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        Best friends don’t get married.

      

      

      
        
        Jason Downing enjoys his role as protector and good-natured torturer of his prickly childhood best friend, Sophia. They have an uncomplicated relationship with clearly drawn lines that are never crossed.

      

      

      
        
        Until a near-death experience forces him to re-examine his life. Now he is struggling with uncomfortable feelings: a battle with PTSD, a yearning to know Jesus . . . and a love for Sophia that’s been quietly blooming.

      

      

      
        
        Unless it’s for convenience.

      

      

      
        
        As the daughter of a housekeeper, Sophia Velasquez grew up with one goal: Never again be poor. To secure a vote for CEO and her financial future, Sophia accepts a marriage proposal from the man she’s always been in love with, but who doesn’t love her back.

      

      

      
        
        That turns to love.

      

      

      
        
        Jason and Sophia find themselves on a journey that will change their outlook on faith, life, and each other. Can they surrender what was to embrace the promise of what could be?
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        “Behold, I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears My voice and opens the door, I will come in to him and dine with him, and he with Me.” (NKJV)

        —Revelation 3:20

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DEAR READER

          

        

      

    

    
      Hi.

      

      I struggled with whether to include this, but in the end felt like I should as it could be a blessing to someone.

      

      Jason’s story of mental health is personal to me. I was sexually attacked my junior year of college. Even though “I knew better,” rather than place the blame on the attacker, I internalized it. And you know what happens when you carry self hate around? Eventually, it eats away at you.

      

      I went into a severe depression.

      

      I was so used to being the helper; I didn’t know how to ask for help and spent many months struggling alone. Thankfully, I had a great friend who recognized the signs and came alongside me with support and encouragement. I ended up going to therapy and was grateful for the help.

      

      I was away from God then and it didn’t occur to me I could seek His grace. I mean, why would He help me when I’d turned my back on Him? Oh, how much I still had to learn. I’m thankful for the people and the resources God brought my way, even when I didn’t know He was there taking care of me.

      

      I write this to you to say you’re not alone. The thoughts that may be eating away at you are lies. Here’s what is true. Jesus loves you. There is help.

      

      If you’re struggling, pray. In Romans 8:26, it says that when we don’t know what to pray, the Spirit will intercede for us. Also, don’t isolate yourself. Reach out to a pastor, a supportive loved one, a trusted friend, a therapist.

      

      Surround yourself with a community of care.

      

      Below is a short list of mental health resources:

      

      1. Therapy For Black Men 2. NAMI 3. APA

      

      I love you.

      

      Your Sister-in-Christ,

      

      NJ

    

  


  
    
      For Dave.
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      Jason Downing slammed his fist into the bag, punishing it for his inability to sleep.

      The impact cracked his already bruised knuckle, drawing blood. He hit it again and again. With each punch the bag shuddered and jerked. He jabbed, slipped, crossed, and hooked. He used his legs and torso to generate force.

      He was burning off frustration and fear. The monotony of the workout was his lifeline to sanity. He hit harder, hoping to break through the barrier between him and peace.

      Gasping and grunting, he swung and missed, then swung and connected. It was a wild swing that knocked the bag off the stand. He stood panting, his heart racing, and his sweat and blood dripping onto the floor.

      He bowed his head, feeling battered and exhausted. The pounding on the front door rattled his skull.

      Jason reached for his water bottle and took two large gulps. He then snatched the white t-shirt from the hook and mopped the sweat off his face and neck. He caught the salty bitter liquid before more dripped into his burning eyes.

      He pulled on a frayed gray hoodie before he unlocked the door. “I’ll be out by the end of the week,” he said.

      “Be sure of it,” the burly man answered and walked off without another word.

      Jason headed to the living room and eyed his laptop. He hated the thing. He should boot up the sleek machine—a Christmas gift from his parents—to search for a new place but couldn’t muster the energy.

      Instead, he grabbed his cell and dialed the first number on his favorites.

      “What don’t you understand about boundaries?” the caller answered.

      “I waited until five.”

      “Not the point. You can’t video call without a heads up. What if I was asleep?”

      “Then you wouldn’t have picked up,” he answered, his voice hinting at the obvious. “Come on, Velasquez, we can’t do this dance every morning.”

      “You’re cutting into my exercise time, buddy. What do you want before I hang up on you?”

      Jason watched her wrestle her thick curly hair into a ponytail. She tied a patterned headband around her forehead, stepped onto the treadmill, and started running.

