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	The Morning After (...redemption)

	The Mercy Light (...freedom)

	The Wild Unbroken (...reconciliation)

	La Vida Ilimitada (...joy)


~I’m still here. Thank you.
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“IN The Mercy Light, Carpenter delves into the human psyche's complex fabric, revealing a rich tapestry of emotions, ambitions, and doubts that beautifully defy binary definitions. They refuse to simplify their characters into single-faceted archetypes, instead providing them with an authentic multi-dimensional character that feels intimately real. The result is a cast that is so vividly drawn, so humanely detailed that they resonate with a truth seldom seen in contemporary literature.” 


~Puneet Singh Singhal, Disability Inclusion and Accessibility Advocate



“Raelee May Carpenter’s endearing yet authentic characters never fail to pull you into their intimate journeys of faith, love, and healing, and Laura and Andre’s story is no exception. From Laura’s struggles to escape the shame of her past to Andre’s fight to get out of his own way and let God’s love shine through him to the people he ministers to, The Mercy Light beautifully encapsulates the challenges and joys of walking in faith and learning to grow in Grace. This story is certain to entertain, comfort, and gently encourage readers from the first page to the last.”

~ Chloe S. Flanagan, author and pastor

"Another wonderful book by Carpenter. The characters feel like family, and the descriptions are alive in my mind like I lived this story myself. Carpenter weaves a soul-settling story with beautiful characters who grow to love themselves and others more on their faith journey and through the diverse people they meet." 


~Allison K. Garcia, award-winning author of The Mosaic Series



TW: ableism, accidental death, allusion to past child abuse

CW: mild profanity, mild innuendo, allusions to drug use
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Chapter one


[image: ]


Laura couldn’t have wiped the grin off her face if she’d tried. Los Angeles was alive in a way Lansing—the whole state of Michigan, really—wasn’t. The city smelled like car exhaust, cumin, and fresh-squeezed orange juice.

And it was covered in color! Words in so many languages. Pictures everywhere. Every shade of every hue imaginable.

Her son Liam’s and her new place was a sweet three-bedroom apartment above a popular combination bookstore coffee shop in Echo Park. When she, Matt, and Molly parked in the back lot, a troop of young people formed a glory line at the base of the staircase. Two even held a bright, glittery poster board sign which read, “Welcome HOME, Ms. Regional Restaurant Manager!!!”

As she slammed her car door behind her, she laughed and let herself get pulled into a group hug with her sister and brother-in-law. “You guys! What did you do?”

“I work with them at the Dream Center,” Matt told her.

Laura recognized the name of the outreach organization her sister and brother-in-law volunteered with several times a month.

Her brother-in-law said, “I hired them to help unload the truck, but the rest was their idea.”

A couple hours and a family-sized tub of Superman ice cream later, all of Laura’s boxes had been stacked in the appropriate rooms. Her new Ikea furniture had been delivered to the bookshop that morning, so the visitors lugged it up the stairs, put it together, and set it up where she showed them. The mattresses were naked the counters dusty, and the cupboards bare. Still, it was a huge head start from where she thought they’d be.

“So...” Molly rested a hand on her four-month baby belly as she shut the door behind the last of their helpers. A grin pulled at the corners of her mouth. “I didn’t want to share the big news in front of everyone, but...”

“What?” she asked.

“If you still wanted a few days or whatever to finish setting up before you sleep here...”

“Yeah, fitting a whole house in Michigan into this apartment?” Laura shook her head. She adjusted her new palm tree welcome mat—another gift from the kids—with the toe of her sneaker. “It will be at least two days before I find the sheets.”

“That’s what we figured. Our house isn’t much better off since our move, but Danielle and Joel have invited you and Liam to stay over with them at their house. On the beach.”

“Wow. Really?” Initiate jaw drop now.

Laura put her hands on her hips and stared at Molly. She hadn’t quite gotten over the existence of these famous friends of her brother-in-law and sister. Let alone how the couple offered to watch Liam and her nieces while they U-Hauled over two thousand miles. She had known what a challenge her overactive eleven-year-old would be on a cramped cross-country trip.

