
	
		Chapter Sixteen, From This Moment
		
		

		

		


	
	
		
		
			
			
				[image: Sixteen Jase]

			

			Jase

			Jase fixed a slivered ham sandwich for lunch, ate it while watching a television game show, then dusted his furniture, cleaned his bathroom, and ran the vacuum cleaner. By half past one, he was out of things to do and was bemoaning his day off. What would he be doing if he was still in San Antonio? The answer to his inner reflection tripped through his brain, and he released a little snort.

			Before he met Rachel, he hung out with a group of single guys from church. After he met Rachel, she consumed every minute of his free time. And after she died, he was mostly alone. Like here and now. So why did the aloneness make him feel more restless here? He needed to get to know the folks close to his age at Beech Street. Lori’d said activities were listed on the church’s monthly calendar. What was going on this month?

			He dug the bulletin and its inserts from the inside flap of his Bible, flopped onto the sofa, and looked for activities involving the young adult class. On the sixteenth—the third Thursday, just as Lori’d said—the group planned to meet at a bowling alley for pizza and bowling. He nodded, smiling. Yeah, he liked pizza, and he liked to bowl. Perfect. He’d attend the gathering and get acquainted with the Sunday school class members. But the gathering was still three days away, and he had the rest of this day to fill. So what now?

			
			His cell phone buzzed in his pocket. He pulled it out and blinked in confusion. Why was the church calling him? There shouldn’t be anyone over there today. He accepted the call and pressed the phone to his ear. “Hello?”

			“Brother Jase, it’s Sister Kraft. What are you doing?”

			For reasons he didn’t understand, he quickly stood and squared his shoulders. “Nothing important.”

			“Good. I could use your help. I finished painting your office, and even though it isn’t cured yet, it’s dry enough for us to bring in your new furniture.”

			Jase gave a start. “New furniture? Already?”

			A sly chuckle rumbled. “When I want things done, things get done.”

			He believed it.

			Now laughter spilled. “The truth is, one of our members had offered Merlin a set of used office furniture several weeks ago, but Merlin didn’t want to swap out what he has. You know how we get comfortable with things, yes? He remembered the offer, though, and called Brother Don this morning. Brother Don, bless his heart, still had it and was more than happy to give it to you.”

			Jase scratched his jaw. These people were nothing if not generous. “That’s really nice of him.”

			“He and his wife, Ann, are both very nice people. He’s here now with the furniture in the back of his pickup truck. We already put your old furniture in the youth Sunday school room to get it out of our way. If you don’t want it in there, we’ll haul it off later this week. Everything that had been in the desk or on the shelves is in boxes on top of the desk, waiting for you.” A sigh came through the connection, and he envisioned her swiping her forehead with the back of her hand. “So now it’s a matter of bringing the new stuff in, but I’m not strong enough to lift these pieces out. Merlin had an appointment in Wichita at one, so he isn’t here to help. Are you able to come?”

			
			“Of course I’ll come.”

			“Good. The back door’s propped open.” The connection went dead.

			Jase dropped his phone into his pocket and trotted down the stairs. What perfect timing. Reorganizing his office would fill an hour. Maybe more. He crossed the grassy expanse, utilizing his longest stride. When he was halfway to the church, Sister Kraft peeked out the doorway.

			She beckoned with an insistent wave of her arm. “Hurry now, Brother Jase. Shake a leg!”

			“Yes, ma’am!” He broke into a jog, closed the distance quickly, and entered the fellowship hall.

			She took off like a shot, yakking as she went. “Now, about this furniture, it isn’t new, but it’s still very serviceable and much nicer than the old metal stuff you had in there before.”

			“I’m sure it’ll be fine.” Jase double-stepped to keep up with her. For someone whose age qualified her as a senior citizen, she had a lot of energy. “I really appreciate the trouble all y’all have gone to for me.”

			She huffed. “We don’t consider it trouble, so put that thought out of your head.”

			He choked back a laugh. “Yes, ma’am.”

			They reached the hallway that split, leading to the offices or the foyer. The smell of paint hung heavy. Sister Kraft turned toward the foyer, and Jase followed, waving his hand in front of his nose. She led him out the front doors to the concrete slab that served as a kind of patio between the two buildings. A pickup truck, its tailgate open, was parked as close to the slab as it could get without being on it. A tall bald-headed man with an easy smile waited beside the truck. A wood desk, a matching low shelf, and a pair of small side chairs covered in a yellowish fabric sat in the bed of the truck.

			
			The man took a step in Jase’s direction. “Hey there, Brother Jase. Sorry to pester you on your day off.”

			“It’s no problem at all.” Sunshine glinted on the wood surface of the desk. Brother Don must have given it a good polishing before loading it. Up close, the furniture was even nicer than Jase had first presumed. The desk and shelf were stained solid wood, maybe maple, definitely not veneer-covered particle board. Not quite old enough to be antique, but vintage, built during a time when quality meant something.

			Jase whistled. “Wow, this is really nice. Are you sure you want to give it away?”

			Brother Don rubbed his hand across the edge of the desk’s top, his smile warm. “I bought it when I opened my accounting office in 1972 and used it right up until my retirement last year, so it’s been well used. But there’s still lots of years left in it, and I don’t need it anymore. To be honest, I was pretty disappointed when Brother Kraft decided not to take it. Seemed so perfect to me, with the extra deep desktop and inset for visitors to pull up close on the opposite side. You know, half desk, half conference table. But now I’m thinking it was God’s way of saving it for someone who needs it more.”

			The feeling of warm liquid flowing over his head and down his frame touched Jase. He ran his hand through his hair and then touched his short beard, surprised to find it all dry. What was that sensation, and why was he experiencing it? He forced himself to ignore the warmth and extended his hand to Brother Don. “I sure appreciate the gift, sir. I’ll take good care of it.”

			
			“Oh, I know you will, son.” Brother Don squeezed Jase’s hand and let go. His grin lifted higher on the left side, giving him an impish look. “And let me tell you, you’re going to earn your keep helping me carry this in. Even with the drawers empty, it weighs half a ton.”

			Brother Don might have exaggerated the desk’s weight, but not by much. Jase made use of every arm, leg, and back muscle wrestling it out of the pickup and then carrying his end all the way through the church to the back corner, where his newly-painted empty office begged for furnishings. They set the desk to the side, rested for a few minutes while panting like a pair of dogs who’d been on a hunt, then went after the shelf. Sister Kraft brought the chairs, and she directed the men where to put everything.

			Jase swallowed a chortle. Was this her office or his? But when they were done, he couldn’t fault her reasoning. Her arrangement left the greatest amount of floor space open and gave him a view into the hallway. The only outlet in the room was conveniently located on the wall between the desk and shelf—perfect for plugging in his laptop.

			Brother Don settled the chairs side by side under the wide knee hole at the front of the desk, but Sister Kraft shook her head.

			“Not yet. There’s something that needs to go in front of the desk first.” She bustled out and returned a few moments later carrying a thick colorful tube. She unrolled it across the tile in front of the desk. Jase looked from the rug to Sister Kraft, who stood smiling at it with her hands on her hips. She gave a satisfied nod. “Yes, that’s exactly where it should go, just as Lori planned.”

			
			Jase examined the rug. He didn’t know a lot about rugs, but this one didn’t look factory made. He scratched his jaw. “Did Lori’s friend Kenzie make this?”

			Sister Kraft smiled. “Yes, she did. On an antique floor loom, by hand. You won’t find another one like it anywhere, and it’s exactly what this space needed to make it not feel like a closet.”

			Brother Don chuckled. “Well, now, I think the furniture helps with that, too. But you’re right. It’s a very nice rug.” He nudged Jase with his elbow, winking. “A pretty snazzy gift, I’d say.”

			Jase would say so, too. Should he accept something that must have taken several weeks to complete? But it was perfect with the stained desk, and even he could see how it made the yellow-toned chairs look right with the color on the walls. He couldn’t define the wall color, but he liked it. It was…

			“I hope you like the color of the paint.” Sister Kraft touched her fingertip to the matte surface. “It’s called Restful.”

			Restful. Jase couldn’t have chosen better himself. “I like it very much. Thank you.” A lump filled his throat. He was so unworthy of everything these people had done for him. If they knew his inner struggles to truly trust God, would they still have done all this? Maybe the fact that they had was God’s way of letting him know he was loved.

			He cleared his throat. “I guess I should get my stuff and bring it back in, get things put away and organized.”

			Brother Don grinned at Sister Kraft. “That’s our cue to go, I think.”

			Sister Kraft laughed. “You might be right.” She exited the room but stopped outside the door, seeming to examine the hallway floor. “Oh, goodness, Lori’s going to need to come back and vacuum again before Wednesday night. We tracked in dried grass.”

			
			Jase stepped out behind the others. “I can run the vacuum when I’m done organizing. I’ll probably bring more in when I fetch my laptop and a few more books from the apartment and bring them over here.”

			Sister Kraft set off up the hallway. “If you want to do that, I’m sure she’d appreciate it. She was here several hours this morning and is working at the fabric shop this afternoon. I don’t know what tomorrow’s schedule looks like for her.” She paused beside a door and patted it. “The vacuum cleaner is in here, so help yourself. And now…” She waved and walked backward toward the fellowship hall. “I want to see if Merlin’s home.”

			Jase remembered she’d said he was at an appointment. “Is everything okay with him?”

			She flicked her fingers. “Routine checkup. He needs them from time to time for our insurance. No worries. Thank you again, Brother Don. Brother Jase, have fun settling in.” She turned and hurried off.

			Jase walked Brother Don to the front doors, thanked him, and then locked the doors behind him. Alone in the quiet church, he brought the boxes of his personal items into his office and placed them carefully on top of the desk. He didn’t want to scratch the freshly polished surface. He opened a drawer, intending to transfer items from the box, but the quiet was too…intense. He needed some company.

			His portable CD player was in one of the boxes, but he hadn’t brought over any CDs. No problem, though. He’d use the FM radio option. He plugged in the player, set the dial to a contemporary Christian radio station, then sang along to the staticky songs while he worked. The sectioned drawer organized his standard office supplies, and the deep file drawer was perfect for housing his CDs and player when they weren’t in use. He’d never liked the way the black plastic box looked on display.

			
			He emptied all three boxes, carried them to the hall, then stood in the doorway and admired his office. His office. He never would have imagined having such a nice space to call his own. The open corner needed something. A standing lamp? No, he’d have to run an extension cord along the wall, which would look messy. Maybe a potted artificial ficus tree. With no window bringing in natural light, a real one wouldn’t survive, but they made some nice fake ones these days. Then some pictures up on the walls—should he hang his Spurs poster in here?—and people wouldn’t even remember the room had once been used as a storage closet.

			An odd idea struck. What if he put his photo with Rachel on the shelf? They were supposed to serve together. Maybe having her picture in his office would be encouraging. Comforting. Like she was still with him, at least in thought. His heart twisted into a knot. Yes, he wanted her picture in here.

			He went to the hallway and stomped the boxes flat, then tucked them under his arm and strode up the long dark hallway in the direction of the fellowship hall. He dropped the flattened boxes next to the big trash canister just inside the doors, then headed for the rear exit.

			As he passed the kitchen serving window, a scent caught his attention. Chocolate. But not chocolate bars or even chocolate cake. He smelled the rich dark chocolate aroma of Kenzie’s brownies. Funny how he recognized it after eating them only a couple of times, but they were distinct. Like her rug.

			He made a sharp turn and entered the kitchen, flipping on the lights as he crossed the threshold. No pan or plate sat anywhere on the counters, but he smelled brownies. They were here somewhere. He checked behind the door marked Pantry. No brownies there. Disappointed, he closed the door. He turned a slow circle, searching every surface, and spotted a foil-covered pan stuck above the refrigerator.

			
			With a little half skip, he hurried to the fridge and lifted down the pan. Even before he peeked under the foil, the smell gave the contents away. He pulled in a deep breath, savoring the aroma, then lifted the foil aside. He jolted. What a mess. Whoever got into the pan hadn’t used a spatula. Or even a fork. Had an animal dug through the pan? Maybe that’s why it’d been put up high—to protect it from another invasion. But then why hadn’t the brownies been thrown away? Who would want them after a dog or some other pest got into them? He for sure wasn’t that desperate.

			He covered the pan and put it back where he’d found it, then headed for his apartment.
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			Bradleyville

			Merlin

			Merlin eased his car into the middle stall of the garage, then put the vehicle in park and turned off the ignition. He angled a smile at Leah, who dozed in the seat across the console. No matter how short the drive, she fell asleep when she was the passenger. But never behind the wheel, she always said with a firmness that tickled him. They were home now, so it was time to get out, but he hated to disturb her. She hadn’t slept well since he told her about his CHF diagnosis. Such irony, her telling him not to worry but taking all the worry on herself.

			He touched her arm. “Leah?”

			“Hmph?” She snuffled and popped her eyes open. She looked around. “Oh, we’re home.”

			He chuckled. “Yep.”

			Her sleepy expression morphed into a firm scowl. “And what are you going to do now?”

			Another chuckle threatened, but he swallowed and erased it. She meant to be fierce. A man shouldn’t laugh at a lioness. Even if her sleep-tousled hair resembled a kitten’s fluff. “Talk to Jase.”

			“Good. And while you’re doing that, I’ll start supper.”

			
			“Something light.”

			“How about creamed canary tongues on toast?”

			He burst out laughing. When the kids were young and asked what was for dinner, if Leah hadn’t yet decided what to cook or was feeling a little ornery, she teasingly told them creamed canary tongues on toast. But it’d been years since she’d thrown the option at him. It brought back sweet memories. He opened his door and got out, still chuckling. “Maybe not tonight. It’s after six, and technically I’m not supposed to eat anything after six thirty, according to the cardiologist.”

			She got out and rounded the car’s hood. “I read the instructions, Merlin. I’ve got makings for a tossed salad in the fridge, and I’ll chop up the leftover broiled chicken breasts to add some protein. Let me take care of supper. You take care of Jase.”

			“Yes, ma’am.” He gave a mischievous salute and followed her out of the garage. She headed for the house, and he climbed the staircase to Jase’s apartment and knocked. He waited several seconds, but Jase didn’t answer. Was he still in his office? He spent a lot of time in there. The man was dedicated. A good trait for a minister.

			Merlin plodded down the stairs, then paused at the bottom with his fingers pressed to his opposite wrist, monitoring his pulse. When it slowed to a reasonable beats-per-minute count and he could draw a deep breath, he ambled around the garage and across the grassy lot toward the church. He used his key and let himself in through the back door. As he walked through the fellowship hall, he stepped in something sticky. He paused and frowned at the spot. Hadn’t the floor been mopped yet? Lori was supposed to clean on Thursdays. Maybe she hadn’t gotten to the fellowship hall yet.

			
			He entered the hallway. Everything was dark, including the corridor where the offices were. Both doors were closed, and not even a sliver of light showed under Jase’s door. So he wasn’t here. Merlin scratched his temple, frowning. Jase’s car was in its stall, but the man himself wasn’t at home or at the church. And the church obviously hadn’t been cleaned, so Lori was also missing. A puzzle. Or, more accurately, two puzzles.

			Merlin changed direction, intending to go home to let Leah know about their MIA employees, when the click of the front-door lock caught his attention. He hurried around the corner and saw Jase and Lori enter the foyer. He put his hands on his hips and grinned. “There you are.”

			Jase rubbed his knuckles against his chin, and Lori fiddled with her key ring. The two of them looked as guilty as a pair of redheaded foxes caught in the henhouse. Lori hunched her shoulders and grimaced. “Oh. Hi, Brother Kraft.”

			Merlin strode forward, chuckling under his breath. “Hi, yourself. I’m mighty glad to see you. I was just fixing to worry since I couldn’t find either one of you.” He examined their unsmiling faces. Maybe he shouldn’t set aside his worry just yet. “Everything all right?”

			“Yes and no.” Jase placed his hand on Lori’s shoulder. “Could we talk to you?”

			From the serious looks in their eyes, whatever they needed might take a while to talk through. He hadn’t eaten yet, and his window for opportunity would soon close. “Have you had your supper?”

			They shook their heads in perfect synchronization, the way his twins had when they were little. Merlin smiled. “Well, Leah’s putting a tossed salad on the table, and you know her—she always makes plenty. Why don’t you two come eat with us? We can talk at the table, or we can come back here afterward if you need a more private chat.” He lowered his brows slightly. “Unless it’s too pressing to wait.”

			
			Jase looked at Lori, and she looked at him. She shrugged. “It can wait.”

			Jase turned to Brother Kraft. “Okay, sounds good. Thanks.”

			The three of them exited the front door, and Lori locked it behind them. Merlin led them through the gravel parking area toward the lot between the church and parsonage. Curiosity writhed through his middle. What was up with these two? Acid burned in his throat, and he inwardly berated himself. The verse from Matthew he’d used in last night’s Bible study replayed in his memory. “Can any one of you by worrying add a single hour to your life?” Of course not, but worry could sure carve some hours away. He turned his thoughts into prayer, and by the time they stepped through the back door into the screened porch, the burn in his throat had retreated.

			He ushered them into the kitchen and announced, “Company for supper, Ma.”

			Leah turned from the counter, a butcher knife in her hand, and smiled. “Well, what a nice surprise. And with these extra hands, it’ll be ready before you know it. Merlin, would you set the table? Jase, there’s a pitcher of tea in the refrigerator. Please pour. And, Lori, those cucumbers need sliced. There are knives in the drawer next to the sink. You can use the pull-out cutting board above the drawer.”

			A teasing grin lit Lori’s somber face. “And I know what I should do—shake a leg, right?”

			Leah laughed. “You got it.”

			
			Working together to put the meal on the table reminded Merlin of the days when their children were still in the house. How quickly the years had gone. He’d spent more than thirty of them right here in what most folks would call a nothing town, shepherding the flock at Beech Street Bible Fellowship. Some people would probably think he’d wasted his life staying in such a small place and preaching to such a small congregation. But Merlin thought otherwise. God called him to plant seeds and love on people, and that’s exactly what he’d done. He could go to his grave content, knowing he’d poured himself out on the ones God brought to him.

			He shifted his attention to Jase, who’d finished his Leah-assigned task and now leaned against the counter, sneaking cucumber slices from Lori. A smile tugged at Merlin’s lips. The two young people looked comfortable together. Jase had come for a job, but he might find something even more here in Bradleyville. Wouldn’t that be something?

			Leah turned with the salad bowl cradled in her hands. “Lori, scoop those cumber slices on top of everything else and let’s eat. We’re burning daylight.”

			Wichita

			Kenzie

			Friday morning, Ruby welcomed Kenzie with a hug and a huge smile. “Guess what?”

			Despite her restless, nearly sleepless night, Kenzie found her boss’s joy contagious, and she smiled. “What?”

			Ruby kept hold of Kenzie’s shoulders. “Four. Already four people have signed up for the crazy-quilt wall-hanging class I advertised. And the ad’s only been up since Tuesday! With so much interest right out of the starting gate, we might have a full group for our very first class. Wouldn’t that be a blessing?”

			
			Kenzie unsnapped her fanny pack and cradled it against her chest. “That’s wonderful, Ruby. I’m so happy for you.”

			Ruby slid her arm around Kenzie’s waist and guided her to the checkout counter. “I’m happy for me, for you, for Barbara and Van and Lori. If these classes take off the way you said they did at the shop in Indiana, I can put everyone back on full-time status.” She took the fanny pack from Kenzie and placed it in Kenzie’s cubby. Then she put her fists on her hips and beamed. “Are you ready for good news item number two?”

			Kenzie hid a yawn behind her hand. “Sure.”

			“Van did some investigating, and she found a supplier that’s willing to send us three table looms on a consignment basis, plus a used model that can serve as a sample.” Ruby’s eyes glittered like newly polished sapphires.

			Kenzie had never seen her boss so excited. Should she stomp on Ruby’s good mood by telling her the decision she’d made somewhere around three that morning?

			Ruby aimed a thoughtful frown in the direction of the yarn department. “I need to clear a spot to set it up, but it’ll be worth it. Having a loom available will be quite a novelty. People can try their hand at weaving, and then maybe they’ll get hooked the way you did and end up buying one for themselves.” She drummed her fingers on the counter. “Of course, I’ll need to invest in rug warp or some other more sturdy yarns than I’ve carried in the past, but that shouldn’t be an overwhelming financial burden. Especially if the classes bring in extra revenue.”

			
			Her smile returned, and she grabbed Kenzie in another hug. “And apparently they will, because four people have already signed up.” She sighed and stepped back. “I know it isn’t wise to count your chickens before they’ve hatched, but I feel so much more positive than I have for at least a year. And much of my change in attitude has to do with the knowledge you shared. Thank you, Kenzie.”

			Kenzie gave what she hoped was a genuine smile. “You’re welcome. I’m glad you liked some of the ideas.”

			Ruby shook her finger, her eyes glinting impishly. “I liked all the ideas, young lady. But we can’t incorporate everything at once. So we’ll go with the ones that best suit the store and are a little easier to navigate.”

			Kenzie leaned against the counter. “Will you teach the crazy-quilt class?”

			“Oh, no.” Ruby made a face. “I’m better at doing than explaining. Bev and Peggy, the two women who organize the quilt group at the rest home our church ministers to, have agreed to teach. I included their fee when I figured the cost. If we don’t get a full class, I’ll probably have to pay some of their stipend out of pocket, but I’ll recoup that from students buying their materials. I know the women’ll do a great job, and then the students will tell other people about the class.” She nudged Kenzie with her elbow and winked. “Word-of-mouth advertising is the best kind. Happy customers make a business flourish.”

			Flourish…A knot formed in Kenzie’s throat. She needed to tell Ruby her plans. She pulled in a breath. “Ruby, I—”

			“Oh, Kenzie, I’ve been meaning to ask.” Ruby spoke at the same time. “The ring post has been floating in cyberspace for almost three weeks now. Have you had any promising bites?”

			
			Kenzie crinkled her nose. “Lots of bites and inquiries, but none promising.”

			Ruby squeezed Kenzie’s shoulder. “Well, don’t give up hope. People will keep sharing, and we’ll keep praying, and surely the rightful owner will contact you.”

