
  [image: Cover.jpg]


  
    Cover


    [image: Cover.jpg]


    

  


  
    Endorsements


    Praise for Hand Me Down Husband


    “At once tender and compelling, Hand Me Down Husband illustrates so beautifully the power of love to make all things new. I look forward to reading more by Rosanna Huffman!”


    —Ann Tatlock, award-winning novelist and children’s book author


    



    


    “This book has it all: heart, community, and characters who will remain with you long after the book ends.”


    —Mary Ellis, author of The Last Heiress


    



    


    “Soon after Rosanna had a conversation about this story, she let me know she had a book contract. Since then, I have eagerly awaited the novel. The characters immediately grabbed my heart and pulled me into their lives. I had a hard time putting the book down when I needed to. I loved the satisfying ending. I know these characters won’t leave my mind for quite a while.”


    —Lena Nelson Dooley, multi-award-winning author of Maggie’s Journey, Mary’s Blessing, and Catherine’s Pursuit

  


  
    Title


    Hand Me Down Husband


    Rosanna Huffman


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    [image: 34291.png]


    


    


    


    


    


    Nashville

  


  
    Copyright


    Hand Me Down Husband


    Copyright © 2015 by Rosanna Huffman


    ISBN-13: 978-1-68299-897-7


    Published by Abingdon Press, P.O. Box 801, Nashville, TN 37202


    www.abingdonpress.com


    All rights reserved.


    No part of this publication may be reproduced in any form, stored in any retrieval system, posted on any website, or transmitted in any form or by any means—digital, electronic, scanning, photocopy, recording, or otherwise—without written permission from the publisher, except for brief quotations in printed reviews and articles.


    The persons and events portrayed in this work of fiction are the creations of the author, and any resemblance to persons living or dead is purely coincidental.


    Macro Editor: Jamie Chavez


    Published in association with Hartline Literary Agency


    Original cover design by Jotham Yoder; final design by Rick Schroeppel.


    Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data has been requested.


    Printed in the United States of America

  


  
    Dedication


    To my mother, who taught me by example that sometimes reading is more important than sleeping.

  


  
    Acknowledgments


    


    


    


    Acknowledgments


    A thank-you is the norm for a paragraph acknowledging all the people who made this book possible. You know who you are, and I thank you. I could make a list, but it wouldn’t be complete and I’ve already used up my page count. So if you played a part in this book, your name is here in spirit, and I thank you from the bottom of my heart.

  


  
    Table of Contents


    Table of Contents


    Chapter 1



    Chapter 2



    Chapter 3



    Chapter 4



    Chapter 5



    Chapter 6



    Chapter 7



    Chapter 8



    Chapter 9



    Chapter 10



    Chapter 11



    Chapter 12



    Chapter 13



    Chapter 14



    Chapter 15



    Chapter 16



    Chapter 17



    Chapter 18



    Chapter 19



    Chapter 20



    Chapter 21



    Chapter 22



    Chapter 23



    Chapter 24



    Chapter 25



    Chapter 26



    Chapter 27



    Chapter 28



    Chapter 29



    Chapter 30



    Chapter 31



    Chapter 32



    Chapter 33



    Chapter 34



    Group Discussion Guide



    Want to Learn More About Author?



    Bonus Chapter from The Big 5-OH!


  


  
    Chapter 1


    1


    The thud, thud, swoosh outside the classroom window lulled Suzanne Bloomer into a trance as she graded English compositions. She recorded the last paper and scanned her desk. Math homework to check for the ninth and tenth graders, biology quizzes to grade, and a chemistry test to write. Poems from the juniors and seniors to read. She wouldn’t be out of here before seven tonight.


    Today’s impromptu lessons hadn’t gone half bad, but she couldn’t risk that two days in a row. Tomorrow had to be planned. Her stomach growled, a reminder that breakfast had been nonexistent and lunch skimpy. Propping her head in her left hand, she closed her eyes and listened to the rhythm of Jacob Sanderson’s basketball on the concrete.


    A gruff throat clearing interrupted Suzanne’s micro-nap. The other teachers and the high school students who stayed for tutoring had left, and Jacob’s ride should have come and gone by now. Then a distant whoop from the playground told her the sixth grader was still out there. Of all things, here was his aunt—who shouldn’t even have had to get out of her car—. Wait . . . gruff? Amazing what all could zip through her mind in the split second it took to lift her head.


    The person at her desk was not Jacob’s aunt. It was his grandfather, Mitchell.


    Thank the Lord it wasn’t Marissa. She didn’t need that woman catching the teacher asleep. Even after all these years, she had a way of making Suzanne feel foolish and inferior. Thankfully, none of her kids were in high school yet.


    Flames shot up her cheeks. Talking to the elder Mr. Sanderson didn’t thrill her either. Besides being related to Marissa, he was recently widowed. There are probably nice, proper, comforting things to say to the bereaved, but she couldn’t think of a single one.


    “Uh, hi.” She stood, tucking her hair behind her ears. “You’re here for your grandson? I’ll get him.” Raising the screen in the window behind her desk, she called to the NBA wannabe, then turned back to her visitor. “He’s coming. Sorry about that. I told him to watch for you.”


    “No problem.” Mitchell Sanderson strolled around as if he had all the time in the world. One hand in a pocket and the other clutching a Stine Has Yield cap, he hardly resembled the busy, all-important businessman farmer whose youngest teenager she had taught years ago. Not that she ever saw him back then. His wife had come to parent/teacher conferences alone. Suzanne couldn’t recall ever having a conversation with him in the two years she’d taught Marci.


    He didn’t offer any more comments, and she had no idea what else to say, so she checked to see that Jacob was on his way. In a sense he was. He must have sent the ball out into the grass and was now retrieving it in that slow, deliberate way Suzanne had once admired so much in his dad. The screen was still up, so she rapped on the siding to get his attention and returned to her mountain of grading.