      He found their morning routine comforting. Lately, there were too many things in this world out of his control. It was reassuring to have their longstanding friendship be mundane and predictable.

      “Where did you drift off to?” she asked between breaths.

      “Why don't you warm up like sensible people?” he answered instead. “Your machine goes from off to Mount Everest peak as soon as you step on.”

      “Keep the exercise commentaries to yourself and tell me what you’re up to today.”

      “Apartment hunting, if I can convince you to ditch the rest of the workday and come along.”

      “I thought you liked your place.”

      He shrugged. “Time for a change.”

      “What’s the rush to move? Why are you breaking your lease?”

      “It was a month-to-month thing anyway. Not a big deal.”

      There was a pause. “You okay?”

      “I’m alright.”

      “You don't seem alright. Haven’t for a while.”

      “You’re not a psychologist.”

      “I’m a friend.” She accelerated the treadmill to a brisker pace. “I need to finish. Sooner or later, you’ll have to fess up to what’s really going on.”

      “Later. Find me a new home first.”

      She stopped jogging and rested her hands on the handrails. Her eyes bored into him. He’d long ago learned not to avert his gaze. It was always the same tactic: stare him down until the truth escaped him. Sweat dripped into her eyes, and she finally broke contact.

      “Sophia, I’m fine,” he said.

      She shook her head. “Keep telling yourself that.”

      “Meet you at your office at 1 to celebrate your promotion?” Jason asked, changing the subject. “And spend my money,” he added.

      “The promotion’s not mine yet.”

      “It will be.”

      “I know.” She smiled and kicked up the treadmill again. “Two years is a long time to not deal with your feelings.”

      “I’m good.”

      “Sure you are,” she said. She increased the machine’s speed. He knew there was no point in convincing her today.

      They said goodbye, and he threw the phone on the sofa.

      She was right. He had been distant, but he wasn't sure how to tell her why. He hated lying to her, but the alternative meant dumping emotional garbage on her plate. He didn’t want to talk about his feelings. He wasn’t sure he knew what they were.

      Jason stood and stretched. He marched to the kitchen and poured a glass of water. He leaned against the counter and stared out the window. He’d get his nightmares under control in his own way. In his own time. He wasn’t ready to talk about it, even to himself.
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      Sophia Velasquez walked through the lobby of the high-rise building with her shoulders back and her head held high. She mentally adjusted her invisible crown. The one that said, “I’m in charge.”

      Imposter syndrome crept in the back door of her mind, like a thief sneaking in to steal her confidence.

      But she’d long ago learned to fight the doubts. She’d mastered the art of internalizing them, tamping them down and turning them into the fuel that powered her to bulldoze her goals. She deserved to be here.

      Collecting herself, she approached the welcome desk.

      “Good morning, Ms. Velasquez,” the security guard said.

      “Morning, Mr. Raul. Sorry I’ve had to rush by all this week. How are Ms. Gina and the kids?”

      “Gina’s good. The kids are eating us out of house and home.”

      The corners of Sophia’s mouth turned up. “I’ll bet.”

      His oversized belly shook with laughter.

      She handed him a small bag from his favorite local bakery.

      “Now you know Gina said no pastries during the week.”

      “Fridays don’t count.” She winked. “Think of it as a celebratory treat for this new contract I’m going to nail.”

      “Ah yes. Today’s the big decision.” He took a whiff of the chili cheese danish and she saw his eyes dance. “How are you feeling? Nervous?”

      “You insult me,” she said. “Nerves are for amateurs.”

      “For you,” he said, “ser pan comido.”

      “Piece of cake,” she said and waved goodbye.

      Sophia swiped her ID and the card reader beeped. First, she was granted access to the office building, then the elevators.

      She slipped her keycard in the door, beep and click, and she entered the spacious space. She breathed in the scent of her office. Clean. Crisp. Nothing flowery or frilly. She looked around the room and was satisfied to find everything in its place: books were lined up on the shelf like soldiers standing to attention and the clock ticked away silently in the corner, calming her with its steady rhythm.

      The sun burst from behind her, creating a bright red and orange glow on her wall. This was the only splash of color she tolerated in her office. Well, that and the plant JD and her assistant Lacey had snuck in last year. Otherwise, she dealt in whites, grays, and monochrome.

      The massive window gave her sweeping views of Manhattan, including the Empire State Building and the Statue of Liberty.

      Here she stood forty-eight floors above the city—the daughter of a woman who’d cleaned houses for a living.

      “Shake it off, Sophia. Nostalgia is for saps.”

