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CHAPTER one
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“We eat in ten minutes,” Roman Morgan yelled from the grill as he watched the family splash around in the pool. His wife, Alexa, reclined beside him while he cooked the burgers and dogs. Alexa queued up a playlist of kicking summer songs to enliven the party.

It was the first Saturday in August, the weekend before school started back on Wednesday. And it was a special day for the Brooks and Morgan families. For seven months, Sebastian and Abigail had successfully fostered Alan Sanders, an upcoming seventh-grade boy. Alan was their very first placement. To celebrate Alan returning home to his parents, Sebastian, Abigail, her parents, and her brothers had a surprise pool party. 

Roman took over the grilling duties so Sebastian could swim with Abigail and Alan. Alan’s DCS worker, John Carter, said he would be a little late but would be there. John would return Alan to his parents when the party ended.

Seb sneaked up behind Alan. “Hey, Alan!”

Grinning ear to ear as Seb splashed Alan relentlessly, his head turned, and eyes squeezed shut. Alan laughed, “Stop, stop, stop! We’ll get Abigail all wet.” Alan knew that Abigail didn’t like to get splashed in the face, and that was precisely where Seb aimed.

Seb tutted mockingly and continued splashing. “She knows the risks when she gets into the water.”

Abigail heard that remark and turned her attention from Marina, the upcoming sixth grader they also fostered, to Sebastian. She inhaled a deep breath, submerging below the water’s surface. She swam up behind him and pushed in the back of his left knee. When Seb lost his balance, Abigail popped up and tackled him, pulling him under the water with her.

Roman watched the entire thing go down. He shook his head, chuckling, “That’s my girl.”

Seb came out of the water and pounced on Abigail. “Why you....” He picked her up and threw her halfway across the pool.

Alan loved Sebastian and Abigail. They had supported him in school and took a sincere interest in his parents while they worked on their permanency plan. Though he would miss them terribly, he was excited to be going home. Alan looked at Seb in disbelief. “Man, you like to live on the wild side. You know she won’t let you get away with that.”

Seb laughed at that comment, mainly because Alan was right. Abigail held her own against her brothers and certainly with him. They had been married for over a year, long enough to know the limits of teasing each other. Still, Seb sometimes pushed Abigail just to get a reaction from her.

Roman hated to break up the fun. “All right, everybody. Dry off. Let’s eat.”

Spencer and Julian bolted out of the water, almost tripping over shoes left by the edge of the pool. They had barely dried off when Spencer said, “Those hamburgers smell delicious. I could eat two of them by myself.”

Julian elbowed Spencer as they got in line to get the plates. “Don’t be greedy, Spencer. Alan needs to get his food first. After all, this is his party.”

Abigail eased up behind them, wrapping herself in a towel. She wore her red, one-piece bathing suit. “Don’t worry. There’s plenty of food for everyone. So, you can go ahead and eat...thanks for thinking of him.” Abigail draped her arms around them in a hug. “Thank you for being here for him today.”

Marina waited for Alan to get in the line before she grabbed a plate. She stood behind him. “Alan, I’m excited you’re going home, but I’ll miss you.”

Alan turned to Marina. “Sometimes I still can’t believe it. I keep thinking something will go wrong. But John said that my parents did everything they had to for me to get back home.” Alan grabbed a hot dog and a bag of chips. He told Marina, “I’ll miss you, too. Staying here with Sebastian, Abigail, and you has been so cool. I don’t have any siblings.”

Marina hugged Alan tightly, almost causing him to drop his plate. “I’m always here if you need extra support.” 

They said nothing else, and Marina grabbed her hamburger and chips. Marina’s case was a little more depressing. She had been in a previous foster home when her case led to the termination of parental rights. Her other foster family didn’t want to adopt her. When John Carter discovered that, he quickly called Seb and Abigail. They took her immediately, no questions asked. They currently waited their required time before an adoption date would be scheduled.

Seb finally went through the line. He addressed Roman. “Sir, I just want to thank you again for taking over the grill, so Abigail and I could spend time with Alan in the pool.”

“It was my pleasure. I can’t tell you how exciting it is to see you and the pumpkin taking in and loving these children. Of course, Alexa and I couldn’t be prouder,” Roman confessed as he patted Seb on the back.

