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[image: ]


Danny patiently led Genevieve, a beautiful one-year-old German Shepherd, through the obstacle course for the third time that morning.  She hesitated briefly at the tunnel challenge, then cleared it.  

She stopped and looked up at him with wide, intelligent eyes.

Chuckling, he patted her lightly.  “Good girl, Genevieve.  Now, come on, you have to finish the whole course to get a reward.”

“I never would’ve believed it.”  Chuck, Danny’s right-hand man, clapped enthusiastically as Genevieve completed the entire course without a fumble.  

Feeling her tugging at the leash, Danny unclipped it and let her run over to Chuck for some well-deserved love.

“Good girl,” Chuck crooned, scratching under her chin while his other hand stroked her back, only marginally impeded by her harness.  “You fooled me, didn’t ya, girl?”  Looking up at Danny, he shook his head.  “From the day she was born, she was as silly as a goose and twice as flighty.  Now, I’m starting to think she might actually make it as a hunting dog.”  

“Let’s take her inside with the others.”  Danny watched his breath form into a white cloud, then dissipate.  

“Think it’s going to snow tonight?” Chuck asked, rising and signaling for Genevieve to follow.

She barked instead.  

“What’s gotten into you?”  Chuck frowned as she lowered her chest toward the ground, raised her tail, and barked again.

“She wants her reward.”  Danny dug the rubber bone out with frozen fingers and whistled.  Genevieve scampered over and daintily accepted it from his fingers. 

“Smart girl.”  This time when Chuck signaled, she bounded ahead of them, past the other outbuildings, heading straight for the kennel.  “And I almost sold her as a family pet.  How’d you know?”  He turned curious eyes to his boss.

“You could’ve been right.”  Danny smiled.  There was no way to be sure with a dog, but training dogs was more than a livelihood to him.  It was a passion.  He loved watching each dog grow from a nervous pup into a strong, confident animal that performed tasks with ease.  

He unzipped his vest as they entered the kennel.  Half of the enclosures were empty, same as always this close to the holidays.  The last class of service animals for the year graduated a few weeks ago in September and Genevieve’s class of hunting dogs would be ready soon.

He took special orders from police departments around the four-states.  His service animals were the first recommendations for many physicians in the area.  Service dogs, hunting dogs, cattle dogs, detection dogs, he trained them all.

His eyes were drawn to one corner of the kennel, where a handful of middle-aged dogs quietly observed the indoor play area.  Quite a few ex-military dogs were adopted by their handlers or near family, but there were always a few that went begging.  Danny took as many as he could, and not because, as his accountant gleefully pointed out, ‘it was a great tax write off.’

These dogs needed his help, the re-training that he hoped to give them.  Life was serious business for a military dog.  A slip-up could mean death for them, their handlers, and who knew how many others.  And a lot of them needed help with the transition back to civilian life. 

Squatting beside a kennel marked ‘Caesar,’ Danny held out his hand for the dog to sniff.  The Belgian Shepherd raised his eyebrows and whined, but didn’t lift his head from his paws.

“If he doesn’t start eating,” Chuck observed the still-full food bowl sadly, “he’s going to get his wish.”

Danny scowled.  Caesar’s handler died overseas.  Caesar nearly died and now sported scars that no amount of grooming could fully conceal.  And, though he hated to admit it, the wounds on Caesar’s soul might never heal.

“I’m going to sleep out here tonight,” he decided abruptly.

“What?”  Chuck stared at him like he’d lost his mind.  

“You heard me.”  Danny stomped off toward the main house, leaving Chuck to secure Genevieve and the dogs in the play area.  

He was back shortly, toting a sleeping bag.  Chuck was smart enough not to say anything else as Danny set up near Caesar’s kennel.

He lay there, wide awake after lights’ out, barely hearing the yips and barks coming from all around him.  He’d lined up new owners for most of Caesar’s ‘classmates,’ but this dog needed something special.  Someone special.  

His dad?  Rolling onto his stomach, Danny stared at Caesar’s dark kennel while he mulled the idea over.  

