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			Dedication

			Just a small token of gratitude for the first love of my life, the story’s protagonist, and the source of this novel’s inspiration.

			Endlessly and unconditionally loving You is the most beautiful gift I have received.

			Seeking You had never been a part of my plans, and I found You to be the only truth that would keep me glorifying You in every way I could.

			Unexpectedly, my thoughts, decisions, and lifestyle have changed since I received You in my life.

			Such a transformation could never happen to a saved sinner like me without Your omnipotent power.

		

	
		
			 

			Courage, hope, and joy have been the foundation of my existence since I met You.

			How could I ever cease loving You when I know You gave up Your life on the cross for me, a miserable sinner like me, who persecuted You whenever I had the chance?

			Relentlessly, I searched the world for the answers. I looked for the truth where only deceit and darkness existed. How could I find anything good or loving in a place where only evil resides? Yet, at the time, I was arrogant and ignorant.

			I ask myself today, “Is this a confession or a redemption for a sinner like me?” But then I retort, “We are all sinners in this corrupted world, chasing dim reflections of truth, hungry for meaning beyond ourselves—yet You, offer deeper answers once we choose You as our only Lord and Savior.”

			Such love, patience, and wisdom are found nowhere else. How could I be worthy to receive this of the One who created it all? I bow before You and choose to understand and live Your love every day in my life, joyfully receiving the wonders and blessings You pour out on me.

			Thank You for patiently waiting for me to come to You, loving me without boundaries, and never giving up on me. I ask that You use me, Lord, to fight the deception of this world and be a conduit to bring to You all those who do not know You but have heard about You. You have loved me unconditionally and have sacrificed Your life for me in such a way that I will never be able to repay You. My first love was the One who gave me life, so how could I ever be ashamed of Him or deny Him? While I still do not understand how You could love someone like me, given all the ways I have rejected and refused You, I thank You, Jesus Christ, my Lord and Savior, for being willing to save me. I hope that by using the gifts my Heavenly Father, my Abba, has given me, I can make even the most jaded doubters know and confess the truth that You are the only living God. I pray I will be worthy to be called a child of God. I am nothing without you, Lord Jesus Christ; with You, I am everything. I will serve You until the day I meet You. You are the one and only truth. May this book serve as a token of my gratitude for the love I have discovered in You. I also pray this book may be the first of many acts of devotion to come, up to my final breath, until You call me back home or I meet You at Your second coming.
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			A New Passion

			CHAPTER 1

			“I didn’t agree to this, Claire!”

			Anna’s complaints do not affect the tiny lady sitting across from her.

			“You don’t understand how this works,” Claire says dismissively, making Anna clench her jaw. “We’re proceeding with the plan, whether you agree with it or not.”

			Dejected, Anna opens the beige folder and traces a pale finger over the picture of the actor Claire and her team have chosen to portray her husband’s character in the upcoming movie adaptation of her book. To Anna, he looks nothing like her husband, whom she had gone to enormous lengths to describe in the novel.

			She thrusts the photo in Claire’s face, saying, “Look at this man! My husband does not have long, straggly hair or a nose this large. My Joe is a lot more gorgeous than this guy with a goatee, and his skin isn’t blotchy…”

			Donnie, Claire’s assistant, interrupts Anna with his entrance.

			“Is everything okay?” he asks, clutching a sheaf of papers.

			Claire waves him in. “The papers are ready for her to sign?”

			Donnie glances at his boss before turning to Anna and saying, “I came to talk to you about the second payment for your contract, which you will get once principal filming is complete. The movie’s profits will cover the remaining amount after its release.”

			“Hold on, Donnie,” replies Anna. “I need to meet with the producer. I have serious concerns about this project, and someone around here needs to understand that I object to the casting decisions.”

			If Claire is irritated by Anna’s aggressive remark, she doesn’t let on. “Anna, you came from Canada to Los Angeles to sign all the documents, and with the purchase of the full rights to the story, it is ours to change in any way we think is suitable.”

