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            CHAPTER 1
            

            
            
         

         
         
         
            
            1987

            
            
         

         
         
         SAMUEL MASON sat parked in his white DeSoto across the street from Centerville Christian Church. The old place was like him; it had seen better days. Half a dozen shingles were still missing from the steeple, blown off in the windstorm of ’84. The paint was chipped, revealing aging gray clapboards. One of the high, arched windows was cracked. The lawn was dying, the roses overgrown, and the birch tree in the courtyard between the church, fellowship hall, and small parsonage had some kind of beetle killing it.
         

         
         
         
         If a decision wasn’t made soon, Samuel was afraid he would live long enough to see a For Sale sign posted on the church property and a Realtor’s lock-box on the front door. Reaching over, he picked up the worn black leather Bible lying on the passenger seat. I’m trying to keep the faith, Lord. I’m trying to trust.

         
         
         “Samuel!” Hollis Sawyer limped along the sidewalk of First Street. They met at the front steps. Hollis gripped the rusted iron railing with his left hand, planted his cane, and hitched his hip, lifting his prosthetic leg to the second step. “Otis called. He said he’d be late.”

         
         
         “Trouble?”

         
         
         “Didn’t say, but I heard Mabel talking at him in the background. He sounded pretty frustrated.”

         
         
         Samuel unlocked the front door of the church and looked in at the once mauve now sun-bleached gray carpet in the narthex. Hollis winced as he limped across the threshold. Samuel left the door ajar for Otis.

         
         
         Nothing had changed inside the foyer in years. Faded tracts remained stacked in perfect piles. The frayed edge of the carpet was still pulled back from the door to the small ministerial office. The dusty leaves of the silk ficus tree in the corner continued to host a spider. Another web was in the corner of a high window; someone would have to get the ladder out and swipe it down. But who would be willing to climb a ladder when a fall might land their old bones in a convalescent hospital? And calling in a professional to clean was out of the question. There was no money.

         
         
         Hollis hobbled down the aisle. “It’s as cold in here as a Minnesota winter.”

         
         
         The sanctuary smelled as musty as a house closed up all season. “I can turn on the heat.”

         
         
         “Don’t bother. By the time the place warms up, our meeting will be over.” Hollis stepped into the second pew, and hung his cane on the back of the one in front of him, as he eased himself down. “So who’s preaching this Sunday?”

         
         
         Samuel took the pew across from him and set his Bible beside him. “Sunday is the least of our problems, Hollis.” Resting his wrists on the back of the front pew, he clasped his hands and looked up. At least the brass cross and two candlesticks on the altar were polished. They seemed the only things to have received any attention. The carpet needed to be cleaned, the pulpit painted, the pipe organ repaired. Unfortunately, the workers were fewer each year and the financial gifts dwindled despite the generous spirits of the parishioners, all of whom were living on fixed incomes, some only on Social Security.

         
         
         Lord . . . Samuel’s mind went blank as he fought tears. Swallowing the lump in his throat, he looked at the empty choir loft. He remembered a time when it had been full of singers, all robed in red and gold. Now there was only his wife, Abby, who sang every few Sundays, accompanied by Susanna Porter on the piano. As much as he loved the old gal, Samuel had to admit Abby’s voice just wasn’t what it used to be.
         

         
         
         One by one, the programs of the church had dried up and blown away like dust. Children grew up and moved away. The middle-aged became elderly, and the elderly died. The pastor’s voice echoed with no live bodies to absorb his sage words.

         
         
         Oh, Lord, don’t let me live long enough to see the doors of this church locked on Sunday morning.

         
         
         For forty years, he and Abby had been part of this church. Their children had gone through Sunday school and been baptized here. Pastor Hank had performed their daughter Alice’s wedding ceremony, and then conducted the memorial service when the body of their son, Donny, had been brought home from Vietnam. He couldn’t remember the last baptism, but memorial services were coming all too often. For all he knew, the baptismal had dried up.

         
         
         Samuel felt dried up, too. Old, dry bones. He was tired, depressed, defeated. And now, a new tragedy had befallen them. He didn’t know what they were going to do to keep the church functioning. If they couldn’t find a way, what would happen to the small body of believers who still came every Sunday to worship together? Most were too old to drive, and others too shy to travel the twenty miles down the road to worship with strangers.

         
         
         Are we all going to be relegated to watching TV evangelists who spend three-quarters of their time asking for money? God, help us.

         
         
         The front door of the church banged shut, and the floorboards creaked under approaching footsteps. “Sorry I’m late!” Otis Harrison came down the aisle and sat in a front pew.

         
         
         Samuel unclenched his hands and rose to greet him. “How’s Mabel feeling?”

         
         
         “Poorly. Doctor put her back on oxygen. She gets downright crabby dragging that tank around the house. You’d think she could sit a while. But no. I have to keep a sharp eye on her. Caught her yesterday in the kitchen. We had a shouting match. I told her one of these days she’s going to turn on that gas burner, light a match, and blow us both to kingdom come. She said she couldn’t stand eating any more frozen dinners.”

         
         
         “Why don’t you call Meals on Wheels?” Hollis said.

         
         
         “I did. That’s why I’m late.”

         
         
         “They didn’t show up?”

         
         
         “Came right on time, or you’d still be waiting for me. Problem is, I have to be there to open the door because Mabel flatly refuses to do it.” The front pew creaked as Otis settled his weight.

         
         
         Over the years, Samuel and Abby had spent numerous pleasant evenings at the Harrison house. Mabel had always prepared a feast: stuffed game hens, homemade angel food cakes, and roasted or steamed vegetables from Mabel’s backyard garden. Otis’s wife loved to cook. It wasn’t a hobby; it was a calling. Mabel and Otis had welcomed new families to the church with a dinner invitation. Italian, German, French, even Chinese cuisine—she was game to try anything, to the delight of everyone who sat at their table. People used to stampede to whatever casserole or pie Mabel set on the long, vinyl-covered potluck tables. She’d sent cookies to Donny when he was stationed in Hue, Vietnam. Otis used to complain that he never knew what to expect for dinner, but no one ever felt sorry for him.

         
         
         “She’s still watching those cooking shows and writing out recipes. Drives herself crazy with frustration! Drives me crazy right along with her. I suggested she take up needlepoint. Or tole painting. Or crossword puzzles. Something. Anything! I won’t repeat what she said.”
         

         
         
         “What about an electric stove?” Hollis said. “Or a microwave?”

         
         
         “Mabel will have nothing to do with an electric stove. And as for a microwave, our son gave us one a couple of Christmases ago. Neither one of us can figure out how it works, except to set it for one minute and warm coffee.” Otis shook his head. “I miss the good old days when I never knew what she’d have on the table when I came home from work. She can’t stand long enough to make salad these days. I’ve tried to do the cooking, but that’s been a complete disaster.” Grimacing, he waved his hand impatiently. “But enough of my troubles. We’ve got other things to talk about, I hear. What’s the news on Hank?”

         
         
         “Not good,” Samuel said. “Abby and I were at the hospital last night with Susanna. She wants Hank to retire.”

         
         
         Hollis stretched out his bad leg. “We should wait and see what Hank says.”

         
         
         Samuel knew they didn’t want to face facts. “He’s had a heart attack, Hollis. He can’t say anything with a tube down his throat.” Did they really think Henry Porter could go on forever? Poor Hank was way past pretending to be the Energizer Bunny.

         
         
         Otis frowned. “That bad?”

         
         
         “He was doing visitation at the hospital yesterday afternoon, and collapsed in the corridor just down the hall from the emergency room. Otherwise, we’d be sitting here planning his memorial service.”

         
         
         “God was looking out for him,” Hollis said. “Always has.”

         
         
         “It’s time we looked out for his best interests, too.”
         

         
         
         Otis stiffened. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

         
         
         “Samuel’s just had a long night.” Hollis sounded hopeful.

         
         
         “That’s part of it,” Samuel conceded. A long night, indeed, of facing the future. “The truth is this is just one more crisis in a long series of crises we’ve faced. And I don’t want to see this one put us under. We have to make some decisions.”

         
         
         Hollis shifted uneasily. “What time did you and Abby get to the hospital?”

         
         
         Anytime the discussion turned toward unpleasant things, Hollis leap-frogged to another subject. “Half an hour after Susanna called us. Hank hasn’t been feeling well for a long time.”

         
         
         Otis frowned. “He’s never said anything.”

         
         
         “His hair has gone completely white in the last two years. Didn’t you notice?”

         
         
         “So’s mine,” Hollis said.

         
         
         “And he’s lost weight.”

         
         
         “Wish I could,” Otis said with a chuckle.

         
         
         Samuel strove for patience. If he weren’t careful, this meeting would turn into another gab session on the miserable state of the world and the country. “About a week ago, Hank told me about a friend from his college days who’s dean at a Christian university in the Midwest. He spoke very highly of him and of the school.” Samuel looked between his two oldest friends. “I think he was trying to tell me where we should start looking for his successor.”

         
         
         “Now, wait a minute!” Hollis said. “This isn’t the time to retire him, Samuel. What kind of blow would that be for a man flat on his back?” He snorted. “How would you like it if someone came into your hospital room, stood over you, and said, ‘Sorry you had a heart attack, old friend, but your useful days are over’?”

         
         
         Otis’s face was red and tight. “Hank’s been the driving force of this church for the past forty years. He’s been the steadying hand at the helm. We can’t do without him.”

         
         
         Samuel had known it wouldn’t be easy. There was a time to be gentle, and a time to be direct. “I’m telling you, Hank isn’t coming back. And if we want this church to survive, we’d better do something about finding someone else to stand at the helm. We’re about to drift onto the rocks.”

         
         
         Hollis waved his hand. “Hank was in the hospital five years ago having bypass surgery. He came back. We’ll just invite some guest speakers until Hank’s back on his feet. Like we did the last time. The Gideons, Salvation Army, someone from that soup kitchen on the other side of town. Ask them to come and talk about their ministries. They’ll fill the pulpit for a few Sundays.” He gave a nervous laugh. “If push comes to shove, we can always have Otis show his Holy Land slides again.”

         
         
         Samuel’s heel came off the floor, moving up and down silently as it always did when he was tense. What would it take to get through to his old friends? Did the Lord Himself have to blast the ram’s horn in order to get them to move on? “Susanna said their oldest granddaughter is expecting a baby this spring. She said it would be nice to see Hank with a great-grandchild on his knee. They’d like to be part of their children’s lives again, to sit together in the same church, in the same pew. Which one of you wants to tell Hank he hasn’t earned the right to do those things? Which one of you wants to tell him we expect him to stand in that pulpit until he drops dead?” His voice broke.

         
         
         Hollis frowned and then looked away, but not before Samuel saw the moisture in his eyes.

         
         
         Samuel leaned his arm on the pew. “Hank needs to know we understand. He needs our thanks for all his years of faithful service to this congregation. He needs our blessing. And he needs the pension fund we set up years ago so he and Susanna have something more to live on than a monthly check from the government and the charity of their children!” He could barely see their faces through the blur of tears.

         
         
         Otis stood and paced the aisle, one hand shoved in his pocket, while he scratched his brow with the other. “The market’s been down, Samuel. That fund is worth about half what it was a year ago.”

         
         
         “Half is better than nothing.”

         
         
         “Maybe if I’d pulled out of tech stock earlier . . . as it is, he’s going to receive about two hundred and fifty a month for forty years of service.”

         
         
         Samuel shut his eyes. “At least we’ve been able to keep up their longterm health-care policy.”

         
         
         “Good thing he applied in his mid-thirties, or we wouldn’t have enough for premiums.” Otis sank heavily onto the end of a pew. He looked straight at Samuel, who nodded, knowing he and Abby would have to come up with the money, as they had whenever there wasn’t enough in the offering plate to meet expenses.

         
         
         Hollis sighed. “Five years ago, we had six elders. First we lost Frank Bunker to prostate cancer, and then Jim Popoff goes to sleep in his recliner and doesn’t wake up. Last year, Ed Frost has a stroke. His children arrive, rent a U-Haul, stick a For Sale sign in their front lawn, and move them to some residential-care facility down south. And now Hank . . . ” Hollis’s voice hitched. He shifted his hip again.

         
         
         “So,” Otis drawled. “What do we do without a pastor?”

         
         
         “Give up!” Hollis said.

         
         
         “Or start over.”

         
         
         Both men stared at Samuel. Otis snorted. “You’re a dreamer, Samuel. You’ve always been a dreamer. This church has been dying for the past ten years. When Hank heads north, it’ll be dead.”

         
         
         “Do you really want to close the doors, lock them, and walk away?”

         
         
         “It’s not what we want! It’s what has to be!”

         
         
         “I don’t agree,” Samuel said, determined. “Why don’t we pray about it?”

         
         
         Otis looked dismal. “What good is praying going to do at this point?”

         
         
         Hollis stood up. “My leg’s seizing up on me. Got to move.” He took his cane from the back of the pew and limped to the front of the church. “I don’t know what’s happening in our country these days.” He pounded his cane on the floor. “I brought up all four of my children to be Christians, and not one of them attends church anymore. Only time they ever go is on Christmas and Easter.”

         
         
         “Probably commuting to work all week,” Otis said. “It takes two people working to pay for a house these days, and then they have to replace the car every few years because they’re driving so much. My son puts 140 miles on his car every day, five days a week, and his wife about half that. And then it costs them $1,800 a month for child care. Plus insurance, and . . . ”

         
         
         Yada, yada, yada. Samuel had heard it all before. The world stinks. The new generation has no respect for the older. The environmentalists are all hippies from the sixties and the politicians are all crooks, adulterers, and worse. “We know the problems. Let’s work on solutions.”
         

         
         
         “Solutions!” Otis shook his head. “What solutions? Look, Samuel. It’s over. We have a congregation of what?”

         
         
         “Fifty-nine,” Hollis said dismally. “On the membership roster. Thirty-three made it to church last Sunday.”

         
         
         Otis looked at Samuel. “There. You see how it is. We haven’t got the money to pay the bills. We haven’t got a pastor to preach. The only child we have in the congregation is Brady and Frieda’s grandson, and he’s only visiting. Unless you want to take over, Samuel, I say we walk away gracefully.”

         
         
         “Gracefully? How do you shut down a church gracefully?”

         
         
         Otis reddened. “It’s finished. When are you going to get it through your thick head, my friend? The party was fun while it lasted, but it’s over. It’s time to go home.”

         
         
         Samuel felt the heat well up from deep inside him as though someone were blowing softly over the dying embers inside his heart. “What happened to the fire we all felt when we came to Christ?”

         
         
         “We got old,” Hollis said.

         
         
         “We got tired,” Otis said. “It’s always the same people working while the rest sit in the pews and expect everything to run smoothly.”

         
         
         Samuel stood up. “Abraham was a hundred when he fathered Isaac! Moses was eighty when God called him out of the desert! Caleb was eighty-five when he took the hill country surrounding Hebron!”

         
         
         Otis harrumphed. “Eighty must’ve been a whole lot younger back in Bible times than it is now.”

         
         
         “We came together in this place because we believe in Jesus Christ, didn’t we?” Samuel clung stubbornly to his faith. “Has that changed?”

         
         
         “Not one iota,” Hollis said.

         
         
         “We’re talking about closing down the church, not giving up our faith,” Otis said hotly.

         
         
         Samuel looked at him. “Can you do one without the other?”

         
         
         Otis puffed up his cheeks and scratched his brow. His face was getting red again. Always a bad sign.

         
         
         “We’re still here,” Samuel said. “This church isn’t dead yet.” He wasn’t backing down, no matter how much Otis huffed and puffed.

         
         
         “There was $102.65 in the offering plate this past week.” Otis scowled. “Not even enough to pay the utility bill. It’s past due, by the way.”

         
         
         “The Lord will provide,” Samuel said.

         
         
         “The Lord, my foot. We’re the ones paying all the time. Are you going to pay the property taxes again, Samuel?” Otis said. “How long can this go on? There’s no way we can keep this church going now, especially without a pastor!”

         
         
         “Precisely.”

         
         
         “And where are you going to get one?” Otis glowered. “Last I heard, they didn’t grow on trees.”

         
         
         “Even with a new pastor, we haven’t got the money to pay the bills. We’d need more people.” Hollis sat down and stretched out his leg, kneading his thigh with arthritic fingers. “I can’t drive a bus anymore, and I’m not up to going door-to-door like we did in the old days.”

