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5 Stars

I love this book, it was a wonderful Christmas story and such a beautiful testament to the spirit and presence of God for what and how he can bring a marriage back together, what God has joined together let no man put asunder; I will definitely share this book with family and friends and others looking for a good Christmas book, good Christian love story, this was a wonderful read, I love the Author she’s just the greatest❤—Mary on Couple by Christmas

5 Stars

Awesome storyline. I ALWAYS enjoy Pat Simmons books. The storyline is on point and she deals with real life issues. She doesn't compromise her principles as a Christian author and that means a lot.—DRBattenon on Couple by Christmas.

5 Stars

“Heartwarming. A wonderful Christian novel about true love. I love the way the author intertwined scriptures into the story.”—Angela on A Baby for Christmas

5 Stars

“Pat Simmons did it again! This book is full of love, life lessons and most importantly Christ.” —Joyce N. on A Noelle for Nathan

5 Stars

“Simmons developed the characters so that I was drawn into their stories. I could feel every emotion.” —Donnica Copeland, APOOO BookClub, Sista Talk Book Club, Not Guilty of Love

5 Stars

“This book is for everyone who feels there are no second chances in life. I always want to be a better person after reading her books—a better Christian, a better everything. This is truly a must-read book.” —Theresa Cartwright Lands on Crowning Glory
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PROLOGUE 
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Eight-year-old Mikaela Washington knelt at her bedside. Her younger sister by two years, Alyssa, was already fast asleep in the other twin bed, clutching one of the stuffed animals their Grandma Washington had given them for Christmas.

Folding her hands, Mikaela bowed her head. “Dear Jesus, Happy Birthday! My Sunday school teacher says You had to be born as a baby with a mommy and daddy, so you could die a King and bring us good gifts.” She frowned. That didn’t make sense. Shrugging, she continued, “Thank you for my presents today from Grandma, auntie, uncles...” She listed everything. “Grandma says I’m to be thankful—and I am, but,” she paused, “next Christmas, can I have a new mommy—a good one. She has to be pretty too and like kids. I want—”

“Mikaela,” Daddy said from the hallway outside, “time to get in bed.”

She opened her eyes and looked over her shoulder. “Okay, Daddy.” Turning back, she whispered, “Don’t forget, a mommy next Christmas. In Jesus’ name. Amen.”
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CHAPTER ONE
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March, three months later...

Marlon Washington scanned the packed banquet room at the Drury Inn in St. Louis for the second wedding anniversary gala. The whoopla was for his younger brother, Derek and his wife, Robyn, who had been divorced, then resolved their differences. They decided to re-marry on the anniversary of their divorce date. At least someone had a happy ending in their life.

At thirty-eight, and the oldest of four boys—two lived out of state—Marlon should have been the one leading by example when it came to marriage—no, that honor should have fallen on their father. Marlon grunted. Tyrone Washington had divorced his mother and was working on marriage number three. Their so-called “male role model” had failed to show his sons what a happy marriage looked like. His church-going mother made peace with her ex after the divorce and urged her sons to do the same. All four of them had, but they weren’t strong father-son bonds.

Now, Marlon reigned as the sole second generation divorcee since Derek and Robyn were once again husband and wife. They were the family’s success story, so it made sense for them to go overboard on the festivities: live music, food, and colorful decorations. 

His heart twisted tighter than a head full of microbraids when he overheard Mikaela praying for another mommy for herself and Alyssa—who barely remembered her mother.

“Hey.” He felt a nudge before he blinked. When had Robyn and Derek made their way to him? How long had he been in a daze?

“Why are you being anti-social?” Derek grinned with no cares in the world.

“I’m not. Just thinking.” He thought he was doing a good job of being his daughters’ “mom” and dad, but Mikaela’s prayer revealed he was missing the mark. Marlon folded his arms and shared what was on his mind.

“If that’s the case, there are a couple of single sisters that would love to keep you company.”

“I’m not interested—not yet anyway.”

“Hmm-mm. But it’s coming. You may not have caught a garter, but somehow, you did get in the line of fire when I threw my flowers after our courtroom ceremony. Don’t think I’ve forgotten about that,” Robyn teased, then laughed. “A man catching the bouquet.’

