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Dear Friends,

	Whether you’re having tea for one on a rainy afternoon or gathering with family and friends on picnic blankets scattered about, there’s just something about a bit of homemade fare that makes the moments extra special. I’m blessed and honored to be able to share the recipes in this book with you.  

	When Be Still My Soul released, readers commented on the meals the characters ate…and how the descriptions made them—the readers—hungry! As a writer, I was pleasantly surprised. My desire had been to reflect the simple life: work, rest, eat, love. Whether someone is warming up with a spoonful of hearty stew or pulling steaming pumpkin bread from the oven, I always hope my readers and characters feel that sense of home. So here, by popular demand, is a list of recipes inspired by The Cadence of Grace series.

	[image: Image]I wasn’t always in the kitchen stirring up messes. In fact, it wasn’t until I got married that I realized how much I love preparing good-tasting old-fashioned food. Burrowing my hands in the soil, feeling the sun-warmed leaves of chives and mint and basil, and tiptoeing through the chicken coop on a hunt for just one more egg to finish the cake all cultivated a love in me for cooking and baking from scratch. 

	I hope you enjoy the recipes in this little book and that they are a comfort to your hearth and home. You can visit me anytime on my website at www.joannebischof.com, and while there I invite you to sign up for my e-newsletter, The Heartfelt Post, where you’ll be sure to receive even more recipes. We can also connect on my Facebook page! It’s a joy to get to know you, and I hope for the chance to get to say hello.

	Warmest wishes, Joanne

	
Sunrise
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	Cottage Breakfast

	Butter and Brown-Sugar Hotcakes

	Cinnamon Sugar Banana Bread

	
Cottage Breakfast
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	With a handful of fresh eggs—some honey-brown and speckled, others crisp and white—to be found in our coop each morning, this is my favorite breakfast. It’s simple, yet oh-so-tasty. There’s something about the breaking of a rustic loaf of bread. Something that says, It’s morning and that simple things like flour and yeast and a pinch of love can be just the ingredients to help you begin the day.

	 

	2 eggs

	Crumbled goat cheese

	Crusty bread (any type of rustic or sourdough variety will do)

	Olive oil or butter

	Salt

	Pepper

	 

	Fry eggs in a teaspoon of butter or olive oil over medium-high heat, and season with salt and pepper to taste. Transfer to a plate, and top with crumbled goat cheese. This will lend richness and a hint of saltiness.

	Meanwhile, toast bread, then drizzle generously with olive oil and add a light sprinkle of salt. This hearty little breakfast is great with coffee or tea. My favorite with it is hot Earl Grey with cream, sugar, and a tiny splash of vanilla. 

	
Butter and Brown-Sugar Hotcakes
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	Inspired by the hotcakes Elsie makes in The Cadence of Grace series, these cakes are a twist on the staple of pancakes and maple syrup. The butter and brown-sugar mixture takes the place of syrup and gives this breakfast a unique and rich taste that’s both sweet and salty. A stack of these in the morning is a great crowd pleaser.

	 

	1 cup flour

	2 tablespoons sugar

	2 teaspoons baking powder

	1/2 teaspoon salt

	2 tablespoons melted butter

	1 cup milk

	1 egg

	Spread: 4 tablespoons softened butter mixed with 4 tablespoons brown sugar

	 

	In a medium bowl, mix dry ingredients together. Whisk the butter, milk, and egg into the dry ingredients. If batter seems thick, add another splash of milk to get lighter, fluffier pancakes. Preheat griddle or pan on medium-high heat and grease well with butter. Using  about 1/4 cup of batter for each, form pancakes and cook until golden brown on each side.

	As pancakes come off the griddle, slather each with a bit of the butter-brown-sugar spread. Stack and allow to melt together. Enjoy! Serves three or four people.