    “You’re the high school teacher, right?” Mitchell materialized beside her desk.


    She flinched and instinctively turned over the paper on which she’d marked a dozen red X’s. “Yes. I’m sorry, I told Jacob to watch for his ride. He was supposed to be ready.” She should smile. Everyone knew Sanderson money kept New Vision Christian School going.


    “No problem. We had to stop running beans when the combine’s auger chain broke. Marc and Martin have everything covered. I’m in no rush.”


    Jacob bounded in at that moment and grabbed his backpack. “Hey, Grandpa. I’m ready to go, come on.” At the door he turned, crossed his arms, and tapped a foot. “Let’s go. I’m hungry.”


    “Hold on, Jake.” Mitchell laughed and held up a hand. “Did you tell your teacher thank you?”


    “For what? I didn’t want to stay, Mom made me. And she ain’t my teacher.” The outside door slammed and he was gone.


    “I’ll thank you for him.” Mitchell twisted the seed corn cap in both hands. “Thank you. I’m sure you’re not doing this because you’re bored. I’ll get out of here now so you can get your work done.”


    With the roar of the heavy pickup heading east on Chicken Bristle Road, Suzanne stretched her legs and did the evening school chores. When she was sure all the doors were locked, she settled back in her desk to finish her work.


    No, she didn’t tutor because she was bored, but she was glad to fit it into her schedule and help these kids. Haley and Jacob truly needed the help—Spanish and math, respectively. Not Tina. Suzanne had convinced her to stay after school on Mondays and Thursdays to practice vocabulary with Haley.


    Tina was as much a genius in all things academic as she was a dunce in all things social. Suzanne hoped that as Tina helped Haley master Spanish, she would gain at least a modicum of self-confidence. Not that either girl had been clued in on their teacher’s motives.


    At six o’clock Suzanne washed down a granola bar with Pepsi. She brushed away the crumbs and stepped on the empty can readying it for the recycling bin on her way out—hopefully in the next hour.


    “Hey, let me in!” Knocking accompanied the hollered words. Karen Young popped in when Suzanne opened the door. She was headed to her night shift at Miami Valley Hospital. Karen had roomed with Suzanne for almost a year. The eighth or ninth young woman to fill the position of boarder, and undoubtedly the most annoying. If Suzanne hadn’t needed help with the rent so badly, she would have sent Karen along months ago. But with monthly payments that took half her teacher salary, Suzanne couldn’t afford to live alone.


    Karen’s stopping in like this was not unusual. She always needed something, and because she paid part of the rent, she believed Suzanne owed her whatever she asked.


    “Hi there. What do you need?”


    “What? Oh, nothing. I’m supposed to tell you that Trevor’s dad has to talk to you. He left a message on your answering machine this morning, and then Trevor told me to have you call since you hadn’t called back yet. Plus, we’re out of milk. You used the last yesterday and forgot to get more. I had to drink water.” She tossed the reproach over her shoulder and slipped back out into the lengthening shadows.


    Trevor’s dad. Bob Hopkins, Suzanne’s landlord and Karen’s soon-to-be father-in-law. What was the problem now?


    Suzanne had been renting his little house for a dozen years. It wasn’t much, but it was the best she could find in her price range. And then only if she took in a paying boarder. When she first moved away from her parent’s house, she had tried to live in the rental alone and loved it. She didn’t mind eating beans and rice and the garden produce she could grow in her small garden. Then Bob raised the rent and Suzanne hardly had enough money left each month to buy gas. She bicycled to school until the days got too short and the weather too wet.


    If she had gotten the expected raise, it might have worked. However, several families dropped out of the already-small private church school, and Suzanne accepted a cut in pay instead. But the Lord provides. About the time she started packing to move back to her parents’ house, Sheila Brubaker asked if Suzanne had a room to sublet while she finished up her nurse’s training. First Sheila, then Anne, and Lori, and Colleen, and Abigail who-wouldn’t-answer-to-Abby, and Jessica. Seven times she’d lived through wedding plans as these girls moved in from other states, supposedly to go to college or work out their chosen careers, but more obviously to snag a husband.


    Suzanne should have seen it before she agreed to let Karen take the room. But she noticed it too late—from day one Karen was after the landlord’s son.


    Eight more months. Suzanne could live with that. Then Trevor and Karen would be married and living their own luxurious life. Maybe with her recently added responsibilities and the school not having to pay a principal’s salary anymore, Suzanne would get a raise. Then she could swing the rent alone and reap the added benefit of privacy.


    Daylight was a faint memory when she opened the creaking screen door at home with tomorrow’s lessons planned, a budget that could accommodate her anticipated single living strategy, a throbbing headache, an empty stomach.


    And a red six blinking on the answering machine.


    “Suzanne, this is Bob Hopkins. Give me a call as soon as you can.”


    So Karen was right. He did want to talk to her.


    “Aunt Eva calling, darling. Checking to see you got the chair. I’ll try back later.”


    The fancy new desk chair her aunt had had delivered to the school. With no possible way of knowing how welcome it was.


    “Hey, it’s Bob. I’d really like to talk to you. Call me.”


    Give me a minute, sir.


    “Bob here, call me when you get in.”


    Okay, okay!


    “Miss Suzanne? This is Jackson. What’s our assignment for tomorrow? Can you call me tonight?”


    Comforting to know that Jackson hadn’t undergone a personality change.


    “Suzanne? Suzanne! I need to talk to you. Maybe your phone’s not working. I’ll come over when I get the next load of beans hauled.” Bob’s voice ended on the final message as his trademark knock sounded at the door.


    * * *


    Mitchell Sanderson drove through the countryside marveling at the beauty of the golden fields. “Look at that cornfield, Jake. How many bushels you think we’ll get from that one?”


    “I bet at least two hundred an acre. What’s your guess, Grandpa?”


