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  Chapter One
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October 15 
I met the man I’m going to marry. Yes, it sounds strange. How could I possibly know what kind of man he was? Or whether we’d be right for each other? 
Before today, I would have agreed with you, but the moment I saw him, I knew. 

      [image: ]The last place Tonya McPherson wanted to be was on a construction site. But her brother Everton asked their mom for lunch, and Yvonne McPherson sent Tonya to deliver a basket with food as if she had nothing better to do. 
She hoped not to find any giants to slay or be eaten by a wolf. Whenever the hero went off with a hamper of food, it never ended well. And Tonya was the hero of her own story. 
She tucked a hank of hair behind her ear as she craned her neck to look up at the imposing building.
Four, five, six. She counted the floors in her head, noting the scaffolding and the general disorder of the construction site.
It was hard to believe her brother had built this. Well, not by himself, obviously, since he had an entire crew working with him. 
But it was amazing that her brother Everton, who struggled to make a sandwich that didn’t look like the Leaning Tower of Pisa, had anything to do with this magnificent structure.
She could already tell it would be a beauty when completed.
“Excuse me. Miss. You can’t be here.”
Tonya whirled at the authoritative voice, ignoring the spine-tingling quiver of awareness.
Her gaze raked over him. He was a few inches taller than her, but that wasn’t saying much, since she was only five feet four inches. 
Wiry frame. Dark brown skin. Her gaze met his, and she froze. 
Oh, my.
His chocolate-brown eyes spoke to her, promising forever, and her answer was yes. His lips twitched. Had he read the thoughts on her face? 
Her cheeks burned. She hoped not. 
“Of course I can.” She angled her chin. 
Tonya made a beeline for the interior of the building.
“Miss!” He dodged into her path. “Seriously,” his hands came out to bar her from stepping past him. “You can’t go inside. It’s too dangerous.”
She waved a hand in the air. “Sure, I can. Why don’t you give me one of those hard hats and get out of my way?”
“Tonya, why don’t you stop terrorizing my employee?” 
Everton poked his head out of a window about three stories up. A cluster of men in work clothes, dust clinging to their skin, gathered around him.
She sighed. This was just what she needed—to be the afternoon matinee for a group of men.
“Well, I won’t be your delivery girl next time.”
“You have food?” Delight pitched Everton’s voice a few octaves higher. “What kind?”
“I don’t know.” She shrugged and glanced at the man who watched her as if he expected her to dart past him any second.
“Oh, pooh,” she waved a hand. “You can relax. I’m done trying to get past you.”
That didn’t mean she couldn’t have some fun. She grinned as an idea flashed into her mind. The urge to tease her brother was too strong to resist.
“Hey, what’s your name?”
He pressed his lips together. Her eyes flicked to them. Nope. Better to avoid staring at his lips—too much temptation. 
“I’ll make one up if you don’t tell me.”
He folded his arms across his chest.
“Okay,” she tapped her chin, angling her hip to a sassy angle. “The Guardian.”
He arched a single brow.
“No? How about He-Who-Chases-Women-Away-From-Construction-Sites?”
He half-smiled. “Mac. My name’s Mac.”
She grinned. “Nice to meet you, Mac.” She stuck out a hand. “I’m Tonya.”
She leaned closer to him, fumbling a little under the basket’s weight. What had her mom put in there? Enough food to feed the whole crew?
“Here, let me take that.” Mac hefted the hamper before she could protest.
“Are you hungry?”
His eyes dropped to her lips. 
Hmm. So she wasn’t the only one who felt the tension zipping between them.
She gave him a light tap on the arm. “For food.”
“What are you two doing?”
She rolled her eyes at the growl in Everton’s voice. The problem with older brothers was that they expected you to die a virgin. And she had three of them—each determined to protect her virtue.
“Nothing.” She called back.
“Why don’t you leave the food with Preach and I’ll come down for it as soon as I can?”
“No can do, Everton. Mom said I was to deliver it to you and I’m not leaving until I do.” 
Her mother hadn’t said not to give it to anyone else. Tonya was applying a broad interpretation of Yvonne’s instructions.
In a soft voice, she said to Mac. “Hold the basket so I can open it.” 
He frowned at her, then peeked over his shoulder where Everton glared at them from the window. 
“Please.” Tonya gave him her sweetest smile.
With a sigh, he rearranged the basket. The aromatic scent of fried chicken wafted out when she opened the cover. Figured. 
Her mom offered her a measly sandwich for lunch but brought out food fit for a king for one of her boys. 
Tonya popped open a plastic container and pulled out a chicken leg, her mouth watering as she anticipated her first bite.
“Let’s see how much of this Mac and I can eat before you reach us.” 
She lifted the chicken to Mac’s lips, brushing the meat against them when he refused to open his mouth.
“Come on, it’s delicious.” She smirked. “Besides, it touched your mouth. You have no choice but to eat it.”
“You’re a terror, aren’t you?”
She grinned. “And proud of it.”
She remained still until he opened his mouth and took a bite.
“Mmm.” Mac’s moan came from the tips of his dusty steel-toe boots.
“Right?” She took a bite from the other side, face heating at the unintended intimacy of the act.
Mac cleared his throat. “Can I—may I have the recipe?”
Her eyebrows winged up. Good looking and he cooked? Mac shuffled his feet.
“My mom’s always hunting for the perfect fried chicken recipe. I’m sure she’d love to have this one.”
She met his gaze. Emboldened by the glimmer of interest in his eyes, her lips curved as she teased, “I’m sure I can get the recipe for you. For a price.”
“Oh?” His lips quirked into a half-smile. “And what would that be?”
“A date.” And maybe a kiss, though she was glad she hadn’t said that aloud. “Meet me at the boardwalk on Saturday at six.” 
Her brother sprinted from the building, chest heaving from running down three flights of stairs.
“Get away from my sister.” Everton snatched the basket from Mac. “And give me my food.”
Tonya rolled her eyes. Her brother towered over Mac, expression fierce. Mac was unconcerned. He must have figured out that for all his hulking, Everton was an enormous teddy bear.
“Stop acting like a neanderthal, Evo.” Tonya reverted to her childhood nickname for him. “Mac was curious about Mom’s recipe.” She arched a brow. “I offered to get the recipe for him. If he wanted it.” She met Mac’s gaze. “Well?”
Mac gave a slow nod. “Yes.” His eyes dropped to her mouth, then flitted back to hers. “Please get it for me.”
Tonya bit back a grin. He’d agreed to her terms.






