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    Chapter One 
 
    Topeka, Kansas 
 
    1876 
 
      
 
    Miranda Monroe added another log to the fire in the parlor, then crouched down and held her hands toward the flames. It had definitely been colder over the last several days, and all the waitresses had been kept busy carrying firewood to the different guest rooms. Tom White, the handyman, would have done it, but he’d been the one chopping the wood in the first place.  
 
    With Christmas just days away, the hotel had been busy. People were traveling here and there to visit family for the holidays, and the trains were little warmer than icebergs. The passengers stumbled into the hotel anxious for hot coffee and hot food, and Miranda felt sorry for them. It seemed to her that they could travel at a time when the weather was more forgiving, but no—it was Christmas, and people did all sorts of strange things in the name of Christmas, including freezing off their fingers and toes and noses.  
 
    The front door to the hotel opened, and Tom stumbled in, his arms full of boughs. She came to her feet, aghast at all the pine needles he was dropping on the floor. “What on earth?” 
 
    “Sorry about the mess. Elizabeth asked me to head out this morning and find some greenery for decorations.” He set the boughs on the floor in front of the registration desk. “I’ve got a bunch more outside, and a tree.” 
 
    “A tree?” Miranda couldn’t stop staring at the mess. She’d just swept the lobby floor a few moments ago, and now it would have to be done all over again before the next train. 
 
    “Oh, Tom! You’re back!” Elizabeth Brody bustled into the lobby, a pleased look on her face. “These are beautiful. And did you say you got a tree?” 
 
    “I sure did. I just need to nail a stand to the bottom of it and then I’ll bring it in.” 
 
    “I can’t wait. Adam brought my Christmas boxes out of storage for me this morning, and I confess, I’ve been a little giddy just thinking about it.” 
 
    Tom grinned. “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Elizabeth clasped her hands under her chin, for a moment looking like a small girl instead of a grown woman and the manager of a busy hotel. “First all the fresh snow, and now a tree—I can’t wait for Christmas this year. I think Rose might be old enough now to understand that it’s a special day—don’t you, Miranda?” 
 
    “I really can’t say,” Miranda replied as she grabbed the broom from the closet behind the desk. How was she to know what a toddler would or wouldn’t understand? Elizabeth looked so enamored with the idea, though, that Miranda couldn’t bring herself to say anything that would disappoint her. 
 
    “I’ll get some of the other girls out here to help us,” Elizabeth said, moving off to the dining room, and Miranda froze. Help us? Did Elizabeth expect Miranda to help decorate? Oh, please, no. She’d much rather try to keep the floor clean than to participate in its utter ruination.  
 
    Nora, Carrie, and Emma came back with Elizabeth, their hands full of ribbons and lace and other supposedly cheer-inducing froufrou. Miranda wished she could slip into the kitchen and help finish getting the next meal ready, but if the new girls had it under control, she could hardly make an excuse to escape.  
 
    “Stop sweeping, Miranda,” Nora said, speaking over her shoulder while she tied a bow. “We’re just going to keep adding to the pile. Come help us, then sweep up everything when we’re done.” 
 
    But one would have to be feeling festive in order to want to decorate, and Miranda was not feeling festive. Nora made sense, though, so Miranda leaned the broom against the wall. “How can I help?” 
 
    “Take the end of this garland we’re making, and we’ll carry it over to the banister.” 
 
    Miranda held the greenery in place while Nora fastened it, then did the same all along the length until the staircase looked completely transformed. Even in her decidedly un-festive mood, she had to admit that it looked quite pretty.  
 
    When the door opened again, she wasn’t quite as aghast at the number of pine needles that fell to the floor when Tom came in carrying a Christmas tree.  
 
    “Where should I put this?” he asked. “Elizabeth wanted it somewhere everyone could enjoy it.” 
 
    “What about here?” Carrie motioned toward the corner between the base of the staircase and the entry to the parlor.  
 
    “Oh, yes. That would look nice,” Emma chimed in. 
 
    Tom carried the tree over and placed it on the floor, then stood back. “All right. I’ll leave it to you ladies to finish it up.” 
 
    “Thanks, Tom,” Carrie called out as he left, and he gave a nod.  
 
    The fragrant smell of fresh pine was becoming almost overpowering. Miranda didn’t usually mind the scent, but so much all at once was making her nose start to drip. “Be right back,” she said, turning and heading up the stairs to the attic dormitory she shared with the other girls. She told herself that she wanted to grab a fresh handkerchief, but in truth, she really wanted a moment to separate herself from all the yuletide ridiculousness going on downstairs.  
 
    She called it ridiculousness in her mind, but in actuality, it was pain—pain she didn’t want to face.  
 
    She’d loved Christmas as a little girl. She remembered waking up early on Christmas morning and running to her bedroom window to see if any fresh snow had fallen. Then she’d dress as quickly as she could because her bedroom was cold, and to dally over the task would only make her colder. Then it was time to finish helping her mother with breakfast. Parker would always try to sneak a peek into his stocking before they ate, but the rule in their house was breakfast first.  
 
    Their mother always served a delicious cinnamon cake with their bacon and eggs, and their father would eat too quickly and get crumbs in his beard. He’d pretend to be ignorant of them until someone pointed them out, and then he’d say, “I was just saving a snack for later.”  
 
    Miranda laughed at the memory, but then gave in to sobs. She sat on the edge of her bed and cried, wishing that such a happy memory didn’t make the ache so much worse. 
 
    She heard footsteps on the stairs, and she tried to wipe the tears away, but she knew it was no use. Adele and Regina, two of the newer waitresses, came into the room and sat down on either side of her, neither one speaking, but just being there.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Miranda said when she could finally find her voice. “I know I’m being a goose—who cries at Christmas?” 
 
    “Lots of people,” Adele replied. “And when Nora said you hadn’t come back down, we thought we’d better check on you—we don’t have long until the next train.” 
 
    “You’re right, and the floor has to be swept again. I have better things to do than sitting up here and feeling sorry for myself.” Miranda gave each of her friends a quick smile. “I’ll be all right. Some days are just harder than others.” 
 
    “We all have days like that,” Regina replied. “We understand.” 
 
    Miranda wiped her eyes again, put her handkerchief in her pocket, and stood up. “Let’s go, ladies. That train’s not going to wait around for us.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Decorating the tree would have to wait—cleaning up the pine needles from every square inch of the lobby took up the last few minutes before the train arrived. The whistle sounded, and Miranda put the broom away and joined the other waitresses as they lined up to greet their guests. Miranda looked around. “Where’s Kate?” she asked. 
 
    “She’s leading the kitchen service for the first time today,” Giselle replied. As the dining room manager, Giselle assigned the girls to their different posts and decided when they needed to be rotated.  
 
    “I wish her luck,” Emma replied. “That’s not an easy task.” 
 
    “She has Ruth to help her, and Sarah for another couple of weeks,” Giselle replied. “I’m sure everything will be fine.” 
 
    The train passengers filed into the hotel and were shown to their tables by the waitresses, who knew to keep the hot coffee coming. The air outside was bitter cold, and their customers must have been freezing. It was the kind of day not to travel at all unless you absolutely had somewhere you needed to be.  
 
    Miranda noticed one young man who seemed to be traveling alone. She motioned him to a table in the corner, thinking their meal service was small enough that he might get the luxury of not having to share a table. “What can I get for you?” 
 
    “Something hot, and right now, that’s all I care about,” he said with a chuckle. “Then after that, I’ll ask directions for finding Pastor Robert Osbourne.” 
 
    There was something familiar about his voice, something that tickled a memory that was buried deep, but she couldn’t place it. He might have been a customer another time as well. “Finding the pastor won’t be difficult,” she replied, deciding it wasn’t important to figure out how she knew this man. Gracious, it wasn’t like she could memorize and retrieve the names of every customer she’d ever served. “The church is only three blocks from here. Now, how do you feel about roast beef and potatoes?” 
 
    “I adore them.” 
 
    “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    She left him unwinding what seemed like yards of a knitted scarf from around his neck and stepped into the kitchen to pick up his food. Kate’s apron was already splashed with gravy and some strands of hair were coming out of her bun, but she was moving quickly and efficiently, and she handed Miranda the plate within seconds. With Sarah quitting soon because of her advanced pregnancy, they’d need another cook in the kitchen, and Miranda was relieved to see that Kate was handling the pressure—Ruth couldn’t do all the shifts alone and live to tell the tale.  
 
    When Miranda pushed through the dining room door to serve the roast beef, she was surprised to find that her customer was actually a very nice-looking young man, something that had been hard to tell before when he’d been so bundled up. As she took another glance—because who wouldn’t take another glance at a handsome young man—she paused. “Richard Norton?” No wonder his voice had sounded so familiar. That voice had made her heartbeat accelerate on a regular basis once upon a time.  
 
    He blinked. “Miranda? Is that you?” He came to his feet. “My goodness, you’ve grown up. And what are you doing in Topeka?” 
 
    “Parker took a job here as a deputy a few months back, and he brought me with him. What about you? After you moved away from Humboldt, we never heard anything more about you.” 
 
    “I’ve just graduated from seminary, and I’m here to assist Pastor Osbourne. But it’s a bit of a long story, and I have a feeling you’re busy right now.” 
 
    She glanced around the dining room, realizing that yes, she was busy. Seeing Richard had driven every other thought from her mind. “Yes, I am. Could we talk later? I’d love to catch up.” 
 
    “Yes, of course. Later this afternoon?” 
 
    “Perfect.” She had to swallow—was he really here? Was this really happening? “Now, is there anything else I can get for you?” 
 
    “Is there any coffee left?” 
 
    Oh, gracious. Every other passenger in the room had been handed a toasty mug almost as soon as they’d been seated. She couldn’t imagine why she’d forgotten his. “Of course. I’m so sorry—I’ll be right back.” 
 
    She grabbed the freshest pot from the stove and poured him a cup, hoping there wasn’t some sort of heavenly punishment for failing to take care of an assistant pastor. Or whatever he was—she wasn’t sure of his title. At any rate, he deserved to be treated better than this. She delivered his coffee, made sure he had cream and sugar, asked if his meal was all right, and then moved on to the next table. She’d try to put all that awkwardness out of her mind—and the fact that her stomach had nearly climbed out of her throat when she saw him. She had honestly never been so surprised in her life.   
 
    Once Richard . . . er, Pastor Norton, she supposed . . . finished eating, she walked out onto the porch with him and pointed him in the direction of the church—which was kind of obvious, really, given that it had a steeple and all. It gave her a chance to talk with him again before he left, though, which she really couldn’t begrudge. 
 
    “And when should I come back for our visit?” he asked. “You have trains coming and going all day, don’t you?” 
 
    “We do, but thankfully, there are breaks. I’m free between four and five, if that’s convenient for you.”  
 
    “I’ll make it work,” he replied, giving that smile she remembered so well, and then he was off down the snowy sidewalk.  
 
    She stood there for a moment and watched him go, not feeling the cold even though she wasn’t wearing a coat. Richard Norton at the Brody Hotel . . . it was simply too much of a coincidence to be believed. 
 
    “So, who was that?” Emma asked, coming up behind her.  
 
    “That was the first boy I ever wanted to marry,” Miranda said, turning back toward the building with a sigh. She wiped her feet before stepping into the lobby, and Emma did the same. “He and Parker were good friends in school, and I was ridiculously in love with him. I did everything I could to try to make myself seem more grown up so he’d notice me, but of course it didn’t work because I was so much younger.” 
 
    “How much younger?” Emma asked.  
 
    “I was twelve, and he was sixteen. That’s worlds of difference, but I thought I was a very mature twelve-year-old, and age was just a number.” Miranda felt embarrassed, thinking back on how silly she’d been. “He moved away, and our little town was suddenly without any interesting boys whatsoever. In fact, there was an absolute dearth of young men for years on end. That made it easier to leave when Parker suggested coming here.” 
 
    “So, you haven’t seen him in all this time, and now you’re meeting up here? That’s the most romantic thing I’ve ever heard.” 
 
    Miranda shook her head. “I doubt there’s anything romantic about it. He’s here to work with Pastor Osbourne—he’s not thinking about romance, and I don’t know if I still like him. I would hope that my tastes have changed somewhat since I was twelve—it would be rather a shame if they haven’t.” 
 
    Emma laughed. “Well, I for one am going to be watching this quite eagerly.” 
 
    “I doubt there will be anything to watch.” 
 
    “And I doubt your doubting. Haven’t you heard? The Brody is a magical place for finding true love.” 
 
    “Yes, I’ve heard, but that doesn’t mean it will hold true for me. I’m much too ornery to fall in love—men like docile women, don’t they?” 
 
    “Maybe some do, but not all.” Emma gave her a knowing look. “I think your time has come, Miss Monroe.” 
 
    “I’m going to pretend we didn’t have this conversation. It’s making me all jittery,” Miranda replied.  
 
    Emma laughed, shaking her head.   
 
    They returned to the dining room and joined the waitresses in stripping the tables and preparing for the next meal. Miranda forced herself to move from task to task with her usual efficiency, but she’d be lying to herself if she pretended that she wasn’t thinking about Richard and what Emma had said. Seeing him again would be good for her—it would help settle her nerves and confirm that her feelings for him had changed. In the meantime, she’d just have to live with it until her afternoon break—which seemed like hours upon hours away.  
 
    When they entered the kitchen to wash the dishes, Giselle asked them to gather around for a few minutes first. Miranda noticed that all the waitresses were there, even the ones who weren’t on shift.  
 
    “We need to talk about the holidays—they’re coming up fast,” Giselle said, standing at the head of the table. “Mr. Brody has asked for special meals on Christmas Eve, Christmas Day, New Year’s Eve, and New Year’s Day. We finally have enough waitresses to cover all the shifts, but we may need to do some overlapping. Now, that’s four nice menus we’ll be putting together—we won’t be repeating any of them because people from town like to join us, and we don’t want them to be disappointed with a lack of variety if they decide to come for more than one of the meals.” 
 
    “Have you already planned the menu?” Kate asked quietly. She did everything quietly. Miranda was starting to wonder if the girl was even capable of raising her voice over a mere whisper.  
 
    “Ruth and I worked out some basic ideas, but we’d love your input too,” Sarah replied. She paused to stretch her back, then handed a sheet of paper around for the girls to look over. “We only have a few days, so we need to decide what we’d like so we can get all the supplies we’ll need.” 
 
    “My grandmother always made an English trifle,” Josie contributed. “It has cream and fruit and cake arranged in layers.” 
 
    “That sounds nice,” Sarah said. “Will you show us how to make it?” 
 
    Josie nodded, then fell silent again. 
 
    Kate, Josie, and Callie had all been hired around the same time as Miranda, and they were as different from her as could ever be imagined. Miranda was too outspoken for her own good, and her thoughts were likely to be on the sarcastic side even when she was trying to behave herself. They looked like scared rabbits, afraid to share their opinions at all. Josie seemed to be their leader, if there was one, and even at that, she didn’t speak up often. Emma had conjectured that they were running from something, and Miranda supposed that might be true. Was anyone that withdrawn if they didn’t have some sort of darkness in their pasts? 
 
    “Now, in addition, Pastor Osbourne has asked us if we’ll make meat pies for the church’s Christmas baskets this year. He was going to have Mrs. Dempsey do it so we wouldn’t be overburdened, but her joints have been bothering her since the snow fell, and she had to turn him down.” Sarah glanced around the table. “Ruth and I can make up the crust and the filling, but we’ll need help putting them together—it’s hard to throw that in the middle of regular meal services, but we can’t leave the baskets empty.” 
 
    “I love making meat pies,” Millie said. She was the youngest of the waitresses, but she had twice the energy of any of them.  
 
    “Excellent. I know if we all pull together, we’ll make some magic happen,” Sarah replied.  
 
    “What about the New Year’s Eve dance?” Bridget asked. “If we’re doing a special meal here, does that mean we can’t go?” 
 
    Elizabeth spoke from the doorway, where she’d been rocking Rose in her arms. “Adam doesn’t want you to miss out on any of the festivities, so we’ll hold that meal at five o’clock so you’ll have plenty of time to change.” 
 
    “Oh, good,” Carrie replied.  
 
    “Were you hoping to meet up with someone there?” Adele asked with a teasing note in her voice.  
 
    “Maybe, but maybe not,” Carrie replied. Miranda thought she saw her friend’s cheeks go a little pink. That was interesting.  
 
    “All right, let’s talk about our work schedules,” Giselle said. “I know this seems like a logistical nightmare, but it’s not—at least, I hope it’s not. It makes sense on paper.” 
 
    In a matter of minutes, every needed task had been outlined and assigned, and each waitress knew what her responsibilities were going to be. Giselle was always right on top of things, even though she seemed a little unsure as to how these unexpected events would play out. Once everything had been discussed, the girls were excused to attend to their regular duties, and Miranda grabbed the broom again to chase down any sneaky pine needles that might have fallen during her absence.  
 
    The next meal service was even smaller than the previous one, and that didn’t hurt Miranda’s feelings any. Some days, they were so busy, she wished she could grow another pair of feet and two more sets of hands. It was nice not to feel so rushed—and maybe it allowed for just a tiny bit of daydreaming as she delivered the food. Maybe daydreaming about a certain New Year’s Eve dance and maybe dancing with someone in particular. Not that she wanted to daydream. That would keep her from doing her job. Oh, she was such a mess, and it was all Richard Norton’s fault.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Miranda had just grabbed the mop to clean up the tracked-in snow by the front door when Olivia Osbourne came in, a bundled-up baby Celeste in her arms. “Oh, I’m sorry, Miranda. I’m just adding to your work.”  
 
    “That’s all right. You can’t really help it.” Miranda dabbed up the new snowy footprints Olivia had left. “How’s that sweet girl today?” 
 
    “If I can find her under all these blankets, I’ll let you know.” Olivia peeled back the first layer, then another. “Oh, there she is.” 
 
    The child looked up from her cozy cocoon with sleepy eyes, and Miranda smiled. If ever a baby had been adored, it was this one. Nora, one of the other waitresses, had come to the hotel expecting after an assault, and Pastor Osbourne and his wife, Olivia, had adopted the baby. Only a few people knew the child was Nora’s.  
 
    “I understand that the pastor has a new helper,” Miranda said, trying to sound casual. “I pointed him in your direction. Did he find his way?” 
 
    “He did, and he’s holed up with my husband in the study for who knows how long. I decided I’d better come for a visit if I wanted any adult interaction today.” Olivia chuckled. “I do have a matter of church business to discuss with you, though.” 
 
    “You do? What does the church need me for?” That didn’t come out quite as Miranda had intended. “I’m happy to help, of course. I’m just surprised that I can be useful.” 
 
    Olivia tilted Celeste up a bit so she could look around the room. “We have a few dozen Christmas baskets to put together, and I can’t seem to drum up enough volunteers. Three of our most faithful are down with horrible coughs, two left town to visit family for the holidays, and some . . . well, I’m still working hard to gain their trust. I’d hoped that by now, they would have accepted me as the pastor’s wife, but they can’t seem to forgive me for being from New York.” 
 
    “That seems like an odd thing to hold against you,” Miranda replied.  
 
    “It’s a different world, that’s for sure. What do you think? Could you and the other girls spare a little time to help with the Christmas baskets?” 
 
    Elizabeth had entered the lobby while they were talking, and Miranda looked at her before answering. “I’m more than willing. We just figured out our work schedules over the holidays, and there are enough of us now that we aren’t so pressed for time. What would you like me to do?” She held her breath slightly, hoping Olivia wouldn’t say that she wanted her to start that afternoon. She already had plans with Richard, thank you very much.   
 
    “We’re trying to get the baskets trimmed and all lined up so that when the pies are ready, we can just slip them in and be on our way. We’ll have candy, ribbons, apples, oranges, and some carved wooden toys—Mr. Walker spent all year whittling them. It’s been a hard season for many families—we were even approached by Reverend Bing to see if we could lend a hand with his congregation.” 
 
    “I didn’t realize,” Elizabeth said. “Is there anything we can do? We’re donating the meat pies we’re making, of course.” 
 
