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            Prologue

         
 
         From the desk of
  Adam Joseph Jordan, MDiv.
         
 
         
            I’m fixin’ to make Birdie MacDowell happy. Let me restate this: I hope I’m fixin’ to make Miss Birdie happy.
            
 
            I fell in love with Butternut Creek the first moment I arrived here nearly two years ago. In the center of the town square stands the courthouse, built in the Romanesque style and topped with a tower jutting into the clear blue Texas sky.
 
            In this charming spot in the beautiful Hill Country of Texas, live oak trees trailing Spanish moss surround Victorian houses. Latticed gazebos sit proudly in front yards interspersed with a few pink flamingos. From the minute I entered town, Butternut Creek wrapped its charm around me. I felt truly blessed to be here, certain I’d find peace.
 
            That was, of course, before I met Miss Birdie, a leader of the church forever—which is why I call her the pillar but never to her face. That first day in town, she strode into the parsonage and put me in my place without breaking a sweat.
 
            Miss Birdie reminds me a little of the courthouse. That building survived the tornadoes and wildfires that have battered Central Texas over the years and still stands. I’ve heard about rough times in Miss Birdie’s life. Not that she’s complained to me, but I know she lost her husband years ago and ended up raising her granddaughters. Like the courthouse, she stands, bricks intact, proud, and strong.
 
            Of course, she has no tower.
 
            Another comparison: Just as the courthouse is at the center of Butternut Creek, Miss Birdie along with the three other women who call themselves the Widows functions as the center of the Christian Church and most of the groups in town that do good works.
 
            Unfortunately, in addition to their charitable tasks, all four of the Widows have chosen me as their major project.
            
 
            Miss Birdie had studied me from head to toe the first time she marched into the parsonage and wondered if she could possibly accept this tall, skinny, young, and very inexperienced man as the minister of her church. With the support of Mercedes Rivera, Winnie Peterson, and Blossom Brown—the other Widows—a non-stop campaign has been waged, the first priority being to whip me into shape. The second, to find me a wife. Not easy in an area where all the young people head to Austin or Dallas or Houston as soon as they graduate from high school.
 
            The efforts of the Widows have led to mortification on my part and deep embarrassment for a few young women to whom the Widows attempted to marry me off.
 
            As—or if ever—she reads this, pride will fill Miss Birdie at my use of to whom. Her minister’s use of proper grammar is important to her. She once wanted to become an English teacher. However, she will shudder because I ended a sentence with off. I have no idea of a better way to write it but making Miss Birdie both proud and unhappy in one sentence feels like a remarkable accomplishment.
            
 
            After nearly a year of endeavors to find me a wife, the Widows realized how perfect Gussie Milton was for me. One reason for this conclusion is that Gussie really is the perfect woman for me. The other advantage in the eyes of the Widows is that she’s the only single woman within sixty miles. The acceptable distance for their search steadily increased the longer I remained single.
            
 
            Although the Widows have little confidence in my ability to attract a woman without their assistance, Gussie’s and my dating life has gone better than they or I had hoped. We aren’t engaged, but everything is going well between us and we’re quite happy together.
 
            I’ve written these pages in the unrealistic belief that I have made Miss Birdie happy enough to leave me alone. I have no expectation that will ever happen.

         
 
      


    

  
    
       
         
            Chapter One

         
 
         When are you getting married?” came a voice from the door to Adam Jordan’s study in the Christian Church.
         
 
         He didn’t have to look up from his desk to know who spoke, but he did. The pillar expected and deserved that courtesy. “Good morning, Miss Birdie.” He stood and smiled at her.
 
         Birdie MacDowell didn’t smile back. Because she looked like a complete professional in her pink waitress uniform, he almost expected to see a pencil stuck in her short white hair.
 
         That moment of whimsy swiftly passed when she took several steps inside and headed toward her chair. The other Widows trailed in behind her: Mercedes, her dark gray-streaked hair in a tight French braid looking exactly like the librarian she was; Winnie, the recently married member of the foursome; and Blossom Brown, the newest and only divorced member of the group. All followed the pillar and settled in their places.
 
         In his corner, Chewy, the enormous and curiously assembled dog Adam had taken in when Janey and Hector Firestone came to live in the parsonage, pulled his huge paws in toward his body hoping he’d escape the notice of Miss Birdie. The pillar did not approve of a dog in the church.
 
         None of them returned his smile. Instead, they leaned forward and studied him in that uncomfortable way that made him feel as if they were determined to shove him in a direction he did not want to go. No, there was no “as if” about it. Their presence always intimidated him, and with good reason. From the beginning of his pastorate, he had a rule he followed when the Widows marched in: Never show fear.
         
 
         “When are you getting married?” Winnie repeated.
 
         “Ladies, Gussie and I decided to keep company only six or seven weeks ago. We aren’t engaged.”
 
         “Not yet,” Winnie said in a voice filled with both scorn and disappointment. She’d probably used exactly that tone to prod an unproductive employee back when she ran the asphalt plant.
 
         “Hrrmph,” Miss Birdie said. “We thought you’d finally gotten your mojo working…”
 
         “I don’t think mojo is the word you want,” Mercedes said.
         