         
         
         Otis skewered him with a look. “We haven’t got a bus, Hollis. And now that we haven’t got a pastor, we haven’t got a service to invite them to.” He waved his arm. “All we’ve got now is this building. And an earthquake would probably bring it down on our heads.”

         
         
         Hollis laughed bleakly. “At least then we’d have insurance money to send Hank off in style.”

         
         
         “I’ve got an idea.” Otis’s tone dripped sarcasm. “Why don’t we turn this old place into a haunted house on Halloween? Charge ten bucks a head. We could pay off all our bills and have enough to give Hank a love offering.”

         
         
         “Very funny,” Samuel said dryly.

         
         
         Otis scowled. “I’m only half kidding.”

         
         
         Samuel looked back and forth between the two men solemnly. “We still have thirty-three people who need fellowship.”

         
         
         Hollis’s shoulders dropped. “All of us with one foot in the grave and another on a banana peel.”

         
         
         Samuel stood his ground. “I vote we call that dean.”

         
         
         “Okay.” Otis raised his hands. “Okay! If that’s what you’re after, you’ve got my vote. Call that dean. See what he can do for us. Nothing, I’m betting. Call whomever you want. Call God, if He’s bothering to listen anymore. Call the president of the United States for all I care. I’m going home and make sure my wife hasn’t set the kitchen or herself on fire.” Shoulders slumped, Otis walked up the aisle.
         

         
         
         For all Otis’s bluster and protestations, Samuel knew his old friend didn’t want to give up any more than he did. “Thanks, Otis.”

         
         
         “Just don’t go getting some hotshot who’ll bring drums and an electric guitar!” Otis called back over his shoulder.

         
         
         Samuel laughed. “That might be just what we need, old buddy.”

         
         
         “Over my dead body!” The front door of the church banged shut.

         
         
         Hollis hauled himself to his feet, took his cane from the back of the pew, and sighed deeply. He looked around for a long moment. “You know . . .” His eyes went shiny. His mouth worked. Pressing his trembling lips together, he shook his head. Raising his cane in a faint salute, he limped up the aisle.

         
         
         “Keep the faith, brother.”

         
         
         “Night,” Hollis said hoarsely. The door opened again and closed firmly.

         
         
         Silence filled the church.

         
         
         Samuel put his hand on his Bible, but didn’t pick it up. He prayed, tears running down his cheeks.
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            Samuel drove up the narrow driveway, passed under the carport, and pulled into his garage. The back door of his small American bungalow opened, and Abby stood in the light waiting for him. She kissed him as he crossed the threshold. “How did the meeting go?”

            
            
            He touched her cheek tenderly. “I’m going to call Hank’s friend tomorrow.”

            
            
            “Thank God.” She crossed the kitchen. “Sit down, honey. I’ll have your supper warmed up in a few minutes.”

            
            
            Samuel put his Bible on the white Formica table, pulled back a chrome chair, and sat on the red vinyl seat. “We’ve got our work cut out for us.”

            
            
            “At least they’ll listen to you.”

            
            
            “Only because they’re getting too tired to argue anymore.”

            
            
            Abby smiled over her shoulder. “Don’t get cynical this late in the game. Something like this can make us feel young again.” She punched in numbers on the microwave.

            
            
            “Otis says I’ma dreamer.” He watched Abby put silverware and a napkin on the table in front of him. She was as beautiful to him now at seventy-four as she had been at eighteen when he married her. He took her hand. “I still love you, you know.”

            
            
            “You’d better. You’re stuck with me.” The microwave pinged. “Your supper’s ready.”

            
            
            “Otis was fit to be tied when he got to the church. Mabel is having a hard time of it again. Back on oxygen.”

            
            
            “So I heard.” She set the plate before him. Meat loaf, mashed potatoes, green beans. “I called her this evening. We had a long chat.” She took the chair opposite him.

            
            
            He picked up his fork. “Was she behaving herself?”

            
            
            Abby laughed. “I could hear someone talking about layered salads in the background; then Mabel turned the television down.”

            
            
            “Poor old soul.”

            
            
            “Oh, stuff and nonsense. Half her fun is frustrating Otis. She knows exactly which buttons to push to make him jump.”

            
            
            “She doesn’t miss cooking?”

            
            
            “Not as much as he wishes she did.”

            
            
            “Women. You can’t live with them and you can’t live without them.”

            
            
            She left her chair and opened the old refrigerator. She poured a tall glass of milk, set it down in front of him, and sat again. She could never sit for long. It was against her nature. She tented her fingers and watched him. Despite his lack of appetite, he ate, slowly, so she wouldn’t worry. “Susanna will be relieved, Samuel. She’s wanted Hank to retire since he had bypass surgery.”

            
            
            “They won’t have much to live on. It’s not as though they have a place to sell.”

            
            
            “I think Susanna will miss that old parsonage. She told me they have about ten thousand in savings. Thank God we have a retirement fund to give them. Otherwise, they’d be depending on their children to help support them.”

            
            
            Samuel told her the bad news. Abby bowed her head, saying nothing. He set his fork down and waited, knowing she was sending up one of her desperate prayers again. When she raised her head, her face was pale, her eyes moist. He shared her shame. “I wish I’d been born rich instead of handsome.” The old joke fell flat. Abby reached over and put her hand on his. He shook his head, unable to speak.

            
            
            “I wonder what the Lord is doing this time,” she said wistfully.

            
            
            “You’re not the only one.”
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            Paul Hudson could hear the racket the moment he opened the front door of his rental house. He shrugged off his jacket and hung it in the hall closet. He laughed when he saw his three-year-old son, Timothy, on the kitchen floor, banging on the bottom of a pot with a wooden spoon while Eunice sang, “Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers . . . ”

            
            
            Grinning, Paul leaned against the doorjamb and watched them. Timothy spotted him. “Daddy!” He dropped the spoon and jumped up. Paul scooped him up, kissed him, and swung him around and up onto his shoulder.

            
            
            Smiling, Eunice put a handful of wet silverware into the drain rack and reached for a towel. “How was your day?”

            
            
            “Great! The class went well. Lots of questions. Good discussion. I love seeing how on fire people can get.” He came over and kissed her. “Hmmm. Mommy smells good.”

            
            
            “We made cookies today.”

            
            
            “Can I have a horseback ride, Daddy?”

            
            
            “If you go easy on your old man.” Paul got down on all fours. Timmy swung on and clamped his skinny legs against Paul’s rib cage. Paul reared up and made a whinnying sound. Timmy held on, shrieking with laughter. He kicked his heels twice into Paul’s ribs. “Easy, cowboy!” Paul glanced up at Eunice laughing at them, his heart swelling. How could any man be so blessed? “Good thing he doesn’t have spurs!” He allowed Timmy to ride him around the living room three times before he rolled over, spilling Timmy onto the rug. The child clambered quickly onto Paul’s stomach, bouncing none too gently. “Uh! Uh!” Paul grunted.

            
            
            “There’s a call from Dean Whittier on the answering machine,” Eunice said.

            
            
            “I haven’t talked with him in a while. What time is it?”

            
            
            “Four-thirty.”

            
            
            “Airplane ride, Daddy. Please!”

            
            
            Paul took him by one arm and one leg and swung him around while Timmy made roaring sounds. “He never leaves the office before six.” He landed his son gently on the sofa. “Let’s play soccer, Timmy.” He kissed Eunice before heading into the backyard. “Give me a whistle at five-thirty, okay? I don’t want to leave the dean hanging.”

            
            
            Outside, Timmy kicked the ball to him and he nudged it back. When Timmy tired of the game, Paul pushed him on the swing. When Eunice came to the door, he swung Timmy up on his shoulders and came back inside. She took him. “Time to wash up for supper, munchkin.”

            
            
            Paul headed for the telephone. He pushed the button on the answering machine. “This is Dean Whittier. I’ve had a call and I think it concerns you.”

            
            
            The cryptic message left Paul uneasy. He flipped open his address book and punched in the number. Dean Whittier had encouraged him through his college years. Paul had tried to keep in touch, but it had been six months since he last talked with him. He was grateful for the dean’s support at Mid-west Christian College, especially when he had felt the pressure of every-one’s expectations. Because he was the son of a well known pastor, some people thought he must have inherited a special kind of anointing. It would’ve surprised everyone to know he’d never been privy to the workings of his father’s church, other than understanding his dad held the reins. Paul had listened and watched parishioners stand in awe of David Hudson and jump to do his bidding.

            
            
            Paul had worked hard to earn top standing in his classes. It hadn’t been easy, but he hadn’t dared do less from the time he was old enough to enter school. Anything less than excellence had earned his father’s contempt. His father expected perfection. “Anything less than your best dishonors God.” Paul had struggled to measure up, and had often fallen short of his father’s expectations.

            
            
            Dean Whittier had recommended Paul for the position of associate pastor at Mountain High Church, one of the biggest churches in the country. Sometimes Paul felt lost in the masses on Sunday mornings, but as soon as he entered a classroom, he felt at home. He loved to teach, especially small groups where people could open up and talk about their lives and be encouraged in faith.

            
            
            “Dean Whittier’s office. This is Mrs. MacPherson. How may I help you?”

            
            
            “Hi, Evelyn. How’re you doing?”

            
            
            “Paul! How are you? How’s Eunice?”

            
            
            “She’s as gorgeous as ever.” He winked at Eunice.

            
            
            “And Timmy?”

            
            
            He laughed. “He was just playing drums in the kitchen. Future music minister.”

            
            
            Evelyn chuckled. “Well, that’s no surprise, considering Eunice’s talents. The dean has someone in his office, but I know he wants to talk with you. Can you hold? I’ll slip him a note and let him know you’re on the line.”

            
            
            “Sure. No problem.” He flipped through the mail while he waited. Eunice had already opened the bills. Ouch. The gas bill had gone up. So had the telephone and utilities bills. He set them aside, and sifted through the junk mail from various charities pleading for money, and then flipped through the CBD pastors’ catalog.

            
            
            “Paul,” Dean Whittier said, “sorry to keep you waiting.” They exchanged greetings and pleasantries. “I talked to Pastor Riley the other day. He gave me a glowing report on your progress. He said your classes are always full and have waiting lists.”

            
            
            Paul felt uncomfortable beneath the praise. “There are a lot of people hungry for the Word.”

            
            
            “And areas that are dying for lack of good teaching. Which brings me to the reason for my call. An elder from a small church in Centerville, California, called me this morning. Their pastor’s an old friend of mine. He had a heart attack and isn’t up to coming back. The elder said the church will fold without someone in the pulpit. The congregation is down to about fifty members, most over sixty-five. They have some assets. They own a hun-dred-year-old sanctuary, a fellowship hall built in the sixties, and a small parsonage where the pastor can live rent-free. The Lord immediately put you on my mind.”

            
            
            Paul didn’t know what to say.

            
            
            “The town is somewhere in the Central Valley between Sacramento and Bakersfield. You’d be closer to your parents.”

            
            
            The Central Valley. Paul was familiar with the area. He’d been reared in Southern California. Every summer, his mother had driven him north to visit his aunt and uncle in Modesto. Some of his best memories from child-hood involved those weeks with his cousins. His father had never come along, always claiming work at the church that demanded his attention. When Paul had gotten up the courage to ask him why he avoided his aunt and uncle, his father had said, “They’re nice people, Paul, if all you want to do is play. But I don’t have time for people who have no interest in building up the kingdom.”

            
            
            The summer after that, Paul’s mother had headed north without him, and Paul had gone to a Christian camp on Catalina Island instead.

            
            
            Sometimes Paul wondered about those cousins who had long since grown up and moved away. They were the few relatives he had on his mother’s side. His father was an only child. Grandma Hudson had died long before Paul was born, and Paul could remember very little about Grandpa Ezra, who had spent his last years in a convalescent hospital. The old man died when Paul was eight. Paul remembered feeling relieved that he would never have to go back to that foul-smelling place, or see the tears running down his mother’s face every time they walked out of the depressing facility.

            
            
            Odd how the mention of an area of the country could bring such a flood of memories washing over him in the space of a few seconds. He could almost smell the hot sand, vineyards, and orchards and hear the laughter of his cousins as they plotted another prank.

            
            
            “You’d be a staff of one,” Dean Whittier said. “And you’d be stepping into the shoes of a pastor who shepherded that church for forty years.”

            
            
            “Forty years is a long time.” Paul knew a loss like that could cause a fire-storm in a church, enough of one to incinerate the congregation before he even got there. Or incinerate him if he did feel called to head west.

            
            
            “I know, I know. Losing a long-standing pastor can kill a church quicker than anything else. But I think you may be the man God is calling there. You have all the qualifications.”

            
            
            “I’ll have to pray about it, Dean Whittier. They may be looking for someone much older and far more experienced than I am.”

            
            
            “Age didn’t come into the conversation. And this is no time to be faint-hearted. The elder wasn’t looking for anything in particular. He called for advice more than anything. But it struck me after ten minutes of talking to this gentleman that he wants to do more than keep the doors open.”

            
            
            Paul wanted to say yes on the spot, but held back. “You know I’ve dreamed of pastoring a church, Dean Whittier, but I’d better do some serious praying first. I don’t want to run ahead of what the Lord wants me to do.” He knew emotions could be deceiving.

            
            
            “Take all the time you need. But let Samuel Mason know you’re thinking about it. Here’s the number so you can talk things over with him.” He rattled the numbers off quickly, but Paul was ready with paper and pencil. “Talk it over with Pastor Riley and Eunice and anyone else you trust.”

            
            
            “I will.”

            
            
            “And let me know what happens.”

            
            
            “I’ll call you for a lunch date when it’s all settled, sir.”

            
            
            “Do that. God bless you, Paul. And say hello to that pretty wife of yours.” He hung up.

            
            
            Euny came into the kitchen with Timmy.

            
            
            “Dean Whittier says hello.”

            
            
            “You look excited about something.”

            
            
            “You could say that.” He took Timmy and settled him into his booster seat while Eunice took the casserole out of the oven. “He got a call from the elder of a small church in California. They need a pastor.”

            
            
            She straightened, eyes bright. “And you’re being called!”

            
            
            “Maybe. Maybe not. Let’s not run ahead of the Lord, Euny. We need to pray about it.”

            
            
            “We pray every morning and evening that the Lord will lead us where He wants us to go, Paul.”

            
            
            “I know. I don’t think Dean Whittier’s call is a coincidence. Nothing happens by coincidence. I’d love to jump in and say yes, Euny. You know how much I’ve dreamed of having my own church. But I’min the middle of teaching two classes. I can’t just quit and walk away.”

            
            
            “If this is the Lord’s will, it will be very clear.”

            
            
            “Dean Whittier gave me the name of the elder who called from Centerville Christian. Samuel Mason.”

            
            
            “Maybe you should call him. The term is ending in less than a month.”

            
            
            “A month might be too long. Their pastor had a heart attack. They need someone as soon as possible.”

            
            
            “Do they have an interim pastor?”

            
            
            “I don’t know. Their pastor has served their congregation for forty years, Euny.” That was as long as his father had pastored his Southern California church. “It would be hard to step into that pastor’s shoes.”

            
            
            “It would be hard.”

            
            
            “Dean Whittier suggested I call Mr. Mason. I suppose it wouldn’t hurt. I can go over my background and experience, and explain my responsibilities here. If Mr. Mason says they can’t wait, that will be the answer from the Lord. No go.”

            
            
            “When do you think you’ll make the call?”

            
            
            “Not for a few days. I want to fast and pray about it first.”
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            Samuel was dozing in his chair when the telephone rang. Abby set aside her crossword puzzle and answered it. Samuel still dozed. The drone of television always served to put him to sleep. He would start out on ESPN, fall asleep, and wake up to Turner Classic Movies, the remote firmly in Abby’s possession.

            
            
            “Just a minute, please. Samuel. Pssst. Samuel!”

            
            
            Samuel raised his head.

            
            
            “Paul Hudson is calling for you,” Abby said.

            
            
            “Who’s Paul Hudson?”

            
            
            “A pastor from Mountain High Church in Illinois. He’s calling in regard to your conversation with Dean Whittier.”

            
            
            Samuel came fully awake. “I’ll take it in the kitchen.” He slammed his recliner down and pushed himself up, giving a cursory glance at the television. He gave her a mock scowl. “Pulled another fast one, did you? Since the Dodgers game would be over by now, you can finish watching The Sound of Music with my blessing.”

            
            
            She gave him a smirk as she lifted the telephone. “My husband will be with you in just a moment, Pastor Hudson.”

            
            
            Samuel picked up the telephone in the kitchen. “I’ve got it, Abigail.” His wife hung up. “This is Samuel Mason speaking.”

