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Prologue

KRISTINA HEARD THE rattle of keys in the door and hurried to put the last of the dinner on the table. She rotated the meat platter just a hair, tucked the oven mitt in the drawer, smoothed a non-existent wrinkle from her dress, and went to greet her husband.

She plastered a warm smile on her face and met David just as he walked in the door. His steel-gray eyes pierced her, tracking her slightest movement as she came toward him. 

“How was your day, darling?” She leaned up on her toes to kiss him. After five years of marriage, she had become an excellent actress. 

Her stomach flipped-flopped as he pulled off the jacket of his suit, not saying a word. She could tell it had been a long day; irritation was etched into the lines on his handsome face. He tossed his suit coat on the back of the couch, and stared down at her with his penetrating stare that never failed to engulf her in fear.

“I’ve spent the day listening to the welcoming committee argue about what color the visitor cards should be, the financial committee argue how much should be spent on them, and the fellowship committee complain that there is not enough fellowship with the visitors once they receive the cards.”

The tension left her body as he pulled her close, tucking her head under his chin and wrapping his arms around her. “My sweet angel,” Kristina felt his words against her hair, “You are the perfect medicine on days like this.”

David pulled away just enough to gaze down at her, and Kristina remembered when words like these had sounded sweet to her hungry heart. Tears stung the back of her eyes, and she tried to avert them so he couldn’t see.

But it didn’t work.

“Tears?” His questions were always laced with a threat.

Tucking her emotions firmly away, she twined her arms around his neck. “After all these years, your love still brings tears to my eyes. I am so blessed.”

Or cursed! The thought scurried across her mind, but she wrestled it down. David could read her so easily. 

There was a hint of skepticism in his eyes, but he said, “You are my miracle, sent down from Heaven when I needed you most. Don’t ever forget that.”

Those words used to thrill her, but the days of longing for the charming, loving, and romantic husband of her past were gone. Now she knew the truth; he never existed. Those words were spoken to remind her of her place. 

David took her hand and led her to the dining room. “Beautiful dinner, as always.” He reached out and turned the meat platter a hair, looking across the table with a raised eyebrow. 

After he prayed over the meal, he asked, “Did you tell Lisa that you wouldn’t be returning this year?”

“Yes,” she hoped he didn't notice her hesitation. No matter how vigilant she was, he could still trip her up with a well-timed question or a cold, piercing stare. 

“You hesitated; is that because you’re lying, or because you have reservations about being obedient to your husband?”

Get into it, Kristina! 

“Neither, I’m....I’m just going to miss the girls." 

She focused on cutting her meat, but she could see that his hands had stilled over his plate. After a moment’s pause, he threatened, “I hope so. My sweet angel needs to remember who God sent her to."

“I loved teaching,” she stressed the past tense of the word, hoping this would ease his mounting anger. “Naturally, I am going to miss my students. But not teaching this year will allow us to have our own children.” She searched for something to get him off this track, “I was thinking I could homeschool our children. What do you think?"

“I’ll think the matter over,” he said as he pushed away from the table. Coming to stand behind her, he bent down and brushed his lips on the side of her neck. "But first we must conceive these children.” 

It took every ounce of control not to shudder as he ran his hands lightly down her arms, “Come with me, my sweet angel.”

Get into it, Kristina! Just three weeks!


Chapter One

THE SIGN READ: HAMILTON - 20 miles.  

Excitement mixed with anxiety churned in the pit of Kristina Talbot’s stomach. Each mile marker she passed seemed to whisper a steady chant of, “Freedom...freedom...” causing her foot to press harder on the accelerator. 

She had traveled over two thousand miles across the country to New Mexico, and the trip wasn’t without incident. She had lost count of the times she’d missed her exit, and if the GPS chimed in with “recalculating” one more time, it was going to take a trip of its own - out the window!

Back in Texas, on what should have been her last day of travel, she stopped to eat lunch at a charming little Mexican restaurant. The salsa looked innocent enough, and the tomato-onion concoction that she sprinkled liberally on her fajitas seemed like a delicious idea at the time. But they left her mouth on fire and her stomach in agony. Her little peccadillo with the Pico de Gallo cost a day and a half’s worth of travel. 

This morning, she had felt better and was eager to get to New Mexico. Now, within a few miles of her final destination, she felt tired - but extremely relieved.

Just then, the car died. No sputtering, no chugging, not even a last ditch effort rumble from the engine – it just died without warning. Kristina gaped at the dashboard, looking for a warning light to signal the reason.

“No, no, no!” she cried, “I was almost there, God. I don’t care how you get me to town, just get me there!”

She let the car glide to the side of the road and got out. After propping the hood, she gazed at the contents. David always traveled with a well-prepared trunk, but she knew it only contained her luggage now. Besides, she thought, even with a trunk full of tools, she wouldn’t have known what to do with them. 

“That’s okay; that’s why you have me.” The memory of her husband’s long ago comment and his usual recriminations surfaced, causing tears to sting the back of her eyes. 

Lifting her chin in defiance, she countered the whispered memory, “No, that’s why I have a cell phone.” She flipped open her phone, but then grumbled. “But apparently it won’t be any help.” Defeated thoughts raced across her mind, No idea of how to fix the car, no signal on my phone, and no clue as to what I’m going to do next. Some fresh start! 

An image of David, fierce and formidable, flitted across her mind. “You’d be lost without me...” She fought the wave of criticism and doubt that threatened to burst through the doors of her heart. 

She walked to the side of the car and leaned against it, No! I refuse to get upset, I’ll just let the car rest...maybe I’ll be able to make it to Hamilton then.

In attempt to divert her destructive thoughts from resurfacing, she looked out in the distance. The mountains were a myriad of colors, from mauve to brown with a small freckling of greenery. The sky was such a perfect blue, except for the distant storm cloud that hovered over the mountain peak. Kristina wondered, as she gazed across the landscape of cracked dirt and dry brush, if the much-needed rain ever made it to the ground, or if it just evaporated in the intense heat. 

So different from New York, she thought. When she left, the temperatures were already dropping, and the leaves were starting to change colors. In her hometown, the lush green mountains provided a perfect backdrop for the trees’ vibrant colors. But the desert was now going to be her home, and as she gazed out at the treeless horizon, changing leaves didn’t appear to be in her future any time soon. 

But I’ll change like the autumn leaves!

After closing the hood, she got behind the wheel. Hoping for the best, she said another prayer for God to send her a miracle. She turned the key, but the engine remained silent.  

“Remind me to look up the definition of miracle, God, because I must not have the right one!”