“I must admit, at first, I didn’t understand what it meant to stand in the gap for these children...to love them unconditionally. I would never have done this if it weren’t for Abigail. She has such a loving heart,” Seb admitted, still in awe of his wife.

“Now, I dare say, you can never not love this big. Let’s eat. I’m starved,” Roman said as he grabbed a plate and shoved it in Seb’s hand before getting his plate.

Lunch was in full swing when John Carter opened the gate to the pool area and joined the family on the patio. “Hello, everyone. So sorry I’m late.” John plopped down into the empty chair beside Alan. “How’s it going?”

Alan said, “It’s been a blast. I can’t believe this is my last day here.”

Abigail got up from her chair and walked over to Alan. “We have enjoyed every minute of your stay with us.” She knelt at eye level with him. “Sebastian and I will always be here, even when you’ve returned home.” She gave him a side hug.

Seb eased over to stand on Alan’s other side. “We’ll miss you, buddy. But your mom and dad have worked so hard for you to go back home.”

Alexa addressed John. “What time must you get him home, Mr. Carter?” Alexa enjoyed spending time with Alan...and Marina. She and Roman kept the two of them overnight now, and then so Seb and Abigail could have a date night.

“Well, as soon as Alan’s finished eating, we should probably head over.” Turning to Alan, “Your parents need to get you prepped for school on Wednesday. Luckily, you have been slowly taking your things home, so you don’t have much left here.”

Alan’s countenance slipped briefly, but Abigail noticed. She said, “If you’re ready, I’ll go with you to collect your things.”

Alan nodded. “Would you? The longer the day’s gone on, the more emotional I’ve become.”

Unexpectedly, Spencer and Julian appeared at Alan’s side. Spencer beckoned, “Come on. We’ll go with you.” Spencer smiled at Abigail. “We’ve got this, Abs. Alan will be back in a few minutes.”

Abigail’s heart felt like it would burst as she watched her brothers embrace Alan this way. Their sensitivity to the children she and Sebastian fostered never ceased to amaze her. She nodded to Alan. “Go ahead. The boys will get you packed.”

When John Carter met Abigail last year, he had no idea what to expect. Now that she and Sebastian were foster parents, he had a front-row seat to observe their love and dedication. The family support was the most incredible thing he’d ever witnessed. Roman and Alexa, as well as her brothers, were all invested in these children. Though they all had money and quite a bit of it, they never went overboard. They understood the danger of giving children in foster care more than their parents could provide for them. It set up disheartening expectations. So, when Marina’s foster family situation went to pot, John instinctively knew Marina should be with Seb and Abigail. 

Seb summoned John away from the group. “Thank you for taking Alan home.”

John waved it off. “It’s part of what I do. You and Abigail have done a tremendous job with him...and Marina. Marina looks so much happier here.”

“She’s such a sweet girl. I can’t imagine her previous family not wanting to keep her.”

“Some families make it clear they only want to foster,” John stated as he glanced at Marina sitting with Alexa and Roman. John changed the subject. “So, are you both ready for school to start back?”

“Yes, the summer is always great, but I like the structure of the school year,” Seb admitted. “Oh, that reminds me. Once Alan leaves, we need a little break before having another child stay with us.”

John raised his brows. “Is everything okay?”

“Yeah, it’s fine. Abigail was suddenly asked to coach girls’ basketball, so she’s a little overwhelmed at the thought of teaching, fostering, and coaching. She will have to add in after-school practices two to three days a week, plus the games,” Seb explained. “So, if you could hold off until November, she won’t be so tense. That will give us time to get used to her adjusted schedule. You know how she is...completely dedicated to something once it gets going.”

John nodded. “Yes, I’ve seen that myself. I’m sure she’ll be a terrific coach.”

When Seb first met John, he felt a twinge of insecurity because John worked in the foster care culture that Abigail grew up in. Plus, he was closer to her age. John, with his blonde spiked hair and blue eyes, looked at Abigail with affection, and it scared him. Even now, Seb could still see John look at her like she hung the moon...and it would be an accurate sentiment because he also thought that of his wife.