Alec Fitzsimmons was the foreman at the Rockin’ R, a relatively large working ranch in southwest Missouri.  Caesar would have enough room there.  Might learn a new job like herding the eccentric owner’s prize dwarf something-or-others. 

Running a hand over his face, Danny had to admit that there was plenty of space for an active dog here at his training center.  Jobs, too.  Everything from teaching pups how to be dogs on up to keeping him and Chuck company while they ran errands.  But no, that wouldn’t work.  Danny didn’t have the time that a dog like Caesar required.  Couldn’t lavish the love on him that just might restore his will to live. 

Maybe his dad didn’t, either, come to think of it.  On the other hand, his dad was the very definition of alone.  It had just been the two of them ever since Danny’s mom died.  Unless—a dog was just what he needed?

Well.  Next week was Halloween.  Nobody from Fireclay, the nearest town, would come out this far to trick-or-treat, but he usually participated in the trunk-or-treat at church.  He’d have to wait until after that to drive out and talk with his dad about this.  Friday would probably be best, since his dad usually let someone else handle everything but emergencies on the weekend.

Somewhat comforted that he at least had a plan now, Danny pillowed his head on his arms and finally fell asleep. 

Meanwhile in Cadmia, four friends were wrapping up a movie night.  Petite, honey-blond Noella was the youngest of the group and a fairly recent transplant from Prince Edward Island.  Willowy Grace was the friend of a lifetime, and the most easy-going member of the group, in direct contradiction to her fiery red hair.  Vivacious Harmony, running so hard to keep up with herself that few people could keep up with her; luckily for their little group, she also happened to be a die-hard silver screen fan.  And Merry, a somewhat aloof ginger brunette who’d surprised them all by starting the movie nights a year ago. 

“Alright, well,” Merry nodded at the clock on the wall, the red glints in her gorgeous brown hair catching the light with her movement, “if I don’t get home on time, I’ll miss my appointment with the sandman.”

“Mmm, the sandman.”  Harmony grinned, stretched by arching her back like a cat, then bounced up off the couch.  “Y’know, he’s never once gotten my order right?”

“Never?”  Noella grinned as she positioned herself to hug her friends as they left.  “No dreams about handsome, single billionaires for you?”  They all laughed at that.  

Hugs and well-wishes later, Noella stood at her door and waved as her friends walked to their cars.  She’d hosted another successful movie night, the last for October.  Which meant she had less than an hour to get ready for her business meeting.  Because ten at night in Cadmia, Missouri was 1 PM in Australia.  The next day.

Tonight they would be working for Netherland Transport.  The company had built itself a solid base, but had bold plans for a merger.  Before they could get things finalized, however, the management of both companies insisted on a complete digital security check—which was where she and her partner came in.

She mentally reviewed everything she knew about the company while she loaded the dishwasher and hurried through washing the large pot she’d used to fry in.

Her phone went off and she popped in her Bluetooth earpiece.

“Hé, alles goed?”  She greeted her partner in Dutch.  “Almost ready.”

“Knowing you, you were ready yesterday,” Peter snorted in his awesome Australian accent.

Noella grinned and wiped her hands.  “Here I come.”  Tapping the power button on her laptop, she took her seat.  “Did you decide where to start?”

“The weakest link is always the employees.”

“Which means you have...”  A new email alert popped up and she clicked on it.

“Passwords.”

Noella shook her head at the satisfaction in Peter’s voice.  But he wasn’t wrong.  Planting a program into an email that was then opened by an employee was an easy way to circumvent even the securest program.

“I can’t believe this many people fell for your phishing email.”  She was still scrolling down his list.

“The real question,” a faint slurping sound came through, “is how many of these people have useful security levels.”

She nodded even though Peter couldn’t see her.  “Race you.”

Peter hooted.  “Loser has to post a video of themselves singing a parody on their employee page.”

“The usual stakes, then.”  Noella brought up the target website.  Started a screen recording.  “Ready?”  She flexed her fingers.

“Go!”

