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PROLOGUE
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I manhandled my carry-on luggage and an oversized umbrella down the long jet bridge, aware of the thump thump thump of my rubber-sole shoes against the carpeted floor. I sounded like a butter knife caught in the disposal.

As I entered the plane, my heart rate accelerated. This was it.

No turning back now.

The point of no return. The real thing.

I squeezed past the smiling flight attendant, passed the stairway on the plane to the upper lounge, and made my way through first class into the cabin section. I paused, overwhelmed by the sheer size of the 747 Boeing aircraft. My eyes traveled row upon row of cabins. How would they ever get this thing off the ground? They would — I knew from prior experience — but right now my fact meter had blown a fuse.

Moving along, I passed the galleys, glancing at my ticket and excusing myself when I stepped on toes or bumped into a fellow passenger blocking the aisle. I eased through business class, past even more galleys, the lavatories, and the coach/ tourist/economy section. I studied my ticket. My seat was in the back of the plane. So were the majority of bathrooms.

At long last, I spotted my row. With my purse on the end of an armrest and my oversized umbrella tucked underneath my arm, I swung around — almost knocking a man unconscious with the clumsy rain gear. When I heard the solid thwack! I spun, horrified. The wounded passenger clutched the side of his head. For a heartbeat my voice failed me, but I managed to sputter out a weak, “I’m so sorry!”

I turned back to store the umbrella in the overhead bin, but the burdensome wood handle nailed a woman seated next to the aisle and flipped her spectacles two rows up. She grabbed for the flying missile and missed. Squinting, she glared up at me.

By now all I wanted to do was crawl in a hole and pull the dirt in behind me. Everything I did drew more attention to my clumsy entrance. Glasses were passed back, and the hostess appeared with an ice pack for the passenger’s smarting injury. I tried to stuff my carry-on in the overhead bin; the hostess took the umbrella and assured me she’d give it back when we landed.

I sank into my seat and wanted to die.

And I figured I would. This monstrosity — this jumbo jet — would never get off the ground, let alone fly thirteen hours over land and sea. Had I done that once before? Me.

Johanna … Johanna …

What was my last name?

I brushed at crumbs on the front of my suit jacket. I had yet to walk through O’Hare and pass a hot dog stand without indulging. Chicago Dogs.

Starbucks.

See’s Candies.

My nerves and I hit them all; I was eating my way to the hereafter. I pushed my glasses up on my nose. Contacts would be impractical where I was going. The climate was far too hot. I’d left them at home with my wool coat.

I glanced out the window a final time. Saginaw, Michigan — and Mom, Pop, and Nelda — was eons away. My entire existence had been marching toward this moment in time. Would I measure up?

Of course, since this man-made contraption would never get off the ground, I wasn’t sure it mattered whether I did or not.

Sniffing the faint scent of wieners in the air, I settled back to await my death.



ONE
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My descent into madness began in the fall — October 13, to be exact, which happened to be my birthday. The dreaded fortieth. I was old enough for the bloom to be off the rose, but still young enough to shrink from the AARP card coming my way in another ten years.

How I reached the milestone so fast and how I could feel so young on the inside and so ancient on the outside still puzzled me. I used to be a brunette, but my hair was showing touches of silver, and if those were laugh lines around my eyes, I must have been having a better time than I’d realized.

I dried my hands on a paper towel and gave a final glance in the restroom mirror. Johanna Holland, old maid. A tag I hadn’t planned on when I charted my life. I’d counted on the bungalow, picket fence, loving husband, and two perfect children. But here I was, aging so fast I couldn’t catch my breath, and so wrapped up in work and other things that marriage was the last thing on my mind.

Sighing, I prepared to face my birthday festivities. Never mind that I was the one who’d set up the community room at the Holfield Community Library, where I’d worked for twenty years (crepe paper, obligatory balloons that read Half Dead, One Foot in the Grave, and the old standby Over the Hill). I’d also helped address the party invitations and ordered the refreshments, which was one way of getting what I liked, I suppose.

My aunt Margaret, Dad’s sister (a sweet lady, but nutty as all get-out) had ordered my birthday cake, so there was no telling what I would be stuck with this year. She’d indicated a surprise.

Surprise and Aunt Margaret were words that I never wanted to hear in the same sentence. The last time she “surprised” me, I ended up on a blind date with a widower named Harvey. He had ten kids and was looking for a live-in babysitter. He did offer marriage, on the first date, which I declined. I realized he was desperate, but I wasn’t. In fact, I wasn’t even needy, and for a forty-year-old woman that was doing okay.

I pushed my glasses farther up my nose.

The noise level grew louder as I approached the library community room. I smiled, spotting the balloons dangling from the ceiling. One for every year I’d graced the earth with my presence — forty big, round, shiny helium globes, announcing to the whole world that I was hopeless.

Not.

I still had a little spunk left in me, but I got the point.

Forty and still single. Aunt Margaret equated the condition with death. According to her, the battery was about to expire on my biological clock. In fact, she’d stage-whisper, she suspected it had already ticked its last tock.

Any misgivings I might have had about tonight’s festivities vanished in a chorus of well-wishers greeting me. Friends and family, two of life’s greatest blessings. Truly, I was rich in the things that counted.

Threading my way through the packed room, I shook hands, shared hugs, and basked in the affectionate glow of love. What wonderful people who cared enough to help a lady celebrate her birthday.