            
            
            “My name is Paul Hudson, sir. Dean Whittier called me last week and said you’re looking for a pastor. He thought I should give you a call.”

            
            
            Samuel rubbed his chin. How did one go about this? “What do you think we should know about you?”

            
            
            “What are you looking for?”

            
            
            “Someone like Jesus.”

            
            
            “Well . . . I can tell you straight up that I’m a long way from that, sir.”

            
            
            Paul Hudson sounded young. Samuel took a pad and pen. “Why don’t we start with your qualifications?”

            
            
            “I graduated from Midwest Christian College.” He hesitated. “It might be best if you spoke with Dean Whittier about my work there. Since graduating, I’ve been on staff at Mountain High Church.”

            
            
            “Youth?”

            
            
            “New Christians. All ages.”

            
            
            Sounds good. “How long have you been there?”

            
            
            “Five years. I just completed my master’s in family counseling.”

            
            
            A jack-of-all-trades. “Are you married?”

            
            
            “Yes, sir.” Samuel could hear the smile in Hudson’s voice. “My wife’s name is Eunice. I met her in college and married her two weeks after I graduated. She was a music major. She plays piano and she sings. I don’t mean to brag, but Eunice is very gifted.”

            
            
            Two ministers for the price of one. “Any children?”

            
            
            “Yes, sir. We have a very active three-year-old son named Timothy.”

            
            
            “Children are a blessing from the Lord.” Samuel was about to launch into stories about his daughter and son, but pulled himself up short as the pain of Donny’s loss struck him again. He cleared his throat. “Tell me about your relationship with the Lord.”

            
            
            He leaned back against the kitchen counter as Paul dove enthusiastically into his personal testimony. Born into a Christian family. Father, a pastor of a church in Southern California. Hudson? The name was ringing bells in Samuel’s head, but he wasn’t certain if they were fire alarms or chimes.

            
            
            Paul went on talking. He accepted Christ at the age of ten, active in youth groups, counselor at church camps, worked summers for Habitat for Humanity. Between college classes, he volunteered at a senior-citizens center near the college. He worked with disadvantaged youth and tutored students in reading at an inner-city high school.

            
            
            Paul Hudson sounded like a gift from heaven.

            
            
            There was a long pause.

            
            
            “Mr. Mason?”

            
            
            “I’m still here.” Just flabbergasted at the energy of the young.

            
            
            “Should I e-mail my resume?” Paul sounded embarrassed.

            
            
            Samuel was drawn to his youthful zeal. “We haven’t got a computer.”

            
            
            “Fax machine?”

            
            
            “Nope.” Samuel rubbed his chin again. “Tell you what. Send your resume to me FedEx.” Since there wasn’t anyone on staff at the church, Samuel gave Paul his home address. “What’s your situation? I’m assuming you have responsibilities at Mountain High Church.”

            
            
            “I work in a number of areas, but my primary responsibility right now is teaching two foundational classes.”

            
            
            “How long is the course?”

            
            
            “Both classes will finish in three weeks. We have a covenant ceremony the week after for those who have made a decision for Christ.”

            
            
            “So you wouldn’t be available for four to five weeks.”

            
            
            “That’s right, sir. And if I was called, I’d need time to pack and move and settle my family.”

            
            
            “That would be no problem. But we don’t want to move too fast. I’ll notify the other elders. We all need to pray about this. Considering all your qualifications, this may not be the best place for you. We’re a small church, Paul. Fewer than sixty people.”

            
            
            “It could grow.”

            
            
            It would have to grow or they couldn’t afford to pay a new pastor. “Send your resume. I’ll talk with Dean Whittier again.” Samuel wanted to make sure Paul Hudson was the young man the dean meant. “I’ll get back to you in a week or so. How does that sound to you?”

            
            
            “Wise, sir.”

            
            
            “I’d hire you right now, Paul, but we’d better slow down and see if this is where the Lord wants you.”

            
            
            “I can tend to run on overdrive, Mr. Mason. I’ve been praying that the Lord would call me to pastor a church.”

            
            
            Samuel liked the sound of his voice. “Nothing you’ve said to me will work against you.”

            
            
            They exchanged a few pleasantries and Samuel hung up. He went back into the living room. “Do, a deer, a female deer,” Julie Andrews sang from the screen.

            
            
            “You know this movie by heart, Abby,” Samuel said. “How many times have you seen it?”

            
            
            “About as many times as you’ve fallen asleep to Monday Night Football.

            
            
            ” She picked up the remote and turned the television volume down, then put it back on her side table. He sat in his recliner, tipped it back, and waited. He knew it wouldn’t be long.

            
            
            “So . . . ?”

            
            
            “Give me the remote and I’ll tell you.”

            
            
            “You know I’ll get it back again when you fall asleep.” She gave up the remote.

            
            
            “He’s twenty-eight, happily married, and has a three-year-old son.”

            
            
            “That’s all you learned about him in thirty minutes?”

            
            
            “Master’s degree. Zealous.”

            
            
            “That’s wonderful.” She waited while he considered. “ Isn’t it?”

            
            
            “Depends.” Fire from on high could raise a church from the ashes. Misplaced zeal could burn it down.

            
            
            “You could mentor him.”

            
            
            He looked at her over the rim of his glasses.

            
            
            “Well, who else would you suggest? Otis? Hollis?”

            
            
            Samuel pushed his recliner back. “We might see if we can find someone older, more experienced.”

            
            
            “You aren’t that fainthearted, Samuel.”

            
            
            “I’m not exactly a mover and shaker anymore, my dear.”

            
            
            “You know what they say: ‘Youth and skill are no match for old age and treachery.’ ”

            
            
            “A bowl of Rocky Road would taste good right about now.”

            
            
            She sighed and got up. Samuel caught her hand as she came near his chair. “Give me a kiss, old woman.”

            
            
            “You don’t deserve a kiss.”

            
            
            He smiled up at her. “But you’ll give me one anyway.”

            
            
            She leaned down and planted a kiss on his mouth. “You’re an old codger.” Her eyes twinkled.

            
            
            “You can have the remote when you get back.”

            
            
            He began praying over Paul Hudson the moment Abby left the room. He prayed while he ate the ice cream. He prayed while his wife watched The Sound of Music. When they went to bed, he prayed with her, then lay awake praying long after she went to sleep. He prayed the next day while mowing the lawn and oiling the garage-door hinges and springs. He was still praying while he added motor oil to his DeSoto, rubbed a few bugs off the car’s grille, and went out to trim the hedge.

            
            
            Abby came out to the garage with a FedEx envelope. Paul Hudson’s resume. No moss would grow on this kid. Samuel opened the packet, read the resume, took it inside, and put it on the table. “See what you think.” He headed for the door.

            
            
            “What about lunch?”

            
            
            He took a banana from the bowl on the nook table and went back outside to talk some more with the Lord. He didn’t come in until she called that lunch was ready. The resume was on the table. “Well?”

            
            
            Abby let out a soft whistle.

            
            
            “Precisely.”

            
            
            He called Dean Whittier that afternoon. “He had to work to prove himself when he came here.”

            
            
            Samuel frowned. “Why would he have to do that?”

            
            
            “His father is David Hudson. It would be hard for any man to live up to that kind of reputation.”

            
            
            Before Samuel had an opportunity to ask who David Hudson was, the dean charged on with the various projects Paul had started and finished while in college. The dean’s secretary spoke in the background. “I’m sorry, Samuel, but I have another call. Let me just say this: Paul Hudson has the potential of becoming a great pastor, maybe even greater than his father. You’d better grab him while you can.”

            
            
            Samuel went looking for his wife. “Ever heard of David Hudson?”

            
            
            “He’s pastor of one of those megachurches down south. His sermons are televised. Pat Sawyer loves him.” Her eyes lit up. “Oh my goodness! You don’t mean to tell me Paul Hudson is related to him, do you?”

            
            
            “You could say that. He’s David Hudson’s son.”

            
            
            “Oh, this is more than we ever dreamed . . . ”

            
            
            “Don’t start doing cartwheels yet, Abby.” He headed for the door.

            
            
            “Where are you going now, Samuel?”

            
            
            “Out for a walk.” He needed time alone to think and pray before he called the other two elders.
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            SAMUEL WENT to the hospital the next day and spoke to Hank and Susanna Porter about Paul Hudson. Hank said he was relieved that the church was moving ahead and looking for someone to replace him. Their son would be in Centerville on Saturday. “He’s not taking no for an answer this time. He’s moving us to Oregon.”

            
            
            When Hank’s mouth trembled, Susanna put her hand over his and squeezed tenderly. “We’ve been talking about this for the last few years, dear. It’s time.”

            
            
            Hank nodded. “I’ll leave my library of books with the church.”

            
            
            Susanna looked at Samuel. “Most of the furniture will stay. We can’t use much. We’ll be moving into Robert’s granny unit. It’s one room with a kitchenette and a bathroom. Just our bedroom set, the nook table and chairs.” Susanna dabbed tears from her eyes. “How soon do we have to be out of the parsonage?”

            
            
            Samuel swallowed hard. “You stay as long as you need, Susanna.”

            
            
            Hank looked at Susanna. “I’m sorry to leave you alone to do it, but the sooner you can have things ready, my dear, the better.” He looked Samuel in the eye. “If you call this young man to Centerville, he and his wife are going to need a place to live.”

            
            
            A nurse came to the doorway. “It’s time for my patient to rest.” Samuel rose reluctantly, put his hand on Hank’s shoulder, stepped away, and bent to kiss Susanna’s cheek. He couldn’t speak past the lump in his throat.

            
            
            Samuel left the hospital, sat in his old DeSoto in the parking lot, and wept. Then he drove home and telephoned Otis Harrison and Hollis Sawyer.

            
            
            They met at the church on Wednesday night, and he presented them with copies of Paul Hudson’s resume. They were impressed. After a long prayer, they talked for two hours about the good old days of the church and what this young man might do. Samuel suggested they pray more before they decided. Otis said they would, and then he and Hollis discussed football, aches and pains, and the idiosyncrasies of their wives. Samuel suggested they adjourn and meet again in a few days.

            
            
            By the following week, they were convinced that Paul Hudson was the answer to their prayers and voted unanimously to call him and offer him the pulpit—providing the congregation agreed.

            
            
            The members of the church were notified by telephone of an important congregational meeting following the worship service Sunday morning. Thirty-seven people sat through Otis Harrison’s slides of the Holy Land. Twenty-one were still awake when he finished.

            
            
            Abby served coffee in the fellowship hall. Samuel read Paul Hudson’s resume. Someone said it was a pity there were no cookies to go with the coffee. It was suggested the congregation hear Paul Hudson preach before they made a decision. Otis announced the church didn’t have the money to send a round-trip airline ticket for an audition, and it was going to take a miracle to scrape together enough money to move the Hudsons, if they were lucky enough to get them. Which led to a discussion of Hank and Susanna and the parsonage and how they felt about someone being called to take Hank’s place.

            
            
            Someone asked why Hank wasn’t preaching and Susanna wasn’t in church. The news of Hank’s heart attack was repeated—louder. Someone said Susanna had been at Hank’s bedside from dawn to dark every day since the Tuesday Hank had collapsed in the corridor of the hospital.

            
            
            A member noticed a water stain on the ceiling and said the roof must need fixing, which led to another discussion about the repairs needed in the sanctuary, fellowship hall, and parsonage, which in turn led to a discussion of the lawn, the hedge, and the beetle or blight killing the tree on the corner. That led someone to the Medfly, past governors, the sharpshooter attacking California grapevines, droughts, blackouts, floods, and the downturn in the market, which led to rambling conversations about the Great Depression and World War II.

            
            
            It was two hours past Otis’s lunchtime, and his patience was thinner than flatbread. He called, loudly, for a vote. Hollis seconded. Someone asked what they were voting about. “All those in favor!” Otis shouted, face red. Two people were startled awake. Twenty-eight voted yes. Ten voted no. One was told she couldn’t vote twice, so she crossed her arms and refused to vote at all.

            
            
             Otis assigned Samuel Mason to call Paul Hudson and offer him the pulpit of Centerville Christian Church. “Since you were the one to call him in the first place.”
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            Paul Hudson spoke with the senior pastor of Mountain High.

            
            
            “Actually, Paul, I’m surprised you’ve been here as long as you have,” Pastor Riley said and encouraged him to step out in faith and accept the call to California.

            
            
            After speaking with Eunice, Paul called Samuel Mason with the good news. During his remaining few weeks at Mountain High, Paul finished the foundational classes, rejoiced in welcoming ten new Christians to the fold, and wrote an inspiring piece for the church newsletter about accepting the call of God to go out into the world with the gospel. He had the family car serviced, washed, waxed, and the tires rotated.

            
            
            A bon voyage party was thrown for the Hudson family. The love offering was generous.

            
            
            “There’s more than enough for our moving expenses.” Paul and Eunice both saw the gift as a reaffirmation from the Lord that Paul had made the right decision. They would even have extra to put in savings for whatever they might need when they arrived in Centerville.

            
            
            On moving day, Paul rose before Eunice and packed the last few things before he awakened her. While she made coffee and put doughnuts on a tray, a crew of friends loaded the U-Haul truck.

            
            
            By eight, the rental house was empty, thanks expressed, prayers offered, and good-byes said. Paul climbed into the driver’s seat of the U-Haul and started off for California, Eunice following in their red Toyota, Timmy strapped into his safety harness in the backseat.

            
            
            Paul had prepared two maps, with the shortest route between two points marked on both. The mileage was divided by three, and each overnight stop circled in red. Late arrival reservations had been made, confirmation numbers recorded. Paul and Eunice wanted to waste no time in getting to California and beginning their new life.
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            When word spread through the church that Hank and Susanna Porter were leaving for Oregon, the entire congregation showed up to bless them, hug and kiss them, and promise to stay in touch. Even Mabel came, dragging her portable oxygen tank behind her, Otis beside her with a picnic basket of goodies his wife had cooked up for the trip north.

            
            
            Tears flowed freely. Hank reminded everyone to love the Lord and love one another. He told them to embrace the young pastor coming, for Paul Hudson was the answer to many prayers. Hank told his friends to keep the faith, and then could say no more. He shook hands with some, hugged others. He finally gave in to his son’s urgings and was helped into the Suburban, where a bed had been prepared in the back.

            
            
            Abby embraced Susanna again before she got into the car. “We’ll miss you, Susie,” she said through tears.

            
            
            “I’m so sorry to leave the house in such a mess, Abby.” She pressed the key into Abby’s hand. Leaning close again, she whispered, “I’ve put names on a few things in the house. Whatever’s left can go to the Salvation Army.”

            
            
            Abby hugged her dear friend again. “Write as soon as you and Hank are settled. Tell us how you’re doing.”

            
            
            “We’d better go, Mom,” Robert Porter said.

            
            
            Abby stepped back as Susanna’s son helped his mother into the car and closed the door firmly. Samuel stood beside Abby and put his arm around her shoulders as the Suburban and trailer pulled away from the curb. No one moved until the trailer disappeared around the turn onto the main street. No one said a word as they walked away. Some were close enough to walk home. Several came together. One was wheeled back inside the courtesy van from a residential-care facility.

            
            
            “The only one who didn’t make it was Fergus Oslander,” Abby said sadly.

            
            
            Samuel smiled. “They said their good-byes at the hospital. Hank told me the nurse caught Fergus trying to put his pants on and ordered him back to bed.”

            
            
            She gave a teary laugh and blew her nose. “Well, I guess we’d better get started.”

            
            
            They spent the rest of the day washing out cabinets, scrubbing floors and bathrooms, and vacuuming the worn rugs. The Salvation Army truck came and took what furniture was left. Samuel and Abby loaded the few things marked for friends into the old DeSoto and dropped them off on the way home, keeping the two small boxes marked for themselves unopened until the following morning.

            
            
            Abby cried as she lifted a Blue Willow teapot out of its nest of tissue paper. “She loved this set.” Susanna had also given her the matching creamer, sugar bowl, and two cups and saucers.

            
            
            Hank had given Samuel an olivewood carving of St. George and the dragon.
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            Paul called Samuel Mason from a motel in Lovelock, Nevada, to let him know they would be arriving in Centerville by mid-afternoon the following day. “It’s been a good trip. No problems.”

            
            
            “We’ll be ready for you.”

            
            
            Paul hit traffic coming through the Sacramento area, but after nine years in the Chicago area was not undone by it. He kept a watchful eye on Eunice in the side mirrors so he would not lose her. Once through the jam of cars, it was easy going down Highway 99 to the Centerville turnoff.