For the next hour, Noella dug into the site, exploiting every weakness she found.  Occasionally, she heard Peter mutter in exasperation as he hit dead-ends with one after another of the stolen access points.  Lucking into a coding error that gave her employee-only access, Noella bluffed her way past the last few roadblocks.  

“I’m in.”

“What?!”  A thudding noise came through loud and clear, as if he’d hit his desk.  “Unbelievable!”

“Believe it.”  Noella sent a screenshot.  “I have complete access.”

“You win,” he huffed.  

A notification came that he’d ended his recording and she shut hers off as well.  “I can’t wait to hear you singing ‘The Ugly Bug Ball’.”

“Ah, no.  I don’t recall saying anything about the winner getting to choose the song.”

“True.”  Noella’s fingers danced over the keys as she wrote up her report.  “Next time.”

“You’re on.  Next time, I’m going to win.”

“Of course you will.”  She politely refrained from reminding him he hadn’t won since she’d lost her internet connection months ago.  It had taken her two months after that and a lot of prayers to find a better provider here in Smalltown, USA.

“Right.”  Even he didn’t sound like he believed it.  “Well, we should get paid soon.  Fifteen hundred dollars isn’t bad for a few hour’s work.”  They weren’t splitting it, either.  Netherland Transport agreed to their price because they were the best. 

“Hmm, yeah.”  Noella sighed and rolled her neck to loosen the muscles that had automatically tensed while she worked.

After moving to Cadmia and making friends with some women from church, she’d been thrilled at the invitation to their weekly movie nights.  What worried her now was that she couldn’t remember the last time she’d had to decide not to go on a date so she could make the movie night.

“Hey, are you okay?”  

“Sure.”  Noella massaged the bridge of her nose.  “Just tired.”

“Let me guess.”  Another slurp came over the line, longer this time.  “You’ve got a relaxing hour or so of translation scheduled after this?  Or maybe you’re just completely redoing your entire meal planning website?” 

She must’ve hesitated too long because he snickered knowingly.

“I’m not redoing it,” she protested.  “I just have to schedule some content uploads so they...”

“So they go in on time next week.  You have an obligation to your subscribers.  I know, I know.”  The sound of paper crinkling told her he had finished his lunch and was disposing of the trash.  

“Then you know I take it seriously.”  Lame.   

“Yeah.”  Again, Pete’s voice lacked conviction.  “Ever considered selling it?”

“Huh?”  Noella finished typing and attached her report to an email along with her copy of the recording.

“Your meal planning site.” 

“Sell Calendrier de Cuisine?  What?  Why?”  A small part of her rebelled at the idea.  She might not enjoy it anymore, but that site was her first official online success.

“Uh...  People usually sell things to make money.”

Rolling her eyes, she began switching programs.  “I make money because of the site.”

“Except you’re past done with this one.  I mean, even I can tell that.”

“You got my workup?”

“Yeah, yeah, I got it.  Looks good.  And don’t worry, I’m done telling you how to run your life.”  In her mind’s eye she could see a grin on his face that matched the one in his voice.  “Later.”  And he was gone.

Noella blew out a breath.  Tapped her fingers on the desk while she stared at the screen.  

She loved cooking.  She loved recipes.  Sharing them, trying out new ones.  Pairing dishes, creating holiday menus.  Helping her subscribers solve their problems.  

And yet...  If that were true, scrounging up the motivation tonight shouldn’t be this hard.  

The clock rolled over to eleven while she struggled with herself.  

Ugh.  Clearing her throat, she turned on some music.  Got the job done.  Because that’s what it was.  She had an obligation to her paying subscribers.  Keeping the free content fresh would pull in new potential subscribers, which...which would make it easier to sell the site.

She wiped a tear as she shut her computer down and headed off to brush her teeth.

She didn’t feel much better about it the next morning, but after praying about it and sleeping on it, at least the decision was made.  Before breakfast, she sent out a handful of emails.

And regretted it all through her scripture time.  

“Good grief.”  She put her phone on ‘don’t disturb’ so she could focus on Thessalonians.  “First, matters of the soul.  Then matters of the bank account.” 