Spencer and Julian stood with Alan in his room while he gathered his last clothes from his chest of drawers. Julian checked the closet, closing himself inside. “Alan, did you check in here and under your bed?”

Alan laughed at Julian’s prank. He opened the door and said, “As you can see, I have everything from there.” Alan walked to the bed and knelt. “I did, however, forget to look under here.” He lifted the bed skirt and found his headphones. “I wondered where these had gone.” He quickly swiped them, got up, and placed them in his backpack. 

Spencer offered, “Alan, let me get a plastic bag for your swimming trunks. You don’t want to get the stuff in your bag all wet. You know how Abigail is about wet backpacks. I’ll be right back.” Spencer quickly went to the kitchen and grabbed a bag from under the sink. 

Waiting inside for Marina as she changed clothes, Alexa asked, “Is everything okay?”

“Yeah, Mom. We’re just helping Alan get all his stuff. He needed a bag to put his trunks in, so his backpack doesn’t get soaked,” Spencer told his mom, standing stationary for a moment.

“That’s very thoughtful, honey. Thanks for helping Alan during this transition. I’m sure his mind is all over the place,” Alexa mentioned as she remembered when children left their home to be reunited with their families.

“No problem, Mom. I gotta get back,” Spencer uttered as he slipped past them to Alan’s room. He handed the bag to Alan. “Here you go.” Spencer stood with his hands on his hips. “I think that should do it.”

Alan nodded. “I think you’re right.” He shoved his trunks in the bag, twisting it tight and then flipping it inside to ensure it didn’t leak. Alan looked around the room one last time, remembering the good times with Seb and Abigail. He exhaled deeply, slung his backpack over his shoulder, and walked out.

Seb and Abigail met Alan in the hall and returned to the patio. Seb asked, “Are you ready?”

Abigail pulled Alan into a side hug. “It has been a thrill to have you stay with us.”

Seb placed his hand on Alan’s shoulder. “She’s right. It’s been a blast.”

Outside, Roman spoke to John as Alan approached. Roman placed a light slap on Alan’s back. “Take care, young man. It’s been a pleasure having you with us. Alexa and I are here if you ever need an ear.”

“Thanks, Papa Roman. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate you making me feel welcome in your family,” Alan said, then stood beside John. 

Abigail wanted to do one last thing. So, she grabbed her cell phone. “John, would you please take a picture of us with Alan before he leaves?”

John took the phone from Abigail. “Just you, Seb, and Alan?”

Abigail shook her head. “No, of all of us.” She beckoned her parents, brothers, and Marina to gather around Alan. Seb stood beside Abigail, his arm behind her back. She directed, “All right, everyone, squeeze in here so John can take the picture.”

John counted down, “Three, two, one...cheese.” He took two pictures back-to-back, then handed the phone to Abigail for approval.

Abigail grinned when she saw the smiling faces. “Oh, these are great.” She showed Sebastian, then Alan. “I’ll send you a copy so you can remember all of us.” Abigail texted the picture to Alan’s phone.

John uttered, “I hate to break this up, but we have to get you home, Alan.”

The family hugged Alan one last time, prompting Marina to say, “Bye, Alan. I know you’ll be happy with your mom and dad.”

Alan replied, “Thank you. Don’t forget to let me know about your adoption date.”

Abigail covered her heart with her hand and then looked at Sebastian when she heard Alan’s request. She said, “We’ll be sure to send you an invitation. Hopefully, your parents will let you come,”

“That will be terrific,” Alan grinned. He turned to John. “I’m ready. If I don’t go now, I’ll never make it.”

John could see Alan’s internal struggle. Seb and Abigail nailed it as foster parents. John placed his arm around Alan’s shoulder. “Let’s go.” With his backpack slung over his shoulder, Alan looked back to see the entire family waving at him. John led him out of the backyard to his vehicle. “Come on. Your parents are waiting.”

With Alan’s departure, everyone else had changed into dry clothes. Ten minutes later, they were all in the living room. Roman broke the silence. “Well, I think Alan had a great afternoon.”

Spencer agreed, “Yeah, Dad, the food was delicious.”