			“Since the movie is based on my novel, I’m entitled to have a say in how it’s produced,” Anna replies.

			After looking at Claire, Donnie says, “Actually, you aren’t. We’re only presenting you with the cast as a professional courtesy. Your consent is not required.”

			With a glint of satisfaction in her green eyes, Claire says, “Take the papers and sign them, Anna. We don’t have all day.”

			Anna looks at the documents Donnie holds out to her and feels an overwhelming need to tear them up and throw them in Claire’s sneering face.

			Donnie smiles sheepishly and says, “Hey, Anna. In this profession, we frequently rewrite novel adaptations to make them more suitable for our audience.”

			“Are you suggesting that the movie might not even use the title of my book, Masks?” Anna asks with a hint of skepticism. “Oh, I apologize,” she continues with concern. “Perhaps it’s not engaging enough for you?”

			Donnie shrugs without much concern and replies, “We’re not at liberty to share that information.”

			Claire, now typing away on her laptop, murmurs, “In my opinion, Anna, you should have consulted a better lawyer about the contract.”

			Anna turns her attention away from Claire and back to the photos of the actors, the knot in her stomach tightening. “How will such clueless people do justice to the complex characters in my book?” she ponders. “Was it a mistake that I signed the rights for the movie?”

			A piercing, buzzing sound causes Anna to jump. She looks around for the source but sees nothing.

			The noise is growing louder.

			“Guys?” Anna asks with growing anxiety. “Where is that loud noise coming from?”

			Donnie and Claire seem to be moving away, and the increasingly shrill sound prompts her to scream long and loud.
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			Anna woke up suddenly. With relief, she realized the scene was only a nightmare. Yet, the buzzing sound persisted. She turned her head and realized it was coming from her bedside alarm clock, which was announcing loudly that it was 9:00 a.m.

			“Shut up,” she mumbled, knocking the clock over, causing it to crash to the floor with a loud thud.

			RIP, Banshee clock.

			At some point in the past, Anna would wake up every morning excited about the possibilities ahead. These days, though, she hated getting up because her feelings of emptiness and frustration followed her through the day like a needy lover.

			At least while asleep, she could temporarily escape the crushing sadness—unless a terrible dream intruded.

			Anna stretched out absentmindedly, reaching into the space next to her until she realized it was empty—again. Joe had started working on weekends, but when Anna voiced her concerns, he assured her it would provide as much money as possible for their needs. She was aware of the truth in his arguments, yet she couldn’t help but question if he was being truthful or if it was merely a way to avoid confronting her persistently negative attitude. Maybe Joe could no longer endure being in her presence, she thought.

			Shaking off these gloomy thoughts, she told herself, Anna, you are a fighter; you cannot lie here feeling sorry for yourself. But regardless of her pep talk, Anna doubted that she still had the will to fight, if indeed she ever had such a will.

			Anna finally threw back the covers and swung her legs to the floor, willing herself to stand. Even though the day had just begun and the weather outside was beautiful, she felt like night had fallen inside her. She hobbled into the bathroom and groggily turned on the water. She splashed her face and looked in the mirror. The image of her sad appearance brought tears to her eyes.

			At forty-seven, she felt like a pale shadow of the once-dazzling blonde who had stolen and casually trodden on millions of hearts as a television star many years ago in Lebanon and the Arab world. The paparazzi had been drawn to her like bees to honey because of her attractive Armenian heritage. For years, she lived luxuriously in Lebanon before leaving that glamorous lifestyle behind and moving to Canada.

			Her eyes lingered on the plain gold band on her finger, the wedding ring. The man she loved was more important than money, fame, or power. He had shown her what it meant to love. Anna had chosen to commit to him despite the odds against them.

			“We have everything we could ever want because we are in love,” Joe had told her then.

			Staring at her face now, Anna noticed the deep lines now etched permanently on her face and the rings under her eyes that became darker and more noticeable with every passing day.

