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Prologue

[image: image]


Mary Ann’s blue eyes widened, and her hands shook as she stared at the lines in front of her. The blue lines of the pregnancy test shimmered as her eyes filled with tears. This is the end. My life is over, she thought. Nothing will ever be the same.

As seventeen-year-old Mary Ann Stephens sat on the edge of the bathtub she thought about her graduation in just two weeks. She thought about her plans for a career in journalism. She wanted to travel the world and write about her experiences. She thought about how Mitch Carter, her boyfriend, would react. She could see the disappointment in her mother’s face. She had missed two periods, but she had remained in denial until the nausea that overtook her every morning forced her into action. Now she could not deny the evidence in front of her.

She knew Mitch would be angry. She did not want him angry. He’d gotten angry with her once before when she had gone out with a friend and he couldn’t reach her. He shoved her to the floor and punched her in the stomach. She should have walked out then but his tearful apology drew her back. He pledged his love and devotion to her and she gave in to his advances. That was probably when she got pregnant. 

Since that time, they went out behind her mother’s back since she had forbid them to date a few months earlier. She would tell her mother she was at the library or spend the night at a friend’s house when she was really at Mitch’s apartment. Her friends thought it was cool to cover for her. In the end, no one could help her cover this up.

Mary Ann heard a knock at the bathroom door.

“Mary Ann, are you in there? Are you okay? I need to use the bathroom,” her sister Lacey whined.

“Go away. When I’m done, you’ll be the first to know.”

“You better get out or I’ll tell mom you’ve been in there for hours,” Lacey taunted. 

It was quiet for a moment before Lacey continued.

“I’ll tell her you’ve been hanging around with Mitch. I know ’cause I’ve seen him pick you up, and you call him every night after mom goes to bed.”

“You little snot. Don’t you dare tell on me.” Mary Ann flew out of the bathroom and almost ran her mother down.

“What’s going on?” her mother had to almost shout to be heard over the screaming girls.

Like a switch had been flipped, the room grew quiet as her mother spied the pregnancy test, temporarily forgotten in Mary Ann’s hand.
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PART I

Chapter 1
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With his hands in his pockets and his jacket pulled tight around his waist, Carter James Dennis hurried the two blocks from the parking garage to his job in downtown Cleveland. It was a late afternoon in early September. The cool breeze off Lake Erie ruffled his in-need-of-a-haircut, wavy blond locks. It was a reminder that winter in Northeast Ohio would arrive soon.

With just a few months of work under his belt, CJ, as he was known to friends and family, was new at the Cleveland Chronicle. He was working in Cleveland, honing his skills as a writer and preparing for his next move. He already had won numerous awards and was the best writer in Cleveland, some said. He tried not to let it go to his head.

Just shy of his twenty-sixth birthday, CJ couldn’t imagine staying put in one place too long although his current girlfriend Victoria, or Tori, as she liked to be called, might be able to persuade him otherwise.

Suddenly, lost in his thoughts and in a hurry, CJ barreled over a homeless woman begging in front of his office building. He knocked the small woman off her feet.

“Hey, watch where you’re going,” she shouted at him from the ground, eyes blazing.

Before he could help her up or apologize, she jumped up and got in his face.

“Didn’t your mother teach you any manners?”

“Didn’t she teach you to bathe,” he said without thinking. He was not in the mood for an altercation, but this woman appeared to be looking for a fight.

“Just want to be treated like a human being.” She spat on his shoe and quickly ran off losing herself in the now gathering crowd.

CJ stood stunned, unable to move. The whole encounter had only taken a moment or two.

“I think they took your wallet, man,” a bearded college student with a backpack said.

“What?” CJ felt his pockets. His face reddened and he tightened his fists as he realized what was missing.

“Sorry man. I saw a little boy take it. He was probably with the lady, you know.”

“That was no lady,” CJ snorted and headed into his office building.

CJ adjusted his laptop on his shoulder and ducked his head as he entered the office building. He tried to avoid Ben Hamilton, the security guard on duty. He was already running late, and he knew what came next.

“How’s the Cleveland Chronicle’s Pulitzer Prize-winning writer,” Ben shouted across the lobby in his booming voice. His white-toothed grin and beaming smile could light up Superior Avenue on the darkest night.

“Haven’t won it yet, Ben, but you’ll be the first to know when I do,” CJ countered as he stabbed at the elevator button, praying for a miracle.

“God bless you brother. Jesus loves you whether you win that big prize or not. Sure enough, you bet he does.”

