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“Just let us know what you have and what you want,” Merry leaned back against a beautifully restored mahogany armoire, “and we’ll go a country mile for you.”  She carefully held the pose while she counted down—five, four, three, two...

“Cut!”  Tony grinned as he straightened away from his camera.  “Perfect!”  He’d have to do a little tweaking to get the lighting right, despite his best efforts and equipment.  But her voice hadn’t broken and she’d remembered to smile the whole time.  This clip, combined with the before-and-after photos she took of every project, was really going to dress up her business website.  

“Yeah.”  She did her best to smile, but couldn’t help asking one more time, “Are you sure that didn’t sound too cheesy?”  It was weird enough acting in front of Tony, whom she’d known since he spilled glitter all over her in kindergarten, but the camera’s one unblinking eye made her positively jittery.  Still full of nervous energy, she removed the hair monster that she’d used to tame her damp ginger-brown hair and clipped it to her jeans’ front pocket.  Deftly, she swept her hair back into a braid, securing it with a spare hair tie from her pocket.  

Tony laughed as he eased his camera off the tripod.  “I’m sure.  It’s great publicity, y’know?  Puts the name of your business out there, makes it easy for people to remember.  Not to mention letting folks get a look at you.  Face to the name, right?”  Securing his camera, he began storing his lights and reflectors.  A local photographer, he did it all, from filming quinceañeras to seventieth wedding anniversaries.

“Yeah.”  Merry maintained the plastic smile she’d perfected over the last three days of filming.  Sure, she’d worn her favorite shirt—the one that camouflaged her flab without being shapeless—and had her hair down for the filming.  She’d even worn mascara so that the full length of her eyelashes would show up, something Tony had enthusiastically supported.  That didn’t mean she was keen on the idea of thousands of strangers looking at her.  The complete lack of control in the situation had knotted her stomach like a string of last year’s Christmas lights.  

On the other hand, if a thousand new people visited her website because of the video, well.  That was the whole point.  Tucking her hands into her jeans’ pockets, she said, “Thanks again for helping me get my website updated to this century.”

“Hey, no problem.  Thanks for restoring my grandmother’s armoire.”  He zipped his equipment bag.  “Judy’s going to go absolutely nuts!”  When he’d approached Merry about getting her to fix it up as a gift for his wife, he hadn’t been prepared for the estimated price tag.  After a hasty retreat and some furtive research confirmed she’d actually offered him the family and friends’ discount, he’d started racking his brain for other gift ideas.  Lucky for them both, Merry had the brilliant idea of trading her expertise for his.  

Merry’s mouth relaxed into a genuine smile.  “It was my pleasure.”  And she meant it.  She loved every bit of her job, from wheeling in the latest project to wrapping it in protective cloths and sending it on its way, ready to face the world again.  “Maybe she can be my first video testimonial,” she joked.

Unfortunately, Tony took her seriously.  As they wrapped the armoire and loaded it onto his truck, his plans for videoing Judy’s delight grew grander and grander until Merry was glad to wave goodbye.  She dialed Judy as she swung the massive barn door shut.  Tony had an embarrassing knack for guessing wrong when it came to gifts for his wife, so when he approached Merry, she’d discreetly reached out to Judy before offering to swap the armoire for the photos and video.

“Hey, Judy?”  Merry grinned as the woman’s excited voice reached her.  “Yes, he’s on his way.  But,” she cleared her throat, “I sort of gave him an idea.  He’s...going to video you being surprised.”  Relief washed over her as Judy’s laugh sounded in her ear, followed instantly by promises to be convincing.  “You’ve seriously been practicing?”  

Merry shook her head even as she armed her security system.  The sun wasn’t quite behind the tree line in the far pasture, but she was worn out.  And since she worked for herself, closing time was when she felt like it. 

“No, I haven’t forgotten.  You were extremely convincing as Mary Poppins in high school,” Merry agreed.  “If anybody can do this, it’s you.  Have fun!”  Ending the call, she looked down to see why her left hand was hurting.  "Mystery solved," she muttered as she released her death-grip on the edge of the worktable.  Texting Judy wouldn’t have been as stressful, but calling had its good points.  Like getting the job done quickly and with less risk of misunderstandings. 