			Lately, her mind had been racing with one question: Why bother with true love if I still feel something is missing in my life?

			She quickly showered and dressed—another day to get through. Suddenly, the loud chime of the doorbell startled her out of her reverie. She frowned and glanced at her phone. It was 9:30 a.m., much too early for Joe to get back, and she wasn’t expecting any visitors.

			Who then might it be? Maybe it was the mail carrier or a delivery person bringing Joe something he had ordered. She hoped that whoever it was would either leave whatever they had at the door or return later.

			The doorbell rang again.

			She felt a chill running up her spine.

			Even though Quebec City was a very safe city, one still had to be careful.

			“For some people who knew you from Lebanon, you will still be a celebrity,” Joe had told her. “So, you might be a target. Only let someone in if I’m here to greet them. If you’re worried or feel something is wrong, just call me or the police.”

			Anna followed Joe’s advice and never let strangers in while he was not home.

			Yet the doorbell kept ringing, so Anna cautiously crept downstairs, her heart thumping. Her mind raced through the worst-case scenarios. She looked through the peephole. The man standing there did not resemble a serial killer or a crazy fan. He was tall and slender, dressed impeccably in a suit, with a battered brown satchel slung over his shoulder. The wrinkles on his face and the gray in his hair and beard suggested he was in his seventies, yet thanks to his confident posture, he could have passed as ten years younger.

			She opened the door slightly. “If you want my husband, he’s busy.”

			The stranger’s bright blue eyes widened instantly, but he smiled and waved his hands innocently. “I’m not here for your husband, ma’am. Excuse me for bothering you; my name is Simon Levesque, and I need some assistance.”

			“Assistance?” she asked. “What do you want? Money?”

			His expression of amusement grew wider as he exclaimed, “Oh no! I’m not asking for a donation.”

			With a tinge of doubt, Anna asked, “So, how may I help you?”

			“The political election is in a few weeks, as I am sure you’ve heard.” He pulled a thin file from his satchel. “I’m running as a candidate for the electoral district, and I need signatures to get my name on the ballot.”

			Upon opening the file, she saw the logo of the political party.

			“You don’t look like a politician.” She quickly retracted her remark, saying, “No offense.”

			Simon Levesque let forth a hearty chuckle. Strangely, it felt reassuring to watch this stranger laugh.

			“None was taken, ma’am. A common comment I hear is that I might pass for a professor at a university. An attractive one, I hope.”

			Despite her awful recent mood, Anna felt a genuine smile pulling at her lips.

			“What do you require of me?” she asked.

			He offered her a pen and told her to put her signature below the other signatures already scribbled on the nomination form.

			“When meeting someone new, it is polite to ask their name,” he said.

			“Anna.”

			“Anna. Your name is lovely.”

			Anna had received praise for her name before. But when he said it, it was without the lust or condescending tone she was accustomed to hearing from men. It was refreshing and made her smile again.

			“Thank you, Mr. Levesque.”

			As Anna put her signature on the paper and handed it back to Simon, she suddenly caught a glimpse of her next-door neighbor, Grant, on his porch, his icy gaze fixed intently on them, sending a chill down her spine.

			“Is everything okay?” Simon asked.

			She shrugged. “It’s nothing, Mr. Levesque.”

			“Really?” Simon continued. “Did I say anything to offend you? You look uncomfortable.”

			“No, not at all. My next-door neighbor is giving me a rude look. He usually treats me with respect. I don’t understand what’s bothering him.”

			“I’m afraid the problem isn’t you, Anna,” Simon sighed. “It’s me.”

			“What? Why?”

			“I approached him before coming here, and from our chit-chat, it appears he’s not so fond of my political views. He was very close to kicking me off his property.”

			Anna was irritated now. “So, he was rude to you because you support a political party he dislikes? Talk about a backward mindset! If it had been me, I would have given him a piece of my mind he would’ve never forgotten!”

