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    Dedicated to Martha Thiessen—


    Thank you for all the great translations,


    and thank you especially for not laughing at my horrible accent.


    



    


    Honorable mention to Shelley Bates, writing as Adina Senfit,


    for all the Chickin Pickins,


    and for letting me know why chickens don’t snore.

  


  
    Blessed is the man that endureth temptation:


    for when he is tried, he shall receive the crown of life, which the Lord hath promised to them that love him.


    —James 1:12
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    Chad Jones stared into the bottom of his empty mug.


    Since noon, peals of drunken laughter had echoed down from the office Christmas party of the business on the floor above him.


    Chad sat alone, on Christmas Eve, working. Without coffee. But he could smell the dregs from what was left in the bottom of the near-empty pot. Everyone else had gone home.


    Chad glanced around his private office, not much bigger than a closet. He had barely enough square footage for his desk and chair, one filing cabinet, and one guest chair. Not that he had many guests. It was embarrassing. The building looked passable from the outside, but there was a reason the rent was cheaper than other buildings in the same area.


    Gary, however, had spared no expense in renovating his own office, which was nearly the size of Chad’s living room.


    Upstairs, someone turned up the volume of “Jingle Bell Rock.”


    Chad gritted his teeth and tilted his head up. “I hate ‘Jingle Bell Rock’!” he called up, even though they couldn’t hear him. “Can’t you pick something else?”


    With every thump of the bass, the tape dispenser on Chad’s desk vibrated.


    He stared at the pile of paper Gary had plunked on his desk before he’d walked out. Gary had left early to be with his family. Chad didn’t have anywhere to go, and Gary knew it, but that wasn’t the point.


    After all this time, he could finally admit that his boss had no intention of making him a partner. Everything had been a ploy to get more work out of him. The only thing that would shake greedy Gary into really making him partner was if Gary actually had to do all his own work.


    Chad peeled off a sticky note and started writing.


    I quit!


    Chad


    He smiled and pressed the paper to the center of his monitor. As he pulled his hand away, the note fell.


    Chad’s smile also fell.


    Mr. Cheapskate couldn’t even buy decent quality sticky notes.


    Chad sank his teeth into his lower lip, picked up a pushpin, poked it through the note, and aimed it at the monitor.


    Testing the screen, Chad poked it with his thumb. His monitor at home was a plasma screen—hard, with a glass front—but this was an LCD and was . . . pliant.


    Even though he had no intention of really doing it, he speculated what would happen if he pushed the pin into the soft surface. Would the screen go blank? Would it blow up? Would there be a spark? It gave him a small degree of satisfaction to imagine Gary’s expression when he saw a hole in his precious bargain-basement monitor.


    Slowly, Chad pressed the pin against it, just enough to make an indentation but not enough to cause actual damage.


    Someone turned up the volume on “Jingle Bell Rock.” Again.


    A sharp bang resounded above him. The rickety overhead light rattled. Keeping his hand pressed against the screen, Chad looked up at the same time as something about the size of a quarter fell down from the ballast and landed on his head.


    Chad pushed his chair back and jumped to his feet, swiping the top of his head with both hands until he knocked something off. He stilled and stared down at a huge, dead, dust-covered spider in the center of his desktop. Then he looked at his monitor, his note pinned firmly to the center of the screen.


    The area around the pin distorted and a black oozy liquid leaked out.


    Now he knew.


    He sank back into his chair, flicked the dead spider into the wastebasket, and watched as the yellow note soaked up the black goo.


    Either Gary would make him pay for a new monitor, or he’d fire Chad for willful destruction of company property.


    Chad sighed.


    Gary wouldn’t fire him. Chad worked too hard and too long for too little pay and zero appreciation.


    As he continued to stare at his note, he crossed his arms over his chest. Nothing was ever going to change if he continued to put up with the way Gary treated him.


    Not only had he not taken a vacation in two years, he was stuck working on Christmas Eve when everyone else had gone home. Scrooge had even locked up the coffee supplies.


    Chad squeezed his eyes shut. He’d finally had enough.


    He turned his head to the door, in the direction of Gary’s office, and called out, “Gary, even though you can’t hear me, I’m telling you right now, I quit.” Out of habit, he reached to turn off the damaged monitor. “Oh, and Merry Christmas,” he muttered as he pressed the button.


    When he pushed himself away from the desk, as usual the broken wheel of his crappy chair locked.


    He squirmed out of the seat, stood, spun around, and gave it a hefty shove.


    The chair banged against the wall with enough force that his framed college diploma shook and then hung crooked.


    Gently, Chad removed it from the wall. “For all the good all my years of college did,” he mumbled as he pulled the tail of his shirt out of his pants and wiped the dust off the top of the frame. Cradling his hard-earned diploma beneath his arm, he picked up the small plaque with his name on it from the desk, retrieved his coffee mug, grabbed his coat off the coat rack, tossed his small cache of personal effects into an empty box, and headed for the door of what had once been his dream job. “Attention everyone,” he said to the empty chairs as he walked past them for the last time, “Elvis has left the building.” Except Elvis would have had an entourage to carry his stuff to his car.


    After setting the box on the passenger seat and starting the engine, Chad got out of the car to unplug the block heater. As he wound the cord, it occurred to him that he didn’t know what he was going to do. He had nowhere to go. Everyone he knew was busy getting ready for friends and family on Christmas day. He couldn’t intrude. Especially not in his current mood.


    Rather than go home to an empty apartment, Chad simply headed north. Maybe if he drove far enough, he would find Santa. Maybe he would even make it as far as the Canadian border, which had to be close to the North Pole.


    As he drove through the city, the more decorations he saw, the worse he felt.


    When he approached the city limits, rather than turning around and driving past the depressing sights again, he followed the sign pointing to the entrance for Highway 10 North and kept going.


