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I also want to thank Wendy Perrotte and Alice Dyer for their eyes and minds. And my mother-in-law, Ruth Reis, who has always been willing to share her professional knowledge with me when I need it for my work. Thank you to Erin Morgan, Kathie Spitz, and Christine McPherson for their editing and polishing mojo. Finally, I want to send a thank you to Kevin McGrew, formerly of Vancouver, for his willingness to be included in a cameo.

To my Lord and God, I also give thanks. Thanks for an imagination that runs at all hours, for inspiration that surrounds me, and for the joys in the small moments of life. Truly, I am blessed beyond all deserving.

 Sandi Layne


One

“In life, the ability to laugh is vital.”




“Hello!” Mark Countryman called as he pushed open the glass door to the small Chinese take-out restaurant, China Town. “Just me.” 

“Hi, Mark,” Anne, the woman behind the counter called back. “Taking this home today? Working hard?”

“Back to the office,” he told her with a grin. “It’s Wednesday.”

“Ah, of course,” the busy, slender woman said with a nod. They had become acquainted over the last several months. Anne was not, he was sure, her birth name, but she and the other people in the restaurant had evidently tried to do their best to make things easier on their patrons. He had discovered that Anne had three children, ranging in age from seventeen to five, which was surprising as she only looked to be about twenty-five herself.

She was, in fact, much closer to his own age of thirty-nine.

He gave her his order—surprising her when he ordered a different lunch combo than his usual. The phone rang behind the counter and Mark nodded, smiled, and sat in a sturdy metal chair. He didn’t patronize this place because of the decor, he came for the food. 

“China Town. Take out, okay. White rice? Okay. Phone number? Okay. About ten minutes. Bye.”

While he waited, Mark watched the folks walking up and down the strip mall. He had been here for two years, coming through two mild hurricane seasons, but was still unused to the sight of people in shorts and T-shirts in the first weeks of March. In Glencoe, the small Californian mountain community that had been his home for many years, March was still winter, in both temperature and wardrobe. Snow still lingered in places, sweaters and jeans were everywhere. In Ohio, where he had been working until being called to his present church, winters had been even longer. But here in Southwest Florida, in the spread-out community of North Fort Myers, it was a time of shorts, T-shirts and flip-flops. 

Shop doors were opened along the strip mall’s cement walk and the breeze brought a distant taste of salt from the Gulf of Mexico to the discerning nose. The Caloosahatchee was only one air mile from this plate glass door. A large river, with tides and weekend regattas, it was also the backyard for many of the area’s more well-to-do residents.

“Mark,” Anne said, her voice echoing off the white walls as she lifted the white plastic bag with his lunch. “Ready!”

He paid for it, left her a tip, and was backing up to the door, telling Anne to have a good day, when the door opened and he collided with an incoming customer. “Whoa!” he exclaimed, arms flailing enough that he was relieved that all the food was secure inside well-packed containers.

“Hey!” the incoming customer said in response, her laughter warm as she caught him with one hand on either side of his ribs. “Steady, there,” she advised, holding him until both his feet were firm on the faded tile floor. “Y’all right?” 

“Yeah,” he said, feeling more than a little embarrassed to have been caught so off-center, and to have been held up by a woman. Meeting her eyes, he had to catch his breath. “Thank you.”

Her dancing brown eyes were bold below marked brown brows as she appeared to study him to assure herself he was, indeed, able to stand on his own. He had the definite feeling, though, that she was checking him out, which was disconcerting . . . and a little flattering. As brief as the contact had been, he felt the emptiness where her hands had braced him. Blowing out a puff of air, he tried to shrug the expectant feeling away.  

Hands dropping to her sides, she nodded. “You’re welcome. But hey, if you ever feel the need to step into a gravity well again,” she said with a laugh, “I’ll be more than happy to help.” Her wink was playful and he knew that she could indeed be flirtatious, given the opportunity.

It was not in his nature, though, to provide one. He could only look at her in surprise and regret that he couldn’t seem to respond in kind. He wanted to, but felt out of his depth with her. And gravity well? Was that a new slang term or something? 

“Shelley,you’re early,” Anne said from behind the counter. “Busy day today?”

A strange upsurge of hope sent his eyebrows up. Shelley. Her name was Shelley and she was another regular at China Town. He knew he hadn’t seen her here before.

“Oh, yeah. I’ve got such a route, today.”

Her voice brought him back to the present, reminding him of his chagrin at having fallen right into this young woman’s arms. He didn’t stick around to eavesdrop on the conversation. He just wanted to take his disconcerted self out of China Town and back to the office, where things made more sense. 