      She readjusted her crown and removed her suit jacket. She hastily tapped the security code into her computer and the screen flashed to life.

      Her inbox was full of unread messages that had arrived in the short time since she’d checked in the car on the way here.

      She skimmed the emails, noting which were the most important to respond to. She drafted responses, set them aside, and worked on other tasks. She reviewed and sent them half an hour later. “Did you get your point across? Will anything come back to bite you in the butt?” She heard William Perry’s gruff voice. The CEO—her mentor—had drilled that into her head. She hadn’t become William’s protégé by being careless.

      Sophia glanced at her watch. Lacey would be here soon. She told Lacey plenty of times that even though she kept farmer’s hours, it didn’t mean her staff had to, but she did anyway.

      Lacey was ambitious and hungry for her job, and truth be told, Sophia had hired her as her assistant because of it. Her envy fueled Sophia’s own drive. Lacey nipping at her heels was precisely what she needed to stay focused.

      She sharpened hungry Sophia’s teeth and kept emotionally-confused Sophia at bay.

      Hungry Sophia was clear and precise. She wanted to dominate. She didn’t just want her name embossed on a penthouse office door, but on high rises in all expensive cities.

      Emotionally-confused Sophia was dangerous. She wanted to derail their lifelong plans. And for what? Love? A home and a family with a best friend who would never feel the same? Spiritual connection to some God she wasn’t even sure existed? No thanks.

      Lacey forced her to keep the edge that had started slipping when JD was almost killed.

      JD. The thought of him sent a wave of longing through her. So much was wrong with him that he wasn’t sharing. Their conversation this morning fed the worries that had been gnawing at her for months. He wasn’t one to talk about feelings, but she knew him well enough to know he was struggling. He’d never hidden anything from her before. Not knowing what was going on inside his head frightened emotionally-confused Sophia.

      She frowned at the tug of war between her two selves. She tapped her fingers on the desk, impatient with her see-sawing. Snap out of it!

      Her only focus should be this meeting. Everything she’d worked for was within her grasp. Once she sealed this deal, she was on a short list of two to becoming the next CEO.

      The soft rap on her door pulled her from her thoughts.

      “Come in, Lacey.”

      Heels clicked on the tiled floor as her assistant strode into her office. Lacey looked fresh and alert in a light gray pantsuit. She was a stick of a woman, and she wore her hair in a pixie cut that framed her heart-shaped face.

      The blonde gave her a cheerful greeting. She managed to be both deferential and familiar: just one of the ways she reminded Sophia not to get too comfortable.

      It was a game they played.

      Redecorate my office in your mind to your liking. Sophia smiled internally. I’m not going to need it anymore.

      “I emailed the final report for today’s meeting,” Lacey said and handed her a demitasse.

      She’s something else. Even her espresso says anything you can do, I can do better.

      Sophia savored the almost spicy woodsy flavor of the drink. “I took the presentation in a different direction.”

      Lacey’s lips thinned and her eyes narrowed. She showed her anger without realizing it. In their game, they were at an advantage when they were expressionless. Weakness was a lack of emotional control. It was a sign to strike.

      This shift in battle tactic—surprising Lacey with a completely new presentation the morning of—was a direct message: I know who you are, but I’m keeping you around for a purpose.

      Once all the signatures were dry on this contract, she would promote Lacey. She thrived on that bulldog continuing to nip at her heels.

      “Very well. Would you mind emailing me a copy as a backup in case you need it?”

      “I’m trying something new and taking it back to pen and paper,” Sophia said, waving a plain journal in front of her.

      “I see,” she said after a moment. “I’ll head back to my desk now and be back when Mr. Fletcher and Mr. Gordon arrive.”

      “I’ll come out and escort them in,” Sophia said nonchalantly, stopping Lacey in her tracks.

      Lacey turned around, a frown on her face, “But you prefer that clients find you sitting at your conference table.”

      It was a negotiation tool she used. She wanted them to find her relaxed, as if she didn’t have a care in the world.

      “Change is good, Lacey,” she answered slowly and deliberately. Let her take that as she will.

      “Alright, you know where to find me.” Lacey turned and left. The invisible steam emanating from her left a trail.

      Twenty minutes later, Sophia walked over to greet her guests. “Welcome, gentlemen,” she said, shaking each of their hands. “Please come this way.” She ushered them into a conference room across the hall from her office. Another unexpected change to shake Lacey’s confidence. Lacey kept her professional poise, but Sophia knew she was biting her tongue.

      She dismissed Lacey from her mind and congratulated Lawrence Fletcher, the more junior of the partners, on his son’s recent state debate win.