The hum of an engine, and the crunch of tires on gravel, interrupted her thoughts. Looking in her rear-view mirror, she saw an old pick-up truck rumble to a stop behind her. “Great,” Kristina riffled through her purse for her pepper spray, “Now I have to fend off serial killers.”

She watched as a tall man in faded jeans and a dark green polo shirt sauntered up to her car, his boots leaving a trail of dust in his wake. Kristina rolled her eyes when she heard the man whistle. “New York!” 

Reaching her door, the man bent down and peered in the window with a charming smile. His steel-blue eyes flickered to the pepper spray, and to her mortification, he seemed to find it all amusing. 

“Are you okay, ma‘am?” 

She cracked her window a fraction of an inch, “Yes, I’m doing fine. Thank you.”

Again, his blue eyes darted from the sliver of open space in the window, to her pepper spray, and back to her frightened face. “I can see that.” Though he said it under his breath, Kristina still heard his comment. He continued despite her glare. “I meant are you having car trouble?”

Kristina bit back the retort that was ready to spring from her lips at his sarcastic comment. But she remembered she was stranded in the middle of nowhere.

“My car just . . .” she paused as he reached into his back pocket. Her heart leapt a mile a minute, and her imagination wasn’t far behind as it somersaulted into the notion that he was pulling out a weapon to do unspeakable things to her. She fumbled with the spray, nearly dropping it. When she recovered, she aimed it at him. 

“Whoa,” the man threw his hands in the air. “I was just going to offer you the phone.” 

Relief washed over her, and on its heels came humiliation. She felt the heat of her embarrassment flood her cheeks. Get it together Kristina! 

“I’m sorry. I guess it’s been a long trip.” She unrolled the window, but just a little. “My car just died and I can’t get it to start. And my phone doesn’t get service here”

“Well, ma’am, if you want, I can check it out.” He shrugged as he walked to the front of her car, adding under his breath, "Course, don’t know how much I can do?” 

Several minutes after Kristina popped the hood, she heard him say, “Ma’am, would you mind trying to start it again?” 

Though she turned the key, the car remained silent. Kristina debated whether to join him, or remain behind locked doors. Before she could make up her mind, he came around to her side. 

“I’m going to try to see if a jump will get you heading on your way again.” 

Ten minutes later, after several unsuccessful attempts, he was back at her window. “Ma’am, like I said, I don’t know much about cars, but it doesn’t appear to be the battery.” Running his hand through his sandy brown hair, he added, “I could’ve helped you with that." 

The man pulled out his phone again, “But I can call a tow truck and get you to Hamilton. That’s the closest town from here. I’m afraid you might have to stay there tonight, until you can get the car repaired. Then we’ll have you off and on your way.”

“Well, actually, Hamilton is my destination. And I would just be happy to get there, even if the car sputters and dies on the way into town.”

“Well, you can use my phone to call whoever you’re visiting.” He chuckled and added, “But you might have to get out of your car. Service is really spotty in this area; you might have to move around to get a couple of bars.” 

She blushed, feeling foolish for acting so scared. Clearing her throat, she said, “Actually, I’m not visiting anyone. I’m going there to live.”

“We don’t get many newcomers to Hamilton, especially all the way from New York.” 

Kristina heard the question dangling from the end of the man’s sentence. It wasn’t Kristina’s intention to be rude, but she didn’t plan to reveal any more personal information than was needed. She forced a cheery smile on her lips, “I’d appreciate your help in calling a tow truck so I can get to town." 

“Sure thing, ma’am.” 

He dialed a number on his phone, turning and walking away from her. “Hey Mike, I got a stranded driver here two miles past the Cordova Ranch. Do you think you might be able to help her out?" 

Kristina felt bad for her brusque manner; the man had done nothing wrong, and she could have told him why she was here without revealing her life story. How long before the effects of David evaporated from her life?

“I’ll wait with her until you get here.” He glanced back at her, still gripping the steering wheel, safely locked in her car. "That is, if she’ll let me.”

Feeling a little foolish, she stepped out of the car and leaned against it. As he closed his phone, she thanked him again for all his help. “No problem. He should be here in fifteen minutes or so.”

He held out his hand, “By the way, I’m Nathan McKinley.”

“Kristina Talbot.” She was startled when he laughed, and his gaze raked her from head to toe. 

“You’re Kristina Talbot?” At her incredulous look, he continued, “I should have made the connection when you said New York. But you’re not supposed to be here for another week.”

“How do you...” 

“Small town,” as if those two words were sufficient explanation. 

For Kristina, it brought up an additional question. Had she made a mistake in coming here? 

“Besides, Ms. Talbot, you don’t know how glad the town is you’ve decided to take the job. We've needed a new English teacher for at least a year now. Mrs. Rose’s mind...” he coughed, “...her health just isn't what it used to be. But bless her heart, she wouldn’t quit until we found a proper replacement.” Nathan placed his hand on her shoulder, “And here you are!”

Kristina stiffened at his touch, wanting to back away. She was relieved when he let his hand fall to his side. “I guess you haven’t had the best trip. But I’ll make up for that. I’ll take you to town and get you settled in.” He pointed at the pepper spray. “But you have to put that thing away."  

Kristina looked down at the forgotten canister in her hand. “I should probably wait for the tow truck.” 

“Suit yourself, but I can call Mike and let him know.” He shrugged, “Beats waiting out here.”

Before she could protest, he added, “Besides, I can get in touch with May, from the church. Even though we didn’t expect you until sometime next week, the ladies will get your house ready for you." 

My house? Pulling the keys from her hand, he turned toward her trunk, leaving a confused Kristina in his wake  

“Boy, have those ladies been praying for you. Some people in the town figured it would take a miracle to fill the teaching position” He stuck his head out from behind the open trunk, “I mean, who wants to come to a small, rural town in the middle of the desert. But the ladies never gave up hope.” 

“My house . . . ?” 

“Yeah,” he continued, as he loaded some of her suitcases in the back of his truck. “The church keeps a small house open for visiting pastors, missionaries, speakers . . . the church just figured it would be more welcoming than a room at the local motel, and it would make the transition to a new town smoother if you didn’t have to worry about finding a place right away.” 

Taken back by the thoughtfulness, she absently watched him transfer the last of her suitcases, and call the director of the ladies group. 

“Hey, May, it’s Nate. Ms. Talbot is here, stranded near the Cordova ranch.” After a few moments, he said, “Well, no ma’am, I don’t plan on leaving her here. Mike’s coming to tow...”

Kristina turned from him and gathered her belongings from the front seat. 