			Simon grinned gently and said, “I don’t think that would be necessary; everyone’s entitled to their opinion, including Mr. Grant.”

			Anna was surprised. This man, who had every right to be upset with Grant for being rude to him, instead remained cool while accepting Grant’s prejudice.

			“I don’t know how you’re so relaxed when someone humiliates you for no reason,” she said.

			“Because being upset with people who are angry has never led to a positive outcome,” replied Simon. “No one knows what may have disturbed Mr. Grant. He may be having problems at work, or his marriage could be going through a rocky patch. People aren’t angry or unhappy without a reason, Anna. Every sad person’s misery comes from somewhere within them. What kind of guy would I be if I responded to anger with anger? Not a favorable one.”

			At that moment, Anna realized the answer to her problems had been staring her in the face. This stranger might have an important element that had been missing from her life for the past fourteen years.

			She suddenly became interested in getting to know Simon better. With a hesitant smile, she asked, “Would you like to come inside?”

			“Wouldn’t your husband object?” said Simon. “You said he was busy. I wouldn’t want to disturb him.”

			“To tell you the truth,” replied Anna, “he’s not here. But he won’t mind. We trust each other. You could get off your feet for a few minutes.”

			“That sounds lovely, thank you.”

			Anna stepped aside to let him enter and then shut the door behind him.
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			I’ve come to terms with the fact that, despite my previous declarations to the public, I’ve never truly been an atheist.

			I was so consumed with persecuting Jesus Christ that I didn’t even take the time to reflect on my identity.

			I wanted to prove that He was not the Lord and Savior of the universe.

			During the battle I had waged against Him, I was so full of anger that I did not even know who I truly was.

			I was not an atheist.

			Who was I? I was a pagan.

			I engaged in acts of compassion for others, intending to foster a sense of personal fulfillment.

			I took immense pride in my achievements.

			The admirable qualities that contributed to my worldly success captivated me!

			I praised myself for each accomplishment.

			I worshiped everything about myself.

			I was a pagan, just like all the atheists in this world.

			The statue I worshipped was not made of gold, stone, silver, or bronze; it was created in my mind. The statue I worshiped was me.

			Today, I know who I was once: a pagan worshiping myself.

			Let me ask, are you aware of who you are now?

			If you don’t make time to know Jesus Christ, you will never know who you are and who you could become through Him.

			Like me, you will discover who you are through Him, and He will help you become who you should be.

			That’s who I used to be once: a pagan.

			That was me yesterday; do you know who you are today?

		

	
		
			The First Meeting

			CHAPTER 2

			Smiling politely at his host, Simon stepped into Anna’s house.

			“Please,” Anna gestured cheerfully to one of the beautiful pink floral sofas that reflected serenity.

			Looking around, Simon admired the decoration. The effortless arrangement of her house spoke silently of its owner’s sophisticated lifestyle. A mix of historical and contemporary furnishings enhanced the living room’s vibrant color scheme. The vase of magnolia blossoms sitting atop the coffee table added color and fragrance.

			Simon sat on the couch, placing his satchel on the table. “Thank you very much for inviting me in; this is exactly what my aching back needed.”

			Anna’s face lit up, and her eyes sparkled with delight. “My pleasure. Would you like anything to drink? Coffee? Tea?”

			“Tea, please, I’m too old for coffee,” Simon laughed. “My daughter is an interior designer, and I know she would love your decor.”

			“Really?” Anna answered with a smile.

			Simon thought about his daughter. “Yes. If Janie were to come into your place and see how wonderful it looks, she would probably never leave unless you asked her to. As an interior designer, she is very enthusiastic when it comes to beautiful decorations such as these.”

			After a moment of silence, Anna nodded. “Things were not always like this.”

			“Oh, why is that?”

			Anna gave a dismissive shrug, revealing a faint smile. “Once upon a time, I was so broke that I had to sleep on the floor.”

			Simon looked at her in bewilderment.