    “You might be right. That field is one of our best, and this year it’ll probably break some records. Going to keep us busy, that’s for sure.” That field and the rest of the multiple hundreds of acres of corn and soybeans either rented or owned by Sanderson Farms. God had certainly blessed them with a bountiful harvest here in southwest Ohio. For the second year in a row.


    His sons had been right in encouraging him to buy the new S-690 John Deere combine last summer. His dad would have swooned at the outrageous price of the giant machine with its sixteen-row corn header and forty-foot bean header. But another year even half as plenteous as the last, and it would be paid off.


    Two turns and as many soybean fields later, Mitch stopped his tan Silverado beside Marc’s garage and watched Jacob disappear into the house. Four-thirty. Enough time to drive out to the combine and see if Martin needed help. Then he better hightail it to Marissa’s house for supper.


    He couldn’t be late. That would make three times in two months, and Marissa might have a stroke. Supper with Marissa and Layne tonight. Tomorrow at Marc and Kelly’s, then on to Marci and Abe’s house, and finally to Martin and Janelle’s before starting the routine again.


    In the year after Marilyn died, he had appreciated and enjoyed how they took care of him. Especially he’d liked being with his grandchildren, who remembered their grandma and asked questions. They hadn’t stayed around to hear all the stories he yearned to tell about her, but their existence and presence had kept him going.


    Now they were growing past that. Nobody wanted to hear about his childhood sweetheart anymore. His sons’ wives and his younger daughter obviously fixed supper out of a sense of obligation. Marissa insisted they cook, but he longed to escape her increasingly suffocating control.


    At fifty-four Mitch was far from being an old man. An episode of chest pains a month after Marilyn’s death had scared them all, but his physical heart was fine. The combination of stress and indigestion had sent him to the emergency room. His four grown children panicked and to hear them talk were still ready to banish him to a nursing home. Maybe when they heard the doctor’s report from this morning, they’d back off. The report that didn’t vary from the past three physicals.


    “Hi, Daddy.” Marissa greeted him with a wooden spoon wave from the stove. “Hope you don’t mind spaghetti again tonight. I talked to Janelle after I thawed the beef. She said she fixed it last night.”


    “You know I’m not picky.” He hung his cap on the closet doorknob and started to set the table. “Where’re the kiddos? It’s about dark. They’re not still outside, are they?”


    “You bet your bananas they are. After last week’s rain, I’m making them play outside every daylight hour that’s dry. This house is way too small for all that energy.”


    “How many places tonight? I assume Layne will be here?” Mitch stood at the cabinet, ready to count out plates and glasses.


    Marissa heaved a drastic sigh, planted her left hand on her left hip, and continued stirring. She looked so much like her mother, he almost grabbed his chest at the sight. He set down a stack of glasses and caught his breath and the last of her words.


    “. . . to set up a tree stand to be ready for bow season. But he promised to be here by seven for dinner.”


    The four children, Layne and Marisa, himself. He arranged the plates and glasses, added the napkins and flatware, and pulled the extra chair from the closet.


    After supper Mitch stacked the dishes beside the sink and turned on the hot water. Before he got the sink filled, his shirt pocket vibrated. Text from Marc. Bring gas for grain truck. asap.


    Stifling a sigh of relief he handed the dishwashing off to Marissa and gathered his leftovers in a plastic grocery sack. The tension from their supper conversation hung thick in the air.


    “Dad.” Her hand went back on the hip. “This is your night with us. Marc knows that. You have to stop letting him jerk you around.”


    Mitch hooked the sack over his arm and hugged his firstborn daughter. “Chill out, honey. I’d soon be leaving anyway. If you don’t want to wash dishes, get Layne to do them. Or Merry, she’s old enough to help, isn’t she?”


    “Just try not to be late Monday, remember we need to eat at five-thirty so I can take Landon to guitar lessons.” Marissa sighed and ducked from under his arm.


    “That reminds me, I probably won’t be here Monday night.”


    Her cheeks tightened and her eyes narrowed. “Why?”


    Must he explain his every move to his kids? Good grief, she grew up on the farm. What else would he be doing besides harvesting this time of year? The boys would likely chase him away once again, but he might be running the combine. Marissa couldn’t go on thinking she ran the show.


    He let her stew as she followed him out to the truck. He replaced his cap and slid behind the wheel.


    “Why, Dad? What are you doing Monday night?”


    “Check your calendar, it’s October. Remember that season called harvest? Well, I’m still a farmer with crops out there to bring in. I hope to be on the combine or in a grain truck Monday night.”


    The wrinkles in her forehead smoothed for a moment. “Oh.”


    “If you’re really desperate, I’ll come over after dark and wash up the dishes.”


    “Dad! It’s not that. I just worry about you. What will you have for lunch on Tuesday?”


    “Probably this.” Mitch lifted the bag from the seat beside him.


    “No way. That’s five days from now, it’ll be spoiled. I’ll bring something Tuesday morning and you can microwave it.”


    “Don’t. I’ll put this in the freezer and thaw it if I need it. Or I can get something in town. Better run. Thanks for supper, honey.”


    She turned to go, but not before getting in a parting shot. “You think about what we want to do for you.”


    He left the graveled drive and pulled onto Chicken Bristle Road. As he passed the school, he noticed lights still on. For years he’d passed it multiple times each day and never noticed a thing. Now twice in the same day his mind was drawn inside. How late did those teachers work anyway? Teachers? There were more than one, weren’t there? He’d only seen one when he picked up Jacob. And there was only one car there now—the same one he’d seen earlier.


    Who was that woman, anyway? Oh sure, he knew who she was. What’s-her-name Bloomer, Jim and Connie’s girl. She’d been there forever it seemed. Hadn’t she been Marci’s teacher?


    In the dusty darkness Mitch fueled the grain truck from the tank on his pickup bed. With the roar of the combine on the far side of the field, conversation with Marc was impossible. Martin had repaired the chain, and the harvesting operation was up and running. Without Mitch.