 
         Miss Birdie silenced her with a glare. “Don’t correct me. I know what I want to say. My granddaughters use that word.” She turned back toward Adam. “With Gussie and her parents living in town…”
 
         Adam held his hand up, a usually completely ineffectual gesture. However, this time, Miss Birdie, starved for information, stopped to listen.
 
         “The Miltons are only renting Sam Peterson’s old house. Yvonne and Henry didn’t expect to sell their house in Roundville the day it went on the market, right after New Year’s,” he said. “As soon as they decide where they want to live, they’ll move, maybe back to Roundville.”
 
         “And Gussie? What about her?” Winnie asked.
 
         “It really did work out for everyone. With the baby coming, Sam and Willow buying their new house, and Sam just starting teaching, the extra income from the rent is a blessing.”
 
         “Preacher, we know that. Everyone knows that. The question is, why did Gussie choose to live here?” The pillar jabbed the surface of the desk hard. “There are plenty of houses closer to Roundville. Why did she choose to live in Butternut Creek if you haven’t even proposed yet?”
 
         “Ladies,” Blossom said in her gentle drawl. “Let’s not interrogate the pastor about his private life.”
 
         A shush from the other Widows silenced Blossom, who didn’t understand that interrogation was their middle name. Their first and last names as well. In her short time as a Widow, Blossom had yet to realize their true mission, or how effective they were at extracting information.
 
         “Gussie’s not living with her parents full-time,” Adam said to distract the ladies from Blossom’s comment.
 
         He didn’t utter another word, expecting his silence to change the subject and focus on other areas in which he’d disappointed them. A foolish decision. Hadn’t he learned by now that silence never worked with the Widows? No, they eyed him like cats with a moth. Their glare foretold his eventual doom. He had to either fly off or be devoured. If he—no, that metaphor was falling apart. With an inward sigh, he gave in and furnished the facts they wanted.
 
         “She’s staying with a friend in Austin during the week and with her parents in Sam’s old house on weekends.”
 
         The Widows continued to stare but said nothing. He had no choice but to continue or sit in the silence until Mercedes or Miss Birdie had to get back to work.
 
         “A long-distance courtship doesn’t work well, we discovered,” he said. “We want to get to know each other.” Adam paused to consider how many details would satisfy the Widows without giving away more particulars than necessary.
 
         Evidently he’d met their standard because the four grinned at him, delighted with the information he’d scattered before them.
 
         Their satisfaction didn’t last. He knew they’d either revisit the subject or move on to another item on their agenda.
 
         “Blossom is a hand at planning events,” Mercedes said.
 
         “She did a lovely job with the spring bazaar and always entertained for her husband,” Winnie added. “Beautifully.”
 
         Blossom blushed, then immediately became a Widow focused on the next mission. “We must have the wedding date so I can get started,” she said. “We’ll have to rent the country club and talk to a florist. So much to do.”
 
         “Speaking of the florist,” Winnie said, “you don’t seem like a man who makes romantic gestures. Women love flowers. If you want a woman to marry you, you need to take action.”
 
         For less than a second, Adam considered telling the Widows that he had taken Gussie flowers, but he stopped himself. Giving the Widows additional data had never been a good idea. Instead, he waited for them to continue and watched them closely.
 
         Lord, he loved these women. They did so much for the community and the church. If anyone needed help, they pitched in, usually led the effort. They’d furnished his house and had run the thrift shop from its inception as well as attempting to run or fix or even ruin his life, which they also considered one of their good works. They were meddlesome and terrifying and incredibly nosy, predictable and demanding but also very caring. Sometimes he didn’t know whether to laugh or scream or run from them.
 
         He usually chose to laugh. But only inside, because even a smile might insult them. He never ran. They’d find him.
 
         “If I propose to Gussie and if she accepts, I’ll tell you,” Adam said. “You will not be the first to know, but I will tell you in plenty of time to plan a wedding. If Gussie…”
         
 
         He’d known they wouldn’t hear the if.
         
 
         For a moment, as the women nodded and stood, Adam thought he was home free, fool that he was. Should’ve known better.
 
         
            *  *  *

         
 
         Birdie watched Winnie and Mercedes spring to their feet as they prepared to leave while Blossom took care to keep her feet together and lift herself out of the chair with a straight back. Probably learned that lady-like rubbish as a child. Of course, the preacher had stood as well. All four of them on their feet while she struggled to get out of the chair, to push herself up with the good arm. Goodness, her shoulder hurt. She’d worked an extra shift Friday. Her body always paid for days afterward. Made her feet hurt—exactly what she needed, another aching body part—but with Bree and Mac to raise, she could hardly become an invalid. And with those girls needing things for school and athletics and church, she didn’t have money for new shoes. Not in the budget. Tonight she had to restart those physical therapy exercises the PT had sent home with her, then she’d elevate her feet. Pretty soon, she’d be good as new.
 
         As she tried to stand, she noticed that the preacher and the other Widows pretended not to notice her struggle. Nice of them but embarrassing. Then her bad shoulder gave out and she plopped right back down in the chair.
 
         To cover that awkward moment, she asked, “Pastor, have you ever proposed to a girl before?” She thought she’d used her sweet, gentle voice, but the way he started and the other Widows turned to look at her, she guessed she hadn’t. She smiled. Sadly, she seldom looked jolly when she did.
 
         “Not to a girl,” he said.
 