Although Laura’s acquaintanceship with the Katzes was casual, Molly and Matt trusted them more than anyone. She had been relieved to put Liam on the plane in Lansing the morning before they’d loaded the truck.

Her tween son had flown as an unaccompanied minor, which made her nervous. However, the Katz family’s housekeeper—a veteran mother of five herself—gathered him from LAX without incident. In every call she’d had with him since, he told happy stories before hanging up to set off on another adventure. Though Joel and Devin’s twins were too young to be uber-desirable as playmates for Laura’s son, their older son—who was “so cool”—seemed to be around a lot, and their parade of nieces and nephews kept her boy well occupied.

Keeping Liam safe and behaved under their roof had been a HUGE favor. Laura was hesitant to take too much advantage of the couple’s generosity, but the offer to spend three or four days with them in their super-secret home was hard to resist. Still... “It wouldn’t put them out too much? After everything?”

“They aren’t the type to offer unless they mean it,” Matt told her. “And their house is a good place to rest up.”

Molly, who was starting to nest, had ambled across the room while her husband talked. She finished lining Laura’s pots of mini-succulents on a window sill and glanced over her shoulder. “They’re great hosts. You should stay a couple days at least. You’ll love it.”

“I don’t know. I’ve only met them a few times...”

“The plan was for us to ease you in when we all have dinner together tonight.” Molly stepped close to her husband and wrapped an arm around his waist. “Danielle’s already grocery-shopped for a, and I quote, ‘Wonderful Feast of a Backyard Barbecue With New Friends.’”

Oh, and Laura needed new friends here in L.A. Besides, she was more than a little curious about the people who had been kind enough to care for her kid.

Plans were made and accepted. Laura and Matt dropped Molly at the Kelly house to pick up her car. Her little sister headed to the Katz family’s undisclosed homestead to reunite with her girls and help Devin Ella MacIntyre, New York Times and USA Today Bestselling Author—Eeek!—prep for the cookout.

Matt and Laura were to take the U-Haul for a gas-up and drop it off at a local hardware store. They also needed to pick up a thing or two to contribute to the feast. They would follow after Molly when the errands were good and run.

“I can’t believe I’m going to be staying over with Joel Katz and Devin Ella MacIntyre.” Laura gushed to Matt. She had to get it out of her system before she saw them.

He nodded vaguely and got the diesel pump started on filling the U-Haul.

She went on, “He’s got the Grammys, the Emmys, and the gold records. She’s got the hit novels and the upcoming blockbuster movie. I mean, who are these people?”

He chuckled. “Pro-Tip: you should call her ‘Danielle.’ You’re a friend, and getting referred to repeatedly in her own home by her pen name kinda freaks her out.”

“Okay. I’ll do that. Thanks.”

Her brother-in-law watched her. Seemed to be waiting for something.

She smiled at him and nodded excitedly.

“Were you gonna fill your tank?”

“What?” She followed his gaze to her Prius, parked at the gas pump behind the moving truck. “Oh! Right!”

He laughed. “I’m gonna see what they got in the food shop. I’ll put some cash on your pump while I’m in there, so you don’t have to pay the credit card surcharge.”

“The what?”

“Here in L.A, most stations charge you extra if you pay with a credit card. Gas is already expensive, but they expect you to cover the merchant fees yourself.”

“Ah.” Laura fumbled in her pockets, but only brought up a five-dollar bill and a few coins. She offered it to him anyway.

He folded her fingers back over the money. “I’ve got the cash, so we can avoid it.”

“Oh, thanks.” It was a sneaky way to buy her gas, but she wasn’t turning it down. Even DIY and with a modest relocation allowance, the move hadn’t been cheap. Especially the apartment. Housing costs in L.A. were astronomical and always rising. Sometimes it was good to let someone treat you.

Matt left, and Laura sidled back to her own pump. The nice-looking Black guy at the pump on the other side of hers smiled at her and nodded. He was in charge of filling what appeared to be a church van.

“Hi.” She gave him a little wave before turning her attention back to the task at hand. When the pump computer beeped to signal Matt’s deposit of forty dollars, she removed her gas cap, engaged the pump nozzle to her fuel tank, and selected her fuel grade.