    “Are you sure? We do have a little budget money for that,” Olivia replied.   
 
    “Of course we’re sure. Use that money for something else.” 
 
    “Thank you—there are so many things we can do with it. Now, what do we think about schedules? If Miranda and maybe one or two other girls could come over the day after tomorrow, in the morning, that would be wonderful.” 
 
    “That shouldn’t be a problem at all. I’m working the afternoon shift, and my morning will be free,” Miranda said.   
 
    She continued to clean up the lobby as Olivia took Celeste around to visit the other waitresses, especially Nora. She didn’t mind helping with the Christmas baskets—she knew she was doing a good thing. It would be especially nice if she got to see Richard while she was there, but she still wished the whole Christmas season could wrap itself up and disappear altogether—she could do without it in her life.  
 
    *** 
 
    Richard Norton took the last of his clean shirts from the bottom of his bag and hung it up. It had only taken a few minutes to unpack in the Osbournes’ guest room—he really hadn’t brought much with him. Once he was settled, he’d likely get another suit because in his profession, suits were always needed, but for now, he liked living as frugally and simply as possible. It left his mind clear to deal with other things. 
 
    Things such as, how to win over the hearts of a new congregation when just a short time before, he was still a student at the seminary, trying to memorize where to find certain passages and misquoting them more often than he got them right. And things like, how to prove to his uncle that he’d made the right choice, and that he had no regrets for following this path.  
 
    Pastor Osbourne seemed like he’d be a very good mentor, and Richard looked forward to learning everything he could from the man. Mrs. Osbourne was a beautiful dark-haired lady who seemed very much her own woman, and yet she still supported and respected her husband. Their baby was sweet and mellow, and Richard felt sure he’d be content here until arrangements could be made for him more permanently. 
 
    That is, if this was to be a permanent assignment.  
 
    The population of Topeka had grown quite a bit, from what Pastor Osbourne had been telling him, and the congregation had doubled in size. It was pleasing to hear that so many people were seeking God on a regular basis, and it gave Richard a place to spread his wings. But if he failed, if he couldn’t be the kind of leader these people needed, he wouldn’t be helping Pastor Osbourne at all. It would be horrible to make a mess of his very first assignment, and it would only prove his uncle right, that he didn’t have what it took.  
 
    Those were the worries that had occupied his mind during the entire journey to Topeka. In fact, he’d almost turned back a time or two, pushing forward only because of his stubbornness. Seeing Miranda Monroe again seemed like a delightful reward for his tenacity. 
 
    He chuckled. Little Miranda Monroe . . . well, she certainly wasn’t little anymore. She’d grown up into a beautiful young woman. He remembered how badly she’d wanted to be part of the older set, the way she’d take her two braids and tuck them up, trying to make them look like buns. She nearly drove Parker to distraction, the way she’d followed him around.  
 
    Parker. Richard realized he hadn’t asked much about his friend. What was that Miranda had said—something about him being a deputy now? He should drop by the station and pay a surprise visit. He had time before he was supposed to be back at the hotel.  
 
    He opened the door to his room and nearly plowed right into an older woman in the hallway who was carrying a pitcher of water.  
 
    “Oh, I’m so sorry!” He caught her elbow and set her to rights. “I didn’t mean to knock you down.” 
 
    “Well, at least you had the decency to catch me.” She shook her head. “I’m Mrs. Little, the housekeeper. I understand you’re staying with us for a bit.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s right. I hope I won’t make too much extra work for you.” 
 
    “I suppose that remains to be seen. I’ve brought you some water for washing up, and I’m also sent to tell you that the pastor was called away for a moment. You’re invited to browse through his library or entertain yourself however you like until he gets back.” 
 
    “I actually think I’ll go out for a little while. I discovered I have some friends in town, and I’d like to pay them a call.” 
 
    She nodded. “Do you think you’ll be back in time for supper?” 
 
    “I . . . I don’t know.” It would be nice to eat with Parker and Miranda, but he had no idea if that was a possibility. 
 
    “Well, I’ll make sure to save you a plate just in case.” She pushed the water pitcher into his hands. “There you go.” 
 
    He smiled to himself as she bustled away. She might have a salty exterior, but he guessed that she was as soft as they came underneath.  
 
    He took the water into his room and washed his face and hands, then combed his hair once more. After pulling on his coat again, he left the parsonage and walked toward the main street, believing that’s where he’d be most likely to find the marshal’s office. He didn’t spot it right off, but he asked a passerby, and within a few minutes, he was climbing the steps of the clapboard building. Parker probably wouldn’t be in and he’d have to leave a message, but that would be all right.  
 
    However, Parker was there, sitting at a desk in the large front room, and he looked up as Richard entered.  
 
    “Well, what do we have here?” Richard said, pulling the door closed behind him. “I never took you for the desk job sort, Monroe.” 
 
    “Richard?” Parker came to his feet and rounded the corner of his desk, his hand outstretched. “Richard Norton! Of all the places—what brings you here?” 
 
    “I’ve come to assist Pastor Osbourne with his congregation for a few months. I was ordained not long ago.” 
 
    Parker shook his head. “I can’t believe it. It’s been . . . what, eight years? Come here—sit down. Tell me everything.” 
 
    Richard took off his coat and hat, then sat in the chair that was offered him. “Yes, eight years. I ran into Miranda over at the hotel—that’s how I knew where to find you—and she’s certainly changed. I remember her as being a gangly little thing.” 
 
    “A gangly little nuisance, you mean. But you never did seem to mind her.” 
 
    “She wasn’t that bothersome—probably because she wasn’t my sister. I’d probably feel differently if I were you.” Richard chuckled. “I’m headed over there in a bit, actually—I told her I’d come back around so we could catch up.” 
 
    Parker glanced at the clock. “Well, how about this—let’s stop by my place and pick up my wife, and we’ll go to the hotel together. They serve coffee and pie all afternoon, and this way, we can hear each other’s stories all at once.” 
 
    “You’re married?” 
 
    “Yes, I married a beautiful girl named Posy a few months ago. We have a small house not far from here, and Miranda lives at the hotel with the other waitresses.” Parker stood up. “It’s about time for me to be finished here—let’s go.” 
 
    Parker was right when he said his house was small—it didn’t look like it could possibly fit one person, let alone two, but when they stepped inside, Richard could see that it was arranged comfortably. 
 
    “Posy?” Parker called out. “Posy, I brought home a surprise.” 
 
    A beautiful young woman with black hair and olive skin stepped from a back room, wiping her hands on a towel. “Oh, hello,” she said. “Welcome to our home.” 
 
    “Posy, this is Richard Norton. We were friends as children, and he’s just moved to Topeka. We’re heading over to the hotel so we can catch up with Miranda. Come with us, and we’ll have coffee. Maybe dinner.” 
 
    “Dinner at the hotel? I won’t argue with that—I’m not sure the soup I’ve started is going to turn out anyway. Let me set things to rights in the kitchen and then I’ll be ready.” 
 
    Within moments, they were on their way back to the hotel. Richard hadn’t done so much walking in quite a while, but he didn’t imagine it made sense to bring a horse and buggy out only to stand in the cold for so long.  
 
    “A lot has changed since we saw each other last,” Parker said as they crunched their way across the snowy ground. “I always knew you were more diligent and thoughtful than I was, but I didn’t imagine that you’d end up going to seminary.” 
 
    “The decision came as a surprise to me too,” Richard said with a chuckle. “I was going to be a train engineer.” 
 
    “I remember that.” Parker opened the gate in the hotel’s fence and closed it again after they’d all filed through. “Did your aunt ever forgive you for building that miniature set of train tracks through her dining room?” 
 
    “I don’t know if she ever forgave me, but she did stop bringing it up after a few years.” 
 
    A rush of warmth hit Richard’s cheeks as he stepped into the hotel, and he glanced over to see a cheery fire roaring on the hearth in the parlor. “That’s exactly what I need,” he said. “I’ve been chilled all day—the train wasn’t warm by any means.” 
 
    “Why don’t you two save us some chairs by the fire, and I’ll go find Miranda?” Posy suggested. “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Parker watched his wife leave the room with a smile on his face, and Richard laughed. “A little smitten, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Parker said. He took off his coat and draped it over the back of a chair, then sat down. “She’s an amazing woman, and she’s taught me more about myself in the last few months than I ever dreamed I would know. That’s what love will do for you—it opens your eyes.” 
 
    “I thought love was supposed to be blind.” 
 
    “That’s something else entirely.” Parker chuckled. “I know I’ll never be the kind of man she deserves, but I’m twice the man I was before I met her. What about you? Is there a special lady in your life?” 
 
    “No. I put all that on hold so I could concentrate on my studies.” 
 
    “Well then, I can’t wait until it happens for you.” 
 
     Parker turned to the fire and put on another log from the nearby stack, and Richard contemplated his friend’s words. He’d always planned on getting married someday, but someday was such a vague thing. He didn’t want to wake up one morning, discover that he was now fifty, and realize that he’d never gotten around to it. Maybe he should start thinking about it more seriously.  
 
    Especially if he’d end up being as happy as his friend, but there were no guarantees. That was the worrisome part. 
 
    *** 
 
    Miranda heard footsteps on the staircase that led to the waitresses’ attic dormitory, and she turned from the mirror to greet Posy. “Did you get bored at home and decide to come for a visit?” 
 
    “I came over with Parker and his friend. They’re waiting down in the parlor.” Posy smiled. “Is that why you’re up here primping? Because you knew Pastor Norton would be coming back?” 
 
    “Maybe.” Miranda smoothed down the front of her burgundy dress. It was silly to change out of her work clothes when she’d just have to put them right back on, but she wanted to look a little nicer than usual for an hour. Was there anything wrong with that? Especially when her work dress smelled like gravy, and that was hardly impressive? 
 
    “Well, I don’t blame you. He’s quite handsome.” 
 
    Posy’s comment was spoken casually and was very true, but Miranda still felt her cheeks heat up. Yes, she did still feel twelve years old when it came to Richard—she felt young and embarrassed and awkward. She knew she wasn’t that clumsy child anymore, but she was certainly having a hard time chasing those memories from her mind.  
 
    “Come on,” Posy said, wrapping her arm around Miranda’s shoulders. “They’re waiting, and you look beautiful. You always look beautiful.” 
 
    Miranda followed her sister-in-law down both flights of stairs, her footsteps only slowing as they drew near the parlor. She’d already survived that first unexpected reunion—surely she could survive this as well, since she’d known he was coming and wouldn’t be caught off guard this time. And she wasn’t twelve anymore, regardless of what she might feel like.  
 
    Richard and Parker both came to their feet when the women entered the room, and Miranda had to look away so she wouldn’t blush all over again under Richard’s scrutinizing gaze. 
 
    “I found her,” Posy said unnecessarily. She took a seat next to Parker, and Richard held out his arm to usher Miranda into the chair next to his. She sat down, thinking they all looked like couples. That wasn’t a bad thing, but she didn’t want to get caught up in dreams of what could be. She was more interested in reality now. It was safer that way. 
 
    “So, Richard was going to tell us how he ended up becoming a pastor,” Parker said, settling back in his chair with an amused look on his face. “I never saw that one coming.” 
 
    “You weren’t the religious type as a child?” Posy asked. 
 
    “I liked going to church, but I wanted to do something outdoors or work with trains,” Richard explained. “I didn’t decide to become a pastor until after we moved away from Humboldt. You see, my parents both died when I was young, and I’d been taken in by my aunt and uncle. When my uncle’s business in Humboldt failed, we moved to Kansas City, and it was a trying time for me. I had left behind all my friends, and I floundered for a while. It was actually at Christmastime when I decided what my life’s path should be—a yuletide miracle.” He motioned toward the pine bough decorations along the mantel. “It seems as though I’ve come full circle.” 
 
    Miranda shifted in her chair, emotionally uncomfortable as well as physically. “I don’t understand what Christmas had to do with it.” 
 
    He turned to her with a smile. “My uncle had decided that I should apprentice myself in his office. There’s nothing wrong with being in business if that’s where your interests lie, but mine most certainly did not, and we were butting heads on a daily basis. I felt like he was trying to take over my life. I had become rather selfish since I’d last seen you both—I doubt you would have recognized me—and I didn’t want to hear a word he had to say. So I ran off one night, Christmas Eve, actually, and found myself hungry and cold on a very dark street.  
 
    “As I walked along, I found a small family huddled up against the side of a building. They’d started a tiny fire and were trying to warm their hands over it. When they saw me, they waved me over and invited me to share the warmth. I crouched down next to them and looked into their faces.” 
 
    Richard’s gaze seemed far away, as though he was seeing the whole thing again. “There was a mother and three small children. I asked where the father was, and she replied that he was away, working on the railroad. He’d send some money when he could, and in the meantime, the Good Lord was providing. I couldn’t believe she’d said that—how was the Lord providing when all they had was such a tiny little fire? I’ll never forget what she said next. She said, ‘And why do you think the world has fire? Because God created it for you and for me and for my children and everyone else who’s cold on this night—that’s why.’ Her faith, as simple was it was, seared into my chest, and I wanted to know what she knew. I wanted to have what she had. 
 
    “So I went back home, tucked myself away in my room, and read the New Testament from cover to cover. By the time the dawn broke Christmas morning, I knew what I was meant to do with my life. I wanted to teach people about Jesus Christ the way that woman had taught me—by living it. I went down to the kitchen, grabbed up a basketful of food and some blankets, and delivered them to that small family, and then I found my uncle and told him my plan. I wanted to be a pastor.” 
 
    So quickly? His heart had completely changed overnight? Miranda was skeptical. It seemed impossible that real, lasting change could take place so quickly. But she didn’t want to question him in the middle of his story or in public. “And how did your uncle react?” she asked instead. 
 
    Richard leaned back, laughing, although it didn’t seem to be a very humor-filled laugh. “Oh, he wasn’t pleased at all. He’s always said that clergymen make money off the hopes and dreams of their congregations. Never mind the fact that the clergy make a modest wage—because he doesn’t believe in heaven, he doesn’t understand what we actually do. He also couldn’t understand how just one night of reading the Bible could have such an impact on me.” 
 
    Miranda almost nodded her agreement, but stopped herself. She glanced at the clock on the mantel and realized time had gone faster than she’d realized. “I’m sorry, but the next train will be here soon and I need to get ready. Will you excuse me?” 
 
    “Of course,” Richard said, coming to his feet as she stood.  
 
    She thanked him, then turned and ran up the stairs. Her thoughts were in a horrible muddle. The whole time Richard had been speaking, she couldn’t help but notice how his voice had mellowed into a rich timbre over the years, and how much broader his shoulders seemed, and how his features had become more chiseled. He’d been good-looking as a youth, but as a man? He was infinitely attractive.  
 
    As she finished the last button on her work dress, she wondered if she should even be thinking about him that way. He was a pastor now, and she wasn’t sure if pastors were supposed to be considered attractive. Of course, Pastor Osbourne was attractive, and she knew Olivia thought so too—but Olivia was his wife, so maybe she was allowed liberties. Miranda might do well just to forget what Richard looked like altogether. 
 
    As if it was that easy.  
 
    She also had no idea what to think of his story. Yes, it was certainly sweet that he’d come across that family in the cold and decided to study the Bible, but the whole thing sounded like an article out of a Christian ladies’ magazine, not something that would happen in real life. The skeptical part of her wondered if he’d made the story up so his congregation would be drawn in to whatever he was selling.  
 
    She shook her head as she dashed back down the stairs. She was being too hard on him, no doubt. She had no reason to believe his story wasn’t true. It might sound a bit too sweet and coincidental, but that didn’t mean it had to be a lie. It just meant that she’d been misled a few too many times in the past and wasn’t anxious to have that experience again.  
 
    She lined up with the other waitresses to greet their customers, pushing aside her confusion and irritation. She’d have plenty of time later to sort through her feelings—right now, she had cold and hungry people to feed.  
 
    Parker, Posy, and Richard hadn’t left. Instead, they came into the dining room, and Miranda showed them to a table. “Would you like dinner, or are you more in the mood for coffee and pie?” she asked.  
 
    “Dinner, please,” Posy replied. “I don’t know what I did wrong, but the soup I started tastes terrible.” 
 
    “I’m sure it’s not terrible,” Parker said. “You’ll figure out how to fix it.” 
 
    Posy gave him a smile and then turned back to Miranda. “This is how you know we’re still newlyweds. I’m sure that in a few years’ time, he won’t be nearly as patient.” 
 
    Miranda grinned back. “I don’t know—I think he’s smitten for the long run. Now, what can I get you? We have chicken and potatoes, or meatloaf and carrots.” 
 
    She took their orders, then stepped into the kitchen to gather up the food. Sarah gave her an amused look. “The girls keep telling me about a young man who showed up this afternoon, so I peeked out there a second ago. You’re a lucky girl, Miranda.” 
 
    Miranda shook her head. “There’s nothing going on, really. He’s just an old friend from the town where Parker and I used to live. I haven’t even seen him in years.” 
 
    Sarah put a slice of meatloaf on a plate and handed it over. “You realize that I married an old friend from a place where I used to live . . .” 
 
    Miranda opened and closed her mouth a few times. “Well, that’s different,” she said at last, accepting another plate of meatloaf. “You and Stephen are meant to be together.” 
 
    “And you and this young man aren’t? How do you know?” 
 
    “Because . . . oh, I don’t know. We just aren’t. And between you and Emma, you’re confusing the issue entirely.” She picked up a plate of chicken, set it on her tray, and headed back out. Earlier that day, she’d felt warm and fuzzy inside when she considered that she might end up with Richard after all, but now she felt uncomfortable and irritated. Why did she feel so different now? Had something changed?  
 
    She set the plates around the table, made sure they had bread and butter, then moved on, analyzing her feelings. Two things had changed, as far as she could tell. First, she’d realized just how attractive Richard really was, and second, she’d listened to him talk about Christmas and his decision to become a pastor. There was nothing wrong with being attractive, but it just made his conversion to the clergy worse. Like . . . like he was now a bright shiny penny that she couldn’t have.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Miranda finished wiping down the last table, and Emma came along right behind her with a fresh tablecloth. Once the dining room was set to rights for the next morning, they went back into the kitchen to help dry the rest of the dishes. Miranda was aching for the night to be over—there was a low buzz in the back of her brain that wasn’t going to go away until she had some peace and quiet.  
 
    “I’ve placed the order for all our holiday food, and it should be ready for us in time,” Sarah said as they worked. “The wassail will make the dining room smell wonderful—we’ll keep a pot of it going all day for each of the holidays.” 
 
    “Olivia asked if we could help decorate the church’s Christmas baskets,” Miranda added. “She said she could use us day after tomorrow in the morning.” 
 
    They spent a few minutes discussing who would be available, and when the work was done, Miranda stepped out of the kitchen and onto the back porch. She knew the night air would be frosty, but she’d become so overheated, she needed to cool her cheeks to be comfortable.  
 
    “Are you all right?” Giselle asked when she came back inside. All the other girls had left the kitchen, and it was just the two of them remaining.  
 
    “I’m fine. Just a bit unsettled.” Miranda took off her apron and tossed it into the laundry basket in the corner. “Is Jesse coming to walk you home?” 
 
    “Yes, he’ll be here in a minute.” 
 
    “Good. It seems darker tonight than usual.” 
 
    Giselle nodded. “Try to get some rest, all right? And if you want to talk about anything . . .” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure I’ll feel a lot better in the morning. Nothing puts me back to normal like sleep.” 
 
    Miranda told Giselle goodnight and climbed the stairs. The attic was chilly, but Emma was stoking the stove in the corner, and within minutes, the place was toasty warm.  
 
    “How did you like running the kitchen today?” Carrie asked Kate. 
 
    “It was fine, but a little hectic,” Kate replied.  
 
    “You did a great job.” Ruth finished buttoning her nightgown and sat on her bed. “It took me weeks to learn the things you’ve picked up already.” 
 
    “Thank you. I hope I’ll get used to the pace—my heart was pounding the whole time.” 
 