Tossing the can of spray in her purse, she shook her head. What a great first impression! Slinging the purse over her shoulder, she closed the doors and whirled around, colliding with Nathan. He reached out to steady her, and she stiffened against his touch. “Okay, ma’am, if you will allow me the great honor, I would be happy to escort you into town.” 

She readjusted her purse on her shoulder, surreptitiously stepping away from his touch, “I would appreciate that. And I’m sorry about the pepper spray.”

“You’re just not used to small town ways. It will take some time to shake those old ghosts.”

A shiver ran down her spine as she thought of David. 

“Well, let’s get you in the truck and safely in town.” He opened her door, and jogged to his side of the truck, calling out as he did, "You are going to have to wake your lazy bones up, David.” 

She froze at the sound of her husband’s name. Just as if he had dumped a bucket of ice over her, her smile faded and her face must have mirrored her fear.

“I’m sorry, are you afraid of dogs?” Nathan scratched the German Shepherd behind the ears. “He may seem a little big and frightening, but he is really tame, especially when it comes to women.” To the dog he added, “Aren’t you, David?" 

“Don’t worry; he’ll ride in the back." The dog let out a mournful whimper.

“I’m sorry, I was mistaken...I mean I thought...” she stopped, not wanting to explain further. Trying to recover, she went to stand next to David, and the dog immediately perked up. Laughing, Kristina scratched him behind his ears and his tongue lolled out of the side of his mouth as he opened it wider.

“Don’t get all excited there, boy. You still have to ride in the back.” David closed his mouth and stared at his owner with what could only be categorized as a doggy glare. 

Kristina slid into the space the dog had vacated. Moments later, Nathan hopped up into the truck. As they pulled from the shoulder of the road, the dog poked his head in the open window in the back of the cab. The dog gave Kristina a quick, sopping lick. The combination of the exhaustion and stress from her trip finally came to a head, and she let out a startled laugh. 

“David . . .” The dog gave its owner an innocent look.

At Nathan’s sharp command, the dog reluctantly pulled his head out of the window, and Nathan slid it closed. “I’m sorry, Ms. Talbot.” 

Kristina assured him that she wasn’t offended. “And, please, you can call me Kristina.”

Laughing had released the tension building within her, but his steadfast, steely blue stare was back on her. Despite his warm, laid-back manner, she felt that every time he looked at her, he was dissecting her, trying to discern her deepest secrets. She shook herself; that was just the fear David instilled in her. She was no longer walking around on eggshells and looking over her shoulder. She looked down at her purse and wondered if time would heal the darkness that now resided in her heart, or had her light been snuffed out forever? 


Chapter Two

WHILE THE TWO DROVE into town, Nathan noticed her fidgeting with her purse. He turned his head when he heard her snort of laughter, and saw her holding the can of pepper spray in her hand. 

“I must have looked ridiculous, threatening you with pepper spray. Not exactly the esteemed English teacher impression I wanted to make.” After a moment, she peeked out from behind the veil of her hair and confided, “I thought you were going to pull out a knife when you reached for your cell phone.”

“And I was worried that you were going to spray that thing while the window was still up.”   

With a derisive laugh, she mumbled, “So much for the big city girl who can take care of herself.” 

Under his gaze, she shifted a little in the seat. Though she certainly looked like a big city girl, with her designer silk pantsuit and heels, she seemed more like a frightened little girl stepping out of the nursery for the first time. Her mahogany hair fell in soft curls around her face and down her back. She was tiny and petite, and with perfect features and huge hazel eyes framed by long sooty lashes. She reminded him of the porcelain doll his sister had when they were little. He turned his attention back to the road and thought, she looks just as fragile, too.

“So where are you from?” He asked, shattering the silence.

“New York.”

Nathan raised an eyebrow, waiting for her to elaborate. 

“Near Albany.”

Nathan shook his head at her cryptic answers. “What made you decide to move here?”

“I was informed your school had an opening in your English department,” she said with tight lips, “and here I am.”

Thinking she was being glib, he continued, “I heard you taught at some elite private school, so what made you decide to come teach at a public school?” At her non-committal shrug, he added, "You said you don’t know anyone here, so why travel... ”

“I know Mr. Shirley’s niece,” she interrupted. Before he could fire off another question, she asked, “How did you know where I used to work?”

“Most of the town knows everything there is to know about you. You are an answer to our prayers. Like I said, to some, you're a miracle.”

“I’m no miracle.” 

Nathan heard the derision in her tone, and he wondered what caused it. 

“What’s the high school like?” She turned her head to look out the window.

As they drove into town, he told her of the school, and about some of her students. Nathan could feel her begin to relax beside him as she listened, all the while taking in her first sights of her new home. 

He watched her smile as they rolled through the main street in town. The sun was just beginning to set, casting an amber glow on the town and the small shops that lined the street. A national discount store dominated over the local stores and restaurants, struggling to give the town a big city appearance. But nothing could erase Hamilton’s hometown feel, and he wondered if, with time, she would regret moving here.

The immaculate silk pantsuit and designer heels she wore couldn’t be found in any of the local stores. With her skittish and nervous attitude, she definitely didn’t fit into the relaxed and carefree life of Hamilton. Maybe that is why she moved here...and it really isn’t any of your business.

He finally stopped in front of a small stucco house, landscaped with mauve colored rocks. In the center of the front yard was a variety of cacti marooned on an eggplant-shaped island of dark red rocks. Large wooden beams made up the roof of front porch, and a heavy wooden swing hung in the corner. 

“Here we are, your new home.” He smiled down into her hazel eyes. She opened her mouth to speak, but nothing came out.

Hopping out of the truck, he came around to her side and opened her door. He led her up the stone path as a petite woman, not much taller than Kristina, came through the door and wrapped her in a firm hug. “I’m May Williams, the Mayor's wife and leader of the ladies’ group. On behalf of the entire town, we are just tickled to have you here, Ms. Talbot.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Williams. Mr. McKinley told me you and the other ladies prepared this home for me. I cannot thank you enough”

“No need to thank us,” May ushered her toward the door. “As soon as I got the call that you were heading into town, I called the other ladies, and we rounded up some food for you. It’s in the fridge, and I’m sure Nate will be a gentleman and help you get your things in.” Her gaze flicked to Nathan, silently dispatching him to his duties. 

Nathan gave a short salute and began pulling the luggage out of the truck, wondering about the town’s new English teacher. He wasn’t quite sure what to make of her. She wore a silk pantsuit and heels to take a road trip across the country, but was pleased with the simple house. She was uneasy around him, unable to look at him for long, and always jumping at the sound of his voice. She was like a tightly wound spring, ready to dash at the first movement he made. 