Mercifully, the elevator arrived, and CJ slipped in as Ben announced, “God bless you sister,” to an unsuspecting visitor.

In the slow-moving elevator, he had time to ponder the wisdom of those kind of statements when people were so sensitive about being politically correct. Ben couldn’t expect to keep his job long if he kept that up, CJ thought.

CJ wasn’t really offended by Ben. He believed in God. He had made a commitment to follow Jesus when he was ten. He attended church most Sundays and gave his 10 percent tithe. He just wasn’t sure how “right” it was to be so vocal. He certainly wasn’t. God could use people like Ben, not him, to spread the Gospel. With that thought, the doors opened, and he stepped into the newsroom.

Janet Baird, Chronicle secretary/receptionist, obituary writer and writer of all things classified (ads not government), greeted CJ as he made his way back to his desk.

“I put several people to your voice mail,” she shouted at his back. “Eli needs your help with some photographs for tomorrow’s paper and Ann would like you to meet with her as soon as you get settled.”

Ann Dempsey, the managing editor, ran the newsroom.

At his desk, CJ took his time checking his voice mail, booting up his computer and getting ready to work. He would have a call to the police to cancel his credit cards to his already full day. He was still fuming over the incident. He took a moment to settle himself and then headed over to see his boss.

Ann peered above the low cubicle wall, her piercing blue eye homing in on CJ as he headed in her direction. Her no-nonsense approach to running the newsroom kept everyone on their toes. A veteran of the newspaper business, she was respected by everyone she worked with.

“Hey CJ,” she said as he took a seat across from her. “I’ve got some story assignments for you, and I need that Joanne Grant cancer victim profile by ten o’clock for tomorrow’s edition.”

“I just need to put the finishing touches on it. I’ll send it to you when I get back to my desk,” CJ said. “I have a couple of last-minute stories that I need to make calls on, too. I’ll see if they amount to anything for the Sunday edition. Have you got something else you want me to work on?”

“You should have enough to keep busy tonight. Now that you’ve finished the cancer story, I’ve got another one for you to work on. I think this one will need quite a bit of research, and it could morph into several parts. We’ll see how it goes. We can talk about it Tuesday.”

Ann turned back to her computer, dismissing CJ with a wave of her hand.

“We can’t talk about it now?” CJ whined. Ann knew how eager CJ was to dig into a new project, and she was playing with him. “At least give me a hint or tell me what the subject is.”

Ann turned to face CJ again, taking a moment to tuck a shock of her unruly white hair behind her ears. “It’s a story about the homeless right here in our city. We see them every day, but what really is the story behind their homelessness? Why are they out there? What’s being done to help them? I want you to go beyond the church groups that provide soup and sandwiches. Go beyond the shelters that provide nightly care and really dig into it.” 

CJ groaned. “I was just robbed by a very smelly homeless person. I’m not sure I want to interview her or any of them.”

“We’ll talk more when you’re in on Tuesday, but you can take the weekend and think about how you want to approach the story,” Ann said, ignoring his statement.

With that, she turned toward her computer again and this time CJ knew he was dismissed.

CJ returned to his workstation but before he had time to ponder the meeting with Ann, his street encounter, his missing wallet or decide what he needed to do next, the dark bulk and mile-wide grin of Eli Nevins overshadowed him. With his dark hair cropped to a short fade, the six-foot-four Eli had been an All-American linebacker before a knee injury sidelined him. One of several photographers on the Chronicle staff, he and CJ teamed up to cover stories on a regular basis. 

“Eli, you’ve got to quit sneaking up on me like that,” CJ chided him. “A man your size could give a man my size a heart attack for sure.”

“A man your size ain’t no man,” Eli laughed.

CJ was nearly as tall as Eli, but he lacked the shear bulk his friend possessed. Eli’s intimidating presence had saved CJ more than a few times. The two had been friends since college, forging a bond nothing could separate. 

Eli had come to the Chronicle and his hometown after graduation. He was glad to be back near his close-knit family. He had married his high school sweetheart, Carolina, a few years earlier and they were expecting their first child in just a few weeks.

“Carolina told me to ask if you and Tori would like to join us for dinner tomorrow tonight. You know she won’t take no for an answer.”

“Are you sure she’s up to it?”

“She’s feeling fine. After church, she’ll rest in the afternoon so she’ll be good to go for the evening. Besides, you-know-who will be doing most of the cooking.”