“PLEASE ENTER ZIP CODE,” the pump demanded in ugly green block letters.

“What the—? Why does it need my zip code if we’re paying cash?”

“It’s a market research thing, I think.”

Startled, Laura realized she still had Mr. Church Van’s attention. Had he been watching her the whole time? She shuffled her feet. He was leaned in kind of a lot. Laura had more than enough experience to sense when a man was attracted to her, and...well, the attraction was mutual in this case.

Dream on, darlin’. Her history and all? Anyone driving a church vehicle wasn’t Laura’s match.

She wasn’t looking for a boyfriend anyway. Laura got too-well acquainted with too many men before she met Jesus almost four years ago. Ever since, the 2000-year-old Nazarene had been the only man in her life, and that worked just fine.

Laura turned back to the pump, randomly entered five numbers, and cursed when the pump replied, “INVALID ENTRY. PLEASE ENTER ZIP CODE.”

“Everything okay?”

She chewed on her bottom lip and looked across the machine again. Mr. Church Van still gazed at her like a love-struck puppy.

“May I help you?” She raised her eyebrows and put some obvious pressure on her tone.

“Maybe I can help you?”

Oh, no, he didn’t. “What the—?”

“Oh, man.” The guy ducked his head. Shook it. “That wasn’t a line, Miss. I just mean it looks like you’re having a little trouble with the computer.”

Now don’t fly off thinking the worst of people. Laura sighed and shrugged. “It’s kinda embarrassing. I just moved here. Like, today. We’ve been driving for, about, oh, ever. I’m all tired. And I don’t know my new zip code. So.”

“Maybe I do. I’ve lived in L.A. all my life. Where’s your new place?”

Laura’s eyes about dropped out of her head.

“No, I mean, don’t give me the address or anything. Just, what neighborhood?”

She chewed on her bottom lip.

“If I come across as a creeper, I’m sorry. I’m actually a pastor.” The man laughed awkwardly and gestured back at the church van. Then he reached up and tugged on one the twists his hair was styled into. “My name is Andre Waters. It’s okay. I get it. I’m a stranger to you, so don’t tell me. How about I just put in my own zip code?”

Laura shook her head, her dark red-brown ponytail waving. He was kinda cute after all, and well put together. Pastor Andre? Hm. Obsidian eyes caught the light in an intriguing way. His clean khakis and long-sleeve white tunic-style linen shirt set a nice contrast to his dark skin. Skin that was gorgeously umber-toned, smooth, and unblemished. Ahem. No wedding ring either. And that loose, light top of his didn’t completely hide the ripple of some fairly decent—

And Laura stopped herself right there. What’s wrong with you, girl? You are not looking for a man! And a pastor?! For a recovering harlot like you? Worst. Possible. Match. Ever. Forget this guy. All you need is Jesus.

Still. It didn’t mean she couldn’t be nice to someone who was trying help her out. She took a breath. “I’m in Echo Park.”

“Okay. That narrows it down a lot, but you still got a couple of probables. Do you know if you’re closer to, say, Dodgers Stadium or the park itself?”

Laura frowned. “I’m on Los Robles, a couple blocks from the big Foursquare church. You know it?”

“The Angelus Temple. Totally. That’s right by the park. Your ZIP code is 9-0-0-2-6.”

She entered the digits and—thank God Almighty!—the pump began to fill her gas tank. “Thanks. It’s Andre, you said?”

“Andre Waters.” He nodded and smiled. “You’re welcome, Miss.” Andre still gazed at her.

It was still a little weird. And a pastor! Laura wasn’t sure she believed that particular line, but...

She smiled and reached out a hand. “I’m Laura.”

∞

Andre grinned as he shook her soft, beautiful hand. Laura. A lovely name.

“Hey, Lor!”

He jumped high enough to be noticeable and turned to the man who approached them. He glanced between the gorgeous woman and the big attractive guy who’d just busted up the scene of Andre’s private imaginary romance. The longer he looked at the man, the lower his heart sank into his gut. But...God?