Chuckling, she finished her study, underlining several verses, and was about to set her books aside when the gold lettering caught her eye.  She’d read the title a thousand times over the years, and still a wave of awe rushed through her as she read the words, The Book of Mormon: Another Testament of Jesus Christ.  Ah, if only everyone had the blessing of this second witness of Christ’s divinity!

Patting the book, almost in promise that she would do all she could to share it, she reluctantly rose and turned her attention to the business of the day.   

She found that the emails fell into three basic categories:  those who couldn’t believe she would even consider selling it; those who would pass the information along; and yes, two solid maybes. 

She sent the maybes a high level review of her financials for the last two months, then responded politely to the others.

By the time she’d bundled up to go shopping, she was confident that she’d made the right decision.  

Shivering a little as she climbed in her car, Noella started the engine.  Tugged her handmade scarf, a parting gift from her mother, up over her nose.  Missouri wasn’t exactly colder than Prince Edward Island.  Browner, perhaps.  Even last year when everything was under a foot of snow, it somehow still looked brown to her.  

Better than an ice storm, of course.

Carefully she drove through slushy streets to Stock’s, the town’s only grocery store.  

“Watch your step, there.”  Gideon, the store owner, paused in his work to offer his hand as she went to push the door open.  “Blasted gutter has a leak and in these temps, the water freezes ’most as soon as it hits the sidewalk.”

“Thank you!”  Noella smiled as she entered, wiping her feet thoroughly on the matting before stepping onto the ancient gray linoleum.  Armed with an only slightly wonky shopping cart, she started down her list.

“Miss Noella.”  Arlene Garello, Gideon’s wife, looked up from the display she was rearranging.  Premixed pie fillings might be all the rage in the cities, but as she’d tried to warn Gideon, folks in Cadmia still preferred to add their own seasonings!  “Land sakes.  Are you feeding an army?”

Laughing, Noella stopped for the obligatory chat.  “No, no.  Just the sister missionaries.  I have signed up to feed them tomorrow.”  She was growing accustomed to the slightly worried expression everyone got when she mentioned anything remotely religious.  As usual, she did her best to ignore it.  “I thought a hot meal.”  She held up her gloves to remind the woman how cold it was outside.  “And then I thought, how?  I will be gone all day.  Fortunately,” she winked saucily, “I have the crock pot.”

The crease in Arlene’s forehead smoothed right out.  She didn’t want anything to do with Mormonism.  Food, on the other hand, was her passion. 

“You can make a lotta nice things in a crock pot,” she agreed.

“Perhaps, even your minestrone soup?”  Noella allowed herself a slow grin.  Arlene made all the soups and sandwiches sold in Stock’s miniature deli, and Noella had been trying to wheedle the recipe out of her since the first time she’d tasted it.

“Could be.”  Finished with the display, Arlene got up and dusted her knees off.  “I’ll have to try makin’ it in a crock pot someday.”

Noella laughed at the woman’s cagey answer.  “Will that be the same someday that you share your recipe with me?”

Arlene shrugged noncommittally, but her eyes sparkled with good humor.  “Most likely.”  Now that she had a better angle, she surveyed the cart’s contents with undisguised interest.  “I don’t know what you do with all the food you cook.”  Eyeing the younger woman’s slender waist, she mentally added, You can’t possibly eat it.

“Ah, oui.”  Noella lifted both eyebrows and cocked her head to one side as she studied the mound of food.  Bags, cans, and boxes of it!  “For me, the solution is the food kitchen.  I make the test of new recipes on Monday, then take as much as I can to Father Tom.”

Arlene blinked.  Noella was a kind-hearted person so why her announcement came as a shock, she didn’t know.  Unless, perhaps, it was because she hadn’t realized Mormons mixed with other religions.  Even to do good!

“That’s...nice of you.”

Noella shrugged.  “Who has not been hungry?”  Sensing that Arlene’s attention had shifted to something else, she held up her list.  “A few things more to get, still.”

“Let me know if you need help findin’ stuff,” Arlene offered automatically.  A little silly, really.  They never changed the layout of the store, not in the last fifteen years.  Her gaze drifted over to the deli counter.  Specifically, to the pile of papers where she’d stashed the card Noella gave her the first time she came to the store.  

