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To Bill

Your help with the blacksmithing questions, queries about the book, and encouragement to keep going were wonderful.

Thank you!


But when He saw the multitudes, He was moved with compassion on them, because they fainted, and were scattered abroad, as sheep having no shepherd.

Matthew 9:36

The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want. He maketh me to lie down in green pastures: He leadeth me beside the still waters. He restoreth my soul: He leadeth me in the paths of righteousness for His name’s sake.

Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil: for Thou art with me; Thy rod and Thy staff they comfort me. Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of mine enemies: Thou anointest my head with oil; my cup runneth over. Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life: and I will dwell in the house of the LORD for ever.

Psalm 23
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Prologue
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April 1880

Mr. Meyer is dead. Willard tried to let the thought sink into his head, but it wouldn’t. Old Mr. Meyer had been the only person who ever believed in him and his view on life. No one else knew what he really thought. No one else would have understood. Roger Meyer had often told him, “I wish I could make you my eldest son. Then I would know everything was in good hands.”

But no, that was impossible, and now Mr. Meyer’s naïve son would ruin everything. He couldn’t let that happen. He couldn’t let Mr. Meyer’s legacy be thrown out like that. There had to be a way to make sure Ezra kept things going the way they needed to. Nothing and nobody would, or could, stand in his way. Willard Hanson had a life mission to carry out and now he had someone to make proud. Posthumously, but it still counted.

He got up, a determined grin on his face. It was time to get to work. He headed to his office, waving and smiling at people as he passed them, hoping they didn’t notice how evil the smile was. A young boy ran past him, but Willard paid him no mind. The kid was probably late for school.

Willard stepped into his office and surveyed the room. “Stevens!” he barked.

The tall, large man sleeping in the sheriff’s chair jerked awake and sprang to his feet. “Sheriff Hanson. I’m sorry, sir. I just dozed off a little.”

Willard glared at him and headed for the door that separated the cells from the office. The two men were still inside. “No harm done this time, but don’t make a habit of this.”

“Yes, sir. Do you need me for anything?”

Willard scowled. “No. Go home, get some sleep, and be back here at three.”

“Yes, sir. Thank you. I’ll be here.” Deputy Stevens grinned like he had just won the best prize ever invented and practically bounced out of the office.

“I will never understand that man,” Willard muttered to himself. “He’s much too chipper to have been up most of the night. On second thought, he’s just plain too chipper all the time.” He shook his head and unlocked the door to the cells. He went back to the desk, picked up two of the plates of food, and gave a plate to each of the men there.

Later that day, as he sat at the desk and contemplated what to do next, a smile spread on his face. He quickly grabbed his stack of wanted posters and flipped through them. When he found the two he wanted, he set the stack down and examined the two men.

“Yes, you two will do nicely. All I have to do is gain your trust and convince you to help me.” He chuckled and hid the posters in the bottom of his fullest drawer where no one could find them.

1. Miss Brown

August 1880

The ground shook and a rumble sounded through the air as the train squealed to a stop. Maybe, just maybe, I could carry someone’s bags without the porter taking notice. And then there was the even bigger maybe: Maybe I could get enough money to at least buy a crust of bread for Trevor and Tabitha to share.

I hid behind the boxes in the freight yard and kept one eye on the porter, and the other on the second-class passenger car. The porter had his attention on the first-class car, so I slipped into the gathering crowd.

A pretty young woman stepped out of the second-class car, took a few quick steps out of the way, and then checked her pocket watch. I thought that rather odd. Why would she be more concerned about the time than if someone was there to meet her? And where was her escort? Surely she hadn’t traveled alone.

The time on the watch must have concerned her, because she hurried down to the baggage car and spoke with the porter. I edged closer and got there in time to hear her frustration.

“I don’t mean to be insistent, but I need to get on the next stagecoach and it leaves in less than an hour.”

“All right, I’ll find it. But you’d better find someone to carry the trunk for you.”

“Thank you, sir. You are a true gentleman.”

As she looked around and the porter turned back to the baggage car, I tugged on her sleeve lightly. “Did I hear that you need some help, ma’am?”

The lady smiled. “Yes, I do. Do you think you could carry my trunk to the stage office and show me the way there?”

I grinned. “Sure!” My face fell almost as quickly. “Well, it depends on how heavy the trunk is.”