    The girls chatted back and forth as usual, then climbed into their beds and drifted off to sleep one by one. Miranda stayed awake for a while, though, thinking about Richard. She had worshipped him when she was a little girl—no one else could ever be as wonderful—but he never noticed her at all. Today, though . . . today she knew he’d seen her as a woman. His eyes had lit up with appreciation when he saw her, he glanced at her often, and if she wasn’t mistaken, they had exchanged some meaningful looks. She was getting the attention she’d always dreamed of having—but had her dreams now changed? 
 
    She used to think she knew exactly what she wanted. She’d work in a library until she got married, and then she and her husband would sit by the fire and read to each other every night. That certainly hadn’t panned out, and the closest she’d come was volunteering at the tiny little Topeka library housed inside a dry goods store. Oh, but she had to give herself credit for the bookcase she’d placed in the hotel’s parlor. More than one guest had commented on how nice it was to have something to borrow during their stay. It was nothing, nothing like she’d imagined it would be.  
 
    Of course, she also hadn’t imagined both her parents dying, and being cared for by her older brother. That had definitely put a crimp in her plans. 
 
    She got out of bed and crept over to the window, taking a seat beneath it and pulling her shawl closely around her shoulders. Frost had edged the glass with dainty little designs that looked like they’d been created with the tiniest of chisels. She knew the science behind frost and crystals—things like that fascinated her. But tonight, instead of contemplating the dew point and the dropping temperature, she let herself think about fairies with paintbrushes and other fanciful things. 
 
    “Can’t you sleep?” Ruth asked softly, joining her beneath the window. 
 
    “No, I can’t. My brain won’t stop churning.” Miranda gave her friend a smile. “I hope I didn’t wake you.” 
 
    “No, not at all. My brain’s not behaving either.” Ruth looked out the window. “The moon’s so bright tonight. There must not be any clouds.” 
 
    “Hopefully that means we won’t get any more snow for a bit.” 
 
    “Don’t you like snow?” Ruth glanced at her curiously. 
 
    “I like it, but not the way it’s been coming down. It seems as though it’s never going to stop, and it hasn’t been melting before we get the next onslaught. Honestly, if Elizabeth were to set Rose out there in the center of the lawn, she’d probably disappear altogether, the snow’s so deep.” 
 
    “True. It would be nice to have a break from it.” Ruth turned from the window and faced Miranda directly. “Kate did a wonderful job in the kitchen, and Millie’s a marvel. In fact, I think several of the girls are quite talented and just haven’t had the chance to show off their cooking skills yet.” 
 
    “We’ll be in good hands when Sarah leaves,” Miranda said. “I don’t think you need to worry.” 
 
    “I’m not worried. In fact . . .” Ruth shrugged. “I’m thinking about leaving too.” 
 
    “You are?” Miranda was startled. She hadn’t seen or heard anything to suggest that Ruth was getting ready to quit. “Why? You’ve been here so long.” 
 
    “That’s just it,” Ruth replied. “I’ve been here a long time, longer than almost everyone else, and I feel as though I’m exactly the same person I was when I arrived. I want to feel as though I’m doing more with my life than making food and washing dishes.” 
 
    “Do you know what you want to do instead?” 
 
    Ruth shrugged again. “That’s just it—I have no idea. I’ve thought about it quite a bit. I don’t have a lot of education, so my options will be limited, but surely there are things I could be doing that I haven’t explored yet. Even if I went into business for myself and ran my own restaurant, that would be something more than what I’m doing now.” 
 
    “I think your own restaurant would be wonderful,” Miranda told her. “It makes me sad to think you won’t be here anymore, though. I like things how they are.” 
 
    Ruth chuckled. “Situations around here change almost every day. Do we really have a ‘how things are’?” 
 
    “I guess not. And I suppose it’s rather childish to want things to stay the same.” 
 
    “No—I think it’s lovely. But things do change, and I’m not changing with them. I feel like I’m being left behind. I need to go out there and find whatever this thing is that I’m missing. But please don’t say anything, all right? I haven’t spoken to Mr. Brody yet—I wanted to find a new position first just in case things don’t work out.” 
 
    “Of course. I won’t say a word.” Miranda squeezed Ruth’s hand. “And I’ll keep my ears open for things that might suit.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Ruth stood up and stifled a yawn. “I think I might be able to sleep now—thanks for letting me unburden my thoughts a little bit.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. Goodnight.” 
 
    Ruth’s soft breathing filled the room a few minutes later, but Miranda stayed in the window seat. Ruth knew something was missing, and she had the courage to go looking for it. Miranda had come to Topeka searching for the things that were missing in her life, but more and more, she was becoming convinced that her missing pieces would only be found somewhere deep inside herself, and she wasn’t sure she wanted to look quite that deeply yet.  
 
    *** 
 
    “Of course, Mrs. Dunbar,” Pastor Osbourne said, shaking the older woman’s hand. “I’ll see to it immediately.” 
 
    Richard gave the lady a nod, and together, he and the pastor stepped off the porch and walked down the lane. “She seems like a devoted parishioner,” he said once they were out of earshot. 
 
    “She’s one of our most regular attendees, and I can always count on her to lead the charge whenever there’s a good work to be done,” Pastor Osbourne replied. “There’s just one thing . . . a slight reluctance on her part to work with my wife.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Pastor Osbourne sighed. “Olivia is the most beautiful, spirited woman I’ve ever met, with a will of iron and a heart of gold. She has tried diligently to mold herself into what she believes a pastor’s wife should be, but she’s not meant for that kind of life. She’s meant to be my companion, not my subordinate, but there are those in the congregation who feel she’s still too outspoken. I wouldn’t have her any other way, though.” 
 
    “You two seem very well suited,” Richard commented. 
 
    “We are—I’ve never been happier in my life. And in truth, I wasn’t always cut out to be a clergyman.” Pastor Osbourne paused, resting his gloved hand on the top rail of the fence they were passing. “I have a son from a previous relationship. He and his mother are doing well, and I visit them once in a while. I don’t regret having him in my life, not for a moment, but I do regret the period of time when I didn’t know God, and I made some selfish choices. I believe in the grace of Jesus Christ, Richard. I believe it because I’ve seen it in my own life time and again. He takes us and He guides us on the paths He wants us to travel and He makes us new—but the trick is listening to Him along the way.” 
 
    Richard gave a nod. He was a little surprised to hear that Pastor Osbourne had fathered a child previously, and it didn’t sound like he’d been married to the child’s mother, but he couldn’t judge the pastor for that. He too believed in grace—it was the concept that had pulled him in the strongest as he’d read through the Bible that first time and every time since.  
 
    “We have a good-sized congregation, as I mentioned before, and I’m glad you’re here to share the responsibility,” Pastor Osbourne said as they continued on their way. “I used to be able to make all my home visits in a timely manner, but as of late, I’m scrambling to keep up. I’m eager to introduce you to everyone. Do you have any qualms about sitting by sickbeds?” 
 
    “Not at all,” Richard replied.  
 
    “Good, because if you did, I’d tell you to move past it as soon as possible. Much of what we do is bringing comfort to those who are ill or dying. We have a few doctors in town, but the one we call on most is Dr. Wayment. I’ll make you a list of the others, as I’m sure you’ll need them, and I’ll also make you a list of the leaders of the other congregations in town. I currently work the most closely with Reverend Bing. His chapel is a bit over that way.” 
 
    Richard listened carefully to everything Pastor Osbourne said, trying to absorb it. He didn’t just want to prove his uncle wrong—he genuinely wanted to do some good in this town, and he was anxious to learn how to reach the people he’d be serving.  
 
    “I’ve been riding out to the different ranches lately, hoping to encourage the cowboys to join us,” the pastor continued. “Many of them hold church services on their own, those who are religious, because their ranches are so far out of town. I’ve attended their services from time to time, and while they aren’t fancy, they don’t need to be—they bring the men a taste of goodness. They’ll sing a song together and take turns giving a spiritual thought, and I’ve found myself uplifted. The men out at the Lazy Q show up more than they used to—you’ll enjoy getting to know them.” 
 
    They turned the corner, and Richard recognized that they had one more street to go before they’d be back at the parsonage. He was glad the city was laid out more simply than other places he’d been.  
 
    “And now to the topic of a wife.” 
 
    Pastor Osbourne changed subjects so quickly, Robert almost didn’t follow him. “I . . . beg your pardon?” 
 
    “Some religions ask that their leaders remain unmarried, but as you know, we allow marriage and even encourage it,” the pastor said. “Personally, I think it’s one of the best things you can do, and I’d even suggest that you get married as soon as possible.” 
 
    “I was planning to wait until I was more settled,” Richard replied. “Shouldn’t I have a house first, a place to put a wife?” 
 
    Pastor Osbourne waved his hand as if that wasn’t important. “When there’s a need, the Lord will make a way. Having a wife will give you comfort and stability. It will make it easier for you to do your work. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve come home ruffled and concerned, and Olivia has soothed my feelings.” He paused and chuckled. “I hope you realize, Richard, just what you’re in for. The ladies in town will start parading their daughters in front of you, expecting you to choose a wife as though you’re picking an apple from a barrel. There are a lot of fine, upstanding young ladies who would do you credit—once you look past their meddling mamas.” 
 
    Richard shook his head. “It’s been so long since I even thought about courting, I doubt I’d do it justice. I can’t imagine any of those young ladies wanting to tie themselves to me.” 
 
    “They will, and your task won’t be easy. Choose someone who complements you the way Olivia complements me, who can walk alongside you and be your partner. Choose someone you can support in her endeavors—and who challenges you in your thinking. She will be a blessing in your life.” 
 
    That sounded quite a lot like what Parker had said the night before, and Richard had to wonder if they’d concocted a scheme to get him married off. He didn’t remember his parents well enough to know if they’d had one of those blessed marriages, but he did know that his uncle and aunt merely tolerated each other most of the time. He’d never seen them show any affection, and their voices were always a bit terse. With that as his primary example, it was no surprise that he hadn’t made courting more of a priority, but these friends of his seemed to have entirely different views on the subject altogether. 
 
    He had so many insecurities about his new role—how could he ask a woman to walk along beside him as he struggled and failed to understand himself? She should have confidence in him not only as a husband, but as a spiritual leader, and he was untested in both. Shouldn’t he have a better grasp on who he was as a man and as a servant of God before asking someone to share that life with him? 
 
    He couldn’t imagine Pastor Osbourne making the recommendation unless it was important, though. The pastor didn’t seem like a man who would toy with someone’s feelings or encourage them to do something imprudent, so Richard had to take it seriously, whether or not it made sense to him.  
 
    The two men reached the parsonage, and they parted ways to wash up for dinner. It had been quite a busy day filled with home visits and counsel, and Richard’s brain was churning as he tried to remember all the names he’d learned and to connect them to their faces. His struggle to memorize was going to be a sore spot to overcome as he met all the parishioners. He was tempted to make a list of all the people he’d met and carry it in his pocket for reference—he might be able to get away with that for a short while, but he imagined he’d be found out sooner or later.  
 
    He splashed some water on his face, grateful that Mrs. Little had been in before him to change out his washbasin, and put on a jacket more fitting for dinner. A thread had worked its way loose in the cuff, and he sighed. It seemed that all his plans to take things slow had backfired—he’d have to shop for new suits within the next little while, it seemed. One could only patch a suit so many times before there wasn’t much left to patch.  
 
    When he entered the dining room, he found Pastor and Mrs. Osbourne already there, waiting for him.  
 
    “I’m sorry to be late,” he said as he took his seat. “I’m afraid I was doing a bit of woolgathering.” 
 
    “No doubt you needed a few minutes to settle your brain after all the things you’ve been doing today,” Mrs. Osbourne said good-naturedly. “Never apologize for seeing to your mental health, Pastor Norton. You’ll live a lot longer.” 
 
    He smiled. “Thank you. Yes, it’s been an eventful day, but so interesting. We visited . . . how many homes?” 
 
    “Eight,” Pastor Osbourne replied. “Good visits, all of them. Sadly, the chest cold is still making its rounds.” 
 
    “I’m not happy about that,” Mrs. Osbourne said as Mrs. Little entered the room, a tray of plates in her hands. “The choir has to be in good shape for the Christmas services. What are we going to do if everyone’s home in bed?” 
 
    “You could always sing a solo, my dear,” the pastor said, smiling. 
 
    “Robert Osbourne, you know I couldn’t do any such thing,” she protested. “Do you know the uproar that would cause?” She turned to Richard. “I’m considered by some to be a very prideful woman, and if I performed a solo, that would just solidify it in the eyes of the congregation.”  
 
    “Perhaps a trio, then,” the pastor suggested. “Aren’t there two others who could sing with you? Unfortunately, Miss Britt—er, now Mrs. Perry—is already singing at the Christmas party, and she can’t tax her voice for a second performance.” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Mrs. Osbourne shook her head and contemplated her plate. “We’re just going to have to see, aren’t we?” 
 
    “Speaking of the Christmas services,” Pastor Osbourne said. “Richard, when will you be ready to take the pulpit?” 
 
    Richard swallowed the bite he’d taken. “Are you suggesting that I preach at Christmas? Wouldn’t they rather hear from you?” 
 
    “Christmas Eve lands on Sunday this year, and we’ll hold regular church services on that day,” he explained. “Then we’ll do special services on Christmas itself. I’ll take the Christmas service if you’d like the one on Christmas Eve.” 
 
    “And if you don’t feel ready, you can tell him no,” Mrs. Osbourne interjected. “You’ve only just gotten here. No one will bat an eyelash if you don’t take the pulpit for another week, or even two.” 
 
    Richard took a sip of water, his throat suddenly dry. Mrs. Osbourne had given him a way to bow out gracefully, and he was sorely tempted to take it. However, that didn’t feel right. He was here to serve the people of this community, and part of that was to share his thoughts and feelings about the gospel from the pulpit. “I’ll do it,” he said, his voice feeling strangled. “I’ll preach on Sunday.” 
 
    “Good man,” Pastor Osbourne said, thumping the table. “I knew you were up for the challenge.” 
 
    His sudden exclamation must have startled the baby awake—a thin wail came up from the cradle in the corner of the room.  
 
    “Celeste is excited for you too,” Mrs. Osbourne said as she rose from the table and scooped up the baby. “But maybe her daddy could be a little less enthusiastic.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Pastor Osbourne said, looking sheepish. Richard expected him to return to his meal, but instead, he held out his arms, and Mrs. Osbourne placed Celeste in them.  
 
    “Can you prepare a sermon so quickly?” Mrs. Osbourne asked, turning back to Richard. “I know it’s not an easy task.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best,” Richard replied. “It might not be the most elevated sermon this church has ever seen, but it will be sincere.” 
 
    “And that’s everything we hope for,” she said. “We’ve had some guest preachers come to town who were educated and eloquent, but who didn’t seem to feel what they were saying, and I have to say, I didn’t get much from them. Just show us your heart, Pastor Norton, and you’ll do beautifully.” 
 
    The conversation turned to other topics, and Richard finished his dinner without tasting much of it. It looked good, but everything felt like sawdust in his mouth. Had he just agreed to give one of the most important sermons of the year? Why had he done that? Was he being prideful by thinking he could take it on? He didn’t think so—he wasn’t at all sure that he could take it on. It had been a moment of foolishness more likely than not, foolishness he was sure to regret.  
 
    As he was excusing himself from the table, Mrs. Osbourne caught his eye. “He wouldn’t have asked you if he didn’t believe you could do it,” she said softly.  
 
    Her quiet reassurance gave a moment’s peace to his soul. “Thank you,” he replied. “That means a lot to me.” 
 
    Then he climbed the stairs to his room, wondering if he would be able to drum up that sort of confidence in himself. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
     “I appreciate your coming,” Olivia Osbourne said as she met the waitresses at the door to the church. “As it turns out, it will just be us, so I’m glad four of you were able to be here.”  
 
    Miranda, Emma, Millie, and Carrie followed Olivia down the aisle of the church to the closet tucked in behind the choir loft. “I wish we had more room for storage, but this church was built for simplicity.” Olivia handed out a stack of baskets, followed by another stack, and then some bags, and the girls scrambled to take everything she was giving them. “Spread those out on the pews,” Olivia said over her shoulder. “Those will be our worktables for now.” 
 
    After a few minutes, all the baskets had been lined up on the first pew, with all the ribbons on the next row and the toys on the row after that. Pastor Osbourne pushed his way inside the building just then, his arms weighed down with the bulk of a wooden crate, and Richard was right behind him, another crate in his arms. Miranda’s heart gave an extra leap when she saw him, and she hoped nothing had changed in her expression.  
 
    “We’ve brought the Christmas fruit,” Pastor Osbourne said. “Where would you like it?” 
 
    “On the fourth pew,” Olivia said, pointing. “Maybe the toys should have gone on the second pew . . . now I’m all confused just when I was trying to get organized.” 
 
    “We can walk back and forth a bit,” Emma told her. “It’s nothing to worry about.” 
 
    “I suppose you’re right. I just hate it when I think I’m being smart, but it turns out that I’m wrong.” 
 
    Pastor Osbourne and Richard both set their crates on the fourth bench, and then Richard turned to Miranda with a smile. “Good morning.” 
 
    “Good morning.” She hoped he didn’t realize how awkward she felt. “How are you settling in?” 
 
    “Very well. My room at the Osbournes’ is comfortable, and the housekeeper seems intent on fattening me up.” 
 
    “Mrs. Little is very generous that way,” Miranda replied.  
 
    “Oh, dear,” Olivia said, and everyone turned to look at her. “I forgot to pick up the cloves from the mercantile. You can’t have a spiced orange without cloves.” 
 
    “I’ll go—” Pastor Osbourne began, but his wife spoke over him.  
 
    “Richard? Miranda? Would you mind going? Not only do I need cloves, but I forgot the lemon drops.” She flashed them a bright smile, and Miranda had to grin at how quickly she’d fallen into calling Richard by his first name. Olivia sought to make everyone equals, and that was one of her most endearing traits.  
 
    “Of course, Mrs. Osbourne.” Richard turned to Miranda. “Are you up for a walk? I’ve noticed that the pastor doesn’t seem to own a buggy.” 
 
    “He does, but it’s only brought out rarely,” Miranda replied. “I’d enjoy taking a walk with you.” She ignored the snickers from her friends as she pulled her coat and gloves back on.  
 
    The morning sun glinted off the snow and created tiny rainbows in the crystals on the surface. It was stunning, even if the nip in the air did make her nose feel like it had been tossed into the icy river.  
 
    “I’m glad for this chance to talk with you,” Richard said as they began their walk toward the mercantile. “I couldn’t help but feel that something had gone wrong between us the last time we spoke.” 
 
    “I’m not sure what you mean. I thought we’d had a very nice conversation,” she replied, not meeting his eyes.  
 
    “I thought that too, but then something changed. Did I say something to offend you?” 
 
    “Of course not. I don’t take offense that easily, and you’re not the sort to give it.” 
 
    “Then what is it?” He reached out and caught her arm. At her sudden stop, her feet slipped out from under her, and before she knew it, she was in his arms, looking up at him.  
 
    “Thank you,” she said after a moment’s pause, collecting her wits. She’d never been so close to him before, never felt his arms around her, and it was hard to concentrate on anything else. She took a step back, being sure to avoid that same ice patch. “You just saved me from an embarrassing tumble in the snow.” 
 
    “And possibly a sprained ankle or wrist,” he added. 
 
    “I thank you for that too. And for any other injuries I might have gotten. A banged-up knee, a concussion . . . I suppose leprosy wouldn’t be a possibility, but I’m glad I don’t have that either.”   
 
    “Miranda.” 
 
    She stopped talking and met his gaze. “Yes?” 
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    She pressed her lips together, then said, “Can we keep walking? It would be easier for me to say it if we weren’t looking at each other.” 
 
    “It’s going to be one of those conversations, is it?” 
 
    “Probably, although I don’t mean it to be.” 
 
    They continued on their way, but at a much slower pace than they’d been using previously.  
 
    “You talk so comfortably about religion, like it’s simple and easy,” Miranda began. “And you talk about Christmas like it’s the most joyous day of the whole year.” 
 
