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  Chapter One - Kayla


If Janice Lipinski doesn't back off, I may scream. 
Who does she think she is? Being the mayor's wife may come with some perks, but it doesn't give her permission to steamroll Martin and me at the Ash Wednesday service. Let the pastor do his job, Janice!
Dealing with difficult people is a part of life, so I take a deep breath and pray for strength. 
"I appreciate your enthusiasm, Janice," Martin Braden says, saving me from responding in what would have been a truly caustic and inappropriate way, especially for a seminary student. "But Kayla and I have been working on tonight's service for the past few weeks. I believe we have everything prepared, so are you free to sit back and relax."
Janice gives him the most insincere smile I have ever seen. "You're the pastor," she says. "You know best!"
She holds the smile as he walks away then rounds on me, eyes blazing and teeth bared. I shrink back only for Janice to lean forward into my personal space.
"I will not be usurped by some half-rate wannabe woman preacher," she snaps.
"Excuse me?" I ask, flabbergasted.
Janice tosses her long brown hair over her shoulder as her nostrils flare. "Martin Braden has been a gift to this church. When he first started, I was by his side to help him acclimate to how we do things and to ensure our traditions were upheld. I don't need a young upstart such as yourself coming in and changing what I've worked so hard to preserve."
There is so much to unpack here that I don't even know where to start. While Janice has never been on the most friendly terms with me, she's never been cruel. What have I done to deserve such vitriol?
"Hey, Kayla!"
My gaze snaps to Jenna Braden. She stands by the narthex doors beside her boyfriend, Colton Miller. I register their matching outfits – Jenna in a black maxi dress and Colton in a tailored black suit – before I clock Jenna's dark and stormy face. She abandons Colton by the doors and marches up to where Janice crowds me against the wall.
"The service is about to start," Jenna says. She skirts around Janice, grabbing my hand and steering me towards the sanctuary. "Shouldn't you be up at the pulpit?"
We leave Janice spluttering behind us. Good riddance. I don't want to say or do something I will regret in the house of God.
"Thank you," I whisper in Jenna's ear.
Jenna loops her arm around mine and pats my hand, her many bracelets jingling. "What are friends for, if not to rescue you from the clutches of Janice Lipinski?"
Colton joins us as we enter the dimly lit sanctuary. "I see Janice gives everyone the creeps," he says with a shudder.
"She needs to be stopped," Jenna says. "She makes every man under the age of forty uncomfortable. And Cora won't have anything to do with her since Janice made those horrible remarks at the Christmas festival. Someone needs to talk to her."
Anger boils in my veins. Our friend Cora Munson wasted no time telling us about Janice at our first euchre game of the new year. Apparently, Janice believed she was being helpful, warning Cora away from Hayden Fletcher. Just because his mother got pregnant before she married his father doesn't mean history will repeat itself with Cora and Hayden.
"She won't listen to me," I say. "And I doubt she'd take Martin seriously."
"She'd be too busy flirting with my brother to actually listen to the words coming out of his mouth," Jenna says, snorting.
Our conversation is cut short as Jenna and Colton slide into a pew while I make my way to the pulpit. Martin is already there, shuffling his notes. He smiles as I join him. "Ready for tonight?" he asks.
I hope so. Lent is a pretty important season in the church. I don't want to screw this up.
Martin takes a seat to the left of the pulpit while I finish lighting the candles on the worship center. A small bowl of ashes and two vials of oil rest on the oak table bearing the words "In Remembrance of Me." A large brass cross sits in the center of the table and I briefly stroke it as I mutter a prayer to not embarrass myself tonight.
Turning around to face the pews, I spy my friend Lila Hawkins and her fiancé Nolan Parker as they slip in beside Jenna and Colton. Jenna immediately begins whispering and gesturing, likely filling them in on Janice's earlier behavior.
Janice enters the sanctuary just as old Iris takes her seat at the piano and begins the gathering music. My skin crawls at the predatory smile Janice throws Martin before she joins her husband in the front pew. For his part, Cyrus Lipinski fails to notice his wife's lecherous behavior.
Is it ignorance? I wonder. Does Cyrus truly not know that his wife is emotionally cheating on him, or does he simply not care?
For all I know, Janice may not be stopping at emotional infidelity. It's not my place to assume, so I'll let it be, but I will keep a closer eye on her moving forward.
We make it through the opening prayer and scripture lesson without incident. Martin blesses the ashes, then invites the congregation to line up to receive ashes from himself or me. It doesn't escape my notice when Janice makes a beeline for Martin's line.
Lila and Nolan are first in my line. Lila is a petite thing with a spine of steel, as demonstrated by the dirty look she keeps throwing Janice.
I raise an eyebrow at Lila, who rolls her eyes. "I'll add it to the list during the prayer of confession," she mutters.
Trying desperately not to laugh, I proceed with making the sign of the cross on Lila's forehead. Lila's eyes close as the ashes are imposed and I say, "Remember that you are dust, and to dust you shall return."
