
	Choir director Kat and widowed preacher Jonathan fight off their mutual attraction, thinking their congregation and families won’t approve of their second chance at love.

	 

	 

	Jonathan could do nothing to stop his wife’s losing battle with cancer. With twenty years into the ministry, he can’t believe the Lord would leave him with both an empty nest and empty spot on the other side of the bed.

	Kat, music teacher and mother of grown twins, feels settled in small-town Texas. Life may be dull, but it’s predictable, unlike her life with her late husband. Kat concludes a happy, committed relationship with a male is impossible, so she makes peace with herself. If nuns can live celibate, why can’t she?

	One Sunday, Jonathan spies a golden beam of light descending upon Kat while she’s directing the choir. Why hasn’t he noticed how beautiful she was before? From here on out, Jonathan knows he’ll be preachin’ to the choir, but will Kat—and his congregation and their children—let him? 
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	Dedication

	 

	 

	To all who thought love passed them by but never gave up until it found them. You are the true romantics.

	 


Prologue

	 

	 

	A powerful swell of organ music cloaked Jonathan Rawlins in an invisible curtain of solitude as he stepped into the pulpit. These past few Sundays felt different. In his over twenty years in the ministry, he couldn’t once remember experiencing such an unsettling awareness while conducting a worship service, including his first faltering attempts fresh out of the seminary. Here it was again, that odd feeling of restlessness permeating his soul. He tried to shake it off, but it clung to him like grit on a screen window after a dust storm.

	The members of his flock lifted their encouraging faces and fixed their gazes upon his, waiting with polite expectation for his sermon to commence. He had been blessed today, as the lessons were relatively straightforward. He began by re-reading a part of the Old Testament passage:

	“From Ecclesiastes, fourth chapter: Two are better than one, because they have a good return for their work: if one falls down, his friend can help him up. But pity the man who falls and has no one to help him up! Also, if two lie down together, they will keep warm. But how can one keep warm alone? Though one may be overpowered, two can defend themselves. A cord of three strands is not quickly broken...”

	Jonathan’s voice faded away. He cleared his throat once, twice, but still the words were trapped. His vocal battery had died and needed a jump. He reached under the pulpit and found the small glass of ice water one of the altar guild ladies always placed on the hidden shelf for just such an occasion and took a long, cool sip.

	The tension in his throat immediately relaxed, but the mental roadblock remained—anxious seconds ticked by slowly. Jonathan put the glass away and glanced over his page of notes, desperate to push his stalled vehicle of a sermon back on the open road.

	What was he going to talk about this morning? Oh, yes, the significance of the three strands. What did the three strands represent? The first stood for the Lord, the second for himself, and the third strand? The third strand of his own cord had been cut this past winter. Jonathan’s cord had unraveled as he’d laid to rest his wife of twenty-five years in the cold, rocky earth of the Texas Hill County.

	A dull, familiar ache pierced his heart. Jonathan turned to the front left pew for strength. It had been Ruth’s favorite spot. Recently dear Aunt Mabel, as everyone called his biggest cheerleader in the congregation, had occupied the seat, but this week Aunt Mabel was in the hospital mending from a hip operation. The empty spot taunted him.

	Jonathan curled his fingers into tight fists at his sides. Frustration blossomed faster than bluebonnets beside the highway after a spring shower. What could he say? Where could he go? Who could he turn to?

	He took a deep breath and cleared his throat again, praying for inspiration. Just when all seemed lost, something in the corner of his eye caught Jonathan’s attention. His gaze wandered from the left side of the sanctuary to the right and rested on the choir loft. A sense of peace and strength flooded his frame as he focused on the familiar figure seated front row center—St. Luke’s new choir director, Kat Dubcek.

	Kat raised both her hands in a thumbs-up motion. Her radiant blue-gray eyes and infectious grin lightened the burden Jonathan had been carrying for the past five months. His confidence soared. Smiling his approval, he returned to his sermon notes.

	The next fifteen minutes sped by in a glorious blur. With the last “Amen” Jonathan knew he had done it. He had preached his sermon and had been graced with many thoughtful smiles in return. Both relief and anticipation surged through his veins. He could do this. He could still be a pastor to his flock—

	And all because Kat Dubcek had indicated he could.

	Returning to his chair, Jonathan raised his hymnal high, observing Kat as she took her place to direct the choir’s offertory selection. Raising her arms wide in a welcoming gesture, the choir members rose to their feet. She prompted Gayle at the organ to begin with a discreet nod, then turned her full attention to their performance.

	At first it seemed an ordinary enough beginning to an ordinary song, but then the miraculous happened. A sudden burst of sunlight filtered through the narrow, jewel-toned stained-glass windows above the choir loft, bathing Kat in a heavenly glow.