			“We slept on my husband’s old mattress because we couldn’t afford anything else.” She continued smiling as if it was something funny, but Simon could feel the tension in her voice, a sharp edge of anguish that made her words tremble. It might be something she laughed at when thinking about it now, but going through hardship back then surely had to be a painful experience, he thought.

			“Anna, I’m sorry, I never realized—”

			She waved it off, with the sadness on her face vanishing as fast as it had appeared. “You have no reason to apologize, Simon! Humble beginnings are necessary for everyone in the growing phase, right?”

			“Absolutely.”

			“Good. Now let’s get you that cup of tea.” Anna winked and hurried off to the kitchen.

			Alone in the living room, Simon noted the quietness of the house. Anna had told him that her husband was not home, but did they have any children? In his experience, Sunday mornings were always loud, with children yelling or scattering toys around the house. The silent, undisturbed atmosphere around the house implied no children were living there.

			With that thought weighing on his mind, Simon relaxed on the sofa and patiently waited for his hostess to return with his cup of tea.
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			In the kitchen, Anna was busy preparing tea for her guest. A couple minutes later, she stepped into the living room and placed the teacup in front of Simon.

			He accepted the tea with a grateful smile and sipped it. She sat beside him on the sofa, but not too close.

			“Did you ever work as a barista?” he asked.

			Anna blinked at the question. “I beg your pardon?”

			Simon winced, as if he had realized how his question sounded. “I’m sorry for that weird question, Anna. It’s just that this tea tastes so good! It made me think you worked in a tea shop, maybe?”

			“Oh,” she laughed heartily. “I have never worked as a barista; moreover, when I moved here, I had to learn how to stop being a disaster in the kitchen.” She leaned closer as if to tell him a secret. “Once, I almost burned down this place because I was trying to sauté some chicken for my husband. It was that bad.”

			Simon chuckled and said, “And now you have made me the greatest cup of tea. You have come such a long way.”

			The twinkle in his eyes made Anna smile. He did have a point. She had come a long way from the woman she had been fourteen years ago, learning to adapt to a new lifestyle with her husband.

			“So,” Simon said after a pause, “you said something about moving here. From where exactly?”

			“Lebanon. But I’m originally Armenian and moved here after getting married.”

			Simon nodded. “I was wondering about the accent. Do you have any children?”

			Her smile faltered. Simon had tossed the question casually, but the familiar pang of loss was back. A spasm caused the back of her eyes to prickle with short tears. She blinked the tears away as the smile slid back into place. “No, we don’t have any.”

			A look of sympathy appeared on Simon’s face. “Oh. I am so sorry for prying.”

			Anna waved off his concerns. “Again, Simon. It’s not your fault.”

			“But it must be difficult.”

			“You can say that, but I’ve given up a lot to be with my husband. That included my life as a TV personality in Lebanon.”

			The surprise on Simon’s face amused her. “I know it’s hard to believe, but it’s true. I used to be quite wealthy, but when I came here to be with my husband, things changed. I thought I had paid the ultimate price by giving up my career. But I was wrong. There was something bigger that I had to let go of.”

			“And what was it?” Simon was curious.

			She looked away. “Having a family,” she wanted to say, but instead, she mustered a smile to hide her pain from the stranger and clenched her jaw.
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			As Simon continued chatting about everyday life, Anna’s mind drifted back over the years.

			It seemed like just yesterday that each day was like a trial by fire. A specific day had lodged itself firmly in Anna’s memory, like a flickering light bulb she couldn’t turn off.

			It had begun in the grocery store when she had asked an employee stocking the shelves if they had the particular ketchup brand she preferred.

			The busy employee had flatly replied, “I can’t understand you, madam.”

			Anna’s face flushed with embarrassment at his rude remark about her accent.