    The recent snowfall had left a stark white covering on the fields beside the highway, almost sterile, unlike the brown slush and Minneapolis muck created from the mix of ever-increasing volumes of salt and sand that kept the roads clear, deiced, and safe for thousands of frantic rush-hour drivers every day.


    As he drove away from the city, his stress levels melted, without the necessity of industrial-grade salt.


    Instead of turning on the radio, since he didn’t want to hear Christmas music, Chad simply let the hum of the tires and the monotony of the bumps when he hit the expansion seams on the concrete highway soothe his shattered nerves.


    From inside his pocket, his cell phone beeped. “Whoever you are, leave me alone,” he grumbled as he reached into his pocket and hit the mute button without checking the call display. He didn’t want to explain his actions to anyone, especially when he couldn’t explain them to himself.


    Because there was no traffic, Chad took the turn to go onto route 371, which turned into route 200.


    He passed a sign that read Manhattan Beach, although he wondered what kind of beach would be up here and how big such a place could be, but the only Manhattan he could think of was New York City.


    Which was the last thing he wanted. More crowds.


    Chad kept driving until the sun had almost set. He flipped on the lights and started to think about turning around to go back and which highway he’d come off when a beep sounded and the gas light came on.


    Chad winced. He had no idea how far he could go before he ran out of gas.


    He didn’t want to take the chance of becoming stranded in the middle of nowhere on a cold winter night, but he had no idea where he was and he couldn’t remember the last time he’d passed a gas station. He’d declined the option when the car salesman had asked if he wanted a GPS, and now he was sorry he’d been so cheap.


    A sign pointing down a country road directing him to a town called Piney Meadows nearly made him shout for joy. He hadn’t heard of the town before, but if Piney Meadows had a sign, it had to have a gas station. He turned onto the dark, narrow road.


    Fortunately, he didn’t have to go too far before he saw the glow of lights in the distance. Not only did he need gas, he also had to use the facilities.


    The main drag was only a few blocks long, but he could see the sign for one gas station.


    It was dark.


    Chad smacked the steering wheel with his fist. The station was closed. Everything was closed.


    He pulled to the side of the road, turned the car off, and reached into his pocket for his cell phone. Despite it being Christmas Eve, he could call his best friend for help. Brad would google the town of Piney Meadows and be here in a few hours with a can of gas. Even though Chad knew he’d never hear the end of it, another blow to his already damaged pride wasn’t as bad as freezing to death in the metropolis of Piney Meadows, home of one closed gas station.


    Chad flipped open the phone and hit the unlock button, only to see the warning note for a low battery appear for three seconds before the display went blank.


    Chad stared at the phone, then looked up at the glow of lights in the distance that had guided him this far.


    The building was bigger than a house and smaller than a mall, but whatever it was, if it meant people, it was where he was going.


    Instead of using the auto start and hoping that starting the engine manually might save a few drops of gas, Chad turned the key. The engine whined, chugged a few times, then died. He dropped his head to the steering wheel, muttered a phrase he hadn’t said for a number of years, and then looked up. Ahead of him at the end of the block, two people walked on the street toward the lit area. Behind him, the headlights of another car appeared in the distance, confirming that something was indeed going on at the source of light.


    He got out of the car, hit the button to lock the doors, pulled up his collar as best he could against the biting wind, and walked toward the light, hoping he would make it before his nose turned white with frostbite. Above the building in the distance, beaming with a golden glow, was a cross.


    He nearly groaned out loud.


    A church.


    He didn’t know whether to laugh with relief or smack himself for his own sarcastic attitude. This town was so small it didn’t have what he really wanted, which was a mall bustling with people before it closed for the holiday. Instead, the hub of activity was a church.


    Just like the other buildings he’d passed, it was old and exactly what he imagined a picturesque little country church to be, although it really wasn’t so little. It was about the same size as the church his parents had dragged him to every Sunday, when he’d believed in such things. But God obviously had a sense of humor, because the church was the only place open that was warm and sheltered, and he was almost at the point of desperation.


    If it were the same here as where he’d grown up, on Christmas Eve there would be free coffee and snacks. And a men’s room.


    Just the thought of food, even stale cookies and weak coffee, caused his stomach to grumble painfully. He hadn’t eaten since breakfast, and he was so hungry he was starting to feel sick. If his queasy stomach wasn’t bad enough, his teeth chattered so hard he hoped he wouldn’t shake a filling loose. His leather jacket looked good, but it didn’t protect him from the wind. Here, in the roaring metropolis—no sarcasm intended, at least not much—of Piney Meadows, he wouldn’t have to wait overnight in his car to freeze to death.


    He’d never experienced wind like this in his life. In the city, when he ran from his car to the office building, the leather protected him. But here the buildings were too far apart and too small to offer protection. He’d heard the terminology on the radio, that the temperature was minus 5 but felt like minus 20. Now he knew what that felt like—the hard way.


    Chad quickened his pace.
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    Chad made his way across the small parking lot and headed for the door, weaving his way through the throngs of people milling about. Strangely, many in the crowd were dressed like characters from a historical novel. Some of the women wore white bonnets.


    Often when he’d flown out on business trips he’d seen small groups of women wearing such things. What their names were escaped him, but he knew it had to do with some religion. They weren’t nuns. Hutterites or something like that.


    Chad sucked in a deep breath, then nearly coughed from the sharpness of the cold. Church was the last place he wanted to be, but the costumes meant this wouldn’t be a regular service; instead it would be a holiday pageant. If that were the case, then it wouldn’t be so bad, and he could suffer through it. He would sit in the back row until the production ended. Then he would find someone who could siphon some gas out of their car into his, and he would be on his way. It was either that or spend the night in his car until the gas station opened up on Christmas Day and hope he didn’t freeze to death.


    He forced himself to look relaxed, exhaled a breath in a white puff, and entered the building.


    Near the door, a row of wide-brimmed hats hung on pegs.