			Kenzie sighed. “Yes, ma’am.”

			Ruby glanced at her wristwatch. “Gracious, we’ve been chatting for almost ten minutes. Barbara should be here soon. She’ll straighten shelves and man the cash register. Right before closing yesterday, I sold the little kitty-trio wall hanging from the front window, and I need to put up something else to grab attention, so would you please work on another wall hanging? Something summery and cheerful…” She snapped her fingers. “Ah, yes, the pattern with the appliquéd sunflower medallion. Pick out some jewel-toned fat quarters for the log cabin border. That should set off the sunflower nicely.”

			Kenzie wove her fingers together and fidgeted in place. “All right. But, Ruby, I need—”

			Ruby turned Kenzie in the direction of the sewing corner. “You need to get busy, and so do I. We’ll talk at lunch break, all right?”

			Kenzie scuffed toward the sewing corner, her heart heavy. She loved Ruby. And all the other women at Prairie Meadowlark. It would break her heart to tell them goodbye. But she didn’t have a choice. God had very clearly instructed her to return to Indiana. She still didn’t know how she’d get there or when she’d go, but she was going. She wouldn’t be able to rest until she’d told Mamm and Daed and Grossmammi and her brothers how to be truly filled up.
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			Wichita

			Kenzie

			Kenzie had hoped to ask Lori to drive her home to retrieve the ring and then give her a ride to the police station after work, but Lori flew out of the shop the moment Ruby turned over the Closed sign. Kenzie gazed forlornly after her. Now what?

			Ruby put her arm around Kenzie’s shoulders and squeezed. “Miss Kenzie Stetler, thank you, thank you, thank you from the bottom of my heart. This day went better than I could have anticipated. I haven’t balanced the cash drawer yet, but Van said we did booming business all day. I expect, even considering our freebies and discounts, it’ll show tangible evidence of a successful May Day Extravaganza.”

			“I’m glad.” Kenzie tried to smile, but her lips refused to cooperate.

			Ruby’s joyful expression faded. “What’s the matter, honey?”

			Kenzie sighed. “I was hoping Lori would take me on an errand, but she left without even telling me goodbye.”

			“Is that all?” Ruby stepped away from Kenzie and gathered her jacket and purse. “I can come back later and do all the closing responsibilities. Where do you need to go?”

			Kenzie cringed. “I wasn’t hinting.”

			
			Ruby laughed. “Oh, I know, but I owe you at least a car ride after you gave me such a great idea for bringing in new business.” She pulled on her jacket, smiling. “Where am I taking you?”

			“Well…” Kenzie wrung her hands. “My apartment, and then the police station.”

			Ruby’s eyes widened. “The police station? Did something happen?”

			She hadn’t meant to alarm her boss. She shook her head emphatically. “No, no, nothing bad.”

			Ruby heaved a huge sigh. “Thank goodness. Then what do you need there?”

			Kenzie explained her intention to turn the ring over to the officers’ keeping. “I don’t want to take it with me when I go back to Indiana since I won’t have access to the internet anymore, and it seemed like—”

			“Wait.” Ruby cocked her head and scowled. “What do you mean when you go back to Indiana? Are you planning a visit?”

			Kenzie closed her eyes, swallowing a groan. She’d practiced the speech in her head so many times, it felt as if she’d already delivered it. But she hadn’t, and now she’d alarmed her boss again. She opened her eyes and fixed Ruby with a repentant look. “I’m sorry. I’ve tried to talk to you, but you’ve been so busy getting the loom set up and preparing for today’s event, you haven’t had time to listen.”

			Ruby folded her arms over her chest. “I’m listening now.”

			Tears unexpectedly flooded Kenzie’s eyes. “I need to go home, Ruby. I left because I couldn’t join a church that based the promise of heaven on a list of things a person had to do or not do. There was no security in it. I discovered true security when I accepted Jesus as my Savior and received His forgiveness. And lately, I can’t stop thinking about my family. How they’re still living under a…a cloud of uncertainty. Grace is available to them, but they don’t know it because they haven’t been told. I need to tell them. Mamm and Daed are getting older. Grossmammi is almost eighty already. If I wait, it might be too late. I have to go back.”

			
			Ruby grabbed Kenzie and held her tight. “Oh, honey…” Her voice broke, and she pressed a kiss on Kenzie’s temple.

			Kenzie hadn’t been held that way since she was a little girl, when Grossmammi would grab her close and place her warm lips on the patch of skin not covered by Kenzie’s kapp. Kenzie closed her eyes and savored the embrace while anticipating a similar warm hug when she saw her dear grossmammi again.

			Ruby released Kenzie but kept hold of her upper arms. “I understand. Are you intending to move back, or only visit?”

			Kenzie blinked several times, clearing her vision. “I…I’m not sure. I hadn’t thought that far ahead. To be honest, I’m still not sure how I’m going to get there.” She grimaced. “It costs a lot. But I keep remembering what Daed always said—God provides for the ravens, and He’ll provide for His children. I know for sure I’m one of His children, so He’ll provide the way for me to get there.”

			“Yes, He will.” Ruby gave Kenzie’s arms several brisk pats, then stepped back. “Get your things. We’ll pick up the ring, and I’ll help you file the report with the police. And then I’m taking you out for dinner.”

			Kenzie paused midway to the employee cubbies. “Oh, Ruby, no. You don’t need to do that. Taking me to the station is more than enough.”

			“Honey, I want to.” Tears winked in Ruby’s blue eyes. “You’re very special to me, and I’ll miss you like crazy when you’re gone. I want as many minutes with you as I can grab before you pack your bags and return to Indiana.”

			
			Kenzie’s heart rolled over. “All right. Thank you.” As she retrieved her jacket and fanny pack, she battled tears. She was going home. She had to. But she would miss Ruby and the others so much. Leaving her dear friends was going to be a lot harder than she’d realized.

			Bradleyville

			Lori

			Lori sat across the crackling fire from Jase and enjoyed the glow bringing out the gold in his hair and beard. Each contour of his face, including his whisker-covered dimples, became prominent as light from the flickering flames danced across his features. Ribbons of smoke twirled upward, inviting her gaze to follow the wisps and take in the expanse of heavens above, but she couldn’t tear her focus from Jase. She recognized the light, fluttery feeling in her chest. She felt the way Mom had told her she’d someday feel when the right man came into her life. She’d fallen in love.

			When she’d called Jase during her noon break, she hadn’t expected to be invited to participate in the youth group’s May Day basket delivery. She hadn’t been completely sure she wanted to participate. Hang out with a bunch of teenagers? She hadn’t enjoyed being around teen girls even when she was one. But she’d offered to help as needed, and she couldn’t turn down an opportunity to be with Jase. And she’d enjoyed the evening. Every part of it—going house to house and leaving fragrant bunches of lilacs on porches, watching the kids joke with one another and call “Happy May Day! God bless you!” to the people who caught them making the deliveries, and handing out the roasting sticks, hot dogs, and colorful marshmallow chicks to the kids.

			
			Mostly, she enjoyed being included.

			Maybe being included contributed to the wonderful airy lift in her chest. She’d wanted a place to belong—a feeling of family—and she had it in church, but tonight was different. Better. Because of Jase. He’d been in Bradleyville only a month, but from all appearances, he’d settled in completely. As ridiculous as it sounded even to her, it seemed as if he’d been with them forever.

			She’d never had a boyfriend, not even in high school. She’d wondered if she ever would. As Dad had often told her, what boy would want a wild-haired, tubby, too-prone-to-giggles girlfriend? But Jase had accepted her as is. She couldn’t call him her boyfriend. But he was her friend. Her supportive, attentive, accepting friend. And even if that was all he ever was, she thought she could be content. Because with his help and lots of prayers, she was starting to like herself. Which was a really good feeling, too.

			Zack, sitting on her left, set his roasting stick aside. “Hey, Brother Jase, is it okay if we sing a couple songs?”

			Jase smiled across the fire. “Did you bring your guitar?”

			Cullen, who slouched between Jase and Emma, rolled his eyes. “Doesn’t he always bring his guitar? I swear, it’s like an extra appendage.”

			Emma nudged Cullen with her elbow, her eyes widening in mock surprise. “Why, Cullen Wade, how impressive.”

			He frowned at her. “What?”

			
			“You know the word appendage.” Emma patted his shoulder. “You even used it correctly in a sentence. Good job.” Several other kids laughed.

			Cullen scowled. “Ah, knock it off.”

			Emma grinned. She turned to Zack. “C’mon, Zack, make use of that extra appendage.”

			Cullen unfolded himself from the blanket he and Jase were sitting on. “I’ll get it.” He left the circle and trotted to a car at the edge of the parking lot. He dug in the back seat and returned with Zack’s guitar. He handed it to Zack and then plopped onto the grass behind Jennifer.

			Zack put the guitar in position and accidentally elbowed Lori. “Oh. Sorry.”

			“It’s okay.” Lori scooted over and bumped into Ari. “Whoops! Excuse me.”

			“Sister Lori, come over here. There’s room.”

			Goose bumps broke out over Lori’s frame at Jase’s smooth invitation. She looked at him, and he patted the spot Cullen had vacated. Whispers rolled around the circle, and all eyes seemed to watch her as she made her way behind the kids to the opposite side of the fire. When she sat next to Jase, Sienna and Kaia bumped shoulders and giggled. Lori winked at them, and they giggled harder.

			“All right, gang, how ’bout this…” Zack strummed a chord and began to sing. “ ‘You called me from the grave by name. You called me out of all my shame…’ ”

			Jase and the kids joined Zack, but Lori couldn’t sing. Even though she had what her high school music teacher had called a pure soprano and she’d always enjoyed singing, at that moment, a huge knot tangled her vocal cords. Not one note could escape. “You called me out of all my shame.” God had used Jase to call her from her shame, and she would never be the same.

			
			While the others sang through the verses and chorus of the song, she inwardly praised the One who loved her the way she was but loved her too much to leave her incomplete. Her chains were falling away. Alleluia!

			Jase

			Jase sang, but with less enthusiasm than the kids exhibited. Mainly because he was afraid he’d made a mistake by inviting Lori to sit beside him. He’d sent a message to the kids, for sure. Their smirks, nudges, and snickers had let him know what they thought his invitation meant. Did Lori assume the same thing?

			Maybe a part of him had intended to send a message. He liked Lori. Liked her a lot. When she smiled and her dimples deepened in her rosy cheeks, she lit up the whole room. She had an infectious laugh, and she wasn’t hesitant about using it. Joy seemed to explode out of her at times, and it drew him in. When she’d fallen apart in front of him last week, it’d been all he could do not to take her in his arms and comfort her. He’d kept himself from giving in, though, because he didn’t want to send mixed signals.

			They were supposed to be friends. Him and Lori and Kenzie. Only friends. And they needed to stay that way for lots of reasons. The most pressing one being he wasn’t sure where he stood with God. Lori was dealing with enough emotional angst without him dumping his uncertainties on her. Besides, as much as he liked Lori, he still thought about Rachel. Even more since he’d lost her ring. No. The timing was all wrong for him to dive into a new relationship. He shouldn’t allow anything more than friendship to develop.

			
			While they transitioned into another song, the fire retreated to bright coals with a few little bluish flames licking at the remaining chunks of charred birch. The air cooled significantly, and full dark surrounded them. Time to end the gathering. Jase waited until Zack strummed the final cord, and then he stood. “All right, y’all, let’s join hands.”

			The kids muttered, but they stood and took hold. Lori slid her hand into Jase’s and at the same time gave him a sweet smile. Yep, he needed to wrestle these rioting feelings into submission. And quick.

			He prayed, then asked the kids to gather up the leftover food and roasting sticks and take them all to the Krafts’ house. Lori supervised them. Cullen stood to the side and watched Zack and Jase pour buckets of water over the coals until the whole pit was a soggy mess. Jase gave Zack a light clap on the shoulder. “Okay, that looks good. Thanks. Would you mind putting the buckets on the Krafts’ back porch?”

			“Sure.” Zack slung his guitar over his shoulder, stacked the buckets, and headed for the parsonage. Cullen started to follow.

			“Cullen, hold up.”

			The boy turned around. With the only light from a single streetlamp at the edge of the church’s parking lot and Cullen’s face shadowed by the brim of his ever-present cap, Jase couldn’t make out the boy’s features, but he surmised he was being given a scowl. “What?”

			“Can we talk a minute?”

			Cullen’s heels dragged, carving paths in the gravel as he scuffed near. “What about?”

			
			They should’ve gone inside, where Jase could see the boy’s face. Then again, maybe it was better out here in the dark, where he wouldn’t know if Cullen was shooting belligerent glares. He placed his hand on Cullen’s shoulder, deliberately keeping a light grip. “Something I hope you’ll be honest with me about.”

			Cullen’s muscles tensed. “What?”

			“The afternoon I found you in my apartment.”

			“I already told you, man, I didn’t break and enter. I just entered.”

			Defensiveness colored the boy’s tone. Jase paused for a moment, gathering patience. “I know. But when you were in my apartment, before I got there, did you…take anything?”

			Silence fell. A heavy silence, as black as the night. Cullen’s jaw twitched, and Jase waited for a denial. An angry outburst. Anything. But the youth kept his lips closed tight.

			Jase sighed. “Listen, Cullen, I just need to know. I want you to be honest with me so I feel like I can trust you. I wanna be able to get along with you, but it’s hard to do when I’m not sure I believe you.”

			Cullen knocked Jase’s hand aside. “Okay, yeah, so I took something. Sheesh, why’s it such a big deal? It’s not like you’ve got a girl living with you. You didn’t need it. And I thought my mom might like it.”

			Jase’s pulse seemed to blast into overdrive, and his ears began to buzz. If he hadn’t known better, he’d say his mouth filled with cotton. He wasn’t sure he could talk, but he pushed the question past his dry throat. “What did you take?”
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			Jase

			Jase pushed his key into the lock, twisted the knob, and stepped inside his apartment. Then he stopped, his heart firing into his throat.

			Cullen Wade slouched in the middle of Jase’s sofa, knees widespread and arms stretched along the sofa’s back. He didn’t even move when Jase entered, only offered a lopsided smirk and said, “Hi.”

			Jase looked at the keys in his hand, then at Cullen. “How’d you get in here?”

			Cullen shrugged. “Pretty easy if you’ve got a nice stiff library card. Which I do.”

			His next expenditure would be a dead bolt. Jase dropped his keys into his pocket. Remembering what Sister Kraft had said about having kids up here, he left his door open even though it let in the cold air. He folded his arms and aimed a stern frown at Cullen. “It isn’t cool to let yourself in at somebody’s place when they aren’t there. It’s a good way to get yourself accused of breaking and entering.”

			Cullen swung his arms down and sat up, clamping his hands over the knees of his torn jeans and glaring at Jase from beneath thick brown bangs. “Does it look like I broke my way in? Besides, you told everybody at church that you were always available, twenty-four seven. But maybe you didn’t mean it.”

			
			The challenge in the boy’s tone set Jase’s teeth on edge. Did he have to test Jase at every turn? But he realized the real reason Cullen bugged him. Cullen reminded Jase too much of his teenage self, using cockiness to hide unworthiness, rejecting others before they had the chance to reject him. If Jase’s foster parents and Brother Tony and Sister Eileen and so many others at Grace Chapel in San Antonio hadn’t loved on him in spite of his unlovable ways, how might he have turned out? Cullen didn’t need Jase’s anger. He needed Jase’s love. Maybe his tough love.

			Jase took two steps and perched on the arm of his sofa. He gave a nod. “I did mean it. I’ll be there for you when you need to talk, but from now on, you gotta call first. Set up a time. And we need to meet in my office, not here”—he sent a quick glance around the living room—“in my home.”

			Cullen rolled his eyes. “Sheesh, didn’t know there was a bunch of rules to follow. All I wanted to do was tell you I kinda fibbed to you yesterday.”

			“Oh, yeah?” Jase eased onto the sofa.

			Cullen slid to the opposite end. He angled himself on the seat and aimed his pimply face in Jase’s direction. “Yeah. About my medical condition.” He fiddled with the ragged cuff on his hoodie sleeve. “See, I don’t exactly have a problem with my bladder. What I have is a problem with sitting so cramped together. I get…sort of twitchy. You know, like there’s bugs or something crawling under my skin. And I gotta go to where there’s more space. You know what I mean?”

			“You mean you get claustrophobic.”

			
			Cullen nodded. “Yeah. That’s the word. After a little while of being all”—he bounced his bent arms like he was doing the chicken dance—“close, I need to be far. That’s why I get up and leave during church. Everybody’s too cramped together.”

			Jase gazed at Cullen for several seconds, and Cullen stared back, unblinking, as if measuring him. Jase leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “You know, Cullen, there’s an easy solution to your problem.”

			“Yeah?”

			“Yeah. Don’t sit in the middle of the pew.” Jase used a conversational tone, the way Brother Tony had addressed Jase during his rebellious moments. A gentle answer turns away wrath, the proverb advised, and it’d worked for Jase more than a dozen years ago. “From now on, we’ll put you at the end. And to make sure nobody gets too close, I’ll sit by you and give you plenty of space. Will that help?”

			Cullen pinched the bill of his cap and shifted it back and forth, his blue eyes never leaving Jase’s face. “I generally sit by Zack. Him an’ me, we’re tight.”

			Jase fought a grin. “But I didn’t think you wanted to be tight.”

			Cullen ducked his head, but not before a glimmer of humor sparked in his eyes. “You know what I mean.”

			Jase laughed. “Yes, I do know what you mean. I was giving you a hard time.”

			Cullen played with his cuff again.

			“Cullen?” He waited until the boy looked up. “I’ll talk to Zack, and we’ll work it out so you don’t feel hemmed in. Fair enough?”

			Cullen scrunched his lips to the side, but he nodded. “Okay.” He started to stand.

			
			Jase put out his hand. “Wait a minute. While we’re talking, I’d like to ask you a favor.”

			Suspicion glinted in the boy’s eyes.

			“You’re a junior, right?”

			Cullen nodded.

			“Which means you’re one of the older members of the youth group. That kind of puts you in a leadership position.”

			Cullen snickered.

			Jase decided to ignore the response. “The younger kids watch you. They watch your example, and they’ll follow it. So don’t you think it’d be best to set a good example?”

			Cullen scowled. “What do you want from me?”

			Jase smiled. “Nothing more than you’re able to give, I promise. I’d like you to call me Brother Jase instead of bro.”

			Cullen rolled his eyes again and stood. “Is that all? Yeah, sure, I was just trying to be friendly.”

			Jase knew what Cullen had been doing, and friendliness wasn’t the motivation. Arguing, though, wouldn’t help. He stood and met Cullen’s arrogant gaze. “Brother Jase is friendly enough.” He stuck out his hand. “Deal?”

			Cullen jammed his hands into the pocket of his hoodie and sauntered to the doorway, sidestepping around Jase. “All right, Brother Jase, I gotta vamoose. See ya Wednesday.” He paused and sent a lip-curled glance around the room. “Nice place. Glad I got to see it.” He scuffed out.

			Jase went to the landing and watched Cullen clump down the stairs and disappear around the corner. He let out a big breath and stepped inside, shutting the door behind him. He turned and stood for a few moments. Shame struck. He should’ve prayed with Cullen before letting him go. Clearly the boy was searching for guidance, for somebody to care. He’d blown it.

			
			Jase stomped to his bedroom and to the drawer where he’d tucked away the photograph of Rachel and him. He pulled it out, stared into her upturned smiling face, and sighed. “I’m out of my league, Rachel. Working with these kids should be easier than planting a church. Maybe God took you home because He knew I wasn’t cut out for service.”

			The strange sensation of something warm being poured over him returned, and his hands trembled. He put the photograph on the dresser and rubbed his hands as if applying lotion. The tremble stopped, and a chill shuddered through him. With his gaze locked on Rachel’s sweet image, he forced words past his gritted teeth. “I need you, Rachel. I need you with me. I don’t want to do this life alone.”

			His whatnot box from high school rested in his peripheral vision. Still looking at Rachel’s image, he stretched his hand toward the box and lifted the lid. He pawed inside and located the square velvet box from the jewelry store. He gripped it in his fist and settled it directly in his line of vision. It’d been a year since he’d looked at the ring, but an image of it was burned into his memory. A wide band and a single diamond. A round full-karat stone. He’d bought the biggest diamond he could afford, and it’d been so pretty against the gleaming white-gold band.

			He tried to smile at her photo, but his lips quivered too much to cooperate. “Rachel, you loved the ring so much when I proposed. And you would’ve loved what I had engraved inside the band when I had it sized for you. You’d have seen those words as my commitment to you, and you would have accepted the ring as your commitment to me.” How unfair that she hadn’t gotten to read the inscription. The chance to even wear the ring had been stolen from her by a driver who’d had too much to drink and couldn’t recognize that a red light meant stop.

			
			His heart pounding, he angled his head. “Would…would you like to read it, Rachel?”

			Underneath, he knew it was a ridiculous thing to do. Really? Show a ring to the image of a person? But for reasons he couldn’t explain, in that moment, he needed to show her the engraved promise. And there was no other way to do it. Trembling from head to toe, Jase positioned his thumb against the box and pushed. The lid popped open. The box was empty.

			His fingers lost their grip. The box hit the floor, bounced, and landed on its hinged side, wide open, resembling the munching figure from the old video game Pac-Man. Jase jerked around and gaped toward the living room. One name roared through his mind.

			Cullen…

			Merlin

			Merlin accepted the glass of tea Leah offered, then took a sip as she settled into the chair across the table. She was silent, but worry lines creased her brow. She’d be even more worried, maybe even mad, and certainly not silent when he told her what the doctor had said. But he didn’t have a choice anymore. The jig was up. Did people even say that anymore? Not that it mattered. His thoughts were procrastination, pure and simple, and he shouldn’t—well, he couldn’t—keep the truth from his wife anymore.

			
			“I’m waiting.” Leah’s voice cut into his thoughts. “What did the doctor say?”

			Merlin set down his glass and reached for her hand.

			She drew it back. “Is this going to be bad news?”