            
            
            There were only two main streets in town. Paul spotted the landmarks Samuel Mason had given him: an old courthouse that had been turned into the town library, four palm trees in front of a Mexican restaurant, and a big hardware store. Two blocks down, he turned right and drove three blocks east. The steeple towered above a line of maple trees. Paul drove slowly past the quaint New England–style church, made a U-turn at the residential intersection, pulled up behind an old DeSoto parked in front of the small corner house, and got out of the truck. Eunice drove by, made a U-turn at the corner, and pulled up behind the U-Haul.

            
            
            Standing arms akimbo, Paul looked up at the church and felt joy flood him. This was his church.

            
            
            Eunice came to stand beside him as Timmy headed for the courtyard. “It’s beautiful, isn’t it? Like something you’d see on a New England postcard.”

            
            
            “Yes, it’s beautiful.” He looked up. “It needs a lot of work.”

            
            
            “Pastor Hudson?”

            
            
            Paul turned and faced a tall, thin, whited-haired, bespectacled gentleman walking toward him. The man was neatly dressed in tan slacks, a white button-down shirt open at the collar, and a brown alpaca cardigan sweater. “I’m Samuel Mason.” He had a firm grip for an old man.

            
            
            Paul introduced Eunice and Timmy. “Could we look around, Samuel?”

            
            
            “Oh, there’s plenty of time for that later.” He extended his arm toward the small house on the corner. “My wife has dinner ready for us.”

            
            
            Paul was too excited to be hungry, but Eunice was quick to thank Samuel, call Timmy, and fall into step beside the elder as they walked along the unkempt hedge to the narrow cement walkway leading to the parsonage. The house was a simple rectangle without any adornment, probably a prefab added to the property.

            
            
            Paul smelled the tantalizing aroma of beef stew as soon as he walked in the door. Samuel Mason ushered them through the empty, dingy living room into a lighted kitchen, where Mason introduced his wife, Abigail.

            
            
            “Please, sit down.” She gestured to the small table with five place settings. “Make yourselves comfortable.” She ladled stew into bowls. “We found that booster seat in the fellowship hall storage room.”

            
            
            “It hasn’t been used in years,” Samuel said ruefully.

            
            
            Abigail put a pitcher of milk and a basket of French bread seasoned with garlic and cheese on the table. When everyone had a bowl of stew, Abigail took her seat and took her husband’s right hand. When the circle was formed, it was Samuel who thanked God for traveling mercies and for sending a new pastor to the church. He asked the Lord’s blessing on the food, conversation, and Paul’s ministry. “Amen,” said Timmy and they all laughed.

            
            
            Paul was eager to ask questions about the congregation, but Abigail was quicker with questions about their cross-country journey. Eunice talked about the beautiful spaces and historical places they had seen. Paul was thankful she didn’t mention they had merely driven by them all due to his eagerness to reach California.

            
            
            Samuel apologized for the condition of the parsonage. “Every room could use a fresh coat of paint, but we didn’t have time.”

            
            
            “Or the money,” his wife added apologetically.

            
            
            “We have some money set by,” Paul said. “And Eunice is a terrific decorator.” He took her hand and squeezed it.

            
            
            Abigail told them how hard the Porters had worked for the church. “His health has been failing for a number of years.” She told them about his collapse. “We were so sorry to see them go.” She blinked, blushed, and quickly added, “Not that we aren’t delighted to have you three come to us.”

            
            
            Eunice put her hand over the older woman’s. “We understand.” She told them how she had grown up in a small coal-mining town, where her father was a miner and pastor. He had served his congregation until he died of black lung disease. “The congregation never really recovered.”

            
            
            Paul was taken aback by Euny’s comment, and prayed the same wouldn’t happen here. “That was a different situation, Eunice. The mines were closing, the town dying. Centerville is small, but it’s going to grow. God willing. It’s within commuting distance of Sacramento.”

            
            
            While decaf coffee burbled in the percolator, Abigail served warm peach cobbler with vanilla ice cream. Timmy finished and fussed. “He’s been a good traveler,” Eunice said. “But I think he’s had enough of sitting.” She excused herself and went out to the car to get his box of toys.

            
            
            Paul helped clear the dishes.

            
            
            Samuel pushed his chair in. “Would you like to take a look at the sanctuary and fellowship hall?”

            
            
            “Very much.”

            
            
            The church had been built in 1858 and was considered a Centerville historical landmark. “The citizens built the church before they built the court-house you passed on Main Street,” Samuel said. Over the years, the church had housed several denominations, the last of which had been Baptist. “That was in the early fifties.” When word spread that the church was going to be sold, a group of ten families bought it.

            
            
            “We hired Henry Porter and built the fellowship hall and the parsonage on the corner.” The church enjoyed growth for two decades and then began a slow decline in membership. Children grew up and moved away. The town fell on hard times when the highway bypassed it. Local farms were purchased by corporations, almond orchards pulled out in favor of the more lucrative vineyards.

            
            
            Samuel Mason unlocked the front door of the church and gave Paul a set of keys. The responsibility they represented weighed heavily in Paul’s hand. Was he up to the job of reviving this church? Paul looked around the narthex, seeing the dust and cobwebs. Samuel opened a door into a small office off the narthex. There was an old oak desk, shelves still lined with books, some so worn Paul couldn’t read the titles, and a large, black, rotary dial telephone. Euny would love that antique! “Hank left the books for you,” Samuel said.

            
            
            “That was kind of him.” Paul hoped he wouldn’t be expected to keep them. Most were years behind the times, and he had been building up his own personal library.

            
            
            The sanctuary was cold and smelled musty. A dozen things needed fixing, painting, replacing. Some of the work he knew he could do himself. His mother had told him long ago that a pastor had to be a jack-of-all-trades. Though his father had laughed at the idea, Paul had enrolled in carpentry and plumbing classes. His skills would come in handy here.

            
            
            The high, octagon-shaped pulpit was the most impressive thing in the sanctuary. It was to the left of the altar area and high enough that his voice would carry even without a sound system. He was tempted to stand in it now and try it out. Samuel opened a door to the left and led him into a wide hallway. At the back were two single-stall bathrooms and a door that led into a room that had been added behind the church. The air was cold and still. “This was the nursery,” Mason told him. “It hasn’t been used in ten years.”

            
            
            When they came back out into the corridor outside the side door of the sanctuary, Samuel opened double doors. Paul’s spirits lifted as he walked into the fellowship hall. He could see the possibilities! “We used to hold cantatas every Christmas on that stage,” Samuel said. There were three classrooms along one side of the hall, and a large kitchen with a functioning stove and refrigerator.

            
            
            They exited through the kitchen and went down brick steps into a courtyard dominated by a towering evergreen. The lawn was patchy, but reseeding and some fertilizer would solve that. Six picnic tables with benches sat in no particular pattern. The handicap access ramp ran from the sidewalk along the west side of the church in through the back door to the corridor off the side of the sanctuary.

            
            
            “So, there you have it,” Samuel said, the afterglow of sunset behind his back. “There’s a lot to do.”

            
            
            Paul smiled broadly. “I’m eager to push up my sleeves and get busy.”
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            Eunice dried dishes while Abigail washed. “How long have you been a member of the church, Mrs. Mason?”

            
            
            “Oh, call me Abby, dear.”

            
            
            Eunice liked Abigail Mason’s warmth, and thought she was the loveliest old lady she had ever seen, with her bright, sparkling blue eyes and her white hair pulled up into a Gibson-girl bun. She wore navy blue pants and a red tunic with a wide collar. Her only jewelry was a single strand of imitation pearls and clip earrings. Some people could wear polyester and still look elegant.

            
            
            “Samuel and I were young when we joined this church. Let’s see now . . .” She paused, leaving her hands in the warm, sudsy water. “Our son, Donny, was about Timmy’s age. Our daughter, Alice, was six. Forty years ago. Yes, I think it was forty years.”

            
            
            “Do your children still live in the area?”

            
            
            Abby retrieved some silverware from the sudsy water. “Donny was killed in Vietnam. He was a Marine, stationed outside of Da Nang.” She scrubbed the forks and put them in the rack. “And Alice moved away when she married.” She scooped up more silverware and scrubbed. “She and her husband, Jim, live in Louisville, Kentucky. We don’t see them as often as we’d like. They would love to fly out here for a visit, but, with three children, it’s far too expensive. They offered to buy us airline tickets last year, but we didn’t go.” She put the last of the silverware into the drain rack.

            
            
            “Why not?” Euny picked out the knives and began rubbing them dry.

            
            
            “Samuel likes to keep both feet on the ground.” She pulled the drain plug. “I’ve tried to talk him into taking a tranquilizer as soon as we get on the plane, but he won’t have it. Flying brings back memories he would rather forget. The last time we flew back east, he had nightmares for days afterward.” She dried her hands. “Samuel served in Europe during World War II. He was a belly gunner on a B-17.” She put the towel aside. “Why don’t I show you your new home?”

            
            
            Seeing Timmy was content playing with his cars and trucks in the living room, Eunice followed Abby through the house. Other than the kitchen with its nook, there was a living room with a fireplace and two bedrooms with a bathroom between.

            
            
            “I’m so sorry we didn’t get more done,” Abby said. “We only had enough time to steam-clean the carpets and wash cabinets. The tile needs re-grouting and every room needs a fresh coat of paint and . . . ”

            
            
            “It’s a wonderful house, Abby, and we’re grateful to have it. Give me a few weeks and we’ll have you and Samuel over for dinner again, and you’ll see what we do with it.” She and Paul had paid four hundred dollars a month for a two-bedroom house near Mountain High. This house was a gift from God. They would be living right next door to the church, and rent-free. Though Paul’s salary was very low, they might be able to meet expenses without her having to take a part-time job.

            
            
            “Oh, dear,” Abby said in dismay. “I hadn’t even thought about what you would sleep on tonight.”

            
            
            “We have sleeping bags. We can begin moving things in tomorrow.” She could go to the local hardware store to buy paint and rollers, and Wal-Mart for sheets to make curtains.

            
            
            “It’s so good to have you here,” Abby said. “There are so few of us left, but what we lack in strength, we make up for in love.”

            
            
            “How many do we have in our congregation?”

            
            
            “Oh, not more than sixty. There are the Harrisons and Hollis Sawyer, the other two elders. And then there are the Bransons, Kings, Carlsons, Knoxes.” They returned to the kitchen and sat talking. Eunice soaked up everything she could about the families who had been faithful over the years. “Oh, and Fergus. How could I forget Fergie? Hank was visiting Fergus Oslander in the hospital when he collapsed. Poor dear. Fergus has been moved from the Community Hospital to Vine Hill Convalescent Hospital. We have several members there now.”

            
            
            “If you’ll give me their names, I’ll take Timmy for a visit.”

            
            
            Abby’s eyes lit up. “Of course! Let me know when, so that I can go with you and make introductions. They’ve all been told about Hank and Susanna’s retirement, but they won’t be expecting you. Oh, they will love Timmy. There’s nothing like a child to lift spirits.”

            
            
            The men returned from their tour of the church and fellowship hall. “Can I help you carry in some boxes?” Samuel said.

            
            
            “Oh no, sir; I’ll take care of that.”

            
            
            Eunice saw the look in Samuel Mason’s eyes and wished Paul had accepted his offer of help.

            
            
            Samuel slipped his hand to Abby’s elbow. “Well, I guess we’d better be going, so these young folks can get settled for the night.”

            
            
            Eunice hugged Abby. “Thank you so much for your wonderful welcome.”

            
            
            Paul thanked them as well and walked them to the polished DeSoto parked out front. When he came back inside, he caught Eunice up in his arms and swung her around. “What do you think?”

            
            
            “If everyone is as wonderful as the Masons, it couldn’t be more perfect.”

            
            
            He kissed her. “My thoughts exactly.”

            
            
            “I think Samuel Mason would’ve liked to carry in a box or two.”

            
            
            “I know, but the last thing I want to do is give one of our elders a hernia on our first night here. He’s got to be over seventy, Euny.”

            
            
            “I know you didn’t mean to do it, Paul, but I think you may have made that dear man feel useless.”

            
            
            “I hope not. I just didn’t want to impose on him anymore. His wife fixed us dinner, and he gave me a full tour of the church. I wasn’t about to ask him to move us in.”

            
            
            “What are we going to do about the piano and refrigerator?”

            
            
            “I’ll go by the high school tomorrow and find out where the local hangout is. Then I’ll go there and hire a couple of teenagers. It would be good to find a crew of workers. There’s a lot to be done on the church and fellowship hall.” He looked around. “And this place as well.”

            
            
            Eunice knew it wasn’t just moving or working on the church facility that Paul was considering. She knew how excited he could get when put in charge of a project or program. No doubt, he was already thinking of ways to attract young people into this dying church. Which was exactly what Abby had said Samuel had been praying for over the years. Still, Eunice wanted to caution her husband. “Don’t move too fast, Paul. Wait and see the flock the Lord has given you.”
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            Telephones were busy all over Centerville as word spread among the congregation that the new pastor and his wife and son had arrived safely. Over the next two days, half a dozen ladies came by with offerings of homemade goods to ease the Hudsons’ burdens as they moved in and settled in the parsonage. Even Mabel rallied and sent a disgruntled Otis with a tray of lasagna fit for the mayor. There was hardly room for it on the counter already laden with other welcome dishes of fruit salad, apple pie and peach cobbler, meat loaf, chili, pork and beans, and carrot-and-raisin salad.

            
            
            When Sunday morning rolled around, Samuel and Abigail Mason were first to arrive. Samuel offered to pass out the bulletins Paul had printed off the computer he’d set up in Hank’s old office. Abby took charge of Timmy, eager to return to her old post as Sunday school teacher. A large arrangement of flowers had been sent by Paul’s parents and placed on the altar, and candles were lit on each side.

            
            
            Eunice came down the side aisle of the sanctuary and took her seat at the piano.

            
            
            Hollis sat beside Samuel and read the bulletin. He leaned over. “Says here we should pray for our youth group.” He snorted. “What youth group?”

            
            
            “Paul hired four students from Centerville High to help him move into the parsonage. They’re all coming back Tuesday evening for a Bible study on the book of Daniel.”

            
            
            Hollis’s eyebrows shot up. “You don’t say!”

            
            
            Otis leaned forward from the pew behind. “He’s wearing a suit! Why isn’t he wearing a robe like Hank always did?”

            
            
            “You can ask him when we have coffee and cookies after the service,” Mabel wheezed testily. “In the meanwhile, stop your bellyaching.”

            
            
            Otis harrumphed, sat back, and crossed his arms.

            
            
            Samuel looked around. Every church member who wasn’t in a hospital or convalescent home was in attendance. Some whispered, nodded, smiled, their eyes alight with hope for the first time in years. Others, like Otis, sat alert and searched for anything out of order, anything that might press the boundaries of tradition.

            
            
            “Well, I can say one thing for sure,” Hollis said out of the corner of his mouth, gazing at young Eunice Hudson at the piano. “She is a sight for sore eyes.”

            
            
            “And ears,” Durbin Huxley said on the other side of him.

            
            
            Elmira Huxley leaned forward. “I hear she’s already been out to visit Mitzi Pike at Vine Hill.”

            
            
            “She took roses with her,” Samuel told them softly. Abby had told Eunice that Fergus had been a high school English teacher and Mitzi won prizes at the fair for her roses. When Eunice came by the house the next morning to pick up Abby, she had a bouquet of yellow roses for Mitzi and a tape player and several tapes of classic novels for Fergus.

            
            
            “Oh, you should’ve seen Mitzi’s face, Samuel.” Abby had dabbed tears. “And Fergus . . . Eunice won their hearts before I even had a chance to introduce them.”

            
            
            Within moments, Eunice’s piano playing silenced everyone in the sanctuary. They all sat moist-eyed, listening to a beautiful medley of familiar hymns.

            
            
            Paul Hudson came up the center aisle, went up the steps, and sat in the pastor’s chair against the wall. Closing his eyes, he bowed his head while his young wife continued to play.

            
            
            Samuel studied Paul Hudson. How strange it was to see such a young man sitting in Hank Porter’s place. He prayed for the old friends scattered around the sanctuary, knowing some would see Paul Hudson as a boy to be coddled and cajoled, or controlled and commanded. A new pastor was bound to bring new ways. Lord, only one thing is important. You are Lord, our Lord. Keep us united in Spirit and in love.

