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Thinking of you keeps me awake. Dreaming of you keeps
me asleep.

Being with you keeps me alive.

 


—Unknown
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Prologue

 


Charmeine Baker glanced at her computer
clock—again. She blew out a sigh. It was after five. Named
after the Angel of Harmony by her Lutheran pastor parents,
Charmeine felt anything but harmonious. Sorrow and disappointment
filled her as her parents, who were in the Dominican Republic on a
seminary maintenance mission, seemed to have forgotten her
birthday. Not just any birthday, their only child’s twenty
first birthday.

Although it wasn’t the first time her
parents had treated her like an afterthought, she had expected at
least an acknowledgement of this special day. An email, a card, a
text message. Something. They hadn’t even contacted her to
check in on First Apostle Lutheran Church in Melrose Park,
Illinois, where they’d pastored over a loyal congregation for
twenty-five years.

She blinked away the tears stinging her
eyes. The day hadn’t been a total loss. The church’s four
deaconesses and the rest of the church staff had surprised her with
cake and cards when Charmeine had arrived after finishing up
classes for the day. She was a junior at Elmhurst College, pursuing
a finance degree.

Associate Pastor Joshua Williams was on loan
from Grace of God Lutheran Church in Elmhurst while her parents
were away. He’d stunned her with a beautiful bouquet of white
roses, snapdragons, and lilies. The thirty year old was
enthusiastic, kind and reminded her of a California surfer dude
with his thick blond hair, glimmering blue eyes, and lean, muscular
frame.

Annoyed with herself for hoping for more
from her parents than they’d given her, she logged off the church
computer. She should have known today would be like any other day
with her parents focusing their time and attention on the church,
congregation, or mission projects. Charmeine admired and respected
her parents’ calling and dedication, but couldn’t help feeling
overlooked and forgotten much of the time. Behold, children are
a heritage from the Lord, the fruit of the womb a reward, The
Book of Psalms stated. Over the years she’d wondered if her parents
considered her a punishment instead of a reward to love and
cherish.

Just as Charmeine was about to leave, Pastor
Joshua entered her office. He was wearing the traditional vestments
of black slacks, black shirt, and white clergy collar. A warm smile
spread across his face.

“Glad I caught you. I was wondering if I
could take you to dinner to celebrate your birthday. We could go to
Cucina Antonetti’s or Golden Horns if you’re in the mood for
steak.” The hopeful gleam in his eyes made her stomach sink.

For a little while, Charmeine had suspected
Pastor Joshua had a romantic interest in her, but the feeling
wasn’t mutual. More importantly, she’d never become involved with a
member of the clergy.

“That’s nice of you, Pastor, but I’m going
out with Riley tonight.”

A frown marred his normally friendly
expression. “Joshua, please. Out with Riley, huh?”

Charmeine’s chest tightened and her stomach
fisted. She’d often speculated he didn’t like her lifelong best
friend Riley Conner, but now she was certain. She and Riley had
been friends since they were toddlers, their parents owning homes
on the same block. Riley was a year older than Charmeine and had
just graduated from DePaul University with her undergraduate degree
in marketing. She’d graduated with honors and would continue on to
DePaul’s MBA program in the fall. Riley was like a sister to
Charmeine and she didn’t appreciate Pastor Joshua’s attitude.

“Yes, Joshua. With Riley. She’s my best
friend. She made plans.” Charmeine wasn’t sure what they were
exactly, but it didn’t matter. She knew they’d have a good time
regardless.

At least, he had the decency to appear
remorseful. “Of course, I’m sorry. Just promise me you won’t drive
drunk. If you need a ride, just call. I’ll come and get you both.
It’s no trouble.”

She had no intention of getting drunk, let
alone driving drunk. “Thank you.”

An easy smile spread across his face. “Maybe
we can go to dinner another time?”

No. “Maybe.” Charmeine had to be
mindful to not give Pastor Joshua the impression there could be
something more than friendship between them. He was a good man and
she didn’t want to hurt his feelings, but they had no future
together. They never would.

A few minutes later she pulled up to her
parents’ modest brick bungalow to find Riley waiting for her
dressed in a slinky, sleeveless black dress and high heels. She was
holding hangers with dresses and a bag with what Charmeine assumed
were shoes. She wasn’t sure if she should be excited or nervous. A
dressy night out wasn’t what she’d expected.

“What’s all this?” Charmeine unlocked the
front door and ushered them both inside. Riley led the way to
Charmeine’s bedroom on the lower level.

Riley placed four dresses on Charmeine’s bed
and turned to her, flashing a dazzling smile. “Did you think I was
taking you to Applebee’s or something? We’re going to celebrate
right—at Absolution.”