Mom and Pop were by the window; I ended up beside them. “Hey, you two. Having a good time?” As always, they wore the demeanor of Ma and Pa Kettle — long, solemn faces. Pop never liked parties. Mom, frail and thin, suffered from osteoporosis; my father was confined to a wheelchair, the victim of emphysema. But they both were dressed in their Sunday best, here to celebrate with me. I was proud of them. I lived at home, looking after their needs. I didn’t mind a bit. Despite their no-nonsense approach to life, they were a joy to be around, seldom complaining. And their love for each other and for me was the cornerstone of our lives.

Mom, seated on the sofa, reached up to pat my hand. “It’s a good party, dear. Fun.”

“The best.” Oh yeah, a real blast. Thank goodness in an hour it would be over.

“Have you seen your cake yet?” Pop’s tone indicated trouble on the way, and my antennae shot up with the speed of a pushbutton parasol.

“What is it this year?”

“Nothing.” Mom glowered at Pop. “It’s a beautiful cake, Clive.”

I groaned. What had Aunt Margaret done? I looked at Pop in time to catch a fleeting grin. “What?”

The faint twinkle in his eye did not calm my nerves. “Ole Margaret strikes again.”

I knew I should have ordered my own cake.

Mom’s older sister was one of those people who knew how everyone should live but was blind to her own shortcomings. When Millie Treybocker asked Margaret if she was making New Year’s resolutions, my aunt said she had intended to, but after thinking it over, she couldn’t think of any areas where she needed improvement.

Pop shook his head. “You’ll have to see it to believe it.”

Standing space around the table had cleared, so I hopped up and made my way over to take a good look at the culinary centerpiece. My tongue coiled in my mouth.

My cake was shaped like a shoe?

A high-topped, buttoned-up, old-fashioned shoe. The monstrosity on the cake board must be Aunt Margaret’s symbol of my life.

She materialized beside me. “Well, what do you think?”

“It’s … creative.”

“Isn’t it? I thought it might give you a push in the right direction.”

“And which direction might that be?” Off a cliff? Fleeing the building, screaming?

“Johanna Holland! You can’t be that dense. It’s the Old Woman Who Lived in a Shoe.”

“Oh … okay, but what does that have to do with me? If you recall, she had a number of children. You may not have noticed, but I have none. Nada, Aunt Margaret. Zippo.”

“No, but Harvey has a peck.”

“Harvey?” She was still harping on the widower? The man who wore his outdated polyester suits a size too small?

“He’s willing to give you another shot. The cake was his idea.”

I looked up to see Harvey waving at me from across the room. I closed my eyes and then opened them again. Oh, no! He was working his way through the crowd in my direction.

“Aunt Margaret! I am not interested in marriage, and if I were, I’d like to pick my own candidate, if you don’t mind.”

“But you’re too picky. You’re about to miss the boat — ”

I walked off in my flat-heeled shoes, counting under my breath. I wasn’t about to miss the boat — I had missed it. Couldn’t she see that?

I headed for the door, anywhere to get away from Harvey and the gleam in his ferretlike eyes.

“Johanna! Where you off to?” Nelda Thomas, fellow librarian and best friend, waved at me. Tonight her mocha skin glowed against the soft rose of her blouse.

“Hi, Nelda. We’re running out of plates and cups. I’ll be back in a jiff.” I had to get out of here before I strangled someone. Heaven help me, but Aunt Margaret brought out the devil in me.

When I stepped into the main lobby, library patrons were going about their business. I spotted a Wet Floor sign and frowned. Who’d spilled something? And what had they spilled? Coffee? Soda? The coffee shop was a trendy addition, but the once-immaculate library could do without the sticky messes that too often showed up. I slowed my pace, but the second my slippery soles hit the slick, my feet gained a mind of their own.

My arms flapped, and I balanced, struggling to catch myself. But one foot went one way, the other slid a different direction … and right there in the lobby of the Holfield Community Library, Johanna Holland did the splits. Granted, I used to have the move down pat. I’d performed the maneuver (both right and left split) on a regular basis as a high school cheerleader. Though that had been many moons ago, I remembered the move.

What I didn’t remember was the pain!

I managed to drag one leg back toward me, thinking I might never walk again. A plan formed in my pain-hazed mind: just crawl to the restroom and stay there until feeling returned to my lower limbs. As far as I could tell I’d not broken anything, but I’d knocked everything out of joint.

In the middle of my panic, firm hands took hold of my forearms and I became airborne as someone I couldn’t see lifted me to my feet. Somehow I managed to stand erect.

I took a deep breath and turned around to come face-to-face with Tom Selleck. My hold tightened on the rocklike biceps, hanging on while I stared up at warm brown eyes, rugged, handsome features, a silky mustache.

I blinked and shook my head. When I looked back, Tom Selleck had disappeared, leaving in his place a man who had to be his twin. “Thank you,” I managed. My face had to be the color of the burgundy drapes hanging in the reading rooms. I shoved my glasses up on my nose.

He smiled, and the effect was stunning. “You’re welcome. Name’s Sam Littleton. You work here, don’t you?”

“Yes. I’m Johanna Holland, head librarian.” I straightened, touching my hair. “Have we met?”

It was all I could think to say, but I knew the answer already. We hadn’t. Believe me, I’d have remembered this man if I’d seen him in the library. I’d have remembered him if I’d seen him in a dark alley.

“No, but I’m here often. I’ve seen you around.” He indicated the stack of books he’d dropped when he came to my rescue. “I’m researching Papua New Guinea.”

I struggled to regain my composure. Bending over, I began to pick up the scattered reading material. “I must have made quite a spectacle.”

His features sobered. “You took a bad spill. Sure you’re okay?”

“I’m sure.” I’d have aches and bruises tomorrow in muscles I didn’t know existed, but I’d choke before admitting it. “Papua New Guinea? You’re going there?”