  
  Chapter Two

[image: ]

What had he gotten himself into? Mac Hall paced the boardwalk at Sapphire Beach, keeping his eyes open for the petite frame of a woman who was too sassy for her own good—his boss and friend’s sister. 
Everton would kill him if he knew Mac was sneaking behind his back with Tonya. Come to think of it, the brothers Everton always talked about would take turns pounding on him—all three of them. 
Mac had known better than to agree to her terms when she bribed him with her mother’s recipe for a date and a kiss. 
He’d understood the request in her expressive brown eyes, as if she’d said the words aloud. Mac paused mid-rotation when he spotted Tonya. 
Wow. Her yellow sundress swirled around her knees, the color complementing her dark brown skin. 
She’d slicked something shiny over her lips, making them even more irresistible.
He hurried toward her, stopping when he got close.
“Hi.” Mac smiled, his earlier panic forgotten. 
He wrapped his fingers around hers. Tingles shot up his arm, and he almost dropped her hand. That had never happened before. 
Mac cleared his throat. “You realize if Everton finds out I’m here with you, he’ll kill me, right?”
She laughed. “He’s not the brother you should worry about.”
“No?” Mac quirked an eyebrow. “Who should I be concerned about, then?”
“Theo.”
“Is that so?”
“Uh-huh.” Tonya nodded. “He’s my best friend and has a bit of a temper.” She held her thumb and forefinger an inch apart. “Not so you’d notice, but enough.”
He snorted. “Please tell me Theo didn’t drink the same giant juice Everton did.”
Everton towered over Mac’s five feet six inches frame. He grinned at her peal of laughter.
“Oh, I like you, Mac. Now come on,” she tugged him toward the restaurants lining one side of the boardwalk. “Earn my gift.”
He scanned her. “Where is it?”
She wasn’t carrying a bag.
“I’ll never tell.” She smirked. 
Possibilities ran through his mind, and he smiled. No, better not to get distracted trying to figure out where she hid the recipe.

      [image: ]“Why do they call you Preach?”
They sat on the beach, jumbo hot dogs in hand. It pleased him that Tonya wasn’t one of those girls incapable of eating in front of a guy.
The conversation up to that point had been light. Easy. They discussed the subjects they’d loved in school. Movies they enjoyed. Food.
The answer to Tonya’s question held more weight than she realized. This was normally where his dates lost interest and backed away. 
Either that or they became clingy and unreasonable, as though they believed their behavior would entice him to propose.
He rubbed his chest. He didn’t want her to back away. The thought surprised him, and he took an extra moment to chew the bite of food.
“That bad, huh?” She leaned forward, eyes bright with laughter. “Are you one of those guys who enjoys sermonizing about people’s choices?”
He swallowed. “Sermonizing? Is that even a word?”
Her eyes lit with mischief. “You know,” she straightened her spine, adopting a droll expression. “Thou shalt not go down that path, evil lieth in that direction.”
He snickered at the fake, sonorous voice. “Worse.” He took a deep breath. “I’m studying to be a pastor.”
“Oh.” She blinked. “Really?”
The food turned to stone in his gut. Yup. Here it comes. The minute she manufactured an excuse and made a beeline for the exit.
“Huh.” She nodded, absorbing the meaning of his words. 
She was probably trying to come up with the perfect excuse to bolt. 
“I guess that means I’m not as good a Christian as I thought.”
He tilted his head, frowning. That was not what he assumed she would say. 
“What does that mean?”
She shrugged. “I need to up my Bible study time because I want to kiss you.”
His eyes shot to hers. Had she really said…?
“You want to kiss me?”
She nodded. “Is that wrong?”
He hoped not because he wanted to kiss her. To discover if her lips tasted as sweet as they looked. He cleared his throat.
“You’re the first woman who’s ever said that to me once they realized I aspired to be a pastor.”
She snorted. “Then the rest of them are idiots.”
He laughed. “Well,” he held up a finger. “Either that or they start acting weird.”
She narrowed her eyes. “Weird how?”
How would he explain it? 
“Some women believe being with a pastor is a badge of honor or a challenge.” He shrugged. “I’m not sure.”
It was at once dehumanizing and frustrating.
She laid a hand on his arm. “That’s not what’s happening here.”
His heart pounded in his ears, making it tough to hear. 
“No?”
“I like you, Mac.” The corner of her mouth tilted up. “We just met, but something about you makes me want…” 
Her tongue darted out to moisten her lips, and he followed its path. 
Lord, help. 
He was way too attracted to this woman. She dropped her gaze, folding her hands on her lap.
“I want to get to know you better.”
Instincts told him she was holding back, but he decided not to press. This pretty woman admitted she wanted to spend time with him without morphing into a crazy person.
“Hey.” He waited until she met his gaze again. “I’d like that.” He tipped his chin at the view behind her. “Turn around.” 
The sun had crept toward the horizon, painting the sky in shades of orange, purple, and blue.
“It’s beautiful.”
“Yes.” He looked down at her. “Breath-taking.”
He’d always loved watching the sun rise or set. No two were the same. Each one was a reminder of the wonderful, creative God he served. 
Sharing this moment with Tonya made him crave something he hadn’t realized was missing from his life. Companionship.
Not the kind you had with family or friends. The companionship that only happened when you found the one who made you long to settle in and tell them everything. 
The one who made you want to find out how their mind worked. To understand their fears and desires. The kind that made you pledge to do everything in your power to help them accomplish their dreams.

      [image: ]“So, where do we go from here?”
Night had stolen over the beach, but the boardwalk was just coming to life. As they left, scores of couples made their way toward the lights and sounds of the pier.
Mac interlaced his fingers with Tonya’s as they walked to the parking lot where he’d parked his mother’s decades-old sedan. 
A connection had sprung up between them on the beach and shifted into something with the potential to be both wonderful and scary.
“I’m not sure. Here.” She handed him a folded index card that she’d pulled from a pocket hidden in the folds of her dress. “My mother’s recipe.”
“I assumed you’d demand a kiss before you handed it over.”
She laughed. “Pretty sure I said it would cost you a date.”
He stepped closer, lowering his head to whisper in her ear. “You asked for more than a date, Tonya. I saw it in your eyes.”
“Yes, well.” She took a step back and waved the paper at him. “Aren’t you planning to take it?”
He grabbed the card and tucked it into his pocket. Had he misread her? 
“Thanks.” Embarrassment clambered up his throat, making it hard to speak. “Let me take you home.”
She sighed.
“What?” 
His eyes roamed over her face, trying to identify the reason for her distress.
“This is the reason I don’t date.” She rolled her eyes. “This, and because of my over-protective brothers. I still want to kiss you, Mac.”
“You do?” 
Why were women so confusing? The faint sound of the steel drums played in the background, a soundtrack to the turmoil in his mind.
“Of course!” She flung her hands up. “Didn’t I tell you that on the beach?”
“Yeah.” 
He nodded, paying attention to every move she made as he struggled to deduce what she expected him to do.
She pressed her lips together and took several deep breaths. 
“Okay. Let me be as clear as possible. I am interested in you. I hope this is only the first of many more dates to come. 
“I also would like to kiss you. But only if you want to. Not so you can get my mother’s recipe.”
He grinned. He couldn’t help it. Exhilaration at her words made him want to twirl her. But there was an even better option.
Mac stepped closer, tugging her into his arms. 
“I’m glad you made that clear.” 
Her lips were even sweeter than he’d imagined. There was also a hint of spice from the mustard they’d eaten and the salty sea air.
Mac wasn’t sentimental, but he would have sworn that kissing Tonya was like coming home. A sense of rightness stole over him and he never wanted to kiss another woman for the rest of his life.