    “Do you disagree?” Richard asked. “I thought those were rather common feelings.” 
 
    “They are for a lot of people, but not for me.” She kicked at a clump of snow in her path. Rather than skittering off like a rock, it crumpled, and she stepped on the top of it as she passed. “You remember my mother, of course.” 
 
    “Of course. After you left to serve dinner the other night, Parker told me that she passed away.” 
 
    Miranda gave a sharp nod. “Not to mention that my father died a long time ago.” 
 
    “Yes. Most tragically.” 
 
    Miranda nodded again, but didn’t speak until they had crossed the street. “I was very young when my father died—I have only a few memories of him, but they’re all good ones. I remember Christmas that year in particular, when friends and family would ask me about my Christmas wish. All I wanted was my father back. Someone gave me a beautiful doll they’d sewn for me, and I got candy and drawing paper and a book, but none of it meant anything to me. If I couldn’t have what I most wanted, what good was Christmas, anyway?” 
 
    She realized she sounded like a petulant child, but he’d asked for her feelings, so she supposed she would be honest about them. “Years later—two years ago, actually—when my mother became ill, it was right before Christmas, and I decided to give it one more try. I poured out my heart and soul and begged God to send her healing. She passed away the day after Christmas, and all my praying was for nothing. It’s not real, Richard. It’s just a story parents tell their children—and I don’t really know why.” 
 
    Richard didn’t reply for a moment, and she wondered if her honesty had proven to be too much for him. She had often been told that she ought to withhold some of her opinions if she wanted to win a beau, but she’d never wanted to pretend just for the sake of having an admirer. He wouldn’t be worth having if it meant making herself less.  
 
    “I’m sorry you’ve been through all that,” he said at last. “I know it was painful for you.” 
 
    “Yes, it was. First my father, and then my mother, and all the while, Parker was doing his best to support us and bring me up, but he was just a boy himself.” Miranda sighed. “I’m sure you’re thinking that I’ve grown up to be awfully bitter, and I’m sorry about that, but I’m just so filled with questions.” 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with asking questions, Miranda. That’s how we get answers.” Richard paused and stuck his hands in his pockets. He didn’t say anything for another long minute, but just stood and inhaled the frigid air that was becoming slightly less frigid as the sun warmed it. “Part of our biggest challenge in life is turning to God and not away from Him when the tough times come. It’s one of the hardest things we’ll ever do, but certainly the most rewarding.” 
 
    She shook her head and gave a little chuckle. “Practicing your sermons, Pastor?” 
 
    A shadow crossed his face, and she realized her sarcasm had gone too far. She was about to apologize when he said, “You’re right—that sounded like a sermon, and that’s not what you want or need. But mark my words, Miss Miranda Monroe—someday you’ll hear a sermon that will cut right to your heart, and it will tell you everything you need to know.” 
 
    “You sound very sure of that,” she replied. 
 
    “I am sure. In the meantime . . .” He paused and looked around as though he might find his answers growing on a nearby tree. “In the meantime, be patient with me while I try to find the words you do need. I only know what’s in my heart—I’m not good at expressing it just yet.” 
 
    “It might be refreshing, having a pastor who struggles with words like the rest of us,” Miranda said with a smile. “Of course I’ll be patient, and it’s all right if you can’t answer me. I shouldn’t have put you on the spot anyway—that wasn’t kind of me.” 
 
    “But you’re obviously distressed, and I want to be able to help. That’s what friends do for each other, Miranda, and we’ve always been friends, haven’t we?” 
 
    “Yes, we have.” His eyes were so sincere—she felt guilty for asking him to explain his beliefs right there in the middle of the street without a chance to collect his thoughts first. “You’ve been a very good friend.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear that.” He held out his arm. “Now, let’s be on our way or we’ll never get those baskets done.” 
 
    She’d forgotten all about the baskets as they’d talked, and now she was so unsettled, she’d almost rather forget the baskets and go someplace quiet so she could think things over. But she’d been given a task to do, so she picked up her pace and trotted alongside him through the snow, hoping she could now concentrate on the errand and not the new thoughts and feelings that were swirling around inside her. 
 
    *** 
 
    Richard felt like an idiot. 
 
    All he’d wanted to do was share his beliefs and hopefully pass along some comfort, but that’s not how it sounded to Miranda, and he wanted to kick himself. She’d needed a listening ear, not a lecture, and she hadn’t said a word the rest of the way to the store. 
 
    They picked up the things they’d been sent to get and hurried back to the church, the return journey just as silent, and then she busied herself making bows and arranging the candy in artful displays, things he could never do with his clumsy fingers. He fell back and watched for a few minutes, then went to find Pastor Osbourne at the rectory next door to the church. 
 
    The pastor was sitting at his desk, the Bible open before him, when Richard stuck his head in the room. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry,” Richard said. “I’ll come back later.” 
 
    “No, it’s all right. I could use a break.” Pastor Osbourne set down his pen and motioned for Richard to take a seat. “What’s the matter?” 
 
    Richard flopped into the chair and shook his head. “How do I know when I’m sharing an uplifting word and when I’m just preaching?” 
 
    The pastor lifted an eyebrow. “Isn’t preaching sharing an uplifting word?” 
 
    “Yes, but . . .” Richard blew out a puff of air. “I made a horrible mistake with Miranda just now. She was telling me her reasons for hating the Christmas season, and I lectured her about turning to God during our trials. Or at least, she feels like I lectured her, and that’s why I’m so confused. How do I know if my words are being accepted in the way I mean them?” 
 
    Pastor Osbourne chuckled. “You’ve just stumbled onto one of the most common problems a clergyman will ever struggle with. Richard, we don’t know from one minute to the next if our words are falling on receptive ears. All we can do is speak as we’re moved upon to speak, and see how it goes from there. You should also know that the things you say might be rejected today, but after they’ve had time to sink in, they might be accepted tomorrow. What you’re doing is planting seeds. Some will sprout and some won’t, but you’re giving them the chance either way.” 
 
    Richard nodded. That made sense, but he wished there were more guarantees. “It’s simpler for me to accept that when I think about it on a less personal level,” he said at last. 
 
    “Meaning, you have feelings for Miranda, so her rejection hurts worse?” 
 
    He was grateful the pastor had figured out what he meant. He didn’t know if he was ready to talk about his feelings more openly, especially when he’d only arrived in town a short time ago. And especially when being with Miranda was like getting to know a whole new person—yes, she was still the same girl he’d once known, but they’d each experienced a lifetime since they’d last seen each other, and they were no longer children.  
 
    She used to accept everything he said without question—she’d been a very trusting girl, and he had to admit that he’d probably pushed that advantage too far when he’d tell her ghost stories and the like. Now she was more skeptical, and while that was good, it also made things more difficult.  
 
    “You’ve known the Monroes for a number of years, so you’re familiar with their background,” Pastor Osbourne said, leaning his elbows on his desk. “Losing both their parents and so forth.” 
 
    “Yes, I was good friends with Parker when his father was killed by the Indians, but I moved away long before Mrs. Monroe died,” Richard replied.  
 
    “Then you can imagine Miranda’s uncertainty when it comes to spiritual things. Great trials either bring us closer to God or drive a wedge between us. That’s not to say the wedge can’t be removed—in fact, removing it can often bring us back to God in a more powerful way. Right now, she needs understanding, to know that the path is still open for her if she chooses to take it. But it’s her choice, regardless of what our good intentions for her might be.” 
 
    “Does she come out to church?” Richard asked. 
 
    “Once in a while, but not regularly. Someone needs to stay with the hotel during services, and I’ve overheard her volunteer for that shift. I believe she feels more comfortable that way.” 
 
    Richard exhaled and leaned back in his chair. “You’ve counseled me to find someone who can walk along beside me. Does that mean I need to put Miranda from my mind?” 
 
    “Not at all. She may not participate much right now, but that could change. She’s not entirely opposed, after all—she’s at the church right now helping with the baskets, isn’t she?” 
 
    “Yes, she is.” 
 
    “Take that as a good sign of things to come, then. Remember, Richard, that it’s not ours to determine someone else’s spiritual fate. That’s between them and God, and we’re here to be guides only.” 
 
    Richard left the study feeling a bit more hopeful, even if he didn’t have the concrete answers he wanted. What he needed most was time and patience. He supposed he had quite a lot of time, since he’d only just arrived, but patience . . . that had never been one of his stronger qualities. If he wasn’t supposed to pursue a relationship with Miranda, he’d just as soon know it now before he became too involved. As things stood now, he could be her friend, but if they continued much longer in this way, and if she kept glancing at him with those soft, beautiful eyes, he’d be too far gone, and breaking things off would be painful.  
 
    He glanced out the front window of the parsonage and saw that the waitresses were leaving the church, most likely done with their task. He grabbed his coat from the hook by the front door and went back outside, trotting to catch up. “Might I walk along with you?” he asked. “I thought I’d come over to the hotel for some coffee.” 
 
    “Has Mrs. Little put you on rations?” Emma asked, humor in her voice. He had to admit, coffee was a terrible excuse—he could drink all he wanted at the parsonage, but it was the best he could come up with on such short notice.  
 
    “Mrs. Little is extremely generous, but I admit that I find the company of four charming young ladies much more preferable,” he replied. The truth was always the best answer when asked a difficult question.  
 
    “Then we’ll pretend to be in a hurry so the two of you will fall behind,” Carrie said, tucking her arms through Emma and Millie’s and rushing them along the sidewalk. Miranda chuckled, watching her friends try not to slip as they widened the distance between the two groups. 
 
    “Your friends are very accommodating,” Richard said, a smile on his face. 
 
    “Yes, they are. And they’re not subtle at all.” Miranda tugged her gloves higher up on her wrists. “I’m glad, though, because I feel as though I owe you an apology, and that would be awkward with an audience.” 
 
    “You want to apologize to me? Whatever for? I’m the one who blundered.” 
 
    She shook her head, not meeting his gaze. “I’m far too sensitive about certain things, and I took it out on you. It’s not your fault that I’ve struggled, and you shouldn’t be expected to listen to my woes.” 
 
    “I want you to feel as though you can talk to me. I’ll probably continue to say all the wrong things, but in time, maybe I’ll get it right.”  
 
    “You didn’t say the wrong things.” She brushed a pile of snow off the top of the fence they were passing. “You said exactly what you were supposed to say. You’re a pastor now, after all.” 
 
    “But I’m also your friend. I hope I don’t have to stop being one to be the other.” 
 
    She stopped walking and turned to look at him. “Of course we’re friends, Richard, and I’ll support you in everything you do. I might not agree with all of it or understand all of it, but I won’t stop being your friend because of it.” 
 
    Her words were both comforting and unsettling. It sounded as though she planned to keep putting religion at bay. He wished he could return to his original plan—that of waiting a while before thinking about marriage—but finding a wife had been planted in his head, and the idea was only making him miserable.  
 
    “Thank you, Miranda,” he said at last, realizing that she was waiting for some sort of answer. “Let’s hurry, shall we? It’s getting cold, and I’d certainly like that coffee.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    When the next train arrived, Miranda wasn’t on shift in the dining room. Instead, she was watching over the lobby, and she greeted Mr. Dupree as he entered. Oddly, he wasn’t wearing his conductor’s uniform, and she’d never seen him in a regular suit. With him was a beautiful dark-haired woman he introduced as his wife, Caroline. 
 
    “Mrs. Dupree, it’s wonderful to meet you,” Miranda said. “You’re Mr. Brody’s aunt, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Yes. I managed the hotel for a while until I married Mr. Dupree and moved to Wichita with him.” Mrs. Dupree took off her coat and slung it over her arm. “Is there a room available for us? We’re surprising Adam and Elizabeth by coming here for the holidays.” 
 
    “I’m sure there is.” Miranda opened the ledger on the counter. “Yes, room four is available.” 
 
    “We’ll take it for three nights, then,” Mr. Dupree said. “This is quite a treat—I’ve never had so much time off before. I might not know what to do with myself.” 
 
    “If you get too bored, you can always go sit on the platform and watch the trains go by,” Mrs. Dupree said with a wry note in her voice. 
 
    “I just might do that. Thank you for the suggestion, my dear.” 
 
    Miranda gave them the key to their room, and they said they’d be back downstairs after they’d changed out of their traveling clothes. She smiled as she watched them climb the stairs—Mr. Dupree was discussing the train schedule, and Mrs. Dupree was telling him she was sure they’d find plenty enough to do because it was Christmas, after all. Miranda wondered if she’d ever find someone to argue with so comfortably. They seemed cut from the same cloth, just as she imagined all married couples should be.  
 
    Mr. Brody stepped out of his office and looked around. “Did I hear my aunt’s voice out here?” 
 
    “I really couldn’t say,” Miranda replied, hoping she’d be forgiven for a tiny lie. She didn’t want to ruin the surprise. 
 
    “Hmm. I must be mistaken.” He looked around again, then shrugged. “The tree looks very nice, by the way.” 
 
    “Millie and Adele decorated it—I can only take credit for sweeping up the needles.” 
 
    “Well, good job with that, then.” He disappeared back into the office, and Miranda chuckled. 
 
    All the other girls were in the kitchen assembling the meat pies, and as soon as the food was finished baking, Miranda would help deliver it to the church and put it in the baskets. Millie would then pay visits with her brother, Reverend Bing, and Pastor Osbourne would see to it that his congregation was also visited. No doubt Richard would be helping him, so Miranda shouldn’t be disappointed if she didn’t see Richard again until after his Christmas sermon—he had so much to do, and frankly, so did she. Far too much to do, and she didn’t have time to be thinking about him or worrying about him or fretting over their past conversations. What’s done was done, and there wasn’t really a way to change it. 
 
    He needed a wife who was strong in her beliefs—that was obvious. As a new pastor, he couldn’t yoke himself to someone who wasn’t sure where she stood or she might drag him down into doubt as well. What a relief—she didn’t need to worry about their relationship any longer because the decision was clear. Now she’d just need to be polite and supportive when she saw him, and she’d attend his wedding to some pretty young woman and wish him well.  
 
    And in the meantime, she’d continue volunteering at the library and serving coffee at the hotel. She’d make meat pies and she’d tie ribbons on baskets and she’d hold other people’s babies without knowing when she’d be having her own.  
 
    And that sounded perfectly miserable.  
 
    She thought back to what Ruth had said about feeling stuck. She didn’t want that for herself any more than Ruth wanted it. Coming to Topeka had been the right thing—Parker was happy here, and he’d found Posy—but what would it mean for Miranda? Would some handsome young man come strolling into the dining room one day and sweep her off her feet, like had happened for so many of the other waitresses? Or would she need to strike out and determine her own fate, like Ruth was preparing to do? 
 
    Miranda grabbed the broom and started sweeping again, mostly to occupy herself while she kept watch over the lobby. They took turns greeting potential guests and the lobby was never to be left unattended, but there wasn’t always enough work to keep her from fidgeting. Why were her thoughts so consumed by finding someone to marry? She could be happy taking care of herself, couldn’t she? Men weren’t the answer to everything.  
 
    Mr. and Mrs. Dupree came down the stairs looking much refreshed, and Miranda gave them a nod as they passed by on their way to Mr. Brody’s office. Mrs. Dupree had been a single lady for a number of years and had been perfectly self-sufficient. She didn’t marry Mr. Dupree until most people would have thought her past the marrying age. It didn’t matter if it took a long time for Miranda to settle down—things were different now. It was nearly 1877, for goodness’ sake—it was time for her to start thinking like a modern woman.  
 
    She couldn’t see the reunion taking place in Mr. Brody’s office, but from the exclamations of surprise and delight she heard, she imagined it was going well. Mr. Brody saw his uncle-in-law fairly regularly, as Mr. Dupree ate with them often on his way through as a train conductor, but Mrs. Dupree stayed behind in Wichita to take care of their home. What a lovely Christmas surprise that they were both able to visit the Brody.  
 
    Once the meal service was completed and the rest of the pies were baked, Tom brought the wagon around and helped the waitresses load up the food. “I promise to drive slow,” he told Elizabeth.  
 
    “I trust you. It’s these icy roads I don’t trust,” she replied.  
 
    “Every pie will arrive safe and sound. Won’t they, girls?” Tom turned to the waitresses who were going with him, and they all nodded. Miranda wasn’t sure how they could guarantee it, but everything had been packed in as snugly as possible, and all they could do now was cross their fingers.  
 
    *** 
 
    It really felt hopeless. Richard scribbled out the sentence he’d just written, then drew a giant X over the whole page and crumpled it up. He wouldn’t bother to count how much time he had left before he was to give this sermon—it would only serve to increase his panic. He had struggled with preparing sermons while in seminary, and it seemed that he hadn’t improved much upon graduation. Sometimes he wondered how he’d managed to graduate at all. 
 
    He gathered up all the pages he’d discarded and smoothed them out, scanning them to see if there was anything worth saving in the whole heap. He’d jotted down good thoughts here and there, but the rest seemed to meander, lost without a central focus. He hadn’t yet settled on the theme, and there was no way to present a cohesive message unless it had a theme, a subject.  
 
    Christmas in and of itself should be the ideal topic, but he wanted to speak about something more, perhaps an element of the holiday that wasn’t often addressed, an aspect that might seem a bit obscure. He shook his head as he laid the papers back on the desk. He was likely reaching beyond the mark—a simple sermon ought to do plenty well for his first time in the pulpit, and by trying to come up with something greater, he was exhibiting pride.  
 
    Or was he in fact being guided to reach for something greater? It was so hard to separate his own mind and will from that of the Lord. He knew his intentions were good, but his execution was often lacking, and it was exactly this sort of self-doubt that would make his calling more difficult. He needed to trust that he was being led and to have the courage to follow that feeling.  
 
    A knock sounded on his door, and he opened it to find Pastor Osbourne standing there, bundled up against the cold. “Are you ready to deliver Christmas baskets?” 
 
    Richard blinked. He’d forgotten that he’d agreed to help, and for a moment, he was sorely tempted to say that he couldn’t go after all so he could remain behind and work on the sermon. But in truth, he was liable to continue scribbling useless notes and feeling down, and the best thing for him would be to get out into the community and serve.  
 
    “Coming,” he replied, and the pastor gave a nod before turning and heading down the stairs. Richard grabbed his coat and hat and followed, hoping that he would find the inspiration he needed to finish his sermon while out visiting the needier members of the congregation. The Lord could speak to his mind and heart while he was on the move just as easily as when he was sitting still, glaring at a blank piece of paper.  
 
    Tom White from the hotel was out front of the parsonage, helping some of the waitresses climb down from the back of his wagon. “I hope we’ve brought enough food,” he said to Pastor Osbourne. “I know how hard this time of year can be for folks.” 
 
    “Thank you, Tom. It’s true that many are struggling, but what a great opportunity the town has to rally together and show their support.” Pastor Osbourne turned and grinned at Richard. “Have you ever seen so many meat pies in your life?” 
 
    “No, I haven’t. What a generous gift.” Richard nodded appreciatively. “So, what’s the plan?” 
 
    “Well, I hoped we could convince these young ladies to help with our deliveries,” Pastor Osbourne said, nodding toward the waitresses. 
 
    “We have a few hours before our next shift,” Miranda said, and the others nodded.  
 
    “Excellent.” The pastor turned back to Richard. “We’ll put the pies in the baskets and then begin our rounds. Reverend Bing will be here shortly to collect the items for his parishioners. I assume you don’t mind if I give you a list and send you around with a few helpers, do you? We’ll get it done faster if we split up.” 
 
    “Of course not,” Richard said. If he couldn’t find an address, he trusted that one of his helpers would be able to direct him, and this was good practice for him to learn his way around town. 
 
    Everyone entered the church and worked together to put the final touches on the Christmas baskets. Richard caught a few glimpses of Miranda as she bustled here and there in the midst of the other girls. She didn’t seem to be paying him much attention, but he supposed that was all right. He was supposed to be mulling over his sermon, not allowing himself to be distracted by his own worries and cares.  
 