“January 15th.” He smiled, indicating the stack of books. “I have a lot of reading to do.”

“Yes — it would appear.” Think, Johanna, say something intelligent. But the mental well had run dry. I was as blank as a cleaned slate. What were we talking about? Oh, yes. Papua New Guinea.

“You sure you don’t need to see a doctor?”

“No.” If my face got any warmer I would ignite. “I’ll be fine.”

He picked up his books, smiled at me, and walked on. I sized him up as he walked away. Maybe midfifties, prime physical condition. A weird tingling zipped up my spine. Must have been because of the fall …

Shaking off the sensation, I returned to the party. The fun and festivities were going strong, but thank heaven both Harvey and Aunt Margaret had disappeared. Facing the inevitable, I reached for the knife and approached the cake. “Okay, who gets the first piece?”

Nelda held out her plate. “A shoe cake?”

I managed a smile. “There’s a joker in every crowd.”

“Where did Margaret go?”

“Who knows? Off to pester someone else, I assume.” I hadn’t intended to sound so sharp, but Nelda caught it, of course. She caught everything.

“She on your case again?”

“Always.”

“She hates the thought of you being single, doesn’t she?”

I licked buttercream frosting off my finger. “You should see the candidate this time. He comes equipped with ten children, so I wouldn’t have to do a thing but rear them and tolerate him.”

“Ten?” Nelda set the plate down and fanned her face. “Nobody today has that many kids. Think how much it would cost to buy shoes. Reminds me of that nursery rhyme about the old woman who …” Her gaze fell to the table. “Aha! The cake!”

I whacked a hunk of heel and slid it onto my plate. “It’s supposed to give me ideas.”

Nelda snorted, spraying punch on her new rose silk blouse. “Oh, I’ll bet it gives you ideas, all right.”

We looked at each other and promptly collapsed in a fit of laughter. We’d no sooner regain our composure when I’d catch Nelda’s eye, and we were off again.

She wiped her eyes, still chuckling. “Want me to talk to your aunt?”

“Would it do any good?”

“Not a bit, but I could make the effort.”

“Save your breath.” I slid a fold of a paper napkin under my eyes to wipe away remaining tears, hoping my mascara hadn’t run. “She’s harmless, I guess.”

“But irritating.” Nelda handed me her plate. “It’s late. I need to be getting home. The kids will have torn the blinds down by now.”

“I need to be going too. I’ll see about Mom and Pop.”

Pop had wheeled to where Mom and my cousin Mack were waiting. Mack was acting as chauffeur today, and I appreciated it. He’d see my parents got home all right. The party was over, but I still had to clean up.

I stared at the huge bunches of balloons. “What am I going to do with those?”

“Leave those to me.” Nelda grabbed the party favors. “I’ll get Jim Jr. to help, and we’ll drop them off at The Gardens. The residents will love them.”

“Do you think the messages are appropriate for an assisted living facility?”

“Don’t worry about that. Trust me, they’ll love them, and if it isn’t someone’s birthday now, it will be soon. Birthdays roll around there faster than cockroaches on rollerblades.”

Nelda and her son, Jim Jr., did volunteer work at The Gardens; I was delighted to let them take the balloons. We carried the leftover cake and punch to the break room for the library staff.

Jim Jr. arrived by the time we’d emptied the trash and run the vacuum. We carried the balloons out to his van, and he and Nelda drove off, balloons whipping around in the backseat.

I got in my car and drove to the Video Barn, where I rented a couple of Tom Selleck movies. Sam Littleton’s face surfaced to mind, but I pushed it back into the recesses. Yes, he was attractive. Yes, he’d made my heart flutter. But that’s all there was to it. A chance encounter on my birthday.

I didn’t want — or need — any more than that.

I enjoyed my life as it was, thank you. Taking care of my parents, what with their varied health problems, took time — time I didn’t begrudge. I enjoyed being with them.

If I lacked anything emotional, Itty Bitty, my two-year-old Maltese, was there to give me Itty kisses, which always made me feel better. I wished my little dog needed outdoor exercise, but he required indoor exercise, so we’d run through the house chasing a ball or playing hide-and-seek. Itty would find me every time, and every time I had to laugh. He’d sit back on his short little body, cock his rounded head, and stare at me with those black-rimmed, close-set eyes. His feathered ears would droop while his black nose twitched. His high-set tail, covered with a long coat and carried over the back, made a funny sight, indeed. I kept him clipped short for convenience, though I was sure he’d prefer to retain a silky long coat.

Mom and Pop loved the dog, and loved having me with them. I knew they worried that they were putting a crimp in my social life, but I wasn’t interested in a relationship at this point. Just give me a good book, or let me visit with Mom and Pop or watch the Discovery Channel, and I was happy. And with my job, I didn’t have to buy books retail. I got them from library sales.

Yes, indeed, life was good.

Over the next few days, though, I caught myself wondering if Sam Littleton would be in. He never was — or I didn’t spot him. Just as well. He’d already disrupted my routine more than I liked.

One morning I finished reshelving Daniel Baker’s stack of books. He’d retired as head foreman at the handle factory and was indulging in a lifelong goal: reading every Western in the library.

The little man with a bushy mass of snow-white hair grinned at me. “You need to get in some new Louis L’Amour titles.” He pointed to a volume. “That’s one I’ve read.”

“Mr. L’Amour isn’t writing anymore, Mr. Baker.”

His eyes bulged. “Why not? Man’s got talent. Real talent.”

“Mr. L’Amour has passed on.”

He shook his head, shock reflected in his eyes. “All the good ones do.”