    Just like the crowd outside, even the building looked like something out of a historical novel. Old pinewood planks, worn pews, and lots of old, worn wood everywhere.


    Even the people who weren’t in the play looked odd.


    About half the men wore long, dark gray coats. Some coats were fastened, but those that were open showed plain-colored dark suits beneath. Not a single man wore a tie.


    But he wasn’t there to check out local fashion blunders.


    The moment he came out of the washroom, a man approached him, smiled, and extended his hand.


    “Welcome to Piney Meadows Full Gospel Mennonite Church. Our drama is about to start. Let me find you an empty seat. We have a full house, but I am sure we can find a spot for you to sit.”


    After Chad returned the handshake, he forced himself to smile politely, hoping he looked more sincere than he felt.


    The man asked a bunch of people in one of the pews to shuffle and make room to allow Chad to squeeze in.


    “Enjoy the performance,” the man said, still smiling. “And I hope and pray you have a very merry Christmas.”


    Chad’s head spun. “Yeah,” he mumbled. “Merry Christmas.”


    The play began, allowing Chad some time to let his head clear. As the plot unfolded, he actually began to enjoy the show.


    Until the last couple of years, Chad had been to many Christmas performances, but this one was different. Most were expectedly preachy, but not this one. It was almost like two different plays were going on at the same time. For a while, the scene was the predictable storyline surrounding the actual birth of Christ, except that every once in a while the biblical characters were joined by a group of Mennonite people, who shouldn’t have been there but somehow fit the progression of the story. At least, he assumed they were Mennonites, because the person who greeted him said this was a Mennonite church. About halfway through the drama, the two groups started talking, interacting in the strangest presentation of the Christmas story he’d ever seen.


    He liked it. Not only was it unique, the music was energizing to his weary soul.


    It almost made him want to go to church again.


    Almost.


    By the time it ended, Chad’s throat tightened and he felt oddly moved, even though he knew the Christmas story inside out from seeing it almost annually. As the actors shuffled to the front and began to form a line, applause erupted throughout the audience, so he openly joined in.


    Center front onstage, the woman who played Mary, a woman with the voice of an angel, held hands with the woman who played an angel character, along with the bearded man who played Joseph. When the whole cast had lined up, they all joined hands and bowed awkwardly. The audience stood and the applause increased to a roar.


    These people were good.


    As soon as the applause died down, most of the cast fled the stage like a flock of lemmings, leaving only Mary and a few other key characters, who started to unplug microphones and wind cords.


    Being at the back, Chad arrived at the refreshment table first. He grabbed a cookie and ignored the coffee, then looked around the room for the least populated spot, which happened to be near the musicians’ area. Only one person remained—a guy about his age who had been playing the piano. He looked like an honest fellow, and Chad needed a huge favor.


    “I really enjoyed your play,” Chad mumbled around a mouthful of cookie.


    “I am glad you enjoyed it, it was our pleasure.” The man paused in piling up his music and sighed. “This was our final performance.” He straightened and turned to Chad with a somewhat sad smile. “Are you from a nearby town? We have clear highways tonight, so you will have a pleasant drive home.”


    Chad stopped chewing and looked at the man. He had the same accent as the older man who had directed him to his seat.


    “Funny you should mention that. The gas station down the street is closed. Do you know somewhere else I can buy gas?”


    “Ja, there is another gas station in the next town, about thirty miles east.”


    “I can’t go thirty miles. My tank is completely empty. My car died on the street down the block.”


    “Brian will not open the gas station tonight or tomorrow.”


    In a town this size, Chad found it amusing, but not surprising, that the piano player knew the name of the person who owned the gas station. “Then I’m going to need a favor. I won’t be able to get home unless someone can siphon some gas out of their tank into mine. I’ll pay a fair price.” He jerked his thumb over his shoulder, toward the wooden cross on the wall above the stage. “I’ll even make a donation to the church.” He swiped his hand down the side of his pants to wipe the crumbs off his fingers and extended his hand. “My name’s Chad Jones. I’m from Minneapolis, so I’m going to need a fair amount of gas to get home.”


    The man’s brows knotted, and he returned Chad’s handshake. “Ja, you will. My name is Ted Wiebe. You will need more gas than I have in my own car right now, because I must also drive all the way to Minneapolis tonight and then home again. All of the people here from my own congregation have walked. Everyone else is strangers, so I do not know who I can ask such a thing.”


    Ted’s interesting accent almost made Chad smile, except he’d started to feel a welling of panic in his gut. Not only did it look like he wasn’t getting home, he didn’t think a town this small would have a hotel. As the overnight temperatures continued to drop, he wouldn’t be alive if he had to sleep in the car overnight.


    Ted glanced at the door, then back to Chad. “You are a long way from Minneapolis to be traveling with an empty gas tank.”


    “I didn’t expect to be so far from home.” He shrugged his shoulders. “I kind of quit my job and didn’t have anywhere to go, so I just got in my car and kept driving without thinking of where I was going until I got here.” Not that he wanted to play the sympathy factor, but after all, this was a church. “So I need to look for a gas station and then I need to look for another job, but that will wait until after Christmas.” He gave a lame laugh. “Know anyplace that needs an office manager? I’ve got references.”


    Ted stopped moving, and his eyes widened.


    “I am looking for a general manager. Do you have business college or experience?”


    Chad sighed. “Yeah. Two years of college, three years of management experience.”


    “Why did you travel so far from Minneapolis? Are you moving out of the cities?”


    Chad pictured the quaint little area he’d driven through that was Main Street in this little town. He hadn’t really thought about it, but he’d never liked the hustle and bustle of the city or the rat race that his job had become. He’d received an eviction notice anyway, so he needed to find another place to live by the end of December, besides needing to find a new job. And a tank of gas. Maybe he should move to a small town. The rent and the taxes would probably be lower, too. “Yeah. I just might move out of town. Maybe even a place like this. What’s this place called? Piney Village?”