    At quarter to ten Mitchell Sanderson stacked a Glad disposable plastic bowl of spaghetti and meat sauce on top of a gold Tupperware microwave container of spaghetti and meat sauce. Spaghetti and meat sauce for Wednesday night supper, Thursday breakfast, lunch, and supper, and now enough for breakfast and lunch the next three days.


    It was high time to visit the library and find some learn-to-cook books. If he could show her he could cook for himself, maybe Marissa would back off a bit.
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    Bang, bang, bang. Suzanne plodded to the door. For no one else would she unlock after sunset, but she had to keep on the good side of Bob Hopkins. He had a reputation of evicting tenants from his dozen or so rental houses at the slightest provocation.


    “Evening, Bob. Come in?” She held the door and shooed away the beetles that swarmed around the bare light bulb.


    “Nope. Just gotta talk to you a minute.” Bob dragged a crumpled red handkerchief from his back pocket and scrubbed his nose. He flipped his straw hat onto the railing.


    She stepped onto the porch and down the steps to the grass. There wasn’t room for both of them at the top, and Bob always got along better if he was looking down on her. Thankfully he didn’t beat around the bush. “You gotta be out of here by the first of the year. Trevor wants me to remodel before they move in after the wedding. I’ll check New Year’s Eve and return your deposit if I need to.”


    Mission accomplished, Bob Hopkins replaced his hat, stuffed the hankie in his pocket, and sauntered into the darkness. At his truck, he paused. “You been a pretty good renter. Thanks.” Then he peeled out the lane, satisfied, she figured, that he’d done the right thing by coming to tell her instead of leaving a message on the phone.


    An eviction without the slightest provocation.


    She sank onto the crumbling concrete steps. How could Bob’s timing have been any worse?


    The ringing phone and her grumbling stomach called her back into the house. After giving Jackson the algebra assignment, she heated a can of chicken and stars and called to thank Aunt Eva for the luxuriously comfortable chair.


    “Now, I know you don’t sit down very much through the day, but when you get off your feet at the end of the day, you ought to be comfortable.”


    “And now I am, thanks to your thoughtfulness.”


    “Thank you for returning my call, but I’m not going to let you run up your phone bill, darling. Plus, I know it’s a school night and you need your sleep.”


    Suzanne returned to studying trigonometry, but she couldn’t focus. The end of December was less than three months away. She didn’t have as much to her name as most thirty-seven-year-old women in America, so packing her things wouldn’t be an enormous job. But moving to who-knows-where looked daunting. Especially at bedtime. She had to turn her mind off the subject if she wanted to get any sleep tonight.


    If she knew her best friend Joy was still up, Suzanne would call her. Joy was the only one she could talk to, but not with a late-night non-emergency call. She dressed for bed and watched the clock turn eleven, then twelve. At quarter past midnight, she gave up and curled up in a corner of the couch with her journal and Bible. Before she finished the first paragraph of pouring out her frustrations on paper, the phone rang. Its rude bell sent her pen skittering across the page.


    “Suzanne? What are you doing up?” Joy’s voice skipped across a patchy cell phone connection.


    “Me? What are you doing? Where are you?”


    “Don’t panic. We’re on our way home from the hospital. I saw your light come on but didn’t see Karen’s car. Why are you up so late?”


    “Oh, no. You first. You mention the H word and you finish it. What happened?” According to her tone of voice it couldn’t be too bad, but a trip to the emergency room easily trumped an unexpected eviction.


    “You know my kids, if somebody don’t get stitches or a cast at least once a month, they think they’re shunking their duty. Amber broke a glass in the dishwater, so we took her in. Jason thought since it was on her right hand we better get it stitched. The ER done a quick job.”


    Don’t? Shunking? Suzanne convinced her teacher brain to overlook the grammar and mispronunciation. “You should’ve called me. What’d you do with the rest of the tribe?”


    “I tried, but you were at school. Mrs. Adams across the road sent her oldest girl over. We done that before. Hey, we’re pulling in the garage now. Hold up a minute.”


    Doors slammed in the distance and then Suzanne heard running water. “Okay, I’m back. Got her off to bed, and Jason’s going to crash. I need a bubble bath before I can even think about sleeping. Your turn.”


    Joy did a lot in the background while Suzanne recounted Bob’s visit, but she didn’t miss a word. “Man, that makes me mad,” Joy said when she finished. “That kid’s been working and making money for six years. Good money too, for not having a college education. I don’t know why he’s gotta have his daddy’s rental.


    “My word, girl, what in the world are you going to do? It’s not like you have time to go house hunting or anything with all the extra time you’re packing in at school. I could just take Bob and Trevor and that quitter Erik and braid their necks together.”


    Suzanne laughed at the thought. If anyone could do just that, it would be Joy. Tall and big-boned with plenty of padding, her midnight caller was everything Suzanne was not. But Joy’s dark, stick-straight hair and Suzanne’s curly dishwater blond didn’t contrast as much as their marital and mommy statuses. Joy was a wife of seventeen years and a mother of six kids.


    Another major difference was their temperaments. While they might both experience the same emotions, Suzanne tended to hold hers inside. Let them fester and grow. Not Joy. If she thought it or felt it, she said it. Jason often said he’d like to mix the two women’s personalities together and divide the result in half. Suzanne needed to learn to share her feelings, and Joy needed to learn not to say everything that crossed her mind.


    Her friend’s aggression, while not a surprise, caught Suzanne off guard and struck her funny bone, as Joy would say. Their guffaws blended across the airwaves.


    “Shh, Joy. You’ll wake the kids and it’ll be my fault.” Suzanne staggered to the kitchen for a drink. She thought she had her laughter under control until Jason’s voice rumbled in the distance.


    “Knock it off, shug, I’m trying to get some sleep here.” Like he never thought anything he didn’t say.