She’d never call the number on the back to get a free copy of the Book of Mormon, but she admired the picture on the front, a depiction of the Savior all in white, with folks looking up at Him adoringly.  She’d never seen the like of it and couldn’t bring herself to throw it away.

“Leave anythin’ on the shelves?” teased Miss Birdie as she started passing items over the old-fashioned scanner.

“It is possible I may have missed something,” Noella returned cheekily.  They’d become friends while volunteering at the food kitchen and Miss Birdie may or may not have gotten some subscription-only recipes free just for being the darling that she was. 
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“I hope you’re makin’ more of that meat pie.”  Miss Birdie’s wrinkled, leathery hands moved the goods along with stunning efficiency as she spoke.  “I know Sterling couldn’t get enough of it.”

Noella looked up from where she was arranging bags in her cart.  “Is there any compliment better than to be asked for seconds?”  Touching her heart, she took a moment to appreciate the information.  “But of course I will make more.  Oh.”  Abruptly, she frowned.

“Something wrong, hon?”  Miss Birdie hit the “total” button and handed out the last bag.

“Wrong?”  Noella swiped her card, then stood there pensively, turning the flat piece of hard plastic over and over in her hand.  “I decided to sell my site, Miss Birdie.  The one for the recipes.”

“That don’t sound like a good idea.”  Miss Birdie tore off the receipt.  “You still gonna cook?”

“Always, I am a cook.”  Noella shrugged expressively.  She simply hadn’t considered that she wouldn’t be able to write off her groceries as a business expense any longer.  American taxes were confusing enough without changing the way she did them.  Thank goodness her friend, Harmony, had recommended such an excellent accountant!

“Whatcha gonna do for an income?”  Miss Birdie was in the habit of asking impertinent questions, especially of people she cared about.  “You figured that out?”

“Yes, Miss Birdie.”  Noella had to smile.  “The internet has many opportunities.” 

“Well.  Alright.  If yer sure?”

“Do not worry, Miss Birdie, I am sure.”  

Noella graciously accepted Gideon’s help with transferring her groceries to her car, then headed home.  The four lane road dwindled to two, then to an unmarked side street where two large vans couldn’t have passed comfortably.  Weaving expertly around the parked cars, Noella finally reached her rental and backed slowly into the driveway. 

“Hi Noella!”  Hailey, the oldest girl from the house next door, waved cheerily as she joined her.  “Need some help?”

Noella did her best to hide a smile as she pretended to have to think about it.  “That would be very nice, but of course, you cannot work for free.”  This was a game they’d begun to play that summer.  Popping her trunk, she let Hailey get a good look at how full it was.  “Ah!  Perhaps you would like some gingerbread?”  Those were their usual terms.

Once the bags were all inside, Noella set two generously sized gingerbread cookies on a plate and poured her guest a glass of cold milk. 

“You make the best gingerbread.”  Hailey sighed as she bit into an iced snowman.

“Not better than your mother!”  Noella protested, still busy putting her groceries away.  “She has tried the new recipe, yes?”

Hailey dropped her eyes.  “Hasn’t had time.”

The disappointment in her voice hurt Noella’s heart.  But what could she do?  Kirsten, Hailey’s mom, worked hard to support two young girls.  If that left no time for baking, Kirsten did what she must.  

“Here.”  Noella lidded the old ice cream bucket and slid it toward Hailey.  “I think there is enough to share with your sister.”

Hailey stared at the bucket without moving.  “Don’t need charity,” she mumbled.

Noella’s heart positively broke at that.  

“I do.” 

Hailey looked up, eyes wide in astonishment.

“Everyone does, ma petite,” Noella added softly.  “Charity, it is not to...to pity someone.  It is the pure love of Christ.”

“That’s not what Mama says.”  Hailey’s voice sounded very small.

“I do not pity you, Hailey.”  Noella held her gaze.  “If I offer you the gingerbread, it is because I like to share.  And you,” she nudged the bucket closer to the girl, “like to eat it.”