She put a hand on my arm. “How about you try it once they find the trunk and if you can’t, you can help me find someone else.”

My grin returned. “Thank you, ma’am.”

“You can call me Miss Brown,” she said.

“Yes, Miss Brown.”

The porter came over with a trunk. “Here you are, Miss.” He saw me before I could duck out of sight. “Didn’t I tell you to stay away? We don’t need your kind around here. Now git!”

I started to skulk away when Miss Brown inserted herself between us. “I’ve hired this young man to carry my trunk for me. I’d appreciate it if you would leave him alone. If you don’t, I’ll take back my words from earlier about you being a gentleman.”

I peeked around Miss Brown in time to see the porter’s eyes look heavenward. “Whatever you say. I wouldn’t want a boy like him carrying my trunk.”

“Why not? He may not have the cleanest of clothing, but you likely know nothing about why his clothes aren’t clean. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have to catch the stage.”

While Miss Brown defended me for no reason, I went over and picked up the trunk. It was heavy, but I could manage it.

“Follow me, Miss Brown. I’ll show you the way.”

“Thank you.”

We walked a short way before she asked the question I’d been expecting. “What’s your name?”

“Titus Hine.”

“That’s a nice name. Do you have any family?”

“I got’s a sister and a brother. Both are younger’n me.”

“So you take care of them?”

I nodded. “As best I can. But no one’ll hire me or give me food for them.”

Miss Brown gasped. “Why not?”

I shrugged with one shoulder. “They said we was born on the wrong side of the blanket, so we don’t deserve anything.”

She shook her head and her lips tightened into a line as she dug through her reticule while we walked. When we arrived at the stage office, she asked me to wait and had a quick talk with the stagecoach manager. While she had her back to me, I wiped the sweat off my forehead.

I tried not to listen in on what they said, but I did hear a few words; enough to guess she had sweet-talked him into having the stage wait for her.

“Is the church far from here?” she asked when she came back.

“No, Miss Brown.” I pointed to the white building hiding behind some trees across the street and a few houses down. “It’s right over there.”

“Do you think the pastor will be there?”

My forehead wrinkled. “Sure, but why?”

“You’ll see.” Miss Brown marched to the church and walked in with me trailing behind her.

“Pastor?” she called as she entered the most beautiful building I had ever seen. Her voice echoed ever so slightly.

“Up front,” a deep voice answered.

I gazed at the stained glass windows and mahogany pews, trying to take it all in and believe that such luxury could exist. There was a musty smell mixed with a more flowery scent I couldn’t figure out.

“How may I help you?” The deep voice interrupted my awestruck gazing.

“I need to leave on the stagecoach soon,” Miss Brown said, “but I was wondering if you would do a favor for me.”

The pastor cocked his head. “Depends on the favor.”

“I would like to help Titus and his sister and brother because Titus helped me so much. However, I don’t have time to get him what I would like and I’m not sure the store owners will listen to him.”

The pastor looked around her and saw me, his face staying in the position most used when talking about me. “I see. What do you want to get them?”

“Clothes and food. If I could buy good attitudes toward them, I would.”

A lot of expressions crossed his face. Surprise, anger, concern, resignation, but the last was the one I saw the most: a blank, passive, I-couldn’t-care-less face. “I’m afraid I can’t help.” He moved to walk away.

Miss Brown’s mouth dropped open. “Should these children suffer because of their mother’s sin? Whenever I’ve read the Bible, it hasn’t said anything about that. But maybe God gave you a different kind of Bible.”

The pastor stopped. I think he was as shocked as me at her boldness. “They are not my concern.”

“‘Pure religion and undefiled before God and the Father is this, To visit the fatherless and widows in their affliction.’ James one verse twenty-seven. These children are fatherless.”

She spun around to me. “Titus, I have to leave, but I at least want you to take this money and do what you can with it. If nothing else, maybe find a way to leave town. If you need anything, use a few pennies and send me a telegram in Cheyenne and I’ll do what I can to help you from there.”

She started to walk past me after giving me more money than I had ever seen before at one time. “Oh, and my first name is Adelaide, so if you send me anything, send it to Adelaide Brown.”

I looked up at her in wonder. “Thank you, Miss Brown.”

She knelt down and hugged me. “You’re welcome. Thank you for helping me.” She left me behind with the parson and walked out of the church.