	
Cinnamon Sugar Banana Bread
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	1 stick butter

	1/2 cup white sugar

	1/2 cup brown sugar

	3 ripe bananas, mashed

	2 eggs

	1 teaspoon vanilla

	1 teaspoon baking soda

	1/2 teaspoon salt

	2 cups flour

	Topping: 1 teaspoon cinnamon and 1 tablespoon sugar

	 

	Preheat oven to 350 degrees F. In a bowl or electric stand mixer, cream butter and sugars together until well mixed. Add mashed bananas, eggs, and vanilla.

	In a separate bowl, combine dry ingredients. Slowly mix dry ingredients into wet, being careful not to overmix. Pour batter into a greased bread pan, and sprinkle the top with one teaspoon cinnamon and one tablespoon sugar. This will give it a lovely crust.

	Bake for approximately 50 minutes or until the top is golden-brown and a toothpick comes out clean. Makes one loaf. 

	
After Chores
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	Summer Corn Cakes

	Peach Mint Iced Tea

	
Summer Corn Cakes
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	3 ears of corn, shucked

	1 cup flour

	1/2 cup cornmeal

	1/4 cup diced red onion

	Sprinkle of chopped fresh chives

	2 teaspoons baking powder

	2 eggs, lightly beaten 

	2 tablespoons milk or cream

	Generous pinch of salt and a dash of pepper

	Oil and butter for frying

	 

	Cut kernels off the corncobs, and put half the corn in a food processer, or run it through a food mill, until it reaches a chunky puree. Combine the mixture with the rest of the corn, along with the onions and chives. Stir in the eggs.

	In a separate bowl, mix together the dry ingredients. Gently stir the dry ingredients into the corn mixture.

	Heat a large skillet over medium-high heat, and add equal parts oil and butter (a few tablespoons of each for a medium to large pan) to generously coat the bottom. Pour corn cakes into the hot pan by heaping spoonfuls and gently shape each into a round cake. Allow to cook several minutes on each side until golden brown. Serve hot and enjoy!

	Served warm, these corn cakes are wonderful eaten with sour cream and a sprinkle of chives or your favorite creamy toppings. 

	
Peach Mint Tea
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	Gallon glass jar

	Favorite black tea (approximately 5 or 6 regular size bags)

	2 fresh peaches, sliced

	Handful of fresh mint

	1/2 cup sugar

	 

	In a gallon glass jar, brew your favorite black tea in the sun for several hours. I often use orange pekoe or any nice, dark variety. While the tea is still warm from the sun, stir in half a cup of sugar (or more or less as preferred). Add a handful of fresh mint, and mash it a bit with the end of a wooden spoon to release the oils and flavor. Add peaches. Allow tea to cool slightly while the flavors marry, then pour over ice and enjoy! 

	
Dinner Bell
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	Old-Fashioned Mac & Cheese

	Sweet and Tangy Potato Salad

	Moonshine Pecan Pie

	
Old-Fashioned Mac & Cheese
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	3 tablespoons butter

	3 tablespoons flour

	2 cups milk

	4 cups grated sharp cheddar

	1/2 teaspoon salt (plus more for pasta water)

	1 pound bite-size pasta

	Salt and pepper to taste

	Favorite toppings (optional)

	 

	In a large pot, boil water and season with a hearty pinch of salt. To boiling water, add one pound of pasta, and cook per instructions.

	Meanwhile, melt the butter in a large pan over medium heat, and whisk in the flour. While still whisking, allow the butter/flour mixture (roux) to cook for a minute or two. This will be the thickener for your cheese sauce. Next, slowly whisk in the milk, a little bit at a time, until it’s fully incorporated. The sauce may be thin. Allow the sauce to cook for about five minutes as you grate the cheese. During this time, the sauce will thicken slightly and it will continue to thicken when the cheese later melts. 

	Add the cheese to the white sauce, a little at a time, stirring with a wooden spoon until the cheese is all melted in. When the pasta is cooked, drain well and toss with the cheese sauce. Season with salt and pepper. 