			He shook his head. “Not entirely.” He turned his palm up and waited. After a moment, she placed her hand in his, and he curled his fingers around it. The doctor’s declaration, although grim from one side of the coin, offered assurance on the flip side. He prayed Leah would focus on the positive. “After the first of the year, you suggested I go to the doctor because I was having so much acid reflux, remember?”

			She gave a little huff. “Suggested? I insisted. You wouldn’t have gone otherwise.”

			He chuckled and squeezed her hand. “You’re right. You insisted, I went, and after I told him what I was experiencing, he did a complete physical. When he listened to my heart and lungs, he got a little concerned. He said it didn’t sound right.”

			Her fingers went stiff in his grip, and her blue eyes widened. “What do you mean, didn’t sound right?”

			“Well…” He lowered his gaze to their joined hands. He’d held this woman’s hand for more than forty years, and he wasn’t anywhere close to being ready to let go. “He said there was fluid in my chest, constricting my lungs and putting pressure on my heart.”

			Leah jolted from the chair and jammed her fists on her hips. “Merlin! Congestive heart failure?”

			Of course she’d guess. What a wise woman he’d married. He rose and rounded the table. “Now, honey, don’t get yourself all worked up.”

			“Don’t get myself—” She glowered at him. “You knew this three months ago and didn’t tell me?”

			
			“There wasn’t any reason to worry you. The doctor said I wasn’t in imminent danger, that he’d put me on medication to reduce the fluid and things would improve.”

			Her breath whooshed out and she seemed to wilt. But the angry glint in her eyes didn’t fade. “You should’ve told me.”

			“I’m telling you now.”

			“You should’ve told me then.”

			Maybe he should have. But it was too late now. He gently massaged her shoulders, and although she stood rigid beneath his touch, she didn’t pull away. “I didn’t want to say anything until I knew for sure what was going on with my heart. Why have two of us stressed and worrying?”

			Tears swam in her eyes. “What does Galatians 6:2 say? ‘Carry each other’s burdens, and in this way you will fulfill the law of Christ.’ ”

			Ouch. The scripture stuck with so much force she might have stomped on his toes.

			“You denied me the chance to carry your burden. We’re supposed to be a team, Merlin. I’m very upset with you.”

			He nodded. “I know. You have every right to be upset, and I’m sorry I didn’t say anything before. At the time, I thought it was better to wait.”

			“Well, it wasn’t.”

			“You’re right. I’m sorry.”

			She glared at him for several silent seconds. Then she lunged and flung her arms around his middle. Given his girth, her arms couldn’t quite reach all the way around, and her fingers dug into his back. She burrowed her face into the curve of his neck. “What did the doctor say this morning?”

			He doubled his arms around her shoulder blades and rested his cheek against her warm hair. He loved holding her this way. Like being home. “He said the diuretic is helping some, but I need to do more. He’s starting me on medication to lower my blood pressure, and he wants me to make some changes in my diet.”

			
			She lifted her head and gave him a squinty-eyed look. “What kind of changes?”

			Oh, how this woman loved to cook. She loved on people with food. This would be more painful for her than it would be for him. “Things like cutting way back on sodium, no more fried foods, less red meat and more chicken.” He grimaced. Not even Leah would be able to make chicken taste like meatloaf. He’d sure miss her meatloaf. “He sent me home with a packet of information. There’s more details in there.”

			“Then I guess I better look at it.” But she didn’t move. Kept her hands on his waist and gazed into his face as if she were memorizing him.

			He cupped her jaw with his palms and smiled. “Honey, I’ll be all right.”

			“You better be.”

			Her tart tone made him chuckle. He leaned forward, intending to give her a peck on the forehead, but she grabbed him around the neck and pulled him into a kiss that spoke of both intense love and intense worry. He rubbed his hands up and down her spine and tilted his head, deepening their contact. He wouldn’t have minded this kiss lasting forever, but a knock on the back door interrupted.

			She pulled free and turned her back, running her hands through her snow-white bob. “Would you get that, please? I need to check my lipstick.”

			Lipstick. He grabbed a napkin from the holder in the middle of the table and cleaned his mouth as he crossed to the door. Through the uncovered window he spotted Jase waiting on the porch. Merlin opened the door.

			
			Jase had his hands in his pockets and a sheepish look on his face. “I’m sorry. I knocked before I realized— Before I saw what—” He angled his gaze to the side. “I didn’t want to just disappear after knocking, but I’m sorry I interrupted. Especially on your off day.”

			“Even on my off day, I’m available for emergencies.” Merlin tried not to sound impatient. But the day’s stress colored his tone anyway. “What’s up?”

			The younger man hung his head. “I think I have a problem. And his name is Cullen.”
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			Wichita

			Kenzie

			Kenzie gnawed on a hangnail on her left thumb and watched as the words Ruby was typing with her two-finger peck method appeared in the blue box she’d created using a computer program. Ruby finished, then leaned back in her chair and held her hand toward the screen. “There. What do you think?”

			The announcement looked so important in white letters on the bold background. Kenzie pressed her linked hands to her rib cage and read the post aloud. “ ‘Found: Ladies’ white-gold, gemstone ring. Respond with description to claim.’ ” She shrugged. “Is there enough information to clue in the owner?” Maybe they should change gemstone to wedding.

			Ruby rocked in her desk chair, her forehead furrowing. “We don’t want to feed too much to the public. If we come right out and say that the gem is a one-carat round diamond or the band is inscribed, it doesn’t leave much else to define. I realize you’ll likely have to wade through quite a few responses that aren’t connected to the ring you found, but I think it’s best to be ambiguous.”

			Kenzie frowned. “What’s ‘ambiguous’?” She might have hesitated asking someone else the question, but Ruby never treated Kenzie as if she were unintelligent, even though she hadn’t been allowed to go to school past the eighth grade. Most people wouldn’t hire her because she didn’t have a high school diploma. Ruby hadn’t even batted an eye after contacting the owner of the shop in Indianapolis and receiving her recommendation. Kenzie appreciated the way her boss listened to questions, answered patiently, and never made fun if Kenzie didn’t grasp something unfamiliar the first time.

			
			Ruby patted Kenzie’s clenched fist. “ ‘Ambiguous’…vague or undefined in nature.” She smiled. “Honey, it’ll let you know without doubt you’ve found the rightful owner if they can give you all of the details, plus the inscription.”

			Kenzie nodded. “Okay.”

			Ruby turned back to the computer. “Now, we need to set up an email account for you to use. Let’s go with one of the free ones. What name do you want to use? Your real one or a fake one?”

			“Not my real one.” She never went by her birth name, Mackenzie Hochstetler, anymore. And she didn’t want her new legal name floating around the internet, either. “My email name is Loves2weave, but for this one maybe just Weaver. Or WeaverGirl.”

			“Hmm…” Ruby pecked Weaver and then variations of WeaverGirl into a box, muttering under her breath. “It looks like those are taken.” She tapped her chin with her finger, glowering at the screen. Suddenly she brightened. She leaned over the keyboard. “What about…” She tapped on a few keys and then crowed, “Aha!” She beamed at Kenzie. “FinderznotKeeperz is available.”

			Kenzie leaned close and frowned at the name. “Shouldn’t there be s’s instead?”

			Ruby’s eyes twinkled. “For the z in Kenzie. Okay?”

			Kenzie couldn’t help but laugh. Ruby seemed so pleased with herself. “Sounds fine.”

			
			Ruby smiled, wagging her finger at Kenzie. “It’s better than fine. And a lot better than some variation of weaver. Because there’s no way anyone could trace this to you. Your identity will remain completely private.”

			Kenzie grabbed the end of her ponytail and twisted it over her shoulder. “I like that idea.”

			“All right. FinderznotKeeperz it is.” Ruby filled boxes on the screen. Then she used the mouse and directed the little arrow to a rectangle marked Submit and clicked it. “An email box is reserved for you, but we’ll still need to connect it to your cell phone so you can receive the messages. If you don’t mind, I’ll come by after work and help you set it up.”

			Kenzie wouldn’t know how to do it. “I’d really appreciate that.”

			“You got it. For now, though, let’s get this show on the road.” Ruby opened Facebook on her computer. “Eileen gave me her log-in information so we can post as if we’re her.”

			Kenzie felt a little sneaky, pretending to be someone else, but if Eileen knew about it, then it would be all right.

			Ruby brought up her sister’s Facebook page on the computer screen. Using the mouse, she placed the blue box on the page and clicked a button on the mouse. Then she sat back, a smile breaking, and clapped. “Done!”

			Kenzie’s tummy did a funny flip. “You mean the post is up?”

			Lori entered the office, a bounce in her step and a big smile on her face. She’d been smiling since she arrived that morning, still glowing about the new youth minister’s talk at church last night. “What post? What’re you two doing?”

			Kenzie hadn’t gone to last night’s service—she’d forgotten to arrange a ride—but the way Lori had raved about the new youth minister’s testimony and short sermon made her wish she had. She also wished she’d checked to make sure she and Ruby were completely alone before she asked about the post. Ruby had told her not to say anything to anyone. She didn’t know how to answer Lori.

			
			Ruby spun around in her chair. “I’m helping my Texas sister with a project, and Kenzie was kind enough to give me a hand on her break.” She closed the screen and rose. “Did you need something, Lori?”

			“Yes.” Lori’s gaze zipped from the computer screen to Ruby’s unsmiling face. “There’s a customer who wants to order some fabric, but it’s out of stock, and she’s kind of upset about it. I’m not sure what else to tell her, so…” She hunched her shoulders, her full lips forming a pout.

			Ruby moved toward the door. “I’ll take care of it.” She paused and turned to Kenzie. “In answer to your question, yes.”

			Kenzie released a breath of both relief and apprehension. “Okay. Thanks.”

			Ruby patted Kenzie’s arm and strode out the door.

			Lori gazed after Ruby for a moment and then gave Kenzie a puzzled look. “Since when do you help Ruby’s Texas sister with stuff?” Understanding dawned. “Oh, I bet it has to do with the clothing she collected, doesn’t it? Is she getting you more?”

			Lori was half-right, but the half-wrong part left Kenzie floundering. “I guess I’ll find out. If you’re on break, I better go to the floor.” She headed for the door, but Lori put out her hand and stopped her.

			“I have a favor to ask.” Lori bit her lower lip and gazed intently into Kenzie’s eyes. Whatever the favor was, it would be a big one.

			A memory verse from Matthew 5 trickled through Kenzie’s mind—“But let your communication be, Yea, yea; Nay, nay: for whatsoever is more than these cometh of evil.” Strange how even more than a decade after she’d left behind the strict sect of her childhood, rules taken from God’s Holy Word still hounded her. She couldn’t commit to or refrain from anything unless she knew what it was. “What is it?”

			
			Lori clasped her hands beneath her chin and pleaded with her eyes. “If I come to your place tonight and I promise to pay you for the ingredients, would you teach me how to make your brownies?”

			Suspicion bloomed in the back of Kenzie’s mind. “You want to bake some for Brother Jase, don’t you?”

			Lori giggled. “I really do. He liked them so much he even ate the crumbs from the pan before he handed it over for washing Saturday night. They say the way to a man’s heart is with food, so…” She tipped her head and smiled sweetly. “Please?”

			Kenzie couldn’t hold back a chortle. “I’d be happy to bake another batch for Brother Jase, but I can’t do it tonight. Ruby’s coming over, and…um…”

			“Oh.”

			Lori’s crestfallen expression pierced Kenzie. She hated keeping a secret from Lori, her best friend in Kansas. Maybe even the best friend she’d ever had. Kenzie had laughed more with her than with any other person she’d known, including Grossmammi or her brother Caleb, whom she’d teasingly declared was part monkey.

			Kenzie cupped Lori’s elbow. “I can’t tonight, but what about tomorrow? Then you can take the brownies to Brother Jase on Wednesday evening when they’re still fairly fresh. Okay?”

			Lori’s bright smile returned. “Oh, that’s an even better idea. Thanks, Kenz.” She grabbed Kenzie in a hug. “Okay, tomorrow. And I promise to help cut up some clothes while I’m there to repay you.”

			
			Kenzie stepped free and moved backward toward the door. “Not this time. We’ll bake and have fun.”

			Lori waved, beaming. “Perfect.”

			Bradleyville

			Jase

			Jase spent a fair portion of Monday, his scheduled day off, learning his way around the area of Wichita closest to Bradleyville. The busyness of Wichita didn’t feel much different than San Antonio. Today’s weather pretty much matched up, too. He wore his favorite cargo shorts and flip-flops, adding to the feeling of familiarity. Since he didn’t know where to find groceries or gasoline or everyday stuff like toothpaste and toilet paper, he went out in search of convenient shopping options.

			To his relief, he located a supercenter where he could buy everything from car tires to canned soup. And only ten miles from his apartment—a reasonable distance. He browsed the aisles for over an hour, filling his shopping cart with what he considered necessary.

			Now back in his apartment, he put everything away. The little freezer section of his refrigerator was stuffed full of microwaveable dinners and cartons of off-brand butter brickle ice cream, his favorite flavor. And his cupboards held boxes of cereal, snack cakes, cans of ravioli and macaroni in meat sauce, and little plastic cups of pudding. He’d need to buy things like bread, milk, and lunch meats more frequently, but he had staples to last for at least a month.

			
			As he closed the cabinet door, he remembered Rachel telling him he really needed to learn how to cook. But why bother? Ready-made meals were so convenient. Besides, if he learned to cook, he’d need more pots and pans and fancy things like spatulas and mixers. He shuddered. Not today. Not even this summer. Maybe next winter, when he’d be cooped up more. Or maybe not. Canned pasta wasn’t that bad. A whole lot better than some of the stuff he ate before the state took him away from his mom. The one sandwich he’d never eat again, no matter how hungry he got, was oily canned tuna on stale white bread.

			He left the kitchen area and scuffed barefoot across the carpet to his sofa. He settled at the end closest to the lamp table, where he’d stacked his Bible and several study books Brother Kraft had given him for perusal. Most recently, Brother Kraft had been teaching the youth from the book of Proverbs—sound material, for sure. Jase had contemplated continuing where the man left off, but Brother Kraft had made up his own curriculum. Jase didn’t have the seasoned minister’s ability, so he’d borrowed some books from the preacher’s shelves. He liked the one focused on John’s gospel the best. Lots of meat, lots of solid doctrine, lots of looks at Jesus. Didn’t they all need that?

			He flopped the book open across his lap and began reading. Studying. Looking for nuggets that spoke to him because if they spoke to him, he’d be passionate about sharing them with the kids. But he couldn’t seem to focus. His mind wandered backward to his college years. Sometimes being poor had its benefits. And, as Brother Tony had pointed out way back then, maintaining a good high school GPA paid off, too. Trinity College had offered him enough in scholarships and grants to cover all but a small balance, which he’d been able to pay, thanks to his part-time job at the town’s bowling alley.

			
			He’d chosen a major in communication management and a minor in religious studies, coursework Brother Tony had recommended because Jase had expressed the desire to know God at a deeper level and to share His love with others in a meaningful way. He’d done well in college—even graduated summa cum laude. Not bad for a foster-system kid. He stared across the room, his focus inward. Back then, he’d been so single minded in purpose, so determined to do well. To succeed. To prove to his foster parents and his church family and even his social worker that the time and effort they’d poured into him hadn’t been in vain.

			So had he done it for God, for them, or for himself?

			The question jolted him, and the book slipped to the floor. Grunting in aggravation, he leaned forward and snatched it up. It had landed facedown, crimping several pages. He tried to smooth them flat with the heel of his hand, but the creases remained. He scowled so hard his forehead hurt. Partly because he’d damaged Brother Kraft’s book, partly because he didn’t like the uneasy feeling his internal query had raised.

			When he and Rachel had committed themselves to ministry, he’d been so certain his chosen degrees had been God’s means of preparing him. Why couldn’t he recapture that certainty now? Did he really even belong in this town, bearing the title Brother Jase and being a spiritual leader? Brother Tony thought he did. Brother Kraft and his wife seemed to think so.

			He pushed himself upright, as slow as an arthritic ninety-year-old might move, and trudged to his bedroom. He opened the top drawer of his bureau, reached beneath a stack of T-shirts, and pulled out the framed photograph of him and Rachel. Just a candid shot taken at a church picnic. Nothing formal. Their chance for formal engagement or wedding pictures had been stolen from them. But he liked this image, her looking up at him, the two of them laughing at something. He couldn’t recall what they’d been laughing about, but he remembered her laughter. She’d used her laugh freely, and he could never resist joining her, because it was always such a joyful sound.

			
			He sighed, his warm breath briefly fogging the glass covering the image of her precious face. “I know where you are, Rachel, and even if I could bring you back, I don’t think I’d be selfish enough to do it. But I sure miss you. I wish you were here. It wouldn’t matter to me if your body was permanently broken or your mind forever changed.” The doctor’s solemn words, meant to indicate the blessing death provided for her, hadn’t assured him then, and they didn’t assure him now. “At least we’d be together. I just don’t think I can do this alone.”

			“Surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.” Jesus’s promise from the book of Matthew roared through Jase’s mind. Brother Tony had used the passage to comfort him during the first weeks after Rachel’s death, reminding him that even though she was gone, he wasn’t alone. Jesus was there and would always be there for him.

			Jase pressed Rachel’s photo to his chest and looked up at the ceiling. “You say You’re with me always, but right now…I’m not feelin’ it. So You might wanna step up Your game.” He cringed. Had he really challenged the Son of God? Surely God would smite him for it. But his feelings were honest, and God knew them even if Jase never said them out loud, so he might as well lay it all out. “If You’re here, show up. Show up where I can see You and feel You and trust You again.”

			
			His throat went tight, and he forced his last words out. “Jesus, who’s with me to the end of the age, prove Yourself to me. Because”—he gulped and hung his head—“I need You.”

		

	
		
		
			
			
				
					[image: Book Title, From This Moment, Subtitle, A Novel, Author, Kim Vogel Sawyer, Imprint, WaterBrook]
				

			

		

	
		
		
			
			
				[image: Eighteen]

			

			Lori

			Lori unlocked the front door and held it open, then gestured Kenzie into the dark foyer.

			Kenzie stepped inside. “Are you sure it’s okay for me to be with you? I don’t want to get you in trouble.”

			Lori locked the door behind them. “Will you stop worrying? I’m the custodian. I can be here whenever I need to.” What a heady feeling, having a key for the church and being able to come and go at will. Brother and Sister Kraft and all the deacons trusted her. She loved having their trust, and she wouldn’t do anything to betray it. “I had to leave before Sister Kraft was finished in Brother Jase’s office, so I didn’t get to see what the rug looked like in there. You should get to see, too, since you made it. Aren’t you curious?”

			Kenzie hugged herself, glancing around the shadowy space. “Sure I am. But I could’ve peeked in on Wednesday, when the lights are on. It’s kind of creepy in here at night.”

			Lori laughed. “Creepy in a church?” She glanced toward the black hallway. Maybe it was creepy. A little. “Lemme get the lights. That’ll eliminate the creep factor.” She hurried to the switch plate and flicked up all four toggles. Light flooded the foyer and illuminated the hallways. “There. Better?”

			
			Kenzie nodded.

			“Then follow me.” She set off for Jase’s office, eagerness putting a bounce in her step. After she’d shown Kenzie the rug, she’d go to the kitchen and do something with the brownies she’d left hidden above the refrigerator. She got so focused on cleaning earlier that she forgot about them, but she could ready a plate and have them waiting for Brother Jase tomorrow morning.

			The door to Sister Kraft’s secretary office and Brother Kraft’s study was closed, but Brother Jase’s was ajar. Sister Kraft probably left it open to let the paint smell escape. But the light on inside the room gave her pause. As did the mumble of voices coming from the other side of the open doorway. She stopped, and Kenzie stopped, too.

			“What’s the matter?” Kenzie whispered.

			Lori pointed ahead. “Brother Jase’s office light is on. And I think I hear somebody in there.”

			Kenzie shrugged. “Maybe he’s working in there.”

			They continued to whisper, adding an element of suspense to the moment. Lori shivered. “With all the other lights in the church out? And it’s his day off. He shouldn’t be—”

			“Lori? Kenzie? What’re you two doing here?”

			Lori spun around at the sound of Jase’s voice. He stood half-in and half-out of his office, furrows of curiosity lining his brow. She released a shrill giggle. “We, uh, I mean, I was here this morning. Cleaning. And I noticed Sister Kraft was getting your office in order, but she wasn’t done when I left, so I didn’t get to see if it needed dusting. Or sweeping. Or anything.”

			Yikes trikes, she was babbling like an idiot. And acting guilty. She had no reason to be guilty. She was a paid employee who had permission to be here, the same as him. She gave her hair a cavalier flip. “I came back to…see.” The mumble of voices continued from the office. She angled her head slightly, trying to peek inside. “Is there someone with you?”

			
			“Nope. Just the radio.”

			Thank goodness they hadn’t interrupted a counseling session or something. Lori looped her arm through Kenzie’s. “Well, do you mind if Kenzie and me come in for a minute? We’d like to see if Kenzie’s rug fits the room okay, and I’ll make sure nothing needs cleaning.”

			He stepped aside, gesturing with his hand. “C’mon in.”

			Lori guided Kenzie to the office and gave her a little nudge over the threshold. She paused in the doorway and smiled up at Jase. “I didn’t expect anyone else to be here. You’re awfully dedicated, working on your day off.”

			He shrugged, a grin lifting the corners of his lips beneath his neatly trimmed mustache. “I didn’t have anything else to do. Besides, it’s easy to focus when no one’s around and it’s quiet.”

			“But the radio is making noise.”

			“White noise. Hardly notice it.”

			He probably wouldn’t classify her and Kenzie as white noise. They should get out of his way. “Well, we won’t bother you for—” She took a step into the office, and her mouth fell open. What a transformation in such a short period of time. “Yikes trikes…”

			Jase burst out laughing. “I take it you approve?”