Shrugging, she crossed the room and climbed the stairs.  The scents of oranges and baked bread—along with faint notes of the sweet grass hay that was stored here during her childhood—greeted her as she opened the door to her loft home, effectively banishing any lingering stress.  Tucking her keys into her pocket, she stepped out of her shoes and padded across the hardwood floor she’d installed herself.  Terrible as losing her grandparents had been, inheriting this place ten years ago was quite possibly the best thing that ever happened to her.

Lifting the bread pan out of the machine, she shook the loaf onto the granite counter, where she draped a towel over it so it would steam itself while it cooled.  

Snagging an orange from the bowl on the island, she began peeling it on her way to the glass double doors.  

From there, she could see out over the verandah to where a tractor moved in the south fields.  The forecast was predicting rain for tomorrow, so Sam, the man she leased her pastures to, might be out there all night baling hay for winter.  

Shifting a little, she looked to her right and could see the new barn he’d put up, as well as the front lawn of the old farmhouse where her father and his seven siblings were raised.  Three of Sam’s five children were chasing fireflies and she couldn’t help laughing at their dramatic efforts.  Though she couldn’t hear it, she knew the instant the squeaky backdoor of the farmhouse opened.  Heads swung toward it and shoulders slumped as the children obediently trooped inside for baths and jammies.  Bedtime always came early on school nights.

Hard to believe Halloween was in a few days.  

Popping the last orange slice into her mouth, Merry savored the explosion of flavor.  Tony’s filming took them straight through her usual suppertime, so she should be starving.  Meandering back to the bread, she sliced off a heel and slathered it with peanut butter.  Added a tall glass of chilled milk with a sigh.  The older she got, the less interest she took in fancy foods.  Which was another way of saying that at the ripe old age of thirty-seven, she was getting bored.

Folding her arms, she offered a prayer of gratitude, addressed her stress over the video, and asked a blessing on the food.  

She could see most of what she was thankful for when she opened her eyes.  The wide-open floorplan showed living room and kitchen at a glance.  A comfy, extra-long couch stood near the door, its back suitably draped with soft, colorful blankets, and opposite a modest flat-screen TV.  She’d built the shelves and closet that ran along to the right of the door with her own hands.  

A single piece of plush carpet remnant stretched from the far wall to what she figured as the kitchen boundary.  That was also where the flooring switched to sensible linoleum.  A walnut island with a stainless steel double basin sink was positioned near the stove and fridge.  The same dark wood continued around the edges of the room.  Having a personal loathing of below-waist cupboards, she’d gone with a drawers-only approach under the counter, supplemented with shoulder-height cupboards and a closet off to one side that she’d designed specifically for pots, pans, and those once-a-year appliances.

To the left of the double doors was her version of a pantry, reinforced wooden shelves stacked high with canned goods.  It followed the wall to where it ended opposite her washer and dryer set, which sometimes doubled as a handy sorting surface when she came home loaded after a box sale or the like.  

Her stomach satisfied, she rinsed the glass and set it in her half-size dishwasher.  Memories of her friends’ disbelief at the one economy-sized item she’d chosen made her chuckle.  Living alone, she didn’t dirty enough dishes for a full-sized dishwasher.  And she’d rather run it twice after a party than do dishes by hand routinely.  

Frowning, she checked the time on the huge old wall clock.  It was only six.  There were still two hours until she was due for movie night at her friend, Noella's. Her fingers tapped out a rhythm on the counter as she considered her choices.  She didn’t have quite enough time to start her latest project, a massive old dining room table with soft spots in the middle and a badly scarred leg.  

However.  There was one ongoing project that took as big or as little a chunk of time as she had.

Going back downstairs, she headed straight for a table on the far side of the room.  Settling herself on the padded stool by the table, Merry opened a long, flat box to reveal a set of expensive carving tools.  They’d arrived with the wood for the job and still took her breath away. 

Gently, she moved a soft cloth to expose twenty smallish pieces of red teak wood.  