Except that they didn’t make sense when he reached the church. A huge delivery truck from one of the local, upscale furniture stores was parked at the entrance, and there was a team of muscular fellows hefting a desk through the glass doors as Mark approached. This was a large church, as such concepts were reckoned. Not a mega-church, but large. He was one of three Associate Pastors on staff, with his primary area of responsibility being the Education Ministries. Although it was not as physically involving as Youth Ministry, he felt he might be getting too old for that himself. Oh, he knew of several youth pastors who were his age and older, but these days he was just as happy to be working in a less high-energy position.

Does that make me a wimp? he wondered with a grin. Or just an old fogey? 

An image of the blond-haired, brown-eyed woman from the Chinese restaurant made him think that maybe he was. He had, after all, found the first few gray hairs at his temples just last week.

“Dr. Countryman,” Letty said with a smile. She was the secretary he “shared” with the music minister. “Here are some messages for you, and don’t forget to check your e-mail.” 

“What’s with the delivery truck?”

Letty rose and gave him an invoice. “New furniture.”

“I saw that,” he remarked. “When did this happen?”

“Oh. They called on Monday, and Trish was at the front desk. They told her they’d be coming today to deliver all of this, but she, ah—” Letty shrugged with silent apology. 

“Forgot? Yeah. So what’re they doing?”

“Look at the invoice,” Letty said, her voice more enthusiastic as she began discussing decorating. Her short, black hair fluttered around her head as she turned this way and that, watching as a desk was removed from one of the offices.

“Hey, that’s mine!” Mark protested. “Wait a sec.”

Letty put one well-manicured hand on his arm. “Hang on. I got your desk cleared off, with Pastor and Marianne helping. We were all taken by surprise, Mark.”

He knew that Pastor Benjamin Keller and Marianne, Ben’s secretary, would have done a fine job making sure his stuff was out of the way, but still, Mark was irritated at the unannounced change. He didn’t want to express that to Letty, though, so he shook his head. “Okay. So how’d this happen?”

“See the invoice? Jacob Cairns apparently decided to surprise you guys and buy you all new office furniture. Look, in this collection there’s a desk, bookshelves, and a file cabinet.”

“What’d Pastor say?” he asked Letty, using the reference to their boss that the entire office used. 

Letty slid a glance through slightly slanted eyes. “He was . . . surprised. Called Jacob to, um, thank him.”

Her tone was rich in nuance. So was his. “Uh-huh. We’ll have to make sure we all send him appropriate expressions of our gratitude.” He grimaced as his bookshelves were carted down the hall, past the desk where he was standing with Letty, and down a short corridor to be deposited in the wide foyer of the building, where the church offices were housed under the same roof as the worship center. 

Thanking Letty, Mark took advantage of the delivery men being out at the well-marked delivery truck to hurry to his office and see the chaos that was developing. His books were stacked against the far wall, under the windows, in rows about three books deep. With a sigh, he saw where his desk had been by the indentations on the carpet, and was thankful that no one had wheeled his chair out. He liked that chair and it was hard to find something truly comfortable. He had brought this one down from Ohio, and its brown leather ergonomic curves suited him well. Apparently, Mr. Cairns had not found it necessary to replace it.

He closed his eyes and remembered to give thanks for the generosity behind the gift of new office furniture. For every pastor on staff.

“Didn’t have time to call and warn you, Mark, sorry.” It was the senior pastor’s resonant voice and Mark turned with a smile. Ben’s expression was wry. “Mr. Cairns informed me that he will be coming out tomorrow to check the furniture to make sure it is in good condition.”

“From this store? I’m sure it will be.” The store was pretty much the premier furniture store in Florida. Mark had never even been in one of their showrooms. What was the point when he couldn’t afford a lamp from that place, much less a sofa? 

“Excuse us,” one of the delivery men called, his voice sounding strained under the weight of a rather impressive desk. Ben had Mark chuckling by the dramatic way in which he drew himself up on the wall opposite where the desk would go. Between the two well-muscled delivery men, the desk made it through the door without mishap. “That’s good,” one of them, with the edge of a tattoo visible under the sleeve of his shirt, remarked. “Didn’t have to take the legs off.”

“Uh, yeah. Thanks. Good,” Mark said when it appeared the man was waiting for a response. 

“Be back with the bookcases next.”

They left and Mark moved to the new desk strictly on autopilot. “Wow. Had you seen this before?” he inquired of his boss.

“No. It’s good furniture, though.”

“I didn’t doubt that for a minute.”

“Jacob wanted to give the church something practical, he said. Thought we could all use some new pieces.” Ben knelt to examine the drawers and then the keyboard tray that slid out from under the main work surface of the desk. The dark wood gleamed in the overhead lighting. “He wanted it to be a surprise.”