  
  Chapter Three
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April 28 
I can’t believe Mac and I have been dating for six months. He’s the sweetest man ever! 
He’s not one of those guys who always talks about himself, either. 
Mac listens to what I say and is genuinely interested. Though I suppose that’s because he’s studying to be a pastor.
Can you imagine? I’ll be a pastor’s wife! 
I should research what that means because Mac’s almost done with his degree and I’m sure he’ll propose soon.
Anyway, I must get ready for our date. He’s taking me somewhere special, but won’t tell me where.

      [image: ]Tonya smoothed her hands down the dark green dress that clung to her slim frame. She wished she had more in the bust area, but Mac liked her the way she was. 
Now to pass the Neanderthals in the living room. She didn’t appreciate her mom telling her brothers when she had a date with Mac. They enjoyed hanging around the house until after he picked her up.
Lucky for her, her family’s antics hadn’t scared Mac off. She took a deep breath at the foot of the stairs and rushed across the living room. She hoped to get to the other side while the movie held their attention and avoid their teasing.
“Hot date?”
She smothered a groan before turning to glare at her brother, Paul.
“What’s it to you?” She propped a hand on her hip. “Didn’t find anyone to take pity on you tonight?”
“And miss the preacher picking you up for your date?” He grinned. “Not a chance. Besides, we have a later curfew. We can go to dinner later in the evening and not at sunset like you guys.”
She frowned. Paul had a point. Mac was picking her up extra early. She hadn’t thought much of it because she loved spending time with him, but dinner wouldn’t take that long. 
Did he have something else planned for tonight? Her heart pounded. Was he planning to propose?
“Mac’s here,” Brianna yelled. 
Her little sister’s words captured everyone’s attention. Paul and Theo stood, walking toward the entryway. Everton muted the television and came to stand beside her.
“You know they’re only teasing you, right?”
She sighed, leaning against her brother. “I do, but I wish you guys had another way to show affection. I like him, Evo.”
“Preach is one of the good guys. Everything will work out the way it should.”
She perked up. Everton was right, and Tonya was positive she and Mac would pledge forever to each other in no time flat. Maybe they’d begin that journey tonight. 
Why else would she have this powerful sense that they were destined to be together?

      [image: ]The admiration in Mac’s eyes made her glad she’d splurged on the dress. She saved most of her salary to help offset the cost of her tuition, but when she’d seen this dress, she hadn’t been able to resist it.
Her eyes roamed over Mac. “You look good.” 
The blue-gray turtleneck complemented his dark skin. She loved him in any shade of blue, and he’d been wearing more of the color since they started dating.
His lips curved, and her heart thrilled. She was dating Malcolm Hall Junior. She dragged her attention away from his too-kissable lips.
“Where are we going, anyway?”
“You’ll see.” He opened the door for her, and she slipped past him to buckle up.
Soft music played in the background as Tonya tried to work out where he was taking her. Scenes whizzed by as they drove out of Orange Valley. She sat up straighter.
“Where are we going?”
Mac glanced at her, his brow quirked. “Wouldn’t you like to know?” 
He refocused on the road, and she huffed out a breath. He wouldn’t say another word on the topic until he was ready. 
She rolled her eyes. “Fine.” 
He had a specific destination in mind. She could spend the rest of the journey worrying about it or enjoy the ride. She fiddled with the radio dial until she found one playing contemporary gospel music.
Half an hour later, her patience paid off when she spotted a road sign. Idlewood. 
What were they doing there? Wasn’t there a fancy restaurant in Idlewood? What was it called? She couldn’t remember. But if Mac had taken her to Idlewood for their date…
Her wish was coming true! Tonya’s heart pounded in her chest. 
Lord, help me be calm when he asks. I don’t want to pass out from excitement. 
Tonya bit the insides of her cheeks to keep from smiling. She would be a pastor’s wife. Mrs. Latonya McPherson-Hall. The name had a nice ring to it.

      [image: ]Ten minutes later, Mac parked in front of a church. The enormous building was at least twice the size of her home church. 
On any other night, she’d have been exhilarated to enter its hallowed halls and partake in whatever service or program was taking place.
“Mac?” 
She swiveled to look at him, but he was already out of the car, walking around to open her door.
He helped her out of the car and clasped her arms. 
“Don’t take this the wrong way. You look gorgeous tonight, but I need you to cover up.”
Tonya glanced down at herself. There was nothing wrong with her dress. It was modest. Of course, when she’d dressed, it had been to go out to dinner, not attend a church service in another town. She pulled away from him and wrapped her arms around herself.
Even after his request not to be offended, his comment annoyed her, especially when he took a jacket from the back seat and draped it over her. 
What kind of guy invited a woman to dinner and then took her to church?
Maybe Mac wasn’t as perfect as she’d assumed he was.
“I promise you that there’s a point to all of this. Please don’t be mad.”
He tugged her into his arms, resting his forehead against hers. Tonya inhaled, filling her lungs with his warm and spicy scent with a hint of violets.
“No fair, Mac. How am I supposed to remain mad at you when all I can think about is how good you smell?”
“Good.” He kissed the tip of her nose. “Focus on that.” He pulled her toward the church. “We’re late.”
Two hours later, she was still confused. Mac spoke to the group gathered in the church, and while his message had been powerful, she didn’t understand why he asked her to get dressed up to attend.
Tonya hung back while he shook hands with people after the service, self-conscious in her sexy dress and Mac’s jacket. 
She remained silent on the ride back to Orange Valley, ignoring Mac’s attempts at conversation.
She didn’t understand. This was the special dinner? The one she’d wasted her new dress on? 
This was not what she expected when she left her house this evening.