            
            
            Trust wouldn’t come overnight. He hoped Paul was up there praying for wisdom as he sat in Hank’s old chair. Hank may not have lit fires in the hearts of his parishioners, but he had kept them safe in the sheepfold through four long decades. Samuel hoped when Paul Hudson looked out over his small flock that he wouldn’t see just age and infirmities, but hearts needing to be built up in the Spirit of the Lord.

            
            
            Eunice’s prelude ended with a melodious cascade of notes and a delicate chord. She rose gracefully, came down the steps, and took a seat in the front pew. A waiting silence fell over the congregation. Samuel doubted he was the only one holding his breath when Paul rose and stepped up to the pulpit.
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            Paul hoped those looking up at him couldn’t tell how nervous he was. His palms were sweating, his heart pounding, his throat dry. He took a deep breath and slowly exhaled through his nose as he looked out over his small flock of elderly parishioners.

            
            
            Samuel Mason was sitting in the second row, flanked by an older man with a cane and another elderly couple. Paul smiled at him, thankful for his presence. Old couples were scattered around the sanctuary, probably sitting in seats they had occupied for the past forty-plus years, the empty spaces between vacated by those who had gone to be with the Lord. He looked at Eunice in the front row, relieved at the love shining in her eyes. She smiled, and his heart ached with love for her. He wanted to make her proud.

            
            
            Oh, Father, give me Your words to speak to these people. I’m like a frightened child. I don’t want to fail You. I want to build Your church so that Your light will shine in their hearts. They look so old and frail.

            
            
            “I am humbled to be called here to serve you.” Paul made eye contact with as many as he could. He acknowledged his youth and inexperience and talked about youth and passion, using the apostle John and disciple Timothy as examples. He talked about how the Lord measured success, and how God chose farmers and shepherds to do His work. He spoke of the few faithful who had stood at the cross, and the frightened disciples who had hidden themselves behind locked doors until the risen Jesus had appeared to them. He spoke of the small number of faithful disciples who returned from witnessing Jesus’ ascension and waited in the upper room, of one mind and heart, continually devoting themselves to prayer as they waited for the fulfillment of God’s promise of the Holy Spirit.

            
            
            “And when the Lord Himself indwelled them, those few faithful saints carried the gospel of salvation out into a dying world and brought new life to thousands.” Paul held his hands out, palms up. “From a small handful of people, the Lord spread His Word to the world.” He looked into the faces of the people God had given him to shepherd and felt a welling love for them. Some listened intently. Some dozed. “Yes, we are only a few. But God only needs a few to accomplish much. On the Day of Pentecost, the Holy Spirit filled the disciples. They ran into the streets of Jerusalem, and proclaimed God’s message of redemption and salvation! Three thousand souls were saved that day. And from those three thousand came thousands more as they carried the message back to their homes in Crete, Mesopotamia, Asia, Cappadocia, Greece, Rome.” He smiled tenderly at the elderly men and women. Lord, revive them. “We are few in number, but strong in faith. Let us pray.”

            
            
            Eunice returned to the piano and led the congregation in several hymns. Paul stood before the altar, a plate of crackers in one hand and a tray of small glasses of grape juice in the other. “The Lord Jesus the same night in which he was betrayed took bread: And when he had given thanks, he broke it, and said, Take, eat: this is my body, which is broken for you: this do in remembrance of me. After the same manner also he took the cup, when he had supped, saying, This cup is the new testament in my blood: this do ye, as oft as ye drink it, in remembrance of me. For as often as ye eat this bread, and drink this cup, ye do show the Lord’s death till he come.”

            
            
            Eunice played and sang another medley of hymns as Paul served Communion to each member of the congregation. “May the Lord renew your strength and bless you,” he said softly to each member of his congregation.

            
            
            He spoke briefly about the blessings God promised to pour upon a cheerful giver and gave the brass offering plates to Samuel and Otis. After collecting the gifts, Samuel stacked the plates and brought them forward, placing them on the altar before returning to his seat.

            
            
            Paul stood on the platform before the altar and prayed for the congregation. He prayed for open hearts and passion for the Lord. He prayed for the power of the Holy Spirit to renew their strength so that each could carry the message of salvation out into the world. And he asked for the Lord’s blessing on each individual who had come to the service that morning. Then he and Eunice walked up the aisle to the front door of the church and shook hands as the parishioners filed out, inviting each to stay for coffee, tea, and cookies in the fellowship hall.

            
            
            “I hope he doesn’t expect us to go into the mission field,” one old man said, taking his wife’s arm before hobbling down the steps.

            
            
            “Why would we be going to a missile field?”

            
            
            “Mission field, I said. Mission field!”

            
            
            His wife tapped her hearing aid. “I think my battery is dead.”

            
            
            Paul’s shoulders drooped. His sermon had been received by deaf ears.

            
            
            Samuel Mason was the last one out of the church. His eyes were moist, his handshake firm. “Good sermon.”

            
            
            Eunice put her arm around Paul’s waist as the last couple went down the steps. “Your sermon brought tears to my eyes and a song in my heart.”

            
            
            Paul wished everyone else was as easy to please.
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            Samuel took Abby to Denny’s for lunch. “Timmy was good as gold.” She sang the boy’s praises for fifteen minutes before she asked about Paul and Eunice.

            
            
            “He has passion, and she plays piano and sings like an angel.” He smiled wryly. “You told Mabel about Eunice’s visit to Vine Hill the other day, didn’t you?”

            
            
            Her eyes sparkled with mischief. “I knew it was the best way to get the word out to everyone else about what a wonderful young lady Eunice is. What about Paul’s sermon?”

            
            
            Samuel told her, “He’s trying to raise the dead.”

            
            
            “Good!” She sipped her decaf laced with cream and sugar. “You’re pleased, aren’t you?”

            
            
            “Yep.”

            
            
            “What about the others?”

            
            
            “He shook ’em up.”

            
            
            “We all need a little shaking up now and then.”

            
            
            Samuel chuckled. “I don’t think it’s going to be a matter of now and then, Abby, but a matter of from now on.”
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            Paul retreated to his church office and spent the rest of the day planning out a schedule for the week. He started up his computer, made a full list of the church members, elders first, with addresses and telephone numbers, and made lines and columns to keep track of future visits. He was going to meet every member of the church and find out how best to serve them. But he needed to meet others outside the congregation as well. The church would need younger people if it was going to survive.

            
            
            He started another list. He’d call the chamber of commerce and see if there was a newcomers club. He’d drop by the high school hangout, get to know the proprietor, meet some more kids. He would make a point of meeting some of the merchants on Main Street. He would attend city council meetings and see what was going on in town. He needed to get involved in the community and let people know that the doors of Centerville Christian Church were wide open to everyone.

            
            
            It wasn’t until Eunice called him at five and said dinner was ready that Paul remembered he hadn’t eaten all day. He’d been too excited before the service, and a little queasy before he entered the fellowship hall. He locked up the church and went home.

            
            
            The kitchen counter was lined and stacked with crockery, pots, Tupperware containers, and Pyrex dishes. The mountain of food that had arrived over the last three days was gone. Euny saw his look and grinned. With a flourish of her hand, she opened the freezer so he could see the neatly packaged, family-sized portions in freezer bags sardine-packed onto the shelves. “I won’t have to shop or cook for weeks.”

            
            
            “You can put the dishes in the fellowship hall and ask everyone to pick them up next Sunday.”

            
            
            She closed the freezer door. “I’d rather hand deliver everything. It’ll give me the opportunity to get to know members of our little flock. And talk up my husband.”

            
            
            He sat at the table. “I could use a public-relations representative right now.” She had put a nice tablecloth out, and a small bouquet of roses beside which stood a single red candle. He wished he felt more like celebrating. Instead, he felt as though he had failed.

            
            
            “It’s your first Sunday, Paul.” She stood behind him, kneading his shoulders. Leaning down, she kissed his cheek. “People need time to get to know you, Paul, not just what you want to do for the church.”

            
            
            “Where’s Timmy?”

            
            
            “Asleep. I fed him earlier, gave him his bath, and put him to bed.” She laughed. “Abby wore him out. Bless her heart.”

            
            
            Paul turned his chair and drew her onto his lap. He kissed her long and hard. She tasted like heaven. What would he do without her? “I’m going to start visitations tomorrow.”

            
            
            She ran her fingers through the hair on the back of his neck. “They’ll love you.”

            
            
            “It didn’t feel like love.”

            
            
            “They’re still mourning the loss of Henry Porter, Paul. But these people are eager to get to know you. Ask them a few questions; encourage them to talk about their lives. You’ll be amazed.”

            
            
            “You were born with people skills, Euny. I had to take classes.”

            
            
            She kissed him again. “You’re very good with people.”

            
            
            Five years of marriage and she still stirred him as much as she had when he first met her.

            
            
            “Abby called a while ago and said Samuel was tickled with your sermon.”

            
            
            “Tickled.” He wanted to stir them, light them up, get them off their pews and out into the community, not tickle them.

            
            
            Euny ran her fingers through his hair again. “Samuel has been praying for revival in this church for the past ten years.”

            
            
            “Did he tell you that?”

            
            
            “Abby told me, right after she said Samuel felt some hope after hearing you speak today.”

            
            
            His worries seemed smaller as her hand glided down his neck and across his shoulder. She whispered a laugh in his ear. “Paul, your stomach is growling.”

            
            
            “I didn’t eat this morning.”

            
            
            “Or in the fellowship hall.” She rose and went to the stove.

            
            
            He followed her. “I am hungry.” Smiling, he put his hands on her hips and kissed the side of her neck as she ladled thick beef stew into a bowl. He inhaled her scent, loving it. His stomach growled again.

            
            
            She laughed. “You have a wolf in your belly.” She nudged him aside and set two bowls on the table. She took a book of matches from her apron pocket and lit the candle. He took his seat again and watched her turn off the kitchen light. When she sat, he stared at her. She raised her brows in question.

            
            
            “I love you, Eunice.” So much it hurt sometimes, and scared him.

            
            
            Her eyes softened and glowed. “I love you, too.”

            
            
            She was sweet and wise, beautiful and so strong in faith; he was sometimes in awe of her. Lord, I never thought I’d marry an angel. His throat closed as gratitude overwhelmed him.

            
            
            Euny leaned toward him, her hands outstretched. “It took you more than one day to win my heart, Paul Hudson. It may take them a little time, too. Be patient. You’ll win their hearts just as you did mine. Give them time.”

            
            
            He took her hands, kissed her palms, and gave humble thanks to the Lord for His blessings.
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            AT SIX-THIRTY, Stephen Decker entered Charlie’s Diner and took a seat at the counter with the other early risers. He put his Wall Street Journal down as the waitress turned from the cook’s counter with two breakfast plates in her hands. She gave him a double take and smiled before turning her attention to two customers several stools away. She set an omelet in front of a man in oil-stained coveralls and eggs Benedict in front of a man in a brown UPS uniform. In a fluid motion, she turned, picked up the coffeepot from its hot plate, refilled their cups, picked up another cup, and walked the length of the counter. She smiled. “Coffee?”

            
            
            “Please.”

            
            
            She set the cup down and filled it to the brim. “Cream? Sugar?”

            
            
            “Black is fine, thanks.”

            
            
            “I don’t think I’ve seen you before. I’m sure I’d remember if I had.”

            
            
            Lifting his cup, he smiled back over the brim and took a sip of the scalding brew.

            
            
            “My name’s Sally Wentworth, by the way. And yours?”

            
            
            “Stephen Decker.”

            
            
            She looked from the Wall Street Journal to his work shirt. Stephen wondered if she was trying to get a fix on who and what he was. “Anyone ever tell you that you look like Tom Selleck?”

            
            
            “Once or twice.” He smiled. “He’s older.”

            
            
            She laughed. “Well, aren’t we all? What sort of work do you do?”

            
            
            “Construction.”

            
            
            “Carpenter?”

            
            
            “A little of everything.”

            
            
            “You’re not exactly an open book, are you?”

            
            
            The cook slapped the bell twice. “Hey, Sally, quit pestering the customers. Pancakes and a Denver omelet up.”

            
            
            “One of these days I’m going to take that bell away from you, Charlie!” She looked back at Stephen and jerked her head. “My husband.”

            
            
            “I like to see you jump!” Charlie hollered from the back.

            
            
            “Yeah, yeah.” Laughing, she put the coffeepot onto the burner and picked up the two plates. She carried them out to an elderly couple sitting in a booth by the front windows. Stephen could hear her talking to her customers. Apparently, they were regulars because she told them to say hello to their daughter and asked about their grandchildren by name.

            
            
            “Hey, you there at the counter!” Charlie peered at him. “If Sally asks too many questions, just tell her to mind her own business!”

            
            
            Stephen laughed. “This is quite a place you have here.”

            
            
            Sally sauntered back behind the counter. “We like to treat our customers like family.” She pulled her tablet out of her apron pocket and her pencil from the blonde bun on her head. “Now, what can Charlie fix you for breakfast? Something lean and mean or something loaded with fat and flavor?”

            
            
            “Three eggs over easy, hash browns, and a steak, medium rare.”

            
            
            “Good for you. You only live once. Might as well enjoy yourself while you’re filling up on cholesterol.” She called over her shoulder. “One he-man breakfast, Charlie! And get a move on! This guy looks hungry!” She winked at Stephen. “Want a little OJ to wet your whistle while you’re waiting?”

            
            
            “Sure. Why not?”

            
            
            She left him alone after that, talking with the UPS driver and auto mechanic.

            
            
            Stephen shook open his newspaper and read while he waited. He’d been out of the mainstream for a while. Six months in a drug and alcohol rehabilitation center tended to do that to you. He’d only been out for six weeks. He was still treading carefully, trying to stay dry in a wet world. He’d made a conscious decision to leave business behind and focus on recovery. It had been a sound decision.

            
            
            Unfortunately, he’d waited too long for it to make a difference to his family. The day after he signed himself in, his wife, Kathryn, had closed out their bank accounts and checked herself out of his life, taking his five-year-old daughter, Brittany, with her. He’d faced down his first major temptation when he called home and found out the telephone had been disconnected. It took every ounce of willpower he possessed to stick to the program and not pack up and head home to an empty house and a full bottle of scotch.

            
            
            He’d calmed down when a friend did some checking and learned Kathryn had moved into an apartment in Sacramento, closer to the brokerage firm where she had worked for the past four years. But when he was served with divorce papers a month into the program, Stephen had really struggled. The old urges returned. The urge to get drunk and escape the pain—until it hit him harder the morning after. Fortunately, he knew this was no solution.

            
            
            “Irreconcilable differences,” Kathryn had claimed.

            
            
            He’d spent the next few weeks roiling in anger, casting blame, justifying and rationalizing his own behavior over the past few years. Except none of it worked this time. His counselor, Rick, didn’t let him get away with it, and the regimen of the twelve-step program kept bringing him face-to-face with himself. He didn’t like what he saw in the mirror.

            
            
            Rick was blunt. “If you quit drinking for your wife and daughter, you’ll fail. You have to quit drinking for yourself.”

            
            
            Stephen knew the truth of that advice. He’d tried to quit before, only to fall off the wagon. If he went back to drinking now, he knew he wouldn’t stop until he was dead. So he made the decision to turn his life over to Jesus Christ, and live one day at a time. Live, the program said. Live and let live, which meant he had to get his own life in order and allow Kathryn to do the same with hers. It meant letting go of the bitterness and wrath that sometimes threatened to overwhelm him. It meant not blaming her for his drinking, and not accepting the role as scapegoat for all of her problems.

            
            
            He’d signed the divorce papers and contacted an attorney, even though he had already decided not to contest the matter. He took the hard slap across the face when Kathryn told him through her attorney that she wanted the house in lieu of alimony. A clean break, she said, but he knew better. The real-estate market was hot, and she’d make a killing off the house he’d designed and built on a golf course near Granite Bay. He agreed, never expecting her to punch him in the stomach by refusing joint custody of their daughter. When he said he’d fight her, she kicked him below the belt by claiming he had been an abusive husband and father, citing as “proof ” that he was living in a rehab center. She demanded exorbitant child-support payments and insisted they be made on a bimonthly direct-deposit basis.

            
            
            When the attorney delivered the news, Stephen felt like a cockroach pinned to a display board. “Check the records and see if I’ve ever bounced a check or not made a payment on time. Call the bank! Interview my crew! Talk to my subcontractors! I may have downed a bottle of scotch a day, but I never laid a hand on my wife or my daughter, and I never left a bill unpaid!”