From inside a carefully padded, silk-lined box, eight completed ebony spider monkeys grinned at her from individual slots.  A pair of regal black panthers occupied the center of the row above the monkeys, the male panther's teeth bared menacingly.  On either side of them, pairs of South American predators were frozen in various hostile poses, perfect matches for the images her customer had provided along with both kinds of wood.  The last sixteen slots sat temporarily empty, waiting for her to finish carving the red teak half of the chess set.

Merry selected a tool and turned her attention to the squirrel monkey she'd left half-finished in order to get the armoire done on Tony's schedule.  Painstakingly, she carved out the monkey's mischievous lips and pronounced eyes.  Exposed slender fingers wrapped around a slim branch, already partially stripped of its bark.  

She gasped and glared at her phone when it began to vibrate. 

She didn't recognize the number.  Or even the area code.  So why did she feel prompted to answer it?  It was true that people didn’t always change their cell number when they moved, which could explain the strange area code.  Of course, she could always listen to the message...assuming the robo-caller left one.  

But this felt different.  She fidgeted with the tool she was still holding, groaned, and took the call.

"Hello?"

"Hello!"  A deep voice cheerfully responded.  "Is this Sister McKinney?"

Her frown deepened.  What in the...?  "Yes, this is she."  Why was someone from church calling?  

"This is Brother Tyrel Scott from church," the voice identified itself.  "How are you today?"

Merry very carefully set the tool down.  She despised small talk with strangers—and even if they belonged to the same church.  Until she could at least put a face with the voice, he was a stranger. 

"Fine."  The monosyllabic response was the best she could muster on short notice.  In the past, she would've used an ice water tone to boot.  Discourage him as best as she could as quickly as possible so she could get off the phone.  Since she was trying to be less prickly, though, today she took a deep breath and got to her feet to walk off some of her anxious energy.  Politely asked, "How are you?"

"Great!  Thanks for asking!"  His chuckle thrummed through her, jangling already taut nerves.  "Now, to make a long story short, we've got a family moving into the area tomorrow and rumor has it that you've got a pickup truck."

Merry stopped pacing so suddenly she almost fell over.  Her truck?  She'd gotten worked up over a call to borrow her truck?  For a move-in that she already knew about?  Shoot, she’d spent a couple of hours over at the house that week, helping clean it.  Still.  She couldn’t exactly control her fear of the unexpected.  

"What time do you need it?" she asked, skipping over the part where he actually asked for permission to use it.  Finishing other peoples' thoughts was something she did too often, really. 

"Oh, um..."  Tyrel cleared his throat.  "We're meeting over there at ten tomorrow morning, but it's about a thirty-minute drive from the church.  What I'd like to do, if it's okay with you, is come over around nine tomorrow morning and trade my car for your truck.  That way you'll have access to a vehicle in case the project takes longer than expected."

Merry arched an eyebrow.  Pleasant voice, direct, and thoughtful.  She could almost enjoy this conversation if she just knew who he was.  Surely they'd bumped into each other or someone had pointed him out?  But she drew a blank.

"That would work," she agreed.  "Thank you."  While it was highly unlikely that she’d need his car, she appreciated the gesture.  It would’ve been just as easy for him to bring a second driver and take both vehicles to help with the move.  

"Wonderful!  And thank you."  He stressed the last two words.  "I hated to ask you last minute like this, but one of the trucks we were counting on broke down this morning."

She opened her mouth to reassure him, to tell him it was no trouble or some other half-true platitude.  But it was a little bit of trouble, if only because of the phone call.  So that wouldn’t be accurate.

Biting her lip, she redirected her thoughts from herself and went a different route.

"It must be hard to put something like this together."  

His answering chuckle didn't seem nearly as abrasive as the first one.  

"Every time I think I have it corralled, it jumps!"

Despite herself, she laughed with him.  It wasn't just the funny mental image of a group of pickup trucks leaping a barbed wire fence, either.  Milk cows had been part of her childhood, including one particularly persnickety Angus that led them on many a lengthy chase until it was finally decided she'd be just as useful—and a whole lot less trouble—in the freezer. 

"Anyhow," he paused briefly.  "Thanks again.  See you in the morning."

"You're welcome."  He ended the call and she was left staring at her phone, waiting.  