“Well, I can’t turn down Carolina’s invitation, and I most certainly can’t turn down your barbecued ribs because it’s the only thing you know how to make. Then I guess my answer will have to be yes. I’ll have to give Tori a call but tell Carolina we’d be delighted to come.”

“You hope I’m making barbecued ribs. I found this wonderful spinach and eggplant casserole that I thought I might try. Just you wait and see.”

The two laughed as they headed back to Eli’s station to look at some photographs. CJ was writing a story about a woman fighting a rare cancer that already had taken her mother and grandmother. Doctors had come under fire for providing her with some controversial treatments. The verdict was still out as to whether a cure was possible but the woman, Joanne Grant, was so optimistic. Her positive attitude just oozed from the story. Without Eli’s pictures, the story would be great but the two complemented each other so well that the spread would be unforgettable.

CJ thought about what Joanne had shared with him during the interview. She believed in karma, Buddha and a host of other New Age religions. She believed in holistic healing, Yoga and anything else she deemed good for her “aura.” She had told CJ that she did not believe in God or as she said, “any one God” who could do something for her. 

On a deep level, CJ’s interview with Joanne had bothered him. He knew what he believed but he had felt helpless to impart that belief to her. Was he afraid of what she would think or just afraid for his job? No, he would pray that God would send someone who could explain the Gospel so she could understand and believe. He wasn’t like Ben the security guard, but he could pray. If he didn’t forget.

He spent an uneventful evening before heading out the door around midnight. The drive to his home in the suburbs took him about thirty minutes this time of night. He liked working odd hours and rarely got stuck in traffic. During the week, he got to the office late morning and most of the time worked well past five o’clock, avoiding rush hour traffic.

CJ cranked up the hard rock and heavy metal on the radio. It kept him awake for the drive home.

The late-night drive home also gave him an opportunity to think through his day, ponder stories he was working on or plan for the next day’s work and activities.

Tonight, his thoughts turned toward his parents and siblings. Howard and Jean Dennis had raised CJ; his older brother Robert; and his sisters Chloe, Shelby and Tara, amid the rolling green hills and lush landscape of Amish country in Holmes County, Ohio. They had made the move north several years before when CJ’s grandfather had taken ill and passed away suddenly. His grandmother, who was in the beginning stages of Alzheimer’s at the time, had been devastated. Grandpa Dennis’s death had left her confused and in need of round-the-clock assistance. They could have moved her south or even relegated her to a nursing home, but instead she spent the last year of her life being loved and cared for in her own familiar surroundings.

The move had been difficult for his youngest sisters, twins Shelby and Tara. Having to be uprooted from all they had ever known they could have rebelled. But having to adjust to a new school, finding new friends and helping to care for their grandmother had propelled them forward in their faith. CJ was in awe of their relationship with God and their plans to serve Him. In his opinion, those two young women defined the cliché, “sold out for God.”

He smiled at the thought of how Shelby and Tara’s spring graduation would put his parents firmly in the empty-nest category. He hoped they would pack up and head for Florida or some other warm climate. But with Robert and Becca also living in the area with their three children, Robbie, eleven, Amy, eight, and Hunter, five; he doubted his mother would be going anywhere.

His sister Chloe had left home at seventeen. They rarely heard from her. He knew his mother prayed for her prodigal daughter to come home, but he was indifferent to his missing sister. What she did had devastated the family, and the thought of her made him bristle.

As he pulled into the driveway of his parent’s home, he thought about his own future. While he loved his parents, his stay in their home would have to be short term. 
Truthfully, it had already been too long. Not that they cramped his style or made any demands of him. And he loved spending time with his little sisters. That was something he would never have the chance to do again. It was just that he had already been on his own too long and needed his own space.
He quietly slipped in the back door of the modest bungalow that had once belonged to his grandparents. He usually took some time to wind down before he headed for bed. As he opened and closed kitchen cabinet doors and perused the refrigerator, he decided that tonight, a cup of hot chocolate might help him get ready for bed—that and a little bit of late-night TV.

“Hey CJ, how was work?”

CJ jumped at the sound as Tara’s blonde head appeared around the corner of the kitchen. The rest of her petite frame followed dressed in a terry robe and fluffy bunny slippers.

“What are you doing up other than scaring me,” CJ scolded. “I hope you know CPR because my heart might need a jump start.”

“It’s Saturday night big brother. Other than church, I can sleep all day tomorrow. Besides, I’ve been texting Chris.”

In her own words, Tara was “seriously serious about not getting serious” with anyone, but her classmate, Chris, had been trying to pin her down for a date.