Not that Andre had never felt attraction to a woman before, but he could have sworn it was the Spirit’s nudge which had drawn his attention to Laura in the first place. Clearly, this spark was not an interest he was meant to explore.

His face burned, and he thanked God for skin dark enough to hide the heat.

Blue-eyed Casanova had an accent. British, maybe? He looked kind of familiar too. Maybe he was a musician or something. It was L.A., after all. It wasn’t unheard of to run into celebrities or artist-type folks around town. A couple of A-listers even attended his small church on a regular basis. Andre had never made a big deal of it, and if it ever came up, he gently discouraged others from doing so. 

“In the Kingdom of Heaven,” he’d say, “we’re all on the A-List.”

Yeah, it was beyond cheesy, but it did the job.

As the man approached, he said to Laura, “Danielle likes sushi a lot. Should we get some?”

Maybe this muscle-bound, foreign, surfer-type here wasn’t all that, though. When home girl gave the man a horrified look, Dre laughed to himself. Just a little. God, forgive me.

Laura laughed. “No, Matthew, you only get gas station sushi for people you also want to give food poisoning. Get something safe. Chips or cookies or something. And check the expiration date.”

“Note to self: check expiry date. Great, will do. Thanks.” He looked at Andre then.

Dre took a step back from the woman—Laura. Sigh. He didn’t want the guy to think...well, anything, really. “I was helping her out with the pump.”

“Right on.” The man shoved a hand in his direction.

Reasonably sure a punch was coming his way, Andre fought the urge to flinch.

“Matt Kelly.”

“Ah.” He shook the hand. The man has a firm grip. “Andre Waters.”

Nodding, Matt gestured at the sign on the side of the church van. “I think my wife and I know someone who goes there.”

Andre brightened at the same time he felt kicked in the gut. “Really? That’s cool. I’m the...I’m the pastor.”

“No shit?” Matt grinned at him. “Nice to meet you, Pastor Waters.”

Andre glanced at Laura again, gave a smile he hoped looked only polite, and turned back to the man. Married. Matt wore a sturdy gold band on his left ring finger. 

Andre wanted to swear a time or two himself. Instead, he smiled broader. “I should get going. Gotta get this monster back to the church. But it was nice to meet you both.”

Andre didn’t dare look at Laura again as she and her husband launched into a discussion on the merits of Cheetos as potluck food. He was still thinking how charming and funny and fierce and lovely she was. When did you become such a freak? Andre climbed himself into the van, turned the key, and threw the stick shift into gear.

The never-ending traffic crawled back toward the church. Bumper-to-bumper street jams were part of the L.A. scenery. Usually, Andre enjoyed getting a look at Los Angeles as it inched by. Often, he’d pray over her—his city. This evening, however, the slow progress scraped at his nerves like the talons of a wraith.

He cranked up all the windows and let the ancient air conditioner chug. Today, Dre didn’t care if it drained the rusty van’s likewise aged battery.

You think pouty is a good look for you, son? You, a grown man and a pastor besides?

Andre shifted in his seat. Poked at a clump of yellow foam stuffing which protruded through a rip in the upholstery. I have to feel what I feel right now.

You have to feel it. You don’t have to stew in it like an overripe tomato that jumps ship from the vine and bursts on the ground.

You stole that line from my mother.

A laugh. Your mama got that line from me. All the lines are from me, after all.

And don’t I know it? Dre loved God, really. But he also suspected he wasn’t the first or last human who occasionally got annoyed at the idea of God’s absolute sovereignty.

Why don’t you chill for a minute, love?

A blink and a heavy sigh. Why should I do that?

Because I wanna talk. Now...what did you think of the woman?

No offense, but shut up.
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Chapter two
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Andre Waters squeezed Estrella’s thin-skinned hands before letting go with one hand to swipe away the salty sweat dripping into his eyes. Whew! He might need a fresh shirt by the time he got out of there. The Flower Market carnations he’d brought his parishioner were already wilting in the warmth of her nursing home room.

Why do old ladies like to keep it so hot? The Los Angeles sun poured in through the south-facing window, but Estrella hadn’t turned the thermostat to get some A.C. Eau de nursing home was not a scent which improved with extreme heat. It made him thankful for the lilac “toilet water” his friend always wore.

