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      God hears the cries of your heart. Even more important, He’s willing to bless you and has the power to do so. Take your requests to Him.


    

    
      God Sees You
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Hudson Baker regulated his breathing, focusing on releasing the tension in his shoulders as he studied the petite woman across from him. He needed this job, but found that the best way to convince a prospective client of his suitability was not to appear desperate.

The woman who’d introduced herself as Tonya McPherson-Hall patted the baby swaddled against her chest. “Thanks for meeting me here, Mr. Baker.”

“No problem.” He glanced at a boy, around two years old, playing at her feet. “Call me Hudson.”

He wasn’t certain why she was interviewing him with her children in the room, but maybe she had no choice. Sickness didn’t check schedules to find a time convenient for the patient or their family members.

“Hudson.” She checked her phone. “You work exclusively as a home care nurse? Why?”

He studied her to gauge which answer would work best for her. Over the years, he’d gotten adept at deflecting those who suggested he was overqualified for his career as a home caregiver.

“Why shouldn’t homebound patients get the best care available?” He grinned in what he hoped was a disarming manner. “Isn’t that what you want for your loved one?”

Tonya’s brown eyes bore into his. “Let’s be frank, Hudson. With your qualifications, you could get a job in any hospital. Why do you choose to work with patients who are homebound? Do you prey on your clients? Is this how you get them to trust you before you rob them?”

Hudson refrained from rolling his eyes. “I might not look like what most people picture nurses.” He spent an inordinate amount of his downtime working out. “It’s an asset. It means I’ve never had a client I can’t rotate alone. This saves their family members from assisting me or hiring additional help.”

“You didn’t answer my question. Do you have nefarious intentions, Mr. Baker?”

He didn’t need this job after all. Hudson stood. “You have my references, Mrs. Hall. Has any past client complained of being taken advantage of under my care?” 

He held up a hand when she opened her mouth. “The answer is no. I expected more from a pastor’s wife. But you must not have gotten the memo that the ground is level at the foot of the cross. I’ll see myself out.”

He was used to people wondering why he’d chosen his profession. But he didn’t need to work with anyone who felt compelled to check the silverware, expecting him to make off with it. Without their trust, he couldn’t do his job.

Though his funds were low, he could survive another week in the motel. He could always go home if he didn’t find work before he ran out of cash. A shudder passed through him. He couldn’t return to Somerset defeated. Again.

His shoulders twitched as the weight of his past threatened to flatten him. Only a refusal to let Tonya McPherson-Hall witness his defeat prevented him from slumping.

He cast his thoughts heavenward.

Lord, I could use Your help.

God had never let him down, though sometimes his heavenly Father took His time getting to Hudson’s requests.

He made it halfway to the door before the toddler began wailing. 

“Jeremiah?” Tonya’s high-pitched cry communicated her distress. He whirled.

Tonya was on the floor beside her son, eyes wide.

He strode toward them, dropping to his knees. “What is it?”

“Something’s stuck in his nose.”

“Let me see.” He gently turned the toddler toward him. “Hey, Little Man, let me help. You have something in your nose?”

The boy’s shrieks quieted to sobs, and he nodded.

“I’m taking it out. But you have to stop crying. Take deep breaths.” Hudson spoke in a soothing manner. He tilted the boy’s head, his grip loosening, as he spotted the patch of bright blue near the opening.

Thank You, Lord.

“Tonya, I’ll need your help as well.” He lifted the boy and placed him on the edge of the wooden center table. “Hold him still and cover the nostril that’s clear.” He pointed, so she knew which one. 

“Okay.” Her voice was shaky as she obeyed his instructions. “What now?”

“Cover Jeremiah’s mouth with yours and make one sharp breath. That should expel the block. Are you ready?”

“Yes.” She covered her son’s mouth with hers.

“One, two, blow.”

The block flew out, the wet smack of it loud in the stillness. Hudson grabbed it.

“You’re fine,” he assured mother and son.

He held the offending article out to the mother before checking the boy’s nostrils for fragments or injury. “He’ll be okay.”

Her hand trembled as she stared at the block. “I don’t know how he got that.” She cast her gaze around the room as if searching for an explanation. 

“Thank you.” Her lips quivered, and tears welled in her eyes. “You saved his life.”

“At most, I saved you a trip to the emergency room, but you’re welcome.” He set the toddler down and pushed to his feet. 

“Observe him for a few days. If there are signs of irritation, swelling, redness in the nostrils, or difficulty breathing, take him to the doctor.”

She nodded.

“In the meantime, keep small toys away from him until he gets over the urge to stick things up his nose.” He half-smiled to take the sting from his words. 