I didn’t move for quite some time as I counted the coins. She’d given me $8.36. That was more than I’d seen in over a month if I counted it all up together. I’d never been to church or really heard much about God—not good stuff anyway—but right then, I knew there had to be a God and He had to be good, at least some of the time.

Considering the slightly worn look of Miss Brown’s dress and the less than exact amount of money, I had to guess she had given me the last of her money. I looked up to the ceiling and whispered, “Thank You, God.”

“Ahem.”

I started. I’d forgotten anyone was in the building with me. Or rather, I’d assumed the parson had slipped out as soon as Miss Brown had. I took a deep breath and faced him, my own blank and passive face on.

“How old are you, boy?”

“Twelve, sir.”

“And your brother and sister?”

“Eight and five. Why?”

“Just curious. Where do you live?”

“Wherever we can find shelter. We used to live in the shanty Ma rented, but can’t afford it anymore.”

The parson scratched his head. “If I want to talk to you, where should I go to find you?”

“I dunno, I can’t predict where I’ll be.”

He grunted. “How much money did she give you?”

I clutched it to my chest, afraid he would try to take it. “More’n I’ve seen in a month.”

“Which is?”

“Enough to last me over a month if I’m careful. Why all the questions, Mister? If y’aren’t taking us in to your home, I need to go find Trevor and Tabitha so I can get ’em something to eat.”

The parson waved his hands. “Go on. Come back tomorrow morning, though. I’ll see if I can find a place for you to stay.”

I shrugged. “What time?”

“Early. And bring Trevor and Tabitha.”

“I will, but you better’ve found someone. I don’t wanna get their hopes up for nothin’.”

“I can’t guarantee I’ll find anyone. Not many God-fearing people will take in children like you.”

I clenched my jaw. “I know. I’ll be back early tomorrow.”

I didn’t wait for a response. I wrapped the money in my handkerchief, stuffed it into my pocket, and hurried out of the musty building. As I darted from street to street, I decided not to tell Trevor and Tabitha why we were going to church. That way they wouldn’t be so disappointed when no one was there.

2. Pastor Barnes

Later that night, I waited until almost dark before going into the general store. There were no other customers and I hoped he would let me buy something. I found some salt pork and brought it to the counter.

“I told you, you don’t have credit here,” he said. His drooping mustache made him look almost frightening when he scowled.

I reached into my pocket and pulled a few coins out of the hanky, setting them on the counter without a word.

“Did you steal these?”

“No, sir. I earned ’em.”

He harrumphed, but took them and gave me the change.

“Thank you, sir.”

He didn’t respond, but I’d come to get used to that. No one talked to me except to hurl insults, no one gave me a job, no one cared that I still managed to smile despite the things I’d been through. Although lately, the smile had become more habit than genuine.

I hurried to the darkened overhang behind one of the stores. “Trevor, Tabitha, I’m back.”

One of the darker shadows hopped over to me. “Did you get anything?”

I smiled at her cute little voice. “Yes, Tabs, I did.”

“What’d you get?” Trevor asked.

“Salt pork,” I replied.

We feasted that night like we hadn’t in weeks. Meat was scarce in our diet because it was expensive, so any time we got some, we savored it as long as possible. As we ate, I told them what had happened that day, excluding the part about Pastor Barnes trying to find us a home.

When it was almost gone, I tucked the rest away in my pocket with the money. “We should get some sleep so we can be at the church early.”

Trevor snorted. “Do we have to go?”

“I wouldn’t drag you there if I didn’t have a reason.”

Tabitha hugged my arm. “I don’t mind, Titus. I want to see the pretty colored glass you told us about.”

I smiled. “Thank you, Tabs.”

She yawned and laid her head in my lap. We slept that way most nights. I still tried to fool myself by saying I did it to comfort her at night, but really, I did it more for me than her. I leaned back against the building and began my evening ritual.

First, I examined all the surrounding shadows for threats. Second, I memorized each sound. Third, I waited until I heard the even breathing of both Trevor and Tabitha before I let my eyes close, slowly letting my guard down just a little.
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Ever since I can remember, I’ve woken up right at the crack of dawn. I can’t tell you why or how, but that’s what happens. Maybe something makes a certain sound as soon as the first ray of sunlight shows up on the horizon. Whatever it is, I wake up.