    His tone set her off again. Then her laughter turned to tears. She grabbed a wad of tissue from the bathroom.


    “What’s going on, Zanne? Are you crying? What else?” A couple of glugs from Joy’s bathtub reminded Suzanne of the years she’d sacrificed bubble baths—baths at all—for a house near the school. The concern straight from her friend’s heart to Suzanne’s ear reminded her what a valuable friend Joy was.


    “Joy, what will I do? I need to find a place to live. And today I ripped my school outfit. I don’t have time to sew before next Thursday.”


    “You’re stressing over that? Wear something twice. Wear a Sunday dress. Those kids’ll never notice. If it’s that big a deal, I’ll get you some of Amber’s clothes.”


    “Forget I mentioned it. Sorry. It’s just been one of those days. I’m starting to feel sleepy, so I better see if I can catch an hour or so before the alarm. Thanks for letting me dump on you.”


    “Watch it girl, or you’ll be dumping all over everyone all the time. You’ve almost reached your yearly quota of twice.”


    “Enough, goofy. Save the sarcasm for your family. Good night, and thanks.” Suzanne hung up and returned to bed and yet another attempt at sleep. At least this time her brain was stuck on the wardrobe problem.


    Funny how a rogue compass claw ripping the skirt of her Thursday dress could derail her thoughts from the eviction problem. Because her scrawny frame and discriminating tastes didn’t fit well with the sizes or styles of ready-made clothing, she couldn’t—or wouldn’t—shop just anywhere for clothes, and her closet held exactly enough outfits for each day of the week. No more, no less. Except now it was less. And no way would she take Joy’s offer of a teenager’s castoffs.


    She didn’t mind using the back side of a piece of paper discarded by someone else. She didn’t mind reading a used book or driving a pre-owned car. She didn’t even mind the old couch she’d saved from the dump. But she hadn’t worn secondhand clothes for two decades, and she didn’t plan to start now.


    She had her reasons for accepting neither hand-me-downs—nor hand-me-ups—when it came to clothing. Or to husbands, she had told Joy. Although thinking about marriage, secondhand or otherwise, was certainly a waste of good time.


    Most women married but a few didn’t, and God obviously wanted Suzanne to be single. Not that God had told her so Himself, but plenty of church people kept her posted. We need some people like you to teach and babysit our kids. It’s a gift God reserves for special people.


    If that were true, she wished she weren’t so special, and she really didn’t appreciate the gift. But so far she’d refrained from exploring those feelings with herself, let along sharing them with the all-knowing church folk.


    She plumped her pillow and searched for a cool place to lay her cheek.


    * * *


    “Make it decaf this morning, Phyllis, if you don’t mind.” Mitch nudged his cup to the edge of the Formica table and smiled at the server. “Please. Guess I’m getting old enough that caffeine keeps me up of a night. Thanks. The guys are almost here, you can put in our regular orders when you get to it.”


    Mitch Sanderson and his two sons had started meeting in Farmersburg at Betsy’s Diner for Friday morning breakfast right after Martin got his driver’s license. More than a decade of coming here, it was one of the few constants that hadn’t been ripped away that awful January almost two years ago.


    Phyllis limped off as Marc strode through the door and slid into a chair across from Mitch. “Morning, Dad. You order yet?” He crooked an index finger toward the server and raised his voice. “Hey, Phil, regular here.”


    Minutes later Martin joined them. “Hey, Dad. What’d the doc say yesterday?”


    They leaned elbows on the table and inched their noses toward Mitch.


    “He says I’m in better shape than most thirty-year-old men he sees. Nothing wrong at all with the old ticker.”


    “Good deal. You check the bean prices this morning?” Martin tapped his iPhone screen and handed it to his brother. “Show Dad. See? Didn’t we say you shouldn’t have contracted all those beans last winter with Farmersburg Grain and Long Enterprises?”


    Mitch shrugged. You win some, you lose some. His years of agonizing over the loss of a few cents a bushel were past. He didn’t mention that corn futures were looking like he’d made the right call there. Course you couldn’t be sure from one week to the next.


    “So . . . we move back to Eagle Road after we finish up at Lenk’s on Hemple, right?” Mitch formed the statement as a question.


    Both sons agreed without seeming to hear the words. Phyllis brought their orders, refilled the coffees, and commented on the weather. After she left, Mitch nodded at Marc, who proceeded to voice their thanks to the Lord before picking up his bagel sandwich.


    “Uh, Dad?”


    He widened his eyes in answer to his younger son. The look between the two boys was clearly conspiratorial and the tone vaguely familiar.


    “You think any more about what we said last Friday?” Martin speared a bite of pancake and spoke around it.


    Yes, and there was nothing more to say. They had started running beans Monday. He wasn’t going to leave his grain farm in the middle of harvest. Neither would he argue week after week. Driving a combine or a tractor or a truck was no more a health risk to him than it was to them. He said all that last week and now he had the doctor’s words to back him up. “Drop it, son. Please?”


    Marc flagged down Phyllis for a coffee refill. “Just hear us out, Dad. I know we hit you pretty hard last time with all that about your heart and all, but it’s more than that.”


    Hear them out. Okay, he could do that.


    They didn’t want him to think they were pushing him out because they thought he was an old man. But he deserved to slow down after all the years he’d worked so hard for his family. Besides, when he was their age he managed the entire business. Shouldn’t they have a chance at it now? They both had two sons who needed to learn a work ethic like he had taught them.


    Of course they would still need him. But wouldn’t he appreciate more time to devote to his agricultural financial consulting clients? Maybe he could even go back to teaching those agribusiness classes—full-time instead of just the winter quarter.


    Right now they just wanted to get everybody talking about the possibility. Didn’t expect him to drop out of the game in the middle of harvest. Just start the ball rolling. Go through this season with them making the decisions instead of him being in the driver’s seat. Let them take the reins while he was still there to see how it went. See if they could get along as business partners instead of the boys doing what Dad decides.