			Lori nodded, twisting her head back and forth and taking in every detail. “It looks great in here. Sister Kraft and I were going to try to find some framed prints, like maybe Bible verses or something, to hang up, but you’ve already got that covered.” She crossed to a huge poster with San Antonio Spurs printed in bright white on a sheeny black background. The words repeated in an upside-down slant in pale gray at the bottom half of the poster, reminding her of a pond’s reflection. She touched the black plastic frame. “You must miss your hometown.” She shifted to look at him, and she caught sight of another framed picture, this one on the middle shelf behind the desk. She swallowed. His hometown wasn’t the only thing he missed.

			
			She couldn’t tear her attention away from the image. Jase and a woman, captured in a moment of joy, their smiles as bright as the sun must have been, given the glow on their faces and hair. And in their eyes, locked on each other with such affection and admiration.

			Would a man ever look at Lori that way?

			She aimed a shaky finger at the photograph. “Is that…your fiancée?” Kenzie had been examining the rug, but at the question, she jerked her focus to the image, too. She sucked in a little gasp, which Lori completely understood. The woman in the photo looked enough like Kenzie to be her sister.

			Jase leaned against the doorjamb, sliding his hands into his pockets. “Yes. That’s me and Rachel. The picture was taken at a church picnic.” His tone and expression didn’t resonate with deep emotion, but somehow Lori knew he was hiding his feelings. He was too casual. Too composed. Underneath, he was aching. She just knew it.

			“She’s…” Lori swallowed again. She wished she could get rid of the lump in her throat. “Lovely.”

			Jase nodded. “I always thought so.” He pushed off from the jamb and took one step into the room. “Kenzie, what do you think? Does the room do your rug justice?”

			Kenzie scuffed her sneaker-covered toes against the slightly curled edge. “It looks good in here.”

			
			“It has long johns in it.” Lori blurted the comment.

			Both Kenzie and Jase gawked at her.

			She wanted to slap herself silly. What a dumb thing to say. Couldn’t she ever think before opening her mouth? Dad was right. She didn’t have any more brains than the Scarecrow from The Wizard of Oz. She flapped her hand at the rug. “The red parts. That’s from long johns. They’re wool, so they make good rug material. That’s what Kenzie told me.”

			Kenzie ducked her head, and her shoulders shook slightly.

			Jase’s lips twitched like a rabbit’s nose. “Well, I suppose she knows what she’s talking about.”

			Kenzie sent a grin in Jase’s direction, then moved to Lori’s side. “Maybe we should let Brother Jase get back to work.”

			Lori nodded. “Yeah. Yeah, it looks good in here. No cleaning necessary.” Except cleaning her brain of ugly self-recrimination. “Let’s go.”

			She steered Kenzie out of the room and up the hallway, moving as quickly as if they were escaping a fire. She’d intended to plate the remaining brownies for Jase, but she changed her mind. She drew Kenzie to a halt at the foyer. “Kenz, would you wait here for a second? I need to get…something…from the kitchen. Then we can go.”

			“Sure.”

			Kenzie moved toward the front doors, and Lori took off for the kitchen. The soles of her sandals clapped like applause against the fellowship hall’s tile as she rounded the corner into the kitchen. The pan was right where she’d left it. She grabbed it, located a black plastic trash sack from under the sink, and slid the pan into it. She twisted the open end into a knot and tossed the bag over her shoulder like Santa’s pack. Then she set off for the foyer, smacking off lights as she went.

			
			She hurried to Kenzie’s side, groping in her pocket for her key. “Okay, I’m ready. Let’s go.”

			Kenzie turned an interested look on the bag. “You’re carrying home garbage?”

			Lori opened the door. “Not garbage. Something that needs washed.” Guilt pricked, but she hadn’t really lied. The pan would need washing once she’d emptied it.

			“Can’t you wash it here?”

			“I could, I guess.” Lori urged Kenzie out the door and locked it. “But why hang around here and do it when I have other dishes to wash at home? Let’s go.”

			To her great relief, Kenzie didn’t question her further. Desire to numb her emotions nearly overwhelmed her. She couldn’t wait to get home and drown her sorrows in the pan of brownies.

			She dropped Kenzie off near the staircase to her apartment. Ordinarily she waited and made sure her friend got into her apartment before leaving, but not this time. So many thoughts cluttered her mind. Jase was still hung up on Rachel. Rachel. Such a pretty name for a pretty girl. Slender. Blond haired, blue eyed. As unlike Lori as a girl could be. She bet nobody ever tormented Rachel with nicknames like Roly-Poly or Homely or Lowlife. Even though none of the nicknames rhymed with her given name, kids still made it work. And why not? The names fit.

			She turned into the parking lot of the rows of former motel rooms converted into efficiency apartments. Run down and dismal, but still more peaceful than living under her dad’s roof. She parked the car near her door and got out.

			
			With the bag gripped in her hand, she clomped up the cracked sidewalk and let herself in. Music with a strong beat vibrated the wall separating her apartment from the girl’s next door. She’d banged on the wall a few times in the past, but it never helped, so why bother? Instead, she turned her attention to the bag. The brownies would help her forget the brain-jarring music, her loneliness, her unworthiness…her wishful thoughts.

			She set the bag on her eating bar, clawed a hole in the plastic, and pulled the brownie pan free. The aluminum foil had come loose and the brownies were all scattered inside the trash bag. No matter. As she’d told Jase the night of his welcome-to-Bradleyville party, they tasted as good in chunks as in cut squares. She grabbed a sizable piece and lifted it toward her mouth. Slowly. Salivating. Anticipating.

			Her cell phone rang.

			She froze with her mouth open and the brownie in front of her face. It rang again. Should she ignore the call? Might be a junk call. But it might be Ruby or Kenzie or even Sister Kraft. Ring number three. The aroma rising from the brownies tormented her, but she could eat after she took the call. She dropped the moist chunk and snatched up her phone as it rang for the fourth time. Her heart jolted at the name displayed on her screen. She jammed her finger against the accept icon and shoved the phone up to her ear.

			“J-Jase. Hello.”

			“Hi, Lori. Am I bothering you?”

			Her knees went weak. She staggered to her sofa and sank down, holding the phone with both hands. “No. Not at all.” Thank goodness she hadn’t shoved that brownie in her mouth so she could speak clearly. Well, sort of clearly. Her voice was shaking, the same way her whole body was shaking. “What can I do for you?”

			
			“I wish I’d thought of this when you and Kenzie were here. The young adult class has a get-together this Thursday, right?”

			She closed her eyes, envisioning the church calendar. Then she nodded. “Yes. This one’s a bowling and pizza party.”

			“Are you planning to go?”

			Turn down pizza? Not this gal. “Uh-huh.”

			“What about Kenzie?”

			Lori licked her dry lips. “We usually go together to the parties.”

			“That’s what I kind of figured.” If Dad had made the comment, it would’ve been snide, like Lori couldn’t handle doing anything on her own. But Jase didn’t sound unkind. Not at all. “Would you two mind if I tagged along? I feel kind of funny showing up alone since I haven’t really gotten acquainted with any of the others in the group. But I know you two. After our lunch together and all.”

			Lori’s pulse thundered so hard she wondered if he could hear it. “Sure, you can go with us. I always drive because Kenzie doesn’t have a car. She walks everywhere, but the class is meeting at the bowling alley on North Rock, and it’s too far for her to walk. So I’ll pick her up.” She clamped her mouth closed. Did she always have to prattle?

			Jase’s chuckle came through the connection. “That’s nice of you. So…how should we meet up?”

			Lori forced her rattled mind to think. “I was going to clean at the church Thursday afternoon. Maybe you could come with me afterward. We’ll get Kenzie and go.” Too late she realized she’d want to run home and shower before the get-together. “Or—”

			“That sounds like a good plan. I’ll stick around Thursday until you’re ready to go, then leave with you.”

			She swallowed a moan. Could she manage a wash in the church bathroom?

			
			“Lori? You there?”

			No way would she tell Brother Jase she’d need a shower before she put him in the car with her. “Yeah, I’m here. Sorry about that. Just thinking. I’ll come by your office Thursday when I’m done, and…maybe you can follow me to Kenzie’s. Since you live in Bradleyville and I live in Wichita, and…”

			Another chuckle, warm and a little embarrassed. “I should’ve thought about the inconvenience of you bringing me back to Bradleyville afterward. Good idea for me to follow you.”

			She cringed. “It wouldn’t be an inconvenience. Really. How about you leave your car at Kenzie’s apartment and we all ride together to the bowling alley? Okay?”

			“Sounds good. I appreciate it, Lori. Thanks a lot.”

			“No problem at all.” What a fib. Not being able to clean up, refresh her makeup, and change into decent clothes before the group’s get-together was a problem she needed to solve. But what a gift she’d been offered. Time with Jase. “See you Thursday. And probably Wednesday. I’ll be there for Bible study, and of course you’ll be there with the youth.” She was prattling again. She started to say goodbye.

			“Hey, Lori, about the youth…”

			She held her breath.

			“The group’s got a lot more girls than boys in it, and I feel a little out of my league. When I envisioned serving, I never thought I’d be alone.”

			The picture of Rachel—of beautiful sunshine-haired Rachel—flooded Lori’s mind.

			“The girls will probably get tired of the activities I plan. I tend to, you know, think like a guy.” The chuckle again, the one with a self-deprecating undertone, rumbled in her ear. “It probably wasn’t that long ago when you were in the youth group. Could you maybe write down some things I could do with the kids that would appeal to both boys and girls?”

			
			Yikes trikes, was he asking for her help? Lori swallowed. “Yeah. I’ll do some thinking. And if you ever wanna split them—you know, boys do this thing and girls the other—I’d be happy to lend a hand.” What was she saying now?

			“Oh, that’d be great. Thanks. You’re a good friend, Lori.”

			Warmth flooded her. She closed her eyes and savored his comment.

			“I should let you go. I’ll talk to you later, okay?”

			“Okay. Bye for now, Brother Jase.”

			She disconnected the call, then slumped against the sofa back. The beat of the neighbor’s music matched the pound of her pulse and seemed to announce a repetitive message.

			Time with Jase. Time with Jase. Time with Jase.

			“Yikes trikes…” She needed to celebrate. And she knew how. She bounded off the sofa and reached for the trash bag.
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			Bradleyville

			Jase

			On his third Wednesday of teaching the youth, Jase congratulated himself for correctly greeting all the members by name as they arrived. Sure, it was a small group, only twelve in all, but recalling names had never been his strong suit, and he was proud of himself for remembering them. Now to learn the names of the guests Emma, Charmaine, and Jennifer each brought.

			While the kids enjoyed the supper provided by the kitchen team, Jase sought Sister Kraft. Neither Lori nor Kenzie had shown up for church last Sunday. He’d heard the vacuum cleaner’s hum in the sanctuary yesterday, proof Lori was in the building, but she hadn’t come to his office. At least not when he was in it. He’d found a folded sheet of paper with activity ideas in her handwriting on the corner of his desk this morning. But she wasn’t here tonight, even though she’d helped with the last two youth suppers.

			Concern sat like a weight on his chest. She’d been her usual bouncy self—maybe even bouncier than usual—during the bowling party last Thursday, but on the drive to Kenzie’s apartment, she’d become what he could only define as aloof. Had he done something to offend her? Or was she not feeling well? He hoped the minister’s wife, who seemed to know everything happening with each member of Beech Street Bible Fellowship, would shed some light on the problem. If a problem existed.

			
			Sister Kraft was at the sink washing the baking sheets used for the kids’ ham-and-cheese turnovers. Jase snagged a dish towel and stood close. “Fun dinner. The kids are enjoying it.”

			She glanced at him, her eyes glinting with humor. “You didn’t say anything about last week’s lasagna, but you praise the glorified sandwiches?”

			He shrugged. “You put pimento cheese with plain ol’ ham inside a garlic bread wrap. I’m impressed.”

			Her laughter rolled. “Well, I’m glad you enjoyed them. And I’m glad we made extra.” She handed him the pan. “Looks like the group grew by a few.”

			He nodded, peeking out the serving window while drying the pan. “Yep. That’s what y’all wanted, right? To expand the program?” Funny how, despite his feelings of inadequacy, the kids were responding to him. At least the girls, Raul, and Zack were. He wasn’t sure about Cullen and Brent yet. Especially not Cullen, even though he’d stayed put through all of the service Sunday morning. Thank goodness. Jase laid the pan aside.

			“That’s what we prayed for.” Sister Kraft scrubbed the second pan, her gaze aimed at him. “But you didn’t come in here to dry dishes or even to praise the addition of pimento cheese with the ham. What’s on your mind?”

			His eyebrows shot up.

			She nodded. “It’s plain as the nose on a clown’s face that something’s eating at you. Are you worried about Merlin?” She lowered her voice and sent a glance around the kitchen at the other workers. “His blood pressure’s coming down since he started his new prescription, so things are looking positive.”

			
			Jase’s arms drooped. “He’s having trouble with his blood pressure?”

			Sister Kraft frowned. “He didn’t tell you?” She rolled her eyes, grabbed him by the sleeve, and led him out of the kitchen and into the narrow entry, out of sight of everyone else. “He and I agreed not to alarm the congregation, but I thought he’d at least mention it to you.”

			Jase’s heart began to pound. “What is it?”

			“The doctor diagnosed him with congestive heart failure.”

			Jase’s entire frame jolted. “Are you kidding me?”

			Sister Kraft patted his arm, creating a damp patch. “He’s on medication and a special diet, and the prognosis is good. That’s why he didn’t want the congregation to know. No sense in unnecessarily scaring everyone. He did, however, promise to tell the deacons in confidence. Since you’re his associate, I presumed he’d tell you, too. I’m sorry he didn’t.” She growled under her breath. “I’ll let him know I spilled the beans.”

			Jase’s worry about Lori fled in light of this information. “Are you sure he’ll be okay? I mean, hearts are kind of important.”

			A sad smile formed on her lips. “Yes, they certainly are. Even though they aren’t meant to tick forever, we’re doing what we can to keep Merlin’s ticking. While we wait for these lifestyle changes to take effect, we’re trusting God to bring healing as He sees fit.”

			Wait and trust God. Isn’t that what he’d told Kenzie to do? He shook his head. “I’m sure sorry y’all are dealing with this. If I can do anything to take some of the stress off, have him let me know.” Had he really offered to take over some of the preacher’s responsibilities? His mouth was getting ahead of his brain.

			
			Sister Kraft grabbed him in a hug. “Thank you, Brother Jase. Your arrival to Bradleyville couldn’t have been more timely. I’m so glad you’re here.”

			“There you are.”

			Sister Kraft released Jase, and they both looked toward the voice. Ruby frowned at them from the opposite end of the entry. “Are you paying attention to the youth? They’re done and getting restless, Brother Jase. Time to shoo ’em out of here.”

			Despite his worry for Brother Kraft, a bubble of laughter formed and found its way from Jase’s chest. “Yes, ma’am, I’ll see to them.”

			“Good.” She disappeared.

			Sister Kraft gave Jase a gentle nudge toward the fellowship hall. “Remember, mum’s the word. Merlin doesn’t want to alarm everyone. Pray for him, but don’t talk about him.”

			He swallowed. Should he make a promise he might not keep? He wouldn’t tell anybody, but his prayer life had become nearly nonexistent. He chose a generic “Yes, ma’am,” as his answer, then jogged around the corner and clapped his hands rapidly three times, his signal for the kids to listen. They ceased their roughhousing and shifted to face him. He waved his hand toward the back door. “Let’s go play a quick game of mushball.”

			With a collective whoop, the kids raced for the door. Jase followed them out. Although he usually played, too, tonight he wasn’t needed. The extra guests filled the teams, so he observed instead. The not-quite-seventy temperature was perfect for an outdoor activity, and the kids had a great time whacking the soft rubber ball and running bases. He checked his watch periodically, and at 7:10 he cupped his mouth and hollered, “Last bat and then inside.”

			
			The kitchen team had left a cooler of canned pop and bottled water inside the door of the youth room, like always, and the kids grabbed their choice of drink as they entered and then settled in chairs. Cullen sauntered in last. He grabbed a chair from the last row, slid it all the way to the wall, then slouched into it, his cap at its usual angle.

			Jase caught the boy’s eyes and tapped his own forehead. With a grunt, Cullen yanked off the cap and plunked it on his knee. Then he folded his arms and gazed at Jase through narrowed lids.

			Jase scanned the group. “Who wants to open with prayer?”

			Ari, a quiet senior with shiny dark brown hair and stunning blue eyes, raised her hand. While she prayed, Jase got the uncomfortable feeling of being watched. He peeked and, sure enough, Cullen hadn’t closed his eyes. Their gazes collided, and a grin lifted one corner of the boy’s mouth. Jase snapped his eyes closed until Ari’s “amen.”

			While the kids sipped their drinks and fidgeted in their chairs, Jase delivered his planned lesson about Jesus’s first miracle, turning water into wine at the wedding in Cana. Jase had always pondered why, after telling His mother that His time hadn’t yet come, Jesus had gone ahead and performed the miracle anyway. He read aloud Mary’s comment to the servants, “Do whatever he tells you,” then angled a curious look at the kids.

			“Why do you think Jesus’s mother gave the servants that direction after Jesus told her He wasn’t ready yet to perform miracles?”

			Zack thrust his hand into the air. “Because she believed in Him and she wanted others to see who He was, too.”

			“Or maybe she wanted to show Him off.” Sienna didn’t bother to raise her hand. “Moms are like that.”

			
			Several kids laughed, but Jase didn’t see humor in the comment. His own mother had been more interested in passing him off than showing him off. He cleared his throat. “Maybe. Any other ideas?”

			Cullen shrugged. “She was thirsty, they were out of wine, and the liquor store was closed?”

			“Cullen…” Zack groaned the name, and several other kids turned and gaped at him, muttering their shock or disapproval.

			Cullen gave an innocent look. “What? He asked a question, and it’s a possible answer, isn’t it? If I was old enough, I bet my mom would—”

			Jase needed to cut this off at the pass. “Somebody read verses six through eleven, please.” To his relief, Emma read in a loud voice, occasionally sending a withering frown over her shoulder at Cullen. When she finished, Jase thanked her, then turned his attention to the group. “Okay, now, why did Jesus go ahead and turn the water into wine after telling His mother it wasn’t His time yet?”

			For a moment the kids sat quietly, glancing at one other or looking at their Bibles. Finally Kaia, who hadn’t yet spoken or volunteered to read, lifted her hand.

			Jase smiled at her. “Yes, Kaia? What do you think?”

			“I think…” She licked her lips, sending a sideways glance at Sienna, who bobbed her head in a silent cheer of encouragement. “I think He saw a chance to let people see God, and He took it.” She sagged against the chair’s metal backrest and let out a huge sigh.

			Leesa, sitting behind Kaia, peeked past her to Jase. “I agree with Kaia. Even though He didn’t feel quite ready, when the door opened, He walked through it. Not to show off for His mom, and not to show off for Himself, but because like it said in verse eleven, it was a sign meant to reveal His glory.”

			
			“And whenever Jesus revealed His glory,” Zack said, “it was meant to point to the Father.”

			Jennifer’s friend, a girl named Krystal, twisted around in her chair and looked at Zack. “So all the miracles Jesus did, like healing and stuff, wasn’t for the people, but for God?”

			A lively discussion followed, during which Jase listened and moderated more than participated. He allowed several minutes of free exchanges and brought them back on track when the subject started to drift. When they drew the conclusion that Jesus performed the miracle so His disciples would start to really see who He was and who He served, Jase gave three claps.

			Silence fell. He smiled at the group. “Y’all did some great thinking tonight. You understand Jesus’s reasons for doing what He did. Now, how do we take what Jesus did and apply it to our lives? I mean, none of us can change water into wine.” Snickers rolled. “So what do we do?”

			Zack’s hand went up, but Kaia spoke first. “When we do stuff for others, we don’t do it to impress someone or so people will notice us. We do it because we love God and want people to see Him. In us.”

			Zack nodded so hard his shaggy bangs bounced. “Yep. She nailed it.” Several others added their agreement.

			Kaia’s cheeks blushed scarlet, but she smiled.

			Another of the guests, the girl who’d come with Emma, sent a scowl in Jase’s direction. “But, like, how? Gimme an example.”

			“Mowing somebody’s lawn without them asking, and don’t tell them you’re the one who did it.”

			
			“Being respectful and obedient. Not ’cause you’ll get in trouble if you don’t but because it’s the right thing to do.”

			“Not talking smack about someone even though other people are doing it.”

			“Praying before you eat in public places. Even in the cafeteria. People’ll know you’re grateful.”

			Answers flew, one on top of the other.

			“Smiling at grumpy people.” Sienna’s comment earned a light round of laughter, and she hunched her shoulders and giggled. “Well, giving somebody something good that they didn’t earn or maybe don’t deserve is kind of God’s business, isn’t it?”

			“No kind of about it,” Jase said. “Everything God gives us is undeserved because He is holy and majestic and we are not.” Was he listening to himself? He cleared his throat. “Y’all are really getting it. Any other ideas for”—what was the guest’s name again?—“Ashley?”

			“Yeah.” Cullen sat forward and played with his cap. “When you find a wallet, and you look inside, and there’s money and credit cards, and you could really use those ’cause your dad’s a deadbeat who doesn’t help, and even though your mom’s working two jobs, you’re still behind on rent, but you take it to the police station and turn it in anyway. And then when the owner wants to give you a reward, you don’t take it because doing the right thing is reward enough in itself.”

			A prickle attacked Jase’s scalp. His gaze locked on Cullen’s unsmiling face, and he nodded. “That’s a great example. Thanks, Cullen.”

			Cullen sat back and fiddled with the brim of his cap, his expression bland.

			Since Cullen had mentioned finding a lost item, Jase grabbed the lead-in. “Cullen’s example reminded me…I’ve lost something pretty important.”

			
			Leesa tilted her head. “Valuable monetarily or sentimentally?”

			Jase swallowed. “Both.”

			Sienna sat up like a chipmunk, her eyes wide. “What is it?”

			Jase glanced at Cullen, who seemed very interested in removing a loose thread from the embroidered design on his cap. “I’d rather not say.” The kids knew about Rachel. Losing her was part of the reason he’d come to Bradleyville, and he’d shared his testimony with the congregation his first Sunday here. He didn’t want to get into the nitty-gritty details of things with these kids. “But I’d really appreciate it if y’all would pray that it’s found.”