The frail nonagenarian loosened her grip on Dre’s right hand and patted him on the forearm instead. “Thank you for the prayer, Father.”

Estrella spoke with an upbeat, robust voice Andre had not expected when they first met. Her speech always put him in mind of salsa music. The words flirted, laughed, and danced circles around him. Gave him hope of keeping her around longer.

“Now, Mrs. Valdez, I’ve told you many times before. I’m a pastor, not a priest.” Andre stood, and his knees cracked. A drop of sweat trailed down the center of his back and made him want to squirm. He scratched at the tickle instead.

“Have you? My memory of it must have faded.” But her eyes twinkled up at him.

Still, in his thirteen-year career—six spent as the pastor of Grace Community Church in downtown L.A.—Dre had spent enough time with the elderly to know a person’s health could turn fast.

Andre scoffed playfully. “Your memory’s better than mine. I bet you’ve counted the number of times I’ve asked you to call me ‘Andre.’”

Estrella shook her head. “It just doesn’t seem right. In my day, we were taught to respect men of God.” 

The Valdez family had spent over fifty years in the Catholic Church before showing up, inexplicably, at Grace Community when it was new. Which meant Estrella knew Dre’s church better than he did. He’d learned so much from the stories she’d tell.

“Well, you’re a woman of God, Mrs. Valdez, and my father and mother taught me to respect my elders. If they hear I disrespect you, they’ll sit me in a corner, thirty-five-years-old or not. So who wins?”

Estrella sat up in her wheelchair as straight as her well-worn spine would let her. “I do. You wanna know why, young man?”

Dre crossed his arms over his chest but gave her a grin to belie the “power gesture.” “Why is that?”

“‘Cause I’m old!” She broke into a laugh.

Dre chuckled. Their conversations often ended with laughter. This old lady was a shining star. His weekly visits with her were one the joys of Andre’s work.

“Now you git on out of here.” Estrella shooed Dre with her dear, withered hands. “Don’t you have a youth group mission event to get to?”

Andre nodded. “I’m taking the kids down to VOA on Skid Row this evening. I have so much fun here, though, I don’t like to leave.”

It wasn’t just age that took Dre’s parishioners. Living poor in a city like Los Angeles came with manifold risks. Every friendship he built came with the risk of heartbreak.

But it was a risk Andre had been called by God to take.

Jesus, Jesus, Jesus.

“Well, you got to. As much fun as we’re having, I’m tired. So you head on out.”

Dre bent down to hug her, and she held him tight for several seconds and gave him a kiss on the cheek.

“Bye, now.” Mrs. Valdez waved and winked like a schoolgirl with a crush as Andre exited her room bearing a grin and a lightness of heart he hoped would carry him through the heavier work that came later in the day.

“Jesus, Jesus, Jesus,” Dre prayed, barely even a whisper, as he walked out of the nursing home and started down the sidewalk.

God, you know I’mma need grace for tonight. How do I face this routine knowing Phil’s not gonna be part of it anymore?

Last time they’d arrived at the shelter for the youth group’s twice-monthly dinner and music deal, they’d learned Phillip King, one of Andre’s favorite guests, had overdosed on heroin the week before.

A gulf war vet, Phil had struggled every day with the terrifying demons of PTSD. He also was a gentle-hearted man and knew more about the SoCal flora than probably anyone alive. Andre prayed for Phil whenever they spoke, and the shadows would lift somewhat from those gray eyes.

But with every loud noise, the demons stepped in close again, brooding over the man whose worst memories were more real than the sun in the sky and the scent of the flowers all around them.

Stores and office buildings crowding in around him, Andre passed under the meager shade of an anemic deciduous tree and approached the corner.

As dangerous as Phil’s chosen way of escape was, Andre got it. He didn’t like it. He didn’t condone it. But having witnessed consuming terror at the slam of a door or the backfire of an old engine, Dre understood.

And it was Los Angeles. There was no escape from sudden noises. As the walk light lit up, he stepped into the white and black striped crosswalk.