         “Humph.” Birdie hadn’t thought so.
 
         “To a young woman, yes,” he added.
 
         The mouth of each woman dropped open, nearly simultaneously.
 
         “You have proposed before?” Mercedes asked.
 
         “To a woman?” Birdie shook her head. “Ladies”—she turned to the others—“why didn’t we know that?” Then her gaze returned to the preacher. “How did we miss that?” she demanded.
 
         “It wasn’t on the ministerial information form. The only choices were single, married, and divorced. Nothing about ‘once engaged.’”
 
         “I bet none of the committee thought to ask,” Winnie said with an expression of disappointment that echoed Birdie’s dismay. “Men don’t ask the important questions.”
 
         “What was her name?” Winnie asked.
 
         “Her name was Laurel. Probably still is.”
 
         An enormous problem with a young minister was he didn’t know enough not to joke about serious subjects like engagements and marriage.
 
         “Did she accept?” Blossom asked.
 
         “Of course she didn’t,” Birdie snapped. Oh, dear. She hated it when pain made her short-tempered. Her irritability frightened Blossom, who hadn’t learned to ignore it the way Mercedes and Winnie did.
 
         “Your shoulder may hurt,” Mercedes lectured. “But that doesn’t give you the right to be rude.”
 
         That was the problem with a friend she’d known forever. Mercedes never minded pointing out her faults. This time Birdie deserved it. She should shut up now and let the others take over.
 
         “I’m sorry, Blossom.” Ashamed but undeterred, Birdie said, “Why’d she turn you down?”
 
         “She didn’t. She accepted.”
 
         Birdie gasped. “She accepted?”
 
         “Ladies, I’m not as incompetent as you seem to believe.”
 
         “You’re not?” Winnie asked, then hurried to add, “Of course you aren’t. How nice that she accepted.”
 
         He nodded, which caused the three still-standing Widows to take a step forward until they had triangulated on him. For a moment he looked panicked.
 
         Good.
 
         “But she’s not here.” Winnie gestured in an arc that encompassed the entire town and perhaps all of Creek County. “What happened?”
 
         “She broke the engagement.”
 
         “Oh, dear.” Blossom reached out to pat his shoulder. “I’m so sorry.” Her voice held a note of deep and genuine compassion.
 
         Birdie needed to add that tone to her repertoire.
 
         Blossom glanced at the other three. “We should leave him in peace. He faced a terrible disappointment. We shouldn’t pry.”
 
         Blossom would never be a Widow, not completely. She was too sweet, too ready to let people off the hook. Did Birdie have to explain again that prying was at the top of the list of things the Widows did? How else could they fix people?
 
         “What did you do that made her change her mind?” Winnie asked.
 
         “Decided to become a minister.”
 
         “Oh, dear, dear, dear,” Blossom comforted.
 
         “She broke your engagement because she didn’t want to marry a man of the cloth?” Mercedes asked, using that high-church language she seemed so fond of.
 
         “I sprang it on her.” He smiled sadly. “Laurel had no idea I was considering the ministry. She felt fine as the wife of a teacher but couldn’t see herself making casseroles or leading the women’s mission group.”
 
         “That’s nearly unforgivable,” Winnie said.
 
         “You’re better off without her,” Mercedes added. “No one should interfere with the call of God.”
 
         He gazed at the four women, one by one. They could read him so well. His posture and expression showed he hoped that pitiful story would make them forget their priorities. He should know good and well that although they might pity him, they weren’t going to leave him alone.
 
         “You do have experience in this area,” Birdie said.
 
         He nodded warily.
 
         “Maybe we could give you some pointers, just in case you’d like to propose again,” Blossom suggested sweetly.
 
         “We could make some suggestions,” Winnie added.
 
         “Yes.” Mercedes smiled. “For your edification.”
 
         “Ladies…”
 
         “Won’t hurt you to tell us about it,” Birdie snapped. Honestly, someone had to push him or they’d never get the answers. Then she sat back in her chair and rotated her right shoulder. She had to stop barking at people.
         
 
         “We might be able to help,” Mercedes said quickly, as if to hide Birdie’s harsh words.
 
         “You know, Preacher,” Winnie added, “we could help you. Think of it as a peer review.”
         
 
         Before he could respond to that, Blossom added, “We’d love to help you. We’ve all been proposed to. We know how a man acts to win his lady.”
 
         With that, the three remaining Widows returned to their chairs, sat, and watched him.
 
         He struggled. Birdie could almost see his internal conflict, but she knew he’d give in. He couldn’t hurt Blossom’s feelings. The preacher had no compunction about standing up to any of the other Widows, but hurting Blossom was like swatting a butterfly.
 
         He gave in. “There’s a train, a dinner train, that goes from Louisville to Bardstown. I had a reservation for that.”
 
         “A lovely start,” Blossom stated.
 
         “When I bought the ticket, I asked them to play a special love song over the speaker, then to bring out the ring on a covered platter and set it down in front of her.”
 
         “What song?” Winnie asked.
 
         “‘The Way You Look Tonight.’”
 
         “An old song.” Winnie wrote it in her notebook.
 
         “But romantic,” Blossom said. “Women like romance.”
 
         The Widows all nodded.
 
         “Then I was going to ask her to marry me.”
 
         When he didn’t continue, the pillar said, “How did that go?”
 