	At this point, you can serve it as is (especially for a herd of hungry kids). To make the mac & cheese extra special, pour it into a baking dish, add toppings, and bake at 350 degrees F, covered, for about 30 minutes or until bubbly. For baked mac & cheese, our favorite toppings include French’s French Fried Onions, black olives, and Parmesan cheese. Feel free to top it with whatever sounds yummy to you. The sky’s the limit!

	
Sweet and Tangy Potato Salad
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	8 hard-boiled eggs

	8 large russet potatoes 

	1 1/2 cups dill pickles

	2 tablespoons Dijon mustard

	2 tablespoons coarse mustard

	1 3/4 cup mayonnaise

	1 cup diced green onion

	1/2 tablespoon apple cider vinegar

	1 tablespoons dill pickle juice

	2 tablespoons sugar

	1 1/2 teaspoons salt (plus more for boiling water)

	Pepper to taste

	A sprinkle of fresh dill (optional)

	 

	Fill a large pot with water, and add about half a tablespoon of salt. Peel potatoes and dice into half-inch to one-inch pieces. Cook until fork tender, taking care not to overcook. Drain potatoes well and allow them to cool slightly. In the meantime, dice the hard-boiled eggs, pickles, and green onions, and add them to the still-warm potatoes. Mix in the mayonnaise and mustards, along with the vinegar, pickle juice, sugar, one and a half teaspoons salt, and pepper. Mix well, and adjust seasonings to taste. You can serve this slightly warm or chill prior to serving. Keep left-overs refrigerated. 

	
Moonshine Pecan Pie
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	One of my most popular recipes, this little crowd pleaser is a fun one for family gatherings and special events. The notorious not-so-secret ingredient adds a depth of flavor and a nod to one of the most iconic products of the Appalachian region. Of course, if you don’t have moonshine, or would prefer to leave it out, the pie is just as tasty without it! The butterscotch adds an extra layer of richness that will have your friends and family asking to take that last slice home.

	 

	5 tablespoons butter

	1 cup light brown sugar, packed

	3/4 cup light corn syrup

	1/2 teaspoon salt

	3 eggs

	2 teaspoons vanilla

	1 1/2 tablespoons moonshine

	2 cups pecans

	1/2 cup butterscotch chips

	 

	You will need one piecrust, either store bought or homemade. I have a tried-and-true recipe that I like to turn to, and I bet you do too! Use whatever piecrust you like best.

	For the filling, heat the butter, brown sugar, corn syrup, and salt in a saucepan until bubbling. Allow to bubble rapidly for about a minute, stirring gently. Turn off the heat, and set the mixture aside to cool slightly. Meanwhile, in a separate bowl, beat together the eggs, vanilla, and moonshine. 

	It will be important to temper the egg mixture now. Add a few tablespoons of the warm sauce to the egg mixture, and stir quickly. Repeat, adding a few tablespoons of the sauce, several times and mixing rapidly. Then pour the remaining egg mixture into the saucepan, and mix well. Gently stir in the pecans and butterscotch chips. Pour the pie filling into the prepared (uncooked) shell. If you’re feeling festive, you can use small cookie cutters to cut any leftover dough into pretty shapes to decorate the top. Gently place the pie in the oven and bake at 350 degrees F for about one hour. Allow to cool and set, and it’s ready to serve!

	
Afternoon Shade
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	Yogurt Blackberry-Jam Bread

	Sweet Pea “Moonshine”

	
Yogurt Blackberry-Jam Bread
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	Light and fluffy, this bread was a surprise recipe. I had set out to make banana bread one evening and realized that the bananas I had just weren’t in great shape. I tossed them out, but I had the beginnings of the batter and didn’t want to waste those ingredients. I scoured my refrigerator for inspiration and spotted some Greek yogurt. It filled the place of the bananas and gave the bread a more cakey texture. Swirling in blackberry jam on top, along with a sprinkle of sugar, made it an instant hit with my family. One time making this bread, and I’d found my husband’s new favorite!