			Brent grinned. “Is there a reward?”

			Sienna whacked him on the shoulder. “That’s terrible! What did we just talk about?”

			“I was kidding. Sheesh…” Brent slunk low in his chair, as far from Sienna as he could get without leaving his seat.

			Jase chuckled. “My eternal gratitude is about all I can offer, but I hope that’s motivation enough for some of y’all to pray it finds its way back to me.” Time to turn the focus. “All right, I have an assignment for next week.”

			Exaggerated groans and mutters rumbled for a few seconds, and Jase shook his head and laughed. “It’s not gonna be that bad.” He waited until they quieted. “As Christians, we’re called to be ‘little Christs.’ In other words, we’re to follow His example. So for the next week, look for ways you can be like Jesus. When we get together next, we’ll talk about what all you saw and we’ll pick a few things we can do as a group to bless somebody else. Okay?” The idea had been on Lori’s list, and he liked it. He hoped the kids would.

			
			A few nods, a few smiles, and a few grimaces. But most seemed on board. “Good. Now, Zack, you wanna get your guitar? Lead us in a couple songs, then we’ll pray and head y’all out of here.”

			

			—

			Back in his apartment, Jase flopped onto his sofa and replayed Cullen’s contribution to the group’s discussion. Had the boy’s example about finding a wallet and the reasons for wanting to keep it been something he’d pulled out of the air, or was it more personal—a way of sharing the truth of his family life? Sympathy pinched Jase’s heart. At the same time, he still wasn’t convinced Cullen hadn’t taken Rachel’s ring. He’d seen Cullen’s sneaky side often enough to be wary of taking everything he said at face value. The boy definitely warranted watching. He should probably ask Brother and Sister Kraft about his home life, too.

			He slapped his forehead. He’d intended to ask Sister Kraft about Lori’s unusual absence. Now, at almost nine o’clock, he shouldn’t bother her. Lori had come in and cleaned last Thursday, so she’d probably do the same tomorrow. He’d catch her himself and talk to her then.
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			Jase

			Jase glanced at the round plastic clock loudly tick-ticking from its spot on his office wall and gave a little jolt. Five o’clock already? His first official day as youth minister for Beech Street Bible Fellowship was all but gone. At least he was fully prepared for his first real youth gathering tomorrow evening. Remembering what Brother Tony’d said about reaching them before teaching them, he’d chosen an activity called “Introductions.” Pairs of kids would interview each other and then share what they learned with the group, revealing a bit about themselves in a fun way. At least, he hoped they’d think it was fun. He was sure Sienna would approve. The shyer ones? Might be a little harder for them, but he’d always found talking about someone else easier than talking about himself. Surely he wasn’t the only one who felt that way.

			He examined the schedule, which he’d typed into an organizational program on his laptop. When Brother Kraft told him he’d get two hours with the kids every Wednesday evening, he’d been a little concerned. How would he fill the entire time? But looking at it written out gave him more confidence. After all, the first thirty minutes were for eating and chatting. Sister Kraft and a few volunteers took care of the meal, and there’d be no formal structure needed during supper. He’d allotted forty-five minutes for the lead-in activity, which left another forty-five minutes for Bible study, maybe some singing—according to Zack’s dad, the teen was willing to accompany them on his guitar—and, for sure, prayer.

			
			Eventually he’d trim back the lead-in activity to a half hour so he’d have more time committed to the meatier side of things, but for now he was satisfied with the schedule. He hoped Brother Kraft would be okay with it, too. His boss said he’d come by the apartment around seven thirty to talk through Jase’s plan and answer any questions. The minister was nothing if not supportive and helpful. A lot like Brother Tony. The brothers-in-law could be real brothers based on their personalities. But not on looks.

			Jase chuckled, comparing Brother Tony’s lean frame and dark hair and eyes indicative of his Hispanic heritage to Brother Kraft’s obvious German coloring and rather paunchy shape—no doubt the result of eating Sister Kraft’s good cooking for so many years. But where it mattered, in heart and dedication, the two men were nearly identical. Already Jase felt drawn to the pastor of Beech Street Bible Fellowship and believed he’d learn as much from him as he’d learned from Brother Tony during his years at the San Antonio church.

			Longing to see and talk to the people from his former congregation struck hard, and Jase turned on his web browser, then logged into his social media profile. He didn’t have a lot of friends on his account, but the ones who were there mattered to him. He clicked to his news feed and scanned the entries, smiling at memes and jotting down the prayer requests he encountered. His scrolling uncovered some sort of notification. The white block letters set against a blue rectangle stood out like a billboard.

			
			FOUND:

			
				LADIES’ WHITE-GOLD GEMSTONE RING.

				RESPOND WITH DESCRIPTION TO CLAIM.

				FinderznotKeeperz@email.net

			

			Brother Tony’s wife had posted it. In the comment area, she encouraged others to spread the word. Warmth filled his chest. Whoever’d lost the ring was lucky someone with honesty had found it. He clicked Share. For the most part his friends were all in Sister Eileen’s circle of acquaintanceship, but he knew enough about algorithms to know that the more shares, the better coverage it would get. He’d do his part.

			Someone tapped on his door, and he closed his laptop and called, “C’mon in.”

			The door creaked open, and Brother Kraft peeked around its edge. His usual grin lit his round face. “Leah just called, said for me to bring you home for supper if you don’t have plans.”

			Jase rose, unplugging his laptop’s power cord at the same time. “My only plan is to chat with you this evening, so I won’t turn down her invite.”

			Brother Kraft pushed the door all the way open and stepped inside. He sent a slow look around the small room. “Hmm…Bringing in a desk and a couple of shelves doesn’t do much to mask the truth that this was a storage closet. What else can we do to make this feel more like a place where you want to hang out?”

			Jase rounded his metal desk, his laptop tucked under his arm. He gave a glance, too. Small, sure. And plain, considering its bald fluorescent fixture, tan walls, and scuffed tile floor. But it had a desk, Wi-Fi, and a pair of dented metal shelves. The shelves had probably held cleaning supplies in the past, but they adequately housed his books and a few personal effects—his framed college diploma, a posed photo of him in his high school basketball uniform, and the trophy he’d won for pitching a winning game in Little League. The office met his needs. “I don’t think it’s that bad.”

			
			Brother Kraft raised one eyebrow and tsk-tsked. “Believe me, Jase, it’s pretty bad.”

			Jase snorted under his breath. If the man had spent nights in a homeless shelter, he might have a different opinion about the room.

			“If you’re going to do counseling sessions and other kinds of meetings in here, we need to make it, well, more inviting is what Leah would say.” He slid his hands into his pockets and tapped his right heel against the floor. “We spent so much time readying your apartment, we kind of forgot about your office, where you’ll spend almost as much time. After supper tonight, let’s pick Leah’s brain on how we can spruce up this room for you. She’s always got good ideas.”

			Jase believed Sister Kraft would have ideas. But he wasn’t convinced it was necessary. “If that’s what you want to do, I won’t argue.”

			“Good.” The man gave Jase a light smack on the shoulder, then gestured to the hallway. “Let’s get going. I have it on good authority Leah made spaghetti and meatballs for supper.”

			

			—

			Sister Kraft’s meatballs were as flavorful as anything Jase had tasted. Between the spaghetti, garlic bread, and salad made of so many raw veggies Jase couldn’t even recognize all of them, his stomach was achingly full. He used his last chunk of meatball to swipe up the remaining sauce from his plate and shot her a grin. “Ma’am, if there was a cooking prize, it’d go to you hands down.” He popped the bite into his mouth and made a show of enjoying it, the way he’d seen Opie on The Andy Griffith Show do over Aunt Bee’s cooking.

			
			She laughed. “I’m glad you enjoyed the meatballs, because you’ll be eating them again tomorrow.”

			Jase wiped his mouth with his napkin, then wadded it and tossed it onto his empty plate. “Oh? Why’s that?”

			“It’s what we’re serving for the youth supper.” She rose and stacked their plates. “Spaghetti is an easy way to feed a crowd, and when that gang of teenagers swoops in at six for supper, it feels like a crowd.” She turned in the direction of the kitchen doorway.

			Brother Kraft held his hand toward her. “Leah, can you hold off washing those dishes? We need your thinker for a problem Jase has.”

			She returned to the table, set the plates in front of an empty chair, and sat. She fixed her gaze on Jase. “What’s wrong?”

			Jase scratched his jaw, holding back a laugh. “Nothing. I mean, Brother Kraft thinks there’s a problem, but I’m really okay.”

			Her attention shifted to her husband. “Well?”

			Brother Kraft patted her wrist. “I’m sorry I made it sound more troubling than it is.” He explained the starkness of Jase’s office. “Can you come up with ways to spruce the place up? Make it feel less like a closet?”

			Sister Kraft’s white brows pulled down. “I’ve forgotten. Why did the deacons set him up in the storage room?”

			“Because it was the closest room to my office.”

			“Isn’t there a Sunday school room we could use as Jase’s office?”

			
			“Now, Leah, you know those rooms are all in use.”

			“Of course they are, but could a couple of classes be combined to free up a room for Jase?”

			Jase sat quiet and still, shifting his eyes from speaker to speaker. The pair seemed to have forgotten he was with them. Their easy way of tossing comments back and forth with hardly a pause for breath reminded him of how he and Rachel used to talk. As if they didn’t even really need to think so much as respond instinctively. He’d thought they were unique in the ability, but maybe all couples possessed this ease. He wasn’t sure if he appreciated or resented the realization.

			“No, I don’t think so.” Brother Kraft puffed his cheeks and blew out a breath. “There really isn’t anyplace else to put him. So we’ll have to make the storage room work. Somehow.” The minister’s final word was tinged with gloom and doom.

			“Pffft…” Sister Kraft waved her hand and pursed her lips. “Where there’s a will, there’s a way.” She turned to Jase. “Do you need to use your office tomorrow night when you’re teaching the youth?”

			Jase shook his head.

			“Well, then, after we get the supper mess cleaned up, I’ll take a couple of the kitchen team members to your office and we’ll do some brainstorming.” She grinned. “If we get all our heads together, we’ll come up with something. But, Jase…” Her expression turned serious. “There’s not a window in that room, so the door is the only way to see in or out. When you’ve got someone in there with you, you need to leave the door open.”

			He frowned. If he was counseling someone, they’d want privacy.

			“Now, don’t get me wrong. I’m a good judge of character, and I don’t see you as the kind of young man who would take advantage of anyone.”

			
			Heat blazed in Jase’s face. He understood her concern, and guilt smacked him, even though he hadn’t done anything wrong.

			“I also don’t think any of our youth are the kind who would make a false accusation, but to protect yourself as well as any of the young people who might come to your office, leave the door open when you have someone in there with you.”

			Brother Kraft cleared his throat. “And it’s probably best to schedule any one-on-one sessions when either Leah or I are also in the building.”

			Sister Kraft nodded hard. “Yes. Merlin doesn’t even meet alone at the church with someone. I make sure I’m at my church-secretary desk the whole time.” She reached across the table and put her hand over Jase’s. “In this day and age, it behooves one to exercise caution. Remember what Jesus told His disciples—we’re to be as wise as serpents but as innocent as doves. This especially applies to young, single, attractive youth ministers. There’s no sense in giving cause for speculation, right?”

			Jase gave a stiff nod. “Absolutely. Right.”

			“Good.” Brother Kraft stood. “Let’s go the living room and you can tell me what you have planned for tomorrow night.” He gave his wife’s shoulder as a squeeze as he passed behind her chair. “Thank you for the good dinner, for your willingness to make Jase’s office a more pleasant place for him to work, and for your wise counsel. When God designed you, He must’ve been showing off.”

			She laughed and shooed him away, but the sparkle in her eyes let Jase know she appreciated her husband’s compliments. Jase cringed. He should’ve said things like that to Rachel. During his early years, shuffling around to wherever someone would put him and Mom up for the night and then being passed from foster home to foster home, he’d experienced more rejection than affection. Even as an adult, he struggled with expressing his deepest feelings. But maybe it didn’t matter anymore. Rachel was gone, and he wasn’t looking for another woman to share his life.

			
			He trailed Brother Kraft to the cozy living area of the parsonage. Brother Kraft sank into the scoop-shaped cushion of one of the two matching recliners. Sister Kraft usually took the other one, and she might join them when she was finished in the kitchen, so Jase sat on the sofa. He crossed his leg, curling his toes to keep his flip-flop on.

			Brother Kraft shifted a bit in his chair, linked his hands over his belly, and gave Jase a bright smile. “Well, what did you decide for a course of study?”

			Jase told him the title of the book he’d selected and outlined the lesson, taken from the first chapter of John. Brother Kraft listened intently, his hands occasionally rising and pressing against his chest, then returning to his stomach. Jase suspected the man was experiencing heartburn and considered asking him if he’d like to take an antacid. Would the question be too personal? After all, he’d only known Brother Kraft for a few days. Maybe it was an unconscious gesture and he’d embarrass the minister by pointing it out. In the end, he chose to ignore it.

			When Jase finished sharing his intentions, Brother Kraft nodded and smiled. “Sounds like you’re on a good track. Keep in mind, some of these kids didn’t have the privilege of going to Sunday school when they were small, so they won’t necessarily be up on what we consider common terminology. They might be hearing some of the stories from John for the very first time. Don’t be afraid to slow it down, to take time for definitions or further explanation if needed. Teens aren’t always the best at asking for clarification, especially when most of the others seem to get it. They don’t want to look dumb. But you’ll learn to recognize by their expressions or their lack of participation whether or not they’re with you.”

			
			Unease created an uncomfortable ache in Jase’s stomach. Would he recognize their needs? Did he have what it took to meet those needs?

			“It might take a bit to settle in, but I’ll be in the sanctuary, leading the adult Bible study, while you’re leading the youth. If questions come up, poke your head in and ask. Wednesday evenings aren’t so formal that they can’t be interrupted if need be.”

			Jase hoped he’d never have to interrupt. He’d look like an inept dolt if he did.

			Brother Kraft sat forward and put his elbows on his knees, hands still linked. “Let’s pray, okay?”

			Jase nodded and started to bow his head.

			Sister Kraft hurried into the room. “Merlin, I—” She came to a halt, her gaze jerking from her husband to Jase and back. Her face flooded with pink. “Oh, I’m so sorry.”

			Brother Kraft chuckled and reached for her hand. “We hadn’t started yet. Now you can join us.” He gave a little tug, and she crossed in front of him to the second recliner and sat. “What were you going to say?”

			The color in her face faded. “I went ahead and called a couple of the ladies who help in the kitchen on Wednesday night, and Lori—Jase, you might remember her from your welcome party. Lori Fowler…red headed? Gregarious?”

			An image of a dimple-faced young woman with thick, curly hair, a round smiling face, and a bubbly demeanor flashed in Jase’s memory. He nodded.

			
			“Well, she promised to take a look at the office and make a list of ideas for fixing it up.” An unreadable expression flitted across the woman’s face. “Lori seemed particularly eager to be helpful. I suspect she might, well…” She sent a glance at Brother Kraft, then faced Jase again. “I think she has a little crush. If you think it’s better for her not to be involved, I’ll find a kind way to tell her, and I’ll ask someone else to help.”

			Jase rubbed his knuckles against his jaw. “I’d hate to turn away an eager helper, and I sure don’t want her feelings to be hurt. It’ll be okay.”

			Sister Kraft sighed. “All right. I’ve already let her know you aren’t in the market—”

			She’d done what? Heat filled Jase’s face. He didn’t much like having his personal life discussed behind his back.

			“—and I hope she’ll take the hint. I don’t want you to be uncomfortable around her.”

			Well, being uncomfortable was a certainty now.

			Brother Kraft cleared his throat. “Let’s go ahead and pray.”

			That suited Jase fine.
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			Jase

			Jase paced the foyer area of the police station. Ridiculous to be nervous, but his feet refused to stand still. Maybe part of his nervousness was the envelope of twenty-dollar bills tucked into the hidden pocket inside his jacket flap. Fifteen of them made a nice stack. He’d never been one to walk around with a lot of cash in hand. Why tempt someone to knock him over the head? But it seemed the best way to repay his heroine. If she ever showed up.

			Officer Pratt waited behind the welcome desk, presumably doing paperwork. He’d set up a two o’clock meeting between Jase and the person who’d turned in Rachel’s ring, and the huge round clock on the wall showed five past. Not terribly late. It only felt that way because he’d arrived fifteen minutes early. Twenty minutes’ worth of pacing so far. At least he was getting some exercise.

			The doors opened for the sixth time since his arrival. He turned his attention to the entrance. Jase gave a little “Huh?” of surprise. What were Ruby and Kenzie doing here? There must’ve been a problem at the store. He rushed to greet them.

			“Hey, you two. Are you all right?”

			Ruby gave him a startled look. “We’re fine. Are you?”

			Kenzie’s forehead puckered in worry. “Why are you here?”

			
			Ruby folded her arms over her chest. “You haven’t been arrested, have you?”

			He laughed. “No, I’m—”

			Officer Pratt stepped between them. “Do you all know each other?”

			Ruby nodded, her expression stern. “Yes. Brother Jase here is the youth pastor at our church. He’s a fine young man, so whatever the problem is, I’m more than happy to vouch for him.”

			Confusion clouded the officer’s face. He turned to Jase. “Why did we need to set up a meeting if you already know each other?” Understanding dawned. “Unless…”

			Ruby pulled in a gasp. “Are you trying to tell me…”

			Snippets from conversations over the past weeks collided in Jase’s brain. Clothes for a mission project. Kenzie using clothes to make woven items for missions. His ring found in a pair of donated pants…

			His mouth fell open and he gaped at Kenzie. “It was you.”

			She drew back, her fingers on her collarbone.

			He pointed at her. “You’re FinderzNotKeeperz.”

			“Wait…” Her blue eyes widened into twin saucers. She pointed at him. “It was yours?”

			Officer Pratt grinned like a jack-o’-lantern. “Oh, this is rich. The guys in lost and found are gonna love it. I gotta go tell them about this.” He trotted off.

			Ruby shook her head, wonder in her eyes. “To think the owner was so close all the time, and we didn’t know it.”

			A red flush brightened Kenzie’s cheeks. “Oh, my goodness, I’m so embarrassed. You emailed me, and I told you the ring wasn’t yours. I didn’t think it could be because you said it was an engagement ring, and I honestly thought it was a wedding ring. Besides, you didn’t include the inscription. I figured the owner would include the inscription.”

			
			A wry chuckle found its way from his throat. “I did include it. But then I deleted it. That message was supposed to be between Rachel and me, and I didn’t want to share it with a stranger. But then, you’re hardly a stranger.”

			Ruby laughed and grabbed him in a hug. “I’ve always known the Lord works in mysterious ways, but this is almost beyond belief.”

			Jase returned Ruby’s hug, then reached inside his jacket and pulled out the envelope. “I came prepared to give this to my heroine. I guess that’s you.” He held it toward her.

			She moved backward a step, her hands in the air like she was under arrest. “I can’t take anything. Especially not after I goofed up and told you I didn’t have it.”

			“That wasn’t your fault.” He waved the bulky packet. “Take it.”

			“I can’t.”

			“Why not?”

			“Because we’re friends.”

			He smiled. “All the more reason you should.”

			Her forehead pinched again. “Huh?”

			That unusual sensation of warm, scented liquid flowing over his head and down his shoulders returned. All at once, he understood it. An anointing. That’s what it was—an anointing. In Jase’s mind, puzzle pieces were sliding into place and forming a picture. A wondrous picture he could never have painted on his own. “Kenzie, Rachel and I intended to be church planters. We wanted to share the gospel with people who hadn’t yet heard the story of God’s love and grace. When she died, our dream died with her. I didn’t think I’d have the chance to carry the salvation message to those who needed to hear it. To be honest, I wasn’t sure I even believed it myself anymore. I was so…broken…by my loss.”

			
			Tears swam in her blue eyes, and he battled them, too. God’s ability to make beauty out of ashes was stirring the neglected embers of his faith to life again. He sought words to help her understand. For her to see how God meant this moment to happen.

			“You want to take a trip. It’s a mission trip, because you intend to carry the story of salvation to your family members, who are ensnared by legalism. It’s exactly the kind of trip Rachel and I had hoped to make. But now it’s you going. And if this money”—he lifted her hand and pressed the envelope into her palm—“funds your trip, it’ll be as if Rachel and I have a part in it. Don’t you see?”

			Her gaze dropped to the envelope, then shifted to his face. Indecision played in her eyes.

			He closed her fingers around the envelope and leaned down slightly. “Take it, Kenzie. Rachel and I prayed to see souls saved. When your family members find Jesus, their lives will change from that moment into eternity. It will be an answer to our prayers. Let us send you. Please?”

			Ruby sniffled and put her arms around both of them. “Listen, you two. I don’t believe in coincidence. Kenzie, I think that ring was meant to find you because God knew you’d be honest and try to return it. Jase, I think you were meant to come to Bradleyville so you’d be where the ring was found.” She’d looked back and forth at them, but now she aimed her gaze ahead, as if drifting off somewhere. “I think Kenzie’s pull to go home and Jase’s desire to reward the ring’s finder were prompted by the Almighty.” She gave a jolt, dropped her hands to her hips, and fixed a stern glower on Kenzie. “And I think if you don’t take that money to buy a bus ticket to Indiana, young lady, you’re a stubborn fool.”

			
			Jase laughed, and Kenzie dipped her head and giggled. When she raised her face, she was smiling. She hugged the envelope to her chest.

			“All right, Brother Jase. I’ll buy a ticket with the reward money and go home. And I’ll tell my family the story of how I was able to come. It’ll be evidence of God’s work in our lives.”

			Jase closed his eyes. I asked You to show up, and You did. Bigger and better than I imagined. Thank You, Father.

			Bradleyville

			The evening of the fifth Sunday of May, Jase stepped behind the pulpit in the Beech Street Bible Fellowship sanctuary. Bats flopped around in his stomach. They had to be bats. Much too big and active for butterflies. Yes, he was nervous, but not the same kind of apprehension he’d experienced weeks ago when Brother Kraft had asked him to speak this evening.