I smiled. And the bad ones too. “Oh, there are a lot of good writers around; you’ll discover them.” I handed him the stack of reading material. He was still grumbling when he left the desk.

Nelda approached, pencil wedged behind her right ear. “We’re sending out for pizza. You in?”

“Of course.”

This was my life: books, old men, and an occasional pizza.

[image: 0310263492_content_0023_001]
Late that afternoon, I drained the last of my green tea and shut off my computer. Sitting in one position for three hours had left me stiff. A glance outside my window revealed a light drizzle icing the trees. Michigan winters could be arduous; the late fall storm system had crept in when we weren’t looking. In the two weeks before my birthday we’d enjoyed Indian summer with temperatures in the low seventies. But the cold air this morning foretold change.

The hands of the office clock pointed to five thirty. I collected my purse and coat and exited the side entrance. The ice wasn’t thick, just enough of a coating to make walking hazardous and unprotected windshields a real pain. I slipped on my leather gloves, thinking about the ice scraper Pop bought me for Christmas last year. One of those fancy automatic things you plug in the cigarette lighter. Clearing the windshield should be a snap.

The traffic kept the roads clear of ice, so I wouldn’t have any trouble getting home once I made it out of the parking lot.

Making my way across the slippery asphalt was a little tricky, but since I wore sensible shoes — not those high-heeled horrors Nelda favored — I made good time. I grabbed the ice scraper out of the trunk, opened the driver’s side, and plugged it in the receptacle. Within seconds the gimmick was doing its job.

I moved from the windshield to the side window on the driver’s side — and then it happened. My right foot hit a slick spot. I made a grab for the side mirror, missed, and went down hard, ending up flat on my back on the asphalt, my feet and legs halfway underneath the car.

When the jarring pain cleared, I lay there, stunned from the fall. I would have to scoot backwards far enough to get my feet clear of the car to sit up. I placed my hands flat on the pavement.

Lord, if you love me, don’t let anyone be watching.

I yelped when strong hands reached under my arms, hoisting me to my feet. I was still standing on ice, so I grabbed the mirror and turned to face my benefactor. My heart dropped to my toes as once again I found myself staring at Sam Littleton. He looked as I remembered. Kind (albeit a little bemused). Picture of health. Handsome.

He stood there on the ice as if he were Superman.

And I had just been caught in another clownish fall. I was never this clumsy!

He grinned. “Miss Holland. Enjoying the first bout of bad weather, are you?”

Assessing the physical damage I’d incurred, I decided I was bruised, but not broken. I straightened, shoving my glasses up on my nose. “Mr. Littleton, I’ve about decided you’re detrimental to my health.”

He laughed, a rich warm sound in the cold air. “My apologies.”

I stared at the library’s treasured tomes scattered across the icy parking lot and winced. “You dropped your books.”

“I’m sorry. I was afraid you’d broken something.” His eyes focused on the volumes. “They look to be all right.” He bent to pick up the hardbacks, and I recovered enough to help. He dumped the armload in his car with a careless abandon that set my teeth on edge. What was he thinking, treating books like that?

He offered a gloved hand and I accepted it. “You still look shaken. Let me buy you a cup of coffee.”

The thought of a hot mug of something in the library coffee shop was tempting. Mom and Pop wouldn’t wait dinner for me. They ate at six o’clock on the dot regardless of who was there.

“Oh, I mustn’t. I …”

His grip tightened on my arm. “I insist. Take a minute to relax, recover from the fall before you drive home.” He propelled me across the parking lot, ignoring my protests in a way that brought about a slow burn. Who did this man think he was? Maybe I didn’t want coffee.

The cozy coffee shop embraced us. Aromas of fresh-brewed beans and warm spice muffins filled the air. Sam steered me to a table by the window as a young girl approached, eyeing Sam like a dieting woman eyes a supersized cheeseburger. “May I help you?” She didn’t look my way.

Apparently the fall had rendered me invisible.

“Two black coffees, please.” Sam lifted a brow. “Cream?”

“No, just coffee.” I wanted a latte or hot tea, but I wouldn’t quibble. Mostly because I was afraid my tongue wouldn’t work right. Clearly, I was out of my element here. Coffee with a man. Not a common occurrence for me. And with him smiling at me that way, his hand next to mine on the table …

The whole thing seemed almost too intimate.

The waitress smiled at Sam and left while I searched my mind for something to talk about. My love life? Hardly. For one thing, it was nonexistent, unless you counted Harvey, Aunt Margaret’s candidate. For another, it wasn’t exactly a proper topic of conversation for a man I didn’t even know. Maybe sports. Then again, maybe not. Sports had never been a favorite of mine, so if I wanted to sound intelligent, that was out. I steered clear of politics on general principles. People could get too impassioned about their personal choice in candidates.

So what did that leave me? I mustered a smile. “You haven’t left for Papua New Guinea yet?”

Well now, that was clever since he was sitting across the table from me, clear brown eyes brimming with interest.

“January 15th.”

Color flooded my cheeks as the date struck a chord. He’d mentioned it at our first meeting. I grappled for an intelligent response. “Why Papua New Guinea?”

He picked up his napkin and polished a spoon. “I’m a retired surgeon. I’ll be running a clinic in a remote village, and I’ll be working with a couple of missionaries and their wives. We’re trying to break the communication barrier with these particular villagers, learn more of their ways, help improve their quality of life.”

“And introduce the gospel?”

“Probably not. We don’t speak their language or understand more than just a few basics of their culture. What we want to do is provide friendship, medicine, and health care in hopes that the people will begin to trust us. The gospel is still many years away for this tribe.”

He bent forward, dark eyes intent. “What about you? Do you have a church affiliation?” Our coffee arrived. Sam thanked the waitress, then awaited my response.