David barked, pulling his thoughts from the woman. “None of your business.” Nathan mumbled a reminder to himself.

When Nathan entered the home with the first batch of luggage, May was explaining to her, “Now, you have this place for a month before you need to make a decision. Don’t feel obliged to take it, just because we did this. Keep it, or find a new place; no one will be hurt if you do.” May added in a conciliatory whisper, “And if they are, they will have to take it up with me.” 

“I . . . Mrs. Williams, I don’t know what to say, I . . .”

“It’s May, and you don’t have to say anything. The expression on your face shows how much you appreciate it.” May turned to Nathan, “Now don’t just plop them right there, take them to the master bedroom, down the hall, on your left.”

Nate chuckled, “Yes Ma’am.” 

“Upstart.” 

He winked at Kristina as he carried her suitcases off to the room.

As he placed her suitcases on the floor, he heard May say, “I better get home now. You go take a bath and relax; tomorrow will be a busy day for you. When word gets out that you’ve arrived, every busybody in this town will be clamoring to meet you,”  

Nathan emerged from the bedroom as Kristina and May headed for the door. “Thank you again for all you and the ladies did for me.” 

“Think nothing of it, honey.” May pulled the keys out of her pocket. “Besides, it gave those women in the ladies’ group something to do besides flap their jaws all day." She turned to Nathan, “Make sure you don’t go slacking after I leave, you hear me?”

“She’s already threatened me with pepper spray once tonight; trust me, I will be on my best behavior.” 

Kristina’s face suffused with color at his comment. 

“No doubt you deserved it.” May hooked her arm through Kristina's. “If you need anything, just give me a call. I left my number on the fridge.

Nathan followed them out the door. After May left, Kristina turned to get some of her bags from his truck.

“Whoa, there! I’ll get that.”

“It’s no big deal,” she began to grab for the bags again, but he interrupted her again.

“If word were to get around that I let you carry your own bags into the house, Mrs. Williams would have my hide. And I like my hide just the way it is.”

His comment earned him a small smile, and he watched as she went back in the house. After unloading the rest of her things, he found her standing in the kitchen, leaning against one of the counters. “Well, that’s about it, if you...” His voice trailed off as he saw the tears in her eyes, threatening to spill over. 

The sound of his voice caused her to jump. “Hey, are you okay?” He placed his hand on her shoulder, but she immediately turned away.

“Yes, I’m just overwhelmed,” she added with a laugh, “and really tired.” 

Nathan reached around her and grabbed his car keys from the counter. When his arm brushed hers, he felt her stiffen again.

“Well, then I’ll let you get some rest. If you need anything, just give May or me a call.” He jotted his number beneath May's, and then turned to leave. 

He jogged to his truck and opened the door so David could jump in the seat. When he paused before cranking up the truck, the dog let out a low whimper. Nathan turned to his dog, and rubbed his head affectionately. “I know you have a thing for the ladies, but don’t get any ideas with this one. She might be as pretty as a porcelain doll, but she’s about as skittish as you were when we first got you.” Popping the truck into reverse, he headed for his home. As they left the driveway, David hung his head out of the open window and let out a low moan.


Chapter Three

AFTER NATHAN LEFT, she stood in the kitchen, dwelling on the impression she had made so far. Get it together Kristina, she thought to herself. She headed for the back rooms and checked out the second bedroom first, and smiled as she saw that it not only contained a full-sized bed for guests, but a small desk, perfect for her work.

The master bedroom was off to the left, separated by a small bathroom. She sighed at the inviting sight of the four-poster bed, and her body reminded her that the bed is where it wanted to be. Locating her toiletries in her overnight bag, she showered. Moments later, she was snuggled deep under the homemade quilt that smelled faintly of roses. 

Closing her eyes, she welcomed sleep, but the sight of Nathan, and the perpetual half-smile that always seemed to be playing on his handsome lips, flashed before her eyes. Kristina buried her face in the pillow with a groan of mortification. She thought of how foolishly she acted tonight. With a moan, she remembered that May also knew about the pepper spray. What was everyone going to think of her? Her last conscious thought was that, with all hope, he might not tell anyone else about her actions.

***
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THE WARM FINGERS OF sunlight, filtering through the slats in the blinds, brushed over Kristina’s skin, dragging her reluctant body to consciousness. She smiled again at the welcoming sight of the room, but the insistent growl of her stomach wouldn’t allow her to remain in bed. 

After a quick shower, Kristina stood before the open refrigerator. When May told her the women rounded up some food for her, she assumed a leftover or two. Instead, Kristina found Tupperware containers stacked in the refrigerator, filled with casseroles, lasagna, deserts, pasta salads, and vegetables. It was apparent that when the women of Hamilton set out to do something, they didn’t just go halfway. The pantry attested to this fact...cereal, rice, canned goods, and a loaf of bread graced the shelves.

Deciding that a bowl of cereal wasn’t going to be enough to appease her voracious appetite, she settled on a delicious-looking casserole with chicken, rice and vegetables, all covered with cheese. As her meal heated, she thumbed through the phone book, jotting down addresses of where she needed to go today. She would start with Mike's Garage.

She had just finished her prayers and was about to sink her teeth into the food, when a knock sounded at the door. Much to her chagrin, she found Nathan on her doorstep. 

“Good morning,” he said, doffing his baseball cap and running a hand through his sandy brown hair. Her eyes were drawn to the way his hair seemed to curl around his fingers as they moved through his thick hair. “I was afraid you might still be asleep,” 

Then why did you come over? But she smiled and allowed him to enter. “I was just eating breakfast.”

“Please, continue.” 

Kristina wanted to growl in frustration as he smiled down at her with that unnerving smile, his hat folded between his hands. Though Kristina desired nothing more than to usher him out the front door, she offered him a seat, hoping he would decline, say what he had to say, and then leave. 

“I came by to let you know that Mike looked at your car last night," Nathan began, sitting down at the table across from her plate, leaving her no choice but to finish eating in front of him. She felt his dissecting eyes on her as she sat across from him and delicately placed the napkin back on her lap. She began to lift the fork to her mouth, but paused when he just continued to stare. "And what did he find out?”

“Well, the good thing is, there’s nothing major wrong with your car.” She was about to take another bite when he added, "You know you could have called me when you saw there was nothing to eat for breakfast. I would have taken you out to eat.”

“There is plenty to eat.” A pretty blush stained her cheeks, “I didn’t eat last night, and I didn’t feel like breakfast food this morning.” What does he care what I eat for breakfast? 