	 

	1 stick softened butter

	1/2 cup white sugar

	1/2 cup brown sugar

	1 cup sweetened Greek yogurt

	2 eggs

	1 teaspoon vanilla

	3 teaspoons baking powder

	1 teaspoons salt

	2 cups flour

	2 to 3 tablespoons blackberry jam

	 

	Cream softened butter and sugars together, then add vanilla, eggs, and yogurt, and mix well. Any type of good, thick yogurt—or Greek yogurt—will do. Because the levels of sweetness can vary from yogurt to yogurt, feel free to adjust the amount of sugars.

	In a separate bowl, combine dry ingredients. Add them slowly to the wet batter, taking care not to overmix. Pour the batter into a greased loaf pan. Spoon about two to three tablespoons of blackberry jam on top of the batter, and use a knife to swirl it into the top for a marble effect. Sprinkle half a teaspoon of sugar on top.

	Bake the bread at 350 degrees F for about one hour or until a toothpick comes out clean. 

	
Sweet Pea “Moonshine” 
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	I have a firm belief that all things taste better when sipped from a Mason jar. There’s just something about it that says “home.” My family calls this Sweet Pea “Moonshine,” and this nonalcoholic drink is a great way to beat the summer heat. It has a hint of zing, and is a bit healthier than popping open a can of soda. With its notorious name, but innocent contents, it’s a fun drink for parties and family gatherings. 

	 

	1 quart Mason jar

	Ice

	Sparkling water

	Sweetened grapefruit juice

	Vanilla extract 

	 

	Fill a Mason jar half full of ice, and add equal parts sparkling water and grapefruit juice. (For the juice, I use store bought which is sweetened. If you use fresh juice, you may want to add a bit of sugar to taste.) Stir in a small splash of vanilla. There are different kinds of vanilla out there, both alcohol and glycerin based. I’ve used both for this recipe but tend to reach for the glycerin base variety as it’s a bit syrupy and lends a nice taste to the drink.

	
Lightning Bugs
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	Apple Cider Doughnuts

	Coconut Brown-Sugar Banana Bread

	
Apple Cider Doughnuts
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	2 1/2 cups flour

	1/4 cup of sugar

	1 tablespoon baking powder

	1/4 teaspoon pumpkin pie spice

	Pinch of salt

	1/4 cup softened butter

	3/4 cup apple cider

	1 egg

	1 teaspoon vanilla

	Oil (for frying)

	Cinnamon and sugar (for dusting)

	 

	Mix together the flour, sugar, baking powder, salt, and pumpkin pie spice. Add softened butter, and blend until well incorporated. 

	In a separate bowl, beat together the apple cider, egg, and vanilla. Slowly stir the wet mixture into the dry mixture. 

	For frying, pour oil into the pot or pan of your choice (the oil should be at least an inch deep) and set to heat. You can test the oil temperature by dropping in a small amount of batter. If the batter fries nicely, the oil is ready. If the batter doesn’t cook quickly or burns, you will need to adjust the temperature. 

	To shape doughnuts, take a teaspoon of batter and gently roll it into a ball. Using your fingers, form a small hole in the center. Then gently stretch the dough until it forms a small doughnut. Because this is a moist dough, it may help to flour your hands as you work. Place the shaped doughnut carefully into the hot oil. You can cook several at a time, watching them closely until they are golden on the bottom. Turn doughnuts gently with a metal spoon until cooked on the other side. Using a slotted metal spoon, remove them and set to drain on paper towels. While the doughnuts are still hot, roll them in cinnamon and enjoy!

	
Coconut Brown-Sugar Banana Bread
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	1 stick softened butter

	1/2 cup white sugar

	1/2 cup brown sugar

	3 ripe bananas, mashed

	2 eggs

	1/2 cup sweetened shredded coconut

	1 teaspoon vanilla

	3 teaspoons baking powder

	1 teaspoon salt

	2 cups flour

	 

	Cream butter and sugars together. Add mashed bananas, eggs, coconut, and vanilla. In a separate bowl, combine the dry ingredients. Add dry mixture slowly to wet batter, mixing just enough to incorporate but not to overwork. Pour batter into a greased bread pan. Sprinkle the top with one tablespoon of brown sugar and one tablespoon of shredded coconut. This will give it a lovely crust. Bake at 350 degrees F for about an hour. A toothpick should come out clean.