Today, I waited a few minutes before I gave Trevor a nudge with my bare foot and laid a gentle hand on Tabitha’s shoulder.

They both woke up slowly, so I waited patiently.

“How early do we need to be?” Trevor complained with a yawn.

“He didn’t say.” I took the last of the pork out of my pocket, kept a small bit for myself, and divided the rest in half for them.

When they’d finished, we found a water trough and tried to wash off some of the dirt. It wasn’t the cleanest water, but we had no other way to get clean. We somehow managed to keep our clothes dry and still get most of the visible dirt off. No one wanted to be thought of as having housed illegitimate children, especially the children of a woman in my mother’s profession.

Adelaide Brown, Cheyenne, Wyoming, I thought. Maybe I’d have to send her something after all.

Shaking the dismal thoughts away, I put on my best smile and held out a hand to Tabitha. “Let’s go.”

We got to the church just as the bell struck six. The door was locked, so we sat on the steps outside and waited as the sun grew warmer. It would be another hot day.

Half an hour later, I let Tabitha and Trevor go play in the yard, not caring if they got dirty. Early to the pastor must’ve meant something different than it did to me.

By the time the church bell rang eight times, I was about ready to leave. If I wanted a chance to earn anything today, I had to get to the train station, and soon.

I stood up to leave when I saw the parson walking down the road with a woman. I softly called to Trevor and Tabitha and quickly brushed the dirt off them.

The parson started when he saw us. “Good morning! I didn’t expect you this early.”

Yep, we had different definitions of early, not that I would tell him that.

“We’ve been here two hours,” Trevor groused. So much for keeping it a secret.

I gave my trademark smile. “Good morning, Pastor. Ma’am.”

They stopped in front of us and looked us over. I watched for any reactions the lady might have to Trevor and Tabitha and saw none, even with the dust covering them.

The parson held out his hand. “I suppose I should start the introductions. I am Pastor Gregory Barnes and this is my wife, Letitia.”

I shook his hand. “Titus Hine and my brother and sister, Trevor and Tabitha.”

“It is a pleasure to meet you,” Mrs. Barnes said. “Shall we go inside where it’s a bit more comfortable?”

Pastor Barnes unlocked the door and we followed him inside. I let Trevor and Tabitha wander the building, staring at it the way I had wanted to the day before.

While they were distracted, I confronted Pastor Barnes. “Did you find anyone?”

He sighed. “Not exactly. My wife is trying to convince me to allow her to have you stay with us.”

I glanced at Mrs. Barnes. Her eyes were wet with unshed tears as she watched Trevor and Tabitha gaze up at the stained glass window showing a shepherd taking care of a field of sheep.

“She hasn’t yet?” I questioned.

“No, I haven’t,” she said. “He doesn’t think it’s the right thing to do. Not for a pastor, anyway.”

I furrowed my eyebrows. “Isn’t a leader supposed to lead by example? I’m no expert, but I’d think it would be the same with pastors.”

Pastor Barnes’s eyes narrowed. “That is for me to figure out. I made a concession by allowing Lettie to come with me today. Beyond that, nothing else will happen. At least not today.”

I clenched my jaw. “Yes, sir. I need to get to the train station. Can Trevor and Tabitha stay for a bit longer?”

“Of course!” Mrs. Barnes exclaimed. “I’ll stay and make sure they don’t cause any problems or interrupt Gregory.”

“Thank you. Oh, they don’t know Pastor Barnes was looking for someone to take us in.”

Mrs. Barnes smiled. “I will pray you are able to help a generous person today.”

I left without responding. What could I have said to her anyway? Don’t bother, ma’am. The porter will probably scare away anybody who so much as looks at me. God hasn’t stopped him yet, so why would He today? I’ll just have to be content with the $8.04 I still have left.

With those disagreeable thoughts running through my head, I hurried to the station and arrived as the first train pulled in. Behind the boxes, I leaned over to catch my breath. The brakes squealed and I grimaced, then took a deep breath. It was time to get to work.

With exaggerated confidence, I headed toward the train and approached the second person coming off. She was about Ma’s age or a little older and had two bags and three children in tow.

I rushed forward and grabbed the youngest boy before he could slip down under the train. “Would you care for some help, ma’am?”

The little boy tried to wriggle out of my firm grasp, but I refused to let go.