“I thought Chris was not happening?” CJ asked. “Did you decide to give the poor slob a chance, or are you just toying with him? You know this guy is head-over-heels for you.”

“I know he really likes me, but I also know I won’t date anyone who’s not head-over-heels in love with Jesus. I already told him that, so I’m not toying with him.” She stuck her tongue out at him, but then her words grew serious. “I’ve been very honest with him, and I’ve told him about the Lord and invited him to youth group. He hasn’t said he’ll come yet, but at least he’s not mocking me. He’s listening and thinking about what I have to say. He’s also asking questions. It challenges me in my faith.”

“I’m certainly glad God gave you the ability to witness to people, Tara. I don’t know how you do it. Most of the time, I’m at a loss for words when the opportunity comes up.”

CJ told Tara about getting his wallet stolen on the street. “When I do say something, it’s all wrong. I was really rude to that woman and that was before I knew my wallet had been stolen. How do you show Christian love in that situation?”

“Ask God to give you an opportunity to see her again and ask Him to give you the words to say.”

He also told her about Joanne Grant and how helpless he felt to help her spiritually.

“When I had the chance to talk to this woman, I knew I should say something, but I just couldn’t find the right words. Good grief, I’m a writer. Words are my life.”

Tara pondered her answer for a moment. “It’s not just about words. To me witnessing is something you have to work at. You work at being close to God in prayer and in your devotional life. You learn how to hear from God. Then when he gives you an opportunity, you’re ready. No offense, CJ, but I’m not sure where your spiritual life is right now. If you’re not where you should be, don’t expect to be able to impart anything to anyone else. It’s like participating in a triathlon. You don’t get to the finish line if you haven’t done anything before to prepare.”

“How did you get so wise, sister?” CJ asked as he stood and enveloped her in a bear hug. 

“I must have gotten it from Mom, but I think it definitely skipped you in the family gene pool,” she teased, lightening the moment.

“Don’t let it go to your head girl. I only said that because it’s late and I’m tired. You know better than to take me seriously. I’ll see you in the morning.”

With that, they shuffled off to bed.
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Chapter 2
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The rest of the family had left for church long before CJ crawled out of bed. When he went to church, CJ chose a more sedate congregation in another community.

Too late for church, CJ thought as he planned out his day, and too nice to stay indoors.

He inhaled a granola bar he found in the cabinet and then stowed his brand-new racing bicycle on his car’s bike rack.

The warm, fall day called him to ride. He had a race scheduled at the end of the month and needed to put some road time in if he wanted to be ready. It would not be a leisurely ride.

Several hours later, CJ felt better about his upcoming race and his ride had given him time to ponder his story on the plight of the homeless in Cleveland. Part of the story would include spending a night on the streets, he decided. It would also include interviews with the people he met and journal entries about his own experiences. Ann would agree to his ideas, he was sure, and Eli would, no doubt, accompany him with a camera. 

Maybe this one will give me that Pulitzer, he thought.

Part of the series would also include interviews with homeless shelter personnel and maybe a sidebar story on the work of the City Mission – an evangelical Christian organization that provided services. He had seen a television news story on how the city enacted a new law to crack down on the homeless. The details of that would provide another angle.

His cell phone blurted out a popular Green Day tune as he finished loading his bicycle. It was Tori checking on their plans for the evening.

“Hey, CJ how was your ride?” she asked.

“Awesome. I think I might actually be ready for my next race. Well, maybe not ready quite yet but I’m getting there. How about you? When are you going to ride with me?”

It was funny how even after dating for several months, just the sound of Tori’s voice sent CJ’s mouth rambling and his thoughts to places he didn’t really want to go.

“Oh, come on CJ, you’re too competitive for me. A ride around the block would be about my speed.”

“You never know what you’re capable of until you try. If we rode together, I’d take it easy on you. You know that.”

“Yeah right. I’ve seen you on a bike. You go and everything and everyone is left behind. I don’t think so. Anyway, what time are you picking me up?”

“Eli said to come over about six, so I guess I’ll pick you up about five thirty. Dress casual. Eli’s cooking ribs so expect it to be messy. Casual means jeans and an old sweatshirt,” he reminded her. “That is if you own any jeans.”

A dark-haired Italian beauty, Tori had trouble letting her hair down, both physically and metaphorically. CJ had never seen her in jeans, let alone an old sweatshirt. Her hair was never out of place. He knew his words were falling on deaf ears when she ignored his comments all together.

“I’ll be ready at five thirty,” she said. “See you then.”