	Jonathan shivered. He scanned the sanctuary to see how his congregation was reacting to such a miraculous display of light and color, but no one appeared to notice this extraordinary phenomenon.

	Doesn’t anyone else see it?

	He contemplated the glorious halo of light that encompassed Kat’s ash-blonde hair, streaking it with iridescent flashes of spun silver. The creamy white of her choir robe had taken on a stunning brightness, the like of which hadn’t been seen since Christ’s appearance on the Mount of Transfiguration. There could be no other explanation for it—an angel had lighted upon the earth and taken up residence in St. Luke’s choir loft.

	Kat’s strong alto floated above the organ in distinct counter to the melody, its harmony blending beautifully with the handful of other voices. Her mellow tone resonated with a rich and sensual quality, enrapturing him. He sat transfixed, captivated. Her misty-blue eyes were sparkling sapphires. Her full lips burned red as if kissed by the same purifying coal that had touched the prophet Isaiah’s. Her skin glowed alabaster, as smooth and soft as a dove’s breast.

	Beneath the gleaming radiance, Jonathan sensed the real Kat, both ethereal and earthy. He knew she wasn’t some sort of celestial being, although undoubtedly she was one of God’s better creations. He continued adoring her from across the room, stealing glances over the edge of his hymn book. It was as if Kat had become translucent, and only he could sense the honesty of her soul and the true depths of her compassion. To Jonathan, Kat Dubcek exemplified the very essence of an angel wrapped up in a beautiful woman’s body.

	Jonathan’s voice rose strong and assured, joining the congregation in the singing of the doxology. No longer did he entertain the overwhelming notion of going it alone as he had tried so valiantly to do these past months since Ruth passed away. No longer did his heart feel lost and lonely because no one sat in the first pew, left side. No longer would he worry about whom to preach to—

	Because from here on out, he was preaching to the choir.

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	Three months earlier

	 

	“Why do people think playing the Good Samaritan is so easy?”

	Kat bit her tongue—hard. It wouldn’t do if she let loose with a string of swear words while she was doing her good deed for the day, particularly considering the locale.

	She refocused her attention on removing the folded clothes from the dresser drawers and packing them into boxes. Why she had bothered to dress up for this assignment she had no earthly idea, other than Darla had said on the phone it was Pastor Jon who needed a helping hand. A female helping hand, Darla had stressed. Kat, who hated to make a poor impression on anybody, especially the man who had welcomed her into the church, had decided jeans and a t-shirt somehow would not be appropriate attire. Lucky for her, she had picked out dress flats over high heels.

	Kat frowned. Darla, Pastor’s Gal Friday, could have easily taken a few hours away from typing the Sunday bulletin to help with this onerous chore. Pastor Jon’s daughter, Elizabeth, had a legitimate exemption from helping, as her doctor had consigned her to bed rest for the remainder of her pregnancy, but constantly dieting Darla definitely could use the exercise. Any excuse to pry Darla from her desk chair was a good one.

	The soft touch of a plaid flannel nightgown against Kat’s fingertips felt warm and comforting like a grandmother’s hug. Then it struck her—just how many women in her age group actually wore such an enticing garment to bed on a regular basis. Before her mind could wander too far down that path, a squeak of the floorboards alerted her to her employer’s presence.

	“I suspect you’ll find a lot of like new items in the bureau.”

	Jonathan Rawlins’s voice was flat, emotionless, tired. A stab of pity pierced Kat’s heart. Jonathan’s six-feet-plus height seemed halved as he stood, shoulders slumped, in the bedroom doorway. Had it really been only six weeks since Ruth’s funeral? Here she was rummaging like a common thief through his late wife’s intimate apparel.

	Not to say Ruth’s lingerie drawer was altogether very exciting, Kat had to admit. Its contents were very functional, very basic, bleached white cotton with little color or satin to liven things up. A sudden pang of guilt stabbed at her heart when Kat considered all the pairs of silky, leopard-spotted, black lace-edged undergarments she owned.

	Wiping damp palms against her cotton twill dress pants, Kat rose from her kneeling position.

	“You’re right about like new.” Kat held up a pair of brand-new half slips. “She never took the tags off these. See?”

	Jonathan turned away. “I don’t have to. I know. She even told me to keep the receipt so I could take them back to the store after...”

	His words faded away unspoken but understood. Kat swallowed the jagged lump building in her throat. She crossed to him and placed a gentle hand on his shoulder.

	“If you like, I could return them for you and get a refund.”

	“No, it’s not necessary.” He patted the fingers she rested on his shoulders and cracked a wane smile. “I’m sure the women’s shelter could make good use of them.”

	Awareness surged from their point of contact. A curious tingle traveled the length of Kat’s arm and along her spine. It was a pleasurable sensation but totally inappropriate to the current situation. Somehow the touch felt a bit too comfortable, too familiar. Kat quickly retracted her hand.