    “That pretty much covers it,” Marc concluded, tipping his seventh cup of coffee.


    “What’cha think?” Martin pushed his chair back and rubbed a palm against his stubbly chin.


    Mitch closed his eyes and shook his head. Was that how they perceived it? Did he treat them like little boys instead of business partners? He hadn’t meant to. He tried to make them as much a part of the business as he was and felt the effort he put into it had paid off. Goes to show how much he knew.


    He was tired of the whole mess. Why did everything have to change? Just because Marilyn died, why did the rest of his life have to be rearranged? He didn’t want to spend his days in the office while someone else farmed his fields. The ebb and flow of the seasons—spring planting, summer spraying, autumn harvest, winter planning—it’s what he knew best. A rhythm that for fifty years had been as much a part of himself as breathing. A rhythm that had held him together for the past twenty-one months.


    “Give me some time to think about it, okay?” A decade maybe. Mitch fiddled with the last corner of toast, drizzling it with honey.


    His sons nodded.


    “This your night to eat supper with us, Pops?” Martin asked.


    Mitch wadded his napkin and drained the last of his coffee before responding. “According to the schedule . . .” He concentrated on not emphasizing schedule. “I go to your brother’s tonight. But you know how meals are this time of year, Marc. Tell Kelly not to worry about me. The fridge is full of stuff I need to get eaten up. And—”


    “I know,” Martin broke in, “don’t tell Marissa.”


    Mitch looked at his watch. “At the risk of sounding like I’m the boss and you’re the underlings, shouldn’t we get moving? I want to grease the combine before the elevator opens, and I know you like to stop in at home before the kids leave for school.”


    They scattered, each man to his pickup. As Mitch headed north on Farmersburg-Johnsdale Road, he replayed last night’s conversation with Marissa.


    “I’ll be over with the kids tomorrow to clean, Dad. I’ll do your bedroom and bathroom too, so leave the door unlocked.”


    “When I want you to clean in there, I’ll leave it open.” Same reply he’d been giving for a year and a half.


    A year and a half, and Marissa was still coming to clean and do laundry? In the last six months, he had tried occasionally and half-heartedly to stop her. He could run his own washer and dryer and vacuum cleaner and dust mop. Couldn’t he? And this coddling was getting on his nerves.


    He didn’t know how to convince Marissa that he was ready to move on with his life. He would never stop grieving Marilyn’s death. Part of him had died too. But not all of him, and what was left needed to go on. Everything he had tried so far set Marissa off on a repetitious and completely unrelated tirade, “Nobody wants to remember Mom, but I won’t let you guys forget her.”


    The kids had eaten and left, and Layne retired to his recliner with a hunting magazine. Mitch leaned across the table and laid his hand on Marissa’s wrist. “Rissa, we need to talk.”


    “You’re right. Me and Layne’ve been talking about how much time I spend cleaning and doing laundry at both our places. We have a fantastic solution. Think about this, Daddy.”


    So it was Daddy now—he recognized the tone. “You bounce around in that big old house and I’m cleaning two houses every week.” She stopped talking and studied Layne’s iced tea glass carefully before picking it up and dumping the shrunken ice cubes into her own glass.


    “You know I don’t mind. But you and Mom talked about building something smaller, even had plans drawn up, didn’t you?”


    His daughter, the bloodhound. She had seen the blueprints after sweet-talking her mother into sharing the not-yet-public documents. What did she want now? Him to build that house?


    “Well, that tells me you thought about selling the farmhouse. Do you know how hard it is to sell real estate these days? I don’t want you to have to go through that.” She launched off into a long and detailed story she heard in town the other day about an elderly couple trying to sell.


    “There’s a point to this?” He sneaked a glance at his watch.


    The glare she gave him could have been inherited only from her mother. “I’m getting there. You just have to know where I’m coming from.”


    “If you don’t mind, I’ll go ahead and take care of these.” He nodded at the supper dishes spread all over the table.


    “What I’m saying . . . actually, do you think . . . well . . . okay, Daddy, it’s like this.”


    Her half-finished attempts suddenly clicked in his brain. He raised a handful of spoons and forks. “Let me guess. You want me to move in with you? Forget it, Riss, I’m too old to sleep on a couch every night.”


    “No, we’ll move in with you.”


    “Yeah, right.”


    “Seriously, Daddy. You won’t have to sell the house, and we’ve been looking for something bigger anyway. You can keep the same bedroom. We’ll add another bathroom upstairs. It’s the perfect solution—you won’t get lonely and I’ll only have one house to clean.”


    With free rent and a full-time babysitter and dishwasher? He cleared his throat to flush the irritation from his voice. “Sounds like you have it all figured out. Now all you have to do is convince me and your brothers and sister. You know—” He had wheeled around and grabbed the last bowl from the table. “I think you’re going to have a pretty hard time getting that past all four of us.”


    Mitch whizzed back to today, signaled his left turn onto Zehring Road and waved as the other two Sanderson Chevrolets roared past in the rural Ohio daybreak.

  


  
    Chapter 3


    3


    After three hours of sleep Suzanne disarmed the alarm clock an hour before it was set to ring. Every time she turned over her troubles to the Lord, they somehow boomeranged back. She blamed herself, not her Savior.


    Finding another place to live currently led her troubles list, but school pressures came close behind. Since New Vision Christian School’s principal Erik Angle left, she had been teaching all the high school classes. After a dozen plus years of teaching, she had the routines pretty much memorized. In all, the high school class had only twenty-eight students. She had made a science of combining classes, but still there were fifteen classes scheduled each day. Always before, the principal had taught several classes, as there was no way for her to fit them all in adequately.


    Now it was up to her to make a way. To teach all of them with a semblance of adequacy since the beginning of last week when Erik left for a better-paying job.