She hung up rather abruptly leaving CJ to think she might be offended. He decided it wouldn’t be the last time he got under her skin and she probably needed to lighten up a little anyway.

Good grief, who doesn’t let their hair down every once in a while, he thought.

He rode home with the windows down and the breeze in his face.

At home, the smell of pot roast, potatoes and biscuits made CJ’s mouth water. He hurried through his shower and sat down at the large antique oak table with his family for their traditional Sunday meal.

Howard said grace and the family dove in, quiet reigning for the first few minutes. Often CJ’s brother Robert and his wife Becca and their crew joined them for dinner, but they had plans to eat with another church family today. Even without the five extras, the conversation was lively and the noise level off the scale at times. The twins were full of news about their upcoming mission trip and the presentation they had put together that morning for the congregation.

“Steven made an awesome video,” Tara gushed. “I have a copy so you can watch it when you get a chance. I think it really touched people’s hearts.”

“So then people would touch their wallets,” CJ said sarcastically as he attacked his pot roast. “I’m all for giving but I don’t think that’s fair – bringing people to tears and then asking for money. Why do people’s emotions have to be touched in order to give.” 

The church’s youth group created a video highlighting the needs of the people in Mexico they would be ministering to and the need for money to fund the trip. They were lucky to have a very giving congregation and the special offering would go a long way toward allowing a sizeable group to go.

Tara prattled on unmoved by CJ’s sarcasm.

“So, Steven thought the video was okay but we all told him just how awesome it was and how now because of it maybe everyone who wanted to go on the trip might get to go. His parents aren’t Christians so he’s not sure he can go yet.”

“Does she ever come up for air?” CJ questioned.

“CJ be nice to your sister,” his mother chastised. “And yes, I think it’s okay to tug on someone’s emotions if they’re cause is legitimate. In the Bible, it often says that Jesus was moved with compassion and performed some miracle or met a need because of it. The people in the congregation were meeting a need. They weren’t just giving so the youth could go bowling or something. The needs depicted in the video are very real and very heartrending. You should watch it.”

“Mom, I don’t need a lecture,” he said. Now it was CJ’s turn to feel offended. “I was just making an observation.”

“Dessert anyone? It’s apple pie and ice cream,” Jean announced, changing the subject. A chorus of affirmative responses echoed around the table.

—-
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DINNER ENDED ON A HIGH note with a call from Chloe. Calls from Chloe were rare and bittersweet. She had left home at 17 and for several months there had been no contact although they had done everything in their power to find her. When she finally called home, she had turned 18 and was firm in her desire to be independent. Now, at 22, she was reaping the rewards of her rebellion. She struggled to find a job that paid more than minimum wage. With no college education or even a high school diploma, she was stuck in low-wage jobs with no future. For the time being, she was clean and sober—at least that’s what she told them—but they knew without Christ in her life, the pull of that lifestyle would be hard to resist.

When her spirits were up, she talked of getting her GED, of going to college and getting her degree in education. She loved kids and had planned on being a teacher. Numerous times she had gathered Tara and Shelby into her pretend classroom and played out her life’s roll.

When Chloe was down, they didn’t hear from her. No messages—angry, cajoling, loving or otherwise—could entice her to call back. If they even knew where to reach her. All they could do was pray and believe that God would send an angel to “knock some sense into her,” Dad would say.

The one time she had called during a “down” time, it had taken every persuasive bone in their collective bodies to keep Jean from catching a plane to Colorado and tracking her down. But they hadn’t known exactly where she was and as Tara had so bluntly put it, “it would be like finding a needle in a haystack.”

In the end, they gave their daughter to God and let her rest in His capable hands. They rejoiced when she called and worried when she didn’t.

Today, as they would expect, she was upbeat and full of promises for the future. She was excited about a new job and planned to start her GED classes the very next week. No, she hadn’t enrolled yet, but soon...very soon.

The call ended with promises to talk again soon and a final urging from Jean to come for a visit before she got too busy with her classes. A visit, they knew for certain, would be a miracle to pray for.

CJ took some time in the afternoon for research on his homeless story. He had the time before he went back to work on Tuesday to get quite a bit done, despite Ann’s urging to stay out of it until they talked again. Besides, he didn’t have to tell her what he’d already found. A quick Google search brought up numerous resources including websites for the City Mission and the Northeast Ohio Coalition for the Homeless just to name a few. Those organizations would be good places to start with calls on Tuesday.

In his browsing, CJ also learned that Cuyahoga County had some four thousand homeless people on any given night and only two thousand shelter beds. Later, he would compare those statistics to other similar areas.