         “After I bought the ring, I couldn’t afford dinner. It cost over one hundred and fifty dollars and I needed new tires.”
 
         “So you didn’t propose to this Laurel on that lovely train trip?” Mercedes asked.
 
         “She didn’t deserve it,” Blossom said. “She must have broken your sweet heart.”
 
         “If you didn’t propose to her on the train, where did you propose to her?” Birdie asked.
 
         He didn’t answer for several seconds.
 
         “Well?” Birdie prompted.
 
         “We have a sort of diner restaurant in Louisville. Has great hamburgers and a jukebox.”
 
         “You proposed at a hamburger place?” Blossom gasped, fell against the back of her chair, and placed her hand over her heart.
 
         “At a diner?” Disappointment colored Winnie’s voice.
 
         “Not, of course, that there’s anything wrong with a diner,” Birdie stated clearly. “Not a thing wrong with a diner.”
 
         “Of course not,” Winnie agreed. “But not a romantic place like that train.”
 
         “How could you possibly believe a diner would be the place to propose to a young woman?” Mercedes asked.
 
         “It was the best I could afford.” He shrugged. “She accepted.”
 
         Ooh, he looked so smug.
 
         “Did you hide the ring anyplace?” Mercedes asked. “To add a little romance?”
 
         “I’ve always thought that was silly and dangerous,” Blossom said. “A person could swallow the ring and choke to death.”
 
         “Was there anything at all romantic about your first proposal?” Mercedes persisted.
 
         “I brought a roll of quarters and put them in the jukebox to play romantic songs.”
 
         “That’s sweet,” Blossom gushed.
 
         Honestly, she was the gushiest woman Birdie had ever met.
 
         “But there was only one love song, Dolly Parton’s ‘I Will Always Love You.’”
 
         “Good choice. You did something right,” Winnie said.
 
         During all this, Birdie watched. She hated the fact she hurt so much, couldn’t say a word without sounding cantankerous. Oh, my Lord, she hated this weakness.
 
         “So I put in a whole bunch of quarters and punched it over and over. Unfortunately…”
 
         “This isn’t going to turn out well,” Birdie muttered.
 
         “Unfortunately, a lot of people before me had chosen songs.”
 
         “What did you propose to?” Mercedes asked.
         
 
         “Something by Jay-Z.”
 
         “Who’s Jay Zee?” Blossom asked.
 
         “Some sort of rapper,” Birdie explained. “Bree says he uses a lot of bad words.”
 
         “I don’t know. I couldn’t understand anything,” Adam said.
 
         “Doesn’t sound very romantic,” Mercedes said.
 
         “No, it wasn’t.” He lifted both hands, palms up, as if he was saying Go figure. “But she did accept.”
         
 
         “Is that how you’re planning to propose to Gussie?” Oh, Birdie had pushed too far. The preacher’s bulldog expression underscored her error. She should shut up and allow the others to take over. They’d been doing fine on their own.
 
         “Ladies.” He paused. Looked like he was trying to think of a polite way to tell them to go away and leave him alone.
 
         He didn’t succeed.
 
         “That’s between Gussie and me.” Although his voice sounded polite, the clipped words and his glower conveyed that this was none of their business, none of their business at all.
 
         Words and facial expressions had never stopped Birdie. “But you are going to ask her?” As the head matchmaker she had a right to ask that, but she’d sounded mean.
 
         When the words tumbled out, Mercedes stood, moved to Birdie’s chair, took her good right arm, and said, “Time to go, Bird.” She gently pulled Birdie to her feet and led her toward the door Winnie held open.
 
         Birdie deserved a mutiny. She’d been rude and pushy. However, she still had to take charge of the insurrection. “Ladies, we have a lot of work ahead.”
 
         They all left with Blossom fluttering along behind them.
 
         But that shoulder. No matter how often she rotated it as she walked back to work—surreptitiously because she hated to show weakness—the movement didn’t help. On top of that, her feet hurt.
 
         “Dear Lord,” she whispered, “please don’t let me fall apart yet.”
 
         
            *  *  *

         
 
         As the Widows left, Adam relaxed. He’d survived an interrogation by experts. If there’d been a bright light shining in his face, it would have looked like a scene from a police movie. Thank goodness for Blossom Brown. With her, he had the good cop on his side.
 
         But he worried about the pillar. Not that she’d allow him to do anything for her, but he still worried about her pain, which made her extra surly.
 
         He should have known better than to relax. At two thirty, the same time Adam stood to leave having completed his sermon preparation and, he knew, the time Miss Birdie finished her lunch shift, she knocked on the office door—which was not her usual MO—and came in without waiting for his answer, as usual.
 
         “Nice sermon Sunday,” she said. For a few seconds she stood in front of his desk.
 
         When Miss Birdie harked back to a sermon preached nearly a week earlier, he knew it was an apology for her earlier behavior, as good a one as he’d ever get. “Thank you,” he accepted graciously because he knew even this little bit of reconciliation was hard for the pillar. “How’s that shoulder?”
 
         “Fine.” She nodded and turned to leave, mission accomplished, as if the only reason she’d dropped by was to compliment a sermon she probably didn’t remember. No one remembered sermons. “Good-bye.”
 
         The pillar stopped at the door and turned back. “One more thing.”
 