A horn blared as a shiny armored SUV almost ran Andre over. Pastor Dre restrained the urge to give the driver an unobstructed view of his middle finger. In the crosswalk, with the light, but these rich drivers rarely cared. Hence the city’s sickening hit-and-run numbers.

Sometimes Andre hated his city as much as he loved the people in it.

It hadn’t been the first time Phil had overdosed. But it was the last. The ambulance had been called, of course, but this time it arrived too late.

Dre thanked God to reach the opposite corner in one piece. As he started down the cross street, the rush hour traffic continued to mow by, unawares of the city’s pedestrians.

“I love Jesus,” Phil had told Andre once as those gray eyes squinted back tears. “I actually do. But sometimes, when the bodies are falling, I can’t see him anymore. And-and when the bombs go off...” Shaky, calloused hands imitated an explosion. “...I can’t hear him over the big boom. The ozone fills my nose and my brain, and I can’t smell his perfume. The lilies or the roses. I can’t smell him anymore, but I do love him, Pastor.”

“He loves you too,” had been all Andre knew to say. “Even when you can’t sense him, he’s still with you, and he loves you.”

Phil only shook his head. Defeat and despair and guilt rolled off his bent head and rounded shoulders like a stench. “I’ve killed, Pastor. I can’t find my way back from that. I don’t know how. I don’t know my way anymore.”

“He’ll find you then. He will always find you.”

Dre fought tears, and his lungs refused to breathe the smoggy air. Even as his heart broke to remember his lost brother, he remembered something else. Outstretched hands attached to wrists with bloody gaping wounds were the same hands that reached down from the right hand of a throne in an everlasting kingdom as the Voice of the most beautiful music boomed out, “Look. I make everything new!”

Finally, finally, Phil had found the peace the wars of men had stolen from him. He now had so much more—the peace of God.

Maybe Phil had been made a gardener in heaven. The idea made Andre smile once again. Finally, Dre’s lungs unlocked, and he breathed in deep of the dry late-summer air. As he made his way down the dusty sidewalk toward his apartment building, the tune to “Down by the Riverside” ran through his mind and bubbled right out from his lips.

“I’m gonna lay down my burden, down by the riverside. I’m gonna study war no more. I ain’ta gonna study war no more...”

A few teenage girls, headed the opposite way, giggled as they passed him, and Andre didn’t even care. He even threw a hop in his step.

“I’m gonna lay down my sword and shield, down by the riverside, down by the riverside...”

“I miss a flash mob, Pastor?” A neighborhood teen named Jamal came up, got in step, and slung an arm around Andre’s shoulders. The kid lived with his ma in the apartment below Dre, and they were pretty close.

“Don’t need no mob to have ‘the joy of the Lord,’ brother.” Andre patted the boy on the back. The L.A. sun and smog both felt a little less harsh while walking in company. “What’s up, J.?”

“No thing, Pastor Dre. Can I come with y’all tonight? The VOA Shelter, right?”

Well, well, miracles happen every day. Andre’d been trying to get Jamal involved in any of his church’s volunteer projects for two years now. He was a good kid. Just had too much time in his pockets to spend on things he shouldn’t be doing. Giving some grace to someone else who needed it worse could be a game-changer for him, help him get over himself.

Andre gave Jamal’s shoulder a last squeeze as the boy dropped his arm. “Absolutely, Jamal. We’d love to have you along.”

“Come by yours at seven then?”

“Yeah. Unless you want to come over for dinner.”

Jamal laughed and shook his head. “Nah, man, Pastor Dre. I ain’t eating your bachelor food. My Ma’s making lasagna tonight.”

Andre joined in the boy’s humor as he unlocked his building’s security door to let them both inside. From the smell of things, several neighbors already had their dinners on, and it all smelled better than Dre’s own supper plans. “All right. Fair enough. See you at seven.”

The bachelor thing, okay. That was a drag on Andre’s good mood some days.

It wasn’t that he didn’t have a full life. Every person at Grace Community and in the L.A. neighborhood around it brought joy and meaning to Dre’s days. But coming back home to his worn, empty apartment at the end of those days?

That didn’t feel full at all.