	“The women’s shelter can always use donations of new clothes,” she rattled on. “They’ll be glad to give you a statement for your taxes. I know the shelter was one of... one of Ruth’s favorite charities.”

	“Yes. Yes, it was.”

	One of mine, too.

	She could never thank the shelter folks enough for their support of her and the twins during that frightful transition in her life oh-so-many years ago. She and the twins might not even be alive today if it hadn’t been for the shelter.

	“Kat? You okay?” Jonathan’s concerned expression cut into her reverie. “You looked far away for a moment.”

	“Did I?” Kat forced herself to return to clothes sorting, tendering a curt laugh to cover her embarrassment at being caught reveling in a memory she rarely dragged out of the closet anymore. “After I finish clearing out the drawers, is there anything else you can think of that you want me to help you with?”

	“Not really, but I know there are hundreds of things around here that should be... that should be...” He shrugged, at a loss for words.

	“Donated?” Kat suggested.

	“Yes, donated. It’s been a long time since we did any real weeding out around here. If I took you on a tour of the house, could you point things out to me?”

	A tour of the Rawlins’s tastefully decorated home? Kat tried not to cringe at the suggestion. She always felt like a Martha Stewart-reject whenever she compared her own hodgepodge home-decorating skills to others. It brought on an inferiority complex of the first degree. Ruth had been a good friend to her, patiently wooing her to become an active member of St. Luke’s. Ruth’s gentle support had helped her to heal both emotionally and spiritually. It was only fitting Kat return the kindness to Ruth’s family now she was gone.

	“Sure, Pastor.” Kat grinned—like Ruth had grinned at her whenever she’d needed encouraging. “It’s why I came here today, to help you make a clean break—um, sweep, I mean.”

	“Great.” Jonathan exited the bedroom, motioning for Kat to follow. “Let’s start with the front hall closet. There’s so much junk crammed in there. I apologize in advance if it comes crashing down when I open the door.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Those ratty old sweaters could go.

	Jonathan shook his head at the thought. Kat had said it only this afternoon as they’d perused the crowded contents of the hall closet. How could he tell her the tattered and torn relics were more precious to him than gold since they were gifts from Ruth?

	He knew Kat was right. His life needed to be cleared of the past along with the clutter in his closets. Even Ruth had threatened to pitch his cherished articles of clothing last spring before she’d received her diagnosis.

	Jonathan gently replaced the old ruby glass paperweight he had been contemplating on the scratched oak surface of his desk and switched off the lamp. Had it only been a year ago Ruth had received the news about her cancer? How quickly it had spread from her ovaries—she had been only forty-eight years old. Why did God want to have her all to Himself so soon?

	Jonathan rose from his desk chair and entered the long hallway to begin his evening walk down memory lane. A colorful tapestry of photos smiled at him from the walls—smiles of hope, smiles of joy, smiles of love and promise. They had been blessed with two healthy children—a strong son and a loving daughter. Eli seemed so determined in his senior photo, ready to take on the world. Eli, proud and brave, in his Marines dress uniform. Elizabeth in her prom dress with Joshua in a tux at her side. Elizabeth in another long gown and Joshua in yet another tuxedo marching down the aisle together as man and wife five years later. Soon, their offspring’s photos would decorate the photo gallery as well.

	At the end of his nightly journey, just as Jonathan’s steps veered toward the right to enter their bedroom, smiled Ruth. Ruth, dressed in her powder-blue Easter dress, her only solo portrait on the family’s walk of fame. She had been ashamed of buying it all those years ago when the photographer had shown her how well it had turned out, but she had purchased it all the same along with the family’s group portrait. It was a waste of money she had berated herself later, but Jonathan had framed it before she could even think of returning it to the studio for a refund. It was the best decision he had ever made. Now Ruth kept silent watch over him as he lay upon the mattress which permanently carried her shallow dent next to his own deeper one.

	Sleep never came easy in a lonely bed. Jonathan closed his devotional booklet an hour later, placing it on the nightstand before chucking his tortoiseshell-rimmed glasses beside his Bible and switching off the bedside lamp. He closed his eyes, and an image of Kat Dubcek centered in his brain.

	He could see Kat’s smiling face as clearly as he could see Ruth’s portrait, but whereas Ruth smiled shyly through tightly compressed lips lightly accented in pale pink, her round face framed by a curtain of auburn curls, Kat flashed white teeth boldly surrounded by full, reddish-purple lips, topped by silvery-blonde, bobbed hair. There was no way to confuse the two women. The differences between them were like night and day.

	For one thing, there was little shy or retiring about Kat. In the last three months since she had assumed Ruth’s duties as choir director, Kat had proven herself a worthy successor. Whenever he picked a real clunker of a hymn, she never hesitated to point out how impossible it would be for the congregation to sing and that he should leave the musical decisions to the professionals. She had saved his bacon more than once from making some potentially disastrous choices that could have alienated church members. For her decisiveness, he would be eternally grateful.