“I accepted Christ at an early age, but I’ve never felt led to the mission field.”

He reached for the sugar. “Not everyone is. I’m sure you do your share of God’s work.”

“I like to think so.” Often my work with the children at the library was a ministry of its own. In addition to my other duties, I took time to oversee story hour every afternoon. That was a library tech’s job, but I enjoyed watching those eager young faces come alive when I read stories of faraway, exciting places. I went on to explain that my actual “calling” was the care of my aging parents. Mom and Pop needed me, and I had dedicated my life to meeting their needs. “And I spend one Saturday a month at the hospital doing volunteer work.”

Sam stirred sugar into his coffee and tested the temperature. “I’m a member of Sandstone. You might be familiar with the church?”

“I know where it is.” Everyone knew Sandstone, the largest nondenominational congregation in Saginaw. I’d always thought they were flamboyant and somewhat flaunty with their work. They had a three-hundred-and-fifty-voice choir, the biggest fleet of buses in the area, and well over five thousand members — three thousand of whom came every Sunday.

He picked up the thread of conversation in a nice, easy-to-listen-to baritone. “I’d been peripherally involved in mission work for years, but when I lost my wife a couple of years ago I plunged in headfirst.”

I studied the rugged planes of Sam’s face, the crisp wave of graying hair across his tanned forehead, the well-muscled forearms, the all-around American male good looks, and tried to imagine him in a jungle living in a mud hut — or whatever missionaries lived in. The picture didn’t fit.

“Belinda died of leukemia. She was a nurse — we married in our early twenties and worked side by side all our married life.”

I offered the trite. “I’m so sorry. That must have been a terrible ordeal for both of you.”

He nodded, eyes distant. “Watching someone you love die is difficult.”

I resisted the impulse to reach out and lay my hand across his. After all, I didn’t know this man. He would think I was being forward. “You mentioned you’re involved in missions. Have you made trips before?”

“Short-term ones. Honduras. Guatemala. Mexico —Papua New Guinea a couple of times. New Guinea is a far deeper commitment. I’ll be spending much of my time there the next few years — or those are my immediate plans.” He smiled. “God could change them anytime.”

I stared deep into my cup. “It would be difficult for me to leave the familiar behind.”

He fell silent for a moment. Then, “A wise man once said that everything he gave up was worthless compared to what he gained from serving God. Since Belinda’s death I’ve developed a real heart for missions. I believe this is my purpose in life.”

“And that wise man was?”

“The apostle Paul.”

“Yes, of course.” Clearly I needed to devote more time to my Bible reading. “So you’re going to save the natives?” I regretted the nerves-generated, flippant remark the minute it came out of my mouth. A slow heat stained my cheeks. “I didn’t mean that the way it sounded.”

He didn’t appear offended. “I understand. At this point, I don’t know the exact nature of my work other than to conduct a free medical clinic. One couple that I will work with has been on the field for twelve years and has yet to have any real progress with the language. It takes time — incredible amounts of time and patience — to reach these people.”

Somewhere over our second cup of coffee we became Sam and Johanna. I sat back and pondered my good fortune. Dr. Sam Littleton. He’d had a large practice but retired when Belinda fell ill. He’d assumed her full care in their home for the duration of her illness.

“What do you do in your spare time?” He sounded interested, not just polite.

I laughed. “Spare time? What’s that?”

When he lifted a brow I elaborated. “I work full time, and my parents are in poor health. Taking care of them can be time-consuming.”

“Social life?”

“Nonexistent.”

“What if I invited you to a church concert? Would you come?”

For the oddest reason I wanted to say yes, but I’d avoided dating — or developing friendships at all — for too many years. My parents came first.

“That’s very nice, but I can’t.”

His eyes held mine. What did he see? A middle-aged librarian? Graying hair, large glasses (that could use a good tightening), and rather plain features? I’d been told that my eyes were my unique feature — hazel-colored with black spiky lashes. A man as handsome as Sam Littleton could have his pick of ladies. The coffee shop waitress had made that clear. Sam wasn’t really interested in me. He was just being nice.

He smiled. “Maybe another time.”

“Maybe.” I didn’t want to close the door, though I knew the chances of seeing him other than in the library were slim to none.

He walked me to my car and I drove home, my mood as treacherous as the icy highways. I seldom wasted time wondering if I was missing out on life, but tonight the thought entered my head. I was forty. Single. Mom and Pop wouldn’t live forever, and when they were gone I would have no close family other than Aunt Margaret, if she was still alive. I shivered in the car’s interior. Aunt Margaret.

Images of the shoe cake made me queasy.



[image: 0310263492_content_0030_001]
Nelda phoned around nine. “I saw you walking across the parking lot with that good-looking man who’s been checking out all the books on Papua New Guinea.”

“You’ve seen Sam in the library? Why haven’t I noticed him before?”

“If you’d come up for air once in a while, not be so buried in your computer, you might see what’s going on around you. Half the females at the library are in love with that man. The other half haven’t noticed him yet.”

I made my voice casual. “Oh? Is there something special about him? I hadn’t noticed.”

Nelda’s silence was eloquent.

Undaunted, I went on. “He’s very nice, dedicated to his church. He’s going to Papua New Guinea in January for an extended mission project.”

“Gone for a long time?”

“He didn’t say.” Might as well be eternity. By the time he got back he’d have forgotten all about Johanna Holland and tonight’s brief encounter.

Nelda sighed. “Isn’t that the way it goes? All the good ones are either taken or running.”

“He’s not running; he believes God’s calling him to the mission field.”