“Well, it certainly has been. Very generous of him.”

“Mm.” Ben didn’t say any more than that and Mark let it go. 

He moved to his next concern. “What about our old stuff? We’ve got everyone coming tonight and I’m guessing that the foyer will be full.”

“Yeah,” Ben said, pushing himself up to his full height of just under six feet. Mark himself was about six feet, so the two men were all but eye-to-eye. “Well. We’ll just do the best we can. I’m thinking that Marianne, Letty, and Cris can sort through and recycle our old furniture. Might be able to donate some of it, too.”

“Excuse us,” The voice echoed down the hall, and the senior pastor and senior associate pastor hurried from that office down to one of the others, to be of what help they could.

“When I was in the Marines,” Ben remarked with a laugh, “we had a motto.”

“Semper Fi?” Mark guessed.

“No. Semper Gumby. Always flexible.”

“Good motto.”

[image: Image]

“Here’s my paperwork,” Shelley Roberts told Dinah in Customer Service. “Where’s my route for today?” 

“And good morning to you,” Dinah said, tucking a long section of chestnut-colored hair behind one ear. “Here you go. Parts are pulled. Some of ‘em are over there at The Empty.” The Empty was a customer service workstation that was uninhabited. It had been empty—ominously so, some might say—since the building was constructed. Management didn’t want to hear anything about that, so it was a term only used by the furniture technicians and customer service representatives. 

Shelley took the papers and nodded, her short blond hair scattering in playful disarray. She had the Naples route today. Most of her calls were down there anyway. Incredible houses. Luxury high-rises that just blew her mind on occasion. “Okay. I’ll go get that stuff out to the van then.”

“Wait!”

“What?”

Dinah shot her an incredulous expression. “Did you meet any cute ones yesterday?”

Shelley grinned. “Oh, yeah. One. Very hot. Very much a Tall, Dark, and Handsome.”

Dinah sat back in her chair so that her pregnancy was obvious. “Oh? Isn’t it just a shame that the TDH ones are customers?”

“Not this one. I saw him on lunch. Almost knocked me off my feet. Or,” she amended with a twinkle in her eye, “maybe I knocked him off his.” 

“Tell!” Dinah demanded, busy hands beckoning for more information.

Shelley recounted her adventure, such as it was, of the prior afternoon. “He was on his way out, though,” she said with a dramatic sigh. “So I didn’t get to find out his name.”

“Too bad. But hey, there’s always Bret . . .”

The young women erupted in giggles at the idea. Bret was a furniture technician, like Shelley, and had the reputation for hitting on every single female in the entire company. No matter their age or status, he gave it the old college try. It was sad, but it was also kind of funny. At least, Shelley thought so.

She checked The Empty for the parts that would be needed for the day and saw she would need something from the warehouse. Which was cool. She had worked there for years before being transferred permanently to doing the in-home service calls. With a bounce in her step, she entered the enormous building adjacent to—but completely different from—the main business offices of the company. “Hey!”

“Shell, good to see ya.”

“Good morning!”

“How are ya?”

“Lookin’ good.”

“Your dad’s over there.”

The various calls, comments, and pointed fingers had her responding as she worked her way over to her dad’s workstation. “Good to see you. Almost Friday. Hey, it’s just the uniform, you know? Thanks.” 

The company’s uniform for the service techs was extremely serviceable. A midnight blue polo shirt with the employee’s name embroidered on the front in white and the company name and logo on the sleeve. It was paired with either slacks or shorts of an industrial-grade fabric, made to withstand hundreds of washings while maintaining the khaki color. Always worn with socks and hiking boots, sneakers, or steel-toed boots—depending upon what the individual tech decided was necessary. OSHA, probably, would prefer the steel toes. 

“Shell, got your route for today?”

“Yeah, Dad. Just picking up some parts. How’re you doing? How’s Stephanie?” Her father’s wife was technically her stepmother, but Shelley could not bring herself to call Stephanie anything but her name. 

Dad had remarried only a few years back, so Stephanie didn’t expect it either. Her father smiled a little and chucked her on the chin with a callused hand. “Doin’ fine, hon. No worries. Steph’s great. Got plans after church on Sunday?”

“Nope.”

“Good. Come over for lunch.”

“Who’s cooking?”

“She is.”

“Then I’ll be there,” Shelley assured her father.

After gathering her parts together and checking her map pages—she knew the Naples area, but it never hurt to double check—she climbed behind the wheel of her company service van and headed out for another day.

“Too bad I won’t be in NoFo,” she remarked to herself, referring to North Fort Myers, where she lived and, occasionally, worked. “Coulda been fun to see if Tall, Dark, and Handsome was eating Chinese take-out today.”