         Every time he’d thought she had completed the meeting and he’d survived, she had one more question. Birdie MacDowell, the Columbo of Butternut Creek.
 
         “What are you doing about the air-conditioning? Summer’s not far away and you know how hot this place can get.”
 
         He sighed. “Miss Birdie, I don’t know. I’ve talked to the property committee. They’ve seen Howard down at the bank, but we don’t have the money for it and can’t get a loan.”
 
         “We need it before it gets too hot here or everyone’ll go to the Baptist Church,” she said. “They’ve got a really good system.”
 
         “I know.”
 
         “When I go there, I have to take a sweater. Not that I go there often. Blossom takes a sweater when she goes to the Church of Christ because they have great air-conditioning.” She nodded, her get-busy-on-this nod, before she turned and strode from his office.
 
         “Thank you,” he called after her. “I’ll consider all you’ve said.”
 
         Her departure left him to ponder the terrible financial situation the church faced, which meant no raise for him and no air-conditioning this summer. No air-conditioning meant lower attendance.
 
         With the increase in attendance and giving, the board had given him a one-hundred-dollar-per-month raise a few months ago, but that didn’t go far. Not receiving more of a raise meant no new car, not even a less-than-ten-years-old one with a good paint job and an engine that didn’t give up at the most inconvenient times. Hector had mentioned the kids called his poor old vehicle “the turtle” because it was old, slow, and ugly but usually got them where they were going. They were stuck with the turtle.
 
         On top of that, how could he possibly afford a ring for Gussie when Janey had hit a growth spurt that meant her ankles showed when she wore last year’s jeans?
 
         
            *  *  *

         
 
         Monday, Birdie had started out the door of her little house to work the lunch shift when the phone rang. Nowadays, with the possibility of a college scholarship, she didn’t ignore a phone call. “Hello?”
 
         “Good morning,” the voice on the other end of the phone said. “This is Coach McGuffey from Sunshine State College. May I speak to Bree MacDowell?”
 
         “I’m sorry, she’s not home.” Why didn’t these people realize a high school student would be at school on a weekday morning? But Birdie forced a pleasant response because, after all, these were people who wanted to pay for Mac’s college education in exchange for her playing volleyball. Heaven knew, Birdie couldn’t afford tuition, couldn’t add much other than a tiny bit of spending money, and she didn’t want Bree to acquire a huge debt.
 
         “May I take a message?” she asked with a cheerfulness she seldom used. Took a lot of effort because today her feet ached like the dickens.
 
         When she hung up after scribbling a note, Birdie reflected on the amazing fact that a college would offer scholarships because Bree could execute a perfect kill or Bobby could drop a ball into a hoop from twenty feet away or Hector could make a bounce pass through a zone defense.
 
         Not that she minded. Bree would be the first MacDowell to go to college. Oh, Birdie had wanted to; then she’d fallen in love with Elmer when she was seventeen. Martha Patricia—their daughter and Mac and Bree’s mother—had never shown a bit of interest in college or even high school. No, she’d been boy crazy. When she was sixteen, she ran off with that no-good man who got her pregnant twice. Birdie hadn’t seen Martha Patricia since the day she left Mac with her in Butternut Creek nearly two years after she’d left Bree here.
 
         Not all bad, although she wouldn’t have believed anything good could have come from Marty’s partying her way out of school and leaving Butternut Creek with that man.
 
         Goes to show what God could do with the tragedies and disasters of life. She had two marvelous granddaughters. They counted as the best thing that had ever happened to Birdie. Well, after Elmer. Not that she’d tell the girls, because it wasn’t good for them to get swelled heads and she’d probably get all mushy and emotional. She had no desire for anyone to know what a softie she was about those two.
 
         With a glance at the clock, she realized she’d better hustle, at least as much as she could. Lordy, she wished she could afford better shoes. The sole on the left one seemed to be pulling away a little. She opened the junk drawer, pulled out the glue, and dribbled a bit in the loose place. That should fix it. She hoped her foot wouldn’t stick to the floor.
 
         Then she hurried toward the door. Halfway there, Carlos the Cat darted out from behind the sofa and grabbed her ankle. Birdie nearly fell over, and he ran away.
 
         Idiot cat. Didn’t he know that if she fell, there’d be no more cat food for him? If the girls didn’t love the sneaky creature so much, she’d give him away—but no one would want him.
 
         Before she could make it out the door, the phone rang again. Torn about the need to get to work and the necessity of encouraging those recruiters, she chose the latter even if it meant dragging the cat a few feet.
 
         “Mrs. MacDowell? This is Miss Phillips, the guidance counselor at the high school.”
 
         Guidance counselor. That meant Bree or Mac was okay. The principal had called a lot when Martha was in school. A call from the guidance counselor meant the girls weren’t in trouble, not unless one of them had gone crazy and had been dragged to the counselor’s office. Didn’t sound likely.
 
         “Yes?”
 
         “I want to talk you about Mac. As you know, she’s very bright in science.”
 
         “I know she likes science.” Mac had a poster of Stephen Hawking over her bed, which had always seemed odd to Birdie. She noticed Carlos’s paw reaching out from under the telephone table. She scooted her foot back before he could grab her shoelace.
 