			Fighting to slap the chewing gum out of the employee’s mouth, she rushed out of the store empty-handed and brimming with red-hot anger, and just when she thought it could not get worse, it did. An hour later, in the kitchen while chopping carrots and still seething from the events at the store, the knife nicked her finger, making her yell out in pain. She stared as the blood dripped from her finger down the drain. The situation mirrored her aspirations. What had she turned into? She was a housewife whose life rotated only around domestic chores. Had she sacrificed her career life just to become an angry woman forced to live a mediocre life filled with emptiness?

			Months ago, the IVF process had failed for the third time. At the clinic, Anna had felt numb for minutes when the doctor told them the news.

			“It’s going to be okay,” Joe had whispered to her at the time, pulling her into a hug she did not feel.

			Nothing will ever be all right again, she had thought to herself at that moment.

			That was their last chance of receiving free IVF treatment from the Canadian government. They couldn’t afford the enormous cost of another procedure.

			Joe was unwilling to consider adoption. That meant the end of her opportunity to become a mother. Following Joe’s decision, Anna’s conversations with him slowly became more somber and distant.

			Anna remembered how, after returning from the clinic that day, she had kept herself busy in the kitchen when Joe came down the stairs after his shower. “My beloved,” he murmured softly in her ear.

			Anna chose to ignore him, refusing to turn around even as he gently wrapped his arms around her waist. “Are you alright, Anna?”

			“Not at all!” A part of her wanted to yell at him, saying, “I’m not well, and it’s all your fault,” but she kept quiet, pretending to be fine while continuing to wash her hands under the running water instead.

			“Okay, love. How about I make something for us to eat, huh?”

			How can you pretend everything’s fine when we have no kids and are nearly broke? she thought, and she began to wonder what had happened to the happily ever after love story he had promised her.

			Unable to find the words to describe her pain, she nodded again and kept her hands under the rushing water of the faucet.

			When Joe’s hands unexpectedly enveloped hers, she stopped washing her hands and turned back to look into his eyes. Those hazel eyes had enchanted her from the start, gazing at her as if she were his whole world.

			“Anna, I understand this situation has brought you grief. I sense a distance growing between us.”

			As his hand softly cradled her chin, she couldn’t help but see the sincere worry reflected in Joe’s eyes.

			“I understand you are blaming me for not having children or for not providing you with the life you deserve.” He gently grasped her hands in his once more and said, “But please, Anna, don’t give up on us; we love each other.”

			Despite her frustration, when he gently wrapped his arms around her, Anna realized she still loved him passionately.

			She decided to stay with him, no matter what. Her heart led the way, no other alternatives in sight.
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			As her reverie dissipated, Anna was abruptly pulled back to the present. She became aware that she was sitting in her living room alongside Simon.

			“I chose the love of my life over the joy of motherhood.” Anna was sincere in her words, yet Simon could sense her agitation through the expression on her face and the distress in her voice.

			It piqued his curiosity. “And so far, has it been enough?”

			“I don’t see why not; just because I’m not a mother doesn’t mean I’m any less of a woman,” she stated, her voice stinging with a hint of defiance. “My husband and I are doing fine, and I am pleased.”

			Observing her sorrowful expression, Simon noticed that her statement was incomplete, yet he opted to remain silent. She had been gracious enough to invite him into her house, and invading her privacy with sensitive personal questions was a terrible way to repay her, he thought.

			Anna changed the topic immediately. “I am interested in knowing about the person who makes it happen.”

			Simon remembered her political interest earlier. “Well, it’s more of a joint effort. We have the PR guys, the social media handlers, the legal team…”

			“That’s not what I’m asking, Simon.” She interrupted and leaned closer. “I meant the man.”

			Simon remained perplexed for a moment. “You want to become a member?”

			“I’m not interested in joining your political party,” she replied.

			Simon gave her a perplexed look. If she didn’t want to join his political party, why was she interested in learning about its inner workings? And who was the man she was talking about? He hesitated for a second, then he replied slowly, “I am afraid I don’t understand what you want to know since you’re not interested in becoming a member of our political party.”

			“You have something special, something that I’ve noticed right from the moment I opened the door to you.”