Usually she felt relieved when a call ended.  Especially unexpected calls from people she didn't know personally.

"Weird."  Tucking the phone into her pocket, she put her tools away, dusted the table and squirrel monkey with a shop brush, then covered it all with the cloth again.  

Bouncing the shop brush's bristles lightly on the surface of another table to remove any dust and wood chips it might’ve picked up, she dusted off the front of her clothes.  As she threaded her way through tables and equipment toward the side door, she automatically checked each piece of equipment to make sure they were secure.

Her hand hovered over the coat she kept hanging by the door, then she shrugged.  October in the Ozarks could get nippy after dark, but so far it hadn't been all that bad.  

On her way to her truck, she idly pulled up a church app on her phone.  Searched for Brother Tyrel Scott in her ward directory.  Odds were slim to none that he'd have uploaded a photo to go along with his contact information.  She certainly hadn't.  She...nearly dropped her keys.  Whew!  Piercing blue eyes stared at her out of a ruggedly handsome face.  Almost more startling than his good looks was that he was in an Air Force uniform.  Tapping on the photo, she enlarged it and squinted at his insignia—a brace of silver bars.  Just like Captain Faye Turner on Pool of Stars.  Hmmm.

Giving herself a good shake, she put her phone away.  Yanking her truck door open, she climbed in and buckled up.  Her cell phone began playing “The First Noel,” making her jump in surprise.  Fishing it back out with two fingers, she accepted the call and brought the phone to her ear.

“Noella, hi.” 

“Merry!”  A flood of Acadian French followed, propelled along by Noella’s anxiety.

“Too fast!”  Merry shoved the English words into the conversation.  “I can’t listen that fast, Noella!”  She’d learned a little French from one of her companions while on a proselyting mission for the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, and enjoyed trying to learn more by talking with Noella.  She simply didn’t speak the language well enough to keep up with this breakneck pace.  “Now you said something was missing,” she switched to French as Noella began muttering something under her breath.  “Did someone break into your house?  Are you alright?”

“Yes, yes, fine,” Noella responded, still in French but much more calmly.  Changing to English, she explained, “There has been no break-in.  I am missing the ingredients.”

“Ingredients?”  Merry choked back a laugh.  Noella was very passionate about food and honestly, nobody liked to be laughed at.  “Um, what are you out of?” 

“Cinnamon,” Noella almost wailed.  “I use it all up making the filling.”

“Cinnamon?”  Merry pivoted toward her door.  “I have plenty of cinnamon.  I’ll be there in a minute, okay?”  The sound of a doorbell echoed in her ear.  Noella’s doorbell. 

“No, no!”  Noella definitely did wail this time.  “They are here!  They are here and the pastries are not ready!”  

“It’s okay, it’s okay,” Merry soothed as she bounded up the stairs to the loft.  “It’s probably Grace, right?  She likes to be early.”  Shouldering the door open, she raced to her cupboards and pocketed the cinnamon.  Hopefully, ground cinnamon would be good enough.  “Ask her about the puppies she delivered last week.  That’ll keep her busy until I get there.”

“Yes!  Yes, I will."

Merry pulled the phone away from her ear.  Yep, Noella had ended the call as abruptly as it had begun.  Chuckling, she stuffed her phone back in her pocket and hurried back to her truck, her melancholy officially banished.  It was good to be contributing something tangible to the evening.  Hauling herself into the cab, she headed toward Noella’s house. 
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Thirty minutes later, Merry accepted a tray of piping hot les oreilles de cochon pastries—which translated into the charming 'pig's ear' pastries—from Noelle and added it to the stack.  There wasn't exactly enough room for Noella's love of cooking in her tiny kitchen, so they were improvising as usual.  

Grace volunteered to wash dishes while Noella swirled the dough in hot oil to create the shape they were named for.  It was the politest way Grace knew to turn her back on her hostess, the ‘cute French girl’ as Alec Fitzsimmons had called Noella earlier.  Oh, he made Grace so mad sometimes!  It was bad enough that he was oblivious to how she felt about him.  Did he have to notice other women out loud to her?