	
An Appalachian Romance Vignette

	 

	Hunting Chestnuts

	Inspired by chapter twenty of BE STILL MY SOUL, which is written in Lonnie’s point of view, this vignette has been rewritten into Gideon’s point of view as a bonus read.

	 

	Gideon only ever cared about himself.

	Now that Lonnie is his wife, will he ever be worthy of her heart?

	Night’s chill tickled her skin. Lonnie pressed her hands together and glanced up. He was even more handsome up close. Having grown up the shy, awkward daughter of Joel Sawyer, she’d hardly spoken to any boy, let alone the one who had mothers whispering warnings in their daughters’ ears and fathers loading shotguns.
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	Blue Ridge Mountains, Virginia, 1900

	 

	Crouched in the underbrush, Gideon blew on his hands. Puffs of white air escaped through his fingers. Close by, Lonnie’s skirt brushed dried leaves as she scavenged for chestnuts. She worked quietly. Sweetly. Gideon wished he could think of something to say, but her nearness made his thoughts scatter. His limp bag forgotten, he rubbed his rough palms together, but it did little to chase away late-autumn’s chill. A dozen yards in the distance, a pig dropped its face to the ground and rummaged through fallen leaves.

	“Hey watcha doin’ over there?” Jebediah stood, silver beard brushing his plaid coat. The older man tossed a handful of golden-brown nuts into his own bag. “You takin’ a break or something?”

	“He’s just cold,” Lonnie teased.

	She slid her sack forward, making Gideon realize just how close she was. He ran a hand over his unshaven jaw, suddenly nervous. He glanced again at the hefty pig. “I was thinkin’ how I wished I had a gun.”

	Jebediah’s gray mustache tilted in a smile. “Hungry?”

	“Not exactly,” he said with a thin chuckle. But he hoped the change of subject distracted the others from the fact that he’d been staring at Lonnie. His heart splintered with nervousness at having her so near. After all he’d done to her—all he’d been—here she knelt. Gideon swallowed hard. He rolled three nuts around on his palm. They felt heavy suddenly. Or perhaps it was the burden—the guilt—of all he’d been. He dropped the nuts into the mouth of his bag where they clanked on top.

	“Are you doing that on purpose?”

	He glanced at Lonnie. “Sorry?”

	The sun that filtered through the forest overhead caught her hair, making it shine.

	He kept trying not to notice.

	But then she kept asking him questions in that kind way of hers. And he liked how her gaze kept meeting his—traces of her shyness melting away. He craved everything about this moment. This life. With her.

	The one thing he had been certain he didn’t want.

	“Yours is nearly empty.” She clutched the rough fabric of her sack—the one he’d slowly but surely been filling—and made a show of its heft.

	Heat crept along his shoulders.

	Amusement brightened her eyes. “You’ve been doing it for the last half hour,” she said. “Not that it bothers me, mind you. But I do feel a little guilty taking all the credit.”

	“Oh,” he said dumbly. Good grief, he was an oaf around her. 

	Never had he fumbled around a woman. Quite the opposite. Though he was no longer proud of it, he’d always taken the lead and they’d always been putty in his hands. He’d known the right words and how to say them at the right time. Anything to get what he wanted. But then he’d met Lonnie, and everything had changed. It was more than the fact that her pa had forced him to marry her. Much more. She’d disarmed him in a way he’d never anticipated. Working there, side by side with her, he tried to get his bearings.

	All the while wondering if he wanted to.

	Something about her had ripped that desire open, exposing what hid untouched within. A man he hadn’t imagined he could be. When he looked at Lonnie, her expression was so friendly and warm, he wanted to stay this way forever. It was as if she was opening a door that led into goodness. The place where her heart was rooted. She seemed to beckon him to take one step in that direction. And then another. 