         “Her teachers tell me she’s an outstanding student,” the counselor said as Birdie fought the cat off. “They suggest she needs more of a challenge. We’d like to put her in a couple of science classes next year and prepare her for two or three AP exams when she’s a senior.”
 
         “AP classes?” Birdie dropped into a chair. She hadn’t realized her granddaughter was a genius. She struggled to get her mind around the concept. Where had her interest and ability and brain come from?
         
 
         “Advanced placement. She can get college credit for high school classes.”
 
         “Yes, I know that. I didn’t realize Mac…” Birdie stopped babbling to get to the point. “What do I need to do?”
 
         “I’ll send some information home with her. Please read it and get back to me if you have any questions.”
 
         Birdie clicked the phone off. Didn’t that beat all. Oh, she knew Mac had won the science fair in seventh grade, but that was a small-town event with only three entries. Who knew it served as a sign of things to come? Mac’s grades were A’s, consistently. Birdie never had to force her to study.
 
         Bree called her sister “Little Miss Perfect” for her fastidious ways. She said Mac wasn’t merely tidy but compulsively neat. Yes, she was. Mac set everything parallel or at right angles with precision. Probably that scientific genius kicking in.
         
 
         Birdie turned on the phone again to call Mercedes. All of Mercedes’s children had gone to college, a couple to graduate school, and one had a PhD. Now Birdie had something to crow about. Then she’d call the preacher and tell him.
 
         But first she had to get out the door before that stupid cat could attack again.
 
         
            *  *  *

         
 
         Friday afternoon, Chewy loped along next to Adam toward the parsonage. Some might consider Chewy ugly—well, Adam did, too—but because the dog had attached himself loyally to Adam, he couldn’t hurt the creature’s feelings. He allowed the dog to follow him around the parsonage and church except on Sundays.
 
         Adam waved to his neighbor Ouida—a Southern name pronounced, strangely, Weed-a—Kowalski sitting on the front porch of her huge Victorian, the architectural twin of the parsonage. Her two daughters played on the lawn.
         
 
         “Come on over and see Gussie later,” he shouted.
 
         “Thanks. We’re going out to dinner when George gets home. Maybe tomorrow.”
 
         Sounded as if everything was going well in the Kowalski household. With Carol, the older daughter, in kindergarten and Gretchen in day care three mornings a week, Ouida had time to paint and sketch, at least until their third child arrived in late spring.
 
         Fridays, Adam loved Fridays. He loved Saturday and Sunday even more since Gussie spent weekends in town. Although their courtship had been rocky, it had smoothed out. Maybe he could sneak a kiss or two. But he especially loved this Friday because Butternut Creek High School had a basketball game tonight.
 
         By the time he reached the porch, Chewy had bounded ahead of him and sat by the door patiently, at least as patiently as Chewy ever waited. His tail beat out a steady tempo against the porch floor, his entire body wiggled, and he gave a demanding “Woof” all in the few seconds it took Adam to climb the porch steps.
 
         “I’m home,” Adam shouted as he opened the door and Chewy bounced inside ahead of him.
 
         Home. He looked around at what had been an empty and echoing building when he first arrived, a huge parsonage built for a family with half a dozen children. Now Hector and Janey Firestone lived here and it had become home.
 
         He started upstairs to change into a Butternut Creek Lions shirt. Gussie would meet them at the high school gym for what could be Hector’s last high school basketball game, one of the regional games. Lose this and the Lions had completed the season. A win meant one game closer to the state title.
 
         Catching him heading up, Gussie’s mother, Yvonne Milton, said, “We’re ready to go.” She hustled down the hall toward him with Janey in tow.
 
         Although the Miltons rented Sam’s old house, they spent much of their time in the parsonage, Yvonne cooking and cleaning—bless her—and Henry reading and napping, watching sports and walking Chewy. Both had practically adopted the Firestones.
 
         Carrying a tote and a picnic basket, Henry came out of the kitchen behind his wife. “Aren’t you ready for the game?”
 
         “Let me change into my lucky shirt.” He ran up the steps.
 
         
              

         
 
         Even as early as they arrived, Adam had to park on the far end of the lot and hike toward the gym with the pack of fans. The green and gold of the Butternut Creek faithful mixed with the blue and white worn by the Bayou City crowd.
 
         Inside, the bottleneck caused by fans attempting to buy tickets at a small table staffed by two outnumbered and overwhelmed teachers stopped them. Not that the numbers compared to the throngs in the huge high school field houses Adam had played in when he lived in Kentucky. In that state, basketball was more than king. It was president, prime minister, and senator.
 
         In Texas, where football came close to being a religion, governors were known to drop into small towns by helicopter to recruit top athletes for their alma maters. On the other hand, a basketball game usually served only as a place for students to meet friends, get out of the house, maybe pick up a date, and for parents to spend a winter’s evening cheering for their offspring in a mostly empty gym.
 
         But tonight with the Butternut Creek faithful and fans from surrounding towns turning out, it would be standing room only. The noise and heat generated by all those bodies felt both suffocating and electrifying.
 
         Once inside the gym, Adam searched the bleachers. His friend Sam Peterson stood and waved, then pointed toward the seats he and Willow had saved for them.
 
         “Had to fight people off,” Sam said when Adam got closer.
 
         “Yeah, like anyone would mess with a marine,” Willow said. She held her hands over her rounded stomach. Her pregnancy had begun to show more in the past month.
 