He didn’t tell Ann, but he secretly hoped he might run into the homeless woman and maybe get his wallet back or at least give her a piece of his mind.

“Oh crap,” he exclaimed as he realized the time. He had told Tori he would pick her up at five thirty. It was five fifteen d he still had to stop and get some soda as his contribution to the evening meal. He quickly dialed her cell, but she didn’t answer. He left a message saying he’d be about fifteen minutes late. Then he called Eli to let him know. He fast-tracked his date prep with a quick comb of his hair and a gargle. Luckily, his mother had just gone to the grocery store, so he talked her out of a couple of two liters with a promise to replace them at his earliest convenience. 

“Don’t worry, I know where you live,” she teased.

Thanks to Mom, he was out the door in 10 minutes.

When he arrived, CJ greeted Tori with an apology for his lateness and a peck on the cheek in her driveway. Her manicured lawn and neat colonial matched her own impeccably groomed and tailored look. Her upscale jacket and silk blouse might not be Armani but on her who really cares, CJ thought. She could buy her clothes from the Salvation Army and still turn heads everywhere she went. She certainly turned his in a big way.

“You look great,” he said avoiding the jeans and sweatshirt conversation from earlier. “I got caught up in some research for a story and lost track of time.”

“No problem,” she replied as CJ opened the car door.

They made small talk, but CJ noticed that Tori was quieter than usual. He wondered if he should apologize for his earlier comments. He decided to let sleeping dogs lie so to speak and they fell into a somewhat uncomfortable silence. Just as he was debating what to say next, Tori spoke up.

“I know we don’t have a lot of time to talk about this now,” she said as they made the exit heading for Eli and Carolina’s place, “but I think we need to have a discussion about where our relationship is heading. I know that sounds kind of cliché but it’s something I’ve given a lot of thought to lately and I want to know – need to know what you think. Maybe we can talk later tonight?”

CJ hesitated. “Okay. I’m open to whatever discussion you want to have.”

She looked nervous, so he touched her briefly on the shoulder. “It’s okay, really. I’d like to talk too.”

She threw back her shoulders and her apprehension seemed to disappear. She answered confidently, “yes, we definitely need to talk.”

It was normal for Tori to take the lead – that was just part of her strong personality – and it didn’t surprise CJ that she would bring up the subject. More unusual was that she seemed so nervous. It made him curious as to what she really wanted to say. It would have to wait. They were pulling into Eli’s driveway.

Carolina greeted them both at the door with a hug although her protruding stomach made it a little difficult. She looks completely uncomfortable and at the same time, totally at peace, CJ thought. Her small frame was completely engulfed by the baby who looked like he would probably get his size from his father.

“I’m so glad you two could come,” Carolina said, as they entered the foyer of the Nevin’s spacious suburban ranch. “Eli’s in the back.”

CJ offered up the precious 2-liters to Carolina’s waiting hands.

“Vintage 2020,” he joked.

“You head out to the back and Tori can join me in the kitchen if she’d like. I have a few things to do before we can eat. Eli said the ribs are just about done.”

“To the back,” CJ called as he made his way to Eli and the grill. 

“That eggplant and spinach casserole looks great bro.”

“It was Carolina who made me make ribs,” he said in a mock whisper. “She’s been having these weird cravings. She’s got to feed that big boy you know.”

“Oh, is it really a boy?”

“We decided we didn’t want to know so we’re just guessing. But have you seen the size of her? It’s a boy all right and a future Football Hall of Famer at that. That boy kicked my hand right off her belly the other day.”

“I heard that,” Carolina scolded. She handed him a platter for the ribs and stalked back to the kitchen.

“She’s just a little sensitive right now so you be careful what you say CJ. Don’t want to get her angry, no way. She may be little but she’s feisty. Did you hear me dear? I said ‘little.’” He added the last line in a louder voice.

CJ laughed. He knew Eli and Carolina shared a lot of good natured ribbing. He hoped someday to have a similar relationship. Tori’s question still rattled around in his mind. He wondered if she might be the one to fill that role. 

In the kitchen, Carolina and Tori were putting the finishing touches on the meal. Tori chopped vegetables for the salad while Carolina checked the baked beans and the garlic bread and filled the glasses with iced tea.

The two women had not hit it off like CJ expected. They were very different. Carolina was settled down, devoted to her husband and upcoming family. She had cut back her job as a marketing assistant in a downtown agency and hoped to eventually quit all together. She was sure she could find enough freelance work to help supplement the family income and keep her at home with the baby. Carolina and Eli believed that God would provide what they would need.