Dre’d prayed for his wife since high school, no joke. And not to do his chores for him, either. Or even to give him sex, though he certainly expected sex to be part of his marriage whenever it happened.

But Andre wanted so much more. All this time, he had asked for a true partner. A woman with whom he could share his essential spirituality and the Beloved Community the Rev. Dr. King talked about.  Someone with a full-life of her own that Dre could share.

While he never felt God met these requests with a “No,” over the years he’d gotten used to a whole lotta “Wait.”

A year or so ago, however, Dre felt that answer change. He could hear God tell him, “Soon.”

He saw God’s grin when he said it too, like he had an incredible, beautiful surprise in store. And not just an ordinary wonderful everyday God surprise, but a full-out exposition of gorgeous grace.

Then Andre had met the lovely Laura—at the gas station, of all places. Part of him had jumped into the idea too fast, for sure. Thinking maybe now was time.

Turned out not to be. And Dre would deal with that. But... God, did I not hear you right?

That idea right there was scary. If Andre couldn’t communicate right with God, not only his love-life, but the well-being of his church, was at stake.

What’s this fatalistic garbage your mind is running off on? How many times did I tell you not to worry? Why do you go right into assuming you can’t hear me?

Why would you ask for my thoughts and feelings on meeting a woman who belongs to some other guy?

Hey now, son. No woman is property of any man, remember? All you need to know right now about Laura is she belongs to me.

And my future?

You belong to me too.

What about the partner you promised?

Soon.

Andre sucked his teeth. Wish you’d stop saying that.

As exciting as it was, sometimes the soon made Dre damned impatient.

My grace is sufficient for you, son.

Yeah, yeah.

∞

Laura pinched herself. She had to.

Danielle Katz. AKA, New York Times Bestselling Author Devin Ella MacIntyre. Eeek! The writer used oven-mitt-covered hands to lift a dish of apple cherry cobbler from the island in the center of her normal, linoleum-tiled kitchen.

Laura wasn’t sure what she expected the Katz domicile to be like. Some sort of post-modern, glass-walled mansion, probably. With an infinity pool in the backyard and bowling lanes and a private theatre in the basement. Oh! Or a plantation-like estate with a gabled veranda, a tennis court, a pool, and acres of European-style gardens.

Whatever Laura had imagined, this wasn’t it. The vinyl-sided two-story home defied every fluid expectation. It was nice, but only about half the size of Lor’s parents’ Michigan McMansion. It was the sort of home where one would find any upper middle-class California family.

They didn’t have a pool at all. Of course, why have an artificial water hole in your backyard when the Pacific was only yards beyond the picket fence encircling the property?

Danielle and Joel had welcomed Laura into the home a couple hours before. Right into the breathing life of a happy, loving family.

As Lor entered through the side door with her brother-in-law, the aromas of fruity dessert in the oven and just-brewed tea welcomed them. Orange and pink scribbles at knee level hinted that a pint-sized artist had been at the wall in the entryway with a couple of Crayolas. Someone had screwed an old wooden picture frame to the wall around the child’s design.

Laura decided she liked this warm household, complete with the toys on the well-used furniture and the sand on the speckled lino, much better than whatever she’d previously imagined.

Still, the awe of who Lor was with hadn’t quite faded.

As Danielle turned toward the kitchen door, she found her young son—barely two—standing in front of her. “Hey, Salem. What’s up?”

“Mig?” the little one asked, his chubby little hands clasped in front of him.

Laura had wanted to ask that too, as she’d wondered if the Katzes’ older son still lived with them. From Liam’s descriptions over-the-phone, it hadn’t been clear. Laura hadn’t been introduced to him yet, nor had she seen him around the house since she arrived.

Danielle set the cobbler on the kitchen island and looked down at her son. “Not tonight. He’s working on a school project with some friends.”

The toddler’s bottom lip pooched out.

“I know, but he’ll be around soon. And dinner’s ready. Please ask your sister to get ready.”

Salem looked at an empty corner of the kitchen then back at his mother.

Danielle patted his head then reclaimed her cobbler. “Daddy moved it into the yard for the picnic. Will you get your sister?”

“Yes, Mama.”