    The school board had shown up at school two weeks ago on a Friday evening. All five of them. All looking like they’d rather be anywhere else. All checking their watches and smart phones frequently. Erik had already left for the day, and Suzanne had been the only teacher called into their meeting.


    Her heart pounded like an efficient typist. She scanned her mental files for an altercation with a student in the four weeks since school started and found nothing remotely suspicious.


    The board chairman, Gerald Cook, began the meeting with a short prayer and got right to the point. “You probably know what this is all about?”


    She willed her heart to slow its pace. “No.”


    “Mr. Angle didn’t tell you about his plans?”


    “No.” He’d acted odd all week. More so than usual. Not that she took time to accurately rate the oddities of her superiors.


    “So you didn’t know today was his last day here?”


    What?


    “No.” She folded the green Post-it note into sixteen three-eighths inch squares. Her responses were starting to feel quite negative.


    Gerald laughed and for a second she hoped he was going to say it was all a joke. Then he got serious. “Okay, here’s what’s happening. Mr. Angle called me yesterday morning and said that he is quitting. As of today. Something about a job opportunity somewhere else. Sounds like a done deal. So now we need to talk about where we go from here.”


    An hour later they all left, and Suzanne wanted to leave too. For good. Like Erik Angle had. Only she couldn’t. What would happen to her kids if she left? Instead she pulled out her plan book and Erik’s plan book and designed a way to do the work of two people for the rest of the school year.


    That they would find someone to replace him was unthinkable. Erik had taken the principal position after Mr. Garber retired the year before last. Following in Mr. G’s steps had to be difficult, but Erik’s heart was never in it. From the beginning he made it clear that he took the job only because he couldn’t find anything else more glamorous.


    Nine school days had passed since that surprising meeting, and Suzanne was surviving. With a nearly nonexistent social life, she didn’t mind giving up an extra couple of hours in the evenings.


    She’d made sure everything was ready before she left last night so she didn’t have to leave for school at five a.m., but she was awake with nothing else to do. She stopped by the freezer to grab a granola bar from the box she’d hidden there last week. But someone must have discovered her stash—the empty box sat on a bag of peas. She grabbed her lunch bag and steamed all the way to the car.


    On the way to school she passed the diner in Farmersburg. Her stomach growled at the smell of bacon wafting into the street. She hit the turn signal and the brakes. Plenty of time to eat this morning.


    Breakfast. One of the issues that had driven her to find a place of her own. Her mother practically forbade her to leave the house in the morning without eating. Preferably something hot and lots of it. Suzanne’s stomach rarely woke as soon as she did, and eating early in the morning had proved disastrous more than once. Mother took it as an insult. To no avail, Suzanne had tried to explain that if at twenty-five years old, she chose to go to work on an empty stomach, Mother’s parenting reputation was not at stake.


    Her digestive system still had an attitude and she seldom ate breakfast. Especially if she had to fix it. But she loved breakfast food. Problem was, by the time her system would accept it, the restaurants had quit fixing it.


    Pulling into a parking spot—the only car in a sea of pickup trucks, Suzanne looked through the windows. Betsy’s Diner had fewer than a dozen tables, and inside the nearest window sat the Sanderson men.


    The smell of bacon and pancakes coming through her open window made her retch. She backed out and sped on to school. She would starve before going in alone to order takeout or eating by herself at a table if Marc Sanderson might see her.


    The hours between eight-thirty and three o’clock flew by relatively interruption free. Mrs. Bower, who taught grades seven and eight, came to Suzanne’s room only three times. Miss Lana, the first grade teacher, kindly saved her requests and brought them during the high school lunch break. Oh well, Suzanne’s stomach had grown weary of growling hours earlier. That meant more to eat after the last carpool left. Miss Kortney of the second and third grade classes didn’t show up at all. Instead she dispatched students—two at a time during every class—to borrow books from Suzanne’s shelves. None of which they could find without help.


    It seemed Mrs. Miller in the fourth, fifth, and sixth grade class must have taken a field trip when Suzanne hadn’t seen her by lunchtime. But then she showed up with two misprints in a teacher guide as the bell rang for Phys Ed.


    The stack of books and papers to grade towered over her after-school snack of lukewarm ham and cheese with stale crackers. She eyed the workload and estimated she could be done before eight if she hurried.


    She popped two ibuprofen and hummed, “We’ll work till Jesus comes.”


    * * *


    Mitch and Martin drove the grain trucks while Marc ran the combine. On Mitch’s first trip to the elevator he got stuck talking to Gerald Cook. He made himself small in the seat when he saw the guy pull in a couple of trucks back. Other experienced drivers did the same, each hoping, Mitch guessed, that Gerald would catch some greenhorn without the wisdom to go invisible. Despite Mitch’s best efforts, he made a beeline for the Sanderson truck.


    Mitch sighed and rolled down his window. “Morning, Mr. Cook.”


    “How you doing today, Sanderson? Can you believe this weather—and they say we ain’t gonna get any rain for another week. It sure is great to be getting all this harvesting done in good time, but I’m starting to worry about how low the water table’s getting.”


    The truck ahead of Mitch moved and he eased his foot off the brake, silently inviting Gerald to find someone else on whom to bestow his wisdom.


    Gerald whipped out his Nextel. “Gerry, you move our truck up if you need to.”


    “Got him out here learning how to do it.” Gerald nodded back the line. “The teachers squawk some at how much time he’s missing, but I say a boy’s gotta learn while he’s young. He don’t take too well to book learning anyway. Like his old man. Good thing I’m smart in other ways to make up for it. I thank the good Lord for giving me common sense. I guess that’s what got me on the board over there at New Vision.” He looked back at his truck and sent another command to his son.


    “Speaking of school stuff, I was wanting to talk to you, Mitch. I’m chairman of the board over there?” He spoke in questions, but didn’t wait for an answer to continue.