	A questioning glint in her eyes made him realize he wasn’t speaking much. Lonnie nodded to the task at hand. Her braid slid from her shoulder, brushing his arm. His heart rate faltered, and he unrolled his plaid sleeves from where he had shoved them past his elbows. Anything to busy his hands.

	“Gathering nuts must not be your favorite.” She was watching him softly.

	Just as she had the day before when, down in the root cellar with nothing separating them but a swirl of dust and lantern light, she’d told him that in order to truly change, he would not only have to be kind but also learn to give back for what he had taken.

	What he’d taken? He’d taken Lonnie.

	She’d used a scripture from the Bible, some story about a thief no longer being a thief, and she’d compared that story to a man who planted things, just to give away what he grew. Gideon scratched his head, then his hand stilled, and he dropped it at his side. He’d struggled to comprehend what Lonnie meant yesterday, but her words had haunted him ever since that moment. The moment he’d tried to kiss her. Had kissed her. Heat stole to his face at the memory of her pulling away. It was too soon. Too much healing yet to be done.

	Silence hung, and he realized she was waiting. Oh, right. Gathering nuts not being his favorite. “No, I wouldn’t say that it is,” he blurted lamely. “I’m more of a field planter.”

	She elbowed him in the side, the sensation lingering.

	Gideon savored the way she smiled as if she was trying not to. The way she seemed keenly aware of being married to a scoundrel who said things he ought not to. But he said things like that because words failed him when he was with her. More so when she lifted a handful of chestnuts and then lowered them into his sack. His bag. He blinked quickly. Something ached in his chest. No one had ever treated him this kindly before.

	He looked at her, humbled by the sincerity in her brown eyes. The breeze blew a strand of dark hair against her cheek, and she brushed it away. He was glad. For his hand had been mighty tempted. And every inch of his rotten, calloused hands had no right being so close to her. “Does this mean I get a second chance?” The words came out huskier than he had intended.

	“Second?” She clicked her tongue. “I think it would be more like chance number twelve.”

	He winced.

	“Chance for what?” Her tone grew softer, but her words pierced. As they should. “To prove that you’re not a total brute?” She laid her hands on her knees and stared at them, as if unable to look at his face. Perhaps it was better that way; he didn’t want to see the hurt in her eyes. The hurt he’d put there by his own selfishness. His own greed.

	I’m so sorry, Lonnie. The words nearly flew to his tongue, but his throat was suddenly too tight to get them out. “I haven’t done a good job of being anything else, I s’pose.” Though the confession burned in his lungs, it was hardly enough.

	He wanted to cup her delicate face in his hands and tell her to stay away from him.

	She was too good for the likes of Gideon O’Riley.

	But it was too late. She was already his wife. The condemnation drove deeper, twisting. Until his eyes started to sting, and he quickly blinked before he fell apart completely right here on the hillside with Jebediah and Elsie only yards away. 

	She wasn’t speaking, and he braved a glance up only to find her staring at his left hand. The ring finger bare. It hadn’t been long after she’d slid it onto his hand that he’d traded the precious token for a drink of moonshine. Before he’d realized what he had in her.

	What he wouldn’t do to get it back. The ring…the only thing she had to give him, save herself, her heart. The burning in his throat intensified. This was madness. He stood, knowing of nothing else to do. 

	“Lonnie.” He flexed his fist and then tucked his hand just out of sight. Her own fingers traced up to her collarbone.

	“For what it’s worth…I didn’t mean to hurt you.” Those weren’t the words she deserved to hear, but—God help him—he wasn’t good at apologies. He glanced down at her, searching for what to say, then sensed Elsie watching him. He looked over to see kindness in the older woman’s eyes, and just as quick, he glanced back at Lonnie and motioned to a spot nearby. “I think there’s more over here.” Wanting to kick himself, he strode off.

