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      In the eighteen months since Margot’s homecoming, the small town had finally settled into a new normal. She and her cousin Sam even had a stronger bond than when she’d left for the Middle East, and the interfaith worship space was bustling more than ever.

      Even though it wasn’t required, Margot often attended the other services just to see her colleagues work. She found their varying expressions of faith comforting. They might say different prayers or speak in other languages, but they all gave thanks to a creator who saw the inherent goodness in humanity.

      After a Muslim service, Margot stood on the front steps as three hijabi women passed by her into the warm March air.

      “Hello, Reverend,” Amira Fayet, the youngest of the three, said when she spotted Margot.

      “Hi, Amira,” Margot replied. “How are your college applications going?”

      Amira’s vibrant face fell a little and she cast a glance at the other women with whom she walked. They appeared deep in a conversation of their own, so Amira stepped closer to Margot. “My parents don’t want me to leave town for school. They are worried about what might happen.”

      Her fingertips brushed the delicate fabric framing her face.

      “I can understand their fear,” Margot said. “The world we live in isn’t as kind as it should be. But you’re a smart girl. I’m sure you’ll find your way to where you’re supposed to be.” After a pause, Margot asked, “Will I see you tomorrow for brunch?”

      “I think so.” Amira gave a tight-lipped smile and nod before her mother noticed that she wasn’t at her side and beckoned her back.

      Amira’s parents didn’t know that their daughter was one of the co-founders of the interfaith youth group at the church. From what Amira had shared, her parents were devout in their faith to the point of excluding all others. Margot got the sense they weren’t thrilled they had to share a worship space with Christians and Jews.

      Margot’s phone buzzed in her pocket and she looked to see an incoming call from Sam. Answering, Margot said, “Hey, don’t tell me you have to cancel dinner.”

      “No, I’m stuck at the station writing up reports so just going to be running late,” Sam said.

      Her cousin’s statement seemed a little odd. Margot didn’t remember her being on shift today, but maybe she’d gotten her cousin’s schedule wrong.

      “Just let me know when you’re free,” Margot said. “I can always grab take-out and bring it to you.”

      “Thanks. I’ll let you know.”

      Sam ended the call and Margot stowed her phone. She and Sam were getting dinner for a reason. Sam had generously offered to help Margot move into her new place, and this was Margot’s preemptive thank you. Although, the new place wasn’t entirely new. In fact, it had been church property for over sixty years. Margot had resisted moving into the parsonage for long enough. She wasn’t planning to go anywhere, so it made sense to take up residence in the space the church had specifically set aside for her.

      With the unseasonably warm weather, she decided to make the short walk to the parsonage, winding along the front of the church. So much had happened since she’d come home and much of it painful, but ultimately healing. She was grateful the last few months in Port Marie had been quiet and peaceful as the world around them signaled new life and rebirth.

      “Afternoon, Margot,” a familiar voice called to her just as she reached her destination’s driveway.

      Moses Davidson—another of the youth leaders—approached from the sidewalk. He wore a navy hoodie with a Star of David embroidered on the breast. Just below it sat the symbols for the other faiths that were celebrated within the interfaith space. He’d lobbied the youth group to get some sort of branding. He was going to be a marketing major in college.

      “Moses, how are you?” She said and pulled the young man into a brief, one-armed hug.

      “I’m all right. I didn’t get a chance to tell you yet, but I got accepted to American University,” he said, beaming. The clear excitement made his caramel-colored eyes shine.

      “That’s fantastic. Your parents must be so proud,” Margot said.

      Much like her conversation with Amira only minutes earlier, the mention of his parents dampened his mood. “They want me to stay closer to home. They think D.C. is too far away. They’d think anything is too far away.”

      He tugged on the chain around his neck with the tiny Star of David pendant, the outward symbol of his own faith.

      “Whatever you decide to do, I know it will be the right move for you. Will I see you at the youth group brunch tomorrow?” Margot gave him a sympathetic look.

      “Wouldn’t miss it,” Moses said, brightening again.

      “Great. You know, I love watching you, Amira, and Cameron work together so seamlessly. You have such respect for each other and embrace the common ground between yourselves. I wish everyone had the same kindness in their hearts as you three.” She thought they were probably so close, because they’d all grown up as neighbors.

      He averted his gaze for a moment before returning his focus to her. “Cam would be blushing so hard right now if he heard you say that about him. But, thanks. Fellowship is supposed to be about supporting your fellow man.”

      “Exactly.”

      He checked his phone. “I, uh, gotta be somewhere. See you later.” He gave her a wave and darted back up the street in the direction he’d come.