	Jonathan didn’t hold Kat’s directness, her blunt style of stating things against her, either. Not at all. You always knew where you stood with Kat. He could tell how difficult it had been going through Ruth’s things to pack them up to send to the women’s shelter, but she had buckled down and done the job without voicing a complaint. Kat was both dependable and talented, an effective combination indeed.

	What puzzled Jonathan most about St. Luke’s new choir mistress was that Kat had been without a husband for some years now. He found it odd that a woman with such a remarkable personality and pleasing appearance would choose to remain single, but he admired her all the same. It took a strong woman to raise two children without a father’s help. Jonathan had made a mental note on several occasions that, when faced with difficulties, Kat didn’t bemoan her lot in life. On the contrary, she always displayed a cheerful face and performed her job to the best of her abilities.

	Jonathan frowned. He really couldn’t see himself living as a loner like Kat. He had always had Ruth beside him as he tackled the challenges of the ministry. They had married their senior year in college, and Ruth had worked hard to help support their growing family while he’d attended seminary. She had always been there for him, through both the happy and the sad, the challenging and the frustrating, the good and the bad. Now here it was, the worst time of his life, and she was gone.

	“If people like Kat Dubcek can go it alone, make a contribution and not fall apart, I can, too,” Jonathan said to the empty room.

	He sat up and glanced at his bedside clock—one in the morning. He was really losing it. He needed someone beside him to talk to, to share his problems with, to keep the other side of the bed warm.

	He sighed. “Let’s face it. It’s time for me to get a dog.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	“Kat, pick up if you’re there. It’s BB. Aw, c’mon, Kat. Be a good sport and pick up. I’ll make it worth your while. You know how much I can make it worth your while...”

	Kat grabbed her pillow and crammed it over her head, hoping beyond hope to block out the lecherous laughter and heavy breathing on the phone. She could kill that man! Couldn’t he take no for an answer? You’d think a man who fit the dictionary definition of a player could remember that he had played one too many cards as far as she was concerned.

	It had been over three months since Kat last went on what jokingly could be called a date, and the last time she’d had actual sex? Sometime back in the Stone Age. But that was neither here nor there. She had promised Ruth right before she’d passed away that she wouldn’t get herself mixed up with any more losers like BB. She deserved better.

	It wasn’t easy being celibate. Night after night she wondered did she, Katrina Dubcek, forty-five, mother of college-age twins, music teacher to the mindless masses of the middle school, still qualify as a woman. She had her doubts.

	“Kat? You there, my little pussy willow?”

	That was it. She was going to disconnect her answering machine tomorrow. Kat glanced over at the alarm clock. One o’clock in the morning. BB was drunk, definitely drunk. If there was one thing she didn’t need in her life again, it was another stinking drunk—no matter how handsome or well-to-do he was.

	The painful memories she had quickly squelched earlier in the day came flooding back in all their hideous intensity. Thank heavens for the women’s shelter. Not many small communities were blessed with such a resource. Thank heavens Germantown, Texas, was one of them.

	The last fateful image she held of her late ex-husband sprang unbidden before her eyes. Dirk had come home very drunk and angry that night after gambling away their meager savings in a dirty poker game. It had been a blessing the twins had slept soundly and hadn’t heard their raised voices or the sounds of shattering objects as their argument had grown more and more heated.

	But somehow she had found the courage and the presence of mind to call the cops and have Dirk hauled off to jail. With the authorities involved in their ugly sham of a marriage at last, it wasn’t long before charges of theft and embezzlement were being leveled against Dirk from his past and current employers.

	Kat hadn’t held her breath that a lengthy prison sentence could make a new man out of her gambling addict of a husband. She had been hard pressed to shed a tear when she’d learned a few months later that Dirk had been murdered in prison by a fellow inmate he’d cheated in cards.

	“Kat, c’mon, I said I was sorry about that other woman you talked to on the phone that night,” BB pleaded across the telephone wires, bringing Kat back to the present. “Please talk to me. Aw, c’mon on Alley Kat. Do a little howlin’ for me—”

	Click. Brrrrr...

	“Hallelujah, he’s passed out.” Kat sat up in bed and sighed, grateful BB’s lewd whining had ceased. “What goes around comes around.”

	She slipped from the covers and padded to the kitchen for a long drink of cold water. Maybe BB’s harassment was God’s way of getting her attention. He was probably telling her she needed to forgive and forget Dirk for the multitude of sins he’d committed against her and the kids all those years ago. Lord, she was trying to give up her grudge, honest she was, but after fourteen years it was still difficult.