The word salem, Laura had been told, was derived from shalom and meant peace. It was neither the boy’s legal name nor the public name he’d been assigned for the benefit of the tabloids, but a family nickname.

The toddler nodded to his mother’s request but wrapped his arms around her leg before he obeyed. Danielle broke into a smile and set the dessert on the counter once again. The best-selling author and rock star’s wife knelt and wrapped her little boy in a tight hug. She covered the side of his face with kisses before letting him go.

As Salem ran from the room to locate his twin, Danielle looked at Laura. “It’s crazy. I know he’s only two. Still, it’s like he knows just how to calm me down when I start to get frazzled.”

“He’s very sweet.” When she’d first met the child, Laura wondered if he had some sort of verbal developmental delay. But she soon realized he was simply quiet. Not in a nervous shy way either, but a deliberate, relaxed way.

In complete contrast to his twin sister. Joel and Danielle’s daughter Alia had spent most of the evening so far running wild circles around the small flower and fruit garden.

Little Salem had played with Molly’s daughters for a while. Then he spent almost an hour sitting quietly in Liam’s lap. He seemed even to have a calming influence on Laura’s son, and she understood how the nickname had developed.

Molly appeared in the kitchen doorway. “The guys have set up the tables and chairs. We can start loading the feast.”

Laura wrapped her in a tight hug of their own. She had never felt this close to her little sister. And they had even better to come now that they were both here in California, with their own families and away from the expectations of their parents.

Molly smiled and kissed Lor on the cheek. She didn’t ask what had prompted the sudden display of affection. They broke to allow Joel and Matt through the door. Between the five of them, the food was ferried quickly to the tables in the garden.

The Katz backyard was a heady perfume. Salty sea air from one direction. Flowers, citrus, and herbs from the other. All met in the middle over the aroma of charcoal grilled burgers. Laura’s stomach growled even as the tension in her limbs relaxed. If someone bottled this, they’d make a million.

The spread was all family. A tiny table for the littles, painted in bright primary colors. Clean white bench-style picnic table, covered with all the goods to make a mouth water. Laura lingered, still, with scent and sight and sound, grounding to center.

Joel snagged a couple of Cheetos from the bag Laura and Matt had brought. His wife gave him a mock-stern frown and hip-checked him as she passed with a vase of colorful flowers for the table. He wiped his fingers on the thigh of his dark jeans, mouthed ‘sorry’ to Danielle, and called out, “Everybody ready?”

Before they took their seats, they all—adults and children—formed a circle and held hands.

Joel looked at his wife and called her name with the lilt of a question.

“Okay, sure.” She nodded. “Let’s pray.”

They closed their eyes.

“Thank you, God, first for Jesus,” Danielle said. “Thank you for these friends and for food to share with them. Thank you for another beautiful day living in your love. We love you so much, and we are always grateful.”

“Amen” echoed around the circle in voices young and not-so-young before they released each other’s hands. In a potluck-style flurry, they filled all the daisy-rimmed dinner plates, then sat to eat.

“So, Laura.” Joel—oh, wow. Just...wow!—looked at her and paused for her to finish chewing a bite of potato salad. “Tell us about the new job.”

“Oh. Well, I’m working for McManus Place.” Part of Laura wished Joel hadn’t asked about the job. She didn’t feel the professional nonchalance in her tone. Big job, bigger city, and hyperactive, biracial son, all alone? Something deep in her mind kept telling her she’d taken too much on. “Have you heard of it?”

“The surf and turf grill. Started locally a while back?”

Laura nodded. “Yeah. They started with a restaurant in Hollywood. Opened the second in Santa Monica, then one in the financial district, followed by Malibu. They have a total of seven around the area now.”

“I didn’t realize it had grown so much. I only remember the one.”

“Oh, yeah. They’ve got a whole photo timeline of their history in the foyers of their restaurants.” Danielle turned from her husband to Laura. “We’ve eaten at a couple of them.”

“We have?” he asked his wife.

Matt laughed and stretched an arm across the table to slap Katz on the shoulder while Molly covered her mouth with a hand.

Danielle chuckled. “He doesn’t always remember. But finish telling us, Laura. How
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