 without fail. This morning, with about thirty seconds to spare, he smiled at the congregation, and Susannah ran her fingers over her name embossed on her Bible.

Susannah Wesley Peters. A play on words. An homage to some great-uncle or other distant ancestor named Wesley as well as a tribute to Susannah Wesley, the mother of John and Charles. The original Susannah Wesley had never traveled to foreign countries spreading the gospel, never preached to crowds of thousands, never penned hymns or sermons that survived to this day. But she interceded for her sons, who rose up to serve foundational roles in the enlightenment movement on both sides of the Atlantic Ocean. Susannah had lost track of how many times her mother had told her about Mrs. Wesley’s commitment to God, how she would flip the skirt of her apron over her head in order to create a mobile prayer closet. How she devoted several hours a day to interceding for her family and maintained regular times of fasting to ask God to use her children to advance his kingdom.

Susannah was grateful for the prayerful example of her namesake, but on days like this, she wondered if praying was the only work for God she’d ever accomplish.

Father, don’t you see I want to do so much more?

Sometimes the hunger to move from Orchard Grove, to be God’s agent of revival and salvation to distant shores was so great it was like a tidal wave ready to surge through her spirit. And when it came crashing down, she couldn’t be held responsible for whatever damage was caused by the tsunami of her passion.

And other times, she felt like Orchard Grove’s dried-up riverbed, its smooth and rounded rocks the only indication of the rushing waters that had once flowed so powerfully through her.
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CHAPTER 2
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“Good morning, brother.”

Scott glanced at the large clock hanging up in the foyer. “It’s afternoon now, isn’t it?”

Carl chuckled. “I suppose you’re right. I’m still not used to this late service. Well then, good afternoon. How’s that?”

Scott shook his pastor’s hand. “That’s better. And how are you?”

Carl patted his pot belly. “Wife’s still got me on that high-fiber, low-carb diet of hers. So I’d say that I’ve been better, because what I’m really craving is a nice steak and baked potato dinner.”

Scott smiled. “It’s a good thing Christmas is coming up then, isn’t it?”

Carl nodded. “You’re joining us Christmas Eve, aren’t you?”

“Wouldn’t miss it. Unless your wife’s going to replace her traditional ham with tofu.”

Carl chortled. “Not even my Sandy would be that crazy.” He clapped Scott on the back. “You enjoy the service,” he said, “and then why don’t you come over and eat with us? Call it early supper or late lunch. You can take your pick.”

“You sure?” Scott asked. “Wouldn’t want to impose last minute.”

Carl shook his head. “Not an imposition at all.” He grinned and nudged Scott playfully. “Besides, you come over and Sandy’s just that much more likely to fix up something sweet for dessert. Not her usual whole wheat almond milk pudding or whatever that health-nut stuff is she’s been trying to force feed me.”

Scott nodded. “It’s a deal.” He glanced into the sanctuary, already crowded ten minutes before the start of service. “I guess I better find a seat. You know, you keep preaching the Word like you’ve been doing, this place is going to need a whole new addition to hold everyone even with the extra service.”

Carl nodded. “That would be a nice problem to have, wouldn’t it, brother?”

Scott glanced around the sanctuary even though he wasn’t sure what or who he might be looking for. He’d attended St. Margaret’s since arriving back in the States, but he knew less than a dozen members here by name. He still wasn’t sure where he fit into the fellowship. A thirty-something-year-old bachelor was something of a congregational misfit. He was too old for the college and careers group, or at least he felt like it the time or two he’d tagged along for Frisbee golf or bowling. He’d spent the first decade of his adult life on the mission field and never settled down long enough to marry, so he didn’t belong in any of the Bible studies or prayer groups for couples, parents, or divorcees, either.

He liked St. Margaret’s Church. Liked that there were groups for everyone. Everyone, that is, except for singles in that in-between age group where you’re not fresh out of the nest but certainly not middle-aged either, where you’ve spent your entire adult life on the mission field and don’t want to admit how difficult it’s been adjusting to a comfortable, relatively stress-free life in the States.

