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                    But small is the gate and narrow the road 
                

                
                    that leads to life, and only a few find it. 
                

                —Matthew 7:14

                 

                As passengers began to exit the
                    security area, Ted Wiebe raised his sign showing the name MIRANDA KLASSEN
                    written in bold, black ink.

                A group of chattering women rushed by, their coats billowing
                    open to display skintight T-shirts, which left their midriffs exposed above
                    jeans that were far too tight.

                Ted lowered his head so the brim of his hat shielded his eyes. None
                    of these would be Miss Klassen. Being a modest Mennonite woman, Miss Klassen
                    would not dress in the ways of the women from the cities. Pastor Jake had
                    researched her background before examining her portfolio. Miss Klassen came from
                    a highly regarded Mennonite church with a large membership in Seattle.

                Miss Klassen would be wearing a sensible ankle-length skirt or
                    dress with heavy black leather boots. In the photo she had sent, her hair
                    was dark brown and combed back. Here, in public, her head would be
                    respectfully covered, probably using a casual veil instead of a prayer
                    covering.

                However, the only woman Ted saw wearing a head covering was
                    Sarah's grootmutta, who had gone to visit Sarah's cousins in
                    Pennsylvania and was now going to visit more relatives in Minneapolis before
                    returning home. He nodded and smiled graciously to acknowledge the older woman
                    as she walked past him, then returned his attention to the dwindling
                    crowd.

                Nearly everyone had already disembarked, yet he still
                    didn't see Miss Klassen. If she had missed her connection, then he would
                    have to wait for two hours until the next flight, which he didn't want
                    to do. Despite often being required to travel for business meetings, he
                    always hated the congestion of large, crowded airports, including the
                    busy Minneapolis airport, even though it was the closest one to home,
                    and therefore the most familiar.

                He continued to hold the sign until the last straggler passed
                    through the security walkway. This woman wore jeans, but they weren't as
                    tight, so he continued to watch her while hoping Miss Klassen would soon
                    appear.

                This young lady definitely wasn't dressed for Minnesota
                    winters. Her open, waist-length jacket showed a thin, nonpadded
                    lining, and she wore only a bright red T-shirt under her lightweight jacket.
                    As she crossed into the exit area, she tottered on insanely high
                    shoes—open-toed high heels. Not boots. When snow lay a foot thick on the
                    ground outside.

                A jingling electronic tone sounded. Entranced, Ted watched as
                    the woman slowed her steps while she fumbled with a paperback book, tucked
                    an umbrella under her arm, pulled out her earbuds, and still managed to
                    balance a satchel strap on her shoulder. She nestled her purse under her chin as
                    she patted all her pockets, then reached into the back pocket of her jeans
                    and pulled out a ringing cell phone. As she answered it, she hung her purse
                    strap on her pinky finger, flipped her hair away from her cheek, and
                    stuffed an iPod into her jacket pocket.

                Ted started to lower his sign and was about to leave when the woman
                    laughed, capturing his attention. Instead of turning away he stood
                    transfixed, with the sign at half-mast, staring while she talked into an
                    intensely red cell phone, an exact match to her fire- hydrant-red lipstick.
                    Her hair bounced as she nodded, causing her huge, dangling earrings,
                    also shocking red, to swing.

                With another laugh, she snapped her phone shut and tucked it
                    into her red purse, which was so small he didn't know how her phone fit
                    into it, even if all she carried was her wallet. The woman shuffled to the
                    side of the walkway and scanned the now nearly empty area.

                Ted's breath caught as her eyes locked on his sign, then
                    his face. Her movements froze. For a second, her eyes flitted to his
                    hat, then she blinked and looked him straight in the eyes.At the searing
                    contact, Ted's stomach dropped to the bottom of his boots.

                Like a scene from a childhood nightmare, she began to approach
                    him.

                "Ted Wiebe?" she asked.

                Ted's heart pounded so hard he could feel it beneath his heavy
                    coat. This was wrong. This could not be the woman he had been sent to fetch back
                    to their church. He had come for a quiet, gentle woman of the same
                    traditional Mennonite heritage as his own—a woman who had been blessed
                    with a special gift and lived to serve others. Even though it was unusual for a
                    Mennonite woman to be a musician and composer, her references stated that
                    her love for God shone through in everything she did, especially the songs
                    she wrote for God's glory. Even though she came from a big city, she had
                    been born and raised in a Mennonite home and community. Her father was a pastor.
                    Surely this could not be her.

                Ted stared at the woman before him, dressed not much
                    differently than the group who had just passed him, one of whom had made an
                    immodest display of her belly button ring. Even though this woman's midriff
                    was covered, she came equipped with all the latest city trends—a
                    nonfunctional purse, a brightly colored cell phone, a collection of
                    electronic gadgets, plus a laptop computer slung over her shoulder, and
                    showgirl shoes.

                She extended one hand. "Thank you for picking me up."

                His mind went blank as he slowly accepted her handshake.He'd
                    never shaken hands with a woman before.

                Ted cleared his throat and tried not to stammer. "Miranda
                    Klassen?" 

                "That's me." She grinned from ear to ear and gestured
                    down the walkway. "It's snowing out there!" 

                "Do not worry," he said, as he tried to focus all
                    his attention on her face, not her snug clothing and plethora of
                    accessories."It is windy enough that the highways are still clear. The
                    forecast said it would not become heavy until midnight."

                Yet, even though the roads would be clear, the blowing snow
                    would drift and accumulate against the houses and existing piles of snow at the
                    sides of the driveways and sidewalks.By the time he got home, he had a
                    feeling he would welcome the exertion of shoveling his driveway before he could
                    park his car in the garage.

                "Is there lots of snow in Piney Meadows?" 

                "Ja. It is February, after all."

                She blinked at his confirmation, as if this was a strange
                    concept. "Oh." She released his hand and then jerked her head to the
                    sign directing travelers to the baggage claim area. "Before I pick up my
                    luggage, I need coffee. Do you have a Starbucks here?" 

                Starbucks. Not just ordinary coffee. She wanted the expensive,
                    specialty kind. "I am not sure. I do not drink coffee."