            
            
            The attorney did check.

            
            
            Stephen felt small satisfaction. Only a few close friends knew he had a drinking problem, and even they hadn’t guessed the depth of it. And the records showed he had run a successful business and made enough to support his family in an exclusive neighborhood. He’d never been arrested on a DUI or created a public disturbance. The only disturbances had been behind the closed door of his well-insulated, luxury home.

            
            
            “Be thankful she’s instructed her attorney to have her name removed from anything to do with your business,” his attorney told him. “California is a community-property state, and she’s within her rights to ask for half of it.”

            
            
            Stephen knew it wasn’t due to any hint of fair play on her part. She’d been through some of the harder years with him. Maybe she was afraid he’d self-destruct, and she’d get caught up in liens against spec housing projects. Construction businesses came and went with every hiccup in the economy. Kathryn just wanted every dime she could get up front. And she didn’t care if that left him with only pennies to live on.

            
            
            “You can fight her,” his attorney had said. “You don’t have to take this sitting down.”

            
            
            Stephen had almost given in to the temptation to hit back, and hit hard. Instead, he gritted his teeth and said he would think it over. He didn’t want to react in anger this time. He wanted to respond wisely, and do what was best for Brittany. And Kathryn. He could fight all right, and probably win some rounds. She had had an affair three years ago, after she’d farmed out Brittany to a preschool. In usual form, she’d blamed him for being too insensitive to her needs, and he’d bought a bottle of Glenfiddich. He could fight her, and fill his attorney’s pocket with money while accomplishing nothing but momentary satisfaction. He didn’t feel like punching back this time. They had done enough damage to one another over the past five years. Having Brittany had been an attempt to save their floundering marriage. And it had worked for two years. But how much damage had they done to their daughter during their shouting matches in the last three?

            
            
            No, this time he’d swallow his pride and let Kathryn have everything she wanted. He’d crush the urge to defend himself. No more casting blame. No more rationalizing or justifying his side of things. Even if he had to go bankrupt.

            
            
            Maybe when she was on her own, she’d find out he wasn’t the cause of all of her problems.

            
            
            He was going to put one foot in front of the other and live one day at a time. He’d faced up to his drinking problem when he checked into the Salvation Army rehab facility. Knew he was going to live with the urge to drink for the rest of his life. The first few weeks, he’d worked the program on his own terms, determined to win against alcohol, to put a finish to addiction. Loss of his wife, daughter, and home had removed any illusions that he had control over his life. He crashed and burned. But it was in the anguish that followed that he knew everything was changing from the inside out.

            
            
            It wasn’t until he hit rock bottom that he had been willing to look up and cry out to Jesus for help because he finally faced the fact that he was powerless. “Not by might, nor by power, but by my Spirit, says the Lord Al-mighty.” Something happened that night that changed everything. Stephen heard what people who walked the walk were saying. He believed the promises the Bible offered. “Come to me and I will give you rest—all of you who work so hard beneath a heavy yoke.”

            
            
            He had been warned of the enemy on the prowl. “Read your Bible daily,” Rick said. “Go to your AA meetings. Find a fellowship of believers. The biggest mistake an alcoholic can make is to isolate, going off by himself and thinking he can make it on his own.” Stephen took the advice to heart, knowing it came from the voice of experience.

            
            
            He’d been out of rehab for six weeks now. He read his One Year Bible at five o’clock every morning, attended AA meetings three times a week, and worked out at a gym when the urge to drink hit him. The house had sold two days after Kathryn put it on the market. The few pieces of furniture Kathryn had left behind went into a storage facility until he could find an apartment. By the grace of God, Stephen had a project waiting for him, and would make enough off it to keep Decker Design and Construction in the black for months to come.

            
            
            A few members of his old crew made themselves available. Carl Henderson, a carpenter dubbed “Tree House” by his friends because of his six-foot-nine-inch frame, and Hector Mendoza, Stephen’s “Mexican backhoe,” who could be counted on to do the labor of two men. Carl had been one of Stephen’s drinking buddies, so he warned him up front, “Those days are over for me.” Hector, a naturalized U.S. citizen, was a devout Catholic and dedicated son, helping support his mother, father, and various siblings still south of the border.

            
            
            All in all, life was bearable. It would be even better when he moved into a place of his own, rather than paying by the week at a motel on Highway 99. He’d run his business out of his house, and now that the house was gone, he was going to have to make some decisions. The thought of going back to the rush of Sacramento depressed him, but Centerville wasn’t exactly his style either. He’d have to make do with his truck and fifth wheeler until the project was finished. Six months, at the most. Unless they ran into snags with the inspectors.

            
            
            “Here you go,” Sally said and set down a platter with three eggs over easy, hash browns, and a T-bone steak. She replenished his orange juice and filled his coffee cup to the brim.

            
            
            Stephen was finishing up the last of his steak when the bell over the door jingled.

            
            
            “Parson Paul’s here, Charlie.”

            
            
            A young man entered, wearing sweats and a damp T-shirt. His sandy brown hair was cut short. “Hey, Sally,” he said with a grin. “How’s business?”

            
            
            “Slow this morning. I expect the crowd to come in around eight. What can I get you?”

            
            
            “OJ,” he said, and waved to the elderly couple sitting in the booth before he slid onto the stool one down from Stephen. “I’m Paul Hudson,” he said, extending his hand.

            
            
            Stephen introduced himself as he shook hands.

            
            
            Sally plunked a tall glass of orange juice on the counter. “How many miles did you run this morning, Parson?”

            
            
            “Took the short course. Two.”

            
            
            “Wimping out?” Charlie called through the cook’s window.

            
            
            Hudson laughed. “Something like that.” He turned to greet the UPS driver. “How’s your wife doing, Al?”

            
            
            “Getting antsy for the baby to come.”

            
            
            “What does she have to go? Another month?”

            
            
            “Two weeks.”

            
            
            The mechanic said he enjoyed Hudson’s Sunday sermon. “My daughter’s planning on coming to the next youth meeting. She said a couple of her friends are attending.”

            
            
            “We’re up to twelve,” Hudson said. “Tell her to bring as many friends as she wants.” He turned his attention back to Stephen. “Are you a Christian?”

            
            
            “I like to think so.”

            
            
            “Well, we’d love to have you come and visit Centerville Christian. Two blocks down, turn left; look for the steeple. The service starts at nine.”

            
            
            Sally chuckled. “Got to watch out, Decker. Parson Paul is always prowling the pubs for prospective converts.” She zeroed in on Hudson with a sly grin. “Mr. Decker’s new in town, does a little of this and that.” She picked up his plate and looked at it. “Eats like a horse.”

            
            
            “Are you looking for work?”

            
            
            “Nope. I’m building a house up on Quail Hollow.”

            
            
            Sally put the bill in front of Stephen. “Quail Hollow? Are you going to be working on that big place for the Athertons?”

            
            
            He nodded.

            
            
            “A couple of guys working on the foundation came in the other afternoon. Hector Mendoza and a giant who calls himself Tree House. You know ’em?”

            
            
            “Yes, ma’am. They’re the reason I’m here. They told me Charlie’s Diner was the place to come for good food and friendly service. They just didn’t warn me how friendly.”

            
            
            She laughed with the others. “Well, Hector and Tree House said the place is going to be over six thousand square feet, and only Atherton and his new wife living in it,” Sally announced to everyone listening. “Can you imagine? What do people do with that much space?”

            
            
            Keep their distance, Stephen thought cynically, and pulled his wallet from his back pocket. He extracted a twenty and handed it to Sally, who punched the amount into the register and handed him his change. He put a 20 percent tip on the counter as he stood. “Thanks.” He’d needed the few minutes of human interaction before he went back to self-inflicted solitude.

            
            
            She grinned. “Good-looking and generous.” She folded the bills and tucked them into her apron pocket. “You come back real soon, Stephen, you hear?”

            
            
            “I plan on making this a regular stop.” He gave her a casual salute.

            
            
            The bell jingled as he went out the door. Maybe Centerville was just the place he needed to be to lick his wounds.
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            Eunice closed the front door of the parsonage and set off toward Main Street holding Timmy by the hand. She tossed the end of the white woolen scarf over her shoulder to keep off the fall chill and fought tears. Paul usually walked with them, but he was preparing for a meeting today. Time with him was becoming scarce and precious.

            
            
            It would be Christmas soon—their second Christmas in Centerville. Why was it that troubles often occurred during the holiday season? Which meant that even more time would be taken away from the family. But it couldn’t be helped. She remembered how it was growing up in a pastor’s home.

            
            
            Oh, how she missed her parents. The ache of loss was always greater during Christmastime. Memories flooded her, taking her back to childhood in a small Pennsylvania town and the church family her father had served as a lay pastor for twenty-five years. In some ways, Centerville reminded her of Coal Ridge. The congregation had been less than fifty and as closely knit as blood kin. Young people had grown up and moved away. Most had married “outsiders.”

            
            
            During spring break of Eunice’s senior year at Midwest Christian, Paul had driven her home to Pennsylvania to meet her parents. Her father’s and mother’s reserve had made him doubly conscious of everything he said and did, but he had been single-minded in gaining their acceptance. Not that he needed to worry. They showered him with love and attention. “I was lucky to have five minutes a day with my father,” Paul had told her later. “He was always busy with church business.”

            
            
            Paul was becoming busier with each month that passed. She was concerned, but not distressed. She walked along the tree-lined street, thinking about her parents. How had they managed to balance home and church obligations? There had never been any doubt that they were devoted to one another as well as to the body of Christ.

            
            
            Her mother and father had died within two years of one another. One of the elders had performed her mother’s funeral service. Eunice had felt like an orphan when everyone walked away and left her standing at her parents’ graves. She had been six months pregnant at the time. Paul had come home to Coal Ridge with her, but had been eager to return to the classes he was teaching. It was the only time she ever argued with him. Her emotions had been such a jumble, her grief so intense. Paul thought it best to go home. He’d wanted to be the one to distribute covenant papers. She’d been so hurt and angry she said she didn’t remember the Lord ever demanding that His disciples sign a piece of paper in order to have a covenant relationship with Him. Paul finally said they could stay another few days, but she knew grief didn’t always fit a church schedule and said they could go back to Illinois.

            
            
            A pastor’s wife couldn’t expect to have her husband all to herself.

            
            
            During the few days they had stayed in Coal Ridge, she had tried to imagine what Paul thought of the place where she’d grown up. Shabby houses, more bars than any other kind of business, stores closed. The mine where her father and the rest of the townspeople had worked had closed down for good, and the town was dying. The few townspeople who remained eked out a living on Social Security. No pastor had come to replace her father. What bright young college graduate would want to come to a dead-end town with no prospects for the future?

            
            
            Still, the church had continued, though it changed. People no longer came on Sundays to hear Cyrus McClintock preach. They came to sit in the creaking pews and pray for everyone and everything the Lord laid upon their hearts. The doors remained unlocked throughout the week so that whoever felt the nudge of the Lord could come and pray. Eunice had no doubt those precious people her father had shepherded for so many years would continue to offer up praise and pleas until the last member went home to heaven.

            
            
            Centerville Christian Church was changing, too, but Eunice wasn’t completely comfortable with what she saw happening. Paul’s ambitions for the church were growing just as the church was growing. The pews were filling up with new people. Visitors came out of curiosity, and became regular attendees because they loved Paul’s style of preaching.

            
            
            Lord, what is it that’s beneath my concern? Am I being selfish? Why this sense of discontent in the midst of such blessing? Help me through this. Help me see clearly.

            
            
            She had tried to talk to Paul about it, but found it difficult to put her concerns into words. He still made time for her and Timmy, just not as much as before they had come here. But that was understandable. The responsibilities of a pastor were greater than those of an associate pastor.

            
            
            “When we got here, there were fewer than sixty people in the pews on any given Sunday, Euny. The idea is to build the church, not allow it to stagnate.”

            
            
            Her first thought flew to Samuel and Abby Mason, both of whom lived a vibrant faith, practicing all they had been taught by the previous pastor, Henry Porter. Eunice wished she and Paul had arrived a few days earlier in order to meet this gentleman and his wife who had served so long and so faithfully and were still so well loved. “Just because there were only a few members doesn’t mean their faith was stagnant.”

            
            
            “What would you call it when nothing is going on? Sure, they’ve had their little prayer meetings, and a Bible study that’s been going on in Samuel’s house for the past twenty years, but are they out there harvesting souls for Jesus? What do you call that kind of faith if not stagnant?”

            
            
            “It was Samuel’s prayers God heard, Paul. It was his prayers that brought you here.”

            
            
            “I know. And Samuel has been praying for revival. He told me, too. That’s what I’m trying to bring, Euny. Revival!”

            
            
            Eunice knew she had chosen the wrong time to talk with him and seek his counsel. Paul was always impatient on Saturday, putting the last polishes on his sermon and practicing it for Sunday morning. “I think I’ll go out for a walk with Timmy.”

            
            
            He caught her hand. “Euny, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to sound so harsh. You just don’t understand. You came from a little church that had no possibility of growth. There’s potential here. God put us in the right place at the right time, but it’s up to us to do His work.”

            
            
            It wasn’t the right time to tell him he might be trying too hard to follow in his father’s footsteps.

            
            
            “By the way,” he said as she opened the door, “we’re going to start changing the music to meet the needs of the congregation.”

            
            
            “The congregation loves hymns.”

            
            
            “The older members, maybe, but the new people coming in have other tastes. The suggestion box indicates a change is needed if we’re going to turn newcomers into members. We won’t change everything at once, Euny, but I’d like you to introduce a new song each week, from the book we used back in Illinois.”

            
            
            Eunice walked along Main Street, wishing she could talk again with her father and mother. They might have been plain folks with little education, but they had possessed more wisdom than she had seen in some pastors who shepherded flocks in the thousands. Sometimes Eunice wondered if Paul wasn’t being driven by his past, prodded by his own feelings of inadequacy. He’d always worked hard to prove himself worthy. His father had shown him little, if any, grace. Despite Paul’s seeming self-assurance, he was a young man still desperate to gain his father’s approval.

            
            
            Her father had seen that in Paul and told her to encourage and love him through the years ahead, and choose her battles with wisdom. And her mother had said to be patient and willing to step aside for those in greater need. She held their advice close to her heart.

            
            
            Oh, Lord, You’ve given me this wonderful husband. I don’t deserve him.

            
            
            It was a miracle Paul had even looked twice at her, a girl from a small hick town, the first in her family to go to college. From the moment she met Paul, the latest in a long family line of educated pastors, she’d thought him far too good for her. What did she have to offer a man like him, other than adoration? Everyone on campus knew who Paul Hudson was, with his impeccable Christian pedigree.

            
            
            She had resisted going out with him at first because she felt unworthy. She had been flattered when he asked her out, and in love with him by the end of their first date. She had turned him down two times after that, convinced she was headed for heartbreak. But Paul was persistent.

            
            
            It had been months into their courtship before she began to see the hurt and struggle within him, the burden of pain he carried from childhood. She remembered how uncomfortable she had been the first time she attended the church Paul’s father had built. She’d felt out of place among the thousands of affluent parishioners in their expensive suits and adorned with real gold jewelry. And they had all sat mesmerized by David Hudson’s preaching. He stood above them on a stage, holding the Bible in one hand and gesturing with the other as he paced back and forth, looking over the massive audience. He was eloquent and elegant, polished and perfect in his presentation.

            
            
            She had been embarrassed when she realized Paul’s mother was watching her closely. Had her feelings of disquiet shown? It was the first time in her relationship with Paul that she had felt that “check in her spirit,” as her father called it. As though God was trying to show her something, and she didn’t have the eyes to see. She looked closer and listened harder, but still she couldn’t put her finger on what was wrong or why she was troubled. The words were right. . . .

            
            
            She was feeling the same check in her spirit now.

            
            
            She had few illusions, having grown up as a preacher’s daughter. She would always have to share Paul with others. The demands on her husband would always be great. The needs of others would often outweigh her own. She could accept that. Still, she missed discussing the Bible with him. She was as passionate about it as he. But lately, Paul grew annoyed when she had another viewpoint. He became defensive.

            
            
            Perhaps it was the strain after the elders’ meeting.

            
            
            She had always prayed she would marry a pastor like her father. She had worked hard so that she would qualify for a scholarship to a Christian college, knowing she was more likely to meet godly men in a godly environment. Her father had told her before sending her off on a Greyhound bus that not every young man on a Christian campus was a Christian. She told him a year later that not all professors on a Christian campus were Christians either.