Well, maybe stress-free wasn’t the right way to put it. For the past two years, Scott had overseen the home office for Kingdom Builders, the mission agency he’d worked with ever since he finished his Bible college certificate. And now that their community engagement manager had left to work at some girls’ home up in Vermont, Scott was in charge of the recruitment arm of the ministry as well. Sometimes he jokingly grumbled about working sixty or seventy hours a week on his pitiful missionary salary, but then he realized that even if he had more free time, he wouldn’t know what to do with it.

Things were different earlier this year. He’d leave work at 5:30 each day, half an hour before Susannah ended her shift at the assisted living home. Just enough time for him to get home and heat up a quick freezer meal before calling her. Ask about her day. Listen to the smallest details — the Bible verse she’d read that morning or the resident she’d been able to pray with during her shift. The way she chattered about her work, you’d think she’d received a special Mother Theresa-like call from God to change bedsheets and spoon-feed the elderly way out there in central Washington.

Until you got her talking about missions. About how she physically hurt sometimes with the burning desire to carry the gospel to the nations. Nobody within a fifty-mile radius could deny that she was called to foreign soil. Not that Scott had actually been within a fifty-mile radius of Susannah Peters, but over the years he had met enough missionaries and prospective workers to get a feel for the kind of believer who would be most effective in the field. The day he’d interviewed Susannah for the Kingdom Builders summer internship, he emailed his field director and told him he’d found the next William Carey. Or maybe the next Hudson Taylor, he couldn’t remember. Either way, from that first phone conversation on, Scott knew this was a young woman with an incredibly unique calling and passion.

Which was what had made the past four months so complicated.

But that’s life for you. If he’d learned anything from his decade overseas, it was that God has a way of keeping you on your toes. Never get too comfortable. Never settle down.

Even Scott’s stint in Massachusetts was temporary. His two-year commitment to the home office was up in March, and then he was off to wherever God might lead him next. The Kingdom Builders had fields all across the world, and every single one of them was in need of mission support. When people asked what he did overseas, Scott’s go-to response was that he was the “missionary to missionaries,” offering spiritual guidance and soul care to the men and women working on the front lines. It was the perfect job for him, really. Perfect for someone with no family connections, nothing tying him down.

Of course, now that he was overseeing the home office, he was more stationary, but he managed to find reasons to leave the country every three or four months, even if only for short stints.

He enjoyed the lifestyle. Appreciated the freedom. He rented a small bachelor pad in Medford, just a ten-minute walk from the Kingdom Builders home office. With the Boston public transportation system running so efficiently, he never even bothered buying himself a car. The fewer roots he established here in the States, the easier it would be to leave the next time God called him overseas for a long-term placement. It’s the way he’d lived for the past decade, the way he’d probably keep on living for the rest of his life. The fact that he could walk into a church service with three thousand other people and realize that there wasn’t a single one here who would miss him if he hopped on a plane tomorrow was a small price to pay for the ministry he was able to lead. The life he was able to enjoy.

A life of excitement. Travel. Freedom.

That’s the way he wanted it. That’s the way it would be.

Scott found an empty seat toward the back of the sanctuary and sat down, wondering what the church service would be like where Susannah Peters lived in Orchard Grove — a quaint, quiet town that he’d never heard of until this time last year.

A quaint, quiet town he’d never been to and no longer had any reason to visit.
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Susannah could lose herself so easily in the old hymns that she actually found herself siding with the octogenarians whenever the incendiary classic-versus-contemporary-music debate surfaced at the Orchard Grove church business meetings.

“There is a fountain filled with blood drawn from Immanuel’s veins ...”

She could picture her Savior there, hanging on that cross, the blood on his brow like great beads of sorrow and love mingled together, testifying to his mercy and grace.

“And sinners plunged beneath that flood lose all their guilty stains.”