    “It is called Piney Meadows. If you are interested, I would like to interview you for a job as general manager for our local furniture factory. We handcraft old-style Mennonite furniture and ship it all over North America.”


    “That’s not something I’ve done before, but it sounds interesting. When’s a good time to talk? I assume you don’t want to have that kind of conversation here, at the church.”


    Ted checked his watch. “No, I must talk to someone in a few minutes, and then I must take her to the Minneapolis airport. I will not buy gas on the Lord’s birthday, but when I return we can siphon out what I have left in my car and you can be on your way. In the meantime, you are invited to stay at my house.”


    Chad’s chest tightened. He’d expected a member of this quaint church to be nice, but not this accommodating. “Don’t worry about rushing back from the airport on my account. I don’t have plans for Christmas day, so it doesn’t matter what time you return.” It would probably be better if he could sleep on Ted’s couch until daylight, so he didn’t have to drive without sleep on a dark highway he didn’t know.


    Ted smiled. “I only ask that, while you are at my house, you give me your car keys and your driver’s license. I am sure you understand.”


    Chad grinned back. He could see that this guy was a good manager, thinking ahead.


    He reached into his pocket. “I’ll do better than that. Here’s my keys, and take my whole wallet. You’ll also have all my credit cards, bank card, birth certificate, and a couple of hundred bucks in cash.”


    “Danke shoen,” Ted said as he accepted Chad’s keys and wallet.


    As he slipped them into his pocket, the lady who played Mary ran up to them, holding her floppy skirt up awkwardly so she didn’t trip, showing bright red tennis shoes on her feet instead of the plain leather sandals that people in Bible days would have worn.


    Ted turned to the woman. “Miranda, it is a good thing you are here. I must talk to you, it is very important. But first, I would like to introduce you to Chad Jones. I think you will find that Chad has an interesting story to share.”


    She turned to Chad and smiled graciously. “Good evening, Chad. I don’t mean to be rude, but please excuse me.” She handed a red cell phone to Ted. “I don’t know who this person is, but someone called for you a few minutes ago. It must be terribly important for them to call on Christmas Eve like this, and I thought I’d give you the phone so you can call them back.”


    Ted pushed the button to activate the call display. He nodded when the number appeared on the screen. “Excuse me. I must find a quiet place and call him back. This is very important. I will not be long.”


    As Ted rushed off, Miranda released the voluminous folds of her skirt, straightened it, turned to Chad, and smiled. “I hope you enjoyed our play.”


    Chad returned her smile, in a much better mood than when he’d first arrived. “Yes. I did. It wasn’t at all what I expected to see in a place like this.” Thoughts of the productions at the church where he’d grown up flickered through his mind. They hadn’t been as good as this one, yet this place was in the middle of nowhere. His own words replayed in his head, causing his smile to drop. He really had worded his thoughts badly—he’d meant it as a compliment, but it hadn’t sounded like one. “Please don’t take that the wrong way. It was very, very good, which is why I was so surprised. You have a very talented group of people.”


    “Yes, we do.” Without moving her head, her eyes shifted from side to side. At the same time, Chad struggled to think of something to say and wished Ted would return quickly.


    Miranda cleared her throat and looked at him again. “Where are you from? I’m curious to know how you found out about our play.”


    “It’s funny you should ask that. I actually didn’t intend to be here. I was driving around and got lost, then I ran out of gas down the block. The gas station was closed, and the church looked like something was going on with all the people and lights, so I walked in and got a very pleasant surprise.”


    Her smile faltered. “I’m glad you enjoyed it. We—” Her sentence was cut off by Ted’s abrupt return.


    Chad didn’t know why he hadn’t noticed it before, but Ted was holding a hat, the same kind of hat that the Mennonite men in the play had been wearing as part of their costumes. In the back of his mind, he wondered if maybe this hat wasn’t a costume but really was his own hat, since Ted was a musician, not an actor.


    As Miranda looked at Ted, her expression turned sappy. She blinked a few times and turned back to him. “It was nice meeting you, Chad. I’m going to go change and then Ted and I have to leave quickly. I have a plane to catch.”


    Ted shook his head. “I will be dropping Chad off at my house before we go. He is going to stay for the night.”


    Before Chad could explain, Miranda grasped Ted’s elbow and hauled him off. “Are you crazy? You don’t know him or . . .” Her voice became softer the farther away she dragged him.


    Chad felt caught between wanting to hear the rest of their conversation and being polite.


    Since it looked like the man could one day be his boss, he decided being polite was the better choice.


    Out of the corner of his eye, Chad saw Ted grin as he displayed Chad’s keys and wallet to his lady friend.


    He turned away, but Miranda’s cell phone beeped, drawing Chad’s attention back to them. With a speed he hadn’t seen in a long time, Ted grabbed the phone out of Miranda’s hand and held it over his head. Miranda sucked in a deep breath, squatted just a bit, and just as he thought she’d do, jumped like a star basketball player and grasped Ted’s wrist.


    Chad nearly laughed. From the look on Ted’s face, the poor guy hadn’t seen it coming. Brittany would have done the same thing if he’d held her cell phone over her head. Except that Brittany wasn’t as tall as Miranda, so she never would have gotten it.


    Chad’s chest constricted.


    He didn’t want to think of Brittany now. She was gone. The next time he saw her would probably be in court.


    Thinking of Brittany and what should have happened versus what actually happened, Chad couldn’t take his eyes away from the young couple.


    Ted dropped to one knee, pressed his hat to his chest, and looked up at Miranda with an expression so besotted it was obvious what was happening.


    The man was proposing. In a church. The crowd had begun to disperse, but plenty of people still lingered.


    This time should be the happiest in a man’s life, when the woman he loves accepts his proposal. At least, it is supposed to be.