    With the baskets finished, Pastor Osbourne handed out a few separate lists. “Olivia and I will take Nora with us, if that’s all right with you, Nora.” She nodded, and he continued. “Reverend Bing and Millie will need a few helping hands, so Emma and Regina, could you go along with them? That puts Miranda and Carrie helping Pastor Norton.” 
 
    Richard didn’t dare glance over at Miranda. No doubt Pastor Osbourne had gotten himself into the matchmaking business.  
 
    “Now, we’ve borrowed some sleds from the local children to make it easier to carry the baskets,” Mrs. Osbourne said. “Six baskets can fit on every sled, so if we each pull one sled, we should be able to do this fairly easily.” 
 
    “As we go, please remember that we’re on the Lord’s errand,” Pastor Osbourne added. “We are sent to uplift and encourage. If you feel moved upon to leave a gospel message, please do so, and if you encounter any situations of illness or other hardship, please relay that information to me so I can pay a follow-up visit. Thank you for your help, everyone, and let’s go spread some Christmas cheer.” 
 
    Each group loaded up their sleds, and they were off. Richard was relieved to see that they would be able to take all the baskets for their full list—he disliked having to backtrack and much preferred to do things in one go.  
 
    “I hope you ladies know your way around town,” he said, reading the first name.   
 
    “We’ll make sure you don’t get lost,” Carrie teased. “The closest house is actually the third down the list—turn right.” 
 
    Richard watched to make sure the two girls were able to pull the weight of their sleds. Once satisfied that they were handling the task without strain, he followed them down the street, Carrie taking the lead.  
 
    The first few houses they visited were tiny places with a few children in each. Richard couldn’t help but grin whenever he saw a little face peering out from behind a mother’s skirts as she accepted their basket. He noticed that the fourth house didn’t have a fire in the hearth, and he offered to chop some wood. The elderly woman was grateful for his help, and Miranda and Carrie didn’t seem to mind the pause in their deliveries, visiting with the homeowner while Richard worked up a sweat with the ax.  
 
    They met people who were struggling with illness or to find work, women whose husbands had passed away, elderly with no family nearby to care for them. In each case, Richard sought to find the right words for their situation, hoping that he was bringing them not only a basket, but a bit of cheer. As he did so, though, he couldn’t help but think back on his conversation with Miranda, and hoped that his words were useful rather than condescending. When would he learn the difference? All he could do was rely on Pastor Osbourne’s advice and believe that it was all for the eventual good. 
 
    At last, all the baskets were delivered, and they headed back toward the parsonage with their empty sleds. Richard was in the lead as they trudged along, his head down, studying his feet as he pondered everything that had happened that day. As much as he’d tried to concentrate on the people they were visiting, his eyes had kept drifting to Miranda, and he couldn’t help but wonder how she’d get along as a pastor’s wife. Would she be willing to make visits like this on a regular basis? Would she be patient with him as he blundered along through the dozens of mistakes he was sure to make? He could see her handling those things quite well, but if they didn’t share the same beliefs, what possible difference would that make? 
 
    He’d just turned onto Main Street when he felt something hit the small of his back, and he craned to see over his shoulder. The remnants of a snowball were stuck to his coat, and the two waitresses walking some distance behind him looked altogether too innocent.  
 
    “Snowballs, eh?” He glanced from one to the other. “I’m very surprised. Aren’t we a bit too old for throwing snowballs?” 
 
    “Sorry, Pastor Norton,” Carrie said, seeming embarrassed.  
 
    “I should hope so. You young ladies should demonstrate more decorum.” As he spoke, he bent down and scooped up a handful of snow. “There’s a certain level of dignity that’s expected when you’re on church business, you know.” He pressed the snow together between his hands and lobbed it, bouncing it off Miranda’s shoulder.  
 
    “Yes, Pastor Norton. That’s exactly what I was just telling Carrie. Dignity.” Miranda scooped up some snow of her own, and within seconds, all three of them were in the fray, forming snowballs as quickly as they could and flinging them through the air. Things were decidedly unfair, though—the girls had teamed up against him, and no matter how quickly he moved, they were landing far more shots than he was.  
 
    Miranda’s cheeks had pinked up in the cold, and her laughter was contagious. Several of her dark curls had tumbled down from beneath her hat to frame her face, and the entire effect was breathtaking. Richard paused for a moment, drinking in the sight, knowing he was giving the girls even more of an advantage, but he couldn’t help it. In the light snow that had begun to fall, Miranda looked like a Christmas angel come to life, and he couldn’t collect his thoughts. There was only her—no other sounds, no other people. Just her.  
 
    “We’d better get back to the hotel,” Carrie said, her voice cutting through his distracted state. “It’s time for us to get ready for our meal shift.” 
 
    Richard blinked. “Of course. Let me take your sleds—you two go ahead.” 
 
    Carrie handed him the rope handle of her sled and hurried away. Miranda, though, didn’t seem to be in as much of a rush. When she gave him the handle to her sled, their hands brushed against each other, and he saw her take a quick breath.  
 
    “Today’s been a lot of fun,” she said, not quite meeting his gaze. 
 
    “It has been. I’d forgotten how well you make snowballs.” 
 
    She looked at him now and grinned. “That’s something you should never forget.” 
 
    “Oh, believe me. Lesson learned.” He wanted to say something else, something meaningful, but the words just wouldn’t come. He didn’t even know what they should be. Instead, he reached out and took her hand. “I know we’re both busy over the next few days, but can you spare a moment for me? Find time for a short walk . . .” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do.” She studied his eyes. “This isn’t going to be easy, is it?” 
 
    Her comment seemed rather out of the blue, but he knew exactly what she meant. “No, it’s not. But . . . we’ll figure it out. Somehow.” 
 
    She opened her mouth as if to say something else, but then simply nodded and turned to follow Carrie. Richard watched her go, then pulled the sleds back to the parsonage. All the joy he’d felt in delivering the baskets seemed swallowed up in the hole left when she walked away, and he didn’t know how to correct that problem. Not to mention the blank sheets of paper that were still waiting for him on his desk.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    This was no good. It was no good at all. Miranda had made the decision to stop daydreaming about Richard Norton, but ever since the snowball fight, he was all she could think about. She wasn’t even doing her job properly—the other girls had to keep reminding her of her tasks.  
 
    The food for the Christmas Eve dinner they’d be serving that night smelled wonderful. The pot of wassail had been started even though it was just nine in the morning, and the combined fragrances of cinnamon and orange tickled her senses.  
 
    “Now this is what I call a Christmas celebration,” Mrs. Dupree said, entering the dining room and looking around with appreciation. “You’ve all done a beautiful job getting ready for the holidays, Miranda.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mrs. Dupree. Your praise is worth a great deal to us—we hope we’ve made you proud.” 
 
    Mrs. Dupree seemed a little misty-eyed as she nodded. “I admit, it was hard for me to leave the hotel after everything I’d done to get it up and going in the first place, but I’ve never worried about it for a second. It’s been in the best of hands since I left.” 
 
    Elizabeth entered the dining room a moment later, little Rose on her hip. “It’s time for church,” she announced. “Tom has the buggy ready for anyone who’s coming.” 
 
    Miranda swallowed. “I’m coming,” she said, her voice sounding a little strained. She’d been wrestling with that decision for most of the night, trying to decide what to do. She didn’t want to give anyone the false impression that she’d somehow managed to put aside her feelings of doubt and was now a faithful convert, but she also didn’t want to miss Richard’s first sermon. Friendship finally won out over pride, and she had dressed in blue muslin rather than her usual work clothes when she climbed out of bed.  
 
    Elizabeth smiled, most likely unaware of how difficult it had been for Miranda to make that choice. “All right. I’ll meet you out there.” 
 
    Josie, Kate, and Nora were the only other waitresses who elected to come—the others were either preparing for the first Sunday train or weren’t interested in the sermon. Mr. Brody drove them, as he did every Sunday—he wasn’t the sort to run around quoting scripture at every opportunity, but he was a religious man, and it showed in the way he treated people.  
 
    As Miranda took her seat, she looked around nervously to see who else was there. Was Richard used to standing up in front of so many people, or would he be surprised to enter the chapel and see the crowd that had gathered?  
 
    “I can’t imagine why Pastor Osbourne would turn over the pulpit to someone so untested,” whispered a woman sitting directly behind Miranda. “This is his first assignment—he’s sure to make an utter mess of it. And on Christmas Eve!” 
 
    “I met him the other day, and I think he’s a perfectly nice young man,” a second woman replied.  
 
    “Being nice isn’t the only qualification,” the first woman insisted. “Can he deliver the word of God, or can’t he? I find it hard to believe that someone so young could possibly have the life experience needed for this sort of position.” 
 
    “Let’s give him the benefit of the doubt,” her friend said. “It would be a shame if we disqualified him before we even knew his capabilities for certain.” 
 
    Miranda was aching to turn around and see who’d been having this most interesting conversation—mostly so she could glare at the first woman—but knew that wouldn’t do any good. Instead, she kept her face turned to the front, determined that Richard would see at least one friendly smile when he looked that direction.  
 
    *** 
 
    “Are you ready?” Pastor Osbourne asked, sticking his head into the small office to the side of the chapel.  
 
    “If it’s time, then yes, I’m ready.” Richard had done all he could to prepare, and now it was up to the holy spirit to carry the message to the hearts of his listeners. He just hoped that he’d done his part in a way that would be pleasing to the Lord.  
 
    After he’d returned from delivering the Christmas baskets, he’d hunkered down in his room with a stack of fresh papers and with any luck, a fresh perspective. He’d told Pastor Osbourne that he’d be able to handle the assignment, but with every passing moment, his doubt grew until he was tempted to find the pastor and turn him down after all. It wasn’t until sometime after midnight that he’d finally hit upon the real heart of the message he wanted to give, and now he hoped he could deliver it appropriately, given how little sleep he’d had.  
 
    He exited the office and took his place at the head of the chapel, pulling in a deep breath when he saw how many people had gathered that morning. Was this typical of the attendance on a holiday? He couldn’t see a single empty seat in the entire building. 
 
    The choir—those members who hadn’t lost their voices due to illness—would be performing a medley of carols before his sermon began. Mrs. Osbourne passed him as she took her place as the conductor, and she whispered, “You’ll do an excellent job, Richard. I know you will.” Her belief in him was touching, and he sat a little straighter as the music began to play.  
 
    As he listened, he continued to glance out into the congregation until he found the one face he’d been searching for, and he smiled. Miranda had come. He didn’t think she’d let him take this leap alone, but he’d been worried that her dissonance with God would keep her away. Whatever she was going through, she’d put it to the side and had come to support him. That meant more to him than he could even express, and he was reminded again of Pastor Osbourne’s comments about having a good woman in his corner. With her in his life, he felt he could do anything, accomplish any task that was put before him. Amazing how quickly she’d come to mean so much to him.  
 
    With the choir’s performance complete, it was now time for Richard to take the pulpit, and he closed his eyes for a brief moment to steady himself. He’d sought the will of the Lord countless times through the night, and now he renewed his petition for guidance. If he could lighten someone’s burden, if he could bring a glimmer of hope into just one heart, he’d know he’d filled his role well. 
 
    “Good morning,” he said as he gripped the sides of the pulpit. “My name is Richard Norton. I’m a recent seminary graduate, and this is my first assignment. I’m honored to serve among you, and I hope that in time, I’ll know each of your names and your faces and your hearts as well as my own.” 
 
    He swallowed, and Miranda smiled at him encouragingly. If only the choir performance had lasted just a few minutes longer . . . 
 
    “As I prepared for this morning’s sermon, I’ll confess that it weighed heavily on my mind. I wanted to bring you a message of comfort and hope, to share the good news of the gospel and to usher in the true spirit of Christmas as we celebrate the greatest gift the world has ever known. No matter how I approached this topic, however, I felt insufficient to the task. It seemed that no number of shepherds or wise men could convey the deepest feelings of my heart, and so instead of concentrating on the birth of Christ, I decided to concentrate on the end of His life—yes, even His death.” 
 
    He noticed a few members of the congregation glancing at each other with confusion on their faces, and he hurried on to explain. 
 
    “Yes, it’s rather odd to be discussing the death of Jesus Christ on the holiday that celebrates His birth, and yet there was no other way that I could convey the majesty of the message I want to bring you today, and that is this—Jesus Christ is in very word and deed our Savior, our King, our Redeemer, and His love for each and every one of us is infinite and eternal.” 
 
    Miranda was now looking down at her lap, and Richard felt his heart reaching toward her. How could he help her understand the truthfulness of the things he was about to say? It was not the will of God to force anyone to worship Him, and that’s not what Richard wanted either. He hoped she’d come to a testimony of her own, and if she didn’t . . . well, if she didn’t, that was her choice. It would be disappointing because he’d always feel like she was missing out on the greatest treasures of life, but if she didn’t view them as treasures herself . . .  
 
    He swallowed again and forged on.  
 
    “When we think about Jesus Christ, our minds automatically go to His greatness and glory. We are taught that He resides on high, and surely He does. But let’s pause for a moment and consider all that He gave up to be born on the earth as a mortal man. He was not raised in a mansion or a palace, which would be much more fitting the Son of God. Instead, he was raised in a humble home as the son of a tradesman, a carpenter. His clothes were not the finest linen—His food was not the choicest meat.  
 
    “From the time He began His ministry, He experienced every sort of scourging, mocking, and opposition imaginable. He was doubted and questioned at each turn. He faced ridicule no matter where He went. He gained followers, yes, but those who opposed Him greatly outnumbered those who believed Him. And at the end, He suffered absolute agony of both heart and mind, then of the body as He fulfilled prophesy and laid down His life on the cross. Why? Why did He endure this? Why did He subject Himself to this treatment and then to this torture?” 
 
    Richard looked out across the congregation, almost unable to see them through the sheen of tears that glistened in his eyes. “Because of His great love for us,” he said after a long moment, his throat constricted with emotion. “He knew that through His stripes, we would be healed, and that was the deepest desire of His heart—to give us the chance for ultimate healing.” 
 
    He paused again and swallowed. He’d hoped to touch the hearts of the parishioners in the audience—he hadn’t realized to what extent he himself would be impacted. “My uncle was very much against my becoming a pastor,” he said when he felt his voice would carry beyond the front row. “He spent quite a lot of time lecturing me about my ‘unfortunate’ career path, feeling that the clergy are nothing more than a collection of charlatans who prey on the sensitive beliefs of their congregations. Even with all that, I’ve never been mocked as our Savior was mocked. 
 
    “I’ve experienced great illness. The year before I decided to enter seminary, I came down with a horrendous fever that kept me delirious for days. I thought I saw the darkness of hell as the fever raged, and I wished for death during my lucid moments. But even through that, I’ve never suffered as our Savior has suffered. No man, woman, or child on this earth has ever suffered that greatly, and I have been driven to my knees time and time again filled with gratitude, knowing that He has lifted my burdens and made all things lighter for me to endure.  
 
    “We may not know or understand the reasons for our suffering in this life—it might all remain a great mystery to us. There is one thing I do know, however, one thing I would stake my life on, and that is this—Jesus Christ has borne our griefs and our sorrows. He walks alongside us as we encounter the darkness and the pain of our mortal existence. We are not left alone—no, we most certainly are not. Do I know why one mother’s child dies while another one is healed? No. Do I understand why it seems so difficult to receive the answers to prayer even when we are asking as sincerely as we know how? I do not. But I know as surely as I stand before you today that our Savior does know, and that in time, we will understand, and we will come to recognize His goodness and His mercy to us as His plan is unfolded to our minds.” 
 
    Richard’s knees were becoming weak, and he knew that if he didn’t end soon, his physical strength would be spent. He hadn’t realized how the things of the spirit could exhaust the things of the flesh, but he was certainly nearing the end of his capabilities. “This is the real message of Christmas,” he said. “Not only was there a tiny baby born in a stable to a gentle mother and tender father, but there was a man—indeed, a Man of Holiness—who came to this earth to show us the way, to guide our footsteps so we might experience the eternal joy that comes to those who accept His leadership and trust in His name. Because of Christ, we have hope that will last beyond this life, and for that reason, I must shout hosanna. Amen.” 
 
    The congregation echoed with an “amen” of their own. 
 
    “The choir will now favor us with another selection as we close this Christmas Eve gathering. May you each feel the joy of the season as you make your way home this morning.” 
 
    Richard stepped back from the pulpit and felt around blindly for his seat. He had done it—he had delivered his first sermon without succumbing to a heart attack or fainting at the pulpit. His heart was pounding so rapidly, he wasn’t sure that he was out of danger, but if he did suddenly die, at least he’d know that he died relaying the most vulnerable beliefs of his soul, and that’s really all he could ask for.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Miranda stood at the end of her pew, fidgeting with the button on her cuff. The others from the Brody had gone on ahead—she’d told them she’d catch up. Now as she watched the congregation file out, she wondered if she should have gone with them after all—she wasn’t sure why she’d stayed behind. 
 
    Richard greeted each member of the congregation as they left the building. He must have been getting cold, standing in the drafty doorway, but he didn’t seem bothered by the temperature. Instead, he seemed warmed by something from inside, and Miranda might even have to concede that it was the strength of his convictions that was keeping him from becoming chilled. 
 
    She didn’t know what she thought about that. Yes, he believed in his words with all his being, and she had to admit that something had stirred inside her as she listened to him. Her mind was still too plagued with sorrow and her heart was still too sore to acknowledge it, though, and it almost felt as though the seedlings of hope she felt were mocking everything she’d been through. 
 
    As she stood there waiting for her chance to greet Richard and then leave without fanfare, she couldn’t help but notice how many of the young ladies of the congregation had also lined up to speak with him. They were quite a collection of fresh and pretty faces, no doubt starry-eyed and pink cheeked, every one of them more delightful and trusting than herself. Her cynicism made her feel older than them even though they were likely close to the same age. He really should choose one of them—he’d be so much happier than he would be if he kept trying to convince her away from her skepticism.  
 
    “He did well,” Pastor Osbourne said, coming up beside her and nodding toward Richard.  
 
    “Yes, he did. Much better than he thought he would.” Miranda turned and looked at Pastor Osbourne. “He’s not going to make this easy on me, is he?” 
 
    “What? Your determination to keep God at arms’ length?” Pastor Osbourne laughed, shaking his head. “You are a stubborn one, Miranda Monroe, but Richard’s stubborn too. And God’s the most stubborn of us all.” 
 
    She tilted her head. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean that God never gives up on us, even when we’ve given up on ourselves. He seeks after us until the very end, long after everyone else has dropped out of the fight.” He rocked back on his heels, considering her. “Have you ever read the story of the lost sheep?” 
 
    “That was one of my mother’s favorites.” 
 
    “Tell me what you remember about it.” 
 
    Miranda felt awkward, reciting a Bible story to a pastor in the middle of a church, but she pulled in a breath and began. “There once was a shepherd who had a hundred sheep, and one night, he noticed that one was missing. So he went in search of it and kept searching until he finally found it. It’s supposed to remind us that Jesus cares about each one of us personally.” A sweet story, but one she’d struggled to believe. Wasn’t her pleading just as important as a lamb out in the cold night? Why had Jesus gone after the lamb while ignoring Miranda’s prayers for her mother to be healed? 
 
    “Have you ever thought about just how that sheep came to be missing?” Pastor Osbourne asked.  
 
    “No. I figured it just wandered off.” 
 
    “That’s entirely possible, but sheep tend to stick pretty closely together. I’ve often wondered if perhaps that sheep chose to wander off rather than becoming lost accidentally.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I understand,” Miranda said.  
 
    “What if that sheep—for whatever reason—decided that it was tired of following the shepherd, that it no longer believed the shepherd knew what was best? What if it left the flock willfully and then became lost, unable to find its way back? The shepherd never stopped to ask if the sheep deserved to be saved. He saved the sheep because He loved it just as much as He loved all the rest, no matter why it left.” 
 
    Miranda slowly nodded. “That would take quite a lot of stubbornness,” she said after a moment. 
 