“Mr. Baker.” Tonya grabbed his hand. 

She squeezed his fingers, her gaze earnest. “Hudson. The job’s yours if you want it.”

His automatic response was to say no. There would be other jobs. As she’d said, he was well qualified. The question was whether he would find a job before he had to hightail it home to his family.

“Uhm.”

“Please.” She tightened her grip on him, crouched in her half-kneeling position.

Not wanting to loom over her, he stooped. She released him and ran a hand over the two-year-old’s head. The boy wriggled out of his mother’s arms.

“I wouldn’t want to make you uncomfortable.”

The boy reached up, and Hudson pulled him close, resting a hand against the toddler’s sturdy back. Jeremiah pressed his face against Hudson’s neck, his skin warm and sticky with tears. The familiar, reassuring scent of talc and the faint waxiness of crayons clung to the boy.

“You wouldn’t.” She wet her lips. “You were right. I made snap judgments about you, and I shouldn’t have. It’s no excuse, but I’m on maternity leave for the third time in four years, and I watch a lot of crime dramas.” 

She made a rueful expression. “It’s made me a little paranoid.”

“Three times?” He relaxed his posture, admiring the woman who could laugh at herself. “Where’s your other child?”

Jeremiah nestled closer against Hudson, creating a pulse of longing that he squelched.

“At preschool. I love my sons, but was grateful when Micah turned three to send him off to be someone else’s problem for a few hours each day.” She frowned. “Does that make me a terrible mother?”

“No.” He was quick to reassure her. “It makes you an honest one.”

“The patient is my mother-in-law, Marion. She had a mild stroke, and the doctors believe she’ll make a full recovery with the proper treatment.”

He arched a brow at her assumption that he’d accepted her offer, but didn’t stop her. She’d shared this during their screening call, but talking about her mother-in-law seemed to calm her.

“You’d like Marion. She’s a fighter. She’s a single mom who raised two children. Before her illness, she loved cooking.” Tears filled Tonya’s eyes. “Please. I’m sorry I insulted you. Don’t let Marion suffer for my mistake.”

Her earnest plea softened his heart. But before he accepted, he had to know. “Why are you willing to hire me now when you were adamant I wasn’t the right candidate?”

“You saved my son’s life. Anyone who’d rescue the child of the woman who treated him like dirt isn’t evil.”

He couldn’t resist teasing her. “Suppose this is my way of luring you into my web?”

“I don’t think so.” She shook her head with a solemn expression.

“How can you be sure?”

“You’re cradling my son.” She pointed to the toddler in his arms. “When he went to you, you picked him without hesitation. That’s the type of person I want caring for my mother-in-law, and my husband would agree.”

Picking up the infant had been pure reflex. Tonya was distressed, so his instinct was to help her.

“When would I start?”

“As soon as they discharge her from the hospital. I’d like you to meet her before. Are you available this evening during visiting hours?”

He swallowed, unwilling to voice his revulsion for hospitals. “Will your husband be there?”

“Yes, and my sister-in-law.” She chuckled. “If you think I gave you a hard time, Keke’s the one you’ll have to impress.”

He smiled. The name Keke conjured an image of a bubbly woman with a bright personality. How hard could it be to get along with a woman named Keke?
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Meredith Hall greeted the individuals as they filed into the basketball court. She observed them as they sat, chit-chatting in groups; others holding themselves aloof, as if they couldn’t bear to lean on anyone else. A few slouched against the walls, arms crossed, eyes downcast.

After two minutes, when no new people arrived, she cleared her throat to get their attention.

“Welcome, everyone. I’m glad you’re here today. This is a space where we can support each other. We believe in honesty and healing. What’s our motto?”

“Support, honesty, and healing,” the members chimed in unison, some louder than others.

She suppressed a grin, glad they were responding to her therapeutic style. Their first sessions, which were held at Orange Valley High, were rough. People remained wary. But change was on the horizon 

Thank You, God.

She repeated the rules. “What you share here stays here.”

Marcus Covey spun a basketball and grinned. “Like Vegas.” 

Titters drifted through the room.

“Exactly.” She ran through the rest of the guidelines, slowing down at the last one. “We’re here to support you, not to solve your problems. We only offer advice if it is requested.”

The participants finished with her, some saying it before she did.

“What was your biggest challenge since our last meeting?”

She waited, careful not to make eye contact with anyone. She didn’t want to put them on the spot. Silence stretched a moment too long. Someone coughed.

“Well…” Claire, a woman in her late twenties, shifted in her seat, twisting a silver ring on her finger. “I met up with my ex-boyfriend last week.”