“Funny.” He slipped his hands in his pants pockets, then on second thought loosened the bow tie that all the male guests were asked to wear, not for a wedding, but a celebration of their two year re-marriage anniversary.

“Okay, so you aren’t ready to get hitched again, but it could be worse.” Derek snickered. “Your eight-year-old could be getting a jump-start on praying for her prince-charming.” The couple laughed. Marlon didn’t see the humor.

Catching the flowers at their renewal had been a fluke. It had no sentimental value to him. That coveted prize was for the ladies. That’s what he got for walking by on the way to escorting Mikaela to the bathroom. Realizing what he had, he passed it to the person beside him who happened to be Mikaela, so he snatched it back. 

“She won’t be cashing in on that until she’s at least forty-something. As for me—” he shrugged—“I thought I was done until I heard that prayer. Maybe I should settle like Dad to get a home-cooked meal every day and a mother who will love my two little girls as her own.” 

“You don’t have to settle, brother-in-law.” Robyn had a sober expression. “God has earthly as well as heavenly treasures for us.” She cited Third John 2: Beloved, I wish above all things that thou may prosper and be in health, even as thy soul prospers. “Stop sending the girls to church with Mother Washington, come with them and see what God has in store for you,” she almost pleaded with him.

“I do come—sometimes,” he defended.

“Yeah, at least half a dozen times a year.” Derek bobbed his head “Don’t think I’m not counting.”

Marlon grunted. “No need. I’m sure God is keeping tabs.” Guilt kept him away. He might be many things, but he didn’t want hypocrite to be among them, and having a hand in the demise of his marriage didn’t make him feel like a squeaky clean victim. The only difference was he walked away without a criminal record. Tammy didn’t. His ex had four more years to serve. The former Mrs. Marlon Washington was sentenced to eight years in prison for attempted murder—his—when she found out he cheated on her as a retaliation of her cheating on him. That was stupid on his part. The woman had been gorgeous on the outside, but sneaky on the inside. Of course, Marlon didn’t know that when he fell hard and married her for love. 

With Tammy, Marlon was determined to show his father what a happily-ever-after life looked like. What a joke. Instead, Marlon saw infidelity at its worse. The bottom line was the chick was crazy. After the shooting, he filed for divorce and was awarded custody of his two daughters who reminded him daily that he was the best dad in the world.

“I’m glad you two reconciled, but there isn’t any love lost between me and my ex.” He walked away. He needed another drink—Dr. Pepper—on the rocks.
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Portia Hunter, the ex-Mrs. Leonard Hunter, stared at her divorce decree papers. “What a waste of my heart,” she mumbled. 

Until her marriage was dissolved, it had taken numerous late-night phone calls to her mother, tear-soaked pillows and her mother’s prayers for recovery before Portia had the strength to utter, “I refuse to let Leonard rob me of happiness.” She exhaled. “Lord, do You have a godly man looking to love me?”

“Christ orders our steps, even if the devil steps in our path, sweetie,” her mother, Carol always said to encourage her.

“Yep.” Portia patted the document on her counter, then gazed out her kitchen window.

The spring blooms bordering her manicured lawn lulled the chaos in her world. How did a man who professed his love one day turn around and burn it to a crisp before they celebrated their second wedding anniversary? What signs did she miss, or ignore that something was wrong? At eighteen, she attended college to prepare for a career; at twenty-nine, she walked down the aisle, preparing to be a lifelong wife and mother. Now, at thirty-three, Portia had no idea what to do with her life. 

She knew the devil had planted decoys in the church since the Bible days, but Portia never thought the disguise would be so authentic that she would marry one. She sighed and turned away from the window. She scanned her worldly possessions—what was left after Leonard raided their house for things he took for his new place with... Portia refused to say the adulteress’ name.

She didn’t care if Leonard had paid for the stuff, Portia had picked it out. After that slap in the face, the next blow came when he had the audacity to run up charges on her credit cards and not make the payments. By the third strike, Portia admitted her marriage was irrevocably broken when Leonard announced their house was no longer his mailing address, so there was no reason to pay his share of the mortgage. Portia did her best to maintain the bills on her salary, but the debt had been too great, and so was the stress. 