	What are you doing? Why was he walking away? He sank to his knees in a fresh area, the uneven ground littered with brown chestnuts and the burrs that had cocooned them. Smoke from a nearby chimney blew the scent of hickory and baking bread through the grove. Everything was silent save for a few birds in the trees overhead. Then he heard Lonnie slide her bag, and the rustling of dried leaves continued with her search. He fought the urge to glance back.

	A burr pricked his hand, and he wished he’d brought gloves for Lonnie. He’d give them to her a thousand times over if he could. Why had he fought it so in the months past? He glanced back despite himself. Lonnie worked patiently, bottom lip tucked between her teeth in concentration. Strands of hair had slipped from her dark braid, and her apron strings were about to unravel. Gideon nearly smiled. Shy, quiet Lonnie. So different from any woman he’d ever known. He felt his face sober. So different.

	For she had opened her heart to him, despite all he’d done to destroy it.

	He grabbed a handful of nuts and dropped them in his bag, then another. Rising, he brushed leaves from his pants and strode toward her, uncertain when she didn’t lift her head if she was lost in concentration or simply ignoring him. 

	Deserving the latter, he longed to know what she was thinking. He searched for something to say, then grabbed at the first thing that came to mind. “You about done?” he asked softly.

	“I’d say so.” She sank back on her heels and began to stand.

	Gideon cupped her elbow. Was her sharp intake of breath from surprise…or something else? The smell of soap lifted from her dress, and he pulled away quickly. Her cheeks pinked sweetly. Snapping another chain that bound his heart. He fought back a smile, but half of it formed anyway. He heaved his bag over his shoulder, surprised by its heft. Lonnie gripped her own sack and swung it up to her shoulder. With an unspoken plea for her to wait on his tongue, Gideon ducked and caught hold of the sack, forcing it over his own back instead. 

	Her lips rounded in silent surprise. “I can carry it.”

	He blinked down at her. “This bag’s heavier than you. Besides, you shouldn’t be carryin’ things like this.” His gaze flicked to the middle of her apron where her belly mounded so perfectly beneath. The urge to run his hand over their growing child overwhelmed him until she spoke. 

	“We better meet up with Jeb and Elsie.” She motioned to where the older woman knelt. Her words were gentle—as if giving him a moment to gather his thoughts. Did she sense his struggle? Not much got past her; that he knew. 

	Gideon turned and followed to where Elsie was raking her fingers through a pile of dried leaves a few paces off.

	The gray-haired woman spoke, but Gideon was distracted by the look he’d seen in Lonnie’s eyes only moments ago. Unbridled hope. But hope of what? That perhaps their lives—their marriage—could blossom into something they saw lived out each day in the Bennetts? So heavy was the weight of that desire that he dropped the sacks. He pressed a hand to his abdomen, his heart seeming to pound everywhere through him.

	Reaching back, Lonnie tightened the bow of her apron strings.

	“Where’s Jebediah?” his voice sounded distant to his own ears.

	Elsie pointed to a shallow bank, and the older man emerged, silver hair catching the sunlight. With her thick bun pinned as always and a smile on her cheery face, Elsie teased her husband of forty years in that way of hers, and Jebediah teased right back. Gideon smiled at their exchange, wondering what it would be like to feel so comfortable around your wife.

	Like she was the only piece of home he ever really wanted.

	Lonnie’s elbow brushed his as she took a step forward, following the older couple. Gideon kept his feet in stride with hers. Slow, steady. Nothing like the way he’d been when they’d first married.

	Neither of them spoke. And contentment filled him. The sacks were heavy, and he cringed at the thought of her having to carry her own. A few months ago, he probably wouldn’t have offered. Not unless he’d wanted to gain something. His heart twisted when he looked down on her.

	He wanted to kiss her hair, whisper the thousand regrets that consumed him, but he simply walked beside her, hoping with all that was in him that he would find the right words. The words that would let her know that—just as Jebediah and Elsie were for each other—Lonnie was that piece of home to him.

	And he wanted to learn what it meant to be the same to her.
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	Get This Quiet Sky on Kindle and Nook!
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