                "If I don't get some decent coffee soon, I think
                    I'll die. Oops, but first, can you hold this for a minute?" She
                    slipped the satchel off her shoulder and thrust it, the book, and the
                    umbrella at him so fast he feared he might drop them. Things were not quite
                    secure in his arms before she turned and dashed toward the ladies'
                    restroom, her heels clicking as she sprinted off. Unable to take his eyes off
                    her until she disappeared through the doorway, Ted's cheeks burned red.
                    While he stood cradling her belongings, people shuffled past him.

                He turned slightly so he wasn't staring at the entrance to the
                    ladies' room, then shook his head so he could think.

                How could he bring this woman back to his people? Of everyone in
                    his church, he had the most experience with people from the cities, but
                    she would be a shock to everyone else. More importantly, she couldn't
                    possibly understand or relate to the project in their church. His people had
                    chosen to remain distant from the ways of the world to maintain their Old Order
                    tradition. Some modern conveniences had crept in, but out of necessity. He
                    was one of only a few people who owned a car, and many depended on him
                    because of it. But wherever they could, they protected themselves from the
                    contamination of the world around them.

                Miranda Klassen appeared to be entrenched in her city ways and
                    actually enjoyed them. Starbucks! 

                He didn't know what to do. His inclination was to take her to
                    the ticket counter instead of the baggage claim area and put her on the next
                    plane back to where she came from. But he had been sent by his church, his
                    people, and his pastor. Even though no one had experienced her yet, it
                    wasn't his place to judge her.

                Ted had promised to drop her off at the home of Leonard and Lois
                    Toews, who had graciously invited Miss Klassen to live with them for the
                    next year, and he always kept his word.

                But first, he would take her to the one person who could make
                    the decision to send her back to Seattle—Pastor Jake.

                For the first time in his life, Ted wished he owned a cell
                    phone.

                Hoping to find a pay phone and make the call before she
                    reappeared, he looked around for a map of the terminal. Before he could find
                    one, Miss Klassen emerged from the entrance to the ladies' room. As she
                    walked she draped her jacket over one arm while she rummaged through her
                    miniscule purse. With the movement, the shoulder of her red T-shirt
                    drooped, exposing a black bra strap.

                He turned his head. The heat in his face meant his cheeks were
                    probably as red as her lipstick, which she must have retouched because it
                    was even brighter than when she had walked off the plane.

                "I'm so sorry," she muttered. "This is going
                    all wrong. Can we start over? I'm Miranda Klassen, but my friends call
                    me Randi. Thank you for driving all this way to pick me up."

                Ted's mind went blank as he turned back to her, keeping his
                    eyes fixed on her face until she adjusted her clothing. "Randy? But that is
                    a man's name."

                Miss Klassen shook her head as she tugged her T-shirt back into its
                    proper place. "No, when I write it, that's Randi, with an
                    'i.' " 

                "I have never heard of that."

                She shrugged her shoulders. "It's just the short form of
                    Miranda."

                He had never known anyone by that name either, but at least it
                    was clearly feminine. As to Randy, or Randi, he didn't care how she
                    spelled her name, it would always be a man's name to him. He
                    couldn't do it.

                Not that he would have to. By this time tomorrow, after meeting
                    with Pastor Jake and possibly the board of deacons, Miss Randi with an
                        "i" would be on her way back to Seattle.

                She looked down at the sign still in his hands. "The sign was
                    a good idea. I had no idea who would be picking me up, and I wasn't sure
                    you would have recognized me by the picture I sent."

                He studied her face. She was right; he hadn't recognized her.
                    He still wasn't sure this was the same woman as in the photograph.

                "No, I did not," Ted replied.

                She ran her fingers through her hair. "I just got my hair
                    streaked a couple of days ago. Usually it's darker but this time she used a
                    lighter shade, and I think she put a bit too much red in it. I hope it's
                    okay."

                Chemically dyed hair. He bit his tongue so he wouldn't ask if
                    she had any tattoos.

                If only he could save himself the gas and the wear on his nerves
                    and send her back right now. But he couldn't. Only Pastor Jake could make
                    that decision. "The luggage carousels are that way." Since his hands
                    were still full, he jerked his head toward the right.

                She reached toward him. "I'll take those now."

                Her bright red nails caught the glare of the overhead lighting as
                    he returned the umbrella and the book.

                Because it was the heaviest of the three items, he retained the
                    satchel containing her laptop computer. "I will carry this for
                    you."

                "Oh." She nibbled on her bottom lip. "Of
                    course."

                She reached up to flip a strand of bicolored hair out of her
                    eyes, showing another flash of red—this time a narrow, single
                    strand of red ribbon tied in her hair. The same red as her painted fingernails.
                    And her phone. And her purse. And her earrings. And her T-shirt. He would never
                    be able to look at anything red the same way again.

                When her hands dropped to her sides, a glitter at her throat
                    sparkled—a dainty gold cross that hung on a chain around her neck.
                    Finally, an outward sign. But it didn't make up for the rest of her
                    appearance. Nor did it change his mind.

                He couldn't believe this Miranda Klassen was the person who had
                    composed and directed the moving songs of faith and worship that had impressed
                    the pastor and everyone on the church board so much that they had brought in a
                    stranger to oversee the biggest event in their church's history. Especially
                    without meeting her in person. Everything had been done over the phone,
                    which was a mistake they would never repeat.

                He crumpled the sign and tossed it in the nearby waste container.
                    "Let us go retrieve your suitcase. The sooner we do this, the sooner we
                    can go."

                "Don't forget my coffee. I see a sign." She pointed
                    down the length of the terminal. "That way. Starbucks. I need a venti mocha
                    really bad."
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                They were well clear of
                    Minneapolis by the time Miranda's teeth stopped chattering. The hot coffee
                    had helped warm her fingers, and finally she had some feeling back in her
                    toes, but the only things that would truly take away the chill that had
                    seeped into her bones would be either the quilt off her bed or a roaring
                    fire.

                Beside her, Ted had unfastened all the buttons of his
                    coat."Are you warm enough? I am finding it becoming hot. I would like to
                    turn the heat down."