Although her battle wounds were fresh, Portia was determined to rise from the ashes—someday. Maybe. Why should Leonard be happy and not her?

Portia took her smoothie and swiped her phone off the counter. Relaxing in the family room, which still contained an ottoman, recliner and a small flat screen, she called her mother. Then she added her only sibling, Coy, whose unique name was a combination of their parents’ Carol and Roy. Hopefully, her sister was well rested from working her twelve-hour shifts as a nursing supervisor. 

“You sound in good spirits, baby,” Carol said after initial greetings, “but I worry about you alone in that big house. You don’t even have a dog.”

“I have an alarm.”

Hmph. “Canines leave a better calling card. I have plenty of room,” her mother said from her Dallas condo. Six years ago, her parents had downsized from a house in St. Louis and relocated to a retirement community in Texas. Although her father, Roy, died not long after he escorted Portia down the aisle, her mother stated she could no longer tolerate St. Louis’ chilly winters and remained in the South.

Coy Carter lived in a condo in Kirkwood, a suburb in St. Louis County. She was also a divorcee, but not because of another woman. Coy’s ex deserted his family—loser. “I know my place isn’t as spacious as yours with my two bedrooms, sis, but you’re welcome to stay here and regroup—free room and board. Plus, I could use the help juggling work with Emerald’s activities.” Her eight-year-old niece was a sweetie-pie. Too bad Emerald was an only child.

Gnawing on her lips, Portia considered her options. The bank would foreclose on her house before the end of the year anyway, and she would be forced to find another place to live. “Thanks, sis. I’ll let you know.”

“No you won’t,” her mother contradicted her. “We can’t keep having this conversation, sweetie. You really don’t have any roots in Kansas City. College and church—when you go—don’t count. You got until we get off this phone to give me a definite answer.”  

“It’s not that simple. I’ve worked hard to become the executive producer for Kansas City Mid-Day and earn good money to get the ratings.”

“But not enough to pay for expenses that were meant for two. St. Louis and Dallas also have stations, remember?” her mother reminded her of the obvious.

“KOXT does have an ABC affiliate sister station in St. Louis, but I don’t know if there are any openings.”

“I guess you need to expand your reach on LinkedIn,” her sister said.

“It’s settled,” her mother said after a few minutes to Portia’s surprise, because nothing was settled in her life at the moment. “Emerald can spend the summer in Dallas with me while Portia moves in with you, Coy.”

After the death of her father, her mother would visit Coy and her grandbaby in the summer to help out. Clearly, not anymore. Portia said nothing as they rearranged her life.

For too long Portia had been going through the motions that she was okay, but she wasn’t. She had allowed Leonard to continue to control her life from afar. She stopped going to the church they both had attended. Of course, she still prayed, but not faithfully. In all honesty, she was mad at God for letting her marry Leonard. 

“Okay, okay, maybe. I feel like I’m taking two steps back. Hopefully, I’ll be able to leap four spaces ahead soon. “Coy, looks like you’ll have a roommate by summer.”

The two cheered as Portia thought, Take that Leonard Hunter. I’m moving out and moving on. I’ll make somebody a good wife. Jerk!

The first day of June was a bittersweet moment for Portia as she took her final walk through her Kansas City home. Like a contestant’s last catwalk across the stage, ending a reign as the pageant winner, she was turning the crown over to the next homeowner to make good memories.

The first two years of her marriage had been blissful, then Leonard removed his mask and revealed the Christian decoy he was. Yes, it was time to say goodbye to the scene of her heartbreak. 

What Leonard hadn’t taken and she hadn’t sold or given away to charities, Portia piled high in her sedan’s backseat—mostly her clothes, shoes, and valuables.

A trailer hitched to her bumper contained her favorite recliner, ottoman, desk set and other accents that she would put in storage in St. Louis, because of Coy’s limited space. Walking outside, Portia locked the door and got into her car and drove away from the cul-de-sac without looking back.

She already had a tearful goodbye with well-wishing and sympathetic coworkers. On her behalf, the news director had reached out to its sister TV station in St. Louis. They didn’t have any vacancies, but would keep her at the top of the list when they did.