Groans filled the air. 

“Oh, no.” 

“Not again.”

“You didn’t.”

Claire’s boyfriend was the reason she had become addicted and her chief supplier. She jutted out her chin.

“You guys don’t understand. Sunny is the best thing that has ever happened to me. He was there for me at my lowest point after my dad died. Do you understand how important that is?”

“Yes,” Keke agreed with compassion, leaning forward. “Being supported is truly important. But Claire, every time you get back with Sunny, you end up hooked on drugs. Is that what you want?”

“No.” Claire sighed, but her hands trembled. “That’s why I told him to take his smoldering brown eyes back through the door and stay gone, like he has these last three months.”

The members broke into applause. Someone whooped. Claire’s shoulders relaxed.

“I’m proud of you, Claire. You faced a hard challenge and made it through. Thanks for sharing.”

The young woman sat a little taller, a gentle smile on her lips.

“Claire’s experience brings up an interesting point. Have you noticed any patterns when the urge to use hits?”

John stuck up his hand, clearing his throat. “Normally, after a lousy day at work or my family members push at me, I need an escape, you know?”

She nodded. “I do. How do you handle those triggers?”

John gave a self-deprecating laugh. “I wish I could be bold like Claire and tell them to step away from me, but mostly I run.”

A ripple of understanding passed through the group. Several heads bobbed.

“Running is good,” she affirmed gently. “The man who runs lives to fight another day.”

Seven more people shared their experiences with addiction and how they handled triggers. Keke listened, her heart melting with compassion for what they had endured.

Most of them were her age or younger. It was gut-wrenching that they sought solace from addictive substances so young, and those choices ripped their lives apart.

A few clutched water bottles or tapped their feet as they spoke. Some stared hard at the floor while they spoke, each story a testament to their bravery.

She was proud of each of them. They were here, taking steps to move away from their past.

She glanced at her watch. “Before we wrap up, would anyone like to share a word of encouragement with us?”

Claire stuck her hand out. “I learned a major lesson from my relationship with Sunny. Everyone here knows he’s bad news, but that’s because of what I’ve told you about him. 

“If you met him, you wouldn’t believe he was a user. He’s well-dressed and smells wonderful.” She closed her eyes on a moan. “But he’s bad for me, always getting me to try dangerous things.

“The lesson I want to share is that a man can appear perfect on the outside, but if his heart is wicked,” she tapped her chest, “you’d better run as far away from him as you can get, because he’ll take you down paths God never meant for you to be on.”

A hush fell over the circle, a silence that spoke of solidarity.

* * *

Keke peeled her skin away from the sticky leather seat and checked her watch for the fifth time. She almost gagged on the exhaust drifting through the open window, but wouldn’t close it. Every once in a while, a faint breeze wafted over her clammy skin.

Horns beeped as drivers voiced their frustrations with the snarl of unmoving vehicles.

Please, Lord, clear a path for me.

She needed to see her mom. At the rate the traffic was moving, visiting hours would end before she got to the hospital.

Marion Hall may not be fully responsive, but Keke couldn’t go home unless she’d seen her. Keke wished she could spend every moment with her mother, but her older brother, Mac, insisted she work until the doctors released Marion. Then, she’d have two weeks with her mother before she had to return to work.

It wasn’t enough. If she could afford to quit her job, she would. But they weren’t wealthy, and it was useless to dream about impossible things.

She prayed for the taxi to move and fanned her face, hoping to circulate cool air around her.

The woman next to her gave Keke a sympathetic smile. “It’s scorching, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” she sighed. “And summer has barely started.”

Keke bolted out of the taxi when it pulled up at the hospital. She had no time to lose.

She cracked the door to her mother’s hospital room, and the tension eased from her shoulders when her brother Mac looked up.

“You almost didn’t make it.” Mac got up from the chair he’d pulled beside their mother’s bed.

“I know.” She dropped into the chair with a sigh. “My last session ran a bit late, and I didn’t want to rush them, not when some participants were close to a breakthrough.”

“Don’t worry about that now.” Mac kissed the top of her head. “You made it.” 

She nodded absently, her attention shifting to the woman in the bed.

Marion’s unnatural stillness frightened her, but the doctors claimed this was normal and that she was on the road to a full recovery.

But how could they know? They discovered new things about the human body every day.

Her stomach clenched as her worries threatened to derail her determination to remain positive.

She took Marion’s hand. “You should have seen them today, Mom. It was like they finally realized they had a choice and didn’t need drugs or alcohol to cope.”

Many of the members were teenagers or young people whose lives had derailed because their dependency on drugs or alcohol had led them to make poor choices. 