Merry bravely tackled decorating the finished pastries with the also-handmade sweet syrup, making sure to leave three of them nut-free because of Harmony's mild tree nut allergy.  Speaking of which...

"Has anyone heard from Harmony?" she asked in French, shooting a worried look at the oven clock.

"She was planning to come when I talked to her on Wednesday."  Grace shook her head, sending soft waves of her red hair swishing over her shoulders.  She'd taken French while getting her undergraduate degree and was thrilled at the chance to speak it.  "Sometimes I worry about her."

"You worry about her?"  Noella spared Grace a glance.  "If you hold still for more than five seconds, you will fall asleep on your feet!"

Grace blushed a little.  "There was an emergency last night," she protested.  The local vet, she was at the mercy of stuff and things for the entire county.

"And Harmony's been stretched kind of thin lately," Merry filled in, stumbling a little over the translation.  “That can happen when you work for yourself.”

"Et voila!"  Noella lifted the last pastry clear of the oil and transferred it to a paper towel-lined tray.  She'd already turned the stovetop off, so now she carefully lifted the pot to a backburner where there was less danger of it getting knocked over.  "Time for the movie!"

Merry looked at the clock again.  Noella was right.  The agreement was that they'd wait half an hour for anyone who couldn't make it on time.  After that, you were just late and had to take the consequences.  Even if that meant you only got to watch the end of a mystery.  Stepping aside to let Noella access the treats, Merry accepted a plated pastry and took a seat in the living room.  

"What're we watching tonight?" Grace asked, seating herself beside Merry.  She hoped it was funny.  Distracting.  No unrequited love.

"Murder at the Opera," Noella announced, producing a case with a flourish.

"Hmm."  Merry chewed her first bite of pastry.  Her ears pricked up at the familiar sound of a loud, rolling bass—getting louder.  “Harmony’s coming.”

“So I hear,” laughed Grace.  Popping out of her seat, she hurried to the door.  Waited, then opened it when Harmony’s car radio turned off.

“Hello, hello!”  Harmony was halfway out of her coat before she made it all the way inside.  "What're we watching?"

“Murder at the Opera,” chorused Merry and Grace, grinning at each other.

"With English subtitles?"  Harmony looked at them over her shoulder as she hung her coat up.

"With English speaking," Noella announced, her finger hovering over the play button.

"English speaking?" Harmony echoed as she kicked off her shoes.  She didn’t mind subtitles, but this was a pleasant surprise.  “Wow, tonight must be special!”  Taking off her hat, she shook her chestnut brown hair free.  “Sorry I’m late.  Had a flat.”  She shrugged dismissively, not quite ready to discuss the handsome—if grumpy—man who’d helped her out.

"You get the floor," Merry told her as she came around the end of the couch.

"I see that," Harmony laughed.  "Oh thanks, Grace."  Harmony beamed at her friend, who was offering her a plate with a delicious-looking treat.  Spying the nuts on the other desserts, she discreetly inspected her own.  The girls were careful of her allergy, but she held herself responsible.  Thankfully, she'd never had worse than a bad rash, but held firmly to the belief that an ounce of prevention was worth a pound of cure.  Plopping down where she could lean against the couch, she bit into her pastry.  

"Wow."  Harmony gave Noella a thumbs-up.  "This is great!"  The spices were a little strong for her taste.  And she wasn't sure flavored fry-bread was actually better than plain with butter and honey...but there was nothing to be gained by voicing her dissenting thoughts.  Noella would still like what she liked and the recipe wouldn’t change. 

Once they were all settled, Noella started the show again.  A Sharp Soprano, the first installment of the Murder at the Opera series, was a lighthearted, mostly plausible yarn about a woman whose persistent nosiness helped solve two baffling murders—and the good luck that kept her from becoming victim number three.  It also turned out to be the first in a five-movie series.  

“Guess we know what we’re watching next time you host,” Grace chuckled as she collected plates.

“Absolutely!” Noella agreed enthusiastically.  “But if you think I’m waiting four weeks to watch the rest of them, you’re nuts.”

Merry laughed with the others and high-fived Noella.  “Nice idiom!”  Though Noella spoke English quite well, they all enjoyed teaching her new phrases. 