    “Yes, it would. God’s love isn’t the sort that can be extinguished so easily.” He met her gaze, and a smile flickered across his face. “Now, between Pastor Norton and myself, do you think you’ve been properly lectured today? I can go on, you know,” he said with a twinkle in his eye. 
 
    Miranda felt her cheeks become warm. “No, I think you’ve been quite thorough. You’ve given me a lot to think about.” 
 
    “Then I’ll stop talking and leave you to your ruminations.” He gave her a nod, then continued out of the church. He spoke with Richard briefly and shook his hand before stepping outside.  
 
    Richard remained in the doorway for a moment, then turned and saw Miranda still standing there. A smile lit his face. He closed the church door, then made his way over to her.  
 
    “How did I do?” he asked.  
 
    “I think the entire congregation felt that you did remarkably well. Especially the young ladies of the congregation.” 
 
    Richard looked down at the floor, clearly embarrassed. “Pastor Osbourne warned me about that, but I still don’t think I was prepared for it. I’ve got about a dozen dinner invitations now—and I don’t want to go to any of them.” 
 
    “Aren’t you a fan of home cooking?” 
 
    “I enjoy home cooking quite a bit. I’m just worried about what else will be served with the meal.” He chuckled. “So, let’s go back to the part where you said I did remarkably well.” 
 
    “You did, and I heard many nice things being said about you as people were leaving.” She wouldn’t tell him what she’d overheard before the service began. There was no need. 
 
    “Thankfully, they repeated those nice things directly to me. I’m overwhelmed and relieved by their positive responses.” Richard took a seat in the pew right behind Miranda’s. “I can’t believe how exhausting that was. I feel like I could sleep for three days straight.” 
 
    “You’d miss Christmas,” Miranda replied.  
 
    “I would, and that would be a shame.” He looked up at her, and she noticed how tired he seemed.  
 
    “Could you take a nap, maybe? Would that help?” 
 
    “I’m not usually a nap taker, but there could be an exception this time.” He patted the bench next to him, and she sat beside him willingly. “You told me that the congregation approved of my sermon, but what about you?” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t think they approve of me much at all,” she replied, purposely misunderstanding him.  
 
    He shook his head, hiding a smile. “Miss Monroe, you’re quite infuriating. Once and for all, what did you think of my sermon? Out with it now.” 
 
    She grinned at him, but then grew serious again. “I think you’ve found your rightful calling. You looked at home up there, as though the pulpit was a part of you. It’s actually . . . it’s frightening.” 
 
    “Frightening? How so?” 
 
    “Maybe ‘frightening’ isn’t the right word.” Her thoughts were in such a muddle, she was surprised she was able to find words at all. “We knew each other so well as children that of course I tend to remember the young boy you were when I think about you. But you’re not that boy anymore—you’ve grown and changed, and seeing you up there just now . . . It’s hard for me to reconcile that boy with this man, especially when this man is so filled with passion and purpose that it seems to take him over.” She wasn’t communicating very well, and hoped that he’d be able to sift through her bumbling and understand what she was trying to say.  
 
    “I’m still that boy you knew, Miranda. I’ll go outside with you right now and toss around a few more snowballs, if that would help.” 
 
    She chuckled, shaking her head. “No, that’s all right. I believe you. I just feel that you’ve . . . you’ve transformed into something greater, like a caterpillar becoming a butterfly, and I’m one of the beetles down here on the ground wondering what on earth happened.” 
 
    “You’re comparing yourself to a beetle?” 
 
    She sighed, exasperated. “I’m doing my best to explain, but my brain is spinning right now. You gave me a great deal to think about. I need time to sort it all out, but trust me, the wheels are turning in the back of my head.” 
 
    He smiled, but she could see something else on his face, in his eyes. Almost as if he was hesitant to say whatever would come next. “I’m glad. I confess, I hoped I’d reach you today. The needs of the congregation are important to me, but you’re the only person I could think about as I prepared.”  
 
    “Oh? And why is that?” She was teasing him now, her natural defense when she felt vulnerable.  
 
    He reached over and took her hand in his, and she felt his fingers tremble just the slightest bit. “When we knew each other as children, you carried a spark inside you, something that made me feel glad whenever I saw you. Now I sense a deep sadness where that spark used to be.” 
 
    “And you’re not glad to see me anymore?” Again, she pushed back, trying not to let him in. It hurt too much to love and then lose, and if she allowed him into her heart, the pain when she was forced to send him away would be too much.  
 
    “I’m happier to see you than I’ve ever been to see someone in my entire life,” he replied. His voice became a little gruff with emotion. “Miranda, you’re the part of my heart I’ve been missing this whole time. It’s not a coincidence that we were both brought to this place—we’re here for a reason, and that reason is each other.” 
 
    “But . . . how can you know that? And how can you claim to know God’s plan like you do?” 
 
    He chuckled and stroked the side of her face with the tip of his finger. “If God is made of love, as I believe He is, then I also have to believe that my feelings for you come from Him. Honestly, Miranda, do you have any idea how fast my heart starts to beat when I see you? Just sitting here next to you, I have tingles running up and down my arms because I want to hold you so badly. Every time you look at me, I melt into a puddle, I forget how to talk—I can’t even remember my own name.” 
 
    She blinked. What was he saying? “Are . . . are you telling me that you love me?” 
 
    “As surprising as it might be, yes. It’s one of those miraculous, unexplainable things that sometimes comes along and blesses our lives when we least expect it, but here you are, right in front of me, and I’m in love with you.” 
 
    “But . . . but you just got here. We haven’t seen each other in years.” Attraction, she understood. Daydreaming about the future—she also understood. But love? Right now? So soon? How was that possible? 
 
    “I know it doesn’t make sense, but feelings don’t have to be logical, do they? In fact, I think they’re quite the opposite.” 
 
    Miranda pressed her fingertips to her temples. It was all becoming too much. “Could we possibly finish talking about all this another time? I feel like I’m in the middle of a stampede, and every single one of the cows is you.” 
 
    “I’m a herd of cows?” 
 
    “You’ve come out of nowhere, caught me off guard, and now you want to talk about religion and love and feelings, and I need time. I’m sorry.” She stood up and stepped into the aisle. “Your sermon was excellent. Congratulations.” 
 
    “Miranda, wait.” 
 
    She turned back to face him. “Yes?” 
 
    “When can I see you again?” 
 
    She shook her head. Hadn’t he been listening? “I don’t know, Richard, but I need you to give me some time. Can you do that for me?” 
 
    He studied her eyes, then nodded slowly. “Yes. I can.” 
 
    “Thank you. I don’t know how long, but I’ll come find you, all right?” 
 
    He nodded again without saying anything. 
 
    She turned and walked down the aisle, then closed the door to the church firmly behind her. She hadn’t meant to hurt his feelings, but she meant what she’d said—she felt completely overwhelmed, and she needed to create some distance between them. Her brain and her heart were in turmoil, and if she didn’t have a moment to settle herself, she’d surely lose her mind.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    More than ever before, Richard wanted to kick himself. When he’d first spoken to Miranda about her mother’s passing, he’d done a terrible job of it, and he’d berated himself ever since. This time, he’d not only lectured her from across the pulpit, but he’d proceeded to tell her he was in love with her right afterwards. How could he aspire to be a good pastor when he couldn’t even master the art of basic communication?  
 
    In truth, he didn’t regret anything he’d said. He’d spoken sincerely and shared the feelings of his heart. If he had anything to regret, it was the fact that she wasn’t ready to hear it, and perhaps she never would be. Again, that was something he couldn’t control, and he shouldn’t desire to control it. Just as God gave man a way back to heaven, He gave man free will, and Richard wouldn’t deny Miranda that gift, even if it meant she might choose to walk away from him. 
 
    He entered the parsonage and hung his coat on the hook near the front door, taking care to wipe his feet before stepping off the rug.  
 
    “And there he is,” Mrs. Little said, greeting him in the hallway. “I understand you gave a marvelous sermon this morning, Pastor Norton. I’m sorry to have missed it, but Celeste was sleeping and I didn’t want to drag her out into the cold.” 
 
    “Of course not. Let her stay snug and warm,” Richard replied. “I believe the sermon went well. We’ll have to see if any of it bears fruit.” 
 
    “And sometimes that takes years,” Pastor Osbourne said as he exited his study and pulled the door closed behind him. “Come into the parlor with me and have some coffee, Richard. I daresay you’re quite worn out.” 
 
    “And you’d be exactly right.” Richard followed his mentor into the cheery room and took a seat near the fireplace. “I had no idea how exhausted I’d be afterwards. Does it get easier?” 
 
    “It does, but you’ll always feel at least somewhat tired. The spirit pulls from the body, and yet somehow rejuvenates both. I haven’t figured out how yet.” Pastor Osbourne leaned forward and poured two cups of coffee from the pot in the center of the table. After handing one to Richard, he settled back with his own. “I’ll have you know, you’ve made my job more difficult. I’ll need to rewrite my sermon for tomorrow if I want any chance of topping yours.” 
 
    “You’re just being polite, but thank you,” Richard said.  
 
    “I’m not just being polite. I’m hardly ever polite—just ask my wife.” Pastor Osbourne took a few sips of his coffee, then set his cup down. “You look troubled.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s just more of the same—wondering how I was received and wishing I’d learn a better balance when it comes to speaking versus keeping my mouth shut. Miranda was already overwhelmed at the end of church, and then I compounded matters by telling her I love her. She left the church in a hurry and all but begged me to leave her alone.” 
 
    Pastor Osbourne raised an eyebrow. “It was that bad?” 
 
    “I may have overdramatized it a bit for the sake of a good story, but it was definitely bad.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that, but I can’t help but feel that it’s all for the best. I haven’t known Miranda long—just in the last few months, really—but I think she needed to be shaken up a bit.” 
 
    “Really? How so?” 
 
    Pastor Osbourne crossed one ankle over the opposite knee. “She’s a charming girl, and without question a beautiful one, and she’s very intelligent. She uses that intelligence to keep people at bay and to hide her insecurities. If you’ve caught her off guard, chances are that you’ve managed to sneak past some of her barriers, and that might be just what she needs.” 
 
    “I suppose that’s a possibility, but I hate the idea that I’ve made her uncomfortable.” 
 
    The pastor chuckled. “Richard, when was the last time you learned a valuable life lesson while you were comfortable?” 
 
    “Point taken.” But was it his job to make Miranda uncomfortable enough to want to change? No—of course not. That was up to God, but perhaps God had enlisted his help in the process.  
 
    Regardless, it was time for him to stop wallowing and trying to figure everything out. “Are you paying any calls this afternoon? I’m rather tired of feeling sorry for myself, and I’d like to do something a bit more helpful.” 
 
    Pastor Osbourne nodded. “Good for you. The best way to rise above your worries is to help someone else. I’m heading out in a few minutes to visit Mrs. Greenly—her husband passed earlier this year, and I know she’s been dreading spending the holidays without him. You’re more than welcome to come, if you’re not too worn out.” 
 
    “I’m completely worn out, but staying here won’t change that. Put me to work, Pastor.” 
 
    “All right, then. Let’s do some good.” 
 
    On their way out of the parlor, they ran into Mrs. Osbourne, who was trying to soothe an upset baby by rocking her back and forth, but to no avail. “Robert, let’s go to the hotel for their Christmas Eve dinner,” she said. “Mrs. Little is busy brewing up some sort of colic concoction for Celeste, and you know I can’t cook. Don’t let me ruin Christmas Eve for everyone.” 
 
    Pastor Osbourne laughed. “All right, we’ll go to the hotel. But your cooking has improved over the last months.” 
 
    “Not enough to make a decent holiday meal.” She shifted the baby to her other arm. “And I can’t even make this child burp properly.”  
 
    Richard held out his arms. “Do you mind if I give it a try?” 
 
    She lifted an eyebrow. “Is this a talent you’ve been hiding from us, Pastor Norton?” 
 
    “Well, I wouldn’t call it a talent—more like a trick I picked up along the way.” He took the baby into his arms, held her against his shoulder, and began to rub upwards along her spine in long strokes. She arched her back a little when he reached the middle, which made everyone laugh, but he continued to rub. After a moment, she let out a burp, then another, and laid her head on his shoulder.  
 
    “How did you do that?” Mrs. Osbourne asked. “And will you please live with us forever?” 
 
    Richard laughed. “I just encouraged the air to move upwards where it could escape. There was an orphanage not far from the seminary where I studied, and I visited there a few times. I saw one of the nuns doing this one afternoon and it seemed like good information to file away for later.” 
 
    “Thank goodness for that.” Mrs. Osbourne turned to her husband. “But we’re still going out for dinner. I’ve got my heart set on it.” 
 
    Pastor Osbourne smiled. “Of course. We’ll all go—make sure Mrs. Little comes as well. Now, we’re heading out to visit Mrs. Greenly, and we’ll be back in about an hour.” 
 
    “Stay warm. I believe the temperature’s dropping again.” She gave him a kiss on the cheek, then turned to Richard. “I should kiss you, too, for getting the baby to sleep, but I have the feeling that someone else would like that privilege.” 
 
    Richard shook his head, embarrassed. “I don’t know about that, Mrs. Osbourne. Things . . . well, they aren’t going as well as I’d like.” 
 
    “Oh? Is Cupid not being cooperative?” 
 
    “I’m sure things will work out in time.” Richard carefully lifted the baby from his shoulder and transferred her to Mrs. Osbourne’s arms. “Here you go.” 
 
    “Thank you.” She smoothed the blanket over the baby’s head and gave Richard a smile. “Have a good visit.” 
 
    Spending time with Mrs. Greenly turned out to be exactly what Richard needed. He had no idea how to solve the situation with Miranda, but as he listened to Mrs. Greenly reminisce about her husband and his subsequent passing, he was reminded once again of the importance of community. Families were created for a reason, and church congregations were created for a reason—when they functioned properly, no one should ever be alone in their grief. He would make it a priority to find out how well this particular congregation supported each other. He imagined that with Pastor Osbourne at the helm, they did quite well, but if he could aid in that, he certainly wanted to.  
 
    *** 
 
    The kitchen had smelled good that morning, but now, as dinnertime approached, it smelled incredible. Miranda’s mouth watered as she watched Ruth pull a roast from the oven, its juices running down the sides.  
 
    “Are you feeling better?” Nora asked. Her arms were full of clean plates for the meal service, and she set them on the counter where they could be grabbed easily. “You don’t look as pale as you did before your nap.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m feeling much better,” Miranda replied. When she’d returned to the hotel after church, her head was pounding, and she was grateful for the afternoon off so she could sleep. Her dreams were strange, fitful things and she didn’t think she’d get much actual rest, but when she awoke, the headache was gone, so it must have done her some good.  
 
    “I’m glad to hear that. It’s miserable to be sick on Christmas.” Nora turned to gather up the utensils, not knowing how her casual comment had struck Miranda to the core.  
 
    It was miserable to be sick on Christmas—it was miserable to lose a mother on Christmas too. She knew Richard had been trying to address that in his sermon, but she needed some time and some quiet to mull it over, and with the first of their four holidays meals about to be served, time and quiet were two things she most certainly didn’t have.  
 
    Miranda pushed her thoughts and feelings to the side, promising herself that she’d pull them out later when everyone was asleep. For now, she’d concentrate on serving the most delicious meal she’d ever seen come out of the kitchen, and she’d do everything in her power to make this Christmas Eve memorable for those around her. 
 
    Hearing a slight gasp made her turn and look at Sarah, who had rested one hand on her stomach and the other on the counter. “Sarah? Are you all right?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Sarah replied, trying to smile. “I’m glad this is my last week here, though—I’m not sure how much longer this little person’s going to wait.” 
 
    “You’re not . . .” Miranda glanced around and lowered her voice. “You’re not in labor right now, are you?” 
 
    “Oh, no. Definitely not. This wasn’t that sort of pain. I promise, I won’t add to the excitement of the holiday by giving birth in the kitchen.” 
 
    “Now that would be exciting,” Miranda said, chuckling. “But at least sit down, all right? Ruth and Kate are here, and the rest of us will help however we can.” 
 
    “I think that’s a good idea. I can slice the bread and pies sitting down just as well as I can standing up.” 
 
    Miranda made sure Sarah had the plates and knives she needed on the kitchen table, and then she stepped out into the lobby with the other waitresses to welcome not only their train guests, but the townspeople who had decided to come celebrate with them.  
 
    “Colonel Gordon!” she greeted the marshal, who had just stepped through the doorway. “Merry Christmas.” 
 
    “And to you, Miss Monroe. I’m supposed to meet Parker and his lovely wife here for dinner—are they here yet?” 
 
    “No, but I’ll show you to a table, and I’ll bring them to you when they arrive.” 
 
    “Thank you. That would be very nice.” 
 
    She chose a table near the back wall for the marshal, knowing that he liked to keep his eye on the room no matter where he went. She’d discovered that was fairly typical of law enforcement types, and while she’d thought it odd at first, now she appreciated their compulsion to remain vigilant at all times. It made her feel safe.  
 
    She rounded out that table by seating Mr. and Mrs. Dupree across from the marshal, then escorted Mr. Appleby’s family to the table next to theirs. She smiled, thinking that as the owner of the mercantile, Mr. Appleby had sold them the supplies for the meal he was about to eat. It almost seemed like he was eating his own food.   
 
    Parker and Posy arrived, and once they were seated, she turned to greet her next patrons—the Osbornes, Mrs. Little, and of course their their houseguest, Richard Norton.  
 
    “Hello,” she said, suddenly nervous. “Welcome to our Christmas Eve celebration. I have a table for you right over here.” 
 
    They followed her to the spot she’d chosen for them, but instead of sitting down like the others did, Richard touched her elbow, and she paused.  
 
    “I hope it’s all right that I’m here,” he said softly. “I want to give you the time you need, but Mrs. Osbourne wanted to come out to dinner tonight, and—” 
 
    Miranda held up a hand. “It’s fine,” she said. “I completely understand.” 
 
    His shoulders relaxed visibly. “Thank you. Just forget that I’m here.” He paused. “Well, don’t forget to feed me . . .” 
 
    She laughed, grateful for the sudden break in the tension. “I won’t.” 
 
    As she moved through the dining room carrying plates of roast beef, creamy mashed potatoes, herbed carrots, and ginger peach pie, she overheard snippets of conversation at each of the tables, and it warmed her heart to know that so many of her customers were cozy and safe and happy on this holiday night. They were celebrating as they should—spending time with loved ones, sharing memories and relating funny stories, and making plans for the next day, not dwelling on the sorrows of their past. She needed to follow their examples and look for the good in the moment instead of her grief—she wanted a portion of the happiness they radiated for herself.  
 
    “This was simply delicious,” Mrs. Dupree said, smiling at Miranda when she came around to gather up the plates. “Please tell everyone in the kitchen that I was very impressed.” 
 
    “I will, Mrs. Dupree,” Miranda promised. She collected similar compliments from each of her tables, and several people said they’d be back for another of the holiday meals if they were all going to be that good. 
 
    “I think we did it,” she said on her last trip into the kitchen to deliver the used dishes to the counter. “I’ve never gotten so much positive feedback before.” 
 
    “It’s all because of Ruth and Kate,” Sarah said from her position at the table. “I did very little but point and grunt.” 
 
    “You pointed and grunted our way to success,” Ruth answered teasingly. “You’re not as useless as you think you are.” 
 
    “Either way, I’m glad to know that when I leave, the kitchen will be in good hands,” Sarah replied.  
 
    Miranda glanced at Ruth, wondering if she was going to say anything about her own plans to leave, but Ruth merely nodded and began scraping the plates into the slop bucket. Miranda supposed she hadn’t found the right time to put in her resignation, or maybe she’d changed her mind. Either way, she wouldn’t say anything about it until Ruth had made her announcement—it was her private business.  
 
    Mr. Brody stepped into the kitchen a moment later, his face split into a smile. “Ladies, you’re amazing. That meal was everything I hoped for, and you even surpassed my wildest dreams. But even better than the delicious food was the atmosphere—you truly helped bring the Christmas spirit into this hotel, and I can’t thank you enough.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Miranda replied, as did the other girls. 
 