Abigail concurred, “Spence is right. Thanks for grilling, Daddy.”

Roman tutted, “Glad to do it. Seb had a fun time swimming in the pool.”

Marina took a seat beside Alexa. “Do you think he will remember us?”

Alexa grabbed Marina’s hand and squeezed it. “Of course, he will remember us. He spent seven months with us. But his family will always be his mother and father.”

“Okay, everyone. Let’s not sit here with gloomy faces. Let’s load up and go play miniature golf,” Roman suggested. “My treat!”

Julian laughed maniacally, “Abigail, get ready to lose!”

“Hey! I’ve gotten much better, thank you very much,” Abigail countered.

Marina stood up to pat Abigail on the shoulder. “It’s okay. You can hang back and play with me.”

Abigail hugged Marina. “Thanks, Marina. We’ll kick their butts together.” They loaded up in two vehicles and drove to the Pirate Miniature Golf Course.
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John pulled into the driveway of Alan’s house. Carla and Neil Sanders burst out the door as Alan hopped out of John’s silver Chevy Tahoe. Carla ran up and embraced Alan before he reached the front door.

“Oh, my son! I can’t believe you’re here,” Carla exclaimed as tears fell from her eyes.

Neil walked up to John and shook his hand. “Mr. Carter, we can’t thank you enough for bringing Alan home.”

“It’s my pleasure, Mr. Sanders. Alan is a good kid,” John confessed, grabbing Alan’s backpack from the back seat. “Before I can leave Alan here with you, I just need to get a peek inside and make sure the house is safe, per the requirements in the permanency plan.”

Nodding, Neil invited, “Come on in. Everything is just as it’s supposed to be.” Neil stepped aside so John could enter the house. John handed Alan his backpack as Carla led him to his bedroom.

Alan remembered, “Oh, Mom, my swimming trunks are still wet.” He opened the backpack, getting out the bag that held his trunks. “Where do you want me to put these?”

Carla smiled. “I’ll take them, Alan.” She pulled him close in another hug and wept. “I’m so thankful you’re home. I missed you so much.”

“I missed you, too, Mom,” Alan said truthfully. “And Dad.”

Neil showed John the house. When he was satisfied, John said, “All right. Alan. You take care of yourself. I’ll check in with you a few times before the end of the trial home period. Good luck in school.” He turned to Neil and Carla. “Please feel free to call me if you need anything.” He shook hands with them, then turned to head home. 

***
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After their evening of miniature golf, Seb and Abigail tucked Marina in for the night. Marina confessed, “It will be strange not having Alan here anymore.”

Sitting on the edge of the bed, Abigail agreed, “It will, but you know what? This is why Sebastian and I wanted to be foster parents...to see children reunited with their families.”

Seb knelt beside Abigail, taking hold of Marina’s hand, “We also wanted to give a home to children if they couldn’t go home. We’re excited you’re staying here with us.” Seb leaned down and kissed Marina’s forehead. “Get some sleep.”

Abigail kissed Marina’s cheek. “Good night, see you in the morning.” Abigail lifted the covers and tucked them under Marina’s chin.

“Good night,” Marina whispered as she turned over and closed her eyes.

Seb and Abigail dressed for bed. Abigail slid under the covers, and sighed, “I’m exhausted. I can’t believe we played two games of miniature golf. What in the world possessed my father to do that?”

Seb climbed in on his side, turning off the lamp. “I think he was trying to fend off any sadness we’d feel once Alan left.” He slid over, pulling Abigail into his arms and kissing the top of her head. “You know, there’s something we’ve put off a long time that we may need to finally take care of.”

Abigail leaned over, propped up on her elbow, and gazed at Seb. “And what exactly is that?”

“I think it’s time we look for a bigger house.” Seb explained, “We’ve seriously outgrown this one. We moved out our desks to make room for Marina. But we can’t continue grading papers or making lesson plans sitting on the couch or at the dining room table.”

Abigail frowned. “But what about all your memories here?”

Seb turned onto his side and gently palmed her cheek. “Abigail, it doesn’t matter where we live as long as we’re together. We just need to accept the fact that we need more space.”

Abigail persisted, “What about the pool? You just had it put in.”