“When Will volunteered me to lead this group, I didn’t think I’d excel at it.”

As the youngest and most recent hire of the nonprofit where she worked, Keke had balked when her boss elected her to lead the sessions. 

He’d claimed her youth would make her more relatable to the participants. She’d argued that her age and inexperience would be liabilities.

Keke squeezed Marion’s hand. “You insisted I accept the challenge.” She savored the memory.

“You were right, Mom. God is using me to get through to them. I wouldn’t have had this opportunity if it weren’t for you.”

She missed conversations with her mother. Missed hearing her advice. Tears filled Keke’s eyes, and she wiped them away.

“Look at me, blubbering like a fool,” she murmured with a watery laugh. “You’re not dead. The doctors say you’ll recover, and I’m holding them to their word.”

Mac leaned forward, his voice low. “She squeezed my hand today.”

Tears sprang to Keke’s eyes. “She did?”

He nodded. “Yup. She’ll be fine.” He moved toward the exit. “We’ll wait for you outside. Tonya hired a nurse today, and we’d like to introduce you.”

“Okay,” she whispered, wiping at her face again. “I promise myself I won’t cry, then break my word every time. But I’ll get better.”

She brought her mother’s limp hand to her lips and kissed it. “Did you hear that, Mom? Tonya hired a home care nurse, and you’ll get the best care.”

Her sister-in-law had high standards and expected those around her to live up to them. The nurse would be exceptional.

“Anyway,” she glanced at the large black clock on the wall, “I’m leaving because I don’t want your nurse to escort me out.”

It had happened the first night. Keke had planned to sleep in her mother’s room, but the nurse insisted she had to leave.

She stood, sliding the strap of her handbag higher on her shoulder. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Mom.”

Her heels clicked against the tiles as she scurried from the room. 

I can’t wait for her to be out of here, Lord. Please, I’m counting on You.

The sharp, antiseptic smell was stronger in the corridor, but it no longer bothered her. Her stomach flipped as she spotted Tonya and Mac perched on plastic chairs. She studied the man beside her sister-in-law.

Her innate curiosity stirred. Was he visiting his wife? A parent? A sibling? 

He sat with forearms resting on his thighs, coiled energy emanating off him. He wasn’t as relaxed as he appeared.

No. He studied her as intently as she did him, his regard creating a sudden warmth that spread through her veins, and a tingling sensation she hadn’t felt since high school.

She drew her gaze from him with effort and stopped before her family.

“Hey, Tonya.” She leaned down to hug her sister-in-law. “Where are my nephews?”

She hadn’t expected Tonya to bring the babies to the hospital, but talking about her boys lit Tonya up. Keke loved making her sister-in-law smile.

“My parents have them.” Tonya smiled. “Whenever you want to have a turn, I’m ready for you to hand them over.”

She forced a laugh. With her mother’s illness, that wouldn’t happen for a while.

“Your threats don’t scare me. I’ll take your boys any time you want.” She turned to her brother. “Where’s the nurse you guys hired? I’m eager to meet her. I want to discuss Mom’s care plan.”

Mac’s mouth twitched as if he were suppressing a laugh. “Keke, meet Hudson Baker. Mom’s nurse.”

The words hit Keke with the force of a truck, and her mouth popped open. “This is the nurse?” 

Her eyes raked over the man, who looked nothing like a nurse. More like a hot doctor in a medical drama, but not a caretaker.

“He should be in a biker gang, not caring for sick people.”

Oh, my word. 

Her comment horrified her, but she couldn’t stop talking.

“I mean, come on.” Her eyes darted between Tonya and Mac. “You expect him to live with us?”

“Yes.” Mac’s eyes bore into hers. “Mom’s friends from church were at the house today, cleaning up. Since the doctor plans to release her, Hudson will move in tomorrow and spend the day ensuring the house is safe for Mom.”

She shook her head, struggling to process the dump of information. “When were you planning to tell me any of this?”

Mac knew she needed to request her leave.

Her brother’s lips flattened. “I’m telling you now.”

“With absolutely no notice. If I hadn’t visited Mom today, would I have awoken to find a strange man walking around the house?”

Her objection to the man was unreasonable, but she couldn’t help it. Her instincts screamed he was dangerous.

“Calm down, princess.” Hudson’s smooth baritone slid over her like butter on a hot knife.

She whipped her head toward him. “I’m not your princess.”

His gaze ran from her scalp down to her shoes, a smile dancing around his mouth. “No, you’re not.”

She narrowed her eyes. Just what did he mean by that? That she wasn’t a princess or couldn’t be his? Did she want to be his?