She hung around a while longer, savoring her time with her friends.  Petite, honey-blond Noella was the youngest of the group and a fairly recent transplant from Prince Edward Island.  Willowy Grace, 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.

“Alright, well,” Merry nodded at the clock on the wall, “if I don’t get home on time, I’ll miss my appointment with the sandman.”  Grace, caught mid-yawn, started to laugh.  Merry hid a worried frown.  When Grace laughed that easily, she was too tired.  Like the time at girls’ camp where she couldn’t find her shoes to wear to the bathroom in the middle of the night.  Merry had woken up to find her giggling while she put on every sock she’d brought, one after another.  Most of them on her right foot. 

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

“Never?”  Noella grinned.  “No dreams about handsome, single billionaires for you?”  They all laughed at that.  

Merry stepped into her shoes and hugged Noella, who’d come to stand by the door.  “Thanks for having us over,” she smiled.  As she stepped out into the darkness, worry hit her full force.  Should she say something?  If she gave Grace a lift and Harmony drove Grace’s work truck, she could bring Harmony back here to pick up her car, a tough little hatchback.  Of course, she’d be traveling the same direction as Grace for the first few miles, but then Grace would turn north and she’d head south.  She could follow Grace, just in case something went wrong?  

Anxiety—a phantom mass of cold, cooked spaghetti noodles in the pit of her stomach—wriggled happily and spread a little further through her torso as the other girls came out to their cars.  Exhaling shakily, Merry pasted a smile on her face and hugged Harmony, whose bear hug squeezed some of the tension out of her.

When it was time to hug Grace, she encouraged, “You’ll be careful on the drive home, right?”

“Of the deer?” Grace nodded gravely.  “They’ve been bad this year.  Especially out on the long, empty stretches of highway.”

Merry didn’t feel much better as she watched Grace cross the yard and open her truck door, but what else could she do?  Grace was a full-grown, highly competent woman.  And Merry knew her own tendency to over-think things.

“Text me when you get home, alright?” Grace called.  “Both of you.”  She pointed at Merry and Harmony.  

“Will do!” Harmony agreed immediately.  She appreciated having someone spare her an extra thought.  

“Will do,” Merry echoed, relief flooding through her and beating back the ‘spaghetti’ monster.  She’d text Grace, who’d text her back, and she wouldn’t have to lie awake worrying about her friend.  Who was more like family, with all the time they’d spent together growing up.  The three-year gap between them felt like the Grand Canyon in her early teens, but now she hardly remembered it. 

Offering a final wave to Noella, Merry climbed into her own truck.  “Let’s go home, girl,” she murmured as she turned the key in the ignition.  Easing onto the street, she meandered away until her rearview mirror showed Harmony’s car turning left out of Noella’s driveway.  Lowering her passenger side window a bit, she hummed along with an old song on the radio.  In an unusual bit of luck, the radio station kept up a steady stream of similar, hummable songs all the way home.

As always, it was a relief to walk into her own home and take off her shoes.  Starting the washer as she passed it, she texted Grace on her way up the stairs to her bedroom.  Paused in the doorway to fully enjoy the sensation of her bare feet sinking into the plush carpet.  

Smiled when her phone buzzed with Grace’s response.  

[Glad you’re home safely!  See you Sunday!]

After typing out a reply and hitting send, Merry crossed the room to an apparently unused section of pearly-white wall that stood to the left of her nearly room-width window seat.  No shelves, no decorations, not even a doorknob indicating a peaked-roof closet.  

Undeterred by its obvious uselessness, Merry brought both hands up and pressed on the wall.  There was a faint click as the paneling popped free of its restraints to swing open.  Smiling, she slipped inside her expertly sound-proofed recording booth, triggering a motion-sensor floodlight.  Inside, a small array of instruments greeted her—guitars, a violin, a short row of handmade ocarinas, a low D Irish whistle, and an inexpensive drum set.