  
  Chapter Four
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Mac pulled into the driveway of Ruby’s Place. He’d squirreled away funds for weeks to save enough to take Tonya there. Ruby wasn’t expensive, but every dollar counted when you worked part-time to pay your tuition. 
Light spilled into the car, highlighting Tonya’s profile. She sat, body angled away from him, staring out the window.
Anger and hurt vibrated off Tonya, polluting the small space. He sighed. He’d gone about this the wrong way.
“You’re angry at me.”
She cut her eyes at him before resuming her position. He doubted she even realized where she was. This was not going the way he’d planned.
“Would you look at me?” He waited for several beats for her to respond. 
Alright, then. Mac got out of the car and went to her side. He opened the door and extended a hand to her. She swiveled to face the opposite direction.
Mac looked up at the sky. 
I could use a little help here, Lord. Please?
He squatted beside the passenger seat, ignoring the curious gazes of people making their way in and out of the restaurant.
He rested a palm on her knee. “Let me explain.” 
This would be easier if she looked at him. “I planned to take you to Deeper Rock Community Church for you to hear me speak.”
She glared at him. Okay, that was not any easier. 
“Then you should have said so, Mac. I wouldn’t have worn the new dress I spent too much on. I would have chosen an outfit from my closet and sat in the congregation ready to support you.”
Her voice broke, and a single tear spilled down her cheek. 
Oh no, he’d messed up. 
Mac popped up, unbuckling her seatbelt, and pulled her from the car.
“Babe, I’m sorry.” He wrapped his arms around her stiff form. “I went about this the wrong way.”
She yanked away and glared. “You think? Taking me to church is not a special date!”
“You’re right. I’m sorry.” He took a deep breath. Time to man up and spill the truth. “I brought you there to share my news with you.” 
He glanced at her. She was listening, though her posture remained tense. 
“The Conference is assigning me to Deeper Rock as an intern pastor once I complete my degree.”
“Are you serious?”
He nodded. “Uh-huh.”
Deeper Rock was one of the largest churches in the Conference. Being an intern there would be great training as he started his pastoral ministry.
“They invited me to speak there a few times in the coming months before I officially start my internship.”
“That’s fantastic, Mac.” She flung her arms around him. 
Yes, this was what he’d expected. 
She pulled away and smacked him on the arm. “Next time just say that, you big dodo head.”
Mac laughed. He supposed he deserved that.
“I’m sorry. In my head, it played out a lot differently. I’d take you to the church, share my news, and then we’d eat at Ruby’s Place to celebrate—”
“Wait, you’re taking me to Ruby’s?”
He tipped his head toward the building behind them. Her eyes widened. 
“Oh, Mac.” She leaned closer. “Can you afford this?”
He grinned. “Of course. No expenses spared for my best girl on our special date.” 
She didn’t need to know he skipped lunch several times to finance this date.
“I better be your only girl.”
“Always.” He leaned in for a kiss. “Let’s get inside before they don’t have any food left.”

      [image: ]Mac smiled at Tonya as she spoke. After his parking lot confession, she reverted to her usual animated self.
“I can’t wait to tell the guys at church that you’ll be an intern pastor at Deeper Rock. They’ll be green.”
He chuckled. “Is that a color we want our friends to have?”
“Well,” she grinned, a cat who ate the canary smile. “It may be inappropriate behavior for a pastor’s wife, but I want them as green as trees.”
Mac’s smile widened. “So you want to be a pastor’s wife, do you?”
She dropped her eyes, twirling pasta around on her plate and dragging it through the Alfredo sauce.
“Hey.” Mac reached across the table and tipped her chin until her eyes met his. “You know I love you, right? One day, I’ll be honored to make you my wife.”
But it would not be soon. He needed to earn enough to provide and care for her the way she deserved.
Her eyes shone. “I love you too. I’d marry you the minute you asked.”
“The minute, huh?”
She winked. “Well, maybe not the minute. I’d appreciate a couple of days to buy a dress so I can look beautiful for you.”
“You’re always beautiful to me.” 
And she was. Her spirit shone through her eyes, making him desire to spend every moment in her presence.
“Pshaw.” She waved away his compliment. “Things are tight for you financially, but I have money saved. It’s enough to pay for a modest wedding. Or at least get the basics to start our lives together.”
His smile tightened. “Wait, what?”
She gave him a puzzled smile.
He prayed for patience and added more words to his question. 
“Isn’t the money for your tuition next year?”
Tonya had taken a gap year to work and save money for her degree. She was getting a bachelor’s in business management, determined to leave her mark on the corporate world.
“It was, but I can get a degree anytime. I can only marry you once.”
“No. Let’s wait until we save enough. That way, you don’t sacrifice your dreams for me.”
She caressed his cheek. “I’m glad to do it.”
Why were women so willing to give up their education for marriage and family? His mother had done the same thing. 
His father had left Marion Hall with two children she struggled to care for. The degree had never come. Tonya would make the same choice his mother had. He studied her as she spoke, her hands punctuating every sentence. 
Would she remain as excited about life if she gave up her dreams?
For how long? Even today, his mom’s sadness lingered for the degree she’d never completed. 
She didn’t express her regret to him, but he sensed it. Her life would have been more fulfilling if she’d followed the path she set for herself. 
Get her degree. Become a chef. Open her restaurant. Marry. Start a family.
Mac wouldn’t allow Tonya to make the same mistakes his mother had. He wouldn’t allow Tonya to choose him over her dreams. He wasn’t worth it. 
Mac rubbed a hand over his chest where a deep pain set in. He had a tough choice to make. But he already ruined one woman’s life, he wouldn’t do it a second time, especially not to the woman he loved.