			Back then, he’d worried about finding something of value to say. Today, he had something to share—a story that had restored his faith and given him fresh hope—but how would the congregation react? They might feel duped and fire him on the spot. He remembered the sensation of warmth flowing over him at the police station. Instantly, the bats stopped circling and settled, bringing an element of calm in Jase’s soul. If they fired him, he’d take it as God’s means of moving him elsewhere.

			“If you have your Bible, feel free to turn to the book of Jeremiah, the twenty-ninth chapter, verses eleven through thirteen.” He opened his Bible and read the scriptures. He didn’t need to read them. He knew the passage by heart, but he wanted to see the words printed on the pages of God’s Holy Word as he stated them. He lifted his head and smiled at the people seated in the pews. A bigger crowd than usual for a Sunday evening, no doubt meant to offer him their support and encouragement for his very first official sermon. One person was notably absent. He and Lori had seen Kenzie off at the bus station more than a week ago already. But Lori was in her familiar spot. Ruby sat with her. And there in the front row beside Brother and Sister Kraft, his former minister, Brother Tony, and his spunky wife, Eileen, beamed up at him, proud as peacocks to hear him preach. They’d traveled over six hundred miles for this sermon. So he better make it good.

			
			“Show of hands. How many of you have Jeremiah 29:11 underlined in your Bible or committed to memory?” Hands lifted all over the sanctuary. Jase nodded, chuckling. “I thought so. It’s a pretty standard one for Christians to memorize and then pull out and chew on when they hit a rough spot in life. It’s a good reminder, right?”

			Heads bobbed.

			“But what happens when a rough spot is so hard, so jarring, that it shakes the faith right out of you? The Lord’s plan is to prosper us—and this is spiritual prosperity, just so we don’t confuse it with financial prosperity—and give us hope. But I bet a lot of you can attest that some life situations feel pretty hopeless.”

			More nods and a few sheepish grins or sad frowns.

			Jase pulled in a deep breath. “When I arrived in Bradleyville two months ago, I was in a pit of hopelessness. My plans, the ones I’d carefully laid out with a goal of honoring God with my life, had crumbled. The woman I loved and wanted to marry, taken from me. The goal for us to go out as a missionary team, crushed. We use the term heartbroken kind of flippantly sometimes, like it’s a storybook word, but that’s what I was. Heartbroken. Hopeless. If this was God’s plan, I didn’t want it. I couldn’t see any kind of future anymore. Not with a God who allowed such devastation to fall on me.”

			
			The sanctuary was silent. Reverent. Maybe stunned. Jase’s gaze skimmed across faces. Some seemed somber, others sympathetic, a few uncomfortable. He didn’t blame them. He’d never known how to react to someone else’s raw pain laid out in the open. But he needed to be honest, so he sent up a quick prayer for courage and continued.

			“People told me God giveth and taketh and I should praise His name. People told me God knew the number of Rachel’s days and it was His will for her to go home. People told me to find comfort in the hope of heaven. But I was angry. Angry at God. And bitter. I wanted my plans back. So when I came to Bradleyville, it wasn’t so much out of obedience to God as a way to escape the bitterness, anger, and disbelief I’d wallowed in for a full year in San Antonio.” He looked directly at Brother Tony. “Yes, disbelief. I wasn’t sure anymore if God even existed.”

			The preacher who’d led Jase to salvation, who’d baptized him, mentored him, counseled him, and loved him didn’t even flinch. Tears winked in his eyes, though, and those tears told Jase how deeply the man cared for him. Maybe as much as a father would.

			Jase shifted his attention to the congregation again. What he planned to say next might disappoint some people. Might turn a few people against him. But he’d promised God to be honest tonight, and he would keep his word. He glimpsed Brother Kraft’s warm smile, and it bolstered him.

			“Shortly after I arrived here, I realized the stupidity of why I’d come. Y’all needed someone to lead and guide your next generation. And here I was, empty as a buckshot-blasted rain barrel in a drought.” A few laughs broke the tension. “I had nothing to pour out. You know that old song ‘Just a Little Talk with Jesus’? Well, I had me one, and it wasn’t very pretty. I told Him if He was really there, then He needed to show up. I told Him to prove Himself to me.”

			
			He cringed. “Pretty brazen, right? I know we’re not supposed to talk disrespectfully to God Almighty or His Son. But at that moment, I didn’t much care about offending God. That’s how far from Him I’d slipped.” He propped his elbows on the podium and leaned toward the people in the pews. “But here’s the thing…When I told God to show up, even though I didn’t realize it, what I was really doing was seeking Him. I missed Him so much. I missed being secure. I missed being able to trust Him. In the very center of my soul, I was aching for Him to fill me up the way He’d done before. I needed Him.”

			His voice broke, and he bowed his head, silently praying for control. He swallowed a few times, rubbed his nose, and faced the congregation again. “Let me tell you something. When you seek Him, even when you seek Him from a place of bitter anger, He shows up. I have proof.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out Rachel’s ring. He pinched the band between his fingers, tilting it back and forth so the diamond caught the light. “This is the ring I bought Rachel. Shortly after I got here, I realized the ring was missing. I guess you’d say it ramped up my anger and bitterness. It sure didn’t seem as if God was making much effort to prove Himself to me. I thought it’d been stolen, so I did what most anyone would do. I filed a police report. But I honestly never expected to see it again.”

			He placed the ring on the edge of the podium, with the diamond facing the congregation like a small spotlight. “Since I have it here tonight, you already know it was found. Kind of steals the tension from the story, doesn’t it?”

			
			A few chuckles. Jase’s lips twitched in a grin. He planted his palms on the open Bible. “But there’s still some surprise involved. The person who found it was one of our members, Kenzie Stetler, and she turned it in to the police.” He shook his head, wonder blooming anew. “When an officer called me and told me the ring had been found, I wanted to reward the finder for her honesty. I had no idea I’d end up funding Kenzie’s return to Indiana.”

			Tears filled his eyes, and he pressed his fist to his mouth for a moment, seeking control. “God not only gave me back my tie to Rachel, He gave me the chance to send Kenzie on a trip to share His good news with the people she loves most. He redeemed my dream of spreading the gospel. It wasn’t the way I’d envisioned it, but it almost means more than what I’d planned. Because Kenzie is my friend, not a stranger, and I know how joyful she’ll be if any of the people she loves accept Jesus as their Savior.”

			He picked up the ring again and angled it so he could see the inscription. Eyes locked on the words, he smiled. “Inside the band of Rachel’s ring, I had a message inscribed. It says, ‘From this moment into eternity.’ I chose it as my solemn commitment to love, honor, and cherish her for as long as we lived. But those words hold a deeper meaning for me now. From the moment I received Jesus, I was secure into eternity as God’s child. He never left me. He didn’t forsake me. Even when I stormed heaven with angry outbursts, He went right on loving me.”

			Jase angled his gaze to the congregation. “I realize some of y’all may feel misled, knowing now that I came out of selfishness rather than a true desire to serve. If I’ve offended you, I ask your forgiveness. If you want me to step down as youth pastor, I’ll do it without a fuss. But I want you to know that God used members of this congregation to restore my faith.” He smiled at Brother and Sister Kraft, then shifted his gaze to Lori. “To convince my heart that it could love again.” She blushed crimson. He swept a slow look across the congregation as a whole. “Y’all have played a role in helping to heal my aching soul, and regardless of where I go from here, I will always be grateful.”
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			Wichita

			Kenzie

			Kenzie picked up the scissors and aimed the open blades at the taut strings holding the latest place mat on the loom. A few snips, then some knots, and another set of four would be ready to send to the mission store. Just as she positioned the shears for the first cut, her cell phone rang from its spot on top of the pony wall, where she’d laid it for easy access when she sat at the loom earlier. She glanced at the incoming number. Lori.

			Thank You, Lord. Things had been tense between them since last week’s bowling party. Maybe Lori was ready to really be friends again, as Kenzie had been praying. She put down the scissors and picked up her phone. “Hi, Lori.”

			“Actually, Kenzie, this is Brother Jase.”

			She frowned. “Why do you have Lori’s phone? Where’s Lori?”

			“She’s at the church. With me.” A strange background noise accompanied his voice, like someone was gargling and singing opera at the same time. “She’s having kind of a…I’m not sure what to call it. I guess I’d say an emotional meltdown.”

			Lori? In the years of their friendship, Kenzie had seen Lori worried, sad, and even aggravated, but she’d always kept a grip on her emotions. Kenzie sank onto the stool and clamped her phone to her ear with both hands. “What happened?”

			
			“I don’t really know.”

			A muffled click sounded, and the background noise disappeared. Brother Jase must have closed himself in a room away from Lori. If she was that overwrought, she shouldn’t be alone. Kenzie stood up.

			“We were talking about a pan of brownies I found in the kitchen, how I started to eat one but it looked like something had burrowed through the pan, and it set her off.” Brother Jase sounded worried, frightened, and panicky at the same time. “I’d take her to Brother and Sister Kraft’s house, but they aren’t there. I didn’t know who else to call. Can you come?”

			“Yes.” She stomped her foot. “I mean, no. Not if you’re at the church. I don’t have a way to get there.”

			A groan met her ear. “Of course. You don’t drive. What should I do? Call her dad? His number’s in her phone.”

			“No!” Kenzie had never met Lori’s father, but she knew he’d be no help at all. He’d be, as her daed would put it, a full hindrance. “Have her drive here.”

			“Kenzie, you don’t understand. She’s in no condition to drive. Seriously, she’s falling apart. She’s scaring me.”

			His statement scared her. She bit her lip. Why hadn’t she purchased a vehicle and learned to drive? Then she could help both Lori and Brother Jase. But maybe she could still help. “Do you remember where I live?”

			“Um…it was off West Central Avenue. I remember that much.”

			“If I text you the address, can you put it in your phone’s GPS and find it?” Amazing how easily the terms flowed from her tongue. She hadn’t learned to drive, but she’d learned quite a lot in her years of living in the world.

			
			“Yeah, I can do that.”

			“Good. Are you calm enough to drive?”

			“Yeah. Yeah, I think so.” He sounded calmer now. Maybe having someone else make a plan was already helping him.

			“Okay. Bring her here.”

			“Thanks, Kenzie.” Such relief colored his tone that tears stung Kenzie’s eyes. “We’ll be there as soon as I can get her in the car.”

			The distance from Beech Street Bible Fellowship to Kenzie’s apartment was only eight miles—a fifteen-minute drive, depending on streetlights and traffic. While she waited, Kenzie paced, prayed, chewed her thumbnail to the quick, and counted the number of times the second hand made it around the clock. By the twelfth round, the walls were closing in on her, so she moved out onto her little landing and stared at the street, continuing to pray.

			When Lori’s familiar green compact sedan pulled into the parking lot, her knees went weak. She kept a grip on the handrail as she half ran, half stumbled down the stairs. Pinching her skirt above her knees, she raced to the car and met Brother Jase as he stepped out.

			He grabbed her hand. His palm was sweaty and his lips looked white. “Yikes trikes, Kenzie, I’m glad you’re here. She’s not even making sense.”

			Neither was he. He’d said yikes trikes, a completely nonsensical exclamation Kenzie’d never heard anyone but Lori use.

			“I’m supposed to be a minister, but—” His voice broke. “I don’t know what to do for her. I almost drove to a hospital, but she insisted she wanted to come here.”

			
			Kenzie wished she had the courage to hug him. He seemed to need it. But she wasn’t even good at receiving hugs. She should leave the comforting to Lori. When she felt better. Still holding his hand, Kenzie said, “Then let’s get her inside.”

			She guided him around the hood to the passenger side. Brother Jase let go of her hand and pulled the door wide. Kenzie crouched down and peered in at Lori. Her friend’s red-blotched face and tear-stained cheeks made her heart ache. She forced herself to smile. “Hi. Brother Jase said you’re not feeling good.”

			Lori shook her head.

			“Did something happen after you left the fabric shop? You were okay at work.”

			Lori raised her trembling hand and swiped at her nose. “Nothing happened t-today. Yet. But yesterday…and Tuesday…” She gulped, tears welling in her eyes. She held a bottle of vitamins to Kenzie. “I got these, but I think it’s too late.”

			Kenzie patted Lori’s leg. “Can you walk?”

			“Of course I can walk.”

			“Come on out of there, then.” Kenzie straightened and moved aside.

			Lori exited the car, and Brother Jase took a step toward her. She scurried away from him and looped her arm around Kenzie’s waist. Hurt flickered in Brother Jase’s eyes, but he closed the car door without a word and gestured the two of them ahead. Kenzie slipped her arm around Lori’s shoulders and guided her forward. They climbed the stairs together, Brother Jase following.

			In the apartment, Lori sank onto the sofa and, after a moment’s pause, Brother Jase took Kenzie’s stool.

			Kenzie sat close to Lori and put her hand on her friend’s arm. “Do you need something to drink? To eat?” Maybe Lori had low blood sugar. Van from work was hypoglycemic, and when her blood sugar dropped, she got dizzy and snapped at everybody. But after she ate something, she was fine. “Maybe it would help.”

			
			“I don’t need anything to drink, and I for sure don’t need anything to eat.” Lori snapped as sharply as Van ever had. Then she hung her head. “I’m sorry. I’m not mad at you. I’m mad at me. Disappointed in me. And you will be, too, when you know.”

			Brother Jase sat with his spine stiff, hands on his knees, and gaze locked on Lori’s face. “Know what?”

			“What happened to those brownies. The ones you said a gopher ate.”

			Kenzie bounced a puzzled frown from Lori to Brother Jase to Lori again. “A gopher ate some brownies?”

			Lori lifted her head and gave Kenzie a sorrowful look. “Not just some brownies. The brownies I asked you to bake for Jase. And it wasn’t a gopher. It was me. I got into them. Dug through the pan with my fingers.” She held her hand up and glared at it. Then she smacked it onto her leg. “That’s why I hid them above the refrigerator. No one was supposed to see them there. I planned to at least salvage the ones around the edges, the ones I hadn’t touched, and give them to Jase. The way you expected me to, Kenz. But then I saw the photograph.”

			She shifted her gaze to Brother Jase. “Rachel was so pretty. Dainty looking, like Kenzie. I got…jealous. And I wanted the feeling to go away. So I took the rest of the brownies and ate them.”

			Suddenly Kenzie remembered the trash bag Lori had carried out of the church. “Is that what you had? Not a dirty empty dish but the brownies?”

			Lori nodded. Her chin quivered. “They fell out of the pan on the way home, but that didn’t matter. I ate them out of a trash bag. Like some starving homeless person would’ve done. Except I don’t have an excuse, because I’m not homeless, and it’s pretty obvious I’m not starving.” Her sad tone turned hard. “How could I be starving when I eat all the time?” She balled her fists and banged them on her thighs. “All the time, Kenzie!” Tears rolled.

			
			Kenzie got up, hurried to her bathroom, and grabbed the box of tissues from the back of the toilet. When she returned, she saw that Brother Jase had moved to the sofa beside Lori and sat with his hand between her shoulder blades. Kenzie put the box in Lori’s lap and went to the stool.

			Brother Jase pulled out a tissue and pressed it into Lori’s hand. “Lori, can I ask you something?”

			Lori wiped her eyes and nose. “I guess.”

			“Did someone mistreat you when you were a child?”

			Lori’s eyes went wide. She drew away from Brother Jase. “No. Of course not.”

			Kenzie huffed. “Lori, tell the truth.”

			Lori glowered at Kenzie. “I am. Nobody hit me or…or hurt me.”

			“Maybe not physically, but someone did hurt you.”

			Lori hung her head. “I don’t wanna talk about it.”

			Brother Jase glanced at Kenzie, sympathy in his eyes, then faced Lori. “Yeah, when someone hurts us, we don’t want to talk about it. We don’t want to acknowledge it. Maybe because we blame ourselves, like we think we did something to deserve it, and it embarrasses us to admit it. Maybe because we want to pretend it isn’t real, and by not talking about it, we can keep it hidden.”

			Slowly Lori raised her head and looked at Brother Jase. “How do you know that?”

			A sad smile formed on his lips. “Because that’s how I felt when I was little. My mom didn’t take care of me, so I figured I wasn’t worth taking care of. Then the state took me from her, and I went to different foster families. But none of those places were really my home. Just someplace to be. I felt pretty worthless. Empty, you know?”

			
			Kenzie battled the desire to cry. She’d never been mistreated, but constant worry about failing to follow the rules of her sect had left her feeling hopeless. Uncertainty about her standing before God had carved a hole in her heart and sent her seeking to plug it up with perfection. Until grace washed away her fears and filled her life.

			Lori nodded. “Yeah, I know. When I get that way, I…I eat.”

			Brother Jase smiled. “To fill yourself up?”

			Lori hung her head again. “Yeah.”

			“But it doesn’t really help.”

			Lori’s chin bounced up. “It sure doesn’t. Not for the long haul.”

			Kenzie gazed at Brother Jase in amazement. On the phone, he’d said he didn’t know how to help, but clearly he did. His understanding had soothed Lori and erased her tears.

			Brother Jase eased backward and slid his arm across the back of the sofa, no longer touching Lori but staying close. “When I was in seventh grade, my school counselor diagnosed me with obsessive-compulsive disorder. Most of my life was out of my control, so I controlled what I could. Everything had to be in order, as perfect as I could make it, you know? My books stacked alphabetically in my locker, my shirt tucked in just so, pencils lined up on the edge of my desk, that kind of thing. When I was scared, I refolded all my T-shirts so they were all the same size square. Nervous? I organized my closet. Mad? Upset? Bored? I found something to straighten up. I got teased a lot, and I felt really stupid for being so picky about stuff. But even so, when I felt empty or insecure, I tried to make something perfect since I couldn’t make myself perfect.”

			
			Lori’s jaw went slack. “That can’t be. You’re so…so…”

			He arched a brow. “What?”

			Lori sputtered and couldn’t seem to find words.

			Kenzie moved to the sofa and perched on the arm next to Lori. “You always seem so confident.”

			He slowly shook his head, his eyes sad. “Looks can be deceiving. I still battle the need for order. But I’m better, thanks to counseling and a church family that loved on me and helped me believe I was worth something.” For a moment, his forehead pinched, as if a sudden pain claimed him. But he took in a breath, and the expression cleared. “If habits can be made, they can be broken. You can break your overeating habit, Lori.”

			Lori released a rueful chuckle. “I don’t know. When I start, it’s like…” She rolled her eyes toward the ceiling, then looked at Kenzie. “Kenz, remember when you came over last summer and we watched that documentary about the ocean? There was a segment about sharks.”

			Kenzie cringed. She’d had nightmares after seeing a shark tear apart an injured fish. “I’d rather not think about it.”

			“But it’s the best way I can explain what happens inside of me.” Lori shifted toward Brother Jase and steepled her hands under her chin. “When the shark got the scent of blood, it went crazy. It ripped into the food source like it was battling for survival, and it didn’t stop until every piece of that fish was either eaten or so shredded it wasn’t worth grabbing.” She pressed her palms to her chest. “That’s how I am when I’m sad or lonely or feeling bad about myself. I start eating and I can’t stop. I keep going and going until my stomach is so full it hurts and I feel sick. But even though I know it’s going to make me feel that way, I still do it. Like I have no control.”

			
			Lori covered her face with her hands. “I can’t believe I just told you that. You’ll never be able to look at me again without envisioning me gorging myself on brownies or…or tearing apart a fish.”

			Kenzie slid to her knees in front of Lori and took hold of her wrists. “I love you, Lori, and nothing you said changes that. You use food to fill yourself up. It’s not that different than me trying to do everything right so I’d be complete.”

			Lori lowered her hands and peered at Kenzie from the corners of her eyes. “What do you mean?”

			“In my community, we lived by the Ordnung—an unwritten list of dos and don’ts. People who didn’t abide by it suffered disapproval, sometimes even shunning.”

			Lori sniffled. “What’s that?”

			“Being treated like you’re dead.”

			Lori shuddered. “That’s awful.”

			Kenzie nodded. “I didn’t want to be shunned. So I tried to keep all the rules. But I couldn’t. Because no one can. No one in human skin, anyway.”

			She let go of Lori’s wrists and stood, facing Lori and Brother Jase. “I got filled up when I found Jesus. Now when I mess up, I ask for forgiveness and God makes me whole again. The missionaries who told me about Jesus said the Holy Spirit would come to me. Jesus called Him the Comforter, and I know He’s in me. He keeps me filled up. He can fill you, too, Lori.”

			
			Jase

			He’d stayed quiet and listened, but the excitement stirring in Jase’s chest couldn’t be squelched. He sat up and looked at Lori. “Have you asked Jesus to be your Savior?”

			Lori nodded. “Yes. At church camp when I was thirteen. My dad sent me to camp mostly to get me out of his hair for a week. I prayed with my counselor one night and accepted Jesus, and I got baptized at Beech Street by Brother Kraft after I got back from camp.”

			“Then you have the Holy Spirit in you.” Beneath his breastbone, Jase felt as if something danced. As if his heart was coming to life again. “You have what Kenzie called the Comforter. You don’t need food, Lori. With the Holy Spirit’s help, you can break your habit of using food as your filler. You already know it’s ineffective. So why not choose something that will fill you permanently? Why not let the Holy Spirit be your comforter and let God be your filler? God made Kenzie whole. He’ll do it for you, too.”

			Lori looked from Jase to Kenzie to Jase again. “How? I don’t know how.”

			How well he understood. Jase didn’t know how to let go of his resentment toward God for taking Rachel from him. He didn’t know how to restore his relationship with the Father. He didn’t know how to lead the kids from Beech Street. He couldn’t do any of it. At least, not on his own. A memory verse from his time as a teenager at Grace Chapel tiptoed through his mind and found its way to his tongue. “ ‘I know what it is to be in need, and I know what it is to have plenty. I have learned the secret of being content in any and every situation, whether well fed or hungry, whether living in plenty or in want. I can do all this through him who gives me strength.’ ”

			
			Kenzie smiled and nodded. “Philippians 4, right?”

			Jase flashed her a grin. “Verses 12 through 13. We all have need for various types of filling. And we gain the strength to find contentment when we lean into the giver of strength. Do you know who that is, Lori?”