                She didn't want to lie, but neither did she want her host
                    to feel uncomfortable. "Go ahead," she said, trying to sound
                    cheerful. "I'm feeling much better."

                A silence hung between them, made worse because Ted didn't
                    have a CD player or even a radio in his car. The silence was really . . . silent
                    . . . except for the hum of the tires on the highway and the regular double
                    thumps when they crossed the expansion seams between the sections of cement.

                "You are feeling better, but you did not say that you are
                    warm." He looked down at her feet, which made her automatically wiggle
                    her toes. "Can you feel your toes yet?" 

                At his words, she stopped moving them, even though they
                    were now thankfully covered. "Yes. Thank you. That was a good
                    idea."

                By the time they had walked through the parking lot and arrived at
                    his car, she could no longer feel her feet. Ted had graciously suggested
                    that she open her suitcase and change into what he called "more adequate
                    footwear." It had been rather embarrassing, but worth the sacrifice of
                    her pride. She had never had such a hard time pulling on socks or stuffing her
                    feet into tennis shoes. Everything below her ankles was numb, and her hands
                    shook so hard she could barely tie the laces.

                "It made no sense that you should be so cold. I did not mind
                    waiting."

                "I've got to be honest with you. I really had no idea it
                    would be like this. I checked the weather channel before I left and saw that it
                    might snow, but it's different at home. On the West Coast it usually
                    only hovers around freezing when it's snowing.Even when it's cold enough
                    for the snow to stick, it's never windy." Just thinking about it
                    made a cold shudder run down her back. For the first time, she understood
                    what people meant by the phrase "wind chill."

                "I've never experienced such a cold wind in my
                    life."

                "I do not understand why you chose to change into your tennis
                    shoes instead of your boots. I would have waited for you to repack your
                    suitcase."

                "I didn't bring boots. I don't own a pair. Do you know
                    where I can buy some?" 

                "You do not own boots?" He turned and stared at her as if
                    she were some poor homeless waif, underfed and underdressed.

                She glanced down at his feet, protected by large, plain
                    black boots, no doubt cushioned with thick wool socks.

                Not only did she need to buy boots, she would also need to buy
                    a new jacket. Today she had learned the hard way that the coat she'd bought
                    in Seattle was woefully inadequate if this was a sample of normal Minnesota
                    winter weather. Unlike her coat, Ted's heavy, padded wool coat was
                    so long it hung below his knees. The fabric wouldn't be the least bit
                    rainproof, which was probably why she had never seen anything like it in
                    Seattle. A dull monotone shade of dark gray, it was plain and
                    functional—made for warmth, not for looks.

                Miranda raised her hand to the window and wiped away the fog. The
                    snow was coming down heavier now than it had been when they first drove out of
                    the airport. She'd never seen anything like it, and just looking at it
                    made her even colder.

                As Ted drove, he lifted one hand from the steering wheel and
                    grasped the top of the collar of his coat. He fanned it a few times and blew out
                    his breath.

                "I am stopping the car," he said as he checked the
                    rearview mirror.

                Miranda opened her mouth to ask him why, but he braked so hard
                    she lurched against the seatbelt and lost her breath. The center lane where most
                    traffic drove was clear, but the falling snow was beginning to accumulate on
                    the outside lane, and the shoulder was covered. Instead of pulling over onto
                    the shoulder, Ted aimed the car so only one tire went into the snow; half of
                    the car blocked the lane—a danger if anyone were to come up behind them.
                    The second the car stopped, he clicked off his seatbelt with one hand,
                    pushed the door open with the other, and bolted out.

                "What's wrong? Should I—" Before she could
                    finish her sentence, he'd shucked off his coat, thrown it in the
                    back seat, and was again in the driver's seat, fastening his
                    seatbelt.

                In two seconds, the car had resumed motion. He eased it into
                    the center of the driving lane and quickly picked up speed. As soon as they were
                    back at the posted speed limit, he shifted into fifth gear and reached over
                    to turn the heat on full blast.

                "I needed to do that quickly before someone came up behind us.
                    Now you will be able to get fully warm."

                She stared at Ted, barely able to believe what he'd just
                    done.She would never have pulled that maneuver on the I-5 at home, but
                    then, this highway only had two lanes in each direction, not five,
                    and nowhere near the same volume of traffic. Also, it was getting dark,
                    and they were the only car on that stretch of road, at least for a couple of
                    minutes. He'd removed his coat so efficiently that she suspected this
                    wasn't the first time.

                Automatically, she raised her hands to the vent, now
                    blasting out hot air instead of merely blowing warm.

                "Thank you. I think . . ." her voice trailed off as he
                    turned to look at her, probably gauging her reaction.

                "Ja? What is it?" he muttered as he straightened
                    his hat, then returned his attention to the road in front of him.

                Her thoughts froze as numb as her toes. She stared at his
                    profile, taking in the whole picture of him, now that he'd removed
                    his bulky coat.

                The hat was the reason he had been the first person she had looked
                    at in the crowd when she got off the plane. She'd never seen one like
                    it, at least not in person. Made of solid black felt, completely
                    unadorned, with a wide unrolled brim, it looked like hats she'd seen
                    in some of the books at her church—the books about Mennonite history that
                    her father had given her to read to learn about her heritage.

                And the accent. Ja. Not yes, or yeah. Not
                    only did he speak with a bit of an inflection to his words, he enunciated
                    every word clearly. The more he spoke, the more prominent his accent. From
                    the first moment she had heard him speak, she'd been intrigued and
                    charmed by it.

                Without his coat, he looked like he'd been pulled right off
                    the pages of the book that was now packed in the bottom of a box in her closet.
                    Like his coat, the rest of his clothes were just as basic. He wore a plain
                    cotton button-down blue shirt, and his pants were loose and made for comfort
                    to the point that he used suspenders to hold them up. Plain suspenders. No
                    lettering proclaiming his favorite rock band. No Harley Davidson or other
                    motorcycle logo. Just plain black suspenders.

                "I'll be fine now." Miranda turned her head as if she
                    were watching the passing scenery.