      “One more round, and the team’s off to the nationals,” Mr. Fletcher responded, the pride in his voice sounding off in the room like a trumpet. “Thank you for sending them pizza to celebrate,” he added. “Most people sent flowers. Debate state champion or not, most sixteen-year-old boys don’t care about flowers.” He laughed.

      “Just between us,” Sophia edged a respectful distance closer, “I’ll take pizza over flowers any day.”

      After a brief round of banter, she raised herself up to her full height—not much to go when you barely cracked five feet—and launched into her presentation.

      When she finished, she sat down with an open body posture. It was supposed to give men in power the feeling that they still had control after a woman made an intelligent statement.

      “Gentlemen,” she kept her tone cordial. “Are we ready to sign?”

      Years of playing this game meant she knew the rules. Let them sit in the quiet and make it seem like they alone steered this ship. She was simply a passenger they let aboard. They were in control.

      Believe what you need to. Just sign these papers.

      She kept her face neutral and pretended not to see the shift in their body language. The change from “no” to “yes” was satisfying.

      Gotcha. Sophia bit her tongue to keep from grinning.

      Mr. Gordon extended his hand. “Congratulations, Ms. Velasquez. You have catapulted Hudson Enterprises’ stock to record-breaking prices.” He accepted the pen and signed the papers. “I imagine you’ll have the gratitude of some very rich and happy shareholders,” he said with a smile.

      On the surface, she radiated composure, but everything on the inside was animated. She was back to the vivacious seven-year-old jumping on her mother’s bed, making the promises that only a child had the audacity to believe would come true. “Mamita, I’m going to buy you a house big enough to fit five unicorns and a cow.” Her mother had dreamed of living on a farm.

      Oh, mamita, I would have made it happen for you. Why did you die before I could afford to?

      Sophia quelled the urge to visit the unhappy memories that threatened to stir an emotional hornet’s nest.

      “Something tells me the shareholders of Gordon Enterprises will be just as giddy.” She offered a small smile, and they returned a big grin. Men and their money. Women too.

      Her stock options had nearly quadrupled with this deal, not to mention the bonus she’d just earned.

      They stood up to leave. “It was a pleasure doing business with you, Ms. Velasquez,” said Mr. Fletcher as they closed the door behind them.

      Sophia sat back down and flipped through the documents. “A $500 million signature.”

      Lacey stepped into the conference room with a strained smile. “Congratulations! What a coup.” Her words were warm, but her tone was frosty.

      Sophia ignored the subtext and nodded thanks. “Please tell William I’m on my way up,” she said. “I have a call to make when I get back and then I’m taking the rest of the day.” She tossed the pen on the table. “You do the same.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      She rode the private elevator to see William, who greeted her with a glass of champagne.

      “Isn’t that presumptuous?” Sophia took the flute from him and smiled. He was one of the few people in the company who had ever gotten a genuine smile from her. He was both mentor and sponsor, as well as friend—always watching out for her.

      “Celebration or consolation.” He shrugged and downed the drink in one gulp.

      “You knew it was celebration before Gordon walked out of the building. Is there anything in this company that doesn’t get back to you?”

      “Not much.”

      “You pay your spies well.” She laughed. “I’ll remember that when I’m CEO.”

      She entered his office. Unlike hers, warm, wood grain dominated the decor. Glass and clean lines were nowhere to be seen.

      “Sit and tell me all about your triumphant swan song.” He settled in the massive oak chair behind his desk. She sank into one of the leather chairs facing his. This was where it all started when she’d interviewed for an internship as a fresh-faced college freshman. The rising seniors that year hated her for winning the competitive spot.

      “There's no single victory moment in a deal like this,” she said and sipped her drink. “You know that.”

      “We’ve been negotiating with them for what feels like years,” he said.

      “Three years of cultivating that relationship.” She picked up the miniature cat figurine on his desk and admired the soft lines that curved its tail. “Today’s meeting was . . .”

      “Just a day,” he finished for her. “A lot of little victories leading to the big one.”

      “Is that why it feels like something’s missing?” She finished the drink and set the glass on the desk. “The high lasted as long as the elevator ride up here.”

      He smiled his understanding. “The wins are never as satisfying as you want them to be.”

      “Shouldn’t this one be?” She placed the cat carefully back in its place, as if made of glass instead of wood. “I’ve tailored my life around this company,” she said. “This is everything I’ve worked for.”