“Thank you,” she said with a sigh. “I would appreciate that. Sterling! Settle down.” She set the bags on the platform and held out her arms. “If you would take the bags, I’ll corral my children.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Later, as the sun set, I wandered the town to find Trevor and Tabitha. A big smile covered my face. I can’t say Mrs. Barnes’s prayer was answered precisely, but after multiple little jobs, I’d added over three dollars to my handkerchief. And the porter had mostly let me be. Miss Brown’s arrival had been the start of a new life for me. At least so far.
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3. Change Is Slow
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A few days later, the stationmaster at the stage office stopped me as I headed toward the train station.

“Do you have a place to stay?”

I raised my eyebrows. “No. Why?”

He nodded toward the office. “The stage office is empty at night. It’s not fancy and doesn’t have beds, but it will be more sheltered than the streets. All I’d ask is for you to sweep it out every morning before the stage comes in.”

“Can my brother and sister come, too?”

He smiled. “Of course!”

“I’ll think about it. What time would we need to be here tonight?”

“Just after five.”

I nodded. “Thank you.”

All day as I tried to find people who needed help, the offer ran through my head. It seemed too good to be true. And why would he offer now of all times? Had Miss Brown talked to him about me? I sighed. He had seemed very sincere.

After the last train for the night rolled out of town, I raced to find Trevor and Tabitha and told them we had a place to stay for the night.

They followed me, confused. As much as I wanted to help them understand, I couldn’t. I was only slightly less confused than they were. We got to the office just as the stationmaster came out.

“I was beginning to wonder if you were coming tonight. Come on in.”

“In there?” Tabitha whispered. “We get to sleep in there?”

The corner of my mouth turned up. “Yes, we do.”

“Why?”

I stepped inside and glanced at the man holding the door. “Good question. Why are you letting us stay here?”

He shrugged. “I own the building and have heard enough about you and your situation to know that you need a little help. I’ve wanted to help before, but never got the courage till Miss Brown tried to help. Unlike some people, I’d like to help however I can. If I had room, I’d let you come live with me.”

“That’s all right,” I said. “We don’t need, or expect, much. You’ve already done more for us than most people.”

He nodded. “I’ll let you do what you need to in here. I’ll lock up behind me and be back in the morning a little after sunrise.”

“We’ll have it swept out by then,” I said.

“Thank you. The broom is in the backroom.” He left us alone and we stood there, not sure what to do next.

I reached into my pocket and pulled out the money. Winter was coming up fast and even with the extra shelter, we would need warmer clothes, shoes, and some blankets.

I counted the coins. There was no way it would be enough, even if I didn’t get anything for myself. I’d gotten more money the last few days, but it still didn’t cover all the winter necessities, and we’d gone back to the day-old bread every evening.

I searched the backroom and found two old, hole-ridden blankets. Trevor helped me lay them out next to each other on the floor for a makeshift bed.

“Can you sing the cowboy song?” Tabitha asked.

I chuckled. It was a long, mournful song, but Tabitha loved it.

“O bury me not on the lone prairie”

These words came low and mournfully

From the pallid lips of a youth who lay

On his dying bed at close of day.

I only got through half of the nineteen verses before both she and Trevor were asleep. I whispered the last verse to myself almost like a prayer.

“O bury me not on the lone prairie,

Where the wolves can howl and growl o’er me;

Fling a handful of roses o’er my grave

With a prayer to Him who my soul will save.”

I heaved a deep sigh and let myself drift into slumber.
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When I woke up, I decided to allow Trevor and Tabitha to sleep longer than usual. I went to the backroom and organized a few things until they found me. Then I had Tabitha help me organize while Trevor swept.

Just before the church bell rang out seven o’clock, the stationmaster came in.

He looked around. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen this place cleaner in my life. Thank you! How’d you sleep?”

Tabitha ran up to him and gave him a big hug. “I slept very well.”

The man swallowed hard and awkwardly patted her on the back. “Wonderful. What do you all usually do during the day?”

“I go to the train station and wait around for people who need help,” I said.

He looked at Trevor. “And you?”

Trevor crossed his arms. “I keep Tabitha safe.”

“What do you do?” he asked Tabitha.

“Play made-up games to keep us busy until Titus comes back. Trevor’s real smart.”

“What about school?” he questioned.

“They won’t let us in,” I said, a bite to my voice. “If you’ll excuse us, we need to go. We’ll be back tonight.”