    “I do intend to thank you a little bit, though,” he continued as though they hadn’t spoken. “Meet me in the parlor when you’re done here, all right?” 
 
    “What do you think that’s about?” Emma asked when the door closed behind him.  
 
    “I have no idea, but let’s hurry so we can find out.” Carrie grabbed the kettle off the stove and filled the washbasin, ready to get to work on the plates. 
 
    Miranda and Millie stripped the tables and reset them as quickly as they could, making sure that everything looked just as nice as it had before the meal was served, and then they went back into the kitchen to see what else needed to be done. Once everyone was ready, they took off their aprons, tossed them into the laundry basket, and met Mr. Brody in the parlor, as he had requested.  
 
    He stood up when they entered and smiled broadly. “I was going to wait until tomorrow, but people can give gifts on Christmas Eve too, can’t they?” He reached into his suit pocket and pulled out a stack of envelopes. “I have something here for each of you, just a little token of appreciation. When I first bought this hotel, I knew it would take a lot of work to bring it back to standard and then to make it into the establishment I’d dreamed of owning, but I didn’t anticipate all the hard work that would go into it every single day afterwards. Thank you for your diligence, loyalty, and cheerful attitudes, and Merry Christmas.” 
 
    He handed them each an envelope with their names written on the front, and then he nodded toward the clock. “You’re now officially off for the rest of the night. Sleep well.” 
 
    “Goodnight,” the girls chorused, then turned and headed for the stairs.  
 
    When they reached their attic room, several of the girls changed into their nightclothes, but a few put on their everyday dresses because they had plans. Miranda did neither. Instead, she peeked into her envelope to see a nice bonus inside, then tucked it away with the rest of her savings. Then she waited until the chatter had died down and curled up on the window seat to stare out at the black night sky.  
 
    Now she had a moment to think.  
 
    But where to start? 
 
    Richard. Of course, it all came back to Richard. When he’d told her he loved her, it should have been the happiest moment of her life—after all, it was what she’d dreamed of since she was twelve years old. She’d heard the words through a fog, however, because she was still trying to sort through everything he’d said in his sermon—the things he’d said about Jesus Christ.  
 
    He’d spoken of the great love Christ had for all mankind, and how He had endured every pain imaginable because of that great love. Then he’d said that Christ lightened burdens and made sorrows easier to bear. But how could that be? Wasn’t her mother’s passing a burden? Hadn’t Miranda been torn apart by sorrow? How could Richard say that Christ made those things better when she sat there with a hole in her heart, aching for relief? 
 
    Richard had then gone on to say that he didn’t know all the answers, but that he trusted he’d understand everything in due time. What good did that do Miranda now? If he wanted her to be healed, as he said he did, wouldn’t he want that to happen sooner rather than later? And when was “later,” anyway? At what point would God choose to reveal Himself and His mysteries? 
 
    If Richard had meant to soothe her battered spirit, he’d failed—she only felt all the more confused.  
 
    A breeze must have picked up because the clouds began to drift, revealing a small patch of bright stars. Miranda leaned her forehead against the cold glass and looked at them, remembering how much her mother had loved the night sky. She’d sometimes call for Parker and Miranda to come outside with her so they could find the constellations, and one night, there had been a meteor shower. It wasn’t a large display, only lasting a few minutes, but they’d been lucky enough to catch it, and their mother had said that was their father’s way of saying hello to them from heaven. 
 
    It had been a nice thought at the time, but Miranda didn’t believe things like that anymore.  
 
    Why not? The question entered her mind in her mother’s voice, and Miranda shrugged. Why not, indeed? Why not keep hanging on to childish fantasies when the world was determined to show her differently? 
 
    Richard was right—she was different when she was a child. Now she was jaded and cynical, and she didn’t like that about herself. She wished she could go back to being that happy, carefree girl, the one who had snowball fights with the boys in the schoolyard and climbed fences and went fishing when she was supposed to be home learning how to embroider like all the other girls. And then trying to prove to Richard Norton that she was suddenly much more mature by putting up her braids and holding her head a little higher and making adult-type statements that must have sounded absolutely ridiculous. She chuckled, thinking back on it. Oh, she was embarrassed for the little girl she’d been, so eager to grow up and not appreciating the beauty of childhood like she ought. 
 
    Things were just so much simpler then.  
 
    Another cloud drifted across the sky and obscured the stars, and Miranda felt a shiver go through her. She stood and put another few sticks into the stove in the corner, then changed into her nightclothes and climbed into bed. She could still see out the window from where she lay, only not as clearly, and she waited for those stars to become visible again, but they didn’t.  
 
    As she waited, her mind wandered back over all her happiest moments with her mother. Looking up into the night sky was probably her favorite memory of all, but they’d done so many wonderful things together, she could keep herself quite entertained for hours remembering them all. Working on the laundry together and getting into water fights. Learning how to bake bread with a crisp crust and a soft center, the way their father had liked it best. Figuring out how to mend socks and let down seams. Her mother made everything fun.  
 
    When their father was killed, things had changed. Some days, her mother struggled to do the most basic things. She would stand at the window and stare out as though expecting to see him coming. Even with all that, though, one thing remained the same—reading the Bible together each night.  
 
    “This is my favorite verse,” she would say before reading it aloud, her finger tracing each word. But the next night, she’d have a new favorite verse, and then another, and another, and when she was asked, she’d just say, “Every verse is my favorite.” 
 
    Miranda thought her mother would most definitely approve of Richard. They’d likely sit and share favorite scriptures until dawn, if they had the opportunity.  
 
    It had been two years now since her mother had passed away. Two years of feeling that hollow ache, and as she recalled, her mother had been reading the Bible that day too. “This is my favorite verse,” she’d said, weakly tapping the page.  
 
    Miranda had walked over to the bed to see what her mother was talking about. Ask and ye shall receive . . . to him that knocketh, it shall be opened. 
 
    If all she needed to do was ask, she’d ask God to heal her mother. She would knock, and she would be blessed. 
 
    But nothing was opened to her. Nothing was granted. Her mother had passed away that night, leaving Parker and Miranda to figure out their lives alone. Leaving them to sell their house and move to Topeka, wondering what steps they should take and how they should move forward—if that was even possible.  
 
    Parker had found his next step. Miranda was still frozen in place.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Christmas morning began with a sky so bright and blue, it was hard to believe how cold it was. Emma put more wood in the stove, then all the girls sat on their beds to exchange the simple gifts they had for each other. Miranda had embroidered flowers on lengths of ribbon to make bookmarks for her friends, and extracted a promise from each of them that they’d do more reading in the new year.  
 
    “I’m so glad we have each other,” Nora said after all the gifts had been opened. “I know that most of us came here because we didn’t have anywhere else to be, but now we’re in the best place of all because we’ve become sisters. Thank you for the love and support you’ve given me since I arrived here—you’ve blessed my life in so many ways.” 
 
    Miranda gave her friend a smile. Only half the girls in the room knew that Nora had been pregnant when she arrived—they’d kept the secret so she might have a chance at a normal life, and that had bonded them together.  
 
    “Yes, thank you.” Josie surprised everyone by speaking up. “Callie, Kate, and I haven’t been very easy to get to know, but you’ve done your best, and we appreciate that.” 
 
    “So . . . why haven’t you been easy to get to know?” Emma asked flat out. “Maybe I shouldn’t be asking, but you’ve been here a while now, and we’ve shown you that we’re trustworthy, haven’t we?” 
 
    Josie glanced at Callie and Kate. Some sort of communication must have passed between them because Josie took a deep breath and said, “All right, we’ll tell you, but you’ve got to keep our secret. Promise us.” 
 
    All the girls in the room nodded.  
 
    “Mr. and Mrs. Brody know our secret, but they’re the only ones. The truth is . . .” She pulled in another deep breath. “While we were working in Denver, we saw . . . we saw our boss kill someone.” A shudder ran through her. “It was really horrible, and we don’t want to talk about it. But then he threatened to kill us if we told anyone. We couldn’t let him get away with it, so we talked to the police, and then we left town as quickly as we could. We don’t know if he went to jail or if he somehow got off, and we don’t know if he sent his brother after us or maybe he’s chasing us himself . . .” 
 
    “Or maybe no one’s chasing us at all,” Kate interjected. 
 
    “Maybe that.” Josie might have agreed with her friend verbally, but she didn’t sound like she believed it. “Whatever the case may be, we’re scared that we’ll be found because if we are, our lives are over—quite literally.” 
 
    “I’m so glad you told us.” Ruth, whose bed was next to Josie’s, leaned over and squeezed the girl’s shoulder. “Now that we know, we can be on the lookout.” 
 
    “And we can help protect you, too,” Carrie added. “We all know how to shoot, remember?” 
 
    Josie smiled and nodded. All the waitresses at the Brody were taught how to shoot and had been given a small pistol by Mr. Brody himself.  
 
    “Just tell us what we’re looking for,” Emma said. “Was your boss bald or fat, was he a hunchback . . . Give us a description, and we’ll do everything we can to keep you safe. We’ll be like your own personal vigilantes.”  
 
    “Thank you,” Callie said, smiling even as her eyes brimmed with tears. “Thank you so much.” 
 
    Miranda shook her head. Trust Carrie and Emma to get right on board with the idea of hunting down the miscreants and bringing them to justice. Chances were excellent that the three new waitresses were now safe, and while Miranda would keep her eyes open too, she didn’t expect anything to come of it. The assurances would, however, help Josie, Kate, and Callie feel safe enough to start again, and that was worth it.  
 
    The room was now toasty warm, and the waitresses slid out from under their blankets to get dressed. It would have been lovely to stay in bed longer, but the trains never stopped, and it would soon be time for the first meal service of the day. Ruth, Sarah, and Kate had put together a special Christmas breakfast, a treat for those who had to be away from home, trundling along on snowy tracks when they’d much rather be with their loved ones. Half the waitresses would serve, and the other half would be free to attend the Christmas service at the church. Miranda was glad to be on the dining room shift—she’d had her fill of sermons as of late.  
 
    Between the overnight guests at the hotel and the few passengers who wandered in, they only served twenty, and cleanup was a breeze. Miranda was just gathering up the soiled table linens when a little boy entered the dining room clutching an envelope.  
 
    “Are you . . .” He screwed up his face in concentration. “Miss Monroe?” 
 
    “Yes, I am,” she told him. 
 
    He exhaled with relief. “I’m sent to give you this.” He handed over the envelope.  
 
    “Thank you. Now, tell me—why are you here instead of at home with your family on Christmas morning?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Need the pennies, miss. The pastor has me come over every morning to take around messages, and he gives me pennies. If I skip a day, I skip pennies, see.” 
 
    “I do see.” Miranda asked him to wait a minute while she slipped into the kitchen and wrapped up a few leftover cinnamon buns. “Here,” she said, placing the bundle in his hands. “Merry Christmas.” She’d be asking the pastor more about this boy.   
 
    “Thank you, miss. Merry Christmas to you too.” He gave her a quick nod, then disappeared as quickly as he’d come.  
 
    Miranda studied the envelope. The boy said he delivered messages from the pastor, but this handwriting was definitely feminine. So, not from Richard, either. She tried not to be disappointed. 
 
    Dear Miranda, 
 
    Do you think you could spare a minute today to pay me a visit? I wanted to come by, but Celeste has been colicky, and I’m sure she’d completely disrupt the festive atmosphere at the hotel. If you can’t, perhaps tomorrow? 
 
    Olivia 
 
    Miranda would be helping Josie prepare the trifle they’d serve for dessert that night, but once that was done, she’d have a couple of free hours. And she could use the walk.  
 
    She mixed up the cake and placed the pans in the oven, then prepared the fruit. The chatter in the kitchen was light and happy. Sarah had stayed home to rest, and Miranda was glad of it. Her friend had insisted that she wasn’t going to have a baby in the center of the kitchen, but Miranda wasn’t convinced, and she felt much more relaxed knowing that Sarah was taking care of herself. She’d be back later, though—and Miranda intended to keep an eagle eye on her.  
 
    *** 
 
    When Miranda rapped on the door of the parsonage, she was expecting to see Mrs. Little on the other side. Instead, she came face-to-face with Richard.  
 
    “Oh! Hello,” she said, taking a step backward. “I didn’t know you’d be answering the door.” 
 
    “I was just walking past it and thought I’d save Mrs. Little the trouble.” They looked at each other awkwardly for a moment, and then he blinked and shook his head. “I’m sorry. Won’t you please come in?” 
 
    He held the door open a little farther, and she came inside, wiping her feet on the mat. “May I take your coat?” he asked. 
 
    She took it off and handed it to him. He reached behind her to hang it up, and when he turned back, she was somewhat trapped between him and the wall behind her. He was close, so very close, and she could smell the soap he’d used that morning. Her heart skipped a beat, then started to pound, and she wasn’t sure she was breathing properly.  
 
    He took one step back, but then stopped, his eyes not leaving hers. She thought he was going to say something, but instead, he reached out, cupped her neck with his hand, and closed the distance between them, brushing his lips against hers ever so lightly. She hadn’t planned for any such thing to happen. She’d actually planned to avoid him at all costs, but that didn’t matter now. All that mattered was this kiss, this moment, and she wrapped her fingers around his lapel and pulled him even closer.  
 
    Far too soon, he stepped back again and shook his head. “I’m sorry. I promised to give you time.” 
 
    “I . . .” She wanted to tell him that it was all right, that she actually wanted him to kiss her again, but he was already climbing the stairs to the second floor, and she leaned against the wall to steady herself. What on earth was going on? She felt like she was caught in a tornado—one minute, wanting to push him away, and the next minute, literally pulling him closer. Was that better or worse than being caught in a stampede? She wasn’t sure. 
 
    “Miranda? Is that you?”  
 
    She straightened and put on a smile as Olivia entered the hallway. “Yes, it’s me. Merry Christmas.” 
 
    “Merry Christmas to you too. I hope I didn’t interrupt your holiday by asking you to come.” 
 
    “We celebrated last night and early this morning, so your timing was perfect.” 
 
    “Good. Come into the parlor with me. Celeste is finally asleep, and Mrs. Little has her tucked up nice and warm in the kitchen.” 
 
    Miranda took the seat she was offered, and Olivia sat next to her with a little sigh. “Oh, goodness. That little girl. I thank God every day that we have her, but I had no idea just how much work she was going to be, and she’s not even mobile yet. Richard’s the only one who could calm her down this morning.” 
 
    “Richard?” Miranda was surprised. 
 
    “Yes. He’s got quite a knack with babies.” Olivia settled back in her chair and fixed a look on Miranda. “So, tell me what’s going on between the two of you.” 
 
    Miranda was tempted to say that everything was fine, but she knew Olivia wouldn’t accept that as an answer. “I can’t be what he needs,” she said after a long moment.  
 
    “Oh? And what does he need?” 
 
    “Someone with the same beliefs. Someone who doesn’t doubt and question. Someone who isn’t angry with God.” 
 
    “And you are?” 
 
    “Yes. Almost all the time.” 
 
    Olivia chuckled. “Are you sure you’re describing yourself? Because it almost sounds like you’re talking about me.” 
 
    Miranda blinked. “I’m sorry—what? Why would I be talking about you?” 
 
    “Because you just described my exact attitude when I first came to Topeka.” Olivia folded her hands on her stomach and made herself a little more comfortable. “You’ve never in your life met anyone as stubborn and prideful as I was, Miranda. I’m embarrassed to think about it now, actually.” 
 
    It was hard for Miranda to imagine Olivia behaving that way. “What changed you?” she asked.  
 
    “Getting thrown in a pond by Robert Osbourne.” 
 
    “What?” Had she heard correctly? 
 
    Olivia laughed. “Yes, he threw me in a pond. He’d had enough of me and my ridiculousness, and he picked me up and tossed me right in. Oh, I was furious—I’ve never been so angry in my life. But he was right—I needed to be taken down a peg or two, even if I wasn’t thrilled with his methods.”  
 
    “I don’t think I want Richard to throw me in a pond. It’s rather cold outside.” 
 
    “Yes, it is.” Olivia looked at her more seriously. “And while it worked for me, I’m not sure it would work for you.” 
 
    “No, I’m quite sure it wouldn’t. The things that are wrong with me are a bit too deep to fix, I’m afraid.” Miranda studied the pattern of the rug on the floor. “The only man I’ve ever wanted to marry has suddenly come back into my life, fallen in love with me, and he just kissed me by your front door, and I don’t have the faintest idea what to do about any of it.” 
 
    “He kissed you by the front door, you say?” Olivia quirked an eyebrow. “Is that any way for a proper houseguest to behave?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but that’s what happened.” Miranda sighed. “I know he’s supposed to be a pastor—after hearing him preach yesterday, it’s obvious. But it’s making things so complicated. If he’d become an architect or a train engineer like he once talked about, we wouldn’t be having this conflict.” 
 
    “I don’t know about that,” Olivia said. “There’s always some sort of conflict in marriage. It’s just a matter of how you choose to deal with it.” 
 
    “You worked through your difference of beliefs with Pastor Osbourne—tell me how you did it.”  
 
    Olivia looked thoughtful. “I’m going to let you in on a little secret, Miranda. The truth is, I still disagree with my husband sometimes. I’ve come a very long way, but I’m still prideful, and I’m still stubborn, and there are doctrinal things that I simply don’t understand. When we discuss them, I try to bring them up calmly, and he always listens to me and tries to answer me fairly. The point is, I’m still struggling, but because I love my husband, I’m willing to stick it out. And because he loves me, he’s patient with me.” 
 
    “But you seem like the perfect pastor’s wife,” Miranda replied, surprised at what she was hearing. 
 
    “I’m the perfect wife for him because I love him,” Olivia said. “When he comes home after a hard day, he’s not looking for a wife who can recite the Ten Commandments in alphabetical order—he’s looking for someone who will wrap her arms around him and tell him she’s proud of him. The rest will come in time—and I’m getting there.” 
 
    Miranda didn’t know how to reply to that. Could she marry Richard, knowing they were so very different? Would it be fair to him? She imagined she could compromise as Olivia had done if Richard was willing to talk things over like the pastor did with his wife—that sounded like a fair balance. But wouldn’t he be so much better off with a wife who didn’t question the very core of his profession?  
 
    “Is love enough?” she asked after a moment. 
 
    “If it’s the right kind of love, yes, because everything else will blossom from there.” Olivia leaned forward. “Do . . . do you mind sharing why you’re so angry at God?” 
 
    Miranda felt as though she’d already rehashed the entire thing in her mind a million times, but she supposed she could do it once more. “And so, when I relied on His promise—His words—and I knocked, He didn’t answer. He failed me,” she said in conclusion. “He took my mother, but He didn’t take my pain. He didn’t ease that burden. I’m still carrying it two years later.” 
 
    Olivia reached over and took her hand. “That’s a horribly heavy trial to bear,” she said softly. 
 
    “Yes. It really is.” Miranda shook her head, trying to keep her deeper emotions at bay. “Parker was wonderful, though—he stepped in and finished raising me. He’s always stepped in—when our father died, he became the man of the house so naturally, it was like he’d been prepared for it somehow. And then he became my guardian, and he never once resented it. Or if he did, he never showed it. He could have done a dozen other things with his life besides taking care of me, but we managed to make a home for ourselves, just the two of us.” 
 
    “I’ve thought very highly of Parker since he came here, and of you, too,” Olivia replied. “You must have had remarkable parents to turn out as well as you did.” 
 
    “They were wonderful parents.” 
 
    “No wonder you miss them so very much.” Olivia leaned back in her chair, looking thoughtful again. “I can’t help but ask . . . but no, I’m sure you’ve had enough lectures for one holiday. Never mind.” 
 
    “If you’re trying to pique my curiosity, you’ve succeeded,” Miranda said. “Go ahead and ask.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “I’m sure.” Or maybe she wasn’t, depending on what Olivia was planning to say.  
 
    “You mentioned trusting in the Lord’s word when He said that if we asked, we would receive.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s right.” 
 
    “You asked Him to spare your mother’s life, but . . . did you ask Him to lift the burden of her death?” 
 