  
  Chapter Five
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Tonya hurried to meet Mac, her heart lifting at the thought of seeing him again. They hadn’t seen each other since their date at Ruby’s, and she missed him. 
She frowned. They’d hardly spoken this week. Was that a clue that something was wrong?
No, she wouldn’t worry about it.
He had exams next week. This close to the end of his program, the pressure was on him to finish strong. Plus, there were lots of projects and papers to write. He was busy. And so was she. 
Her schedule had been a beast. Several employees had caught the flu, requiring Tonya to work extra hours. She hadn’t minded. More hours meant more pay and savings in the bank for her dream wedding. 
Mac waited for her at the entrance to Apple Valley Park. He offered to pick her up, but she’d been in the area and wanted him to know she could care for herself.
Her gaze raked over Mac. Mine. 
Tonya grinned at the possessive thought and rushed into his arms.
“Hey, sweetie.”
He patted her back, and she pulled away with a frown. That was weird. 
“Are you okay?”
He nodded. Shook his head. Shrugged. She reassessed him. His eyes were red and his face haggard, as if he hadn’t slept in a while.
“Can we go…?” He gestured toward the benches near the edge of a cliff overlooking the ocean.
“Sure.” 
A sense of foreboding stole over her. Something was wrong. Very wrong. 
Usually, Mac would draw her against his side, trying to steal kisses, or at the least, hold her hand.
Not today. He walked beside her, posture stiff, hands clenching and unclenching at his sides.
Mac stopped at the water’s edge, staring at the distant blue hills that rose against the sky.
“I can’t do this anymore.”
“Mac?” 
His voice was that of a stranger. What couldn’t he do any more?
He must have read her thoughts, because he glanced at her. 
Oh. 
His eyes were so filled with pain that she wasn’t sure if she should comfort him or cover her ears and run far, far away.
“Look.” He faced her but refused to meet her eyes. “This relationship won’t work.”
She gaped at him. Hadn’t they recently had a celebratory dinner? They’d talked about marriage. She was planning their wedding—okay, that was on her because he hadn’t asked, but he wanted the same thing she did, right?
Tonya opened her mouth and willed her voice to push past her dry throat and stiff lips.
“What did I do?” 
She hated how weak her voice sounded. Pathetic.
“It’s not you. It’s me.”
Her lips curled at the platitude. “Really?” She wrapped her arms around herself. “This is what you wanted to discuss? Last week we talked about marriage and today you broke up with me using those trite words?”
He flinched and reached a hand toward her. She jumped back. 
“Don’t. Touch. Me.” 
She took several deep breaths, waiting until the anger that threatened to cut off her air lessened. 
“Explain to me, Mac, how we go from planning to get married one day to breaking up in less than a week. How?” Her voice broke, and she snapped her mouth closed against more words. Or tears. 
Please, God, don’t let me cry in front of him. 
Because she refused to give him her tears after he broke her heart.
He looked down at his feet. “I thought about that in the past week. I’m moving to another town and you’re going away to school. Long-distance relationships never work, Tonya, you know that.”
She knew no such thing. Distance made a relationship difficult, not impossible. Not for two people who loved each other and committed to maintaining their bond.
She’d been willing to do the work and assumed he had been, too. Besides, hadn’t she made it clear she was ready to marry him?
She’d been such a fool. While he prepared to move on, she’d been planning their lives together.
“I guess I was entertainment for you. Someone to keep your company until you move on to your next big thing.”
He winced, and she steeled her heart against his visible pain. She would not feel sorry for the man who broke her heart.
“It wasn’t like that, Tonya. I care about you.”
She snorted. “Save it.” She slashed a hand through the air to cut off the rest of whatever he’d been about to say. “If I never see you again, Pastor Hall, it will be too soon.”

      [image: ]May 5
He broke up with me. Mac called this morning and said he wanted to talk. He sounded horrible. 
When we met—he looked awful, as if he hadn’t slept for days.
He must have been planning our breakup the entire time. I don’t understand why or what happened.
I believed we were happy. How could I have been so wrong?






  
  Chapter Six
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Mac stared after Tonya. The rigid lines of her shoulders made him long to rush after her and rescind everything he’d said. To grovel until she accepted his apology and took him back. 
What would he do without her? How was he supposed to go on when she took his heart with him?

      [image: ]Curious about what was running through Everton’s mind when Mac and Tonya met? Find out in the exclusive bonus scene when you join my newsletter community: https://books.aminatacoote.com/everton.

      [image: ]How It Began is the prequel novella to His Perfect Wife. Mac returns to Orange Valley four years later, and he wants another chance. Keep reading for their second-chance romance.
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  Chapter 1

[image: ]