            
            
            She had never once questioned Paul’s faith, nor did she question it now. He loved the Lord. He had been called into ministry.

            
            
            Oh, Lord, let Paul experience Your grace. Let him feel Your amazing love. He had so little of it from his natural father.

            
            
            He was pouring his heart into Centerville Christian. Hadn’t her mother warned her that the life of a pastor was never easy and harder sometimes for his wife? “He’ll get calls in the middle of the night and have to go out in the snow be-cause someone is sick or dying or in distress. And you’ll have to fix his breakfast and his lunch and thank God if you have an uninterrupted meal with him.”

            
            
            At least Paul received an adequate salary from the church and didn’t have to work a day job in order to support his family. Even at that, she couldn’t remember a time when her father hadn’t been there when her mother needed him. Or when his daughter had needed him. He had made time. Not once had her father ever made her feel she was his last priority.

            
            
            She had to stop thinking like this. Wallowing in self-pity wouldn’t help. She could hunger for Paul’s attention, but not be so selfish as to demand it. The other day she had been taken aback when he said, “I never knew you were so needy.” She blushed in shame thinking about it. Needy. Was she? A clinging woman held a man back from doing what God intended. She must learn to stand beside him instead of standing in his way.

            
            
            Everything was so jumbled. One doubt led to another until her mind was in confusion. She had come out for this walk to give Paul space to do what he needed. Timmy had been begging Daddy to play soccer with him, but Paul had to prepare for another meeting.

            
            
            “Cast off those things that keep you from serving Christ wholeheartedly,” Paul had said last Sunday.

            
            
            Was it her neediness that made her feel cast off? Or was Paul’s focus so fixed upon the task ahead that he couldn’t see she needed him as much today as she had on their wedding day? Lord, You are my constant companion. You always have time for me.

            
            
            “Eunice!”

            
            
            Surprised, Eunice uttered a soft laugh, realizing she had walked over a mile to the Masons’ house. “Your garden looks wonderful.”

            
            
            Abby’s face shone with welcome as she set her weed bucket aside, brushed off her hands on her apron, and opened the gate. “I was just about to take a break. Would you like to join me for a cup of coffee?”

            
            
            “I’d love it, Abby.”

            
            
            “Sam!” Timmy broke away and ran toward the house. “Sam!” He sounded like he was calling for help.

            
            
            Eunice felt the heat pour into her cheeks. “Mr. Mason, Timmy. You should call him Mr. Mason.”

            
            
            Abby laughed. “Sam is home, Timmy. And he’ll be delighted to see his little buddy.”

            
            
            “Sam!” Timmy stopped on the porch.

            
            
            Abby opened the front door. “Samuel, you have company.”

            
            
            “Sam-u-el.”

            
            
            “It’s all right, Eunice.” Abby chuckled.

            
            
            Timmy made a beeline through the family room to the open door that led into Samuel Mason’s small study. “Sam-uuuuuu-el.”

            
            
            Eunice thought of how much her father would have loved Timmy. She pressed her fingers against trembling lips. Oh, Daddy, I wish you’d lived long enough so that my son could have run to you the way he’s running to Samuel Mason.

            
            
            Abby’s laughter died. Her expression softened as she reached out and slipped her arm around Eunice’s waist. “Come in, dear. Let’s go in the kitchen. I’ll fix us some coffee, and you can tell me what’s troubling you.”

            
            
            Eunice felt as though she’d come home.
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            Samuel had been on his knees praying when he heard Abby calling. He heard Timmy, too, and smiled. His old bones protested as he straightened. Paul Hudson had been on his mind all morning, and he took that as a need for prayer. Most of the church ladies thought he was “adorable,” but the men were not so enamored, feeling the pinch of new demands.

            
            
            “You’d think I’d never run a meeting before the way he talks,” Otis had blustered over the telephone a few days before. “He told me he wants an agenda at the next meeting. I always have an agenda! He wants it printed out this time and enough copies to go around. As if that’s going to make a bit of difference to the way things always go. And he gave me a list he wants under the heading of new business. He wants a new sound system.”

            
            
            Samuel tried to explain that Paul was simply trying to attract more young people, but Otis was on a roll. “Attract them with what? Rock music?”

            
            
            He’d tried for a little levity. “Keep your shirt on, Otis. I’m sure he wouldn’t have Eunice playing rock music. Can you imagine?”

            
            
            “No, but then there are a lot of other things I couldn’t’ve imagined a few months ago either. Like serving popcorn and sodas and showing movies in the fellowship hall!”

            
            
            “He showed the JESUS film.”

            
            
            “So he showed something worthwhile this time. What’s he going to come up with next Tuesday night? I don’t remember him even consulting us about whether he should or shouldn’t be using the hall for movies. Do you?”

            
            
            Samuel found himself wishing for the old days when he and Henry Porter would go out for a round of golf and talk about church needs. Now, he had to call and make an appointment with Paul to talk about anything. And the young man was ready with his position statement, which usually started with, “This worked at Mountain High.”

            
            
            It didn’t do any good to remind Paul Hudson that Centerville Christian was a long way from a megachurch. And the fact that new people were coming to church merely served to make Paul even more certain that his methods were working. He was like a shepherd using his staff to hook people into the congregation. But Samuel was afraid he was going to use that God-given gift to bludgeon the old members like Otis who couldn’t or wouldn’t keep pace.

            
            
            “Sam-uuu-el!” Timmy knocked on the door.

            
            
            Samuel stepped to one side and opened the door. “Who’s there?”

            
            
            “Me.”

            
            
            “Me who?”

            
            
            “Mewwww.”

            
            
            They both laughed. It was a silly game they played, but Timmy loved it. Samuel ran his hand over the boy’s hair as he welcomed him into the den. Timmy headed straight for the stack of children’s books on the bottom shelf beside Samuel’s desk. Samuel sat in his easy chair and waited. The last three times Eunice had brought Timmy by, the child had picked the same book. It was now tucked halfway down the pile. Timmy went through the pile, one book at a time, until he reached the one he wanted. Samuel lifted Timmy, plunked him on his lap, and opened the book he’d read more than a dozen times.

            
            
            When he finished the story, Timmy looked up. “Fish?”

            
            
            “Yep. I’ll bet they’re hungry.” Samuel set Timmy on his feet. He could hear Abby talking in the kitchen. Careful not to interrupt, he headed through the family room and opened the sliding-glass door. Timmy dashed outside, ran across the lawn to the waterfall in the corner of the yard, and peered into the pool at its base. “Koi!”

            
            
            Samuel took a handful of food pellets from a plastic bag and poured some into Timmy’s hand. Timmy held the pellets carefully and threw one at a time into the water, laughing as the gold-and-white fish surged to the surface and slithered and splashed over one another to get a pellet. “The Lord made beautiful fish for us to enjoy, didn’t He, Timmy?”

            
            
            “We eat fish.”

            
            
            “So do we. Fish are good for eating. But we wouldn’t eat these fish.”

            
            
            “Because they’re pretty.”

            
            
            “No, because they’re bottom feeders. See how their mouths are formed? When they finish with these pellets, they’ll go down to the bottom of the pond and feed off whatever garbage they find there.” He hunkered next to Timmy, watching the swirling koi and thinking how people could swallow little bites of truth on Sunday morning and then dine on garbage all through the week. They could look beautiful, sleek, and healthy and be filled with all manner of evil. But he couldn’t tell all that to a little boy. It was a lesson meant for someone older, someone willing to hear. There were other lessons that needed to be taught to a child just beginning to see the world around him, hungry for knowledge of it, openhearted to the One who had created it.

            
            
            “The Lord has made all the creatures of the earth, creatures great and small, each with its purpose. Perhaps God made them so beautiful because of the dirty job they have to do in cleaning the bottom of the pond.”

            
            
            Timmy lost interest in the koi and wandered toward the rose garden along the picket fence. Samuel walked with him, hunkering again when Timmy pointed to a bud and wanted to know what it was. “It’s the beginning of a flower. See how the long stem reaches up toward the sunlight? Soon that bud will open and we’ll see a flower like this beautiful red, orange, and yellow one over here. It will last for a time and all the petals will drop, and it will become like the rose apple over here. It can be picked and made into a tea that’s good for you.”

            
            
            He turned Timmy and tapped his chest. “Your heart is like that rosebud, Timmy. You’ll grow taller, stretching up, and inside you’ll want something you can’t explain. And then you’ll come to know Jesus, and feel the light and warmth of God shining down on you, and your heart will open little by little until you are open wide.” He held a flower close so that Timmy could smell it. “People will look at you and say, ‘Look how beautiful Timmy’s life is because of Jesus.’ And someday you’ll be an old man like me, and I hope you leave something behind that will help others know that serving Jesus makes us happy.”

            
            
            “I know Jesus.”

            
            
            “Do you?”

            
            
            “He wuvs me.”

            
            
            Others were disturbed at how many new people were coming into their church. Ninety-two people attended the last service. That was fifty-five more than had attended the first service. If numbers were the only thing that mattered, it looked as if Paul was off to a great start.

            
            
            Paul still did visitation, more often to welcome new people. He had started a class on the foundations of Christianity. It would’ve been better received by Otis and Hollis if they had been part of the decision-making process. To be honest, Samuel had been hurt to be excluded as well. Hurt and disturbed. The last thing the church needed was a power struggle. He had tried to talk with Paul about it, but the younger man couldn’t seem to understand that there were channels to swim through before you set off into deep waters.

            
            
            “Surely you don’t object to a class in what it means to be a Christian.”

            
            
            “We’re to work in unity, Paul. A church can’t run smoothly without elders being involved. Otis and Hollis are good men who want the same thing you do: to keep Christ at the center of all we do. Be patient.” He saw the flicker in Paul’s eyes. The young man got the point. He’d stomped on three sets of toes and needed to make amends. Would he be humble enough to do so?

            
            
            Paul didn’t say anything. He looked troubled and a little afraid. Time might help him see things more clearly. And all Samuel wanted to do was help him. “We can avert problems by having the elders read through your curriculum and give their approval.”

            
            
            Paul had readily agreed.

            
            
            Samuel did what he could to pave the way, but Otis had needed a few weeks to let off the head of steam he’d built up. It took a month before Samuel could get Hollis and Otis to read Paul’s curriculum for a six-week course in the fundamentals of Christianity. In the meantime, Samuel had read and studied Paul’s course, praying the Holy Spirit would show him anything that might be doctrinally incorrect. The course was a clear presentation of the gospel of Jesus Christ. It was simple and direct with the appropriate authority of God’s Word. God’s grace and mercy shone through beautifully, and encouraged good works for the purpose of gladness and thanksgiving. Samuel was impressed.

            
            
            Eunice had been the one to tell him that Paul had written the course while finishing his senior year in college. It was one of the primary reasons he had been offered a position at a megachurch in Illinois. “He’s a gifted teacher.”

            
            
            Samuel believed so, too, but it took more than teaching gifts to pastor a church, especially one as small and inbred as Centerville Christian. Samuel had no doubt Paul was the answer to years of prayer. Still, good pastors weren’t born; they were mentored.

            
            
            What looked outstanding in a classroom or thesis was not always easy to put into everyday practice. Paul Hudson had a lot to learn about shepherding people who were two to three times his age. Otis needed correction from time to time, but if it was to come from Paul, it had better be done tenderly as a son to a father, and not as a young ship’s captain giving orders to a tired, worn-down old sailor who’d spent the better part of his life in the rigging.

            
            
            Lord, am I up to this? How do I mentor a young man who thinks he’s learned everything he needs to know from a few years in college and watching his father run a big church? He loves You. I’ve no doubt of that. He’s on fire. The problem is he’s got a knack for setting off sparks. A sound system, for heaven’s sake. Lord, You know how people get all het up over music. He’s only been on the job a year, Lord, and I’m already beginning to feel like a fireman running around with a bucket of water. I don’t want to put out his fire, Lord. I just want You to show me how to bank it.

            
            
            “Did God make heffalumps?”

            
            
            Samuel was caught up short until he saw the screen.

            
            
            “Well . . . ,” Abby said from the doorway, Eunice grinning behind her.

            
            
            “He made the men who thought up heffalumps,” Eunice said, smiling at Samuel as she gave her son a hug. A cup of coffee and a few cookies with Abby had cheered up the young lady.

            
            
            “And woozles,” Abby said.

            
            
            Eunice smiled at Timmy. “Thanks for watching him, Samuel.”

            
            
            “Anytime.”

            
            
            He walked with them to the door.

            
            
            “Say bye-bye to Mr. and Mrs. Mason, Timmy.”

            
            
            “Bye-bye.” He waved.

            
            
            Abby walked Eunice to the gate. Eunice hugged Abby and kissed her cheek. She said something and then turned away.

            
            
            Samuel waved back. “Come back soon, little buddy.” Samuel waited at the door while Abby closed the gate and came up the walkway.

            
            
            “Everything okay, Abby?”

            
            
            “She was missing her mother and father. They haven’t been gone all that long. She’s still grieving, I think. Moving across country and putting down roots among strangers just brought it to the surface. And Paul has been so busy. . . . ”

            
            
            “Anything I can do?”

            
            
            She put her arm around his waist as they walked into the house. “Just what you’ve been doing.” She looked up at him. “Keep praying.” She slipped free again and headed for the kitchen. “I should get started on dinner.”

            
            
            “Anything specific I should pray about?”

            
            
            She cast an amused look. “Quit prying.”

            
            
            “Just wondering.”

            
            
            “You can’t fix everything, Samuel. Some things only come to rights with time and attention.”

            
            
            “Well, I . . . ”

            
            
            “Their time and their attention.”

            
            
            He gave her a mock scowl. “You know, you’re getting to be a sassy old woman.”

            
            
            She grinned. “Better than being a nosy old man.”
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            Stephen parked his GMC at the Atherton project and gathered his paper-work. A quick check confirmed that a full crew had showed up. Hammers were pounding, saber saws screaming as the work progressed.

            
            
            The underground and site development had gone smoothly. The hill behind the house had been terraced, the curving driveway from Quail Hollow graded. Forms had been built with stubs up through the floor for underground connections of water, sewer, electricity, telephones, cable television, and computers.

            
            
            Materials were arriving daily as the walls were framed. Roof components were due to arrive by the end of the week. Everything was under the watchful eyes of numerous inspectors who had been in, around, and over the site and structure, making certain everything was done according to the newest updated building codes.

            
            
            “Well, Decker, I’d say you don’t do anything by halves,” an inspector had said yesterday.

            
            
            “I like building a house that’ll be around long after I’m gone.”

            
            
            If everything went according to Stephen’s schedule, the project would be finished in ninety days, including the landscaping. Atherton had said initially that an acre of lawn with a scattering of ornamental trees and shrubs would satisfy him, but his young wife had managed to get his approval for a free-form pool surrounded by natural rock. Oh, and she wanted a waterfall spilling into it. Hence, the terracing. A few days later, she added to her list flagstone pathways and a gazebo with various lattices and built-in benches. Stephen did the research and informed Atherton that Sheila’s latest “want list” would come to more than one hundred thousand dollars. Did Atherton want to stick to the original plans or proceed with the amendments?

            
            
            “Just do whatever she wants,” Atherton had said in the tone of an executive who had little time to waste and wanted his wife happy.

            
            
            Building projects, even ones that went relatively smoothly, often caused friction between a husband and wife. But Stephen had the feeling the tensions he sensed between Robert Atherton and his noticeably younger wife had begun long before the ground was broken on this six-thousand-square-foot house.

            
            
            He heard the crunch of gravel as a vehicle approached. Glancing over his shoulder, he saw a silver Cadillac pull in and park next to his truck. Groaning inwardly, he rolled up the blueprints. A gentleman might have gone over and opened the car door for Sheila Atherton, but Stephen decided instead to keep a safe distance. She rose from her car like Venus from the sea, swinging her long blonde hair back over her shoulder as she came toward him like a model down a Paris runway. She wore figure-hugging black leather pants and a scoop-necked white sweater.

            
            
            The saber saws screeched to a halt, and the hammers were noticeably silent.

            
            
            If there was any doubt she knew exactly what response her getup would receive, it was quickly obliterated. She cast a radiant smile toward the crew and waved. “Hi, guys!”

            
            
            Someone whistled. “Looking good, Mrs. Atherton!” another called.

            
            
            Annoyed, Stephen realized his men weren’t the only ones staring. “Back to work!”

            
            
            She laughed. “Oh, they don’t bother me, Stephen. I’mused to that sort of reaction.”