Mamma Mia! 

The man’s caramel brown eyes had melted her brain.

“I’m sorry.” She pressed her fingers against her eyes and drew in a breath. Marion would be ashamed of how Keke had treated the man to this point. 

Besides, her brother’s resolute expression meant his course was set and unchangeable. As much as she hated it, she was stuck with the male nurse.

Her shoulders slumped. “You don’t match my idea of a nurse.”

Amusement danced in his eyes. “Then we’re even. You don’t look like a Keke.”

She propped her hand on her hips. “How does a ‘Keke’ look?”

He shrugged. “A sweet girl who believes in happy endings and is nice to everyone.”

Tonya gave a choked laugh, but stifled it when Keke glared at her. 

“Oh, you’re a comedian.”

“Let me guess.” He arched a brow. “I don’t meet your standards for a comedian?”

No, he did not. The man had way too much magnetism to tell jokes as his vocation. If she had to choose a career for him, she’d make him an actor—one who specialized in playing rebellious roles.

She turned her back on him and faced Mac. “You’re comfortable with me living with him?” She thrust a thumb over her shoulder. 

“You’ll survive,” Mac smirked. “I remember a conversation about allowing you to be an adult.”

She rolled her eyes. “Whatever.” 

Older brothers were so annoying.

Keke flashed Hudson a wide, fake smile. “Congratulations on a successful interview, Hudson. I look forward to working with you.”

Hudson’s lips twitched, but he didn’t respond to her comment beyond a slow nod. Living and working with Hudson would be challenging. Lucky for her, she wasn’t into rebels or bad boys.
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Hudson followed the prickly woman down the hall. Had he done the right thing by accepting this job? If not for a reminder from his bank that the payment for his van was due in a few days, he wouldn’t be here.

He breathed the antiseptic-scented air, the sharp tang scratching his throat as always. He wouldn’t let the memories drag him under. This wasn’t about him. Well, in a way, it was. He needed to convince Keke that they could work together.

Otherwise, caring for Marion would be miserable. The Halls had introduced him to Marion earlier, and he’d looked at her chart.

If her recovery progressed at the current rate, she’d be on her feet soon. That brought him back to his current plight.

She disappeared through an opening on the left, and he followed her into the chapel, treading lightly, so as not to startle her. Despite the harsh disinfectant clinging to everything else, the chapel smelled of lemon cleaner and candle wax.

As he neared her, she sank into a chair. He froze when she leaned against the pew, her harsh sobs shattering the silence. Compassion snaked through him. Should he speak to her? Get her brother or sister-in-law?

“I don’t know what to do, God. Nothing is going as planned. Mom wasn’t supposed to get sick.” Her words caught on a sob, and Hudson’s heart gave a painful twist. “Please don’t let Mom die. I’m not ready to live without her.”

He shouldn’t be here. He backed away, Keke’s pain eclipsing his anger at being dismissed.

People often misjudged him based on his appearance. He should have been quicker to offer grace.

And that’s what Keke Hall needed from him—grace. He’d used his skills to ensure her mother received the best care possible. 

He retraced his steps to the waiting area, mind racing as he contemplated how to help Marion.

Tonya and Mac stood as he approached.

“Is everything alright?” Mac took a step toward him.

“We thought,” Tonya glanced at her husband. “We were worried you’d changed your mind about the position after Keke’s outburst.” Her words tumbled over themselves. “We’re not usually this judgmental, but you,” she gestured to the pale walls, “this situation took us by surprise.”

Mac met his gaze. “Are you quitting?”

Hudson’s lips twitched. “Technically, I haven’t accepted your offer yet.”

Tonya’s eyes widened. “Does that mean you’re not…?”

“No,” he hastened to reassure her. “I’ll be Marion’s nurse.” There was no need to negotiate his salary as he’d communicated his rates in the screening interview, and she’d accepted them. 

“I was thinking of a care plan. I’ll speak with her doctor and find out what treatments and therapies he recommends, but once I do that, I’ll be set.”

“Oh, thank God.” Tonya’s shoulders sagged. “We’ve been praying.”

“Don’t stop now.” He half-smiled. “There are challenging days ahead.” Especially since his future housemate hated him. “But we’ll get through it with God’s help and depending on each other.”

Getting the family involved in his patient’s care made the process smoother for everyone. The family learned to care for their loved one and felt their help was important. He got the support he needed, and fewer people to question his judgment.

Keke re-entered the waiting area, averting her head when their eyes met. He wouldn’t take offense. She was dealing with a lot. But he’d add her to his prayer list. He would need lots of prayer to treat Keke with the grace his heavenly Father required of him.