Latonya McPherson took a sip of her virgin strawberry daiquiri. Her friends were late. As usual. Tonya settled back into the plush mustard cushions, glad they’d chosen The Hanging Garden Restaurant for their bi-weekly girls’ night out. Something about being surrounded by hanging plants gave her a sense of peace. 
She checked the emails on her company phone, scanning to see which ones looked urgent. Tonya paused at an email flagged as important, its subject in all caps. She skim-read it and sighed. 
Her client, Ray Blackburn, had forgotten to send over the payroll file for fifty employees. Her team would have to prepare manual checks for the employees to receive their pay on time. She forwarded the email to one of her supervisors. She needed to meet with Ray. At least twice a month, he forgot to submit a file on time, which resulted in additional work for her team.
“Oh no,” Peyton Green snatched the phone out of her hand. “This is a no-working zone.” Peyton dropped Tonya’s phone into her bag and slid into the chair to her right. Her friend didn’t seem to notice that several of the male patrons’ heads had swiveled in her direction. And why not? 
Peyton was gorgeous, with her bronze skin and high cheekbones. Especially when dressed to attract attention, as she was now in a bold magenta jumpsuit and an afro wig.
“Yes, well,” Tonya took another sip. “I wouldn’t have to work if you guys showed up on time.”
Peyton rolled her eyes. “And we would have been on time if I hadn’t had to convince Miss Thing that she had to come.”
Tonya turned to Cassandra Pageant, who’d taken the seat to her left. “You weren’t planning to come. Why?”
“Yes.” Cassie tugged on the long sleeves of her black dress. “No. Maybe.” 
Her friend had straightened her coils and swept them away from her classically beautiful face in a neat chignon. Cassie’s eyes dropped to the table. 
“It’s a school night.” Cassie shrugged. “I wanted to get to bed early.”
Cassie was a kindergarten teacher at a local elementary school. She was the one who insisted that she needed a break and adult conversation. Tonya exchanged looks with Peyton, who looked as confused as she was. 
The whole reason they had these Monday night outings was to beat the doldrums. It gave them something to look forward to as they fought the Monday morning blues.
“Is everything alright?” Tonya rested a hand on Cassie’s.
Cassie’s phone vibrated. “I’m fine.” Cassie slid her hand away to fiddle with her phone. 
Tonya stifled a twinge of hurt. What was so urgent on her phone that it needed immediate attention? Cassie’s fingers flew over the keypad. 
“Who are you texting?” asked Tonya.
“Barrington. He likes to know where I am.”
Tonya quirked a brow. They had barely settled in. Surely he couldn’t have missed her already?
After a few more texts, Cassie rested the phone on the table, fingers hovering over the screen. “Let’s order,” she said with a tight smile.
Tonya frowned but waved to get the attention of their server. Cassie’s mood threw a pall over the table. Tonya forced herself to smile brightly.
“So, what’s going on?” she asked, glancing between the two women. 
Peyton gave Tonya a sly smile. “We missed you at church last week.”
She’d been expecting this. “Why? Did something happen?” Tonya schooled her voice to sound casual.
“Girl, as if you didn’t know.” 
Their church was hosting a month-long series on deepening your relationship with God. They had attended each of the programs together, except the last one.
“We had a guest speaker.” Peyton leaned closer to Tonya and whispered. “And girl, he is fine.”
Peyton leaned back in the chair. “I’m surprised you weren’t there.”
The guest speaker was the reason she hadn’t been to church. Tonya had seen his name on the program and made other plans. She had tried to convince her friends to go with her, but they’d wanted to attend the service at Ebenezer. 
“I still don’t understand why you didn’t come.” Peyton folded her arms across her chest. “We’ve attended every other program together and thought for sure you’d be at this one as well. Especially since Barrington came to church and Cassie had to sit with him.”
Tonya frowned. “Why didn’t the three of you sit together?”
Cassie shifted in her chair and tapped the screen of her phone. “Barrington wanted to sit closer to the front, so that’s what we did.”
Tonya turned to Peyton, who lifted her hands. “Don’t look at me. You know I’m not going to the front. Can’t take all those eyes on me.”
Tonya snorted. “Maybe if you went to church earlier, people wouldn’t stare at you when you entered.” 
Especially since Peyton dressed for church like a model on assignment. It was one reason they sat near the center of the sanctuary. Peyton could slip in through the side door and into their pew without attracting too much attention.
“I demand an explanation,” said Peyton. “Why did you stand me up?”
Peyton’s voice was playful, but she wanted an answer. The server’s appearance gave her a reprieve from explaining. The women gave their orders and handed back their menus.
“I went to Hope Church.” Tonya ran her finger through the condensation on her glass. “The message was interesting.” And she didn’t have to spend an hour staring at Malcolm Hall Jr., wondering if he thought about her as much as she thought about him. 
Cassie and Peyton didn’t know Tonya’s history with Mac. She’d started attending Ebenezer Church to get away from the sympathy of her congregation after the relationship with Mac had ended.
“You missed something. That man can preach and, as I said, eye candy.” Peyton gave Cassie a side-eye and grinned. “Well, since you don’t date and Cass is in a relationship, I call dibs.”
“You can’t call dibs on a person,” said Cassie in a soft voice.
“Sure, you can. I just did,” said Peyton. “Let me do it again, dibs.” Peyton enunciated the last word until it sounded almost robotic.
“How are you going to date someone who doesn’t live in Orange Valley?” asked Cassie.
Peyton smirked. “He’s a member of our conference, isn’t he? I’m sure he’ll be speaking at other churches. All I have to do is show up where he’s going to be speaking.” She shrugged. “If he sees me enough times, he’ll realize we’re destined to be together.”
Tonya rolled her eyes. “That sounds a little desperate.”
“My life is a rom-com,” said Peyton. “I’m just waiting for my leading man to show up.”
“You’re welcome to him,” said Tonya in a tone she hoped sounded unruffled. Malcolm Hall Jr. had walked away from her. She would not go chasing after him.

      [image: ]Tonya studied Cassie’s face. Her friend had been subdued all evening, barely contributing to the conversation. Her attention had returned repeatedly to her phone. 
Peyton had gone to the restroom to floss and brush her teeth before they left the restaurant. Their friend was obsessed with oral hygiene, using the bathroom after every meal, but they’d gotten used to her quirk. 
Usually, Tonya and Cassie would have offered to go with Peyton, though Peyton always declined their offer. With Peyton gone, Tonya hoped to pry the reason for Cassie’s silence out of her. She stared at her friend with concern.
“Are you sure everything’s okay?”
Cassie gave Tonya a smile that didn’t reach her eyes. “I’m fine. Why do you keep asking?”
“I don’t know,” Tonya tilted her head. “Maybe because you barely spoke all evening.” She counted the points off on her fingers. “You hardly touched your food.” 
Cassie had spent more time turning over her salad than eating it. 
“You didn’t plan to come tonight when you were the one who insisted on Monday nights. And you’re wearing a dress that looks like something my mother would wear.” 
Besides, she’d spent so much time texting Barrington that it would have been easier if he’d been sitting at the table with them.
Tonya scanned the parts of Cassie she could see. It was a beautiful dress, but the black sequined number was more suited to a formal evening than their semi-casual night out. 
“Barrington bought me this dress. He wanted me to wear it tonight.”
Tonya cocked her head. “Since when does Barrington tell you what to wear?” 
“Look, Tonya,” Cassie tugged down the sleeves of her dress. “I don’t expect the girl who’s perpetually single to understand, but sometimes when you’re in a relationship, you make choices with the other person in mind.”
Tonya jerked at Cassie’s harsh words. The words and tone were so uncharacteristic of her friend that she didn’t know how to respond. Cassie began rearranging the items on the table, something she did when agitated.
“Cassie—” 
Tonya grabbed her friend’s arm to stop her. Cassie winced. Tonya frowned. She had not grabbed her that hard. A sick thought occurred to her, and she tightened her grip on Cassie’s. She used her other hand to push up Cassie’s sleeves. Dark red bruises covered her friend’s arm. 
Tears sprang to her eyes. “What happened?”
Cassie jerked her arm away and tugged her sleeve down. “Nothing.” She averted her gaze. “I bumped into a door.”
Tonya stared at Cassie in disbelief. Her friend was one of the least clumsy people she knew. Besides, even if Cassie had bumped into a door, why were the marks shaped like fingerprints?