I do the same for Nolan and Cyrus and several people whose faces I recognize but whose names I can't recall.
Once everyone returns to their seats, Martin leads the prayer of confession and the benediction. Iris ends the service with a solemn rendition of Be Thou My Vision.
Jenna motions me over and I join her, Lila, and their boyfriends in their pew. "You did a great job tonight," Jenna says. "Best Ash Wednesday service we've had in years."
"I'm just grateful I remembered the words for the imposition," I confess.
"You need to give yourself more credit," Lila says. "God wouldn't have called you to ministry if you didn't have the gifts for it. You've got this."
Lila's words wrap around me like a warm blanket. Sometimes I let my insecurities get the best of me. Standing up in front of the congregation can be nerve-wracking. Who doesn't get nervous about public speaking? Thankfully I have friends who are full of encouragement.
I'm just about to express my gratitude when Jenna's face turns thunderous. "You have got to be kidding me," she seethes.
We all follow her gaze to Martin, who is backed up against the pulpit, boxed in by Janice. He stands at least a foot taller than Janice but it's clear who's the predator and who's the prey. The poor man looks like a rabbit ready to bolt. He nervously nods along to whatever she's saying and, even though I'm standing several yards away, I can see the fear in his brown eyes.
"It's one thing to act so shamelessly in front of her husband," Jenna says hotly, "but to hit on every young man in town is uncalled for."
My gaze slips to Cyrus. He's on the other side of the sanctuary chatting with several other older men. His back is turned to Janice, though I'm certain he could be facing her head-on and she'd still be running her hand up and down Martin's arm.
I cringe as Martin attempts to pull away from Janice, who for her part simply wraps her hand around his forearm and holds on tightly.
"She's reigned it in since Lila and I got engaged," Nolan says. "She's stopped dropping by my practice unannounced, at least."
Colton hums thoughtfully. "You know, that's true. Since Jenna and I started dating, Janice hasn't been nearly as inappropriate with me. Don't get me wrong, she still gives me the creeps, but it's not as bad as it was."
There's an idea. If Martin weren't single, maybe Janice would leave him alone. Who could we set him up with? My thoughts stray to Tara Coulson, my roommate. She's single, but she's not the most monogamous person nor the most religious. Maybe not the most appropriate partner for a preacher.
Emma London? She's the other member of our euchre group, a kind woman with the sweetest disposition. She teaches third grade at Hollow Bridge Elementary School and helps out Agnes Hawkins, Lila's aunt, at the bed and breakfast. A teacher and pastor might make a great couple.
I glance back at Janice and Martin to see her laying a hand on his chest. Martin's eyes widen and he swallows hard.
We don't have time to find a potential girlfriend for Martin. He needs help now, before Janice eats him alive. 
Mind made up, I march over to them, ignoring the furiously whispered questions of my friends, and squeeze in beside Martin. "Everything okay, honey?" I ask.
Martin's head snaps towards me and his mouth goes slack. Janice pulls back her hand as though she's been burned, face pinched as she looks from me to Martin.
"I'm sorry, Janice, I don't mean to interrupt," I say, snaking an arm around Martin's waist and committing to the bit. "I just need to borrow my boyfriend for a moment if you don't mind."
I tug Martin away as Janice silently mouths the word "boyfriend" over and over again. Mission accomplished. She's not following us and she's not pawing at him. Hopefully she will leave him alone for the foreseeable future.
On my right, Martin shuffles along like he's in a trance. I extricate my arm and we fall in step together as we join our friends. Jenna wastes no time grabbing my arm and pointing at Janice. "What did you do?" she asks. "It looks like you broke Janice."
"I got Martin out of a bad situation," I say, shrugging.
"You told Janice I'm your boyfriend," Martin says in strangled voice.
Lila gasps as Jenna rounds on me. "You did what?" Jenna shrieks.
Half the people still in the sanctuary pause and glance our way, including Cyrus, whose eyebrow arches as his gaze darts between us and the still spluttering Janice. Jenna blushes at her outburst but doesn't back down. "Why did you tell Janice that Martin is your boyfriend?" Jenna asks in a hushed rush.
"The guys said Janice pretty much stopped hitting on them once they were in relationships," I explain. "I figured if Janice thinks Martin's taken, maybe she'll leave him alone."
Martin continues staring at me in horror. Considering I just saved him from the clutches of an amorous married woman you'd think he'd be grateful, not horrified. What's up with that?
"Kayla, this is Janice Lipinski we're talking about," Jenna groans. "She'll have told the entire congregation before we leave the church, and the whole town will know by tomorrow."
"So what?" I ask.
Jenna throws up her hands in exasperation. Lila pats her shoulder consolingly and takes the reigns. "Everyone will believe that you and Martin are actually dating," Lila says patiently.
"Who cares what people think?" I ask, bewildered. "We know the truth."
"There's the truth, and then there's what people think is the truth," Lila says. "All of Hollow Bridge will be under the impression that you two are couple. Are you going to keep up the charade
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