Attempting to move the visit along, she asked, “So what is wrong?” Besides you being here. You make me so nervous, watching everything I do with such a critical eye. David had watched her every move for five years... Trying to put her fears aside, she took a bite of the chicken casserole, and devoured it as quickly as she wished she could swallow her fear. 

She vaguely heard him say, “Mike said you are lucky, he thought it might be...” 

Fire scorched her throat, and her fork clattered on her plate 

Jumping to his feet, he came behind her just as she grabbed for her milk. He yanked her out of the chair and wrapped his arms around her middle, bringing her back up against his body. Fear coursed through her veins, “Get your hands off me!” she choked out, clawing at his hands around her middle.

As soon as he released her, she grabbed her fork and whirled around, glaring up at him. Never again! 

They faced each other for a moment, and she jumped when he reached for her plate. He smelled the contents and started to laugh. Yanking the fork from her hand, he took a bite of her food. 

“Sophia’s chicken casserole, guaranteed to singe at least a few of your taste buds,” he laughed again. “I thought you were choking!”

The reality of the situation crept into gradual focus, until color suffused her cheeks. Her chest was still heaving as she struggled to breathe over the fear strangling her. To mask it, she joked, “I always seem to be threatening you with something."

“To tell you the truth, I’m relieved you weren’t choking. I’m not too sure I really knew what I was doing.”

She jumped when he lifted his hand to her face, but he merely brushed a tear trailing down her cheek. She saw the question and concern in his eyes. Get it together, Kristina. “Wow, I guess it was really spicy,” he said.

Hopping onto his excuse, she agreed, “I felt like my capacity to breath was severely encumbered.” She turned from him, and dried her tears.

Grabbing her plate, he scraped the food into the trash, set the plate on the counter and offered, “Why don’t I take you out to breakfast at April’s, and then I can take you anywhere you need to go? Mike said the car would be finished by the end of today.” 

She held up her hand, and started to protest, but he interrupted. “I won’t take no for an answer.”

“I don’t want to tie up your day; I’m sure you have a lot to do.”

“Nonsense, I’m off until Monday, and this way I can make up for the times I have scared you.” He held out his arm toward the door and added, "It will be my pleasure to show you off to this town.”

She looked down at her milk-soaked blouse and pants. “Hopefully not like this!” 

He smiled at her quip, and a blush rose in her cheeks at his warm smile. “Let me just get changed.”

A few minutes later, Kristina and Nathan arrived at April’s Diner. As they stepped inside, Kristina’s senses were assaulted with the smell of bacon and strong coffee, and the symphony of clanking dishes and early morning coffee conversation. Nathan led them to a red vinyl booth near the window, and she slid across, over a desperate duct tape repair in the seat. He handed her a plastic covered menu that carried the tiniest remnant of another’s lunch, crusted in the corner, hiding from the meticulous hand of the busboy that was diligently cleaning the tables nearby.

The server came over, tossing a good-natured comment over her shoulder to a fellow patron. Nancy, as her worn nametag declared, filled their coffee cups without asking. “I’ll be back in a few to take your order."

Kristina’s barren stomach rumbled as her gaze fell upon the description of the Machaca Breakfast Burrito. “What’s Machaca?" 

“Basically it is shredded beef.” He added with a smirk, “It’s safe, not too spicy.” 

While Nathan still scanned the menu, she looked out the window. The area surrounding the diner was much like the landscaping outside her house, multicolored rocks and cacti, but not a blade of grass in sight. The lines for the parking spaces were a faded yellow memory, and the parking lot was brimming with pick-up trucks.

Kristina thought, I have gone from trendy cafes in New York to a common diner in a small rural town in New Mexico. She smiled into her coffee cup. I’m home.

Just then, a short, portly woman came up to their booth and said, “You must be Ms. Talbot. Well, aren‘t you the prettiest thing.” Without giving her a moment to respond, the woman continued. “I’m April, and it is a pleasure to have you here. My son, William, is going to be one of your students. Don’t let him fool you; he is a smart kid. He is just lazy and doesn’t care about anything but football. Now," she said, pulling a notepad out of her apron. “What can I get you for breakfast?” 

After they placed their orders, they were interrupted again, this time by a tall, robust man. He towered over their table as he thrust out his hand and smiled, “I’m Mayor Williams; I believe you met my wife last night." His large brown hand enveloped hers, and she smiled as he continued, “I just wanted to say, on behalf of the entire town, we are pleased to have you here, Ms. Talbot.” 

He pulled up a chair to their booth before either of them could invite him. “I hope you had a good night’s rest and found everything you needed at the house.”

“Yes, Mayor, I can’t thank everyone enough for the warm welcome. I have to admit, I’m a little taken back by such a reception."

“Well, you’ll find here in Hamilton, we appreciate our blessings, and you surely are a blessing.” Kristina shifted uncomfortably in the seat; blessing is not the word she would have chosen to describe herself.

“If there is something we can do for you, let us know.” Mayor Williams turned to Nathan. “You make sure you take care of her."

April arrived at their table, jumping into the conversation as she placed their plates before them, “You best stay on your toes. Nathan is quite a charmer. He’s has half of the ladies in town thinking the sun rises and sets on his command."

“I have no idea what she is talking about.” 

Kristina had no doubt about Nathan’s ability to charm; her only concern was that he would try to charm her. She had no need for men in her life, charming or not.

“Well, how I hear it, April, we don’t need to worry about Ms. Talbot. Our new English teacher knows how to take care of herself.” 

April chuckled at Mayor Williams’ comment. “I thought May was just kidding when she told me you threatened him with pepper spray. Is that true?”

Kristina could feel the color creeping up her face. “Well, I...”

Nathan interjected. “I came up on a stranded woman, alone on the side of the road and didn’t think.” His smile was gentle and she was disarmed by the compassion in his voice. "I get so used to the laid-back ways of small town living.”

“Well, I’m sure glad to have a woman with such spunk teaching my boy.” April said, “Welcome to Hamilton.” She called out over her shoulder as she returned to her position behind the counter. 

“I’ll leave you two to your breakfast,” the mayor said, “But if you need anything, you make sure to let me know.” 

When Nathan bent his head to bless the food, she silently prayed. Lord, get me through today!

“So where would you like to go today?” Nathan asked, as she took a bite of her food. 

Wiping her mouth delicately, she began to rattle off a list of places. “I would also like to see the school, and get a hold of the materials for my class.”

“Sounds great. Edwin Shirley asked us to meet him at the school at 10:30, and I can even swing by Mrs. Rose’s home after.” 

“How did Mr. Shirley know I was here...” her voice trailed off, realizing the answer to her question. 

“He called me when he heard I brought you into town.”