    Miranda shook her head slightly, not understanding.  
 
    “He told us that He would be there to succor us in our grief. Did you ask Him?” 
 
    “I . . . I thought it was something He would just do. If He was going to, that is.” 
 
    Olivia nodded. “I’m fairly new to religion myself, as you now know, so please don’t think I’m trying to set myself up as some kind of authority, but I think . . . if He lifted our burdens automatically, before we had the chance to ask, we wouldn’t know the difference, and we wouldn’t recognize His hand in our lives.” 
 
    “You mean . . . we wouldn’t know how much we’d been hurting, so we wouldn’t know when the relief came?”  
 
    “Something like that. I know it’s an odd analogy, but that’s how I think of it. Hurting makes us vulnerable enough to ask for help, and then we’re more easily able to accept the help when it comes.” 
 
    A baby’s cry sounded from the other room, and Olivia grinned. “Lecture time is over. Celeste has come to your rescue.” 
 
    “Thank you for taking the time to speak with me,” Miranda said, coming to her feet. “Was this why you sent for me?” 
 
    “Yes. Playing matchmaker is my new obsession—I’m determined to see everyone as happily married as I am.” Olivia smiled when Mrs. Little entered the room, Celeste tucked up in her arms. She accepted her daughter from the housekeeper and snuggled her close. “Can you believe there was a time when I didn’t even like children?” 
 
    “You didn’t?” 
 
    “No. I spent my entire life thinking I’d never have a single one . . . until I fell in love with Robert. Then having his child seemed like the most important thing in the world to me. Funny how a person can change so completely.”  
 
    She gave Miranda a significant look, and Miranda nodded. Point taken. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Miranda pulled on her coat and stepped outside, inhaling the sharply cold air. She felt as though the top of her head had been pried open and all sorts of new information had been poured inside. It might take months to sort through it all—months of very messy emotions that she wasn’t sure she wanted to face. 
 
    She needed to talk to Richard. She wanted to look in his eyes again and see if they could re-create the magic they’d shared an hour before when they kissed. Maybe they’d both been caught up in the moment and that’s all there was to it. Whatever the case may be, she wanted to know for certain. But she also wanted him to stay far, far away so she could think. She never could think when he was around.  
 
    She walked along slowly, thinking about everything Olivia had said. It had never occurred to her that she should ask God to lift her burden, but after hearing Olivia’s explanation, it made sense that she should. If God didn’t force people to believe in Him, He also wouldn’t force them to accept His help, would He? Maybe they needed to show their willingness to receive that help.  
 
    And to think she could actually marry Richard even while unsure of her own religious beliefs . . . that was such a surprising thought. She’d always believed that pastors had to marry women who were just as strong in the faith as they were, but Olivia’s comments along those lines made a lot of sense too. If she wasn’t acting in open opposition to Richard, if she was genuinely seeking answers, perhaps they could be together before she’d reached her final conclusions.  
 
    Then again, what if she reached her conclusions, and they were the opposite of what he preached? That would be disastrous . . . and it left her right back where she was to begin with.  
 
    She opened the gate in the fence that circled the hotel and made her way up the sidewalk, stopping abruptly when she saw Richard sitting on one of the porch chairs.   
 
    “Hello,” she said. “Have you been waiting long? It’s freezing out here.” 
 
    “Only a few minutes, but yes, it’s quite cold. I couldn’t wait, though—I had to see you.” 
 
    “I’m glad you’re here.” She’d wanted to see him, but now she couldn’t find the words. “Can we . . . can we find somewhere to talk? Somewhere not so cold?” 
 
    “We could go inside,” he suggested. 
 
    “There are so many people in there. Christmas,” she reminded him. “Here. Come with me.” 
 
    She led him around the corner of the hotel and out to the barn. As she stepped inside, she felt the change in temperature immediately.  
 
    Richard looked around, a grin on his face. “This is better than the hotel?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Not better, but it’s warm, it’s private, and the animals are friendly.” 
 
    “Yes, I can see that.” He reached out and patted the neck of the horse nearest him. Then he turned back to her. “Miranda, I’ve gone about this all wrong, and I’m sorry. I’ve always struggled to know how to express my thoughts and feelings, and it won’t surprise you to hear that my lowest marks in seminary were in the classes that had anything to do with preaching.” 
 
    “That does surprise me, actually. I thought you did a very good job yesterday.” 
 
    “Thank you. That was a miracle—a real one. Listening to Pastor Osbourne this morning, I realized just how far I have to go. He’s truly inspirational.” 
 
    “I was serving breakfast and missed it,” she replied. She didn’t add that even if she hadn’t been scheduled to work, she likely wouldn’t have attended church.  
 
    “The thing is, Miranda . . .” He looked down and then back up again. “You mentioned feeling as though you were caught in the middle of a stampede. I could say the same thing, but I’m getting run over by the force of my feelings for you. I didn’t expect to find myself so drawn to you, so attracted to you, so amazed by you. I thought I was getting reacquainted with a little girl, with a friend I’d had as a child, but now I find myself falling for a grown woman, and I hardly know what to do with myself.” 
 
    “I don’t know what to do either.” She sat down on a fresh bale of hay that had been left near the door. “I was so in love with you back then, I thought I’d simply die if you never noticed me. And now you’re saying all the things I want to hear, but I’m not sure if you should be.” 
 
    A slow smile grew on his face. “You were in love with me?” 
 
    “You can’t tell me you didn’t know. I was hardly subtle about it.” 
 
    “I thought you just liked doing things with Parker.” 
 
    “With Parker . . . but also with Parker’s friend.” 
 
    Richard sat down next to her on the hay bale. “So all that time, you were in love with me,” he repeated, like he wanted to be sure he’d gotten his facts straight. 
 
    “Yes. I was. Well, as much as a twelve-year-old really can be in love.” 
 
    “That’s . . .” She expected to hear him say that it was silly, but instead, he said, “That’s adorable.” 
 
    “‘Adorable’ isn’t what I need to be hearing right now.” She scooted over a little to make more room for him. “And yes, I’m still in love with you now, but as a woman, and not a little girl. Even though I’m crazy for allowing it to happen so fast.” 
 
    He reached out and took her hand. “So, tell me, Miss Monroe. How are we going to solve our dilemma?” 
 
    “Dilemma? Oh, you mean the one where we’re in love with each other, but we don’t know what to do about it?” 
 
    “Yes, that would be the one.” 
 
    “Well, we could start by talking about all the reasons why we shouldn’t be together.” 
 
    “And then what?” 
 
    “And then we could talk about all the reasons why we should be together.” 
 
    “That sounds very reasonable. You’re very wise, Miss Monroe.” 
 
    “Thank you. I do try my best.” She looked down at their joined hands and noticed how very well they fit together. “Olivia said something today . . . well, she said a lot of things, actually. Did you know that she doesn’t always agree with her husband? They have disputes from time to time, things they have to work out. She’s not entirely converted, and that surprised me in a pastor’s wife.” 
 
    Richard nodded. “She’s a good woman, though—she’s a tremendous support to him, even if they do have disagreements.” 
 
    “And she also gave me a good bit of advice.” Miranda shook her head, realizing once again how stubborn she could be. “She said that I should ask God to lift my burdens instead of expecting Him to do it automatically. That seems so . . . so presumptuous of me, though. What right do I have to ask God for anything?” 
 
    “How is it presumptuous when He asked you to do it?” Richard rubbed the back of her hand with his thumb. “Over and over throughout the scriptures, He invites us to ask Him, to draw near to Him, to rely on Him. He tells the children to come to Him. He wants to gather us together like little chickens under His wings. How could He be more clear?” 
 
    “I guess I forgot about that part,” she said. Could it be that easy? Could she just pray and talk to Him as simply as holding a conversation? “I don’t really know how. I haven’t prayed in a very long time.” 
 
    “Would you like me to help you?” 
 
    “If . . . if you wouldn’t mind.” She felt a little embarrassed in the asking—she should know how for herself. But he had offered, and Christ had invited her, and if they were both willing and waiting for her . . . 
 
    Richard bowed his head, and she did the same.  
 
    She didn’t know what she was expecting, if it would be some grand, flowery speech, but instead, his prayer was simple and soft. He asked that she might be comforted, that she might feel peace, and that she would know how loved she was. Then he ended the prayer. 
 
    She sat and waited for a moment. 
 
    “What happens now?” she asked. “I . . . don’t think I feel any different.” 
 
    He chuckled and wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “That’s all right. It’ll come.” 
 
    “And if it doesn’t?” 
 
    “I have an idea.” He turned her to face him. “What if we stop asking so many questions and take this a day at a time? The fact that you’re willing to let me pray for you means the world to me, and I have faith that it’s the first step toward something greater. I’m not going to push—this is your path, not mine. And if it leads you away from me instead of toward me, I’ll be disappointed and possibly heartbroken, but I’ll understand.” 
 
    “Possibly heartbroken?” 
 
    “Okay, definitely heartbroken.” He played with a lock of her hair that had come loose from her bun. “I love you, Miranda, and I’d like to create a life with you. I can imagine you by my side years from now in a quaint little home, children dashing around our feet. Can you imagine it too?” 
 
    She nodded. She’d seen it as soon as he’d described it. “Lots of children.” 
 
    “Then what do you say? Will you take this leap of faith with me? All I ask is that you give me a chance, give us a chance, and see where this could lead. I have no expectations that you’ll wake up tomorrow morning ready to join the church choir—I know it could be a very long time until you’re sure where you stand. But I’m willing to wait.” 
 
    “That’s so much more than I expected, and more than is fair,” Miranda protested. “Shouldn’t you be looking for someone who’s already sure where she stands?” 
 
    “No. I should be looking for you, and I think I found you.” He gave her hand a squeeze. 
 
    “Well, now I’m just confused. First you say you’ll give me space, but the next thing I know, you’re kissing me. Then you tell me you’ll give me all the time in the world, but you start talking about these children we’re going to have, like it’s a foregone conclusion. Just what am I supposed to be thinking, Pastor Norton?” She gave him a pretend disapproving look.  
 
    “Hmmm. You’re supposed to be thinking that there’s a man sitting next to you who loves you very much, and that you really should be kissing him again right now.” 
 
    Her heart gave another one of those funny little extra beats. “I should?” 
 
    “Yes, you should. It would be the most Christmasy thing to do.” 
 
    “I didn’t know we were talking about doing the most Christmasy thing.” 
 
    “Well, we should be.” He slid his hand behind her neck, just as he’d done before, and she smiled.  
 
    “All right. But don’t think we’re going to do this every Christmas. I can’t have you developing bad habits.” 
 
    “Oh, definitely not,” he said before closing the gap between them.  
 
    The first time they’d kissed, she’d been so caught up in the surprise and wonder of the moment that all she could think about were the sparks flying between them and the pounding of her heart. The sparks were definitely there this time as well, but now she paid attention to her feelings, and she knew. She knew beyond all doubt. She loved this man, and she was willing to go through some trial and error with him until they arrived at a place where they could both be happy.  
 
    When the kiss ended, she looked at him seriously. She had one more question, one on which everything else would hinge. “What if I love you and I want to be with you, but I ultimately decide I believe something else? Could you accept me on those terms?” 
 
    He stroked one finger along her jawline while he appeared to contemplate. “It’s recommended that husbands and wives be yoked together in the same faith, but I believe that if they have a true partnership, they can make it work,” he answered. “Would you still support me in my duties?” 
 
    “Absolutely. I can see the good you’d be doing—that you’re already doing.” 
 
    He nodded. “Then let’s make it work,” he replied. “One day at a time, one step at a time. And I will love you no matter how many steps it takes until we’re ready to make this decision final.” 
 
    Her heart was so full, she thought it might explode. She buried her face in the front of his shirt and felt his arms come around her. “Thank you for not forcing me or insisting,” she said. “I could never be happy in a situation like that.” 
 
    He chuckled, and it rumbled through his chest. “I wouldn’t dream of trying to force Miranda Monroe to do anything against her will. I value my life too much for that.” 
 
    She lifted her head and grinned at him. “Then I’ve taught you well.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The barn, although warmer than the outdoors, still wasn’t warm enough for a long conversation, and it was only another moment or two before Miranda suggested they go inside the hotel. Richard readily agreed, and they walked hand in hand across the snowy ground and climbed the porch steps once again.  
 
    They entered the dining room to find Adam and Elizabeth enjoying a cup of coffee with Mr. and Mrs. Dupree. There was about an hour before they’d all need to prepare for Christmas dinner, and the Brodys invited Richard and Miranda to join them.  
 
    “How are you enjoying your holiday, Mr. Dupree?” Miranda asked the conductor as she took her seat.  
 
    “Very much. You know, I’ve grown rather fond of my wife over the course of our marriage, and I always hate it when I’m away from her. I think I might be becoming a bit spoiled, seeing her as much as I’ve liked this weekend.” 
 
    “Oh, hush,” Mrs. Dupree said, but she was obviously enjoying the compliment. “If you ever gave up the train, you’d miss it just as much as you miss me.” 
 
    “Possibly, but let’s not dwell on that,” he said with a wink.  
 
    In those few quiet moments, as Miranda looked around the table and laughed with her friends, a thought struck her, and she paused to marvel at it. She was happy. For the first time in forever, she was truly happy—a feeling without the complications of grief or sorrow. She turned to Richard and gave him a smile. She didn’t know if this was God’s doing or if Richard’s love had the power to take that sorrow from her, but whatever the cause, she was grateful for the lightness in her chest. It had been such a long time since she’d been able to take a deep breath without a pang of sadness somewhere deep in her lungs.  
 
    If this was God’s way of beginning to lighten her burdens, she would accept that gift most gladly. Perhaps there would be other gifts—perhaps not. For now, she would enjoy the holiday season and anticipate what other surprises it might bring on top of the surprises she’d already received. She reached over and grasped Richard’s hand, hoping that he’d know through her touch what she was trying to say. Her heart was too full for words.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Modern Takes on the Brody Recipes 
 
      
 
    Wassail 
 
    courtesy of Jenni James 
 
      
 
    1 can frozen orange juice, mixed 
 
    1 (32 oz.) jug apple juice 
 
    2 – 3 tsp. cinnamon to taste 
 
    Optional: orange slices, cinnamon sticks 
 
      
 
    Mix ingredients in a large pot over medium heat and stir gently until barely simmering. Serve immediately with ladle, or cool slightly and transfer to a punch bowl. Perfect for chilled winter nights, parties, or staving off a cold.  
 
      
 
      
 
    English Trifle 
 
    courtesy of Leigh Loughney 
 
      
 
    1 white cake mix (bake according to instructions in 9x13 pan) 
 
    1 lg. vanilla instant pudding mix (blend according to instructions, adding 1-1 1/2 cups extra milk) 
 
    1 lg. can sliced peaches 
 
    16-20 oz. frozen raspberries in syrup/juice 
 
    12-16 oz. Cool Whip 
 
    1 cup sliced almonds (optional) 
 
      
 
    Divide all ingredients into thirds except Cool Whip. Crumble the cake into large chunks. Using a trifle bowl or punch bowl, build layers starting with 1/3 cake, 1/3 peaches, 1/3 raspberries, 1/3 pudding, making sure the fruit and pudding are drizzled down the sides of the bowl for color effect. Repeat layers. Chill for at least three hours. Top with Cool Whip and nuts just before serving.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Get A Distant Shore for free when you join my newsletter list! Click or tap here. 
 
      
 
      
 
    About Amelia C. Adams 
 
      
 
    Amelia traces her family tree right back to the settlement of the Old West—her great-great-grandmother even drove a wagon to her new home. Amelia is a wife, a mother, and a novelist. She spends her days dreaming up stories and her nights writing them down. Her biggest hero is her husband, and you might just see bits and pieces of him as you read her novels. She loves all things historical and enjoys learning about days gone by, but she's glad she was born in modern times because the Internet is awesome, and she's glad she doesn't have to wash her clothes by hand in a galvanized tub. She’s an eater of tacos, a taker of naps, and a dreamer of dreams. 
You can reach Amelia at ameliaadamsauthor@gmail.com. 
 
    Please join Amelia on her website to learn more about her, sign up for her newsletter, stay on top of news and upcoming releases, and follow her on Facebook. In fact, you can join her readers’ group by clicking here! 
 
    And if you’ve enjoyed any of her novels, please consider leaving a review on Amazon. It’s much appreciated! 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Kansas Crossroads Series: 
 
    A New Beginning (free!) 
 
    A Free Heart 
 
    The Dark and the Dawn 
 
    A Clean Slate 
 
    A Clear Hope 
 
    The Whisper of Morning 
 
    A Careless Wind 
 
    A Narrow Road 
 
    The Bitter and the Sweet 
 
    The Calm of Night 
 
    A Begrudging Bride 
 
    A Broken Wing (A Kansas Crossroads novella) 
 
    A Twisted Fate 
 
    An Unspoken Dream 
 
    A Joyful Noise  
 
    The Echo of Music (A Kansas Crossroads novella) 
 
    The Risk and the Reward (A Kansas Crossroads novella) 
 
    A Passing Glance 
 
     
 
    The Nurses of New York series: 
 
    Sea of Strangers (free!) 
 
    Cause of Conflict 
 
    Touch of Tenderness 
 
    Heart of Hearts 
 
    Test of Time 
 
     
 
    The American Mail-Order Brides series: 
 
    Hope: Bride of New Jersey 
 
    Tabitha: Bride of Missouri 
 
     
 
    The Hearts of Nashville series: 
 
    Whiskey and Women 
 
    Records and Rebels 
 
    Sidearms and Songbirds 
 
     
 
    As part of the Brides of Beckham series by Kirsten Osbourne: 
 
    Mail Order Molly 
 
     
 
    As part of the River’s End Ranch series: 
 
    Accidental Agent 
 
    Rugged Rockclimber 
 
    Welcome Wagon 
 
    Santa’s Shopkeeper 
 
    Delivering Destiny 
 
    Lucky Lifeguard 
 
    Poinsettia Promises 
 
    Christmas Catch-Up III 
 
    Candy Crush 
 
    Paislee’s Path 
 
    Pet Peeves 
 
    Karaoke Kisses 
 
    Christmas Catch-Up VIII 
 
     
 
    As part of the Quinn Valley Ranch series: 
 
    Scented Sensibility 
 
    Addie’s Adventurer 
 
     
 
    As part of the Grandma’s Wedding Quilts series: 
 
    Meredith’s Mistake 
 
     
 
    As part of the Magnolias and Moonshine series: 
 
    Sweet Georgia Peach 
 
     
 
    As part of the Burnt River series: 
 
    Ashley’s Hope 
 
    Phoebe’s Fate 
 
     
 
    As part of the Rocky Mountain Romances series: 
 
    Utah Sunrise 
 
     
 
    As part of the Mail Order Mounties series: 
 
    Bride for Joel 
 
    Bride for Jonathan 
 
    Bride for Samuel 
 
    Bride for Calvin 
 
    Bride for Peter 
 
    Bride for Michael 
 
    Bride for Richard 
 
     
 
    As part of the Seven Sons series: 
 
    Benjamin 
 
    Daniel 
 
    Frank 
 
     
 
    As part of the Seven Sisters series: 
 
    Jessica 
 
    Rebekah 
 
    Candice 
 
     
 
      
 
    As part of the Cowboys and Angels series: 
 
    Bribing the Blacksmith 
 
    Tea for Two 
 
    Loving the Landlord 
 
    Defying the Darkness 
 
    Rhyme or Reason 
 
    Making a Memory 
 
     
 
    As part of the Main Street Merchants series: 
 
    And Something Blue 
 
    For Love or Money 
 
    Five Golden Rings 
 
    Just Desserts 
 
    In the Stars 
 
    Sugar and Spice 
 
     
 
    As part of the Brody Hotel series: 
 
    Generations 
 
    Heartstrings 
 
    Connections 
 
    Revelations 
 
     
 
    As part of the Pinkerton Matchmaker series: 
 
    An Agent for Lucy 
 
    An Agent for Anna 
 
     
 
    Click here to stay on top of new books as they’re published! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg





images/00001.jpeg