            
            
            “I’m not surprised.” He tried to keep his tone friendly but neutral.

            
            
            She put her hand on her hip and tilted her head, a glimmer of challenge in her blue eyes. “I was on my way to Sacramento to do some shopping, and thought I’d drop by and see how things are going.”

            
            
            “Everything’s right on schedule, Mrs. Atherton.”

            
            
            Her smile thinned. “How many times do I have to tell you to call me Sheila? You make me feel so old when you call me Mrs. Atherton.” She stepped close enough for him to catch the scent of her expensive perfume. “Why don’t you walk me around and show me what you’ve done since the last time I came by?”

            
            
            “Not much has changed since the day before yesterday. And I have to get ready for an inspection.” The appointment wasn’t until four in the afternoon, but she didn’t need to know that.

            
            
            Sheila Atherton shifted. She looked toward the house and then back up at him. “I’ve been thinking.”

            
            
            He knew exactly what that meant, and gritted his teeth.

            
            
            “We don’t have any skylights in the house, Stephen.”

            
            
            “We’re building a skylight into the conservatory. Remember?”

            
            
            “Oh, that one. I forgot about it. Well, it doesn’t matter. It’s not enough. I want one in the bedroom, a big one so that I can look up at the stars at night.”

            
            
            “What does Rob think about the idea?”

            
            
            “Rob doesn’t mind. He isn’t interested in anything but business.” Her eyes took on the look of steel. “He said I can do whatever I want, and I want a skylight in my bedroom.”

            
            
            “Well, then, I guess we’ll draw up plans to put a skylight in your bedroom.”

            
            
            “How much extra will it cost?”

            
            
            “Depends on how many stars you want to see.” His little joke fell flat, so he decided to be blunt. “It’ll mean amendments to the blueprints, approval, structural changes, additional time, additional money, additional inspections.” You didn’t just cut a hole in the roof without it causing a few problems.

            
            
            “Well, just give me the proposal when it’s ready. Rob will probably tell you to hire more men. He’s getting impatient to move in.”

            
            
            “I’ll work up the drawings and have an estimate ready for your husband to sign by the end of the week.”

            
            
            All smiles now, she stepped close. “I know it’s going to be absolutely gorgeous when it’s all finished. Everyone is going to envy me.” She put her hand on his arm and smiled. “Why don’t we have coffee together sometime? There’s a lot we could talk about besides the house.”

            
            
            “I don’t think so.”

            
            
            “Rob wouldn’t mind.”

            
            
            “I doubt that.”

            
            
            “You’d have coffee with Rob if he asked, wouldn’t you?”

            
            
            “He wouldn’t ask.”

            
            
            “Why not?”

            
            
            “Neither one of us has time to waste.”

            
            
            All the amusement vanished as her eyes flashed. “You can be downright rude at times!”

            
            
            “You and your husband hired me to do a job, Mrs. Atherton. That’s where all my energy is going right now.”

            
            
            Her eyes hardened. “What makes you think I want anything more from you than that?”

            
            
            She reminded him of his ex-wife, sleek and blonde, hungry for possessions and power, bored and on the prowl when she got them. Poor Atherton. He’d probably started out thinking he had a nice, cuddly little kitten to keep him warm through his winter years, and was learning the hard way that he had a tigress by the tail. He looked Sheila straight in the eye and gave her a half smile. Silence said it better than words.

            
            
            “What an ego you have, Mr. Decker. As if I’d look twice at a blue-collar worker like you!” She marched off to her car.

            
            
            Relieved she was leaving, Stephen opened the blueprints and started making mental estimates of the time it would take him to add the skylight. For all he knew, she’d be back tomorrow wanting to raise the roof and add dormer windows. She slammed her car door so hard he winced. Backing up, she narrowly missed the driver’s side of his truck. She gave him a venomous look before she hit the gas pedal and sent up a shower of gravel from her spinning back wheels.

            
            
            “Hey, Boss,” Tree House called from the scaffolding. “What’d’ya say to the lady to get her so ticked off?”

            
            
            “None of your business!” As the work crew laughed, he turned away and muttered. “And that’s no lady.”

            
            
            “Señor Decker always has trouble with the ladies,” Hector said from a ladder. “Even Sally at Charlie’s Diner has been asking about you.”

            
            
            Tree House laughed and lifted a four-by-six into place.

            
            
            Stephen pointed at his friend. “Keep talking, Hector, and I’ll ship you back to Mexico!”

            
            
            “Hey, no problem, Decker. I was going back this winter anyway, and I’m taking a big hunk of your money with me!”

            
            
            Stephen laughed.
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            Tom Hadley, the inspector, came late and went over the place as though he had a magnifying glass in his hand. Stephen laid out the plans, answered his queries, asked a few of his own, and told a couple of jokes. During his years as an apprentice, Stephen had learned that inspectors could turn a seemingly easy job into a nightmare. It only made sense to see them as men or women with a job to do and a life away from job sites. A strong business was built on the right blend of mutual respect and courtesy. Harboring an adversarial attitude toward inspectors was as constructive as using dynamite to dig a trench.

            
            
            Hadley was a family man, eager to brag about his son and daughter, who were in college. He was still leaning on the front of his truck and talking when Stephen’s men started heading for their vehicles.

            
            
            Glancing at his watch, Hadley straightened. “Didn’t realize the time.”

            
            
            Stephen walked the site one last time. Everything looked good. He never tired of the excitement of designing and building something from the ground up. Still, for all the satisfaction he derived from his work, he couldn’t shake the restlessness that gripped him frequently. He climbed into his truck, slammed the door, and drove down the hill.

            
            
            He wondered whether he’d be able to talk with his daughter tonight. The past several days, Kathryn had expertly blocked his every attempt. Remembering last night’s conversation set his teeth on edge. “What do you think I want?” he’d asked in response to her less-than-friendly greeting. “I want to talk to my daughter. I’ve been calling every evening, and getting nothing but your answering machine.”

            
            
            “I’ve been busy.”

            
            
            “I’m not checking up on you.”

            
            
            “That’s good because you don’t have the right.”

            
            
            “Could you get Brittany?”

            
            
            “She’s in bed.”

            
            
            “At six? Is she sick?”

            
            
            “No, she isn’t sick. Not that you’d care if she was.”

            
            
            “I’m calling, aren’t I? Why is she in bed?”

            
            
            “She’s being punished. She refused to pick up her toys, and I’m not about to do it for her. She acts just like you sometimes. Stubborn, bull-headed.”

            
            
            “Let me talk to her.”

            
            
            “No. She’ll see it as a reward, and that would undermine my authority as her mother.”

            
            
            “What about my rights as her father? I haven’t gotten to speak with her in eight days, Kathryn. All I’m asking for is a few minutes.”

            
            
            “That’s rich, Stephen. You never had time for Brittany or me when we were married. How many times did I plead for a minute of your precious time? All you ever cared about was your business or your construction buddies or some football or baseball game on television.”

            
            
            He clenched his teeth as he remembered the vitriol she’d poured over his head. He’d fought the urge to tell her she’d always loved the martyr role too much for him to interfere. Besides, who would want to spend time with a woman who took every opportunity to spew her litany of complaints? He’d almost asked her if she was still having an affair with her boss.

            
            
            Kathryn McMurray Decker would have loved to put all the blame on him for her miserable life, but the truth was she’d been unhappy long before they hooked up. Before he married her, she’d blamed her unhappiness on her mother’s weaknesses and her father’s abusive tendencies. When he met them, he could only agree, and that put her on the defensive. She started blaming whatever job or boss she had. She always started a job raving about how wonderful everyone was, and six months later would be grousing because supervisors and coworkers weren’t treating her properly, or weren’t giving her the raise she deserved or the credit she felt she was due.

            
            
            It had taken him two years of marriage to realize that trying to make her happy was a losing battle. When he stopped trying, she blamed her misery on him. She had self-pity down to a science. But then, to make matters worse, he used her as an excuse to drink. When she told him he’d had one drink already, he’d mix another. If she said he’d had enough, he drank more just to rile her. And so the merry-go-round went, round and round, picking up speed, making them both sick.

            
            
            Old habits die hard.

            
            
            Every time he called and heard Kathryn’s voice, the urge rose up in him again. The battle against picking up that first glass of scotch was becoming more and more difficult. He passed a liquor store, and it took every ounce of his willpower not to pull into the parking lot. He broke out in a cold sweat because he could almost taste the scotch on his tongue. He gripped the wheel.

            
            
            Will this ever get any easier, Jesus?

            
            
            The urge grew worse when he unlocked the door and walked into his empty apartment. The silence closed in around him like a prison. He flicked on the television and found a sports channel. Problem was it reminded him of how he used to sit in his easy chair with a drink in his hand. He flicked the television off and turned on the radio. He opened the refrigerator, but nothing in it appealed to him. Slamming it, he went back into the living room.

            
            
            He was going quietly nuts in this apartment. He felt as badly as he had the first few weeks he’d checked himself into the Salvation Army facility. In desperation, he picked up the telephone and pressed one of the stored numbers.

            
            
            “Hello?”

            
            
            “Mindy, it’s Stephen.” He glanced at his watch and grimaced. “You’re just sitting down to dinner, aren’t you?” He could hear children’s voices in the background. “I can call back later.”

            
            
            “No, it’s all right, Stephen, really. Hold on and I’ll get Rick.”

            
            
            Stephen leaned forward, rubbing the ridge of his nose as he held the telephone.

            
            
             “Hey, Stephen, I haven’t heard from you in a while. How’re you doing?” his counselor’s deep voice was Stephen’s only lifeline.

            
            
            “Not so good.”

            
            
            “Want to talk about it?”

            
            
            “You’ve heard it all before. Just tell me something, will you? Does it get any easier?”

            
            
            “Depends on how you look at it: as a curse or a blessing.”

            
            
            “Right now, it’s a curse.”

            
            
            “Well, you made the first step in the right direction by calling me instead of pouring that first drink.”

            
            
            “Don’t congratulate me yet.”

            
            
            “Are you reading your One Year Bible?”

            
            
            “Every day.”

            
            
            “Have you found a church yet?”

            
            
            He made excuses. No time. Too much work to do.

            
            
            “You know what you have to do to make it work, Decker. So what’s really stopping you?”

            
            
            Stephen knew what he had to do all right, but that didn’t make it easy. “I’ve never attended a church other than the services at the facility, and we were all on the same footing. Every man in that place was an alcoholic or drug addict or both.”

            
            
            “Oh, I get it. You figure you have to clean up your life completely before you have the right to set foot in a regular church. Right? You know, you don’t have to brand an A on your forehead.”

            
            
            Stephen gave a low laugh.

            
            
            “No one expects you to walk into a church and say, ‘Hi, my name is Stephen Decker, and I’m a recovering alcoholic.’ Save that for your AA meetings. By the way, I haven’t seen you at any meetings lately.”

            
            
            “I know that, but it still galls me that I can’t do this on my own.”

            
            
            “It galled me, too, Stephen. And the first time, I didn’t make it because I let my pride get in the way. Remember what we talked about? The devil prowls like a lion. Alcoholics tend to live in self-imposed isolation. That makes us easy prey. Have you looked for an AA meeting?”

            
            
            “There’s no guarantee these feelings will go away if I do start going to church.”

            
            
            “And no guarantee they won’t. One thing you will have, though.”

            
            
            “And what’s that?”

            
            
            “Accountability.”

            
            
            Back to that again. “Okay. Okay. So what’s the procedure?”

            
            
            “You walk in the door. You sit down, and you listen.”

            
            
            “Easier said than done.” The last time he’d walked in, sat down, and listened to a church service, it was because it was required in order to stay in the facility and get the help he needed. By the end of the six months, he’d found himself waiting for Sundays. But he hadn’t attended a service since graduating from rehab. He was thirsty again. Better if he drank deeply from the Living Water than from a bottle of scotch. “Thanks, Rick.”

            
            
            “Anytime. I’ll pick you up for a meeting or for church. All you have to do is ask. Mindy and I are praying for you, Stephen. Every morning. Just remember. Take it one day at a time.”

            
            
            “Yeah.” Some days were harder than others.

            
            
            He hung up, but he still couldn’t rid himself of the restlessness. He was hungry now, but didn’t feel like cooking for himself. Grabbing his keys, he went out to find a place to eat. As he drove down Main Street, he spotted two guys from his crew going into the Wagon Wheel Saloon and Restaurant. It would be easy to pull over and join them, and hard to say no when they ordered the first round of drinks.

            
            
            He found his way to Charlie’s Diner instead. The parking lot had two spaces left. People. Too many people. He fought the urge to turn around and head back to the grocery store and home again, but Rick was right. He did tend to isolate himself, and the more isolated he was, the harder it was to fight the temptation to buy a bottle of good scotch and take that first drink that would send him into the black hole again.

            
            
            “Hey! Stephen Decker came back, Charlie!” Sally called to her husband. “I told you I didn’t chase him away!”

            
            
            “So, invite him to sit down and give him a menu, why don’t’cha?”

            
            
            “Would you like a booth, or would you prefer to sit at the counter?”

            
            
            Stephen looked around and saw one booth left. It was back in the corner. If he took it, he would have complete privacy. He could eat alone and then go home again to his empty apartment and brood some more. “Counter,” he said.

            
            
            Grinning, Sally waved her hand. “Pick your spot.”

            
            
            He took a stool near the middle and opened the menu she handed him.

            
            
            “Our special this evening is roast beef with garlic mashed potatoes and baby carrots. It comes with a fresh-baked roll and your choice of homemade minestrone soup or a garden salad.”

            
            
            “Sounds good. I’ll take the soup and a cup of coffee whenever you get around to it.”

            
            
            “Coming right up.” She clipped the order to the wheel over the cook’s counter. Turning, she picked up an orange-capped coffeepot from a burner and a white mug from a rack. She set the cup in front of him and filled it. “How’s the construction business?”

            
            
            “Booming.”

            
            
            She set out a napkin and put a knife, fork, and spoon on it. “That exciting, huh?”

            
            
            “You know anything about the churches in the area?”

            
            
            Charlie banged his bell. Sally picked up the soup and set it down in front of Stephen. “Well, you’ve got your pick. Catholic, Protestant, Mormon, and everything in between. We even have a mosque a few miles down the road, and some Buddhists who meet in a little shrine out on McFarlane. But if you’re asking for a recommendation, I say Centerville Christian.” She lowered her voice. “It always had good solid Bible teaching, if you know what I mean. Dry as bones, though. Not much going on. Just a handful of old-timers in the congregation up until a year ago when they got a new pastor.” She straightened. “Centerville Christian. If you want a happening place, that’s where you should go. Charlie and I go there, don’t we, honey? At least, when I can get him out of the kitchen. Pastor Paul preaches there. You met him the day you came in for breakfast.”

            
            
            “The jogger?”

            
            
            “That’s him. If you’re interested, you can attend the Bible study tomorrow night. Meets at seven-thirty in their fellowship hall. Charlie and I can’t go because we’re both working. But we would if we could.” She nodded toward an elderly couple sitting in a booth. “That’s Samuel and Abby Mason. They’ve been members for years. In fact, Samuel’s one of the elders who called Pastor Paul to the pulpit. Hey, Samuel, what’re you studying on Wednesday nights?”

            
            
            “We just started the book of Ephesians.”

            
            
            “Got room for one more? I got a live one on the line here.”

            
            
            “Plenty of room.” He gave Stephen a nod.

            
            
            Stephen nodded back.

            
            
            “There, Decker,” Sally said, grinning again. “You’re all signed up.”

            
            
            “Assuming he wants to go!” Charlie yelled from the back.

            
            
            “He asked me about churches, you old coot!”

            
            
            “Don’t you have some dishes to wash?”

            
            
            Sally winked at Stephen as she called back, “He’s got to get his dinner and eat it first.”

            
            
            Charlie slid a plate of roast beef, mashed potatoes, and baby carrots onto the cook’s counter and banged the bell.

            
            
            Stephen laughed with the others supping at the counter. As he ate dinner, he noticed how Sally talked with her husband as she washed dishes and put them in sterilizing racks. She laughed at something he said. He came out and carried the loaded rack into the back room for her. And then the banter would begin again. Needling without the sting.

            
            
            Sipping his coffee, Stephen felt lonely again. Even in the middle of a crowded diner, his walls were going up. And he knew if he allowed himself to stay inside them, he’d self-destruct. Maybe the Bible study would be a good start.

            
            
            If he was going to build a new life, he was going to have to build new habits.
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