Another sigh. “Well, a mere mortal woman cannot compete with God. Best you mark this one off the list.”

“What list is that?”

“The mental list every woman carries around in her mind. The one where we evaluate every man we meet — oh, come on! Don’t try to tell me you don’t do the same thing. You’re not dead!”

“Nor am I preoccupied with the male gender.” Nelda was married, for heaven’s sake! But she wasn’t dead.

“So you say.” I heard the telltale crunch of chips. “Well, can’t win them all.”

We said good night, and I opened my Bible to stare unseeing at the pages. Itty Bitty gazed up at me, eyes alert. I kept seeing Sam Littleton’s face instead of Holy Writ. Was that blasphemy? I laid my head back and closed my eyes. Now why was I even thinking about a man I’d seen only twice? And why did I feel … well, almost saddened that he was leaving?

Doctor Sam Littleton would never in a million years be of interest to me.

Papua New Guinea. Mission field. The man might as well be going to Mars.



TWO
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Sunshine streamed through my bedroom curtains Sunday morning. I woke to warmer temperatures, if midforties could be considered warm. After breakfast, I drove Mom and Pop to church, thankful for muddy traces of last night’s ice melting along the roadside. If this kept up, Saginaw was in for a hard winter.

The church parking lot was half filled when I pulled into the handicapped space. Pop maneuvered himself into his chair, and I pushed it up the ramp and into the church. Our seats were halfway down the left side, center aisle. Pop’s chair fit against the pew, and Mom sat in the end seat next to him. I sat on her right side. I’d made a confession of faith and been baptized at this church. I’d been young — seven — but I can still remember the peace I found that night when I came forward during the pastor’s invitation.

I studied the narrow aisle and decided it had shortened since those many years ago. To a frightened, shy seven-year-old, it had looked as long as a well rope.

Sighing, I focused on the attendance board: 136 in Sunday school. Last week’s offering: $368.32. The big mausoleum across town where Sam Littleton attended would be running over this morning. Our church was tiny in comparison. Gosh, I knew everybody in attendance and 90 percent of their problems. That’s a small congregation. We were family. Our nondenominational church was mission-oriented, and the members cared for each other. Seldom was our kitchen counter without a fresh-baked pie or Pop’s favorite coconut cake, still warm from the oven of a thoughtful member.

We sang classic hymns: “Amazing Grace” and “There Is a Fountain.” This morning we sang my favorite, “Oh, How I Love Jesus.” Contemporary songs left me cold. One repetitious phrase sung over and over until it lost its meaning seemed a waste of good time. Nelda, who loved all music except for some of the more brash pop songs, labeled me an old fuddyduddy who needed to change with the times. She might be right, but I’d stick to the proven.

John Richard Haddock, Hillsdale’s pastor for the last fifteen years, strode to the pulpit. He had a deep, full voice and a somewhat dramatic delivery. Goodness, I was more holy just listening to him. Okay. I knew it didn’t work that way. I couldn’t claim God’s blessings because I enjoyed listening to John Richard preach, but it was nice not to be distracted by Pop’s snoring during sermons.

John began, speaking on personal spiritual growth — but I couldn’t get on his wavelength. Expanding my spiritual territories just didn’t connect with me. Believing God had called me to work in some faraway place — say, Papua New Guinea — was as foreign to me as believing God wanted me to start a church on the moon.

Sam believed he had a calling. That was fine. I hoped he was right. But I couldn’t help a surge of gratitude that God had never seen fit to call me to foreign lands. My rut was comfortable.

After services, we stopped by The Steak House on the edge of town for Sunday lunch. For once we got there ahead of the people from Sam’s church. Several of our own members were already seated. Amid a flurry of waves and second greetings, we settled at a table next to the window so Pop’s chair would be out of the way and he could see outside. Unable to get out much anymore, he enjoyed his Sunday outings, and today the bright sunshine held little hint that the holidays were fast approaching.

The parking lot was full of men and women in their church finery working their way toward the steak house entrance. “You ever notice how many church members eat out on Sunday?” Pop asked.

Mom fished the lemon slice out of her water and gave it a good squeeze before dropping it back into the glass. “Ever notice how many of them brag about how they don’t work on the Sabbath and then they come here to eat and shop Wal-Mart afterwards and make the employees work?”

“Mom …” True, Bay Road was a popular route on Sunday afternoons, but I didn’t want to ruin lunch with one of her pious lectures. I shopped the Super Center on Sunday. Working forty-plus hours a week left little time for personal errands. “It’s not our place to judge.”

Pop winked at me. “And if I’m correct, I believe we’re contributing to the problem.”

Mom eyed him over the menu. “At least we’re not bragging about how we don’t work on Sunday.”

“We don’t work anymore, period.” He switched out a tank of oxygen; the cylinders were getting bigger these days. “Maybe we should eat at home next week. You and Sis can get up an hour earlier, put on a roast, peel some potatoes, and whip up a batch of hot rolls to rise, churn some butter. That would be nice.”

Mom took his ribbing in stride. “And make poor Johanna work on her day off?” She perused the menu. “I’m having fried chicken and ohhh, heaven help me. They have that chocolate mousse I like so much.”

The waitress appeared, pen poised over her notepad. I handed her my menu. “Fried chicken, mashed potatoes and gravy, blue cheese dressing on the salad, and corn. Oh, and a cup of green tea.”

I’d started drinking green tea after reading about its health benefits — how it’s supposed to help you lose weight. I suspected that last benefit was a stretch since I’d been drinking it for six months now and hadn’t lost an ounce.