Tori, however, was single, very independent and quite sure she was the only one who could provide what she needed. Any suggestion otherwise sent her into a tirade about who and what had gotten her to where she was today. In her early twenties she had been a secretary in a suburban real estate office. It hadn’t taken her long to decide that getting someone else’s coffee and typing up contracts was not where she wanted to spend the rest of her life. She had studied for and taken the real estate exam recording one of the highest scores in the state. After that, she was unstoppable, earning sales awards every year. She had recently purchased her own house and was looking into a number of investment properties.

“Give that salad a toss and let’s get the food to the table,” Carolina urged. She was wrestling with the baked beans when Eli showed up with the platter full of ribs.

“Looks like I’m just in time. The ribs are done.”

“Let’s get to eating. This baby is always hungry.”

The four settled at the table and Eli prepared to bless the meal.

“Make it quick,” CJ joked. “Those ribs look too good to wait much longer.”

Eli gave Carolina a wink before he bowed his head. In a booming voice, he prayed. “Lord in Heaven,” ... a pause... “Father of us all,” another pause ... “we thank you for this meal and for the friends around us. Yes, and amen Lord. We thank you for the service this morning and for our Pastor JJ who fills us up spiritually, hallelujah. We thank you for our baby. We pray that you would make him healthy and happy. We thank you for our families. Bless them and keep them safe. Bless our work that we will do it as unto You Lord ...” then he paused again for effect and just long enough for CJ to think he might be done. “...and Lord be with CJ and Tori and help them in their relationship. Keep them holy unto you.” Eli paused again. “Amen.”

“Great prayer friend even though I thought I might die of starvation before it was over. Not as good as these ribs though,” CJ said as he dove in.

The pile of bones grew around the table and even Tori had to complement the chef. They were the best she’d ever had, she told Eli sincerely between messy bites.

When the meal was done, the men departed to the living room for a session of moaning and groaning. Carolina refused their offers to help clear the table.

“I may be pregnant, but I am not helpless,” she countered.

When the table had been cleared, Carolina brought out heaping bowls of peach crumble piled high with vanilla ice cream to the living room.

CJ wasn’t sure another bite could go down, but he managed to eat his and help Tori finish hers as well.

After more cleanup, a round of coffee and a friendly, but heated discussion regarding the Browns chances to make the playoffs, Carolina and Eli announced they wanted to discuss something with their friends. The request of a serious discussion made CJ sit up and take notice. His friend was anything but serious most of the time.

Eli started. “We felt like we needed to share with you guys something that has been on our hearts and we thought this might be a good time. With the baby coming soon, we might not have as much time as we’d like to hang with friends. This is too important to keep to ourselves anymore.”

“In fact, we’ve been quiet too long,” Carolina added softly.

Tori and CJ exchanged puzzled glances.

“You know me pretty well, CJ but you don’t know everything about me,” Eli began. “I’ve been a Christian pretty much all my life you know. I got saved when I was 6 and spent nearly all my life in church. My momma wouldn’t let any of us kids get away with staying home... as long as we lived at home. I even pretended to be sick once so I could stay home. She saw right through that one.

“But I’ve never really acted much like a Christian. You know, one that walked out his faith and told other people how they could walk it too. I didn’t talk about my faith much because frankly, I never thought I had much to say. I know you were brought up pretty much the same.”

Sweat was beginning to tickle the back of CJ’s neck. He knew where the conversation was going, and he wasn’t sure he liked it. Based on his few talks with Tori about “religion” he knew she had to be squirming as well. But he saw the compassion and sincerity play out on Eli’s face and he knew, no matter what, he had to give his friend this time.

“We’ve hung together since we were in college—on the court or the playing field, sometimes in the bars—but I don’t think we ever went to church together and that never really bothered me until a few months ago. Carolina and me, we started going to Pastor JJ’s church a month or two before you came to Cleveland. Man can that guy preach. The first time we went, I could swear he was speaking right to me. A few weeks after that, we re-dedicated our lives to the Lord, and we haven’t looked back.”

“That’s really great Eli but why a re-dedication. I mean, once saved, always saved, right,” CJ said.

“Well, a lot of people believe differently on that one, but I know that Carolina and I were pretty messed up and we needed to make it right with God.”

Carolina shared. “We were just about ready to divorce, and I found out I was pregnant. We both knew we couldn’t go on the way we were but with another life hanging in the balance we had to do something.”