“I guess there aren’t many secrets in this town?” 

“I’m afraid not.” 

Kristina studiously focused on her burrito, arranging the pieces she already cut. Maybe moving to Hamilton was a mistake. I have too many buried secrets that I want to stay underground.

“So what was life like in New York, somewhere near Albany?” Nathan teased.

Kristina struggled to contain her annoyance. Her secrets weren’t going to stay buried with this man’s constant questioning. “It snows quite a bit, which I’m sure you don’t get much of here.” 

“A little now and then.” 

“So are you leaving behind a string of broken hearts?” he teased. 

“Yes. Inevitably, every year the students and I would cultivate a close relationship. It was an arduous task having to leave them.”

She ignored his arched eyebrow, and glanced at her watch. “We better get going; I don’t want to take up your whole day.”

Nathan shrugged and grabbed for the ticket. “Breakfast is on me.” When she was about to object, he added, “Remember I have a reputation to protect.”

Leaving her with nothing but objections squirming on her tongue, Nathan headed for the counter. 

Moments later, she joined him at the cash register. Sticking a toothpick in his mouth, he asked, “Ready?”

They both grabbed for the door at the same time, and his hand covered hers on the handle. She pulled her hand out from under his, and walked stiffly to his truck. When they again reached for the door handle of his truck at the same time, she jerked back her hand. She threw a disapproving look over her shoulder. 

“I’m sorry,” his voice was tinged with laughter. 

“I know, I know...your reputation.” She said, irritated that he was enjoying himself at her expense. She slid into the seat and he closed the door. This is going to be an interesting morning.


Chapter Four

IT TOOK THEM NO TIME to get her housing issues taken care of, and soon Kristina stood before her new place of employment. The school was a modest, typical public school – quite different from the elite private school she came from. While the school, and her new position, might not be as prestigious, Nathan could tell she couldn’t be more excited.

He was having a hard time figuring her out. Nathan took in her immaculate appearance. She was dressed in dark blue linen trousers and a butter yellow silk shirt. Her hair tumbled in soft curls around her shoulders and her makeup was light, but artfully applied, lending to her overall polished appearance. She looked like she belonged in a mansion, having her breakfast served to her on fine china. But the image of her seated so primly at the small kitchen table in her quaint little house in a farming town in New Mexico, eating lunch for breakfast out of a Tupperware container made him want to laugh. Now here she was, gazing at this generic school building as if she were about to enter a palace. She was definitely an enigma.

As they entered the building, an elegantly dressed man came to greet them. Edwin Shirley was only a few inches taller than she was, and of slight build. But he was a man of presence despite his smaller stature. “Ms. Talbot, it is a pleasure to see you again. I can’t tell you how pleased we are to have you join our staff. I’m sorry I wasn’t there for your reception, but I hear Nathan took care of you splendidly."

“Mr. Shirley, it is nice to see you, too,” she said, sidestepping the comment about Nathan. “I thank you again for this opportunity." The trio walked slowly down the hallway as Mr. Shirley went over some information about the school and its policy. As they came to her classroom, the discussion turned more to her subject, and the materials and curriculum that were used in her English class. 

After a few moments, Nathan excused himself, saying he needed to check on something. Nathan stepped outside to call his brother and check on the status of the car. After hanging up, he leaned against the low stone wall lining the entrance to the school, allowing Kristina and Mr. Shirley to meet in private. There was something about that woman that piqued his interest. Yes, she was breathtakingly beautiful, but there was something else. He wondered why she wanted to dodge and sidestep his simple questions concerning her past and New York. He wondered why she wanted to leave her prestigious position in New York to come to a small town she had no ties to. 

He wondered why he was even wondering...and why he enjoyed watching her get so agitated. Chuckling as he remembered how she had spouted out all those big words when she was flustered at breakfast. But then an image of her tears this morning stopped him. Though she had tried to hide it, he knew they weren't from the spicy food. 

She’s probably just trying to get used to small town life. And small town folk can be awful nosy. And you didn’t do anything to make it easy on her. He decided to invite her to church. Maybe she would feel more comfortable as she got to know how great the people were here.

When he returned to the classroom awhile later, he overheard Mr. Shirley say in a hushed voice, “Lisa told me about your situation, and I assure you, you will be safe here.”

Kristina’s face paled at the man’s words. Whatever she was hiding, or hiding from, clearly frightened her. Why are you hiding, my little porcelain doll? 

Kristina turned as she saw him enter. They stared at each other for a moment, her eyes filled with questions about how much he had heard.

Mr. Shirley broke the silence, “Well, I will leave you two to go about your errands. Again, Ms. Talbot, it is an honor to have you on board.”

Kristina murmured her thanks, so engrossed in their own thoughts she barely notice Mr. Shirley leave the classroom. “Well, I guess we’d better get going too,” she said. 

“Yeah, your car is ready. I can take you there after we drop by Mrs. Rose’s house if you’d like?”

“That would be great.”

As the two stepped outside, a car came careening into the parking lot. An elderly woman nearly missed hitting Nathan’s truck as she parked next to them. Nathan rushed to open the door, half out of courtesy, and half out of caution, afraid the woman would leave a dent in his truck. 

“Nathan McKinley, I sincerely hope you were heading in my direction. Is this little thing my replacement?” Gesturing to Kristina, the woman said, “I heard she was here, and you were parading her all over this town. You should have brought her by to see me.” The woman came and sized her up. Kristina smiled at the peculiar woman, who went on, “Well, you are a little one, but I hope there's some grit in that pretty smile of yours. Those kids are good kids, but they can run over you like a drunk after happy hour.” 

The elderly woman was just a few inches shorter than Nathan, and possessed the shoulders of a quarter back, though they were stooped with age. Her gravelly voice was deep and commanded authority, even though her words and actions belied her sanity. 

“Kristina, this is Mrs. Rose.” Nathan explained as Kristina held out her hand. 

Instead of shaking it, Mrs. Rose slapped a notebook in it. “Nice to meet you sugar. Here is my lesson plan.” Kristina opened her mouth to speak, but Mrs. Rose interrupted. “Now, little bit, I don’t doubt your capacity to teach them, but these kids can smell fear and a push-over. You’ve got to be tough. Make sure you have on your steel underwear that first day, or otherwise, they will have your butt for breakfast.”

Mrs. Rose turned and started to walk back to her car, but paused and said over her shoulder, “And don’t think that pepper spray is going to help you in class.” 

She patted Nathan affectionately on the cheek, who stood holding the door open for her. 

Nathan smiled at the woman, who responded by yelling, "I got a pig in the oven, boy, out of my way!”