Pop ordered the eight-ounce sirloin, medium rare, and a baked potato with sour cream. I knew I needed to nag him about his cholesterol, but there were so few things that he could enjoy anymore. If it were me in that chair, I’d eat lard sandwiches and lace my coffee with bacon grease. I wasn’t going to live forever and neither was Pop.

Nelda waved from a corner table. Jim, her husband, was as big as a house. His skin was a couple of shades darker than Nelda’s, and he had the gentle personality of a Saint Bernard. The man was a gem. All Nelda had to do was look like she might want something and Jim delivered. The man spent a month last spring building a sunroom on the east corner of their house so she could have a place to keep her plants through the winter. Marriage wouldn’t be bad if I could find a man like Jim Thomas.

Their honor student, sixteen-year-old son, Jim Jr., was polite, well mannered, and a sweet kid. He was athletic too. Natasha was thirteen and already showing signs of becoming a real beauty. My friend had it all — all that mattered, anyway — and was smart enough to know it.

After lunch, I passed the Thomases’ table on my way to the ladies’ room. Nelda hailed me. “You want to come over this afternoon and watch a two-hanky old movie? I’ll make popcorn.”

I thought about the invitation before I declined. “I’d better stay close to home. Pop’s emphysema is acting up. He tries to hide it so we won’t worry.”

Nelda patted my hand. “Sure. You’re a wonderful daughter, Johanna.”

Jim buttered half of a roll. “You need anything, girl, you let us know, all right?”

“I’ll do that, and thanks.” He meant it too. Call him for anything and he’d be there before I hung up.

Later, I settled Mom and Pop for their Sunday afternoon naps before retiring to my room with a book. Nelda’s compliment kept running through my mind. A wonderful daughter. I tried to be, but when I looked at all she had with Jim, a niggling twinge raised my curiosity. Were Nelda and Jim right? Was I allowing life to pass me by while I maintained my “wonderful daughter” status?

Johanna, for shame!

I let the book rest on my chest. I couldn’t believe I’d had that thought. What was happening to Johanna Holland, beloved daughter of Clive and Harriet, the woman who was so content with her simple life? I couldn’t put my finger on what bothered me, but since the night of my birthday party I’d been on edge. Maybe my restlessness came from the fact that I was no longer a teenager. I was forty years old. Forty . It wasn’t all that long ago that I thought a person my age had one foot in the grave and another on a banana peel.
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Why did weekends go by so much faster than weekdays?

Close to ten Monday morning, I glanced through the plate glass separating my work area from the main library. Traffic was brisk this morning, and I recognized several of our regulars. The library served as a meeting place for friends as they browsed the shelves, looking for something new to read and recommending their favorites.

I looked back at my monitor and then paused, frowning. Had that been Sam Littleton’s tan overcoat disappearing around a corner of the shelves in the geographical section? My pulse accelerated. That’s where the New Guinea research books were shelved. Soon he would’ve checked all we had and then what would he do?

He’d be in New Guinea, Johanna.

I frowned. Missionaries were gone for long periods, returning for short furloughs. How could they leave friends and loved ones and be away for so long? But then Sam didn’t have family and he hadn’t mentioned children.

I placed my hands on the keyboard, ready to resume typing, but then I stopped short, deep in thought. He might need help. I didn’t assist the patrons but left that up to my assistants, but in this case …

I left my desk and strolled toward the center section of the building. Aisle one was empty, as was aisle two. But on the third aisle I hit pay dirt. Sam was down on his hands and knees, cheek pressed to the floor while trying to read the titles on the lower shelf. He was facing me, but he was so absorbed in what he was doing he didn’t notice my presence.

I didn’t mean to startle him, only to clear my throat to relieve the sudden dryness. The doctor jumped as if he’d been shot. He jerked upright to face me.

“I’m sorry …” His eyes met mine, and I lost all coherent thought. My heart jackhammered against my ribs. I could swear the air had left the room.

Goodness! You’d think I was sixteen years old and meeting a rock star.

He flashed a warm grin. “You startled me.”

Reining in my sudden and most mystifying reaction, I returned his smile. “Sorry. Are you finding everything you need?”

He rattled off a title. “Do you know if it’s in?”

The librarian arm-wrestled the starstruck teen to the ground. “I can check.”

He handed me a Post-it note where he’d written New Guinea Tribes and Culture. I returned to my desk and checked the computer system. Sam had trailed me. “Yes, it should be there.” We returned to the shelf and I dropped down on my hands and knees, thumbing through the titles on the lower shelf. We needed to do something to make the place more user friendly. Like eliminate the bottom row. I was getting too old for crawling on the floor. We must have made a strange sight, both of us creeping down the row, heads bent to the floor.

It took a few minutes, but I located the material. “Here it is!” I waved the prize.

He moved in closer to look and we smacked heads. Sitting up straight, I saw stars for a few seconds. I rubbed the smarting wound, grinning like an idiot. He was so close I could smell his aftershave, and I assumed I looked as startled as he did. What was that heady fragrance he was wearing?

We held the awkward position for a full minute, staring eyeball-to-eyeball. We’d still have been there at closing time if Nelda hadn’t turned the corner and slid to a halt.

“Well, well, what have we here?”

I jerked upright, still on my knees. “We’re looking for a title.”

The words came out in a guilty stream: We’relookingforatitle.

She smirked. “Is that what you call it?”

It’s a good thing I wasn’t on my feet. I might have slugged her. She wiggled her eyebrows — her imitation of Groucho Marx — and walked on. Judging from the wink she gave me, my face must have been a flaming cherry.

Sam got to his feet and helped me up. I accepted his hand; he met my self-conscious expression. “Got time for a cup of coffee?”