			“What exactly do you mean, Anna?” Simon was perplexed.

			Anna leaned forward again, staring at Simon closely. “I don’t know what exactly you have, but you have something that I want, and whoever gave that to you, I want him to give it to me, too.”
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			My journey was a complex and unceasing pursuit of the next objective.

			Frequently, I found myself striving for more extraordinary accomplishments and questioning whether my relentless quest stemmed from vanity or unyielding ambition.

			However, amid this internal struggle, I found what I was truly seeking—my God, my Lord, and my Savior.

			I am no longer searching, as I have discovered the truth.

			How can one be sure about the truth?

			Don’t we all have our truths?

			There can be no such thing as different truths.

			If your truth contradicts mine, only one of us will hold it.

			Then how can I be sure of my truth?

			It’s not my truth.

			It is His truth.

			Once you know my truth, His truth, it will become your truth, too.

			Only God, the Creator of heaven and earth, can inspire the writing of the Bible.

			How is that possible?

			Only the Creator of heaven and earth has the unique ability to foresee what lies ahead.

			The Bible contains 2500 prophecies, of which 2000 have already been fulfilled.

			This is the book of God.

			Let us pray, read, and study the Bible so that our heavenly Father can open our minds to the truth and help us understand His word more deeply.

			May we take pleasure in seeing the fulfillment of the remaining prophecies of the Bible and eagerly await with prayers the near return of the King of kings and Lord of lords, Jesus Christ of Nazareth.

			Let us share with the whole world the only truth, our God, who is above other so-called gods, the only truth, Jesus Christ of the Bible.

		

	
		
			Her Past Defines Her Present

			CHAPTER 3

			Her request took Simon aback—Anna could see it clearly in his facial expression. She couldn’t hold it against him, given the abrupt shift she’d made in the conversation.

			“You seem taken aback by my words,” she remarked, ending the awkward pause.

			Simon grinned courteously. “It’s just that I have no idea what you mean. I find what you said quite unusual. That is all.”

			“What I asked you is unusual?”

			His facial expressions became more confused. “No, the part where I have something you don’t have, do not get me wrong, but it seems like you’re doing well; take a moment to observe your house.” Simon waved his hand to indicate the fancy decorations in her living room, assuming that she was requesting financial contributions from the political party.

			She snorted. “Do not exaggerate, please. It’s not exactly a mansion.”

			Simon responded with a wag of his slim finger. “But it’s a home—a cozy and a beautiful one.”

			Rather than immediately addressing his assumption, Anna sat back on the couch, ignoring the rest of his conversation as she took in her living room from an outsider’s viewpoint.

			She grinned as she looked around. When the stranger described her home as beautiful, he left out one detail. It was beyond beautiful. Her home was the result of years of sweat and tears. If Simon had visited her many years ago, he would have probably sat on the floor for the simple reason that there were no comfortable chairs or sofas.

			As Simon kept talking, Anna allowed herself to reel back to a time when her heart was in a state of chaos, a time when she felt as though her brain was trapped in a dungeon … and she started replaying that period of time in her mind.
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			It was years ago; Anna was sitting in the basement.

			Something hurried past in the darkness, startling her. She knew it could be a mouse, even in the dim basement that was also their bedroom. The sole light bulb that swung from the ceiling seemed to grow dimmer with each passing day. They should replace it with a better one, but Anna knew how Joe would have responded to her request: “Aren’t there already too many bills to pay, dear? We will have to change the bulb another time.” That was the same response he gave her when she complained about the mattress they slept on and how she always woke up with severe back pain each morning.

			Dressed in pajamas adorned with various Mickey Mouse designs, Anna slumped onto the mattress. She had braided her hair and wore no makeup. Curled on her side, she drew her knees to her chest and turned to face the wall. She felt utterly drained!

			What had appeared to be the beginning of a happy new chapter in her life ultimately had become a nightmare.

			Joe’s parents opposed his
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