         Adam sat next to Sam and saved a spot for Gussie on his right as Yvonne and Henry settled with Janey on a bleacher in front of them. “Where are the boys?” Adam searched the crowd for Leo and Nick until he spotted their red hair on the front row. “They don’t want to sit with the old folks?”
 
         “No, but I’m not sure it’s wise to let them run around.” Sam grinned. He’d adopted Willow’s very active sons when they married. They would’ve driven Adam crazy but Sam loved them and they adored him. “Who knows what trouble they’ll cause? The only way to keep them close is to rope them and tie them up.” With a nod toward his wife, he added, “Their mother won’t let me do that.”
 
         “I’m funny that way.” Willow leaned forward to peer around Sam. “Is Gussie coming?”
 
         He nodded, then glanced toward the door and she appeared. He watched her for a second as she looked around for them, her dark curls bouncing, her face glowing with the happiness that made everyone smile back.
 
         As he gazed at her, he realized that home wasn’t only the parsonage in Butternut Creek or the house in Kentucky where he’d grown up. Home was wherever Gussie and Hector and Janey were.
 
         Now if he could just convince Gussie that her home was with him. He wouldn’t have believed any chance of that existed a few months ago, but lately? She was here and the odds had improved greatly.
 
         He stood and waved and shouted.
 
         When she spied him, Gussie’s smile widened. She loved him. He could see it on her face. Nothing in the world better than that—well, other than world peace and feeding the hungry. But knowing Gussie loved him came close to the top of his list.
 
         She dodged other fans as she ran up the steps and slipped into the bleacher next to him. Adam put his arm around her shoulder, gave her a quick hug. “Game’s about to begin. Did you get dinner on the way?”
 
         “Didn’t have time. Maybe we can grab something later.” She laughed. “Anyplace in Butternut Creek that’s still open after the game?”
 
         “The parsonage. Your mother might rustle up something for you.”
 
         Janey turned around, pointed to the ceiling of the gym, and asked something Adam couldn’t hear over all the noise.
 
         But he didn’t have to hear her, only look up at the thing on the ceiling, which looked like a large gold ball with green streamers. Definitely BCHS colors, but he had no idea what it was.
 
         “It holds confetti,” Willow shouted. “When I went to school here, we hung a huge bag of confetti up there to drop when we won a big game.”
 
         Cheers and clapping interrupted their speculation as the teams came onto the court, Bobby and Hector, the two seniors, leading the Lions across the floor toward the home team’s bench as the band played the school fight song. He could see Mac with her trumpet and knew Miss Birdie had to be here somewhere.
 
         Adam had known the game would be tough because the Bayou City Billy Goats had won the state 3A championship the last two years. The lead seesawed back and forth with the Lions leading by two at the half. After exciting third and fourth quarters, the game ended in a tie. Overtime.
 
         Five more minutes and still a tie. By this time, both Bobby and the Lions’ sophomore center had four fouls; the Billy Goats’ big forward had fouled out.
 
         At the end of the second overtime with two seconds left and the game knotted at seventy-two, Bobby stole the ball and passed it down the floor to Hector, who turned and tossed up a shot from the free-throw line.
 
         The crowd erupted when the ball swished through the net. The band struck up again as the huge ball on the ceiling opened to dump an explosion of confetti. Within seconds, leaping athletes, screaming fans, and a layer of confetti scattered across the court.
 
         Adam felt his hand being squeezed and looked down to see that Janey had moved next to him and was jumping up and down. “My brother won!”
 
         Before he could respond, Adam noticed the refs standing in the middle of the floor. Although it looked as if they were blowing their whistles, the noise covered that, but they waved their hands wildly over their heads, looking like windmills caught in a tornado. Barely, through the noise of the crowd, he heard the insistent drone of the buzzer from the scorers’ table.
 
         He watched as Coach Borden stopped pounding his players on the back and turned toward the ref who’d put his hand on Gabe’s shoulder. The official spoke directly into Gabe’s ear. Coach’s expression changed, first blank followed by disbelief. He pulled the players he could reach toward him, pointed at the clock, and said something. Confused, the athletes looked up. The eyes of all the fans followed their gaze. The scoreboard still showed a seventy-two to seventy-two tie with no time left. The celebration stopped. The teams headed toward the bench and sat: the Lions stunned and the Billy Goats elated.
 
         “What happened?” Janey asked.
 
         “I think Hector’s shot didn’t count,” Adam answered. “Time ran out.”
 
         As the officials attempted to move the fans toward the seats, the announcer said, “Folks, that last shot came after time ran out. We have another overtime.”
 
         Moans came from the Lion fans while the Billy Goat faithful celebrated. Both teams headed back to the locker rooms.
 
         With the departure of the teams, everyone looked at the court. The closest fans had a few scraps of paper in their hair—more covered the scorers’ table—but the floor was heaped with drifts of multicolored paper scraps. It looked like a fanciful winter scene, the Hill Country covered with pink and blue and mint-green snow. Then two janitors stepped on the court, each with a trash barrel on wheels, push broom, and enormous dustpan.
 
         “Folks, it’s going to take a little while,” the announcer said. “Just relax.”
 