	About the only thing Kat really felt sorry about was lying to her children whenever they asked whatever became of their sometimes-doting father. It was better if they thought Dirk had gone off to Mexico and been killed fighting as a toreador in a bullring, she reasoned, than for them to discover it had been a stolen butter knife from the prison kitchen slipped under the ribs which had done him in.

	Kat retrieved a juice glass from the cabinet and flipped the reverse osmosis filter spigot open. Yuck. Warm water. It was the hundred-degree highs of late May that did that. Why anyone wanted to live in a part of the world where people made snowmen from white spray-painted tumbleweeds and drank mineral-laden tap water at body temperature, she’d never been too sure. Here she had landed in the Texas Hill Country and here she was likely to stay put until she, too, was as dry as one of those comically decorated tumbleweeds.

	Kat strolled through the kitchen and into the moonlit living room. She put her tepid drink on a coaster and took a seat at her spinet piano, softly playing Beethoven’s Fur Elise from memory.

	Why she was playing using the damper pedal made no sense. She was alone. Kevin and Keely lived off campus a hundred miles away while attending summer classes at UT, Austin. Mister Friskies had made a premature exit from this earthly existence six months ago due to feline leukemia. The overdose of drugs the vet had injected him with had acted quickly and painlessly.

	“What a way to go.”

	Kat’s fingers stumbled over the keys. She was growing maudlin in her old age. She sighed and started over again.

	“Face it,” she lectured herself. “If your current life is a little on the boring side, except when BB feels like making an obscene phone call, well, that’s to be expected. A safe and predictable existence is preferable to the sheer chaos that reigned when Dirk lived here. Remember that next time you’re tempted to pick up the phone on Mister District Attorney Heavy Breather.”

	Kat continued playing, letting her conscious mind go and her muscle memory take control. What she would do without the release of music in her life, she couldn’t say, but she was thankful for it. Poor Pastor Jon—all he had were his shelves and shelves of books and ratty, old cardigans for comfort, and old sweaters with gaping holes in the elbows. The mice must be having a field day in his closets.

	“Maybe he ought to adopt a cat like I’m thinking of doing?” Kat thought out loud. “Yeah, that’s a good idea—sort of a Mister Friskies II. Cats are great listeners. Much better than kids, anyway, and cheaper than a therapist, but isn’t Ruth allergic to animal fur or something?”

	Kat tripped over an arpeggio.

	“Oh, I forgot. Poor, poor Pastor Jon. To lose someone as special as Ruth. The whole horrible thing just doesn’t seem possible.”

	Kat bowed her head in silent prayer, then took up where she’d left off, allowing her memories to drift along with the flow of the music. It hadn’t been all that hard for her to lose Dirk. Dirk had pretty much lost himself years before he’d gotten himself incarcerated. Losing Dirk could never be compared with losing Ruth.

	Kat sighed. It was the embarrassment of knowing what other folks were saying about her marriage to Dirk which had kept her from attending St. Luke’s for years. Although she’d dutifully sent the twins to Sunday school and catechism classes, she’d somehow kept herself off the church radar for many years. She realized now she would have remained a lost soul in plain sight forever if Pastor Gebhardt hadn’t retired and Ruth Rawlins hadn’t come along.

	Ruth had made it her personal mission to bring wayward Kat back into the worshiping community. It was the sort of thing both Ruth and Pastor Jon were best at—rescuing lost souls. What else could you expect from such kind-hearted spirits who possessed such firm convictions?

	“Ruth was a very special lady,” Kat said, and she meant it. There had been both tears and smiles at Ruth’s funeral—sadness, because she was gone, but also joy because she was no longer in such pain. Everyone in Germantown knew the heavenly ranks could do no better than recruit Ruth Rawlins as one of their own.

	“You know, I was awfully hard on Pastor Jon today,” Kat admitted to herself, her hands flowing across the keys. “Those holey sweaters make him look homey, accessible, and his tortoiseshell glasses perched on the end of his nose give him a reassuring appearance, and his dated brown loafers are a harmless eccentricity, and the way he sometimes forgets to comb his hair... well, we can’t all primp like movie stars.”

	Kat picked up the tempo. “Jonathan Rawlins isn’t an altogether bad-looking sort, I guess, but he definitely isn’t going to grace the cover of GQ anytime soon. On the plus side, folks are never put off by his humble demeanor.”

	A calming peace wrapped itself around Kat like a sun-warmed quilt. She brought the composition to a close and made a mental note to bring up the cat idea to Darla at choir practice. Darla would know if anyone in the congregation had some kittens to give away to good homes. One for her, one for Pastor.

	“Mister Friskies II wouldn’t mind a sibling living in the parsonage,” Kat reasoned. “After all, it never hurts to have connections in high places.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Four months later

	 

	“I’ve got a secret. I’ve got a secret,” Darla Dierdorf chanted upon entering the choir room.