                Before she boarded the plane, she'd had a long talk with
                    her father. They had both had a gut feeling that aside from being a small
                    town, Piney Meadows would be a place quite different from what they were
                    used to in Seattle. During the interview process, Pastor Jake had
                    overemphasized traditional values and strong family ethics. Since their own
                    church felt strongly about those same things, neither Miranda nor her father
                    understood why Pastor Jake had been so emphatic about it. They'd simply
                    agreed, yet they both felt something neither of them could define. If Ted
                    was a typical member of the church . . .

                Miranda cleared her throat. "Well," she said,
                    trying to keep her voice from shaking. "Tell me all about your town and
                    Piney Meadows Full Gospel Mennonite Church."

                For the first time since she'd met him, Ted smiled.

                Her breath caught. The smile changed him. His eyes sparkled,
                    and he was downright handsome in a country boy sort of way. Pastor Jake
                    hadn't told her how old Ted was, but she guessed him to be a year or two
                    older than herself, which put him at about twenty-six.

                "I have lived here all my life, as did my parents before
                    me.It is a small community, made of both townspeople and those who live on
                    the nearby farms."

                Miranda was content to listen to Ted recap some of the history of
                    the town as they drove, including a few amusing stories of some of the
                    residents and descriptions of the countryside that, unlike Seattle,
                    experienced four distinct seasons.

                When they passed the town's welcome sign, Miranda
                    couldn't help but compare it to something she would see on television as a
                    caricature of a hick town. There was probably a main street, but she
                    couldn't see even a hint of a tall building and she had a feeling the reason
                    wasn't just because it was so dark. In contrast to her neighborhood in
                    Seattle, houses here were large and spaced well apart on large lots. Most
                    had detached garages, something she never saw in Seattle, and rarely saw
                    in the suburbs, except in the older neighborhoods. The town was small enough
                    that not only did the population number show on the sign, it looked like it
                    had recently been changed.

                This was a town that wasn't likely to have a Walmart. Ever.

                "Where are we going?" Miranda asked, wondering what
                    time everyone went to bed in a town like this.

                Ted checked his watch. "We are going to the church. I would
                    like you to meet Pastor Jake."

                Miranda looked around the neighborhood as they turned off the main
                    road. The covering of snow gave everything such a pure and pristine feel.
                    Yet, in addition to the quaintness, she had the impression that in the
                    summertime, some of these yards would hold a goat or a chicken or two.

                As they drove past the darkened houses, not one of them showed
                    the glow of a television through the window. "Are you sure it's not too
                    late? Everyone seems to be settled in for the night."

                "No. He will be there. Pastor Jake is always at the church
                    late on Thursday evenings. I am sure that he is anxious to meet you."

                Just as Ted had promised, the church was well lit when he
                    stopped the car on the street. "Are you sure he's here? I don't see
                    a car."

                "The lights are on. He is here. As I do, Pastor Jake has a
                    car, but he walks to church. He only will drive the car when someone needs a
                    ride."

                When Ted opened his door, an icy blast of wind pierced the
                    haven of his small car. He visibly shivered and quickly reached into the
                    backseat for his coat. He moved so fast he was almost a blur as he hopped
                    outside, slipped his arms into the sleeves, and wrapped the coat around
                    himself without fastening the buttons. "Kom. Come. Let us go
                    inside."

                Ted guided her up the stairs without speaking. Slogging through the
                    ankle-deep snow, she was even more grateful that he'd given her the
                    chance to change from her best dress shoes to her tennis shoes. Even though snow
                    spilled over the sides and stuck to her socks, it was better than freezing
                    her exposed toes.

                At the door, he sidestepped ahead of her to open it, bowing
                    his head slightly as she walked past him. Once inside, Miranda compared
                    Ted's church to what she'd read about. It was just like the history
                    books. Beside the doors were two sides of a community coatrack—one side
                    for women and the other side for men, complete with pegs for the men's
                    hats. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Ted remove his hat and hang it
                    on one of the pegs, but he didn't remove his coat.

                Taking one step further, she looked up. The foyer's
                    ceiling, made from old wood, had been stained deep and rich. Pillars of
                    the same wood stood proudly throughout the large space. The room was elegant and
                    beautiful, but at the same time warm and comfortable. Stepping closer to one
                    of the pillars, she saw words carved into it, as well as an intricate
                    carving of a shepherd and a few sheep.

                "The Lord is my shepherd," she read, running her
                    hands over the words as she spoke them. "This is magnificent. Where did
                    your church get this?" 

                "One of our founding fathers carved all the pillars to be
                    ready for the original construction."

                "Wow," she murmured as she again tilted her head to
                    study the ceiling more carefully.

                With the foyer displaying such craftsmanship, Miranda's
                    heart quickened at the thought of what artistry proclaiming the glory of God
                    would be in the center of His house. "I can hardly wait to see your
                    sanctuary."

                "But—" 

                Ted raised one finger in the air, but Miranda didn't wait
                    for him. She continued forward and pulled open a set of closed double doors.
                    Sighing, he followed her into the looming blackness, and she heard the
                    sweep of his hand against the wall. A click sounded, and one light came on
                    at the front.

                Just as she had imagined, wooden pews lined the slightly
                    triangular room, layered in levels as the entire floor sloped toward the
                    front where a small, bare stage held a wooden podium. Behind it, high on
                    the wall, hung a large cross made of the same wood. The plainness of the
                    room focused all attention on the cross, making a vivid statement. Even
                    though the building had to be more than seventy-five years old, considering
                    the shape of the room and the choice of materials for the wall covering, she
                    suspected the acoustics were excellent.

                "This is outstanding. Majestic, yet simple."

                "It meets our needs. Let me introduce you to Pastor
                    Jake."He stepped back, allowing her to exit the room before he flipped
                    off the light switch and pulled the door shut behind him.

                She hadn't taken more than a couple of steps when a middleaged
                    man wearing a suit about ten years out of date stepped out of one of the rooms
                    leading into the foyer. Beneath the suit jacket, he wore suspenders too.

                "Miranda Klassen, please meet Pastor Jake
                    Loewen."

                Miranda approached him. "Pastor," she said, and
                    extended one hand.