She’d grown up at Orchard Grove. Listened to that old piano every Sunday for nearly two decades. There was another church on the other side of town. More contemporary. More young families. She’d tried it out a few times after graduating. Her mom had encouraged her, probably thinking Susannah’s chances of finding a suitable Christian husband were better in a congregation whose average age wasn’t over seventy-five. But Susannah had always come back here.

Not that Orchard Grove was perfect. They’d gone through more than their fair share of preachers over the last two decades, weathered a scandal or two, but the church still stood, its steeple pointing proudly heavenward in spite of its peeling paint and weather-worn siding.

God, I feel so comfortable here that sometimes I worry I’m going to stagnate completely.

That was Susannah’s biggest fear. Ever since she was twelve, since the day she went on that youth retreat and heard the speaker talk about the unreached people groups of the world, she’d known she was called to the mission field. While still in junior high, Susannah had begged her mom for a set of missionary biographies and promised to write a paper about each one as part of her homeschool studies.

She’d devoured those stories. God, you were so real to those people. You called them, and they followed you.

It sounded simple, really, how these men and women would receive their call, obey their call, and make church history in the course of a hundred and twenty pages or less. Susannah had assumed her own life on the mission field would be that straightforward as well.

What went wrong, Lord? She’d asked that question so many times she stopped expecting an answer. As far as she could tell, it was an issue on which heaven would remain eternally silent.

The worst part was wondering if it was somehow her own fault. Did she lack the necessary faith? Had she missed God’s direction at some point along the way? Allowed other idols to replace her calling? Or maybe the Lord had given up on her. Changed his mind and decided she wasn’t fit to become a missionary after all.

“E’er since by faith I saw the stream thy flowing wounds supply, redeeming love has been my theme, and shall be till I die.”

As the singing continued, Susannah sighed, ignoring the tears that streaked down her cheeks. The people at Orchard Grove were used to her emotional scenes by now. It was fitting, wasn’t it, to still be crying four months later? Even if she wanted to, she couldn’t stop herself, couldn’t dull the ache in her heart that grew and swelled with each refrain of the familiar hymn.

“And shall be till I die, and shall be till I die ...”

Sometimes she wondered if God used the past year to give her a glimpse of heaven and then took it away just to remind her that this world was never meant to be her home. That was one way to explain the loss. The sadness.

She glanced around the sanctuary at the Christmas decorations, the pine-needle arrangements on the windowsills, the holly and ivy laid over the pulpit. Had it been a full year already?

She was looking for a summer mission program. Nothing more. A way to test out her calling to become a full-time missionary. A chance to step out of her little Orchard Grove comfort zone, to see if she could handle the distance, the separation from her family.

It was only supposed to be one little phone call. A ten-minute conversation where she could ask a few questions she had about the Kingdom Builders mission internship.

She would have never guessed it would lead to so much emptiness and confusion.

God, what did I do wrong? Please tell me so I can repent and be forgiven.

Even as she prayed, the words from the hymn covered over her doubts and sorrows. She knew that after the music ended, she’d have just as many questions, but for now, she would rest in her love for her Savior, no matter how silent he remained.

She shut her eyes and lifted her hands, refusing to think about the people behind her who would probably stare.

Redeeming love has been my theme, and shall be till I die.
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Scott appreciated the extra afternoon service at St. Margaret’s Church. For starters, the parking lot after the other two services was too crowded for a pedestrian who didn’t want to get hit. Secondly, now Sundays were the closest thing to a true day off he’d experienced in years. Earlier that morning, after going through a few emails he knew he couldn’t put off, he’d popped in his earbuds and gone on a jog, with nothing but his thoughts and his Christian rock music to keep him company.

Sometimes he felt guilty. As if a missionary who ministered to nearly a thousand believers around the world should probably lead a more disciplined prayer life. He’d gone through spurts of praying off a list, but after a few weeks of asking God the exact same things for the exact same people, he found it impossible to keep sludging through the monotony. Besides, somewhere in the back of his head was the idea that the most effective prayers were spontaneous anyway. Whenever he went for his morning run, he set off with the best of intentions of spending that time with the Lord but inevitably wasted his mental energy daydreaming.