	“That’s nice,” Kat replied, going about her business. The contents of the music folders were a complete and utter mess. She couldn’t fathom why grown adults of average intelligence couldn’t put their copies away in some semblance of order. Her eighth-graders at the middle school kept their folders organized better.

	Darla grinned and waggled a fleshy finger in front of Kat’s nose. “You’ll never guess who it’s about.”

	“Who’s what about?”

	“My secret, of course.”

	Darla carefully situated her one-hundred-ninety-pound, five-foot-two frame into her seat and made a big production of tossing her lengthy, thick, russet-brown locks over her shoulders. Darla was proud of how she hadn’t cut her hair since her high school graduation fifteen years ago, but somehow the Barbie doll hairdo seemed a bit dated.

	“You’ve got really bad hearin’ for a choir director, y’know that?” Darla teased.

	Smiling, Kat looked up from her sheet music straightening. “It helps sometimes.”

	Refocusing her attention on her task, Kat wondered what on earth had possessed her to take over as director of St. Luke’s choir of the terminally tone deaf. Oh, yes, it was Ruth. She had done it for Ruth. The cancer treatments had really drained her of her energy, Ruth had said. She’d then expressed such confidence in Kat’s abilities that the act of passing the choir director’s reins to Kat was a fait accompli before anyone knew it. How could Kat refuse?

	Some days choir directing was an exercise in patience. Teaching children was one thing—Kat expected kids to stumble and have trouble keeping up—but grown-ups? She’d realized too late that she was too much of a perfectionist to be leading adult amateurs.

	“So, do ya wanna hear about the latest news or don’t ya?” Darla asked, intruding on Kat’s thoughts. “I didn’t come fifteen minutes early for choir practice just to warm up.”

	Kat shook her head. “It’d be nice if you did. You’d be able to hit those high notes with more authority if you did warm up your upper range a little before rehearsals.”

	“Don’t worry none. I’ll be able to,” Darla assured her with a wave. “Matthias just has to step on my toes and then I can squeak it on up there with the best of them. Now, about my secret, it’s—”

	The door swung open at that precise moment, and in walked tall, dark, and terminally timid Brenna Bangle. At once, the chatty church secretary stilled her tongue.

	“Hello, Brenna.” Kat handed a folder to the newcomer and winked at Darla. “You aren’t fixin’ to tell me your secret with an audience, huh?”

	Darla mouthed to Kat, “I’ll tell ya later,” then swiveled in her seat and diverted all her attention to her fellow choir member. “Why, hello there, Bren. I hear congratulations are in order.”

	“They are?” Brenna replied softly.

	“You’ve been promoted to line manager at the ice cream factory, or did I get my wires crossed?” Darla queried. “It wasn’t someone else, was it?”

	“No, it was me,” Brenna acknowledged with a shy smile. “But how did you know? I just found out myself yesterday.”

	“I have my sources, namely my hubby, Dillon. Dilly always lets me in on the good news when it comes to church members at the dairy. Keep up the good work, and you may be kicked upstairs with the paper-pushers before long.”

	Brenna blushed. “You really think so?”

	“I know so, honey. Ain’t that the gospel truth, Sally?”

	“Probably,” Sally Dobbins mumbled. The petite, blue-rinsed matron had slipped into the room unnoticed and taken a seat in the back as usual.

	“What day is it?” she asked Kat, glancing nervously back and forth.

	“It’s Wednesday. It’s choir practice, remember?” Kat grinned at the nervous-looking woman, then counted out music folders for the rest of the early arrivals. Sally had obviously forgotten to take her medication today.

	“I’m singing in the choir, right?”

	“Right beside me.” Darla patted the empty chair next to her. “Come sit up here, Sally, so you can help the soprano section.”

	Sally’s doe-like eyes widened. “Can’t I just sit in the back?”

	“Sure.” Kat handed her a folder. “Just don’t throw the bass section off when you’re singing the descant and not the melody.”

	“Bass section?” Darla quirked an eyebrow. “Have we captured another male besides Matthias who can belt it out that low?”

	Kat shrugged. “No, Neal is going to give singing bass a try. The tenor part is too high for him.”

	“Everything is too high for him,” Darla grumbled under her breath. “Anything with more than one note is too much for him.”

	“Who will sing the tenor part now?” Brenna wondered.

	“I might,” Kat said. “Unless you want to give it a try.”

	Brenna nodded enthusiastically. “I could do that. Most of the time it’s well within my range.”

	“Just don’t out-sing the other female parts,” Darla interjected. “Our balance has been really off lately.”

	Kat frowned. She knew Darla relished her role as unheralded assistant choir director too much at times, but they’d received decent comments on their performances.

	“Who said our balance was off?” Kat asked.

	“I’ll tell ya later,” Darla whispered, pointing at the arrival of their accompanist and her husband.