Hailey’s mouth quirked up in a guilty smile.  “It’s real good.”

“Then you take it, yes?  This way, I can make more.”  Honestly, Noella wasn’t completely happy with the recipe yet.

“Okay.”  Bouncing to her feet, Hailey hugged her fiercely.  “Thanks!”  Ice cream bucket in hand, she dashed home.

Noella whispered a prayer for the little family next door as she finished tidying up.  If only there was more she could do.  But, when she offered them a copy of the Book of Mormon, Kirsten had made it quite clear that the Bible was all the scripture she was interested in.

Her growling stomach reminded her that it was past time for lunch, so she made a simple chicken salad and sat down to her computer.  Clicking through a few emails from Calendrier de Cuisine, she answered the recipe questions and forwarded one particularly unique food disaster story on to her two potential buyers.  

“I find,” she whispered as she typed, “some of my best ideas for articles in the lives of my subscribers.”

Opening a different folder, she was happy to see an email from a long-time client, a popular Dutch mystery writer.

“At last,” she muttered in Dutch as she set up to transcribe the audio files.  “I’ve been dying to find out how Erica got out of the locked attic room.”  

Time flew while she transferred the story to text and soon she found herself sitting in a pool of weak light from her laptop, surrounded by shadows. 

Squinting at the clock, she yawned.  Her back released a series of satisfied pops when she stretched.  

“If I hurry, I can eat supper before it is bedtime.”

It was so late when she finished her meal that she only needed a glass of milk for breakfast the next morning.

She hung her coat on the rack in the back foyer of the church, gave it one last, longing look, then hurried through the chilly halls to the chapel.  She was almost there when she noticed her friend, Merry, and a handsome, dark-haired man as they entered the building.

Hmm.  Merry didn’t look happy, though Noella had no idea why.  She certainly wouldn’t be annoyed to have such a handsome man talking with her.  She might prefer someone a little closer to her own age, but really, in this area, she would just be glad to find a single man who was also active at church.

He said something and left, so Noella impishly stole forward.  

“Wow.”  Noella liked English slang and she’d never had a better opportunity to use this word than to describe Merry’s attractive new friend.  Linking her arm through Merry’s surprisingly stiff limb, she asked, “Who was that?”  Naturally, she switched to French to thwart any potential eavesdroppers.  People were alike the world around, she’d decided.  Some were good, some were bad, and most were inherently curious.

“I am so glad to see you!”  Merry gripped her hand like it was a life preserver.  “Can you give me a ride home after church today?”  

Startled, Noella opened her mouth to ask what had happened to Merry’s truck, but the other woman rushed on.  

“I couldn’t drive myself this morning because I...didn’t have enough gas.”  Merry stumbled a little over the explanation.  “I got a ride in, but I could really use a lift.”

“I wish I could.”  Noella frowned unhappily.  If Merry needed rescuing, she would certainly help.  However...  “I have agreed to take the sister missionaries out on appointments for the rest of the afternoon.  Of course,” she half-shrugged and started leading Merry into the chapel, “I am sure you would be most welcome to come along?”

Merry’s face fell.  “I’d love to.  Unfortunately, if I go out with you, I’ll miss supper at my parents’ this evening.”

“Oh, yes!”  Noelle nodded.  “I forgot about that.”

“It’s ok.”  Merry smiled bravely.  “I’ll just ride with one of my sisters.”

“Ah, but you have not forgotten about the meeting on Tuesday?”  Noella spoke quickly, softly.  “You will help with the set design?”  

After listening to several people complain about how bored they were with the annual charity Christmas play—the exact same play every year for the last five years—she planned to present the community theater group with a new play at their next meeting.  They hadn’t taken any of her suggestions as yet, so this time she was coming prepared to volunteer her friends.

“Yes, of course.”  Merry gave her first genuine smile of their conversation.  “I’ll be there.”  

Relieved, Noella gave her hand a friendly squeeze and went quietly to her usual seat.  She liked to sit where she could watch for unfamiliar faces, so she could smile and welcome them.  