Then there were her church friends. After almost a year of being missing in action because of humiliation, Portia made an appearance to say goodbye for good. During her absence, she felt neither God nor her church members had come to her rescue to counsel Leonard to repent and mend his marriage. It was broken, and even God didn’t seem interested in fixing it.

Once on I-70 Eastbound, she blasted any “I Will Survive” and other upbeat tunes on the satellite radio for hours until she arrived in St. Louis. The city hadn’t been home since she’d left to attend University of Kansas, then she landed her first job in television and worked her way up to an executive producer. From there, she continue to dig her roots in church, relationships, career—she thought she had it all. There was never a reason for her to move back until now.

“Never say never,” she mumbled as she followed her GPS to Coy’s suburban Kirkwood condo. “Lord, help me to find my way back home to You, the way it used to be,” she prayed. When she turned the corner, to Portia’s surprise, colorful balloons bounced from ribbons that were tied the curbside mailbox. Parking in front of her sister’s place, she took a deep breath. This would be her home for how long?

Her shoe barely kissed the pavement when her mother—visiting from Texas, sister, and niece rushed out the door to greet her with the fanfare of a heroine’s welcome. Overwhelmed with love, she bawled like a baby in their arms.

Inside Coy’s home, everything looked the same from Portia’s last visit. Her sister was a trendy decorator, and soft accents were against white furniture as if she didn’t have a child. Coy had two bedrooms and a sofa sleeper for guests, where Portia expected to take residence until Coy pointed to the spacious loft that overlooked the lower level. 

Once designated as Emerald’s play area, her sister had converted the space to a makeshift bedroom. An oversized blue cushioned chair next to the same shade blue sofa sleeper seen in a hotel suite. Her new sleeping quarters had a leafy floor plant and two colorful room screens to offer plenty of privacy. 

“I wanted you to have some privacy despite the open space.” 

“Wow. Thank you, sis.” Portia was touched her sister had gone through so much trouble for her. 

“Auntie, I can bring my dolls upstairs so we can play with them, or my video game, or my...” Emerald listed the many possibilities for entertainment.

Coy stopped her. “You’re all packed up and going with Granny in the morning to Texas for the summer, remember?” 

“Yeah.” She grinned. “But you’ll still be here with I come back, won’t you?” The worry in the child’s eyes tugged at Portia.

Unfortunately, probably so, but she put on a happy face. “I think so.”

“Come on. I know my baby is tired after the drive,” her mother said, “If you’re hungry, Emerald helped me prepare salads and burgers.”

First, they helped her bring her suitcases in, then gathered around the kitchen table. There seemed to be an unspoken rule that there would be no mention of her failed marriage with Emerald nearby.

Soon they retired to their sleeping quarters. Their mom slept in Coy’s room while her sister got comfortable on the sleeper sofa in the living room. Portia collapsed in the new temporary bedroom loft. If she was still there in three months, her first purchase would be a full size bed. Closing her eyes, Portia yearned for a happy life with or without a husband. 

After a few weeks of sending out résumés to St. Louis media without any responses, Portia was losing faith about the whole new beginning thing. She began to second-guess her decision to quit her sixty-thousand-dollar-a-year job. Despite filing bankruptcy, she still had a car note and without working, it would only take her longer to restore her credit worthiness. 

While Coy worked long hours, Portia had too much idle time on her hands. She did morning or evening walks, exploring the neighborhood. The solitude was the perfect backdrop to talk to Jesus throughout the day and especially before bed.

“Lord, I know since my divorce, I’ve second-guessed so many of my decisions, but You’ve been faithful to me when I was wishy-washy with You. I’m sorry. Please restore everything the devil stole from me, including my strong walk with You. In Jesus’ name. Amen.”

The next morning, God answered her prayer when she got a call. “Portia, this is Julie Grant for KSMT. Sorry for taking so long to touch base with you. I still don’t have anything full-time...”

Portia’s heart plummeted. It was time to step out of her comfort zone. She could do pizza delivery or retail, temp assignments, whichever paid the most, so she had something for now.

“However, if you’re willing to work per diem when folks are on vacation, out sick, and any other reasons when we’re short-staffed until something comes
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