Seb couldn’t believe Abigail was so resistant to the idea of moving. “Abs, the pool doesn’t matter. If it makes you feel better, we can keep this house and use it as a rental property. Or we can keep it and swim whenever we want.”

Abigail heaved a sigh. “I’m sorry. I’m not trying to be difficult.” She put her head on Seb’s chest and hugged him. “We’ve just been through so much in the last year. I had just gotten comfortable with how things were. But Alan going home made me realize...change is always happening. We must move with it or get run over by it.”

Seb grinned as he hugged her back. “That’s my smart girl. We can wait a little while before finding an agent. Just tell me when you’re ready.”
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CHAPTER two
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On Wednesday morning—Marina’s first day at Hickory Glen Middle School—she hovered near the kitchen doorway with her backpack straps clenched tight in her fists. “Will I like middle school?” she asked. Her brown hair fell forward as she tipped her chin down, and her green eyes flicked up only long enough to find Abigail’s face. Marina wasn’t one to take up much space. She moved softly, spoke softly—so it had been a genuine surprise when she’d announced, with the quiet seriousness of a treaty signing, that she wanted to play percussion in band.

Abigail’s smile warmed immediately. “I think you’ll love it here. Hickory Glen is a great school.” She nudged Marina’s shoulder with her own, gentle and steady. “And you’ll like being in class with Mr. Jeffries.”

Sebastian had already taken Marina on a school tour the week before while Abigail met with the administrators about stepping in as girls’ basketball coach. Cynthia Waterford—the assistant coach—had obligations that kept her from taking over the team, and she still taught sixth-grade English. Marina, meanwhile, had done what Marina did: she’d listened, absorbed, and quietly memorized everything. Teachers’ names. Room numbers. Hallway turns.

Abigail adjusted her tote on her shoulder. “You can wait with Sebastian or come with me until it’s time for homeroom.”

Marina nodded once, tight-lipped but brave, and followed Abigail upstairs to her classroom.

In the hallway, Beverly practically materialized out of nowhere. “Abigail!” She looked delighted to the point of glowing. “I’m so glad to see you. Did you have a good weekend?”

Before Abigail could answer, Beverly wrapped her in a hug that would’ve qualified as a tackling drill. Abigail made a small, strangled sound. “Yes,” she managed, patting Beverly’s back like she was signaling for mercy. “It was a good weekend. Alan went home to his parents.”

Beverly released her like a spring letting go. “That’s wonderful.” Then her gaze slid to Marina with sharp, immediate curiosity. “And this must be your future daughter?”

Marina straightened. Her shoulders were still narrow, still careful, but her voice came out clear. “Yes, ma’am. I’m Marina. I’ve been with Abigail and Sebastian for two months now.” She hesitated, then added the truth the way she always did—plain and earnest. “We’re waiting for our adoption day. We just don’t know how long it will take.”

Abigail stepped slightly in front of Marina—not blocking her, just...anchoring her. “Marina’s in sixth grade,” she said, casual but proud. “And she’s decided to play the drums in band.”

Beverly’s eyes lit up. “Oh, I bet Mr. Jeffries is thrilled to know you’ll be hovering in the periphery again. I’m calling it now—you’ll get asked to chaperone a band trip.”

Abigail laughed, the sound easing something tight in her chest. “That’s a definite possibility.” She tipped her head toward Marina. “And the cool thing is Sebastian can go this year too.” She looked down at Marina. “Why don’t you go see what Sebastian is up to? You know where his classroom is.”

“Okay,” Marina said, and slipped down the hall with quick, quiet steps.

Beverly watched her go, impressed. “She seems like a terrific little girl. How do you and Seb feel about becoming her permanent parents?”

Abigail’s expression softened. “Sometimes it’s hard to believe. She’s no trouble at all. She just needs a little encouragement.” She smiled like she’d caught a private joke. “She’s shy, but she’s clever. And funny.”

Beverly leaned in, lowering her voice like they were sharing something scandalous. “And coaching? How do you feel about taking over the basketball team? I know that was thrown at you from left field. Are you worried about juggling everything?”