  
  Chapter 2
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Malcolm Hall Jr. allowed his eyes to roam around the vestry. He’d be spending a lot of time here in the future. A large wooden desk with a black office chair dominated one corner of the room. The cream walls were bare except for a black clock on the wall that faced the desk. 
“How does it feel to be back in Orange Valley?” asked Pastor Winston Carlisle, coming to stand in front of the desk.
Mac angled his head to study his new senior pastor, who was at least a foot taller and a hundred pounds heavier than he was.
“It’s okay.” He couldn’t tell this man that he hadn’t wanted to return home. That he’d almost begged the conference director to reassign him. Not when at least three pastors petitioned weekly to be sent to churches in their communities.
Mac shifted to look at the bookcase that lay against one wall. He stepped closer, hoping Pastor Carlisle would think the titles on the shelves engrossed him. Anything to distract him from asking the next question.
“Sounds like you’re not happy to be home. Why is that?”
Mac’s gaze darted to Pastor Carlisle, who’d leaned his bulk against the desk, arms folded across his chest.
Mac shrugged. “It’s complicated.” And involved, as complications often did, a woman.
Pastor Carlisle nodded. “God puts us where He needs us, even if it’s not where we want to be.”
That’s what he was afraid of. Because being in Orange Valley meant he wouldn’t be able to avoid running into Tonya or someone in her family.
“Pastor Carlisle, I don’t want you to think I don’t appreciate the opportunity to be here. I do.” Mac considered his next words. He didn’t want to start his term at Ebenezer on the wrong foot.
There was a light tap on the door.
“Come in,” said Pastor Carlisle.
A young woman stepped into the open doorway. 
“Pastor Hall? They’re ready for you.”
Mac nodded to Pastor Carlisle and followed her out of the room. This wasn’t the time to dwell on the past and any residual feelings he might have for Tonya. He needed to deliver the message God had given him for this congregation. That they should focus on deepening their relationship with Him while they were single. A lesson he was still trying to learn.
Mac stood at the pulpit and scanned the crowd. The tension between his shoulder blades eased when he didn’t see her. If there was also a twinge of disappointment, he ignored it. 
Moving back to Orange Valley meant he’d have more than enough chances to run into his ex. Maybe by the time he saw her again, he’d have had enough time to trap his feelings in the box where they belonged. And would remain for the rest of his life.

      [image: ]“That was a great sermon.” Pastor Carlisle clapped him on the back.
“Thank you.” Mac winced a little as the man’s beefy hand connected.
“I can see you’re the right man for the job.” 
Pastor Carlisle gestured to the chairs, and Mac plopped into one, grateful to be off his feet. 
“Our last youth pastor was a little too unorthodox for us. He could draw a crowd, but his doctrine was…” Pastor Carlisle’s face tightened. “Let’s just say he was a little elastic with the truths of the Bible.”
Huh. All he had to do to get out of this job was to make the Bible say things it didn’t. The idea burned at him. No, he’d never do anything like that. The Bible was God’s word to humanity, and he wasn’t willing to teach otherwise, even if it got him out of an uncomfortable situation.
“We consider ourselves a pretty liberal church,” Pastor Carlisle continued, “but doctrine is something we firmly believe in.”
“Good to know.” He wasn’t sure why Pastor Carlisle had insisted on meeting with him in the vestry after the sermon. Mac drained half a bottle of water while he waited to hear.
Pastor Carlisle clapped his hands together. “I know it’s customary to allow the youth pastor to make plans for his department, but since you’re starting in the middle of the year, some things are already in place.”
Mac nodded. He’d expected that. “Is there a list of what’s been planned? I’d like to know what’s scheduled.” 
And start writing his own programs. If the previous minister had taught things that didn’t align with Scripture, Mac would have his work cut out for him. He’d have to correct doctrinal errors while also setting a foundation of truth.
The man spoke fast, as if he had a lot to say and not a lot of time to say it. “I’ll have Rochelle, she's the pastor’s assistant, send you the schedule once they’ve created your email. The reason I wanted to meet with you was that we have a youth event that’s coming up in a few weeks.”
Mac’s eyebrows shot up. He’d had several meetings with the conference and members from Ebenezer, and nobody had mentioned anything to him.
“What kind of event?”
Pastor Carlisle swiped a handkerchief over his shiny pate. “Well, every year we go out into the community to serve. It’s a way of getting the youth to connect with the people around them and get the gospel to the community in practical ways.”
“I’m familiar with the Youth Impact Day.” It was an initiative that happened across the conference, though each congregation got to choose its own dates and activities.
“Good.” Pastor Carlisle folded his arms across his prominent stomach. “The thing is, we thought everything had been in place for the event, but…”
Mac sat up in his chair. “How much of the planning has been completed?”
“None.”
Mac almost choked on his next swallow of water. “You mean to tell me that the church has an event happening in…?” He arched a brow and waited for the pastor to respond.
“Four weeks.”
Mac allowed the words to sink in. Okay, maybe it wouldn’t be so bad.
“What had the church selected as its community project this year?”
Pastor Carlisle stroked his chin. “I think Pastor Dale mentioned a concert. Or was it a stage play? I don’t remember. I’m sure the plans are around here somewhere.”
Mac gaped at Pastor Carlisle. “And nothing has been put in place?”
At his old church, they would have planned everything months in advance. He took a deep breath. This wasn’t the Deeper Rock Community Church. He was part of a new congregation, and he’d have to adapt.
“Don’t worry,” Pastor Carlisle chuckled. “Everything will be fine. Now that you’re here, you can focus on getting that organized, and you’ll have that done in a jiffy.”
Somehow, Mac didn’t think it would go quite as smoothly as Pastor Carlisle would have him believe. His silence must have communicated some of his thoughts, because Pastor Carlisle rushed to continue.
“I’ve already arranged for you to meet with the youth director.” Pastor Carlisle smiled. “You’re to meet her at Ruby’s Place Tuesday evening at six. The owner is a member of the church. She’s fine with us having meetings there as long as we order at least one thing from the menu. Do you remember where that is?”
“Yes.” It had been a popular hangout spot when he’d lived in Orange Valley. The food was awesome, and the prices were affordable.
“Lucky for us, you’re already familiar with this community.” Pastor Carlisle stood. “I’m sure you have other things you want to do tonight.”
Yes. Like brainstorming ideas for the grand outreach event that may or may not have a plan lying around somewhere.
“Pastor Carlisle,” Mac followed the man out of the office. “What’s the name of the youth director?”
“I didn’t tell you?”
Mac shook his head. “No.”
“Her name is Tonya McPherson.”