			Tears filled her eyes. “It’s Jesus.”

			“Yes. If you let Him, He’ll help you break the habit of overeating.”

			Kenzie bent down and touched Lori’s knees. “I’ll help, too, by praying for you and encouraging you and not baking any more pans of brownies to tempt you.”

			Jase reared back. “Wait a minute. No more brownies? That’s cruel and unusual punishment.” To his delight, Lori laughed. He grinned at her. “And I’ll do what I can, too, to help you. When you feel tempted, call me. I won’t judge you or ridicule you. We’ll just talk it through. Okay?”

			Lori pulled in a shuddering breath and released it. “Okay. Okay, I’ll try.”

			Jase stroked his chin, thinking. “You know, my psychology professor told us that to break a habit, it’s not enough to stop doing the unhealthy thing. We need to replace it with something beneficial or it leaves a hole we might try to fill with something else that isn’t healthy. Like people who replace cigarettes with food, or people who are addicted to gambling play computer games, which can also be addicting. So you need to choose something healthy or beneficial you want to do in place of eating. Any ideas?”

			
			Lori sat for several seconds, her brow puckered and her lips sucked in. Then she gave a firm nod. “I want to pray more.”

			Something jabbed like an arrow through Jase’s middle.

			“I want to do something to get my mind off me and on somebody else—maybe learn a craft and donate the projects to missions, like Kenzie does with her rugs.”

			Kenzie gave a little jolt and looked aside.

			“And I want…I want…” Lori’s chin wobbled. “So much of the time I start gorging myself because of something I remember my dad saying to me. I think it would really help if I made peace with my dad.”
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			Bradleyville

			Jase

			Jase checked his reflection in the full-length mirror attached to the bathroom door. He was going to a party, not a church service, so he didn’t need to dress up, but he didn’t want to look slovenly. After all, first impressions were important. His tan khakis and soft chambray shirt were comfortable but not over-the-top dressy. They’d do. He wasn’t sure about his leather flip-flops, though. In San Antonio they’d be fine for this time of year, but in Kansas? His loafers or some sneakers might be better.

			He headed for his closet, finger-combing his hair away from his forehead as he went. Despite the application of mousse, the strands wanted to droop. Maybe he should have gotten a haircut in Wichita yesterday. He snagged his tan canvas sneakers, sat on the end of his bed, and swapped the shoes. And what about his beard? Should he go ahead and shave it all the way off? He liked his short whiskers because they hid the acne scars along his jawline. Rachel had approved of what she called his “studly stubble,” but what would the mothers of the teenagers in his youth group think?

			His hands stilled in the middle of switching shoes. His youth group. As of today, he was responsible for a group of teenagers. Of mentoring them, counseling them, helping them grow in faith. Chill bumps broke out over his arms. He returned to the mirror and gave himself a firm look.

			
			“What would Brother Tony tell you right now? He’d say all things work together for good for those who love God and are called to His purpose.” Had he been called to this purpose? Well, sort of. He’d definitely been called to church plant. He knew that with every fiber of his being. Both he and Rachel had received the same prompting at the same time, shortly after he’d told her he wanted her in his life forever and she’d declared she wanted that, too. But the door slammed closed with Rachel’s death. Then this door opened, and Brother Tony was so sure the position at Beech Street Bible Fellowship was God’s redirection for Jase’s life.

			He stared at his uncertain expression and contemplated the other part of the biblical stipulation concerning for whom all things worked for good. He couldn’t say he didn’t love God, but he also couldn’t say he wasn’t plenty angry about how things had turned out. He still wanted the life he and Rachel had scripted together. He probably always would. They should be together. Either here or in heaven. It wasn’t fair that he—

			A knock on his apartment door brought his ruminating to an end. He hurried through the apartment and swung the door open. Brother Kraft stood on the little landing, his hands in his pockets and his trademark smile in place, but his cheeks were splotchy and perspiration dotted his wide forehead. Jase gestured him in.

			Brother Kraft entered the apartment and crossed to Jase’s sofa. He sat, his breath wheezing as his body lowered to the seat. “Party’ll start soon. Leah’s been over at the church for an hour already.” The man laughed, winking. “She’s the head of the kitchen team, and, let me tell you, every one of our events that includes food is top notch.”

			
			Jase didn’t doubt it. For lunch, he’d heated the contents from one of the tubs she’d put in his refrigerator. He wasn’t completely sure what all had been in it—tuna, rice, peas, and some kind of cheesy sauce under a crunchy topping—but his taste buds had celebrated every bite.

			Brother Kraft placed his palms over his widespread knees. “I thought you might be a little nervous, so I came up to pray with you beforehand. If that’s okay with you.”

			Jase rubbed his knuckles on his prickly jaw, chuckling. “You thought right. That’s more than okay with me.”

			The minister extended one hand to Jase.

			Jase had never been one to hold a man’s hands, not even in prayer, but he sat on the sofa, took hold, and bowed his head.

			“Our dear Father…” Brother Kraft addressed God reverently yet with a familiarity that sent a spiral of longing through Jase’s middle. Would he ever regain his closeness with God? Or would Rachel’s unexpected departure be a permanent wedge between him and God? His chest ached in loneliness for the girl he still loved and the God he’d come to resent.

			Brother Kraft asked a blessing over the gathering and specifically for Jase and the young people. He requested that Jase and the teens would be bound together in Christian fellowship and that Jase would follow God’s direction in leading the youth. Jase squeezed his eyes closed so tight that pain pricked in his forehead. What would the man say if Jase interrupted and told him he might not be able to encourage the kids to follow a God who’d carved such a painful pathway for him?

			“Lord, setting off on a new course is exciting but also scary. Ease Jase’s fears. Remind him that he does nothing in his own strength and that Yours is sufficient in all of life’s circumstances. We’re so thankful to You for bringing him to Bradleyville. You have answered my prayers. I praise You, my Lord and Savior, for Your gift of a partner in ministry.”

			
			The sensation of having a bucket of warm, scented liquid poured over his head struck Jase with intensity. He opened his eyes and looked for evidence of moisture. He saw none, yet he couldn’t deny feeling as if he were wet. Not wet and cold, the way he’d expect if doused, but wet and…what? He couldn’t define what he felt, but he knew something unusual had happened during Brother Kraft’s prayer.

			The minister finished with a husky “Amen,” released Jase’s hand, and opened his eyes. He met Jase’s gaze and smiled, but the smile quickly faded to a confused frown. “Are you all right?”

			Jase cleared his throat and shook his head slightly, trying to clear the odd sensation he’d experienced. While less acute, it lingered. He touched his hair. Dry. He must have imagined it. Whatever it was. “Yeah. I think so.”

			The jovial man’s smile returned. “Still nervous?” He clapped Jase on the shoulder. “I think you’ll forget all about it—”

			Would he also forget the strange feeling of wetness?

			“—once you get to the fellowship hall and start meeting people. We’re a pretty friendly bunch here. None of us have ever bitten a newcomer.” His blue eyes sparkled with mischief. “Yet.”

			Jase gave the expected laugh. “Well, let’s hope I don’t give anyone reason to make me the first.” He opened the door for Brother Kraft, then followed him down the wooden stairs to the grassy yard that hadn’t yet turned green. The fellowship hall portion of the church was closest to the pastor’s house, its door propped open with a rock the size of a loaf of bread. Happy noises met Jase’s ears before he and Brother Kraft reached the square concrete stoop. Was everyone here already? Nervousness knotted his belly.

			
			Jase paused and allowed Brother Kraft to enter first, then trailed on his heels, scanning the room as he went. Someone had put up a volleyball net, and four teens, apparently boys against the girls, whacked a ball back and forth while shouting playful insults at one another. In the far corner, four girls sat at a round table, laughing and talking. A pair of older boys slouched against the wall not far from the girls. One wore his ball cap with the bill angled over his right ear. Jase dubbed him Cool Dude—or maybe Cool Dude Wannabe. The kid reminded him of himself at that age. He probably gave bunny ears to the person standing next to him in a group photo, just to be a pill. The other boy, with thick glasses and uncombed hair, didn’t fit with the first one, in Jase’s opinion, but the two seemed to be joking with each other.

			He did a quick tally of teenagers. According to the membership list he’d been given, they were two girls short of the total count. He searched the room for them, but the others present appeared to be parents or maybe adults helping with the gathering. The clock hanging above the kitchen’s serving window showed five till seven, so it wasn’t quite time to start. The other girls would probably arrive soon. Given how many were already there, though, he should have made an effort to come earlier. He hoped none of the parents would think ill of him for waiting until closer to the start time.

			Brother Kraft put his hand on Jase’s shoulder and guided him in the direction of the circle of people Jase had presumed were parents. The group ceased talking and turned toward them, their attention shifting to Jase. He pasted on a smile and searched their faces, noting friendliness in all expressions. The tight knot in his gut loosened a smidgen.

			
			“Everyone, meet our new youth minister, Jase Edgar.” Brother Kraft beamed at Jase the way he imagined a proud father would look upon his son who’d hit the tie-breaking home run. “Jase, I forgot to ask how you’d like to be addressed. Brother Jase? Pastor Jase? What do you prefer?”

			Pastor felt entirely too stuffy and beyond his abilities. “Brother Jase is fine, thanks.”

			By turn, the gathered adults shook Jase’s hand and introduced themselves. Thank goodness they wore stick-on name tags on their shirts. He’d never remember them all, even though it wasn’t a huge crowd. He smiled and thanked each for their kind welcome.

			Brother Kraft folded his arms over his chest. “We’re waiting for the Greens. You met Ronnie on Thursday, remember?”

			Jase still couldn’t believe the deal he’d gotten on his car. Even though the car was fifteen years old, the former owner had taken good care of it. Ronnie had teasingly claimed it’d only been driven on Sundays, below the speed limit. A standard car salesman joke. But clearly the vehicle had never been left out in the elements. The dove-gray interior complemented the shiny exterior and, given its pristine state, had probably never had greasy fries dumped on its seats or floors. Jase would make sure it never did.

			He nodded. “Yes. I’ll have to thank him again. I hadn’t expected to find something so nice for the cash I had in hand.” And he had enough left to pay for tags, taxes, and a full year of insurance, plus a little extra he’d already set aside for an emergency fund.

			Brother Kraft clapped Jase on the shoulder. “I’d say the Father blessed you.”

			Jase gave a little start. He hadn’t thought so when he got what he’d deemed a pretty minimal insurance settlement, considering all he’d lost, but now guilt pricked. He’d underestimated God’s goodness. Again. How many times had Brother Tony told him he needed to let go of his preconceived notions about earthly fathers and trust God to be the best, most attentive, most compassionate Father he could ask for?

			
			The minister slid his hand into his trouser pocket. “Ronnie’s daughter, Sienna, brings her friend Kaia with her. In the past, she invited a young man named Brent, who’s become a regular attendee of all of our youth-focused activities. He’s the blond-haired boy in the green T-shirt who’s playing volleyball.”

			One of the dads—his name tag read Rick—leaned in a bit. “My son, Zackary, is a senior this year, so he’ll graduate out of the youth group at the end of the summer. But if you need help corralling Brent, call on Zack. He’s helped Brother Kraft, here, with the youth for the past two years, and I think Brother Kraft would agree he’s been a good influence.”

			The teen with the uncombed hair and glasses looked enough like the serious man peering through Coke bottle lenses at Jase that there was no question which boy was Zack.

			Brother Kraft nodded. “Absolutely. Zack’s a strong Christian and a good example for the other kids.” Then he shrugged, a smile creasing his round face. “I think you’ll discover, as a whole, we have really good kids in the youth group. And with your leadership and encouragement, the group should grow both in number and commitment to the Lord.”

			“Amen,” Rick said, and several others murmured their agreement.

			Jase’s stomach panged. He hoped he wouldn’t disappoint anybody. All at once, he remembered the feeling of being washed in a warm flow, and he spoke without thinking. “The students and I will teach each other. We’ll grow together.”

			
			Their approving smiles and nods both bolstered and challenged Jase. He’d need to live up to the statement.

			A flurry of activity at the fellowship hall entrance caught Jase’s attention. The car salesman, Ronnie Green, with a petite woman and two young teen girls—one short with Ronnie’s wavy sandy-brown hair and blue eyes, the other tall and slender with straight dark hair and an olive complexion—rushed to the group.

			The woman held her hands out in a defeatist gesture. “Sorry we’re late. You know how girls are, can never decide what to wear, and I made the mistake of having them pick up all the discarded items from the bedroom floor before we left. So you can blame it all on me if we’ve held you up.”

			The shorter girl groaned and rolled her eyes. “Mom, you didn’t have to tell them that!” She adjusted the collar of her pink-and-white-striped top and turned a bright smile on Jase. “Are you the new youth pastor? I’m Sienna, and this is Kaia.” She drew her friend forward, and the second girl offered a bashful grin. “Kaia’s family moved to Wichita from Arizona last year, but they’re originally from Bangladesh.” Silver braces flashed as Sienna talked, competing with the sparkle in her eyes. “Kaia’s the first generation in her family to be a natural-born American citizen. Isn’t that the coolest?”

			Jase smiled first at Sienna, then at Kaia. “Absolutely the coolest. It’s nice to meet both of you.”

			Brother Kraft put his arm around Sienna’s shoulders. “Brother Jase, now that you’ve met the shyest member”—he coughed a laugh, and Sienna groaned—“of the youth group, how about we round up the whole gang and have her make the introductions?”

			
			As if fired from a cannon, Sienna shot off across the tiled floor, and after a moment’s pause, Kaia trotted after her. The parents separated, forming a makeshift half circle, while Sienna darted from group to group, pointing in Jase’s direction and jabbering. The kids made their way over, some sauntering, some nearly trotting, and one—a Hispanic boy—dragging his heels. He reached the group last and went to Brother Kraft’s side.

			Brother Kraft slung his arm around the boy’s shoulders and aimed a smile at Sienna. “All right, social director, do your thing.”

			Sienna pranced to Jase and lifted both of her hands toward him, like she was making a presentation. “Everyone, this is Brother Jase, our new youth minister.” She began to clap, and the others all joined with applause, some more enthusiastically than others. Sienna made a slow sashay around the circle, pausing at each young person and announcing his or her name as she went. She reached the Hispanic boy and said, “Last but not least, this is Raul.” She folded her arms over her chest, blinking up at Jase. “Do you wanna know what grades they’re all in?”

			One of the older girls—Leesa, if Jase remembered correctly—poked Sienna in the ribs with her finger. “He’ll figure it out as we go along. Let him learn our names first.”

			Sienna grinned and shrugged.

			Jase sent a smile to each student by turn. “It’s nice to meet all of you. Thanks for the welcome.”

			“Yeah.” Cool Dude, whose real name was Cullen, shifted the bill of his cap back and forth. “Sister Kraft said we couldn’t have any snacks until everybody showed up. Now that we’re all here, can we eat?”

			The woman standing near Cullen gasped and nudged him with her elbow. “Be polite.”

			
			Cullen made a “What did I do?” face and slunk away from her.

			Brother Kraft laughed. “Now, Starla, he wouldn’t be a typical teenager if he wasn’t hungry all the time. Cullen, how about you let Sister Kraft know we’re ready for the snacks?”

			“Sure thing!” Cullen took off, and the woman named Starla covered her face with her hand, shaking her head.

			There wasn’t a man with Starla, which left Jase wondering if she was a single parent or if her spouse was somewhere else. And why had Raul gone to Brother Kraft? Seeing Brent standing with the Greens let him know the boy had a connection to them. Did Raul not have a connection with anyone other than the minister? He had so much to learn about the kids. Brother Tony had told him that before he could teach them, he’d have to reach them, which meant becoming acquainted.

			The parents and youth ambled in the direction of the kitchen’s serving window, and Jase caught snippets of talk as they passed him.

			From a teenage girl, “He’s really hot, isn’t he?”

			From a dad, “Seems like a nice enough young man.”

			From a mom, “I predict half the girls will have crushes on him.”

			From Brent to Zack, “Figure he’ll do more activities an’ fun stuff than Brother Kraft did with us? That’d be cool.”

			And Zack’s response, “We can’t ignore the Bible study, though, bud. That’s the most important.”

			Jase didn’t hear Brent’s reply, but he didn’t need to. When he and Rachel had attended a workshop about church planting, they’d been told activities and music and food were great tools for drawing people in, but teaching the true gospel of Jesus Christ should be their greatest focus. Gaining and growing hearts for the kingdom—that was the goal.

			
			Maybe this youth pastor gig wouldn’t be as different as he’d initially feared. Even so, the weight of responsibility bore down on him. In his earlier prayer, Brother Kraft had called Jase a partner in ministry. But with these kids, he’d be on his own.

			“Yo, Brother Jase.”

			Jase turned in the direction of the call.

			Cullen gestured him over. “Gonna miss out on the good stuff if you don’t hurry. Come on, bro.”

			Pasting on a smile, Jase headed over.
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			Merlin

			Leah had already gone to bed, most likely reading while she waited for him, and Merlin should go, too. Wednesdays were long days. Counseling sessions in the morning, preparation for Bible study in the afternoon, then leading prayer and intense study in the evening. Yes, bed sounded good. But he stayed in his recliner, a watchful eye aimed out the window for Jase’s return from the church.

			In his younger years, Wednesdays energized him. The way Jase had seemed tonight, all twitchy and eager to get to his office and work some more. Lately, though, the busyness depleted Merlin. Were years of pastoring catching up with him? He was close to retirement age. But lots of preachers stayed in pulpits well into their seventies. Or even eighties. Why, his old mentor, Estel Hines, who was now enjoying his reward in heaven, had led weekly Bible studies when he was in his midnineties.

			No, preachers just didn’t seem to retire. Unless they had to. Merlin idly rubbed his chest. Would he have to?

			Jase’s comment about the prayers of the faithful availing much rolled in the back of Merlin’s mind, stinging him. He’d decided to keep this health issue to himself. Why worry Leah until he knew for sure what was going on inside his chest? Why concern the congregation? He was their leader, the shepherd of the flock. He should bolster them, not the other way around. But was he doing them a disservice by not opening up and allowing them to pray for him?

			
			A thought crept through his mind. If God already has life pathways mapped, does prayer change the circumstance? He’d pondered it time and again, knew all the book answers, but in his heart, he hadn’t really settled it completely for himself. Some of his congregants would probably be shocked to know that even ministers didn’t know it all. And that was part of what kept him quiet about this potentially life-impacting situation. The other part was that if he talked about this health challenge, it would be more real. He wasn’t ready for it to be real.

			A shadowy figure crossed the grassy expanse between his house and the church. Merlin leaned forward for a better look. The garage’s motion-detecting light came on, illuminating Jase heading for the staircase to his apartment. Merlin sighed out a breath and pushed the footrest down. Jase was home, safe and sound. All was well. With Jase, at least. Time for bed.

			Wichita

			Kenzie

			Ruby opened the door for Kenzie at the fabric shop on Thursday morning, then put her hands on her hips. “Well? Any responses?”

			Kenzie nodded. She slipped off her light jacket and wrapped it around her everyday fanny pack. “Quite a few. More than I expected so soon.”

			
			“Any likely prospects?”

			“I’m afraid not.” Kenzie crossed to the counter and put her pack and jacket bundle in her cubby. Only three days and already the new email address was starting to get junk mail, which meant more to sort through. But she wouldn’t complain if the post actually connected her with the ring’s owner.

			Ruby followed her, tapping her chin with her finger. “Well, if you’re getting responses, there’s no sense in boosting the post. Eileen was willing to pay a fee to help it get to more people, if necessary.”

			Kenzie straightened, smoothing her skirt as she rose. “I don’t want her to do that. If you think it’ll help, I’ll pay for”—what had she called it?—“boosting. But it isn’t her responsibility.”

			Ruby grinned. “I figured you’d say that, and I already told Eileen you would refuse, but she said to offer anyway.”

			“That’s really nice. Please thank her for me.” Kenzie had never met Eileen, but she already liked her. She must be as kind and helpful as her sisters, Leah and Ruby. And maybe as spunky, too. They were lucky to have one another. Kenzie would never stop wishing for a sister, but at least she had Lori and several women from church she could count on the way Ruby seemed to count on Leah and Eileen. Would she be close to her sisters-in-law if she had the time to get to know them? She didn’t need to let her thoughts go there. Not now.

			She checked the duty roster laid out on the edge of the counter for her assignment. To her surprise, all of the shop’s employees were listed for today. They hadn’t all come in on the same day since the weeks between Thanksgiving and Christmas. She sent Ruby a puzzled frown. “Is there something special happening today?”

			
			Ruby reaffixed the corner of a poster in the plate-glass window closest to the front door. The wind currents always seemed to tug at the one hung there. “No. Why?”

			Kenzie pointed to the roster. “Everyone’s on duty. I wondered if you were having some sort of flash sale. Or an event.” She’d be mortified if she had forgotten something so important. She needed to get her mind off the ring and her family and pay better attention.

			“Check the hours. You and Lori are on the schedule for the full day, but Van and Barbara will only be here a few hours this afternoon.” Ruby spoke with a casual tone, but Kenzie sensed tension in the way she pressed the tape to the glass with the heel of her hand.

			“Oh.” According to the schedule, Kenzie was supposed to cut pieces for quilt kits. She turned in the direction of the worktable, watching Ruby over her shoulder. “Then everything’s okay?”

			Ruby sent a tight smile in Kenzie’s direction. “There’s something I’d like to discuss, but I plan on asking everyone to stay over a few minutes after closing for a quick personnel meeting. Will that work for you?”

			Worry attacked, but Kenzie nodded. “Sure, that should be fine.”

			“Good. We’ll chat then.” She shifted her attention to one of the sample quilts hanging in the window.

			Kenzie took the hint. She hurried to the workstation, the rubber soles of her sneakers squeaking on the tile floor as she went. As she pulled bolts of floral and solid fabric from the shelves for crib-sized quilts, the bell signaled the door opening. Moments later, Lori’s laughter carried from the front of the store. A mutter of voices let Kenzie know Lori and Ruby were discussing something. Then the patter of footsteps approached.