      Margot couldn’t help smiling to herself as she strode up to the front of her new home. She’d never had so much space to herself before. The house boasted two full bathrooms, three bedrooms, a living room, a kitchen, and a fully furnished basement. She barely had enough belongings to her name to fill her bedroom and the living room. Entering the kitchen, she sensed a disruption to the stillness. Time in the military had made her hypersensitive to her surroundings most of the time, especially if she wasn’t yet comfortable in the space—like now.

      She was not alone.

      Her hands balled into fists as she pressed herself along the wall that led to the living room. She caught fabric rustling out of the corner of her eye. The windows weren’t open. She slipped into the next room, her right hand searching for the light switch. Even though the ambient light from outside was decent, it was reflex.

      Light flooded the room and she staggered back as a group led by Sam and Patrick Hawley jumped out.

      “Surprise!” a chorus of voices echoed in the confined space.

      She spotted Amira among the group. Cameron Henderson stood beside her with a giant grin on his face. It hadn’t been a coincidence she’d run into both Amira and Moses on her way here. They’d purposely sought her out to stall her. Obviously, that averted look Moses had done and the message on his phone must have been a signal from one of the other kids that it was okay to let Margot inside.

      Margot’s heart hammered in her chest as she studied the people standing in her living room.

      “You okay?” Sam asked, slinging an arm around Margot’s shoulders.

      “What is all this?” Margot asked, trying to regulate her heart rate and her breathing.

      “I know you don’t like surprises. I swear it wasn’t my idea. Blame those three over there,” Sam answered, pointing to Cameron, Amira, and Moses all of them looking slightly out of breath.

      “But Sam, I’m not even fully moved in. There are whole rooms that have nothing in them,” Margot protested.

      Without a word, Sam grabbed her arm and led her upstairs. They stopped at the first door on the right. She gestured for Margot to open the door. Margot pressed her fingertips to the painted wood and gave it a gentle push. The door opened to reveal a fully furnished—and tastefully so, if Margot was being honest—bedroom.

      “You did all of this?” Margot whispered as Sam led her down the hall to see the other two bedrooms, one of which had been turned into a home office. A simple desk with office chair sat below a framed photo of Sam and Margot just taken the prior summer.

      “I knew you’d feel out of place in a big house by yourself with just your own stuff. So, we figured we’d make it feel more like a home.”

      Margot pulled her cousin into a tight embrace. “Thank you. I can’t put into words how much this means to me. Even if I don’t like surprises.”

      “Oh, you haven’t seen the best part yet.”

      Sam barreled down the stairs to the first floor and stared up at Margot from the landing. For a moment, remembered her as the young teenage girl who’d spent so much time with Margot while they were growing up. They’d been as close as sisters. Time and different paths had driven them apart for a while, but they’d found their way back to each other.

      “You coming?” Sam called.

      Margot gave her a grin and headed down to the first floor at a more dignified pace before she and Sam made their way to the basement. She wasn’t sure what to expect from the room, but the moment she set foot on soft carpeting, she knew it was perfect. One wall was lined with books and cozy reading chairs. The other side offered up space for prayer, complete with beautifully-made prayer rugs.

      “Was this you?” Margot asked and nudged Sam’s shoulder.

      “I’d love to take the credit, but again, it was the kids. I think maybe they wanted a place away from their parents where they could spend time together.”

      “But they already have the interfaith space and its perfect for them,” Margot pointed out.

      “I think they feel safer with you around,” Sam said.

      “I’m glad I make them feel safe, but I’m not sure my basement is the best place for them to be hanging out,” Margot noted.

      “Well, there are some people who are still a little uncomfortable going down to the church basement after what happened with Conrad Baptiste,” Sam replied.

      “I can understand that. Okay, fine. I’ll have to set some limits. Besides I suppose it’s only for a few months at least until they’re all off to school.”

      Footsteps thundered down the stairs before Cameron and Moses staggered into the space, laughing. Amira appeared behind them, giving Margot an eye roll at her friends’ antics.

      “So, I hear all of this was your idea,” Margot said.

      Amira ducked her head in embarrassment, while Cameron and Moses stood tall and grinned ear to ear.

      “It’s really cool, right?” Cameron said.

      Margot nodded and smiled at them all. “I appreciate your thoughtfulness. But I think we’re going to need to lay down some ground rules about being here. This is my house, after all, and I can’t have people coming and going any time they want.”

      “We know, Reverend,” Amira said softly.

      “After school is fine … after services, too. But you’re not going to skip school or stay here late,” Margot said, her tone firm.

      “Yes, ma’am,” Moses answered.

      “Thanks, Rev,” Cameron said.

      “Now, this is a party, so I’m guessing someone brought food? How about we eat?” Margot suggested.

      The three teens raced back up the stairs and Sam started to follow them. Margot hung back in the basement for a minute
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