    Chad held his breath, waiting, unable to tear his gaze away. However, instead of the expected hug and kiss and declarations of love forever, the two of them were having a conversation.


    He’d had many conversations with Brittany, and none of them had turned out the way he wanted. Especially the last one.


    He didn’t know these people, but he wanted them to be happy. The kind of happy that lasted seventy-five years, give or take.


    Just as Chad pictured Miranda leaving Ted hanging, the same way Brittany always left him hanging, Ted jumped up and grabbed Miranda tight, spun her around, and kissed her so intensely it made Chad’s heart pound.


    These people were in love. The way it should be.


    “All right!” Chad called. He clapped a couple of times, then stuck his fingers in his mouth and whistled.


    An elderly lady grabbed a teenaged boy by the sleeve, gave Chad a dirty look, then tugged the boy in a straight line away from Ted and Miranda, who were still smooching. “Do not look,” she hissed to the boy, and both made a beeline for the door.


    The place emptied quickly. Only the middle-aged man who had helped him find a seat, the man who had played the pastor—it was announced he really was the pastor—and a lady who was probably his wife, remained. Strangely, he didn’t remember the wife being on stage, but she wore the same kind of costume, including the bonnet, as the women on stage in the non-nativity part of the play.


    He turned around to see Ted, now wearing his hat, and Miranda walking toward him.


    Ted looked so starry-eyed Chad almost laughed, but really, he felt happy for the guy.


    “We are getting married,” Ted said, blushing.


    “Yeah, I can tell. Congratulations.” He shook Ted’s hand, really meaning it.


    “Come. It is a long drive to the airport. I will take you to my house, and then we must leave.”


    The drive was only three blocks, so there was no time to start a conversation. Inside Ted’s house, the living room contained more boxes than furniture. “My house does not usually look like this. These boxes, they are all Miranda’s things. A truck will be by next Wednesday to pick everything up. There was no room for everything where she was staying, so we are doing it this way.”


    Ted showed him the kitchen, told him to help himself to anything he wanted to eat, and as soon as Ted pulled the key for the house off his key ring, Ted and Miranda were gone.


    Compared to his own kitchen, Ted’s was quite bare. It didn’t even have what Chad considered the basics, including a dishwasher.


    Chad’s stomach grumbled painfully, reminding him that all he’d eaten was one cookie. It was a good cookie, but it hadn’t done much to appease his hunger, so he went straight to the fridge to check it out. The first container he opened contained a casserole, so he spooned a healthy-sized serving onto a plate and put it into a microwave that looked brand-new.


    While the casserole heated, he walked into the living room. Since he was going to be here for probably eight hours, he wanted to check out what was on TV.


    Except there was no television.


    He heard the microwave beep, but instead of returning to the kitchen, he walked down the hall, peeking in each room, looking for the den, where the television would be since it wasn’t where he’d expected.


    The first bedroom was obviously Ted’s. Its furnishings included one double bed and a very solid and old but pristine dresser, with a matching armoire and night table. Plain, light blue curtains matched a fluffy bedspread as well as a small knitted thing under a lamp on the table beside the bed. The room was neat and tidy, and unlike Chad’s, the bed was made. But there was no television in here, either.


    The next room looked to be a well-lit office with a large desk and computer. But no television.


    The third bedroom looked like a den, containing a small couch, an electric piano, a bookshelf piled with music and books, as well as a small desk and a guitar on a stand.


    Still no television.


    He felt invasive, but he walked down the stairs into the basement, which contained only a workbench, some piles of wood, tools, a plug-in heater that wasn’t plugged in, and a set of shelves containing jars of preserves. It was cold and damp, and there was no television here, either.


    Chad shivered and crossed his arms over his chest. The first thought that ran through his mind was that maybe he was being set up. He was going to be accused of stealing Ted’s television. This didn’t make sense, because Ted had the keys to his car, so Chad had no place to hide anything, especially something as large as a television.


    He returned to the living room.


    All the boxes were neatly stacked in the corner nearest the door. The furniture had been moved slightly to make room for the pile.


    Chad took a quick inventory. Couch. Love seat. Recliner. Coffee table. Bookshelf. End tables. Lamp. Fireplace. Christ-mas tree.


    He walked to where the television should have been, according to the layout of the room. There was no stand for a television, no speakers, and no DVD player. There also were no indentations on the carpet to show that anything had ever been there.


    There really was no television in Ted’s house.


    Chad ran his fingers through his hair and studied the bookshelf lined with many great mysteries and thrillers, both new and classic.


    He could see what Ted did with his time. Some of the books he’d already read; most he hadn’t. Most were by Christian authors, something like his book collection had been, until the last few years.


    He picked up a book that looked like a recent purchase. He’d bought the same book but hadn’t started it yet. He brought the book to the table and began to eat. He didn’t know what kind of casserole it was, but it was delicious. Not only was this Mennonite food good, the book was good, too. Instead of moving to sit on the couch in the living room, he stayed seated at Ted’s kitchen table, reading Ted’s new book.


    He was about halfway through when the phone rang. His gut clenched. The only time anyone ever phoned in the middle of the night was if something bad had happened.


    Since it was Christmas Eve, he hated to think that someone Ted knew or loved had died.


    Chad picked up the phone. “Ted’s house,” he mumbled, struggling to remember Ted’s last name.


    “This is Ted. I am calling from the airport. I only have a minute to use the phone. There is an empty seat on the plane, and I can go to Seattle on standby to be with Miranda’s family for Christmas. But you are at my home and I have your keys and your wallet in my pocket. You had said that you did not have plans for Christmas, and I do not like to ask this of you, but you are welcome to stay in Piney Meadows for Christmas. I can courier your keys and wallet back to you the day after Christmas. But if you wish to go home, I will not buy the ticket and I will be back in a few hours.”