I thought of Nelda and her smirk … and realized I didn’t care what she thought. A pox on them all! If I wanted a cup of coffee, I’d have one. “Make that green tea and you have a deal.”

“Just let me check out this book.”

“I can take care of that.” He followed me to the desk and I did the work, then walked around the counter. He tucked the book under one arm, linked the other through mine, and winked. “Shall we go, my lady?”

“After you, sir.” I knew Nelda’s eyes were falling out of her sockets but I didn’t care. A cup of tea.

Big deal.

We swept through the doorway and I didn’t look back to see if Nelda’s mouth was gaping (it would be). She’d demand to know everything we discussed, and I thought maybe I’d tell her and maybe I wouldn’t. It’s a wonder the woman’s beak wasn’t worn off, the way she stuck it in everyone’s business.

But I loved her anyway.
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Coffee shop business was slow at this hour. The waitress - — different girl from last visit, same reaction to Sam — -waltzed to our table.

My voice was cold as crushed ice. “Hot green tea, please.”

She looked at me.

“And he’ll have coffee. Black.”

She nodded and stuck her order pad in her apron pocket. When she walked away Sam grinned. “I like a decisive woman.”

Decisive.

Or big-mouthed?

Ill-mannered seemed more appropriate. My mother did not approve of bad behavior. Shame crept over me. Being so assertive wasn’t like me. Sam Littleton brought out an alien side of me — one I wasn’t sure I liked.

We lingered over the drinks. Sam leaned across the table and I couldn’t pull my eyes off him. He was mesmerizing. “Johanna, I’d like to take you to dinner some night this week. Would you allow me?”

I gulped. Dinner? With him? “Oh, I don’t know,” I sputtered, almost rejecting the notion. A cup of tea was innocent enough, but an actual dinner date? Far more intimidating.

He gripped my hand in a firm clasp, as if afraid I’d bolt. His touch was warm and calming. “We’ll make it an early evening so you can get home to your parents. We can eat here, if you like. There appears to be a good selection of soup and sandwiches.”

Excuses formed in my head. I couldn’t be gone from Mom and Pop …

Didn’t hold water. I left Mom and Pop alone every day.

How about I was coming down with a cold?

Nope. Wouldn’t fly. I was healthy as a horse and looked it.

Previous commitments? Nah, he’d see through the excuse. Aunt Margaret was my only commitment other than Mom and Pop.

Feet hurt.

Iron-poor blood.

I tried a few others, then decided to go for it. I was forty years old, not a juvenile with a curfew. I could handle a dinner in a bright coffee shop with a very nice library patron. When I looked in his eyes and saw the sincerity, the likability, I knew I was going to accept.

“Thursday night this week would be fine.” That still gave me time to come up with an excuse if I decided to back out.

“Thursday it is. What time do you get off work?”

“Five thirty.”

“I’ll be waiting in the outer hallway.” He nodded, placing my hand back down on the table. “I’m looking forward to it.”

To tell the truth, so was I. A thrill — an adolescent thrill — shot clean to my toes. Sam wants to have dinner with me. In the library coffee shop.

So, okay, I caved. Gave in to an impulse I knew I’d regret.

Again, I didn’t care.

Then I made my first serious mistake. “What are you looking for? Maybe I could help?”

He took out a pen and jotted the information on a napkin. “I appreciate this, Johanna. Seems I can’t learn enough about the subject.”

What had I gotten myself into? The list would take personal time, but I wasn’t here for decoration. My job was to assist patrons whenever I could.

“I’m sure I can find additional helpful information.”

“I’d appreciate anything you come up with. There’s so much I don’t know. A lot of it will come by experience, but I like to be prepared.”

I could understand that. I liked attentiveness, and organization was my middle name. He walked me back to the library a bit later. The encounter had been pleasant — even more than I expected. Sam was a wonderful conversationalist, and despite my apprehension we had managed to find common topics of interest. He liked my personal favorites, old movies and hot chocolate chip cookies; I shared his love of books and learning.

Nelda was working the checkout desk when I sailed through the arched doorway. “Well, look who’s back. Thought you’d gone home for the day.”

“Without my coat and purse?” I tsked. She was dying for information, but for some reason I didn’t want to share the past hour. Not yet. Besides, what was there to tell about a cup of tea?

“Notice you left with Sam.” She leaned on the counter, white teeth flashing. “Have a good time?”

“Very interesting person.” I marched past her into the office. She followed, bright-eyed and bushy-tailed, as Pop liked to say. All ears. Tongue hanging out.

Well, not really. But as eager as she was, it could have been.

She loomed over my desk. “What were the two of you doing crawling on the floor?”

I thought about telling her we were practicing an aboriginal New Guinean dating ritual but then thought, Nah, she’ d believe me.

“We were looking for a book.”

“Humph. I figured you were looking for a contact, but if that’s your story, you stick to it.”

“That’s my story.” And she didn’t need to know about the dinner date on Thursday, even though I figured it would consist of research talk in the coffee shop. That’s why Sam Littleton asked me out. He wanted unlimited access to material, and I held the key to success.

I didn’t care. Sam was a great conversationalist. I liked him. I’d enjoy his company while he was here and then, when it came time for him to leave, I’d wave good-bye, grateful for the opportunity I’d had to know him.

“Hey.” Nelda paused in the doorway. “I saw this great pair of heels today — spiky, strappy, outrageous, and overpriced. Want to go try them on before you head home?”

“Sure.” Not that I would buy them; I generally wore flat heels. But looking was fun, and I could always use a new blouse.

“You’re on.” She left, and I got my coat and purse and followed on her heel. A good shopping trip was just what I needed to get my mind off Sam … er … my work.





End of sample
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