Tugging the door shut behind her, she turned on her electronic keyboard.  It didn’t sound quite as sweet as a genuine piano, but she’d never figured out how to get a piano inside the six by ten recording booth.  Not comfortably, and certainly not without having to explain it to whoever helped her lug the piano up all forty-four steps from the ground floor.  It didn’t matter, to be honest.  She wasn’t a diva performing for the queen of...anyplace.  Setting a ‘lights only’ timer for an hour, she settled onto the keyboard bench.  Stretched her fingers and rolled her shoulders to loosen them.

Hymns were her go-to for warmups.  “Before Thee, Lord, I Bow My Head.”  “Did You Think to Pray?”  “Come, O Thou King of Kings.”  A tear escaped as she sang the last verse of “I Stand All Amazed.”  

Calm and relaxed, Merry turned her attention to a new tune that had been circling around in her mind for the last few days.  Starting with the base melody, she slowly added harmony.  Fiddled with the dynamics until she discerned the piece’s natural volumes.  Over and over it she went until she was satisfied with how it sounded.  

Just in time, too.  If she yawned any wider, her jaw was going to unhinge itself!

Slipping on an inexpensive set of headphones, she plugged the keyboard into her computer so the music notation software could capture the completed song.  

As always, she ended her day by kneeling at her bed for prayer.  As always, it was a joy to finally crawl onto her bed and let the last of the day’s tension seep out as she sank into the thick foam topper.  It was still too warm on her third floor for a blanket, so she fell asleep on top of soft, navy blue sheets.

A new dawn was lighting the room when she woke.  Yawning, she dressed for the day.  Having completely forgotten about her appointment, she chose a comfy, grass-green tunic-length shirt and a pair of well-worn jeans.  Ran a comb through dark ginger waves.

Unplugging her phone from the charger, she went downstairs for a leisurely breakfast of over-easy eggs, whole wheat toast, and fresh-squeezed orange juice.  Something nagged at the back of her mind as she ate, but a quick review of her work schedule showed nothing pressing for the day, so she dismissed it.  

Halfway through her scripture study, her phone began to ring.  “What...oh!”  The pieces finally clicked in her brain and she groaned aloud.  “Tyrel?” she answered, already digging herself out of her spot on the couch.  “Hey, I’ll be right out.”

Outside, a somewhat perplexed Tyrel looked down at the phone in his hand, confirming that she’d hung up without letting him get more than a word in edgewise.  Shrugging, he stuffed his phone back in his pocket and began twirling his keyring on one finger, one eye on the side door.  He’d started to pull into the driveway of the house nearby before remembering that someone had mentioned Merry lived in a made-over barn.  He’d heard of people doing that, but this was the first time he’d ever seen one.

A wry chuckle escaped him as he reviewed his own adult housing history.  Broom closet apartments, when he wasn’t living on an Air Force base.  There hadn’t been much time for sleeping, let alone anything that resembled a life.  Which was a major part of why he’d decided to take a crack at civilian life a couple of years ago.

Hadn’t done him much good, though.  Sighing, he massaged the bridge of his nose.  Sure, sure, he’d never have to worry about money again now that he’d licensed his air filtration patents to the government.  A full six months later, and he was still barely making it as a human being.  Wasn’t having a social life supposed to be easy?

“Morning.”  

Startled, he looked up.  A woman had appeared on the second story verandah and was looking down at him.  He’d never been as grateful for perfect vision as he as was at that moment, taking in every detail of her as she stood, framed against the golden-blue sky.  The breeze caught her loose, dark hair and swept it to one side, leaving him wishing he could reach out and smooth it for her.  Intelligent hazel eyes looked down at him from above high cheekbones, a perfectly turned nose, and a generous mouth.  

“Sorry,” the mouth said, snapping him out of his perusal before he got any further.  “I forgot you were coming.  Can you catch?”  She held something up, waited for his response.

“Sure.”  He caught her keys with his left hand.  “Can you catch?”  He grinned and held up his own set of keys.

“Oh, no thanks.”  Merry shrugged and wrapped her arms around herself.  Should’ve at least put a blanket around her shoulders.  Or stepped into some shoes.  Either choice would’ve contributed to a comfortable temperature. 

“Where do you want me to put them?” he persisted.  He got a chance to finish his observation while waiting for her response, right down to the bare toes peeking at him.  The thought of her up there barefoot was enough to make him feel ten degrees colder than he reasonably should.  