                Pastor Jake's face froze with an expression similar to that of
                    Ted when he had first seen her at the airport. He blinked a few times, and
                    his eyes met hers. Slowly, he smiled, but it didn't reach his eyes.
                    Gradually, he extended his hand and wrapped his fingers around hers. "I
                    am pleased to meet you, Miss Klassen."

                "Please, call me Randi."

                "With an 'i,' " Ted piped up beside her.

                Pastor Jake's grip tightened.

                Out of the corner of her eye, a movement caught her attention. A
                    woman walked out of the pastor's office. It didn't surprise Miranda that
                    this woman was dressed the same as the elderly lady on the plane, the one
                    who wore a prayer kapp. It made Miranda wonder if that lady was a member
                    of this church and community; perhaps she should have spoken to her.

                Pastor Jake released her hand and smiled. "Miranda
                    Klassen, this is my wife, Kathleen Loewen."

                Miranda forced herself to breathe normally as she took in
                    everything she'd seen in the last few hours. Nothing had been like she
                    thought it would be. Her head spun as she combined images from her history book
                    with what surrounded her now. The quaint neighborhood. The old building. The
                    clothes. Like Little House on the Prairie—with cars.

                Miranda smiled graciously. "I'm pleased to meet you,
                    Mrs.Loewen."

                Mrs. Loewen smiled and nodded briefly. "And I am very pleased
                    to meet you. Did you have a nice flight?"

                Miranda nodded. She'd had a nice flight. But suddenly she was
                    unsure of the landing.

                "You are looking tired."

                Not as much tired as overwhelmed. She'd been so excited at the
                    thought of putting together a project like they'd discussed over the phone
                    while not under her father's wing. Not that she wanted credit or glory,
                    but even Jesus felt the sting of not being taken seriously in His own hometown.
                    Here, she had thought she could spread her wings and fly like an eagle.
                    Instead, she felt like a colorful parrot among sparrows—a parrot that
                    had just had its wings clipped. But God loved each and every sparrow,
                    exactly the same as parrots. She sucked in a deep breath.

                "Yes, I am a little tired, and—I have to admit
                    this isn't exactly what I'd expected."

                Ted's eyebrows arched, and he crossed his arms over his
                    chest."Really?" The deep tone of his voice bordered on sarcasm.

                The pastor narrowed his eyes and glared at Ted for a moment before
                    he turned back to her and scanned her from head to toe.

                Miranda tried not to cringe at the inspection. She had worn her
                    best jeans and her favorite T-shirt for the flight, but she had a feeling
                    that her choice hadn't been the right one for this mission. And it was a
                    mission.

                She had come to help this church with their Christmas program
                    because they lacked the resources and had sought experienced help. She had
                    composed and directed three musical Christmas dramas for her father's
                    church, and every one of them had met with tremendous response, both
                    from established members and newcomers.

                That was why she was here. Even though she didn't have much in
                    common with this lifestyle, she and these people did share one
                    thing—the thing that counted the most. She was a Mennonite too.

                Pastor Jake cleared his throat. "Are you having second
                    thoughts?" 

                Ted stepped closer. "I will not go to work tomorrow and take
                    you back to the airport."

                Miranda stood tall, making eye contact first with Ted, then
                    with Pastor Jake. Suppressing a shiver from the cold of the melting snow that
                    soaked her socks, she tucked her purse under her arm, reached up,
                    untied the ribbon in her hair, and stuffed it in her pocket.

                "No, I'm not having second thoughts. I just need to
                    buy a new jacket and a good pair of boots, and I'm ready."
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                Ted hoisted Miranda's heavy
                    suitcase out of the trunk and set it on the ground behind him.

                He couldn't believe she was staying, with Pastor Jake's
                    blessing. Although he knew Pastor Jake and his wife would be long in prayer about
                    it, probably at this very moment.

                For tonight, anyway, she was here. Tomorrow, she was
                    required to attend a church board meeting, so that would probably change her
                    mind, as well as the pastor's.

                "Since the sidewalk is not shoveled, I will carry this for
                    you; it is not possible to pull it through the snow."

                "Thank you. I know it's pretty heavy. I had to take out
                    one of my books at the check-in counter so I didn't have to pay
                    extra."

                He handed her the backpack that had been her second piece of
                    checked luggage and waited while she tucked her umbrella and book in the outside
                    pockets.

                She slipped on the straps, then slung the laptop satchel over
                    one shoulder, and picked up her purse. "I'm ready."

                Ted nodded as he lifted the heavy suitcase and began walking the
                    length of the sidewalk. "When Sarah's grootmutta flies, she always
                    packs too much as well."

                His bad mood lightened slightly, thinking of Gretta's
                    homemade wassermelone pokel that she'd tried to take on her last
                    trip. He couldn't believe she had taken a glass jar containing liquid into
                    the security line. Before the TSA threw it out, he'd recovered it,
                    planning to take it home. But it had been a long day, and he was hungry.
                    Using a plastic fork from the airport's food court, he had nibbled the
                    watermelon pickles in the car on the way home. After eating the whole jar like a
                    heathen he suffered from a stomachache, but every bite had been worth
                    it.

                Ted set the suitcase beside the front door and pushed his fist into
                    the muscle he'd overworked. A shadow came over Miranda's face as she
                    watched him.

                "I'm so sorry. It's heavy because I had to bring some
                    work with me. I'm on a tight deadline at the office."

                "You have a job? I thought you were the worship leader at your
                    church."

                "Yes, I am. I'm also the church treasurer. But I also
                    have a day job. I think any of the other accountants could have done these
                    reconciliations, but the client wanted me or they threatened to leave. So I
                    ended up agreeing to work part-time and do everything remotely until my
                    return."

                Ted clenched his teeth. His friend, William, was the
                    accountant for his onkel's company. It was more than a mere job.
                    Being an accountant was a career, one he doubted Miranda would quit when the
                    day came for her to be married. The church board didn't know she was chasing
                    a career instead of preparing herself for a family of her own. They only knew
                    she was a pastor's daughter, who happened to be a talented musician and
                    composer.