         It might have, except the citizens of Butternut Creek surrounded the court, undaunted by the task ahead and the possible collateral damage to their clothing. With precision, they moved inward, picking up handfuls and armloads of paper and dumping them into the barrels. Wastebaskets and plastic bags were brought to the court. Others took the filled bags and containers outside and returned to pick up more.
 
         In only minutes the fans had nearly cleared the floor; the custodians made quick work of sweeping up the last bit. With the court clear, both teams returned to cheers and hoopla.
 
         Sadly, during that last overtime, both Bobby and the sophomore center fouled out. Bayou City won by five. While the Billy Goats celebrated the victory, the Lion players sat on the bench with towels over their heads until Coach Borden reminded them to congratulate the other team.
 
         It’s only a game played by high school kids, Adam told himself, but the words didn’t make him feel any better and he knew how disappointed Hector would be.
         
 
         Not that he had to worry about what to say to him right away. Bree and Hector and Bobby and whatever girl Bobby was dating would go someplace after they cleaned up. No reason to wait around.
 
         Janey watched her brother, her chin quivering. He and Gussie held Janey’s hands between them as they slowly made their way out of the stands, through the gym, and out to the parking lot. They walked Gussie to her car, which she’d had to park on the street about a block away.
 
         “Hope you’re still coming to the parsonage,” Adam said.
 
         “With all the overtime, it’s late.” Gussie glanced at Adam.
 
         “I’d like to see you and you’re hungry.”
 
         “Which one’s more important?” She waved her hand. “You convinced me. Meet you there.”
 
         Janey dropped Adam’s hand but kept hers in Gussie’s. “Can I ride with Gussie?”
 
         Good idea for them to go together, just the two of them. “I’ll see you there.” He watched two of the people he loved most get in the car and take off. Then he headed back to the parking lot to find the Miltons.
 
         “Where to?” he asked Yvonne, who sat in the passenger seat.
 
         “Let us off at our place,” she said. “We old folks need our rest, and you need time alone with Gussie. If Hector hasn’t polished them all off, there are plenty of leftovers in the fridge.”
 
         An hour later, after they’d eaten a few pieces of cold chicken and some biscuits and Janey had headed up to bed, Gussie leaned across the table. “Janey told me about her dyslexia.”
 
         “Oh? What did she say? She’s very private.”
 
         “I know. That’s why I felt honored. We just discussed what was going on. Was this the reason for the conference at school last week?”
 
         “Sorry I couldn’t tell you. Janey worried everyone would look down on her.”
 
         “She said it felt good to know what was wrong and that she wasn’t alone or stupid.” Gussie stood and began to clear the table. “My friend Clare is dyslexic so I know some of the issues.”
 
         “I wish I’d noticed earlier.” Adam rinsed the plates and began to load the dishwasher.
 
         “How would you have noticed? She’s in third grade. Many trained professionals and teachers missed it.”
 
         “I know, but I should have known she had a problem. She always studied. I’ve never seen anyone study so hard except my sister.” He shook his head. “But my sister got great grades and loved to study. Janey’s grades are average, and I know she’d rather play than work so hard. I should have done better.”
 
         “Adam, give yourself a break. You found two kids sleeping in the park because their father had gone to prison and the landlord kicked them out. You took them home. You’ve given them security.”
 
         “But I always acted like a big brother not a father.”
 
         “Well, you weren’t.”
 
         “I should have done more…”
 
         “Oh, for heaven’s sake.” She put her hands on her hips and glared at him. “You’ve been great with them. You drive Hector to visit his father in prison. You’ve loved them and supported them and…”
 
         “But if I’d…”
 
         Before he could say more, Gussie took a few steps toward him, put her hands on his shoulders, and kissed him. A very nice, very unexpected action. After that, she leaned against Adam and put her arms around his waist.
 
         “A great way to end an argument.” He dropped his cheek onto the top of her head. “What do you want to fight about next?”
 
         “Let’s just finish up in the kitchen, then we’d better go outside. Preacher, being here alone with me is going to ruin your reputation.”
 
         “Okay, let’s go on out. I’ll finish up here later.”
 
         As they settled on the swing, Gussie took Adam’s hand. “What’s happening with Hannah? Where is she now? Is she still in London with your folks?”
 
         “Haven’t heard from my sister lately. I usually call on Sunday.”
 
         “Usually?”
 
         “I’m not sure where she is. She hasn’t answered an email for weeks.”
 
         “Do you worry?”
 
         “No, Mom will tell me if I should worry. Hannah’s not a touchy-feely stay-in-touch kind of person. I call her Gypsy because she’s always wandering around and because she looks like a gypsy.”
 
         “When you were talking about Janey, you said Hannah studied a lot and liked it.”
 
         “Always. Never saw her without a book. Has an amazing brain, soaks up everything, always determined to know more, to do better than anyone, and to finish med school as soon as possible. She knew what she wanted to do, go to Africa and heal the entire continent.”
 
         They swung for a few minutes in contented silence. “I love this,” he said. “I love everything about Butternut Creek. The people, the trees and houses, the church.”
 
         They waved as Tasha Ferguson, who lived across the street, headed out on her evening walk.
 
         “But you and I are the very best part of Butternut Creek.” It didn’t make much sense but seemed to please Gussie.
 
         She lifted her head and Adam placed his hand against her cheek.
 
         “Definitely the best part,” Gussie agreed.
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