Kristina stared wide-eyed at the woman’s retreating car. It was a while before her eyes returned to Nathan. He placed a finger under her chin and closed her gaping mouth. “Well, 'little one’” he said, imitating Mrs. Rose’s gruff voice, “Are you ready to head back to New York?"

Kristina’s brows drew together in a question as she asked, “Why, because your English teacher is a little eccentric? It would take more than that to scare me off.” She faced him squarely, and for the first time this morning, she didn’t avert her eyes.

He took the books from her and placed them in his truck, and turned toward her with his hands on his hips. “Hey, I wasn’t trying to scare you off.” He decided he liked the confident, fiery side to her a lot more than when she was skittering away from him. 

He cheeks wore a faint blush as she murmured, “Oh, I’m sorry.”

“Hey, my fault for teasing you when we hardly know each other.” 

After they had climbed in the truck, he asked, “Why don’t you come to church on Sunday? We are having a fellowship dinner right after service, and it will give you a chance to get to know everybody and help you feel at home here."

He noticed she stiffened again, and was looking out the window as she composed her response.

“I mean...I assumed you were Christian because you prayed with me before breakfast...” He let his words trail off, frustrated with his fumbled attempts with this woman. Great, way to go Nate, just make her feel more alienated.

The silence loomed in the truck for a few moments, until she cleared her throat. “Yeah, I was going to go. It is the church we passed earlier today, right?”

“Yes.” He let the subject drop, sensing this was another slippery area with her. “So what do you say we go get your car?"

She nodded, but continued to stare out the window. They rode to Mike’s garage in silence, and when he pulled up, she jumped out of the truck before he could even come around to her side. “Thank you for all of your help today. I appreciate it.” 

“Look Kristina,” Nathan said, reaching for her arm. “I didn’t mean to offend you, I just...”

Kristina interrupted him, wiggling her arm free from his grasp, “Nathan, I wasn’t offended. Just tired, I guess.”

With a smile that didn’t quite reach her hazel eyes, she said goodnight and thanked him again. He stood there, watching her hustle into his brother’s garage, an uncomfortable lump in the pit of his stomach.

After she paid and thanked Mike, she passed Nathan, offering him only a brief nod, and then drove off.

Mike stood by, watching Kristina’s chilly departure. “Wow!” Mike asked his brother, "What did you do?”

Nathan shrugged at his older brother and mumbled, “Nothing.”

Mike took one look at his brother’s troubled features, and laughed, “Okay?”

Knowing his older brother would be relentless in his pursuit of the truth, he reluctantly shared what happened. 

Mike chuckled, and asked, “So Nate finally found a woman who intrigues him?”

“I barely know her.” 

“But you want to.”

“Not beyond friendly terms. She’s jumpy and frightened...”

“And beautiful?” Mike interrupted.

“Sure, but I’m not even sure she’s a Christian. I invited her to church. You could tell she really didn’t want to come, but she accepted anyway. I’d be surprised if I even saw her there.”

“And if she isn’t? Why do you doubt God’s ability to use you? You have gifts and talents you aren’t using.” Nathan knew by the look on his brother’s face where this was heading. 

“Now don’t use this as an excuse to badger me about taking the position.” Nathan said gruffly, “I told you I don’t think I’m called to be a pastor.”

“If God is calling you, you’d never hear Him because you are too busy shouting to everyone why you are not fit to be the pastor.” 

“Look how bad I bungled a simple invitation to church.”

Mike held up his hand and said, “Save it, little brother. I don’t want to hear about what you can’t do. That's not the point; it is what God can do through you. Just think about it.”

Walking back to the shop, he added. “I’m going to close up, and then you can come over and play with your niece and nephew.”

Nathan just grunted under his breath and got in the truck, thinking about what Mike said while he waited for him. 

His brother had this way of dropping a bomb on you, and then leaving you to mull it over yourself. The church wanted him to take over his dad’s position as pastor, but Nathan knew he wasn’t cut out for that position. Besides, his family didn't know how miserably he failed to minister to his own roommate in Seminary. How was he supposed to care for an entire congregation if he couldn’t even save his best friend?

Sighing in frustration, he started the truck and followed his brother back to the house. After today, playing with Mike’s kids was just what he needed. He loved those kids, and they had a way of taking the burdens off your heart with their sweet smiles and endearing comments. Within moments of entering the house, the troubles of the day were crumbling away. As he lifted both Rick and Karen in his arms, all thoughts of his failures, the pastoral position, and Kristina were far from his mind. 

After dinner, the kids settled in the crook of each of his arms. He inhaled the sweet scent of their freshly washed hair, and delighted in their giggles as he read them their favorite bedtime stories. When he kissed them each on top of their heads, his heart longed for the day when his own children would snuggle next to him for their bedtime stories. The sound of tiny bare feet running across his floor was a beautiful symphony he couldn't wait to hear. Unfortunately, he thought with a sad chuckle, Hamilton wasn’t filled with many eligible ladies. And if things stayed the way they were, it would take a miracle for him to find someone to warm his heart and side.


Chapter Five

AS NATHAN ENJOYED THE evening with his family, Kristina was not having such an easy time relaxing. She returned home and tried to look over Mrs. Rose’s notes, but she couldn’t shake Nathan from her mind. She was here in Hamilton to get a fresh start, away from David and everything associated with him. But Nathan threatened to take all that away from her. His presence alone caused her to be nervous. On top of that, he wouldn’t relent with his probing questions, teasing, and frustrating invitations. 

And she was sure he had overheard her conversation with Mr. Shirley. Or had he? She nibbled on her fingernail as she wondered. Would he repeat it?  

She thought about all of the pepper spray comments that had been thrown their way today. She could imagine how fast the tidbits of her past would spread through this town. 

She’d come this far, she was finally free, but she felt more enslaved than ever. Her fears and her past were like heavy shackles around her arms, holding her down. Without David around, she thought that she would be free from constantly disguising her thoughts and emotions, but that’s exactly how she had spent her first day in Hamilton.

You should have never left me. David’s voice echoed in her mind. We are one. No one can separate what God put together. David had told her that after she tried to leave him the first time. The pain and degradation she suffered that night were forever burned into her mind. After he was done abusing her, he forced her to spend the night “proving” how much she loved him, and how sorry she was. 

Wrapping her arms around her legs, she buried her face. David had often told the congregation that Jesus could wash you clean. “I wish You could wash my mind clean,” she said to the empty room.

She picked up the notebook and tried to concentrate. But after a few moments of staring at Mrs. Rose’s scrawl, she threw the notebook aside. Instead, she put on some music and set about putting the day out of her mind. 