Charmeine’s stomach roiled, and her pulse
quickened. Absolution was an exclusive chain of nightclubs owned by
long time parishioners and brothers Andrew and Simon Knight. Their
grandparents Edna and Barry had raised them after the brothers’
parents had died in a tragic car accident three years before
Charmeine was born.

It aggravated her to no end that
parishioners who became successful, abandoned Melrose Park for
greener pastures, more affluent suburbs, or even left the state
altogether. The moment Andrew and Simon became well-off, they’d
hightailed it to a gated community in Hinsdale, taking their
grandparents with them.

Andrew and Simon dutifully brought their
grandparents to services nearly every Sunday, but Charmeine felt
they threw their wealth in everyone’s face with their generous
tithes. Their church’s congregation consisted of primarily moderate
income and blue collar workers.

It didn’t help that for some inexplicable
reason she was attracted to the elder Knight brother Andrew. The
thirty-seven-year-old entrepreneur with thick, inky black hair,
dark chocolate colored eyes, and over six foot tall muscular frame
lit Charmeine up with burning, urgent need against her will.

Andrew reminded Charmeine of the first
apostle Andrew. He was the serious brother. Responsible, organized,
ambitious and the visionary behind Knight Brothers Enterprises.
Yet, despite his many admirable qualities, she despised everything
he stood for.

“Can we go somewhere else, please?”
Charmeine pushed aside the thrill that charged through her at the
thought of seeing Andrew at Absolution, rather than at church. He
was a temptation she needed to steer clear of.

Riley placed her hands on her hips and
glared at Charmeine. “You really want to go somewhere else?
You don’t want to see Andrew if he’s there?”

Charmeine scoffed and rolled her eyes. “So
he can throw his success and money in our faces more than he
already does? Proverbs says riches do not profit in the day of
wrath, but righteousness delivers from death.”

Riley sighed. “And Proverbs also says
honor the Lord with your wealth and with the first fruits of all
your produce. They’ve worked hard for their success and they
give generously. They’re successful businessmen with a lot to lose.
They were smart to move into a gated community and you know
it.”

Charmeine supposed that was true, although
she didn’t know from personal experience what it was like to be
rich. A pastor’s salary was far from an amount that would make
anyone wealthy, and her parents donated much of their income to the
church and various charitable causes.

She threw her hands up in surrender. “Okay,
you win. But maybe you need to admit you want to see Simon.”
Simon Knight was outgoing, an optimist, impulsive at times, but
also kind, just as the apostle Simon Peter was described. He was as
good looking as Andrew, with softer facial features, and nearly as
tall. From what Charmeine could decipher though, he was also a
ladies’ man.

A pretty blush stained Riley’s cheeks, and
she shrugged. “I wouldn’t be disappointed if he was at the Hinsdale
club. But enough about the Knight brothers, let’s get you dressed.
Tonight is all about you.”

****

Andrew Knight sipped his scotch while he
watched his younger brother Simon seated in front of his desk
review the financials of their newest Absolution location in New
York City. They now owned five with several others in the pipeline
across the country.

Simon nodded, acknowledging what Andrew had
already concluded. “Damn, the NYC club location we chose was spot
on. I can’t believe how fucking much it’s already bringing in.”

Andrew leaned back in his leather chair with
a satisfied smirk curving his lips. “I told you to be patient while
I negotiated for that property. It’s a virtue, you know.”

Simon sneered. “It’s not my strong suit. You
know that.”

Mitch, the Hinsdale club manager, and former
army chaplain knocked on Andrew’s office doorframe, holding a white
slip of paper.

“Sorry to bother you, but there are two
persistent girls outside claiming to know you. Say they’re members
of your church family at First Apostle Lutheran Church. Charmeine
Baker and Riley Conner.”

Andrew sat straight up in his chair as
shocks of desire seared through him. “Harmony’s here?” He couldn’t
believe it. His heart hammered against his ribs. He’d wanted to
spend time with her outside of church confines for so long. He
nearly vibrated with anticipation.

Mitch shook his head, handing Andrew the
slip of paper. “No. Charmeine and Riley. It’s only the two of them.
The pretty blonde is Charmeine and the sexy brunette is Riley. No
one named Harmony is with them. It’s Charmeine’s twenty-first
birthday.”

Simon chuckled at their manager. “Don’t mind
Andrew. Charmeine is the Angel of Harmony. That’s what he calls
her. And no matter when or where, they are always welcomed at
Absolution. If I find out they’ve ever been turned away, whoever
denied them entry is fucking fired. Got it?”

Simon was known for enjoying women, very
much. Andrew suppressed a grin as he watched the exchange
between his brother and the club manager, wondering if Simon was
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