People continued to trickle in well after the prelude music started and she made sure to wave at the Petersons.  When they came to join her, she greeted each of their two-year-old triplets with a smile and a forehead kiss.

It worked out quite well, really.  Sister Peterson sat on one end of the row, with a triplet to her left.  Brother Peterson came next, with a triplet on his left.  Next came Noella, who was proud to be trusted with the third triplet, an adorable yet feisty little boy.  

Noella loved helping him hold the hymnal during the opening hymn, “High on the Mountain Top,” and holding his hand during the opening prayer.  

After the sacrament was passed and the young men had rejoined their families, an older couple stood up to speak.  Her arms full of a happily coloring toddler, Noella did her best to listen as they testified that Heavenly Father hears and answers prayers.  

“We’re used to things happening right away,” the brother stated with a chuckle.  “Frozen pizza.  Instant messaging.  Things like that.  Well, prayer doesn’t always work that way.  It can take a little time and effort on our part.  Sometimes more than we figured on.  Maybe a whole lot more.”  

Noella was still pondering on that while the Petersons collected their crayons and books and trotted off to deliver the triplets to their nursery class. 

Perhaps she was too impatient.  For example, almost as soon as she’d thought of moving, she’d taken matters into her own hands.  She’d chosen her general destination based on a one hundred-year-old theater ticket from her grandmother’s journal.  Glibly assured her parents that she wouldn’t need much more than her laptop and a toothbrush.  

And now...  Now she was here, but was that all?   Had she simply traded her boring life at home for a boring life somewhere else? 

These thoughts occupied her mind throughout most of Sunday school, so that she was startled to hear the teacher offering his testimony in closing.  

Rising slowly after the prayer, she saw the sister missionaries heading straight for her.

“Sister Cormier!”  Sister Miller greeted her enthusiastically.  “Thank you so much for volunteering to go out with us today!  Are you ready for our first appointment?”

“Yes, of course.”  Belatedly remembering Merry and her stated predicament, Noella was relieved to see her talking with her parents and that handsome new man.  Confident that Merry would get a ride home from one of them, Noella gave her full attention to the sisters.  “Shall we go?”

Noella chatted happily with the missionaries all the way to the edges of the ward boundaries, where they directed her to turn down a long, snowy driveway.  

“I am not sure the car will make it!”  She laughed, but mindful of the prayer Sister Hudson had offered before they left the church, she pushed cautiously ahead.  

Once they had cleared the initial snowbank, the driveway proved quite passable, even for Noella’s little four-door.  As they came around the final curve, Noella’s jaw dropped.

Snow-laden pine trees surrounded a clearing, looking for all the world like soldiers in white uniforms.  A charming stone house stood in the center of the clearing, obviously their object of trust.  

The front door was protected by an arch that led them through a short entryway to where they were able to ring the doorbell.  After what felt like a long wait, the emerald green door slowly swung inward.

A thin, sweet voice invited them in and Noella half-expected to find herself in an enchanted kingdom as she stepped through the door. 

A white-haired woman, as thin as her voice, closed the door behind them.  “You girls shouldn’t have come out in such weather,” she scolded kindly.  “But now that you have,” she patted Sister Miller’s arm kindly, “you better come in by the fire and warm yourselves.”

Enthralled, Noella followed her hostess, a fairy queen in a threadbare gray cardigan and fuzzy slippers, into the next room.  

“Ah.”  The queen settled into her throne, a padded wooden rocking chair, and extended tiny, weathered hands to the fireplace.  “You must be Noella.”

Stunned at being spoken to in French, Noella dropped onto the ancient couch between the sisters.  

“I am.”

“And I am Jane Bassett.”  Jane picked up a pile of wool that had knitting needles poking out of it.  “Welcome to Maison Pour la Vie.”

Home for life.  Noella glanced about the tidy but comfortable sitting room.  Pictured the pine sentinels standing just outside.

“Thank you,” she agreed softly. 

“We wanted to tell you that she speaks French,” explained Sister Hudson in the following conversational lull, “but she made us promise not to.”