	“Are we late?” Neal Wallace took a chair behind the sopranos. Thin, graying hair sat atop Neal’s thin and graying frame in perfect contrast to his wife Gayle’s form. She sported a roundish figure and a bottled golden beehive and green cat-eye glasses.

	“We can’t be late.” Gayle glanced at her watch, taking her place at the piano. “I have seven straight up.”

	“So do I,” Sally added. “Is it time to go now?”

	“We haven’t started yet,” Kat informed her.

	Gayle scrunched up her nose and grinned, her fleshy face crinkling like crushed velvet. “Thanks for clearing off the mess on top of this thing. I can actually tell it’s some sort of keyboard instrument now and not just a sheet music organizer.”

	Kat returned the smile. “You’re very welcome. Which reminds me, everyone please remember to clear out your folders of old copies from time to time. Just place the old music in the metal basket here on the table.” She then addressed her troops in much the same manner she lectured her middle school classes.

	“Are we all ready now?” She raised an eyebrow in expectation.

	Heads nodded, and folders flipped open.

	“I’ve added the next three Sunday’s selections to your folder, so let’s do our warm up on Faith of Our Fathers.”

	Neal raised a lanky hand. “Where’s Matthias? I need him to show me how to sing bass.”

	Kat clenched her fists at her sides. Tall, with a commanding presence, Matthias Ringleschmidt’s slight graying at the temples and powerful, deep voice only added to his air of authority. It was no wonder he had run unopposed as congregation president for two terms, but they could sit here and chat for hours if she let them. She cued Gayle to begin the song’s intro. “I believe Matthias said he’d be a bit late tonight, so try your best for now.”

	“How’s Aunt Mabel getting along? Does anyone know?” Brenna asked in a hushed tone.

	“She’s doing much better,” Darla volunteered. “In fact, she told me the physical therapy is going so well she should be able to stand without a walker by next week.”

	Gayle continued playing softly but added, “Doris told me that a week or so after Kara delivers her baby she’ll be back at choir practice, too.”

	“Doris and her poor, sick daughter, and poor ol’ Mabel and her hip,” Sally moaned, rocking in her seat, “and Ruth, dear sweet Ruth, no longer with us. I miss her.”

	Darla sighed. “Don’t we all.”

	A somber cloud descended over the room. Gayle hit a clunker. Kat flinched. Gayle lifted her hands from the keys momentarily, then continued playing.

	Neal scratched his chin. “Didn’t Jim Bexley say he wanted to join choir?”

	Brenna nodded. “Yeah, I think he did say that a while back, but he’s been real busy working overtime at the dairy and—”

	“That’s wonderful news,” Kat interrupted her talkative assembly. She motioned to their accompanist to start the piece over. “Now, let’s begin again. We need to focus on our singing, people. Remember, our fellowship hour begins after practice, not during it.”

	The look of disappointment on their faces rivaled those of her middle school classes. Her chin dropped to her chest in defeat.

	“All right. Y’all can have five more minutes of yakking and then we sing. Okay?”

	The happy hubbub started up again.

	Kat sighed.

	I’ll wager the director of the Houston Opera never has to put up with this sort of behavior.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	“What would I do with my evenings if the church didn’t have a board meeting each and every weeknight?”

	Jonathan turned from his fruitless rummaging through the semi-barren kitchen cabinets of St. Luke’s parsonage. All those wonderful frozen casseroles from the funeral had long ago been consumed, and he had never been much of a cook. He sighed. Ruth had always found such pleasure working in her cozy little kitchen with its blue gingham-checked curtains and china duck motif. He didn’t wish to change a thing in it. But every time he gazed at one of her cherished collectibles in the china cabinet he practically lost his appetite. Board meetings with their cookies and coffee at least tided him over on these occasions.

	Of course, he didn’t have to attend every meeting of every board. A good pastor knew it was better to let the flock handle things on their own without his constant input. But it couldn’t hurt to show up every now and then to let them know he was there if they needed him and that he was interested in what they were doing, he reasoned with himself. It showed he cared.

	But something had been off-kilter in his existence this past month, and Jonathan knew it. Here it was, Wednesday evening at seven twenty-five, and he’d already attended four gatherings this week and wished there was some other group he could drop in on. It was crazy. People might really talk if he crashed the Ladies’ Sewing Circle tomorrow morning.

	“I could call Elizabeth for the third time this week,” he mumbled to himself, tossing a box of instant macaroni and cheese onto the counter. “Nah, she needs to be resting—not catering to her old man’s loneliness.”

	Jonathan’s thoughts drifted once again to what was happening next door.

	Choir practice.

	He reached above the kitchen work aisle to retrieve a pan.

	Kat is there. I do need to ask her about the lessons.