    “We kinda got us in a pickle over the principal we thought we had. Probably the best person we’ve ever had in there, and now he’s gone and quit on us. Look, it’s your turn on the scale. Good talking to you. I’ll catch you later. I still need to talk at you some more.”


    On subsequent trips to the elevator, Mitch managed to steer clear of Gerald. But just as the sun set, the loose-lipped farmer pulled in the Sanderson lane. He ambled over to Mitch’s work table in the shop, hands in pockets. “You guys stop running after I saw you this morning?”


    Mitch paused his welding and shook his head. What had he done to deserve this kind of punishment?


    “Anyway, I gotcha now. You think any more about what I said earlier?”


    “About the low water table?” What else had the man talked about? “You don’t need to worry too much about that. You know how it is around here, start worrying about drought this time of year and we get a big rain that won’t let up. Then we start panicking that we’ll never get the rest of the crops in.”


    “Not that. You been thinking about our little school problem? Like I said, our principal quit. Up and took off without no notice. See, most of us on the board, we don’t think it’s that big a deal. I mean, we got Miss Suzanne, she’s been there pretty much forever and a day. She’ll do whatever we tell her.”


    Suzanne. That was the Bloomer girl’s name.


    As Gerald talked, he wandered around the work bench. He grabbed a wrench from its carefully marked spot on the pegboard, inspected it, and laid it on the table.


    “So, anyways. We’re getting along fine without a principal, I’d say. And goodness sakes, we’re saving a pile of money. You know how much we had to agree to pay Erik to get him to take the job? Way too much if you ask me.”


    Mitch hadn’t been involved in starting a school in the church basement thirty-how-ever-many years ago, but he had known the men who were. They surely never imagined a goon like this as head of the school board. He finished his task and turned back to his uninvited visitor. “I’m sure there’s a point to all this, but I’m not getting it. I have to leave now. If you need something, Gerald, just ask.”


    “Like I said, if it was up to me, we don’t need nothing. But them other teachers are complaining, and some of the parents are squawking about how much Suzanne has to do. Some of their spoiled brats not getting enough attention, probably.”


    This man was getting on Mitch’s last nerve. He picked up the repaired part and headed toward the door. “Got to get this out to the field. If you have something to say, you’d better come along.” He flipped off the light and lowered the overhead door.


    Gerald followed Mitch to the pickup and made himself at home in the passenger’s seat. “Nice truck for a Chevy. You got any trouble with the brakes sticking? Us Cooks, we’re Ford men. Never could figure out why someone would waste good money on a Chevy.”


    “Don’t tell me you’ve chased me around all day to criticize my choice of motor companies.” Mitch ended his sentence with a chuckle so Gerald might think it was a joke.


    “Shucks, no. What I’m trying to tell you is we need to find somebody for that principal job over at school. And I’m asking you to do it.”


    “Asking me to find the school a principal? Wouldn’t that be the school board’s job?” It was almost fun pushing Gerald’s buttons. “Hey, pal, with all your wisdom, if you can’t find anybody, I wouldn’t stand a chance of getting you a replacement.”


    “No, no, no. You got it all wrong. I’m asking you to take the job.”


    “Me? What in the world makes you think I would do something like that. I mean even if I were qualified, which we both know I’m not.”


    “I hear your sons are taking over more of the farming, so what else do you plan to do with yourself? That line about you not being—what’d you call it, qualified? Baloney. I remember that you never put in any time on the school board like most of the dads, including mine, did. My dad said they were smart never to elect you, cause you didn’t have time for anything but your farming, that college stuff, and your con-salting business.”


    Mitch’s mouth dropped open. Figuratively if not literally. Way to lay a guilt trip on a man. That was undeserved. He had put many dollars into the school even in the years between Marci’s graduation and when the first grandchild started first grade.


    The two-mile drive between the shop and the field where Marc waited with the combine stretched into twenty, with no way of getting rid of Gerald short of shoving him out the door.


    “Your dad didn’t know the whole story, Gerald. But that’s not the point. I’m still very much a part of this farming operation. We’re smack dab in the middle of harvest. Qualified or not, I cannot abandon my fields. Go look somewhere else.” Mitch steered across the bumpy field and stopped beside the combine.


    A head emerged from the hood of the giant machine. “Don’t say no without thinking it through, Dad.” Marc reached for the part. “Thanks. I’m going to put this back together and we ought to call it a day.”


    Mitch plodded back to the truck, Gerald dogging his steps. Change the subject. “So, tell me, Gerald, how many acres do you have out this year?”


    Bingo. Gerald’s chest puffed out and he counted for a while on his fingers, muttering under his breath. “Four hundred some in beans, about four fifty in corn. And I bet this is gonna be the best year yet for yields. We’re getting more per acre on the corn than anyone around. It must be that new fertilizer I tried and that new seed. No offence, I know you’re a Stine man.”


    When Gerald’s door closed, Mitch had the engine started. Before Gerald finished explaining why this new seed corn was so incredibly better than anything the world had ever seen, and how he knew the return would justify the higher price he’d paid, Mitch parked at the shop and jumped out.


    “See you around, Gerald. I have evening plans and I’m already late. Good luck hunting.” He sprinted to the shop without listening for Gerald’s reply.


    What a coincidence that just yesterday Mitch had set foot inside New Vision Christian School for the first time in a decade. No wonder the teacher seemed busy. She may have been there for close to forever, but he bet she was thankful bumbling old Gerald hadn’t been on the board all those years. Speaking of forever, what about Clarence Garber? Hadn’t he occupied the principal’s office most of that time? Mitch didn’t remember much about his kids’ school days, but Mr. G was unforgettable. Garber must have retired. Maybe Gerald and his underlings should consider dragging him back to finish off the year. He couldn’t be much older than seventy-five, and pretty spry at that. Mitch didn’t intend to retire until long past the end of his own eighth decade.


    That Cook guy didn’t have the sense God gave a gnat. Mitch would never consider walking off the field in the middle of harvest.
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