* * *

Hudson parked in front of a weathered turquoise house trimmed in coral. A low stone wall edged the yard, and bougainvillea spilled over it in bright waves—his home for the next three months. Exiting the van, Hudson grabbed his duffel. 

Mac stepped onto the porch, glancing at the lone bag. “That’s it?” 

“Yeah.” He found it easier to keep his possessions to a minimum, since he lived with his patients for the duration of his assignment.

“Come in.” Mac led Hudson into a room buzzing with activity. 

Surveying the room, Hudson took in the cozy furnishings and family photos. What would the pictures reveal about the family? He’d check them out later.

“Did you move Marion to the ground floor?”

“Yes. Mom’s friends from church volunteered to get the house ready.” Mac gestured to a partition. “We rented a hospital bed and set it up. Also cleared a path for her to use a walker.”

“Good.” 

“You can use the half-bath on this floor while you’re downstairs with Mom.”

Hudson created a mental floor plan. The situation wasn’t ideal, but better than some of his past setups.

Mac turned to him. “What do you think?” 

“Not bad.”

“Thanks.” Mac exhaled. “Your instructions and the ten thousand videos Keke made us watch were helpful. I’ll be glad when this trial’s behind us. Let me show you where you’re sleeping.” Mac headed for the stairs, Hudson in his wake. 

He’d sleep on the couch for now, but wouldn’t burden Mac with that detail.

“This is your room.” Mac opened a dark blue door, revealing a small but neat room with a trace of citrus in the air. “Sorry, it doesn’t have a bathroom.”

The pale blue walls were devoid of anything but a single photo of the ocean. “Was this your room?”

Mac half-smiled. “A lifetime ago. The bathroom’s the last door on the right, which you’ll share with Keke. But I survived it, and she’s no longer the bathroom hog she was in high school.”

“Hmm. Your sister’s name… Keke?” Not what he’d intended to ask, but he couldn’t change course now. “Is that her real name?”

He came from a large family that chose sibling names for their meaning or held a common theme. He couldn’t see the correlation between Keke and Mac.

Mac grinned. “Don’t tell her I said this, but…” he leaned closer. “Her name’s Meredith. They named me after our father, Malcolm.”

“Ah.” Malcolm, Marion, Malcolm Jr., and Meredith. “It makes sense now.”

“She hates the name, and let us know on her third birthday that she wanted to be called Keke. No one has dared to call her anything else since.” 

“Good to know.” Hudson dropped his duffel on the floor. “I’ll unpack later. What time are they discharging Marion?”

“At three.” Mac checked his watch. “We should have enough time to finish what we’re working on. Keke gets off work later. She’ll meet you here while I head to the hospital.”

Hudson nodded. Keke wouldn’t appreciate him moving in while she was at work. But it was unavoidable. Besides, she wasn’t his concern. Marion was. 

His phone vibrated in his pocket, and he pulled it out. “Do you mind?”

“No. Go ahead.” Mac waved a hand. “I’ll check on the Dorcas Brigade. Join us when you’re done.”

Hudson arched a brow. He’d ask Mac what he meant another time. He smiled when he glanced at the screen.

“Jag.”

“What are you doing? I’m off, and hoped we could catch a game.”

His cousin and best friend, Jaxon Baker, didn’t offer a greeting.

“I’m working.”

“Aren’t you between jobs?”

“I was. Started this new one today.”

“For how long?”

“Three months.” They’d renegotiate at that point if Marion needed additional care.

Jag sighed. “I never understand why you do these short-term gigs.”

“My parents don’t own a bed-and-breakfast. I must work for people I’m not related to.”

“Your job’s waiting for you when you’re ready.”

It was his turn to sigh. “I know.”

Easier to deflect than to address the underlying issue.

“Are you coming to next month’s Games Night?”

“No.”

He’d moved from Somerset to Orange Valley to escape run-ins with his parents and siblings.

“You can’t avoid us forever.”

“I see you all the time.”

“Yeah, but I’m the only one who does. If I didn’t take the occasional photo, the family would believe I was lying about you being alive.”

“Lucky for us, the technology exists. No need for me to parade in front of everyone. Think of all the points you get for an elusive meeting with me.”

The trace of bitterness in his voice masked a myriad of hurt.

“Hatch.”

“Let it go, Jag. I’ll catch up with you on my next day off. Give everyone my regards.” He disconnected before his cousin could probe further. 

Maybe he should stop answering Jaxon’s calls. His gut twisted at the thought. Jaxon was his best friend. But how long before Jax tired of Hudson’s excuses to engage with the family?
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Keke ran up the steps to her house, rifling through her handbag for her keys. No matter how she stuck them in a pocket, they slipped out, and she couldn’t find them in an emergency. 