    “Christmas on the coast with the future in-laws. That sounds like fun.” Chad glanced around Ted’s kitchen. He didn’t care if he didn’t make it home for Christmas. He’d received an invitation from Todd’s parents, which he’d turned down because he didn’t want to be a third wheel, or worse, hear the inevitable “I told you so” from Todd. His own parents were in Florida in the land of eternal sunshine, blissfully unaware of what had happened in the last two weeks. Not unusual. These days, they mostly were blissfully unaware of Chad. So instead of spending time with family and friends, feasting on turkey or ham with all the trimmings, he’d planned to barbecue hamburgers for one on his balcony. With the luck he’d been having, it would snow overnight and cover the grill anyway.


    The leftovers in Ted’s fridge would keep him fed better than anything he could ever cook. Here, he was just as alone, but one day he could look back and consider this an adventure. “You go to Seattle. I don’t mind staying here. In fact, I’ve already dug into your library, and you have lots of good books I haven’t read yet. I’m unemployed now, so I don’t have to rush to get back to Minneapolis after Christmas. Have fun.”


    “I will call you when I can so we may talk about the job. I must hurry to move my car and get back so I can get on this plane. Thank you again. Merry Christmas, Chad.”


    “Merry Christmas, Ted, and again, congratulations.”


    After he hung up, Chad rested his fists on his hips and looked around the kitchen. When he’d gotten up for work this morning, never in his wildest dreams could he have imagined this.


    The fridge certainly held enough food, and there were enough books that he wouldn’t be bored. He could also check out Ted’s guitar. They had the same taste in books; possibly they had similar tastes in music.


    Just as Chad looked down the hall toward the den, the phone rang again.


    “Ted’s house,” he answered, expecting it to be Ted again.


    But it wasn’t Ted’s voice.


    “This is Anna, I am Ted’s secretary. He has called me to say that you are staying at his house until after Christmas. Rather than eating leftovers from Ted’s fridge, I would like to invite you to join my family for Christmas dinner tomorrow. Do not be shy. It will be our pleasure to have you here.”


    One thing no one had ever called him was shy. Since the Mennonite leftovers were so good, he could only imagine what a Mennonite Christmas dinner fresh out of the oven with all the trimmings would be like.


    “That sounds great. It would be an honor to come. Thank you for your hospitality. Just give me directions, and I’ll be there. I just need to go find a pen and paper.”


    Anna giggled. “You do not need a pen and paper. We are next door. Please come at three o’clock. I will see you tomorrow.”
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    Anna Janzen inhaled deeply to calm her nerves, telling herself to stop her hands from shaking or else she would spill the oft mooss before their guest arrived.


    Beside her, her mama and Sarah, her sesta, worked diligently preparing the Christmas meal, making sure they would have enough food for their unexpected guest, in addition to her papa and David, her brooda. As if they wouldn’t. Even though everyone knew they would have enough food to feed double her family, her mama still insisted on preparing an extra dish at the last minute.


    At the thought of their visitor, Anna didn’t know whether to be more nervous or more excited. Ted had told her that this man, Mr. Chad Jones, was from the cities.


    Except for Miranda and those Ted invited to Piney Meadows to visit the furniture plant, she’d never actually spoken to anyone from the cities. She’d only been outside Piney Meadows once, when Miranda borrowed Ted’s car and they had gone to deliver curtains and jars of fruit to their friend Theresa and her husband, Evan, who had moved to the cities.


    That day, upon their arrival, all Theresa and Evan had talked about was the baby that was on the way and nothing about what it was like to move from Piney Meadows and live in the cities.


    Even though Sarah and Miranda had become close friends, Miranda had always avoided talking about her life before she’d come here, even with Sarah. The hours Anna had spent in the car with Miranda and Sarah had been no different.


    When Ted’s clients visited the furniture factory, they only talked about business before she escorted them to their meetings with Ted.


    All her life she’d been taught that even though there were some God-fearing people there, mostly the cities were full of sin and wrongdoing. As a child, she had believed this because her parents and pastor and the elders of the church would never preach a mistruth. As an adult, she had learned their words to be true because every time Ted returned from a business trip, he became extremely quiet, retreating into his office with the door closed and saying little for days until he regained his bearings.


    Yet many people had left Piney Meadows to live in the cities, and she needed to know why. It couldn’t be as bad as her parents told her or no one would leave Piney Meadows. Most of all, Miranda had come from the cities. Even though Miranda never fit in with their community, Miranda was a wonderful woman who loved God. When Ted phoned from the Minneapolis airport, during their short conversation, he told her he’d asked Miranda to marry him—of course, everyone knew he would. When they packed up the stage after the last performance, all had been surprised Ted had not asked for Miranda’s hand in marriage. Instead, he proposed after they all had left, making Anna the first to know. She could hardly wait until after Christmas dinner to tell everyone it was now official.


    Anna smiled and sighed, recalling Ted’s short version of the evening. Perhaps it hadn’t been the most romantic proposal, but it was from his heart.


    One day, the same would happen to her.


    Anna’s smiled dropped.


    The same would never happen to her here in Piney Meadows. Even though arranged marriages were no longer a strict part of their culture, parents still helped select mates for their children. Her parents had made it very clear they expected her to wed William. While he was a dear friend, she was fond of him only in a brotherly way and could not imagine life wedded to William.


    Worse, she couldn’t imagine being with William every day as his workmate, then going home with him as his wife.


    One day, just like in the books she read, she would have a career and meet a handsome young man, fall in love, and live happily ever after.


    This would never happen if she stayed in Piney Meadows.


    Her only chance for happiness was to leave and live in the cities. However, the only people she knew who had moved to the cities were Theresa and Evan, but she couldn’t even write them a letter to ask about their new lives. Her parents would see the mail before she did and ask what they’d said. She also couldn’t ask anyone who would tell her parents about her questions.