	No, now wasn’t the right time. He couldn’t interrupt the choir’s rehearsal just to inflict himself on their lovely director.

	“She is lovely, isn’t she?” Jonathan heaved a long sigh. He’d caught himself sighing a lot lately. Ever since Kat Dubcek had cast her spell on him that magical Sunday three weeks ago, he couldn’t get her out of his mind. He actually wanted to get on with living now.

	The season to mourn was over. Summer was here. Just the thought of Kat had Jonathan wanting to whistle, to sing—to play the piano during family gatherings like Ruth had. Then one day this past week it had struck him—Kat was a music teacher. Like all underpaid professionals, she taught music lessons on the side. What better way to get to know Kat than to sit close beside her on a piano bench?

	Jonathan glanced up at the clock. Choir practice was about over. Maybe he should casually stroll over and talk to Kat about the piano lessons? It was a foolish idea, but he couldn’t help himself. He returned the lonely box of mac-cheese to the cupboard and hung up the pan.

	“It’s decided,” he announced to the rows of comical duck figurines waddling along the china cabinet’s shelves. “Kat Dubcek is about to acquire a new pupil.”

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	“‘Night, y’all.”

	Before Kat could gather her things together and make good her escape from the choir room, a pudgy finger tapped her on the shoulder

	“Now can I tell you my secret?” Darla asked.

	Kat sighed and nodded her consent. “Go ahead. I’m listening.”

	She did her best to tune out most of Darla’s chatter and not act too interested. It didn’t take much encouragement to get Darla going, and once she did... Kat really needed to go home and get her beauty rest before next week. She busied herself rearranging the metal chairs, then opened the filing cabinet to pull a few selections she wanted to try with the children’s choir in the fall.

	“... And what really struck me odd after that was how Pastor Jon said he was so impressed with your solo on Sunday. Then he came on down here and started going through the music files.”

	Kat’s ears perked up. She halted her fingers’ crawl through the filing drawer. “My solo?”

	“Yes, Pastor said you did a great solo on Sunday, even after I told him you didn’t have one—you were just the only one singing alto since Brenna was out of town and Mabel was still in the hospital.”

	“Wow.” Kat closed the file drawer with a swish of her hip and crossed her arms. “We must have sounded mighty off-balanced if he noticed something like that. Thank him for pointing it out to us. I’ll have to remember to shut up when I’m standing in front from now on.”

	Darla threw up her hands. “Sure, do that, but you’re not getting the really intriguing part of what I’m saying.”

	Kat rolled her eyes and laughed. “Isn’t all gossip supposed to be intriguing?”

	“Of course it is.” Darla looked only slightly hurt by Kat’s remark. “I meant, what do you think about Pastor Jon rummaging around in the files and pulling sheet music out? Don’t you find it a bit strange?”

	Kat stared a full second at her glib informant and shrugged. She had to admit she was curious as to why some of the music files she had just perused seemed a bit thinner than others.

	“You’re telling me that Pastor Jon came down here and started going through the music files?”

	“Yes, odd, isn’t it? Doesn’t he let you and Gayle handle these kinds of things?”

	Kat furrowed her brow, thinking. She had a point there. “Usually.”

	“I thought so, too. Now here’s the real icing on the cake.” Darla took a deep breath before spilling the beans. “The really big news is he’s been whistling to himself for the last two days.”

	“Pastor Jon whistling?” Kat couldn’t conceive of such an outrageous notion. The idea was simply absurd, ludicrous, insane. She giggled. “You’ve got to be kidding. Pastor Jon is not the whistling type. He’s an okay singer, but he doesn’t possess a lot of musical confidence. You must have mistaken someone whistling on the office radio for Pastor.”

	“He didn’t have a radio on, and it was only him and me here in the building at the time, unless...” Darla looked furtively around and lowered her voice to a whisper. “Unless we’ve got ourselves a ghost. You don’t think it’s the spirit of Ruth Rawlins, do you?”

	Ruth?

	Kat felt like she had been hit in the stomach. Everyone at St. Luke’s seemed to be nursing a terminal case of missing Ruth Rawlins.

	Kat did her best to hide the rising irritation in her voice. “Oh, for Pete’s sake! What a thing to say. Ruth is not haunting our church. She is singing with the choir celestial at this very moment. It’s too bad, too, since we definitely could use her strong soprano down here.”

	Kat snatched up her purse and papers and sprinted up the back stairs toward the choir loft to leave her director’s copy on the music stand. Darla followed close on her heels.

	“Then there’s only one other explanation for his whistling,” Darla said, panting, breathless from the short climb.

	Kat switched on the lights along the side wall of the chancel area. “What explanation is that?”

	“Pastor’s got himself a sweetheart.”

	“A what?” Kat took a step backward, tripped over a fallen hymnal, and landed hard on her tailbone.

	Darla raced
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