She should get one of those hooks for her keys; then she’d know where they were.

“Ugh!” She stopped in front of the door, prepared to upend her bag if she didn’t find the keys. 

Mac was already on his way home with their mother, and she hoped for the chance to wash her hands and slip off her pinching heels before they got to the house.

The door flew open, and Hudson leaned against the doorjamb, a smirk on his much-too-handsome-to-be-a-nurse face.

“Need help?”

She huffed out a breath. “No.”

“Alright then.” The door swung shut in her face. 

Was he kidding her right now?

“Stop.” Her hand shot out to stop it. Not that she was any match for him if the size of his upper arms indicated his strength. “I need help.”

She pushed the door, but it didn’t budge.

“What’s the magic word?” His voice took on the singsong lilt of a kindergartner.

“Please.” She gritted the word out between her teeth. 

The door swung inwards, and he was once again smirking at her.

“Was that so hard?”

“You have no clue how difficult it was.” She brushed past him.

“I’m not your enemy, Keke.” He followed her into the living room. “The sooner we learn to work together, the easier our lives will be.”

“People overrate a simple life.” She pulled up. “What happened here?” She gestured to the privacy screen.

“This is where your mom will sleep for a while.”

She gaped at him before racing around the partition. A hospital bed greeted her, the metal rails glinting in the light streaming through the windows.

“This isn’t right.” She shook her head. Making plans and watching videos hadn’t prepared her for the reality. “My mother didn’t spend her life cleaning people’s dirty houses, only to be stuffed into a corner of the one she worked hard to buy.”

Rage and sorrow tangled in her chest. Marion shouldn’t have to suffer this indignity. Her heart cinched, and the makeshift room closed in around her.

“Keke?” Hudson rested his hands on her shoulders gently. 

A high-pitched whine filled her ears, pressing in on her temples until the room’s sounds faded into a distant hum.

“Breathe.” He pantomimed the motion, and she mimicked him.

What was wrong with her? Intellectually, she recognized it as a panic attack, but she never lost it. She was the girl with a plan. Her backup plan had backup plans.

She met Hudson’s caramel gaze. 

“Keep breathing.” His cool professionalism slowed her out-of-control pulse.

“I’m fine now.” She stepped back. 

Of all the people to have a breakdown in front of, why’d it have to be him?

“Are you sure?” He frowned, concern clouding his pretty brown eyes.

“Yes.” Her response was sharper than she’d intended. 

His gaze shuttered, and she wished she could take back her biting words.

“This is temporary.” He nodded to the hospital bed. “As soon as your mom’s mobility improves, we’ll move her upstairs. That way, she’s not trapped in her room waiting for visitors, since I’m guessing you spend a fair amount of time here.”

She nodded. They spent a lot of time in the living room. Not as much as they used to, but his argument had merit. 

“I’ll get used to it.”

There was plenty she’d need to get used to. One of them was sharing a space with him. The man’s muscular build screamed bodybuilder or motorcycle gang. It didn’t whisper assurances of a compassionate caretaker.

So why did her pulse flutter when he was near?

Nerves.

There could be no other explanation. 

Her phone buzzed in her pocket. It had to be Mac.

“Excuse me.” She dodged him. “My mother’s here.” She hurried to the door as if she had psychic abilities.

Mac’s car was in the driveway when they stepped onto the veranda. Hudson arched a brow. 

“Neat trick.”

She shrugged, accepting his unspoken compliment. He was down the steps and helping her mother out of the vehicle before she thought of a comeback. Hudson walked beside Marion, one hand on the gait belt at her waist, while she moved cautiously with her walker toward the wheelchair.

Marion’s lips parted. “T-take… time.” Her brow furrowed, the short phrase costing her more than it should have.

“We’ve got plenty of it.” Hudson adjusted the blanket over her lap.

Keke’s heart gave a painful twist at the solicitous exchange, and she glanced at the bright blue sky. 

Is this a test, Lord? What aspect of my personality lacks growth?

There wasn’t even a murmur from the Holy Spirit. 

How was she supposed to share her home with this man for the next three months? She took a deep breath and reminded herself why he was there. 

As confident as she was that she could learn to care for her mom, it’d be tough. Not to mention that Mac had a point. Someone had to pay the bills, and with his growing family, he couldn’t maintain two households on his pastor’s salary.

“If you scowl at Hudson like that, he’ll think you dislike him,” Mac whispered. 

“I do.” She kept her voice low. “Wasn’t there anyone else?”