“No, no, it is...delightful.  A delightful surprise.”  Noella met the twinkling eyes of the older woman and had the strangest feeling of coming home.  As if she’d found an old, old friend.  Here, halfway across a continent from where she’d been born.

Jane’s knitting needles flashed in the firelight as the sisters shared the lesson they’d prepared, and she asked several pointed questions regarding the doctrine of baptism.  She nodded with satisfaction each time they answered her with scriptures, though she often wore a thoughtful expression when those scriptures came from the Book of Mormon. 

“So, even though I was born and raised in a Latter-day Saint family,” Sister Miller finished, “I had to pray and get my own testimony of these things.  Just like we all have to.”

Jane nodded.  “Do you truly believe what they are teaching about this priesthood authority?” she asked Noella in French.

Noella took a deep breath.  She’d done her best to support the sisters’ lesson without interrupting, but had known deep down that something like this was coming.

“I do.  The Savior himself traveled for miles out of his way to find John the Baptist because he had power and authority from God to baptize.  Today, this authority has been restored to the earth as the sisters have taught you.”  

Again, Jane nodded, her beautifully coiffed white hair waving slightly with the motion.  “Thank you for coming.”  She addressed them all in English.  Looking at Noella, she invited, “Will you please offer a prayer before you leave?”

A weight settled on Noella’s shoulders as she rose to pray.  Half a dozen pictures smiled at her from the mantle above the fireplace, yet there was no evidence of recent visits from the sturdy, handsome young men and women.  No overflowing wood box.  No laughter from the other rooms.  No pile of shoes by the front door or mittens dropped at random by careless grandchildren.  

The snow outside—much like the silence in the home once she’d left with the missionaries—had remained unbroken from the storm two days ago until their arrival.  

Bowing her head, she offered a simple prayer of thanks and asked for blessings of safety. 

“Thank you, my dear.”  Jane’s eyes were misty at the end of the prayer.  

Noella sprang to help her when Jane began to stand, but the woman waved her away. 

“I’m not as spry as I once was,” Jane chuckled, “but I still manage.”

“There must be some way we can help you,” Noella burst out.  “At least...at least let us fill your wood box.”

“You?”  Jane looked skeptically at their church clothes.  “You will get dirty!”

“We’ve been dirty before,” Sister Hudson announced matter-of-factly.  They’d made the same offer on their last visit, and the one before.  Jane always declined, but this time she seemed to be faltering.

“We’ll be done in two shakes,” promised Sister Miller, speaking so eagerly that Jane smiled.

“Well...”

“Wonderful.”  Noella didn’t let her finish the sentence.  “Where is the wood?”

Jane’s smile wavered.  “It’s in the box outside the kitchen door,” she said at last.

Noella and the others only had to see the inside of the box to understand her reluctance.

“What, this is it?”  Sister Miller muttered under her breath.

“There can’t be more than a couple of armfuls in here.”  Sister Hudson frowned unhappily.

“Come.”  Noella began loading up.  “We will bring in what there is.”

“Right.”  Sister Miller held the door and asked softly, “But what about when she runs out?”

“Come,” Noella commanded.  Re-entering the house, she stacked her armful of wood neatly in the box by the fireplace.  Knelt by Jane’s chair.

A slow flush crept up Jane’s face as she sat, ramrod straight, in her rocker.  “You needn’t worry about me,” she snapped.  “I get along fine.”

“I do worry about you,” Noella fired back, taking them both by surprise.  Closing her eyes, she took a deep breath.  “Are we not sisters in Christ?”

A tear trickled down Jane’s face.  “I...”  She shook her head.

“Jane.”  Noella took her hands.  “We have this Saturday a project to cut wood.  To bring good wood to homes that need it.”

“Mormon homes,” Jane asserted, but her tone revealed her uncertainty.

“Any home that will accept it,” Noella corrected gently.  Pulling a clean tissue from her pocket, she offered it to Jane, who had begun crying openly.  “Let us help you, Jane.  Let us live up to our covenants.”

Nodding, Jane embraced her.  “Thank you.”  She embraced both of
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