“By the windshield wipers is fine.”  Merry caught a handful of her mane of hair as it tried to blow in front of her face.  Seriously.  From now on, putting her hair up was going to have to be more of a priority in the mornings!

“Okay.”  Tyrel agreed.  The forecast was for cold but dry, perfect moving day weather.  “I’ll be back sometime this afternoon.”

“Great.”  Merry watched him wave jauntily and gave a short nod back.  She wanted to be friendly...she just didn’t see the point.  Even if his ring finger was bare—which she hadn’t been able to confirm, doggone it—he wasn’t her type.  He seemed to smile easily, had broad shoulders, and his thick black hair was just long enough to make a woman want to run her fingers through it.  Nope. Definitely not her type.

Turning on her heel, she went back inside.  After failing for five consecutive minutes to refocus on the New Testament, she got up to tidy the kitchen instead.  Not quite ready to start her real workday, she opened a spiral notebook labeled ‘BUDGET’ and flipped to the last couple of pages.  Now.  What should she call her newest composition?

The music was relatively easy compared with writing the lyrics, but this morning she preferred struggling for words to match the music to daydreaming about a man she couldn’t ha...um, didn’t want.  As was usually the case, however, the lyrics finally began to come once she hit on the song’s mood.  

It’s so hard, makin’ friends.  So hard knowing it’s bound to end...  

Pen on paper and a little humming were the only sounds until, reluctantly, she stopped for lunch at eleven-thirty.  She could’ve ignored the hunger for quite a while longer, but she’d agreed to have the table back before Thanksgiving and needed to get at it.

She made a face at herself as she reached the mirror by the living room door, where she stopped to turn on her automated vacuum-mop.  A tuna sandwich later, she headed downstairs to tackle the table.  

Eight feet by three feet, it stood a solid waist-high.  The turned table legs might once have been elegant, but the years—and youngsters—hadn’t been kind.

“Hey, you.”  She trailed a hand on the tabletop as she walked around it, murmuring half to herself and half to it, as if to reassure it.  “Looks like you’ll need some new boards.”  Tracing a burned spot, she shook her head.  “We can take care of that,” she promised it.  Squatting near the scarred leg, she explored the depth and length of the scars with sensitive fingertips.  Tested the underframe for soundness.  “Yeah, you’ll be all right.  You just need a little work.”

Patting the item once more, she put her hair up in a short braid and pulled on a shop apron.  First came the unglamorous disassembly.  Warped boards spat splinters as she worked them free, making her grateful for her safety equipment.  Pulling replacement boards from her stock, she measured and cut them before running them through her planer to smooth their surfaces.

As she worked, the dust rustled through the collection hoses, a huge improvement over her first year there, when wearing a dust mask had been a mandatory discomfort.  Unfortunately, they were still mandatory at times.  While using her belt sander, for example, which did a terrible job at dust collection.  

Someday, she was going to upgrade to an RCJ 7715.  For now, though, the sander she had would do well enough.  A little heavy-duty sandpaper took care of the failing finish—as well as the burn marks and water stains that littered the tabletop.

“Okay.”  Putting the belt sander away, Merry shook out her arm muscles.  “Well, that was fun.  Now for the hard part.”

Time faded to some distant part of her mind while she continued with an electric palm sander, removing the old finish from smaller, more easily damaged sections.  Eventually, she flexed cramped fingers and crawled out from under the table to unwind the sander’s cord.

Having found a mirror to be an equally necessary discomfort, she’d hung one near the oversized clock by her office door.  Now, as she reached back to untie the apron, she stopped to laugh at what she saw.  Here and there the original green of her shirt peeked out through the wood dust—but for the most part, she looked like a deranged snowwoman.  Her hair had escaped its neat braid and rearranged itself scarecrow-style, poking out wherever and in whichever direction it chose.

“I know, I know,” she told her stomach as it growled fiercely at her reflection.  “I think she looks a little scary, too.  I’ll bet she looks better after a shower and some supper, though.”  Hard to believe it was already after four in the afternoon.  And she hadn’t a clue what to have for said supper.

She discussed
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