As she did her service calls, Shelley always prayed for the customers she was sent out to help. Her job was part craftsman, part salesman, part fire-extinguisher. Throw in amateur psychologist, dog handler, lizard-wrangler, child-teaser, and encourager of some note, and she guessed that would go a fair way to describing her work. She prayed, though, for the people she saw. Prayed in a general way for their lives, prayed that she would do well for them, satisfying their concerns by one means or another at her disposal. She truly just wanted the best for them all. Even the ornery ones.

The following week, her resolve was tested again. It happened a couple times a month or so.

“Shelley, you get a fun one today,” Dinah told her, moving a picture of her husband and pulling out the work orders for the day.

Taking the clipboard, Shelley flipped through the pages. “Which one? I don’t recognize any of these addresses.”

“The one at the church with the delivery damage. Mr. Cairns requested you.”

“Cairns?” She drew a blank. “Not a clue.”

“New stuff,” Dinah pointed out, standing and rubbing at the small of her back. “See? Not his house at all. Look, it’s a church.”

The women grimaced over Dinah’s desk. “Lovely,” Shelley muttered. “Another Wednesday shot to Mars.”

“Ha! You wish. And I thought you went to church?”

“I do. Not that one, but I do go. Cairns.” She shook her head. “Well, if he asked for me, I guess I’ll recognize him when I see him. And hey!” She grinned with a sudden thought. “Maybe Tall, Dark, and Handsome is at the Chinese take-out again.” 

“Super Shell to the rescue? He should be so lucky. You look like a superhero.”

Shelley snorted. “Me?”

“Yeah, you’re so athletic. And you have those great calf muscles, and some serious definition with your arms. Haven’t seen your abs, but—”

By this time, Shelley was laughing silently into her paperwork. “I’m so not athletic. That’s my brother’s job. I just . . .”

“You just move furniture,” Dinah whispered loudly. “We won’t tell.”

After collecting her parts for the day and checking in with her dad, as was her usual routine, Shelley was out into the breezy March morning. All during her first three calls, she was planning out a lunch hour stop at China Town. Maybe he’d be there. Same day of the week and everything. 

Maybe. She wouldn’t get to find out, though, until after that church call. So it was with a degree of impatience that she pulled up right in front of the main entrance, the company logo telling anyone who wondered who was imposing on their sheltered drop-off space. 

Slipping her cell phone into a pocket on her shorts, her camera strap around one wrist and her clipboard in hand, she went through the doors, wondering what kind of delivery damage there might be and if she had any chance of being done in time to find Tall, Dark, and Handsome at China Town.

She had just come through the door when she was met by a face she definitely remembered. He had once left about two dozen tiny blue sticky notes on a coffee table. The table was distressed, meaning it was supposed to have the gouges and such in its surface, and was on the sales floor in that state—its proper state. Yet the man now facing her had gone round and round with her about it.

Dear Father in Heaven, she began silently as she came to him to shake his hand. Please bless Mr. Cairns and his day. Let his business go well and may his attitude be bright. And please, Lord God, hide the sticky notes. Thank you!
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Éire’s Captive Moon, the first book of Sandi Layne’s Éire’s Viking Trilogy, brings you to the unsettled era of the early Viking raids along the coast of Éire – today’s Ireland.




Red-striped sails make their first appearance on the shores near the village of Ragor and the peaceful life of the villagers is obliterated in one deadly raid. Agnarr Halvardson and his overlord, Tuirgeis, have come to Éire for treasure, honor, and slaves.




After slaying her husbands, Agnarr claims Charis, the healer of the village, as his personal medicine woman – and sex slave. Cowan, a local prince, is captured by Tuirgeis to serve as translator for trading journeys. Leaving the smoking ruins of Ragor and Bangor Monastery behind them – as well as the children Charis had carefully hidden from the Northmen – the invaders sail away.

Cowan, a Christian, is captivated by the pale, widowed herbalist, and finds himself in love with her by the time they reach Nordweg, where they will spend the winter. He is compelled to leave her, however, to serve his master.




The winter brings many trials. An invasion from another village’s warriors throws Cowan and Charis together more intimately than she is prepared to handle equitably. Her own feelings are growing uncertain, though she reminds herself that she has to return to Éire and the children she left there. As winter passes in Nordweg, Charis plans vengeance upon Agnarr even as she learns to see him differently. Beset by accusations of witchcraft, hounded by Agnarr’s betrothed and her slave – a refugee Charis herself healed more than a year before – and having to adapt to the strange language and customs among the people around her, Charis still makes her plans. Will she be able to put aside her feelings and escape when spring returns?
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