I took Tabitha’s hand, knowing Trevor would follow me. He’d become hardened to this life already. Unlike Tabitha, who still thought there was some good in people.

Once we were a few feet away, I spoke, “Tonight we’ll meet in the alley by the office, but don’t go in without me.”

“Don’t worry, we won’t,” Trevor said.

I left them to do their games and headed back to the only work I knew.
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Time passed slowly, but yet all too quickly. Early autumn turned into late autumn and I no longer had a choice. One morning after leaving, I told Trevor and Tabitha to go into the stagecoach office without me since I had something I needed to do afterwards.

After work, I rushed to the general store and looked around for warm, premade clothes. I found the blankets and picked up two, but no clothes.

“Looking for something specific?” Mr. Kirkpatrick asked.

I told him and he grimaced. “We don’t usually carry them in stock. Most mothers make clothes for their children.” The bell over the door jingled and he dismissed himself.

“Good evening, Mrs. Barnes! How can I help you?”

“I was told Titus Hine came in not too long ago. Is he still here?”

My breath stopped and my heart almost did the same. What did she want? My feet refused to flee and she found me.

Her smile had to be about the biggest I’d ever seen. “Hello, Titus. I heard what Mr. Hodges is doing for you. That is nice of him.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I said.

“I suppose there’s no reason to beat around the bush. My husband has decided you three can stay with us at least for the winter.”

I narrowed my eyes. “Is he going to tell us or are you his messenger girl?”

Mrs. Barnes took a step back and blinked rapidly. “I... I—”

“Watch what you say, boy,” Mr. Kirkpatrick said. “Mrs. Barnes is a respectable—”

Mrs. Barnes put a hand on his arm. “Thank you, Mr. Kirkpatrick, but that’s not necessary.” She turned back to me. “Titus, I know you and my husband are at odds right now and I understand.”

I huffed. “I’m sorry, ma’am, but unless I hear it from him, I’d rather stay at the stagecoach office. It’s well built and with a couple blankets, we’ll be fine.”

“And what will your brother and sister do to stay warm during the day?”

“They’ll manage,” I said. “We’ll figure somethin’ out. We always have.”

“What about school?” Mr. Kirkpatrick asked.

I tensed and clutched the blankets harder. “Why’s ever’body so all-fired interested in our schoolin’? Ask the teacher and school board why we aren’t in school, not me. How much are these blankets?”

Mr. Kirkpatrick closed his eyes. “They won’t let you go to school? I think I’ll have a little talk with a few people.”

He waved me away, but I interrupted whatever he meant to say. “You barely let me buy things here even when I have money. Why should other people act any different? How much’re the blankets?”

He blinked once, then shook his head. “I’ll cover the cost for the blankets. No reason you ought to pay for them.”

I dug out a few coins. “I don’t take charity, especially from someone who has never been interested in helping me in the past. Here’s something at least. Good day.”

I set the coins on a nearby shelf and stalked out of the store, the anger warming me from the inside out.

“God, if You listen to people like me, could You do me a favor, please? Make more people like Mrs. Barnes and Miss Brown and less people like Mr. Kirkpatrick and Pastor Barnes. If You did, the world would be a much better place.”
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4. Apology
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Two days passed by and I saw nothing of either Mr. or Mrs. Barnes. I had almost decided they weren’t really interested. More and more lately, I’d considered using a few precious pennies to send Miss Brown a telegram. I always chose not to since there was nothing she could do.

“Titus!” I heard my name called, but assumed someone else with my name was nearby. No one ever talked to me, so that was the only possible explanation.

“Titus Hine!”

I froze mid-step. There was no mistake this time. I looked around for the person. Pastor Barnes stood a few feet away. I turned to face him and crossed my arms. “What do you want?”

He came up directly in front of me. “I would like to apologize. I was wrong to act the way I did toward you when Miss Brown was here. I was more concerned about my reputation than in doing what was right. My wife and I would like you to stay with us. Forever. And if the school won’t let you in, Lettie will teach you.”

“Why?”

“Why what?”

“Why are you doing this? And why forever?”

“You were right. A pastor should lead by example. God and I have had a few long talks and... Lettie and I have been unable to have children of our own. We want children and Lettie’s first thought when I told her about you three was that God meant for you to be
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