      He tilted his head to the side and watched her with thoughtful eyes. “When you take over my position, you’ll be the first female CEO in Hudson’s history.” He watched her with the same respectful glint she’d seen over their almost twenty-year relationship. “You’ve been on fire for this title since the day I met you.”

      “I still can’t believe you didn’t throw me out of your office when I told you that I wanted your job.”

      William’s laugh was deep and genuine. “There are people my own age I don’t respect as much as I respected the pint-sized seventeen-year-old you who told me that.”

      She stared at the empty champagne flute. “Now that it’s so close and I can almost taste it, something is . . . I don’t know.”

      “Missing?”

      “Maybe.” She traced her finger around the rim of the glass.

      “Do you still want to be CEO?”

      She tried hard to focus under his knowing gaze. She’d noticed that lately he’d been worried. As if he was seeing a change in her that he was trying to understand.

      “Why would you even ask that?”

      “Answering a question with a question. You’re either running scared or avoiding the topic.” He pinned her with a knowing stare.

      “Stop with the fortune cookie logic.”

      “Defensive. Also, another sign.”

      “I’ve always wanted this position.”

      “Do you still want it?”

      “Of course, I do.”

      “Are you still hungry for it?” He raised his hand. “Let me finish.”

      She rolled her eyes.

      “You lost something after that tragedy with your friend Jason.”

      “Don’t go there.”

      He splayed his hands on the desk. “It needs addressing. I’m getting old. I don’t have time for the niceties.”

      “Fine.” She glared at him. “Cards on the table. Yours first.”

      “For as long as you’ve been climbing this career ladder, I can’t think of a time you’ve willingly taken days off.”

      “My best friend was shot and in a coma. I had no clue if he was going to live or die. Taking time off from work in that situation was a given.”

      “For most people, yes.” He leaned forward. “Remember when you had pneumonia? We had to lock you out of your email so you could recuperate.”

      “Unnecessarily dramatic, but it got the point across.”

      “This company has always been your sole focus,” he said, “but lately you seem restless.” She shifted in her seat, uncomfortable with his scrutiny. “It’s in your face.” He fixed his blue eyes on her. “Your fire is gone.”

      Her hackles rose. “Are you saying I’ve been bad at my job?”

      “You know better than that.” He chuckled. “Your off day is everyone else’s best day.”

      “What is it then?”

      “Your work is fine,” he said. “It’s your obsession with success—your constant craving—that has dulled.”

      “No, it hasn’t. I’m still the same hungry college kid.” She stood up, offended. “Is that what everyone else is saying? That I’ve lost my edge?”

      “I doubt anyone else sees it.” He thought about it for a second. “Well, maybe Lacey. She senses blood in the water and is ready to feed.”

      Sophia steeled her spine. “Thank you for letting me know I have more to prove.”

      “But do you want to?” It was his eyes that disarmed her. They weren’t accusatory or pitying. They reminded her of her mother’s. Her mother’s eyes used to invite her to take time to consider her own feelings before deciding. They always gave her the space to come to her own conclusions.

      It was the same kindness in William’s eyes that made her sit back down. She slumped in the chair, going against her motto to always take up space.

      “I don’t know.” She finally answered. She hated admitting her weakness. It felt as if she was standing on a peak, dangling her legs over the edge. That feeling of powerlessness was what kept her looking down. “I thought I did, but . . .”

      “But?” He encouraged her to go on.

      “JD’s shooting turned my life upside down,” she said. “Now I’m questioning everything I thought I wanted for myself.” William listened, nodding to show he understood. “I’ve fought too hard to get here to give it up now. I just need to get back on track.”

      “It’s fine if that’s what you still want.” He leaned back in his chair and folded his arms. “But don’t lie to yourself if you want something different now.”

      She studied the empty champagne glass, afraid of what she’d see in her reflection if she could. She knew what William was saying was right, but the realization that she might have lost her edge was hard to swallow. “If I quit now, all people will see is that the housekeeper’s daughter faked her way into high society, and someone finally caught up with her and kicked her out. Back to where she really belongs.”

      She watched him mull over her words before responding. “Intelligence, drive, and talent can’t be faked.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” she said, shaking her head. “People will still think I was never good enough.”

      “Do you think that?”

      “No,” she said, meeting his stare and holding it. “I know I’m good enough.”

      “Then what’s the problem?”

      She gave him a meaningful look. “You belong here. Doors will always remain open for you,” she said. Sophia walked away from her chair and over to the large windows framing the city in the distance. She turned her back to him and said, “Let’s see how many in our circle will still take my calls once they know I don’t
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