                He looked at her again—frazzled, chemically treated
                    hair, bright red lipstick, city-woman jeans, insane shoes. The more
                    he discovered about her, the worse it became. She was not a match for his
                    people, or their congregation.

                He had no doubt that the rest of the church board would feel the
                    same way as he did. They would have her back on the plane before she had
                    finished unpacking.

                Just as he raised his finger to push the doorbell, barking
                    echoed from inside. "Leonard and Lois are anxious to meet you, as is
                    their dog."

                "I hope they didn't go to a lot of trouble."

                He paused, his finger poised in midair. Of course they had.
                    Leonard and Lois Toews had been the first ones to raise their hands at the
                    committee meeting when they discussed where Miranda would live for the year she
                    stayed with their congregation.

                "Leonard and Lois truly have the gift of hospitality. They
                    also have an empty room since their daughter got married, and a
                    piano."

                Ted pushed the button. The door opened before the ring finished
                    playing. Leonard stood in the doorway, Lois slightly behind him, both
                    smiling brightly.

                It was too bad that when the shock hit them, they were going to
                    be so disappointed, especially Lois. Lois anticipated their visitor would
                    want to do many of the things she had done with her daughter. However,
                    instead of joining the ladies' sewing groups, Miranda would spend most
                    of her time working on the computer she had brought with her.

                If she stayed. Which she wasn't.

                Ted guided Miranda inside. Once she crossed the threshold, he
                    hauled her suitcase in, closed the door behind him, removed his hat,
                    and reached to the side to hang it on the rack. By the time he turned
                    around, Lois and Miranda were already hugging each other, not waiting
                    for him to introduce them properly.

                Leonard reached forward to shake his hand. "How was the
                    highway?" 

                "Starting to drift and getting packed in places. More snow is
                    coming."

                Miranda stepped back from Lois. "Another snowstorm? Oh,
                    no!" 

                Ted turned toward her. "Snowstorm?" 

                Miranda extended one arm to the door. "Look at how much there
                    is! You say there's more on the way?" 

                Leonard frowned and peeked through the blinds. "Did I miss
                    something? No, it is not snowing hard."

                Miranda also stepped forward and peeked outside. "I see at
                    least three inches on the driveway."

                Ted cleared his throat, causing everyone to look at him,
                    then jerked his thumb over his shoulder in the direction of the door. "In
                    Seattle, this is considered a lot of snow."

                Without commenting, Leonard and Lois looked down at
                    Miranda's tennis shoes. Her red tennis shoes.

                "Ach, your feet. They must be cold," Lois
                    said as she rubbed her hands together. "Kom. Let me show you to your
                    room and get you settled. You have had a decent supper, have you not? I know
                    they do not feed you on the plane anymore, either, and what they call
                    food at the airport!" She shook her head and mumbled a word Ted didn't
                    quite hear. "Horrible. I have some Alles Tzsamma that will only take
                    a few minutes to heat up."

                Miranda pressed one palm over her stomach as it grumbled. "That
                    would be great, thank you. I haven't eaten since lunch. I wasn't
                    hungry at the airport, but I'm sure hungry now." She glanced at
                    Ted, then back to Lois. "As long as it isn't any trouble."

                Lois waved one hand in the air. "Verdault nicht. For
                    sure not.Take off your shoes and come inside. Len, take her things to her
                    room, and I will warm up some Alles Tzsamma. Ted, would you like
                    to stay?" 

                "No, danke shoen. I must be on my way." Ted
                    placed his hat back on his head. "I will see you again tomorrow evening at
                    the church for the introductory session." Where the church board, the
                    deacons, and committee leaders will all meet Miss Randi with an
                        "i." 

                Just as he started to turn toward the door, Miranda looked at
                    him with eyes wide, like a puppy dog with a thorn in its paw.

                For a moment, his heart softened. Even though she didn't
                    belong here, he didn't wish to see her hurt. However, less damage
                    would be done the sooner she returned to her city life.As well, the sooner
                    she went back, the less damage would be done to his people.

                He was only doing the right thing. When he got home, he would
                    pray for the meeting and for wisdom for all, including Miranda. And for her
                    to have a safe trip home.

                He took one last look at her and walked out the door.

                
                    [image: Image1]
                    

                

                Miranda stood in the bedroom doorway while Len lifted her suitcase
                    onto the bed.

                He turned around, winced slightly, then smiled when they
                    made eye contact. "Lois says there are plenty of hangers in the closet,
                    but if you run out, please ask. We have more." He smiled again,
                    nodded slightly, and left the room.

                Miranda immediately sat on the bed and pulled off her wet socks.
                    While she dug through her suitcase for a fresh pair and her slippers, she
                    glanced over her shoulder at the room that would be hers for the upcoming
                    year.

                It was small, but furnished in a classic, homey
                    style. Everything was simple and comfortable—a quiet, private place to
                    work, or the perfect spot to wind down after the day was done. The only flaw
                    was that the room was crowded. The furniture had been squeezed tight in order to
                    add the desk.

                As soon as her feet were covered, she walked across the room
                    and slowly ran her fingers along the smooth edge of the dresser. Like all the
                    furniture in the room, it was plain in design, hewn in dark wood,
                    and styled in clean and distinct lines that were pure country classical. The
                    simple craftsmanship displayed little ornamentation; yet instead of looking
                    bare, everything had a warm and cozy ambiance. Lovely inlays accented the
                    curves of the more ornate pieces, giving them a subtle beauty and
                    emphasizing the workmanship. The accompanying chest of drawers was a perfect
                    match, along with a headboard and footboard on the bed. A colorful
                    quilt, which Miranda knew from the unique design had to be handmade,
                    covered the bed.

                Although the desk wasn't from the same matched set, it had
                    a distinct appeal as well. The simpler design made Miranda wonder if it was an
                    antique, even though it didn't have a rolldown cover. Everything was a
                    perfect blend of simplicity, practicality, and comfort.

                When her electric piano arrived, however, she would have a
                    difficult time finding a place for it because it would destroy the atmosphere of
                    the room.

                Lois appeared in the doorway. "Your supper will be a few
                    minutes longer. Would you like to see more of the house until it is ready?" 