    But she could ask this man Ted had welcomed into his home. Mr. Chad Jones.


    As if her thoughts had summoned him, the doorbell rang, loud and clear, sending her heart racing.


    “I will answer the door,” she muttered to her mama and Sarah, who both stood beside the stove.


    “Ach, Sarah and I have everything under control here,” her mama muttered while spooning the juice over the turkey. “This is nearly cooked. See to the door, and stay with our guest and make him comfortable.”


    “Danke shoen, Mutta,” she replied, then turned to scurry from the kitchen through the living room, past her papa and David, who sat talking on the couch. Since they saw her hurrying to the door, neither got up, silently acknowledging that Mr. Jones was technically her boss’s guest and therefore her responsibility.


    At the door, Anna paused, straightening her posture and preparing herself the same as she did when she welcomed Ted’s visitors to his office at the factory, hoping she could hide her nervousness.


    Wrapping her fingers around the doorknob, the thought flashed through her mind that she didn’t know anything about her guest other than his name, Chad Jones, and that he’d become stranded after their Christmas performance at church. Being Christmas Eve, the church had been filled with both guests and her people. On the stage, with the spotlights in her eyes, she hadn’t been able to see the number of people seated in the sanctuary. She’d heard every seat had been filled, with more people standing at the back, crowded together. After the performers had taken their bows to those in attendance, the house lights had come on. As if being onstage hadn’t been bad enough, she’d nearly fainted when she saw the sea of people, most of whom she didn’t know, and she knew almost everyone in the town.


    Mr. Jones had been one in that sea, and now she was about to meet him.


    She didn’t know how she could talk to him in private with her papa and brooda in the living room, but the need to ask about living in the cities burned within her.


    Although, if she talked about the factory as Ted had asked her to do, her papa and brooda would soon become uninterested. Then she could easily move to a more secluded area of the living room and ask the questions she needed to ask.


    Anna pulled the door open, reminding herself to smile.


    As the door opened, she gasped, and stared.


    Perhaps because Ted had spoken of him in a manner similar to the way he spoke of the visitors to the factory, she’d thought he would be an older gentleman. The opposite of what she’d expected, Mr. Jones appeared to be closer to Ted in age, but even that wasn’t so shocking. Before her stood the most handsome man she’d ever seen.


    Unlike the dark-haired men in Piney Meadows, Mr. Jones had blond hair and blue eyes, a strong jaw that contrasted with his fair coloring, and a smile that made her nearly forget to breathe. Unlike the men who worked on the farms, he had a thin build and was quite tall. Wearing an expensive-looking waist-length jacket, and without a hat, he was woefully underdressed for December weather.


    A gust of cold wind brought her to her senses.


    “Come in, Mr. Jones,” she muttered, glad to find her voice, as she backed up to allow him entry.


    He grinned and shook his head as he stomped the snow off his boots. “Please. I’m not Mr. Jones. Mr. Jones is my father. I’m Chad.”


    Thoughts of his age caused her to look more closely at his face, drawing her attention to dark circles under his eyes.


    Ted had asked her to make sure Chad was comfortable, because Ted hadn’t been sure he would be able to get a flight back on standby the day after Christmas, so Mr. Jones—Chad—would be staying in Ted’s home for at least another night.


    “Ted has asked me to be sure that you have been comfortable in his home. Did you not sleep well?”


    Chad smiled, but the smile wasn’t as cheerful as his earlier greeting. “I was quite comfortable.” He glanced from side to side then looked out the window at the endless drifts of snow. “But I have to admit that I had trouble sleeping. It sure is quiet here in Piney Meadows. I mean, really quiet. Like . . . nothing is out there. And it’s really dark, too.”


    Anna’s lips tightened as she tried to understand what he meant. “Of course, it is quiet. It is winter. It is only during planting and harvesting seasons that the machinery will start at dawn.” She had no idea what he meant about it being dark. Of course it was dark at night.


    One side of his mouth twitched up, and he ran his fingers through his hair. “That’s not what I meant. In Minneapolis, I live on a main street. The traffic never stops. There’s always something moving. Horns blowing. Sirens. Cars driving by, even in the middle of the night. Planes overhead on their way to and from the airport. There’s constant noise, like the hum of the lights and computers.” He looked up at the light fixture, which made no noise at all. But she knew what he meant. At the office, the fluorescent lights emitted a constant noise, as did the computers. Both she and Ted found it disturbing, but there was nothing they could do about it.


    “There’s always something going on,” he continued. “Not as much as during the day, but there’s always something making noise. Here, there’s nothing. Absolutely nothing.”


    Anna tried to think of the sounds of night. In the summer the crickets chirped most of the night, and the birds began their songs at the break of dawn, but in the winter, he was right—nothing made noise on a winter night.


    He again turned his head to look out the window. “It’s also really dark. No streetlights. No traffic, nothing. All the lights in all the houses are out, and the houses are really far apart. There’s absolutely nothing moving out there. It’s as though the whole town shuts down. Completely.”


    “Of course, the town is silent. People are sleeping.”


    He shrugged his shoulders. “Of course. It’s just that I’m not used to a total shutdown like this. But it was nice. I think I could like it. It was just a little unnerving because I’ve never experienced it before. This is like camping, except in a house. And even quieter.”


    Anna had read books about people in the cities going camping. They would leave their comfortable homes and beds and deliberately sleep in tents, on the ground, then cook their food outside over an open fire instead of in a well-stocked kitchen. She couldn’t imagine something so ridiculous.


    He patted the pocket of his jeans. “Before Ted left I got my spare charger for my phone out of my car. Otherwise, it would have been dangerous.”


    A chill ran through her. “You had to phone someone in the middle of the night? Were you ill?” She didn’t want to think that a man his age needed to be near a phone in case of a medical emergency.


    He grinned. “No, I was fine. I used it for light.”


    “Light?”