She had been so tired last night that she left everything packed, and this morning, she rushed out before getting around to it. Now she began unpacking her things. Several suitcases and an overnight bag were the extent of her belongings now. No, I have much more than that. I have freedom from five years of constant nightmares. I have a chance at a fresh start, a chance to heal. 

As she put away her toiletries, she ran across her wedding ring. Turning the ring on the tip of her finger, she thought of when she and David first married. He was so charming. She remembered the laughter and love they shared in those earlier days. He would always say she was his angel, sent down from heaven, and he couldn‘t believe that a woman as beautiful as her would love a man like him. 

Her family and friends loved him, except Lisa. Lisa always believed he was too obsessed with her. “I mean, you are a wonderful woman, don’t get me wrong.” Lisa would explain, “But he’s got you on a pedestal; you’re his angel, his princess . . . you’re perfect! And what happens if you fall off that pedestal?”

Tears rolled down her cheeks, and Kristina threw the ring in the back of the bathroom drawer. I found out that answer, she recalled with anger and bitterness choking her throat. 

Shaking off the haunting memories, she dried her face and finished putting away her things, her chin quivering from time to time. Looking at her tear-stained face in the mirror, she admonished her reflection. “Stop! You are starting over, and this time nothing, and no one, is going to hurt you."

After unpacking, she set about preparing for her first day at school. Throwing herself into her work, she lost track of time. Before she knew it, it was midnight. 

The next two days were filled with much of the same. She spent her time alternating between working on her classes and getting herself settled into her new home. There was plenty of occasion for breaks as a constant barrage of visitors came knocking at her door. She was delighted that none of her visitors included the high and mighty Nathan McKinley. May came by Friday morning to invite her to dinner at their house that night, and she was invited to church on Sunday by April, who stopped by Saturday night to bring her a pie. 

“Yes, Nathan invited me too. I’ll be there.”

April chortled, “I can see that boy hasn’t lost his charm.”

“Oh no, it’s not like that. He just said it would a great way for me to get to know everyone at the dinner afterward...” she let her words trail off as she saw April's knowing smile was not relenting. 

“Do I need to bring anything for the dinner?” 

“Heavens, no darling. You are a guest...for now.” 

Kristina managed a weak smile. April rubbed her arm, and said, “Well honey, I know you must be tired. I’ll be letting you get some rest.” 

At the door, April hugged her and said, “Don’t let Nathan’s charm fool you either. He is much more than just a dashing smile. That man is one of the sweetest and compassionate men I have ever known, and godly too. Any woman would be lucky to have a man like him.”

Kristina’s face paled; she’d had enough “godly” men in her life...she would consider herself lucky to never have to deal with one again.

The phone rang just as she closed the door, and she was relieved to hear Lisa’s voice. She was exhausted from plastering a smile on her face. 

“Your students keep coming by and asking how you are doing.” Lisa said casually, though concern tinged her voice. “What should I tell them?"

“Tell them I’m doing great.” Kristina proceeded to tell Lisa about her encounter with Mrs. Rose, the steady stream of visitors and the invitations she had already received.

“Well,” Lisa admonished, “You better take the one to church.” At Kristina’s silence, she added, “I know how you feel. Don’t let what happened keep you from church. God’s the only one who can heal you.”

Silenced stretched across the line. 

“So, I didn’t just call to chit-chat. David’s lawyer came by the school this week.” 

“What did he want?” Kristina’s voice was barely a whisper.

“Your address, he has some papers that need your signature. I told him I would be willing to forward anything to you, but you wished your location to remain private.”

“Good, did he leave it with you?”

“No, he said he needed to deliver it in person. I told him I would convey the message.”

“Don’t give him my address!”

“Kristina, I didn’t. But you need to get past this now. David’s dead, you don’t have to hide from him.”

“I know, it’s just...I don’t feel safe yet. I know that sounds ridiculous to you, but I still want to remain hidden.”

Lisa was silent for a moment, before she said, “Okay, but just as long as it isn’t because you are hiding from dealing with your past.”

“I’m fine,” Kristina said with more conviction than she actually felt.


Chapter Six

SUNDAY DAWNED LIKE an overzealous and unwanted lover, the air smothering her with warm wet kisses and breathing its hot humid breath down her neck. Or maybe she felt smothered as she debated whether to go to church. 

As stood before her closet, she pictured David eying her in the mirror on Sundays. No matter how modest she thought her choice, David was always near with a critical comment. “Are you trying to attract every wayward man in the church? Proverbs 9 talks about such immoral women: ‘She calls out to men going by who are minding their own business. "Come in with me," she urges the simple.’” 

Pushing aside the memories, she yanked out a light and airy yellow short-sleeve dress with matching sling-back sandals. Gathering up her purse and her Bible, she headed out the door, brushing away an errant tear, I am not an immoral woman. 

Arriving at the church, Kristina slipped into one of the back pews and laid her Bible and purse beside her. As she waited for the service to start, several members of the community came up and greeted her. Soon everyone seated themselves as the choir filed into their places. She had to restrain herself from gaping as Nathan walked out from one of the back stage doors and took a seat at the piano. The congregation stood and as Nathan's nimble fingers flew across the piano, the choir lifted their voices in a beautiful hymn. It was a few moments before Kristina remembered herself and began following along. 

Apparently, he is not only a carpenter, my assigned escort and official interrogator, she thought, but he also plays the piano and leads the church choir. What does this guy not do? Later in the service, she would get her answer, as Nathan stood and faced the congregation. The children of the church were gathering up near the front, seating themselves before him. He smiled and asked, “How are you guys doing this morning?” There was a weak reply and he said, “I thought I was going to get a thundering response. What is wrong?”

One boy of about nine said, “It’s gonna rain, and I wanted to go fishing today!”

“Jeremy, I’m glad you said that.” Nathan said, sitting down on the steps in front of them. “What do you think would happen to the pond if God never sent a little rain our way?”

Jeremy shrugged his shoulders, and said matter-of-factly, “We’d get to fish a whole lot more?”

Nathan’s rich laughter rumbled out, reaching out to her where she sat in the back pew, and a soft smile touched her lips as she watched him with the children. “Well, yeah,” Nathan said, “for a while. But then eventually the pond is going to dry up.”

“Then we could just pick the fish up off the ground!” a little girl of about six said, her dark curly hair bouncing with her excitement.

The church laughed, and a blushed stained the little girl’s cheeks as she sensed that she had triggered the laughter, but not understanding why. Nathan continued, “Good point, Alyssa, but I was thinking more along the lines of how God blesses us with things that don
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