                Miranda nodded. "Yes, I'd like that. Your home is
                    charming."

                Lois's cheeks darkened, and she smiled nervously.
                    "Before I show you the living room, I know where you will be spending
                    most of your time."

                Lois led her into a small family room, but instead of a
                    television and video game center being the main attraction, it was a piano:
                    a square, brown rosewood grand piano. If Miranda remembered correctly,
                    square pianos dated back prior to 1880. She was almost afraid to touch it. It was
                    probably worth more than her car.

                "This is incredible," Miranda said as she approached
                    the piano. Her hand shook as she lightly played a B7 chord, resolving it
                    into E. The rich, harp-like sound resounded all the way to her soul.

                "It was Lois's grootmutta's piano, and her
                    grootmutta's before her. It has been in the family for many
                    generations."

                Miranda did the mental math. For this to be Lois's
                    grandmother's grandmother's piano meant the beautiful instrument could
                    well date back to 1880.

                "I've seen pictures, but I've never touched one of
                    these before," Miranda murmured. She ran through a few basic chord
                    progressions, without sitting down on the hand-embroidered seat cushion,
                    clearly as antique as the piano. As the notes soared, she imagined a lady
                    from Lois's family playing this antique piano—dressed the same as Lois
                    was now, in a long, dull-colored, loose-fitted, ankle-length
                    dress. In her own home, Lois didn't wear a prayer covering, but like
                    the pastor's wife, she probably did when she went out.

                "My electric piano will never sound like this." Or feel
                    like it, either. Playing her electric piano would never be the same,
                    regardless of its weighted keys or how she set the sound. The keys on this piano
                    were slightly yellowed, meaning they were real ivory, something else she
                    had never touched.

                Lois stepped beside her. "It will be a joy to hear you play. I
                    miss the sound of music in the house."

                Len slipped one arm around his wife's waist. "Kathleen
                    said she would give you lessons. One day, you could make music just like
                    your mama used to."

                "Kathleen has no time for such things. She already does so
                    much."

                Miranda stepped back from the piano, her mind reeling from the
                    thought of being able to play on such a fine instrument every day. "I teach
                    piano lessons to a few members of my congregation. I'd love to give you
                    lessons as a small way to thank you for opening your home to me."

                Lois raised one hand to her throat. "Do you mean you have
                    given up your students to come here? That must have been so difficult. And such
                    a sacrifice."

                Miranda shook her head. The wonders of technology allowed her to
                    keep her treasured students, still do her job, and keep in touch with
                    her friends. "It was no sacrifice. I'm going to continue their lessons
                    on schedule over the Internet."

                Len frowned. "I am sorry, but we do not have a
                    computer."

                Somehow, she knew he would say that. "That's okay.
                    I'll just set up a remote connection and use my laptop. Would you mind if I
                    arranged for an Internet hookup? I don't know what's available to this
                    area, or the best price—dialup, cable modem, or DSL."

                Both Len and Lois looked at her as if she had spoken in a foreign
                    language. To them, she probably had. But saying it made her suspect that
                    their phone was still on the old hardwired system. Being so, she wasn't
                    going to run wires through their house.

                "Don't worry. I can probably do it from the church.
                    I've exchanged email with Pastor Jake, so I know he has a computer and
                    an Internet connection. I'll ask him what kind of setup he's got when I
                    see him tomorrow."

                Lois raised one hand toward the door. "Ja. That is
                    tomorrow.For now, the Alles Tzsamma should be ready."

                In reply, Miranda's stomach grumbled. She didn't know
                    whose face turned redder, hers or Lois's. "That would be wonderful.
                    I don't remember the last time I've had Alles Tzsamma." 

                Not many people in her church still made the traditional Mennonite
                    dishes on a regular basis. They usually required too much preparation time,
                    and everyone had a job. After fighting the Seattle rush-hour traffic, the
                    last thing on anyone's mind, including hers, was spending hours in
                    the kitchen preparing a meal. Once a year the church's social committee held
                    a traditional potluck dinner, and Miranda always brought the same
                    thing—farmer sausage bought from the deli on her way home.

                As they approached the kitchen, a timer dinged—the bell
                    of an oven timer. Not the electronic tone of a microwave.

                The kitchen table was set for one, with a beautiful china plate
                    and a knife and fork that matched. Miranda sat down in the chair.

                Lois transferred the food from a metal tray to the plate, set
                    it before Miranda, then politely stood back to allow her to give thanks in
                    private.

                Miranda's prayers were heartfelt, but quick. She openly
                    savored every bite. "This is delicious. Thank you so much. I have a feeling
                    that I'm going to gain weight while I'm here, and it will be worth
                    it."

                Lois smiled. "It is not healthy to be so skinny as the girls
                    in the magazines. For those girls to do that to themselves, this is
                    wrong."

                Miranda noticed that while Lois wasn't anywhere near
                    skinny, for a woman old enough to be Miranda's mother, she
                    wasn't chunky, either. She smiled at Lois.

                "Fortunately, I have a good metabolism. I don't have
                    to starve myself to keep my weight down." Her father told her that her
                    mother used to be the same way. "I just don't want you to go to a lot
                    of trouble for me. Please cook exactly the same things as if I wasn't
                    here, and I insist that you let me help, including doing the
                    dishes." Unfortunately, that meant doing them by hand because Miranda
                    didn't see a dishwasher anywhere. "Housework too. I don't want to be
                    a burden. I want to do my share."

                Although now that it had been said, Miranda hoped her share of
                    vacuuming the carpets meant exactly that—vacuuming— not hauling rugs
                    outside and beating them by hand.

                "Ach, but not. You have so much work to do for our
                    church.But if you insist, then I think the dishes will be a good thing for
                    you to do."

                "Great." Finished eating, Miranda stood,
                    automatically turning toward the cupboard beside the sink, where the
                    dishwasher should have been and wasn't. "Then I'm going to start by
                    washing my plate."

                Lois removed it from her hand. "Do not be wasting water for
                    one plate. This will be fine to sit in the sink until morning. Now go finish
                    unpacking your suitcase, and then we can talk for a while before bed. It is
                    getting late. You must be tired."