“He came highly recommended.”

“By whom? The devil?”

Mac’s lips twitched. “Come now, you know we don’t take advice from him.” He threw an arm around her shoulder. 

“Look on the bright side. Hudson’s presence gives you the freedom to live your life and follow your dreams.”

“It gnaws at me.” She should be the one caring for her mom, not a stranger.

“I know.”

Hudson wheeled Marion up the driveway, her hands resting in her lap, while Keke held the door open.

“If it helps you feel better, Tonya agrees with you. He doesn’t look like a nurse. When she mentioned it, he walked out mid-interview.”

She cut her eyes toward her brother. She was glad her sister-in-law had a similar reaction. 

“How did Tonya become his biggest fan?”

“Jeremiah stuck a toy up his nose.”

She gasped. “Is he okay?”

“Yes. Thanks to Hudson.” Mac cleared his throat. “He didn’t hesitate to help Jem. A man who would rescue his enemy’s child is the perfect man to care for Mom.”

Keke processed the new information. Hudson hadn’t mentioned it, and he could have. He could have rubbed it in her face or used it to change her opinion of him. He’d done neither.

“I’ll give him a chance.”

She’d also take her brother’s advice and focus on her goals. Not that she’d ignore her mom. That wasn’t an option, but she’d work to safeguard her future. 

This was the year she found Mr. Right, and she knew exactly what she was looking for.

Following her family into the house, she kept her eyes on Hudson. 

He handled her mother with gentle hands, almost crooning as he showed her the changes made to their home.

Keke’s heart twinged. It must be agonizing for her mother to go through this. 

From powering through everything to depending on someone to take her where she wanted to go.

She blinked the sting of tears away. She wouldn’t break down. Couldn’t. 

Lord, please. You’re the great Healer—heal my mom. Restore her health to what it was before the stroke. 

* * *

After ensuring her mom was comfortable, Keke headed for her room. It was hard to see Marion like that. She pulled out her phone.

“I was about to call you,” her best friend, Piper Bell, answered on the first ring.

Keke smiled. She and Piper had been friends since birth. At least, that was the story they shared with anyone who asked.

“What’s up?”

“No, you go.”

“Okay.” Keke sighed, sinking onto the edge of her bed. “The nurse moved in today, and while he seems competent, I’m not sure I’ll survive living with him for the next three months.”

“A nurse? Why is there a nurse living in your house?”

“For Mom,” Keke prompted. “Remember, I told you she had a stroke, and we need help to care for her?”

“Oh, yeah. I forgot.”

“It’s fine.” 

Keke rubbed at the knot forming at the back of her neck. It wasn’t, but her friend had gone through a tumult in the past five years, so she offered grace.

“How’s Aunt Marion?”

“The doctor believes she’ll make a full recovery, and Hudson’s here to ensure that she gets her medication and the therapy she needs.”

“Who’s Hudson?”

“The nurse.”

“You have a male nurse living with you? Is he cute?”

“He’s…” Keke hesitated, staring at the ceiling as if the right words were written there. She refused to admit that the well-built man was handsome. “What did you want to talk with me about?”

Piper giggled. “He is cute. I may have to visit you soon.”

Keke rolled her eyes, but the smile lingered. “Whenever you’re ready. Mom would love to see you.”

“I’m on the phone,” Piper’s voice grew muffled as she spoke to someone in the background. “I’m talking to Auntie Keke. Ask Granddad to help you.” She sighed before coming back on the line. “What was I saying?”

“You were explaining why you planned to call,” Keke reminded her, pulling a throw blanket over her lap.

“Oh. I spoke with Leo.”

“What did he want?” Keke shifted, sitting up straighter. She held her breath, waiting for the latest installment in the drama unfolding between Piper and her ex-boyfriend.

“He was to pick Zion up this week and take him to see his grandmother, but surprise,” sarcasm dripped from her voice, “something came up. And of course, his mother is too busy to pick him up herself. Is it too much for him to spend time with his child?”

“It’s not,” Keke responded.

Poor Zion. The child didn’t deserve his father’s neglect.

Leo Brown took his son when it was convenient for him. The






















OEBPS/6c454b7bf8e8f1df37e2357d390c60efc50d98fb_smallRaw.jpg
/., i

L,
(\ \\\< /.‘1 »~ f\/\ ,/f/«
4

i / / f
; ( ¥ 4
A 4 / q / gﬁj
; ; y { y /
4 {

a








OEBPS/images/2036f70536d1da9fcfe5cd31cd84ac4e_smallRaw.png
//

/

\\\

HopeLight

w Publishers