“You told me that you two were struggling but I never knew it was that bad,” CJ said. “Eli, you told me you were high school sweethearts. What could be so bad that you would want to divorce?”

Eli and Carolina looked at each other, silently confirming their next words.

“It really started back in high school,” Eli continued. “We were seniors and we knew that we would be together—married—someday. Problem is, we didn’t wait until we got married. Carolina got pregnant. I paid for her abortion. Some things you just never can forget or forgive if God isn’t the center of your lives. I think all our arguments, all our problems centered around that one mistake.”

“We didn’t tell anyone, and we didn’t talk about it...like it, our child, never happened. I think I was angry at Eli for a long time, but I really didn’t want to admit it. I didn’t want to admit my part in it either. I had a choice and I chose to do what he wanted me to,” Carolina said. “After we got married and started to talk about having a baby it brought everything to the surface and we had to deal with it one way or another.”

“After we re-dedicated our lives, we counseled with Pastor JJ for a while. He talked to us about doing better at living out our faith. That’s why we wanted to talk with you two. We just felt like God wanted us to share with you guys.”

“I’m really glad that both of you have that clarity in your faith. Sometimes I wish my faith was stronger but I’m just not sure what to do. Church just doesn’t seem to help me much,” CJ said.

Before Eli could answer, Tori, who had been silent up to this point, exploded off the couch.

“What is wrong with you people,” she said between clenched teeth. “God doesn’t care about your abortion or whether you divorce or not. Don’t you understand, he doesn’t care about anyone. I’m sure he could care less about all the people who pretend to serve him and then mess up, say they are sorry and then mess up again. It’s all just useless. You people need to get a life.”

With that she snatched up her jacket and purse and headed for the front door.

“Are you coming?” she hissed at CJ.

CJ gave the stunned Eli and Carolina a quick apology and headed out the door.

As the door closed, Eli suddenly burst out laughing.

“Are you going to let me in on the joke?” Carolina queried. “I didn’t really think this was a laughing matter.”

Calming down a little he explained, “I know I don’t sound like it, but I just really feel sorry for CJ right now. We really stirred up a hornet’s nest. We really ruffled some feathers in that girl. I wouldn’t have expected that reaction for a million years, but I think that’s exactly what the Lord expected to happen. God’s getting ready to do something in that young man. Yes sir, he’s doing something for sure and I’m just bustin’ to be a part of it.”
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Chapter 3
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The car wasn’t out of Eli’s driveway before the aftershocks began.

“How can you even call those people your friends. They’re ... religious fanatics. They thought they had to tell us those things because God told them to. Like God would really speak to them on my behalf. How arrogant.” On a roll now tossing her dark hair and shaking her fist at CJ, Tori was furious.

“There is nothing wrong with abortion and she didn’t need to be angry at him or anyone else. She wasn’t ready for a child and it was her choice to do that. Besides, it wasn’t a baby anyway but just a blob of cells. I don’t how people can believe that... that...stuff. It’s all a load of garbage designed to keep people in bondage and fear and guilt. They need to get out of the dark ages.”

They both stayed silent for a few minutes and the tension dissipated somewhat.

Quieter now, Tori continued. “Eli said you grew up the same way. I guess I need to know what you believe now?”

“I’m not sure now is the time for that,” CJ hedged. “You had something you wanted to talk about, remember? I think maybe I’d rather talk about that instead.”

“If you believe like they do, then we have nothing to talk about.”

She crossed her arms, glared at him and waited for his response.

CJ stared ahead at the road as he pondered his answer. He knew what she wanted to hear, and it seemed important at that moment to stay on her side. He didn’t want to rock the boat any more on what could be a very important evening for the two of them. He was angry at Eli for bringing up the subject but something inside him wanted to continue the discussion.

He hedged his answer. “I’ve been doing a lot of thinking about my faith lately and what I really believe, and I can tell you honestly that right now I am a little bit confused. My parents and my brother and sisters profess to have a real relationship with God. They talk to him and he talks back. I’ve tried before but I never felt like I heard from God. I’m not sure what he wants from me if He wants anything. A lot of times I feel like any form of religion is just useless...something for weak-minded people who need a crutch.”

Tori shook her head in agreement. She seemed satisfied with his answer.

“I don’t need a crutch. I do just fine on my own,” she added.

CJ took a deep breath and blew out of some of the tension. They fell into an awkward silence for the rest of the drive. 

In Tori’s driveway, they sat in the car for a few minutes, each waiting to see what the other would do or say.

Without a
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