                Although the time change traveling eastward had been in her
                    favor, she was tired. However, the reason was probably more
                    stress-related than time-related. "Yes, it's been a long day.
                    Thanks."

                Before Miranda continued putting her things away, she pulled
                    out her cell phone and sent her father a text message to ask him to start
                    recording CSI every week, because along with no microwave or
                    dishwasher, the Toews didn't own a television either.

                She flipped off the phone and then back on again to send another
                    text message to remind her father to buy a big pile of blank DVDs or a new
                    external hard drive to store a year's worth until she could watch them
                    all—in order.

                As she turned the phone off again, Miranda stood in one
                    spot, staring at the now-black touchscreen. When she got on the plane this
                    morning, she thought she was stepping into a dream—a dream that was
                    part of God's ministry. She had never looked forward to anything so much in
                    her life, including her university graduation.

                The decision to move to a small town, even for a short
                    year, had been difficult because she loved the busy city life.She worked in
                    a high-rise office tower in downtown Seattle that looked over Puget Sound and
                    the Pacific Ocean. In Piney Meadows, the tallest building she'd seen
                    stood three stories. It probably didn't even have enough elevation to look
                    out over the nearest farm.

                Miranda squeezed shut her eyes. She was here, and she intended
                    to honor her promise—one she had made to the pastor, the church
                    board, and most importantly, to God—that she would put together
                    everything they needed to celebrate Christmas and their seventy-fifth
                    anniversary. This church wanted to reach out in ministry to everyone within
                    driving distance, which was why they had brought her here.

                At least this wasn't a commune with horses and buggies. Unless
                    the horses had all frozen to death, forcing residents to buy cars. She
                    shuddered at the thought.

                She looked into the open closet, which now contained about half
                    of the clothes she had brought, then stared blankly into her half-empty
                    suitcase. She had packed only her favorite items and a few basic staples.
                    Nothing resembled anything close to what she knew the ladies here wore every
                    day. She owned a few skirts, but all were fitted and none hung lower than
                    her knees. She had brought only one with her.

                While she was here she wanted to fit in, but in doing so,
                    she didn't want to lose herself. She hated neutral colors. She hated boring
                    monotones even worse. Everything she owned was bright, cheery, and
                    colorful. Her favorite color was red. Except for her tennis shoes, every
                    pair of shoes she had brought had at least three-inch heels.

                Miranda covered her face with her hands and peeked out between her
                    fingers. It wasn't all bad. She had been picked up in a car, and
                    she'd been hired over the Internet.

                The Toews owned a dog, but from what she had seen, she
                    wouldn't be surprised if some of the people nearby might have a pet goat.
                    That wasn't bad, either. She had always loved to play with the goats at
                    the petting zoo when she was a child.

                The men's clothing was as boring as the women's, but
                    she had to admit Ted sure looked good in that hat.

                Miranda sucked in a deep breath, hung up the rest of her
                    clothes, and piled her paperwork on the desk.

                She could do this. She would do this.

                Miranda set the suitcase and empty backpack in the back of the
                    closet and closed the door. At the same time as she let go of the door
                    handle, a kettle whistled from down the hall. Tea was on the way. She forced
                    herself to feel some enthusiasm. She had a feeling it was going to be a long time
                    before her next visit to Starbucks.

                Lois had filled the teapot with water and dipped a teabag in as
                    Miranda arrived in the kitchen.

                Miranda lowered herself into the chair and wrapped her hands around
                    an empty mug. "Your little dog is so cute. I've always wanted a
                    dog, but Daddy and I have a lot of people visiting, so we can't take
                    the chance that someone will be allergic."

                Lois nodded. "Ja, Fidette is a good little dog,
                    but sometimes she is too friendly. We do not encourage it, no, but often
                    she sneaks onto the bed at night, so I am glad you like dogs."
                    Slowly, Lois poured the tea, looking down as she spoke. "Tomorrow
                    will be your first time to meet our church board."

                Miranda swallowed hard. She hoped she could meet their
                    expectations. Since this was not what she had expected, it could be
                    reasonably assumed that she was not what they expected, either. "Yes.
                    Now that I'm here, I'm not sure I'm ready."

                She vowed that just as soon as she retired to her bedroom, she
                    would first thank God for a safe and uneventful flight, and then she would
                    pray for wisdom not to put her foot in her mouth until she learned more about
                    these people. She also would pray about being a better listener than
                    speaker, a trait that had never been her greatest strength.

                "Still, the person you will be spending the most time with
                    will be Ted, since he is our worship leader. He is a hard worker.He will
                    help you very much."

                "I know he plays guitar. He told me on the way here from the
                    airport."

                Lois chuckled softly. "Poor Ted. He does not like going to the
                    airport. Pastor Jake said he would be the best one to pick you up because he
                    visits the cities so often."

                "Yes, he did seem to know his way around the
                    airport."

                "Having you here is such an answer to prayer," Lois
                    said."Ted had already started working on this program, but he is so
                    busy, and he became frustrated looking for the right music. When your
                    portfolio arrived, after seeing the photos of what you have done and
                    listening to the tapes you had sent, we knew that this surely was God's
                    timing. When you replied so quickly, we knew this was surely His
                    will."

                Miranda nearly choked on her tea. "Ted had already started? I
                    didn't know that."

                "Ja. But the project is too much for him. When we voted
                    to bring you here, he graciously stepped down."

                The delicious supper she'd eaten suddenly sat like a cardboard
                    lump in the pit of her stomach. The same thing had happened to her once
                    before, and it was an experience she would never forget. She had been chosen
                    to compose the background music for a university function. A week later,
                    after she'd had it half completed, they told her that they had
                    reconsidered and given the honor to the professor's niece. It still
                    stung, even after so much time had passed. Only now, years later,
                    could she think of Sally without hating her—at least most of the time.

                Now she was doing the same thing to someone else.

                "I was thinking that he doesn't seem to like me very
                    much.Now I know why."

                Lois waved one hand in the air. "That is not so. Ted is a good
                    man; you must get to know him."

                Miranda stared into the bottom of her empty cup. She had a feeling
                    that was a task easier said than done.
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