			
			Lori breezed around the shelves and went straight to the cutting table. She pressed her palms on the table’s edge and gave Kenzie a worried look. “Ruby’s calling a staff meeting,” she whispered, her green eyes wide.

			Kenzie smoothed a length of calico cotton. “I know. She told me.” She didn’t bother to whisper. “What’s the big secret?”

			Lori shot a glance over her shoulder, then scuttled close to Kenzie. “I think she’s gonna fire one of us.”

			Kenzie’s hand froze midway to the scissor holder. “What? Why?”

			“ ’Cause business has been slowing down and slowing down. She probably can’t afford to keep all of us anymore.”

			Kenzie chose a pair of scissors and toyed with the handle. She couldn’t argue with Lori’s statement. This shop didn’t get near the business as the one where she’d worked in Indianapolis. And the building that housed the shop wasn’t exactly new anymore. Its shabby appearance didn’t invite new people to visit, so Ruby was dependent on the faithful customers she’d developed a relationship with over the decades. Could they keep the shop open?

			Kenzie sighed. “Don’t let your imagination run away with you. She could want to talk to us about all kinds of things.”

			“Like what?”

			Kenzie thought about some of the ploys her previous employee had used to draw people in. “Like doing workshops, or putting in a quilting machine for customers to use, or—” Another thought struck. “Or maybe she’s retiring and selling the shop.” Kenzie’d lost her previous job due to an ownership change. The change propelled her to Kansas. If Ruby sold the shop, would Kenzie have to move again?

			“Oh, Kenz…” Lori nibbled on her lower lip.

			
			Kenzie patted Lori’s hand. “But we don’t know. That’s all speculation. And there’s no sense in borrowing worry. Nothing’s gonna happen that God doesn’t already know about.” How many times had Grossmammi or Mamm told Kenzie the same thing? Funny how many of their words of advice found their way from Kenzie’s mouth. “So get to work, keep yourself occupied, and we’ll know what’s up at the end of the day.”

			Lori’s worried expression didn’t fade, but she ambled off.

			While Kenzie cut strips of fabric for the quilt kits, she listened for the musical ding-dong-ding-dong that played each time the door opened. With every four-note melody, she smiled and sent up a prayer that Ruby’s cash register drawer was filling every time someone came in. She spent the entire day laying out fabric, using a rotary cutter to separate three-and-a-half-inch strips from the bolts of fabric, then making stacks of coordinating fabrics.

			The cutting table was nearly covered with strips by the time Barbara and Van arrived around three o’clock. They helped Kenzie sort the strips of fabric into groupings and arrange them for packaging. Kenzie had learned a layer-and-fold technique in Indiana, and she’d shown it to Ruby, who immediately adopted it. Exposing at least a full inch of each fabric discouraged customers from opening the packages to get a better look at what was included. A neatly arranged grouping sold better than a willy-nilly jumble.

			Kenzie enjoyed putting the fabrics together into appealing bundles, and most of the time she preferred to work alone. Today, with the uncertainty of what they might hear at closing time, she appreciated the older women’s help sorting, layering, and folding. She had their company, but their usual chatter and banter was achingly absent, evidence that they, too, weren’t sure what Ruby might tell them. But at least the task went smoothly, and by closing time, they’d cleared the table of fabric strips and had an entire stack of quilt kits ready to sell in the store or online.

			
			Two shoppers came in a few minutes before closing. Ruby told Lori, Barbara, Van, and Kenzie to go to the break room and wait for her—she’d see to the customers. Barbara and Van sat on the squeaky vinyl sofa, and Lori joined Kenzie at the round table. The two older women visited quietly, heads close together, and Lori drummed her fingers on the table while staring at the door and chewing her lip. Kenzie was reminded of a line from a book she’d read, something like the tension being so thick it could be cut with a knife. At the time, she hadn’t understood the phrase. Unfortunately, on this early spring afternoon, it made too much sense.

			When Ruby finally came in, Kenzie emptied her lungs with a relieved sigh, and all three of the other waiting women did the same.

			Barbara folded her arms. “All right, Ruby, skip the fabled line ‘I suppose you’re wondering why I gathered you here’ and get to it before we all explode from curiosity.”

			Ruby pulled the third plastic chair from the table and sat. “I’m sorry if I’ve caused any angst. That wasn’t my intention. I’ve actually needed to have this meeting for several weeks, and I kept putting it off, hoping…well, hoping for a miracle, I guess.”

			Lori fidgeted, and her chair squeaked—an obnoxious intrusion. “One of us is getting fired, aren’t we? Is it gonna be me?”

			Ruby aimed a mild frown at Lori. “Let’s not be melodramatic, please.”

			Lori slunk lower in her seat, this time making the chair squawk. “Sorry.”

			Ruby reached over and squeezed Lori’s wrist. “I don’t intend to fire anyone.”

			
			Another round of sighs followed Ruby’s firm statement, and Kenzie’s taut muscles unknotted. With the threat of losing her job gone, much of her anxiety released.

			Ruby crossed her leg and linked her hands in her lap, a relaxed pose that further eased Kenzie’s concern. “It’s true that I’m bringing in less revenue every month here in the shop. I’m sure all of you have noticed the decrease in traffic. I blame some of it on our location. This isn’t exactly a prime area of town, not like it was when I opened in 1990. The culture has changed, too. People buy instead of make their own clothes, and they don’t tend to engage in the craftsy projects of previous decades. The younger generation doesn’t seem all that interested in quilting or embroidery or knitting or even sewing their own curtains.”

			Van sat forward, her wavy blond-dyed bangs flopping forward and partially shielding her blue eyes. “I’m confused. If you’re losing revenue, then you need to reduce expenses. Are you sure one of us isn’t getting the boot? I’ll volunteer to go if you need to cut a position.”

			Ruby held up both hands like a crossing guard. “Give me a minute, okay? When I’m done telling you everything, we’ll discuss options.”

			Van flicked her bangs to the side and flopped against the sofa’s backrest.

			“Today’s shoppers do more online than in person.” Ruby went on as if no one had interrupted, leaving Kenzie wondering if she’d practiced her speech. “As you know, I’ve had an Etsy shop for a couple years already, and the majority of the ready-made quilted wall hangings and quilt kits sell there. It makes sense to increase my online presence and boost those revenues. Of course, that means giving the online shop more attention. Consequently, someone’s position here will need to shift from floor work to online work.” She raised one dark eyebrow. “Any takers on that?”

			
			Kenzie inwardly shrank back. She didn’t know enough about computers to do an adequate job. She glanced at the other employees. Lori was examining her fingernails, Van seemed interested in the ceiling tiles, and Barbara was squinting in Ruby’s direction.

			Suddenly Barbara humphed. “Well, if no one else is gonna speak up, my college-age grandkids have been pestering me to get more proficient on the computer so they can connect with me on Instant-book or Face-gram, or whatever those crazy things are. If learning to manage the online store will help me get better, I’m game. But you’ll have to train me. I’m an old dog, and new tricks don’t come easy.”

			Ruby laughed. “It isn’t rocket science. I’m sure you can learn it. Thank you.”

			Barbara sighed. “Whatever I can do to help. I love this store. I’d hate to see it close after all these years.”

			“I don’t want to close, either.” Ruby lowered her head slightly. “I really think upping the online sales will help a lot, but there is another change I need to make. As Van said, I need to reduce expenses. Obviously rent, utilities, and keeping the shelves stocked are requirements. So the reduction will have to come through paid positions.”

			Lori flung her hands outward. “I knew it! I just knew it. Someone is getting fired.”

			Ruby’s chin rose sharply, and she scowled at Lori. “I told you I’m not firing anyone, and I meant it.” She grimaced. “But I do need to cut back employees’ hours. Either take a few hours a week from each of you or cut someone to pretty much part time.”

			
			Lori’s frantic expression didn’t clear. “But which one of us can survive on a part-time salary? I know I can’t. I’m barely making my rent and car payment now. If my hours get cut even a little, I’ll have to look for another job to make up the difference. Do you know how hard it is to find a job with flexible hours? If I can’t find one, I might have to move in with my dad.” Tears swam in her eyes. “If he’d even let me.”

			Ruby patted Lori’s hand. “That’s a lot of ifs, Lori. Let’s talk things all the way through before panicking, hmm?”

			Van crinkled her face. “I’ll be honest, Ruby. I’m the one who does the books, and if you take hours away from each of us, all of your employees will drop below thirty hours a week, which the government defines as part-time status. You could be charged with trying to avoid paying benefits, even though we know that’s not the case. I think the wiser thing is for one of us to drop to part time and leave the other employees’ hours as is.”

			Barbara nodded. “I have to agree. The last thing you want is to open yourself up to litigation from the IRS.”

			“Well…” Ruby angled a slow gaze across each attentive face. “If we go the route of one person cutting hours here, there is a flexible part-time job opportunity I know about. I happen to be on a first-name basis with the people in charge, and they’ve promised to give one of my employees first dibs at it, if any of you are interested.”

			Kenzie was the newest hire. If anyone was going to make a sacrifice, it should be her. She gathered her courage and asked the question she was sure the others wanted answered. “What’s the position?”

			A smile quivered on the corners of Ruby’s lips. “You all know Jim from church. He’s been the custodian since he retired from teaching, about seven years ago I believe. He’s done a great job, but his wife wants him to quit. Kathy told me they’d like to do some traveling before they get too old to enjoy it. Yesterday he turned in his resignation with a promise to continue serving until someone is found to replace him.”

			
			Lori gasped, then sucked in her lips. Kenzie looked at her friend, puzzled by the reaction.

			“It’s a part-time position,” Ruby went on, “but it does come with health-care benefits through a private Christian medical-share program the church participates in. Leah and Merlin won’t advertise for a new custodian until they know whether or not any of you are interested. So…anybody?”

			Kenzie was the last hired. She should volunteer to go part time. She pulled in a breath, wriggled her fingers, and—

			Lori thrust her hand into the air. “Me!”
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			Wichita

			Lori

			Lori fingered her cell phone in her pocket and stared at the partially completed rug in Kenzie’s loom. Greens, blues, and yellows played against one another, with a random strand of red giving a splash of unexpected color. Kenzie sure knew her craft. This rug would brighten any room. A sly smile quivered on the corners of her lips. What if…

			She bounded around the corner to Kenzie’s little kitchen, a question ready, but the oven timer interrupted. Kenzie pulled the pan from the oven and set it on a stack of hot pads. The rich scent of chocolate rising from the brownies drew Lori like a magnet. She leaned over the pan and admired the crackled top while inhaling the aroma. Her mouth watered, and temptation to cut a piece for herself tugged hard. But these weren’t for her—these were for Brother Jase. As much as she loved food, giving up the whole batch would be a sacrifice, but she’d make it. Would Kenzie be willing to sacrifice for Brother Jase, too?

			“Mmm, those smell so good. And look so pretty with the crackly top.” Lori shot Kenzie a mock frown. “When are you going to give me your recipe so I can make these myself and not have to bother you?”

			
			Kenzie dropped the oven mitts in a drawer. “A place for everything, and everything in its place” seemed to be her motto. Lori admired it but also found it annoying. Yikes trikes, she loved Kenzie, but did she have to be so perfect?

			Kenzie closed the door with her hip and gave a one-shoulder shrug. “I don’t know. It’s a family recipe, so I guess I feel a little…territorial.”

			Lori burst out laughing.

			Kenzie’s face pinched into a frown. “What’s so funny?”

			Lori stifled her amusement. She touched her friend’s arm. “I’m sorry, but you’ve given up almost everything else from your family. You don’t follow their religion anymore. You wear skirts, sure, but they’re nothing like the solid-color homemade dresses you had to wear when you were a kid. And you haven’t visited them in how many years? So does the recipe really matter that much?”

			Kenzie lowered her head and fiddled with the hem of her T-shirt. “Maybe it sounds a little dumb, but I…I want to keep it.” She lifted her face. “I’m willing to bake them whenever you want some.”

			Lori grabbed Kenzie in a hug. “Okay, I’ll quit bugging you about the recipe.” She let loose and stepped back, glancing at the brownie pan. They smelled so good the temptation was almost overwhelming. “Can we go sit in the other room? I wanna talk to you about something else.”

			“Sure.”

			One thing about Kenzie—she was always quick to forgive. And forget, it seemed. Something Lori maybe needed to learn to do. She might actually be able to get along with her dad if she could forgive and forget. Lori caught hold of Kenzie’s hand and drew her to the sofa. She plopped down, and Kenzie sat at the opposite end.

			
			“Sister Kraft called a little bit ago. She asked for my help with a project.” Well, she hadn’t specifically asked for Lori’s help. She mentioned she’d be recruiting help to decorate Brother Jase’s office, and Lori volunteered. But that detail wasn’t very important.

			“What kind of project?”

			Lori wriggled on the cushion. “Fixing up Brother Jase’s office so it feels more welcoming. Can you believe they stuck him in an old storage closet?” She waved one hand, wishing she could erase the question. It didn’t sound very kind. “It really isn’t anybody’s fault. There’s only the one pastor’s office in the church, and Brother Kraft has it for his study, as well he should. But now Brother Jase is here, too, and they couldn’t stick him in with Brother Kraft, or even in the secretary’s office Sister Kraft uses, so they took the only room available for his office. The problem is it’s not very office-y, and it needs to be.”

			Kenzie picked up a throw pillow and hugged it, settling more fully into the corner. “So how’re you going to fix it up?”

			“Well, for starters, a better paint color than institutional tan. Sister Kraft said we could ask people to buy or donate some nicer shelves, a couple of chairs where visitors can sit, maybe some framed Scripture prints for the walls. And…” Lori bit her lower lip and aimed her gaze at the loom. “I wondered if you’d maybe donate the rug you’re making. It’s pretty without being girlie, and it looks like it’s gonna be kind of long, so we could lay it out in front of his desk. You know, to break up the monotony of that awful gray-speckled white tile, which Sister Kraft said has to stay.”

			Kenzie didn’t say anything.

			Lori looked at her and caught her examining the rug. She waited a few more seconds, but when Kenzie still didn’t speak, Lori couldn’t stay quiet. “Kenz? What do you think?”

			
			Kenzie pulled her ponytail over her shoulder and twisted the strands. “Since I always donate my rugs anyway, I guess it would be all right. I’ll just make a monetary donation to the mission fund in its place.”

			Lori slid forward several inches and grabbed Kenzie’s hands. “No! You’re already giving up the rug. You shouldn’t pay money, too.” Lori wanted that rug for Brother Jase’s office. It would add color and warmth and personality to a dull space. She blurted the only compromise she could think of with short notice. “How much would the shop get if they sold the rug? Maybe I can buy it from you.” Then she could gift Brother Jase with it. A hopeful shiver rattled her frame.

			Kenzie’s face turned bright pink. “I can’t sell it to you. You’re my friend. That would feel—”

			“Dishonest.” Lori rolled her eyes. Then she grinned. “You already bake brownies for me without asking to be reimbursed for the ingredients. I don’t want to take advantage of you. So…” She yanked on Kenzie’s hands. “How much would they get?”

			Kenzie pulled in a breath and let it out through puckered lips. “A rug of that size? They’ll probably ask between a hundred and fifty and two hundred dollars.”

			Lori gasped, let go of Kenzie’s hands, and collapsed against the backrest. “Wow…”

			“Yeah.” Kenzie’s expression turned apologetic. “Listen, I know what a big expense that would be to me. I can’t ask it of you.”

			Lori huffed, plopping one hand on top of her head. “I couldn’t give it.” Not all at once. But maybe she could pay it out a different way. She sat up again. “About how much fabric is wrapped up in that rug?”

			Kenzie grimaced. “It’s hard to say, really, since I don’t use actual lengths of cloth but clothing items cut into strips. That one has several pairs of jeans and khaki pants, maybe a dozen flannel shirts, some long johns—”

			
			Lori’s mouth fell open. She spluttered, “Did you say…long johns? Aren’t those underwear?”

			Kenzie folded her arms. “Listen, a lot of long johns are mostly wool, which is great fabric for rugs.”

			Lori laughed at Kenzie’s defensive pose. She gestured to the rug. “So the red in there…that’s from long johns?”

			Kenzie nodded.

			Knowing she’d need to locate at least one pair of men’s long underwear complicated Lori’s plan, but she could scour secondhand stores and garage sales for most of the clothes. “Okay, so what if I agreed to find enough jeans and shirts and”—she snickered—“long johns to make another rug the same size as that one? I realize having the fabric is a small part of the whole rug-making process. The weaving part takes a lot of time. But if I bought the clothes and cut them all into strips and stitched the strips together for you, would that be a fair exchange?” She held her breath and stared into Kenzie’s face.

			Kenzie looked toward the ceiling, like she was seeking guidance, then gave a quick nod. “Okay. That sounds fair.”

			Lori squealed and lunged for a hug.

			Kenzie squirmed. “But the rug isn’t finished yet. You can’t have it right away.”

			Lori straightened. “How long?”

			“A few more days, if I can get three or four hours a day at the loom.”

			Lori bounced up and pulled Kenzie from the sofa. “Well, what’re you waiting for? There’s still a couple hours until bedtime. Go. Weave.” She teasingly pushed Kenzie to the loom.

			
			Kenzie laughed and sank onto the old-fashioned piano stool. “What is your deal? I mean, you get excited about random stuff all the time. It’s one of your charms.”

			Lori gave a little jolt. It was? Dad said her excited outbursts were annoying.

			“But over a rug for—” Her blue eyes widened. She swiveled the stool until she faced Lori. “I thought you were impressed with him as a minister, but you’re impressed with him as a…a man.”

			Hearing it stated so plainly made Lori’s knees go weak. She perched on the edge of the little table beside the sofa and folded her arms over her chest. “And that’s dumb.” Not a question. A proclamation.

			Kenzie tilted her head, her ponytail swinging across her shoulder. “Why is it dumb?”

			Lori flung her arms wide. “Kenzie! You have eyes. Look at me.”

			Confusion clouded Kenzie’s expression. “Look at what?”

			Lori hugged herself, battling tears. “At dumpy, goofy, ugly me.”

			Kenzie stood so quickly the round seat on the stool spun. “Lori, you aren’t any of those things.”

			Lori launched from the table and stomped to the opposite side of the room, then whirled and faced Kenzie. “I admit it, I think Brother Jase is very attractive. And he’s so nice. The way he talked to me the night of his welcome-to-Bradleyville gathering…he made me feel so normal. Like I was real.”

			Kenzie’s forehead crinkled. “Why wouldn’t he? You are real.”

			Lori snorted. “I mean a real woman, with feelings that matter.”

			Kenzie slowly sat again, her gaze locked on Lori’s.

			
			Lori swallowed hard. “Yikes trikes, Kenzie, my own father doesn’t think I matter. He acts like he’s embarrassed to even claim me. I know I’m nothing to look at.” Not like slim and pretty Kenzie. She hung her head, battling a wave of jealousy, followed by a wash of guilt for being jealous of someone so kind and unassuming.

			“ ‘Favour is deceitful, and beauty is vain: but a woman that feareth the Lord, she shall be praised.’ ”

			Lori blinked, baffled. Then she realized Kenzie’d shared a verse from Proverbs.

			“You deserve the praise, Lori, because you try to honor the Lord with your life. You’re always doing nice things for people, like helping with the dinners at church, giving me rides wherever I need to go, and even fixing up Brother Jase’s office.” Kenzie’s blue eyes flashed. “You’re a good person. I know God the Father is pleased with you.”

			Kenzie’s sincerity pierced Lori. “That’s really nice of you to say, but let’s be honest. How many men look at a woman and think, ‘Oh, wow, doesn’t she revere the Lord? That’s the girl for me.’ No, men want a pretty girlfriend or wife. I bet that was true even in your Amish community. Didn’t the pretty girls get courted first?”

			Kenzie turned her gaze aside. Even though she didn’t say a word, the action let Lori know who’d won the bet.

			Lori sighed. “And I bet Brother Jase’s fiancée was drop-dead gorgeous. She’d have to be to match him.”

			Kenzie shot Lori a startled look. “He’s engaged?”

			“I said was.” Lori returned to the sofa and sat on the edge of the cushion, her shoulders slumping. “The night he shared his testimony, he told everybody about her dying in a car accident. Sister Kraft had already told me. I think she was trying to warn me off, like it’s too soon for him to think about dating someone else, but she warned me too late. I’m…smitten.” Her chin wobbled and tears made her vision go wonky. “And it’s so dumb because he’s too good looking for me.”

			
			Kenzie jammed her hands on her hips. “If he thinks that, he’s not worth crying over.”

			Lori released a chortle. She sniffled and rubbed the tears away with her fists. “Aw, thanks, Kenz. I don’t think I was crying over him as much as crying over…me.” Why couldn’t she have been born blond haired and blue eyed? For Jase, but mostly for her father. Would he love her then?

			Kenzie stood and took hold of Lori’s elbow, pulled her from the sofa, and led her to the piano stool. “Well, stop crying now and have a seat here.”

			Lori dropped onto the stool and gave Kenzie an apprehensive look. “Why?”

			“Because if you’re going to gift Brother Jase with this rug, you need to at least have a hand in crafting it.”

			Lori raised her hands like she was under arrest. “I’m too clumsy. I’ll probably mess it up or break something.”

			Kenzie grabbed Lori’s hands and guided them to the loom. “You won’t break it. Trust me.”

			Lori blew out a breath. “Better stay close.”

			Kenzie patted her shoulder. “Don’t worry. I’ll stay for as long as you need me. I think you’ll discover the rhythm of weaving is very soothing. Let me show you what to do, and once you get the hang of it, I’ll check and see if the brownies have cooled enough to be cut. We can sample them.”

			
			“But they’re for Brother Jase.”

			Kenzie winked. “If we arrange them on a plate, Brother Jase will never know he didn’t get the full pan. Sound good?”

			Food was Lori’s favorite go-to when she was blue, and Kenzie’s brownies were her favorite food. She nodded. “Sounds great.”

			Kenzie nodded and leaned close. “Okay, then, this is how you work the loom.”

		

	
		
		
			
			See, I am doing a new thing!

				Now it springs up; do you not perceive it?

				I am making a way in the wilderness

				and streams in the wasteland.

				—Isaiah 43:19, niv
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