Usually about Susannah.

The music was his pitiful attempt to tune out her memory, but that was never as effective as he hoped it would be. No matter how high he turned up the volume, her voice was stuck in his head.

It was there this morning when his feet pounded the pavement, sending shock waves up his shins and radiating through his knees.

It was there now when the worship band at St. Margaret’s fired up their electric guitars and keyboard, when the music was so loud it surrounded him 360 degrees.

“Jesus, healer of my soul, comfort in my sadness.”

He heard the words, but all he could think about was that voice he’d listened to during those countless phone conversations.

Phone conversations long enough, intense enough that the sound of her voice would be forever trapped in his head. Playing and repeating like one of his grandfather’s broken records.

Telling him about that day when she was twelve — just a few years ago, really — when she’d received the call to become a missionary.

She was one of the lucky ones. Scott’s own path to the mission field was far more mundane. He was about to graduate Bible college with his two-year certificate and didn’t know what to do, so his professor suggested he attend the Urbana World Missions Conference, an event bringing together tens of thousands of missions-minded college students and young adults trying to hear God’s call on their lives.

Scott loved the Lord. Had loved him ever since he was a little boy sitting on his grandfather’s knee, listening to stories about Jesus feeding the five thousand with only a couple loaves of bread and a few fish. The stories were so real and his grandfather’s faith so strong that every time Scott caught a whiff of a certain brand of aftershave, part of his spirit was transported back to that day when he knelt by his grandfather’s bed and asked Jesus to forgive his sins and become the Lord of his life.

“Son, God’s going to do amazing work through you.” His grandfather’s voice was scratchy, strained after decades of preaching in churches and at old-fashioned tent-revival meetings. So gruff for a man that soft and lovable. “God’s going to do amazing work through you.”

Maybe it was a proclamation. Maybe it was just the kind of thing adults say to kids after they ask Jesus into their hearts. Either way, Scott wished sometimes his grandfather could see him now. Childish as it might sound, he wanted to make him proud.

“Calm the raging storms in me. Open my eyes and help me see.”

The words were simplistic. Scott had never heard the song before, but he could join in with perfect accuracy. He wanted something deeper, something to engage his mind.

Distract him from those omnipresent thoughts of her.

Sometimes he wondered if Susannah Peters existed at all. Was she a living, breathing person or simply an idea?

A phantom?

Sometimes when the disappointment grew too raw, too painful to endure, he told himself he’d made her up completely.

There is no Susannah Peters. She isn’t real.

After all, how well can you really know somebody who lives three thousand miles away? No matter how many hours you may spend every evening talking about missions, about theology, about the work of the Holy Spirit in your day-to-day lives, when you say good-night and hang up that phone, you haven’t been talking to flesh and blood at all.

You’ve been fellowshipping with a figment of your imagination. Because Susannah Peters as you think of her isn’t real.

So why is her voice in your head when you pray or read your Bible or schedule meetings at work if she doesn’t exist?

How can you miss her so much so that it becomes a physical ache? How can you mourn over losing someone you never knew?

How can you fall in love with a woman you’ve never even met?
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Susannah’s soul was saturated with God throughout the singing. It wasn’t until the sermon started that her mind began to wander.

Her stubborn, unruly mind.

God, I’m trying to take every thought captive. I really am. I know I must be a terrible disappointment to you, but please help me focus instead of complaining about all these hopes that can never come true.

That’s what made it so hard, though. The fact that whatever she once had with Scott — or at least whatever her little girlish mind had thought she’d had with him — was nothing but a dream, an impossibility.

She handed Scott over to God four months ago. Four months ago, as an early autumn overtook the fields of Orchard Grove, as the leaves fluttered on the branches before surrendering to their inevitable fate, she sat on her mother’s bed, now empty, and poured out her heart to God. Told him that she was willing to give this man back to him.
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