  
  Chapter 3
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Bumped into a door. Ha. Tonya kicked off her shoes in the hall and slammed the door behind her. Cassie must think she was talking to one of her kindergartners. 
“Everything alright, love?” Her mother looked up from where she sat, cuddled against her husband on one of the couches. 
“Sorry, Mom.” She dredged up a smile and collected her shoes. “Hey, Dad. What are you guys watching?”
She glanced at the large television that dominated one wall. Tonya grinned at the Western they were watching. If her father could choose to be born at another time, it would be during the Wild West.
Tonya climbed the stairs to her room. Her mother followed her.
“Didn’t you have a good time with the girls?”
She faked a smile. “It was fine.”
How much of her suspicions could she share with her mom? Tonya ran through all the options. Her mother stood quietly, watching as she pondered her next moves.
What if she told her mom what she suspected and realized later that she had drawn the wrong conclusion? Not that she thought her mom would say anything to anyone, but what if she were wrong? No, better to have proof before she said anything.
“Everything’s fine, Mom.”
Yvonne McPherson rested a palm against Tonya’s cheek. “Alright, dear, keep your secrets, but know that I’m here when you’re ready to talk.”
Tonya leaned into her mom and inhaled. Somehow, her mom always smelled like freshly baked goods, the scent she associated with home.
“Thanks, Mom.”
Tonya waited a few minutes after her mom had left before she called Peyton. Her friend picked up on the first ring.
“Did Cassie seem strange to you tonight?”
“Well, hello to you, too,” said Peyton with a laugh. “What are you talking about?”
“Cassie.” Tonya shucked off the pants she’d worn to work that day. “What did you think of her behavior tonight?”
“I don’t know.” Tonya could almost hear the shrug in Peyton’s voice. “Maybe she was just tired.”
Tonya rolled her eyes. She’d seen Cassie tired. It didn’t change her personality or give her bruises. Should she tell Peyton what she’d seen? Was it being disloyal to Cass? She didn’t want to share a secret without permission. But Peyton was their friend. Didn’t she have a right to know if Cassie was being abused?
What if you’re wrong?
The niggling voice of her conscience wouldn’t shut up. She rolled her eyes. She wouldn’t get any peace until she got to the bottom of it.
“Look, Tonya, give Cassie a break. She’s in a long-term relationship. We have to expect that some things will be different. People have to make sacrifices for the ones they love.”
That was the second time tonight she’d heard that sentiment. She frowned. Her friends thought she was the one with a problem. That she was the one who needed to change. She’d show them. She’d sort this out, and then they’d see who was right.
Tonya hung up the phone with Peyton and took a quick shower. She went to her desk and retrieved a new notebook from her stash. If she were going to figure out what was going on with Cassie, she was going to need to pay close attention to everything. She’d start by making a note of everything she knew or suspected about Cassie and Barrington.
So, what did she know? She opened the notebook and started writing. Cassie was acting weird. Had shown up wearing an outfit that was the complete opposite of her usual fashion choices. 
Cassie was all soft fabrics and comfortable clothes, not the high society woman who had shown up last night. Plus, there had been bruises on her arms. Even if Cassie had bumped into a door, why had the bruises looked like the marks left by fingers that had squeezed too tightly?
Her mind flashed to Barrington, Cassie’s boyfriend. There was something about him she didn’t like. He seemed…smarmy. There was no other word for it. Oh, most people wouldn’t agree with her, but that was her impression of him.
She flipped to a new page and wrote Barrington at the top. Tonya tapped her chin. What did she know about him? Lawyer. Only child. Rich. His father had a prominent legal practice. 
Her hand flew across the page as she processed her thoughts in writing. She wrote until she’d gotten everything down. Her suspicions and the changes she’s observed in Cassie’s behavior that she had dismissed. She read what she’d written. 
Except for the bruises, which Cassie had claimed resulted from clumsiness, everything could be attributed to her being in a relationship. People made changes when they thought they were in love. Look at her. She’d wanted to be a manager ever since she was a child, and she’d been willing to give it up to marry Mac. 
No, this wasn’t about her and Mac. Tonya shook her head. What was she thinking? There was no “her and Mac”. There was only her and the man who’d broken her heart. The two of them were two separate entities, and that’s how they would remain.

      [image: ]If she never got another email from Ray Blackburn, she’d be a lucky woman. Tonya rubbed her bleary eyes. Her morning had started with an apologetic call from Ray. He’d wanted to know if it would be too much trouble to process an adjustment file for eighteen employees. 
How he kept dropping people off his payroll file had become the stuff of legends. The team was keeping a list of all the reasons Ray had given for not including an employee in the payroll. She had audited manual checks until the numbers began blurring into one another. Thankfully, her team had pulled together, and they’d processed all of them on time. All sixty-five of them.
All she wanted was a long shower and a serving of whatever her mom had cooked for dinner. She hoped none of her siblings dropped by this evening because she wasn’t in the mood for company. She just wanted to be left alone. Maybe she’d start the new romantic suspense that had been languishing on her to-be-read list for the last two months.
“Hey, Tonya.” Bill Chapman, one of her supervisors, paused by her office. “I’m leaving.”
“I’m right behind you,” she said. At least, she would be once she was sure she could walk a straight line, given how tired she was.
“Yeah, I’ll believe it when I see it.”
Tonya waved as her supervisor left. She mustered up her strength and went to the door of her office. She surveyed the production floor to see how many agents remained in the office. Only a few heads dotted the floor. 
After a day like the one they’d had, most people had clocked out the second their shift ended. Tonya didn’t blame them. She’d be leaving as soon as the last person was done. It wasn’t necessary, but most days, she remained in the office until the team left. It didn’t seem right for her to leave someone at work just because she was the manager. 
In most cases, she joined in to help accomplish whatever task was being done so that everyone could leave that much earlier.
“How much longer, guys?” She projected her voice so each of the employees could hear her.
“I’m shutting down, Ms. T.”
“I have one more entry to make, and then I can leave.”
Tonya breathed a sigh of relief. She’d read a few more of her emails in the time it took Deon to finish her entries.
Her phone trilled as she re-entered the office. Tonya fumbled until she pulled out the bright red case. It wasn’t her usual style, but she needed an easy way to identify her personal phone from the company one. She swiped before the call could go to voicemail.
“Hello?”
“You didn’t forget about the meeting today, did you?”
“Pastor Carlisle?” What on earth was he talking about?
He chuckled. “The meeting to go over plans for the program that we’re planning for Global Youth Day.”
Tonya winced. That had been today? She’d completely forgotten. It hadn’t been on her radar. At all. Still, as the youth director, it wasn’t like she could pass on the responsibility to someone else.
“Where are we meeting again?”
“At Ruby’s. I called to remind you that the meeting was at six o’clock, but since you’re already late, get there as quickly as you can.”
“Right.”
On days like this, a car would have been helpful. But that wouldn’t happen for at least two years, by her calculations







OEBPS/cover.jpeg





OEBPS/images/2c842199-c3f5-4d0c-bd2d-75b69136e664.png
\\\ ///

HopeLight

)

N

\

Publishers





OEBPS/images/6f78804d-bec9-4bbf-a6e0-47159f61ff29.jpeg
A conTasieBRARY CHEISTIAN FORGIBOEN LOVE ROMANSE






OEBPS/images/9a5bac9f-920b-4bec-9733-7bcdb7264f74.png





OEBPS/images/5b04db6c-401b-4fa5-886d-1958fd014738.png