Abigail exhaled slowly. “Honestly...Sebastian has been the most supportive husband a girl could ask for.” She adjusted the strap of her bag. “This will impact him too. And we have time before everything ramps up, but he’ll have to handle the after-school homework routine with Marina when practices start.”

Beverly’s smile turned knowing. “I’m sure he doesn’t mind one bit.” Then she squeezed Abigail’s forearm. “And you’ll do an excellent job. Principal George wouldn’t have asked you if he didn’t believe you’d succeed.” Beverly’s tone turned firm. “You’ve got this.”

Abigail’s mouth tugged into a grateful grin. “Thanks for the vote of confidence.” She glanced down the hall. “I need to check in with Sebastian. I’ll see you later.” She patted Beverly’s shoulder and headed for Seb’s classroom, her steps brisk—but her mind moving in three directions at once.

Sebastian looked up the moment she stepped in, and his face changed the way it always did when he saw her—like the rest of the world had gotten less interesting. “Hello, beautiful.” He crossed the room and kissed her cheek, quick and affectionate. “Marina was just about to head to homeroom.”

“I’ll see you after school, Sebastian,” Marina said, hugging him. Then she hugged Abigail too—tight, fast, wholehearted—and skittered out the door like she was afraid she’d be late by breathing.

Seb turned back to Abigail. “What can I do for you?”

Abigail stepped closer, playful mischief sliding into her eyes. “I just wanted to be sure you knew how much I love you, Mr. Brooks.”

Seb’s brows lifted. “I think I have an inkling,” he said, drawing out each word like he was savoring it, “but you may have to remind me.”

Abigail didn’t even try to hide her smile. Seb pulled her into a hug and rested his chin on top of her head like she belonged there.

“So,” he said, voice softer now, “is it true you have until the first of October before basketball gets serious?”

“As far as I know.” Abigail leaned back enough to look up at him. “I think I’ll have to do tryouts or something.” She paused, then her expression turned sincere. “Thank you for letting me do this. I know it impacts our family time.” She kissed him—gentle, lingering just long enough to make his mouth curve at the corners. “I’ll see you later,” she whispered, and eased out of his classroom. In the hallway, she passed Charles. 

“Good morning, Abigail,” he called, on his way to class.

“Good morning, Charles.” She smiled brightly. “Have a great first day in math class!” As she walked, she couldn’t help the flicker of memory—Charles’s sour attitude when she’d arrived a year and a half ago. Now they got along perfectly. Miracles, apparently, were real. Some of them wore cardigans and taught algebra.

Charles stepped into his classroom and leaned on his desk, looking around with the quiet satisfaction of a man about to do something he actually liked. He adjusted a desk by an inch, then another by two, and nodded as if the room had finally agreed to behave.

Down the hall, Sally Crenshaw moved the last desk in her social studies room into place and stood back to admire her work. Summer had been good—but she was ready. Her classroom looked like possibility.

In her own room, Abigail sat at her desk and ran her finger down the roster. New names. New faces. All her original students had moved on to high school. Only two from last year were returning. Her thoughts drifted—uninvited—to Universal Studios, to the band trip she’d chaperoned for Rhonda. She pictured Rhonda with her instrument, taller now, older now, probably too cool to wave in the hallway. The roar of students outside yanked Abigail back.

Abigail rose and stood outside her door as the hallway flooded with kids. She offered small smiles, nods, tiny hellos—gifts given quietly, as if every student might be carrying something heavy. When the hallway cleared, she slipped into the teacher’s lounge and grabbed her customary Dr Pepper. The can was cold in her palm, and for a moment she saw herself—first day, year and a half ago, same drink, same hallway—Sebastian appearing at exactly the wrong time and somehow becoming exactly the right person. Five minutes later, the 8:30 bell rang, and the building shifted into motion.

Abigail stood in front of the smartboard as her five students drifted in and chose seats. “Hello, class. I’m Mrs. Brooks. I’m thrilled to have you this year.” Her gaze landed on two familiar faces. “And I already know a couple of you from last year. Ophelia and Felix—welcome back.”

Ophelia Nelson—eighth grade now—had her red hair twisted up in a messy bun and eyes so blue they looked like they belonged on a magazine cover. “Mrs. Brooks! I can’t believe how fast
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