    His grin widened and he reached into his pocket. Her breath caught. Chad Jones was truly handsome. He flipped his cell phone open and held it up. It glowed with a dull light, just like Miranda’s had.


    “It’s not much, but in the utter blackness, it sheds a lot of light. Just like at a concert.”


    “Concert?”


    “You know, when everyone holds up their phones and then sways to the music.”


    “I do not know about that.”


    He shrugged his shoulders and returned his phone to his pocket. “It’s not a flashlight, but it worked.” He bent to remove his boots and then set them on the mat beside the door. “I want to thank you for inviting me for Christmas dinner at the last minute. Is there anything I can do to help?”


    “Nein. There is not. My mama and sesta are in the kitchen, and they have told me to stay here with you to visit.”


    She led him into the living room. Immediately the men in her family stood. “Chad Jones, this is my papa, Peter, and my brooda, David.” The men shook hands to greet each other, then her papa and brooda sat. But Chad did not sit. Instead, he turned and looked at the entrance to the kitchen, toward the echoes of pots and spoons. “My mama and sesta are in the kitchen.”


    She hadn’t meant it as an invitation, but as soon as the words were out of her mouth, Chad turned and started walking toward the kitchen.


    Anna stared, unable to believe he was going into the kitchen. He was halfway there before she could get her feet to move. She dashed after him, skidding to a halt at his side as he stopped in the doorway.


    Both her mama and Sarah froze at the sight of a man in their kitchen—a man they didn’t know.


    Anna cleared her throat. “Mutta, Sarah, this is Chad Jones, our guest. Chad, this is my mama, Susan, and my sesta, Sarah.”


    Chad smiled brightly. “Ladies,” he said with a slight nod, “I’m pleased to meet you.” He looked toward the open oven door with the turkey sticking out on the rack, ready for her mama to baste it. “That looks heavy. Would you like me to take it out of the oven for you?”


    “Ach, nein,” her mama said, shaking her head. “You are our guest. Please go sit down. We will call everyone when supper is ready.”


    “Are you sure? I don’t mind. I always lifted the turkey in and out of the oven for my mother. I know how heavy they can be, and that’s the biggest turkey I’ve ever seen.”


    Her mama stepped back, probably out of shock, but Chad seemed to take it as an answer. He stepped forward, slipped her mama’s oven mitts onto his hands, and proceeded to pull the heavy turkey out of the oven, resting it on the stovetop and then closing the oven door.


    He wiped the steam from his forehead with his sleeve. “Wow. Now I know for sure that’s the biggest turkey I’ve ever seen. How many other people are coming?”


    Her mama’s eyebrows knotted. “No one else is coming. Please, go be comfortable in the living room. We will call you when everything is ready.”


    “Sure. Just let me know when you want that turkey back in the oven,” he said, as if he didn’t understand what her mama had clearly said. She would not call him back into her kitchen. She would only call him to the table, when everything was ready to eat.


    Anna glanced toward her mama for instruction, and the sweep of her mama’s hand in the air told her to stay with their guest in the living room, with the men, perhaps to keep him out of the kitchen.


    Anna had never not helped in the kitchen for Christmas dinner. It would be strange, but she would follow her mama’s wishes.


    She directed Chad back into the living room, and this time he sat on the couch with her papa and David.


    Pape smiled brightly. “I welcome you to Piney Meadows. Anna has told me that you came to see our church’s Christmas presentation and have become stranded.”


    Chad smiled back. “Not directly. I actually got lost and this is where I found myself. I must say it was a pleasant surprise. You have a very talented group here.”


    Pape’s smile dropped. “Then God has a reason you are here. Do you know yet what it is?”


    Chad’s eyes widened. “I . . . uh . . .”


    Pape only nodded. “For all things, God has a purpose. If you have only just arrived in our community, let us tell you something of it.”


    Anna sat and listened while Pape told Chad a short version of the history of their town, the crops the farms grew, and a little about the furniture factory, which she suspected Chad already knew—after all, he was technically Ted’s guest.


    She tried not to show that she was practically squirming in her seat. While she naturally wanted to be polite to their guest, she also wanted to ask him many questions about living and working in the cities, which she couldn’t do in front of her family.


    She’d never seen her papa talk so much, yet, despite some repetition, Chad graciously listened, smiling and nodding at all the appropriate moments. She thought he listened even more closely when her papa spoke of the furniture factory. He then asked questions about it, and what it was like to work there.


    Which meant this was her opportunity to get Chad alone.


    She gently rested her fingers on her papa’s forearm. “Pape, I can tell our guest many things about the furniture factory.”


    Pape’s face froze, and his smile faded. “Yes. Anna has been working for Ted for a few years, but she does not work in the factory with the rest of the ladies. Anna does not sew; she works with Ted and William and uses the computer.”


    Anna’s insides quivered as her father continued to explain the history of the factory without her help. Many people in their community were pleased with the way Ted had expanded the furniture factory. When it started, only Ted’s onkel, Bart, and a few of his friends were building furniture, and Ted’s Taunte Odelle sewed all the cushions. After a few years of selling the furniture at all the nearby county fairs, Bart started getting orders from furniture stores in the cities, so the business grew. Then when Ted came back from college and took over the management from his onkel, the business expanded even more, so that now dozens of people worked at the factory instead of having to move away because there weren’t enough jobs on the farms.


    Now, not only men but many women also worked at the factory. Of course, Anna was the only woman who did not sew, but she enjoyed working in the office and being Ted’s secretary.


    That she worked at the factory displeased her papa, even though he allowed it. He was even less pleased that she had chosen to work in the office, instead of doing typical women’s work. But Ted knew her well—they’d nearly grown up together, living next door to each other since they were fonn kgleen aun, babies from young on. He knew she liked working with the numbers better than sewing, so he took her out of the sewing pool and asked if she would be his secretary.
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