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Latonya McPherson took a sip of her virgin strawberry daiquiri. Her friends were late. As usual. Tonya settled back into the plush mustard cushions, glad they’d chosen The Hanging Garden Restaurant for their bi-weekly girls’ night out. Something about being surrounded by hanging plants gave her a sense of peace.

She checked the emails on her company phone, scanning to see which ones looked urgent. Tonya paused at an email flagged as important, its subject in all caps. She skim-read it and sighed. 

Her client, Ray Blackburn, had forgotten to send over the payroll file for fifty employees. Her team would have to prepare manual checks for the employees to receive their pay on time. She forwarded the email to one of her supervisors. She needed to meet with Ray. At least twice a month, he forgot to submit a file on time, which resulted in additional work for her team.

“Oh no,” Peyton Green snatched the phone out of her hand. “This is a no-working zone.” Peyton dropped Tonya’s phone into her bag and slid into the chair to her right. Her friend didn’t seem to notice that several of the male patrons’ heads had swiveled in her direction. And why not? 

Peyton was gorgeous, with her bronze skin and high cheekbones. Especially when dressed to attract attention, as she was now in a bold magenta jumpsuit and an afro wig.

“Yes, well,” Tonya took another sip. “I wouldn’t have to work if you guys showed up on time.”

Peyton rolled her eyes. “And we would have been on time if I hadn’t had to convince Miss Thing that she had to come.”

Tonya turned to Cassandra Pageant, who’d taken the seat to her left. “You weren’t planning to come. Why?”

“Yes.” Cassie tugged on the long sleeves of her black dress. “No. Maybe.” 

Her friend had straightened her coils and swept them away from her classically beautiful face in a neat chignon. Cassie’s eyes dropped to the table. 

“It’s a school night.” Cassie shrugged. “I wanted to get to bed early.”

Cassie was a kindergarten teacher at a local elementary school. She was the one who insisted that she needed a break and adult conversation. Tonya exchanged looks with Peyton, who looked as confused as she was. 

The whole reason they had these Monday night outings was to beat the doldrums. It gave them something to look forward to as they fought the Monday morning blues.

“Is everything alright?” Tonya rested a hand on Cassie’s.

Cassie’s phone vibrated. “I’m fine.” Cassie slid her hand away to fiddle with her phone. 

Tonya stifled a twinge of hurt. What was so urgent on her phone that it needed immediate attention? Cassie’s fingers flew over the keypad. 

“Who are you texting?” asked Tonya.

“Barrington. He likes to know where I am.”

Tonya quirked a brow. They had barely settled in. Surely he couldn’t have missed her already?

After a few more texts, Cassie rested the phone on the table, fingers hovering over the screen. “Let’s order,” she said with a tight smile.

Tonya frowned but waved to get the attention of their server. Cassie’s mood threw a pall over the table. Tonya forced herself to smile brightly.

“So, what’s going on?” she asked, glancing between the two women. 

Peyton gave Tonya a sly smile. “We missed you at church last week.”

She’d been expecting this. “Why? Did something happen?” Tonya schooled her voice to sound casual.

“Girl, as if you didn’t know.” 

Their church was hosting a month-long series on deepening your relationship with God. They had attended each of the programs together, except the last one.

“We had a guest speaker.” Peyton leaned closer to Tonya and whispered. “And girl, he is fine.”

Peyton leaned back in the chair. “I’m surprised you weren’t there.”

The guest speaker was the reason she hadn’t been to church. Tonya had seen his name on the program and made other plans. She had tried to convince her friends to go with her, but they’d wanted to attend the service at Ebenezer. 

“I still don’t understand why you didn’t come.” Peyton folded her arms across her chest. “We’ve attended every other program together and thought for sure you’d be at this one as well. Especially since Barrington came to church and Cassie had to sit with him.”

Tonya frowned. “Why didn’t the three of you sit together?”

Cassie shifted in her chair and tapped the screen of her phone. “Barrington wanted to sit closer to the front, so that’s what we did.”

Tonya turned to Peyton, who lifted her hands. “Don’t look at me. You know I’m not going to the front. Can’t take all those eyes on me.”

Tonya snorted. “Maybe if you went to church earlier, people wouldn’t stare at you when you entered.” 

Especially since Peyton dressed for church like a model on assignment. It was one reason they sat near the center of the sanctuary. Peyton could slip in through the side door and into their pew without attracting too much attention.

“I demand an explanation,” said Peyton. “Why did you stand me up?”

Peyton’s voice was playful, but she wanted an answer. The server’s appearance gave her a reprieve from explaining. The women gave their orders and handed back their menus.

“I went to Hope Church.” Tonya ran her finger through the condensation on her glass. “The message was interesting.” And she didn’t have to spend an hour staring at Malcolm Hall Jr., wondering if he thought about her as much as she thought about him. 

Cassie and Peyton didn’t know Tonya’s history with Mac. She’d started attending Ebenezer Church to get away from the sympathy of her congregation after the relationship with Mac had ended.

“You missed something. That man can preach and, as I said, eye candy.” Peyton gave Cassie a side-eye and grinned. “Well, since you don’t date and Cass is in a relationship, I call dibs.”

“You can’t call dibs on a person,” said Cassie in a soft voice.

“Sure, you can. I just did,” said Peyton. “Let me do it again, dibs.” Peyton enunciated the last word until it sounded almost robotic.

“How are you going to date someone who doesn’t live in Orange Valley?” asked Cassie.

Peyton smirked. “He’s a member of our conference, isn’t he? I’m sure he’ll be speaking at other churches. All I have to do is show up where he’s going to be speaking.” She shrugged. “If he sees me enough times, he’ll realize we’re destined to be together.”

Tonya rolled her eyes. “That sounds a little desperate.”

“My life is a rom-com,” said Peyton. “I’m just waiting for my leading man to show up.”

“You’re welcome to him,” said Tonya in a tone she hoped sounded unruffled. Malcolm Hall Jr. had walked away from her. She would not go chasing after him.

* * *

Tonya studied Cassie’s face. Her friend had been subdued all evening, barely contributing to the conversation. Her attention had returned repeatedly to her phone. 

Peyton had gone to the restroom to floss and brush her teeth before they left the restaurant. Their friend was obsessed with oral hygiene, using the bathroom after every meal, but they’d gotten used to her quirk. 

Usually, Tonya and Cassie would have offered to go with Peyton, though Peyton always declined their offer. With Peyton gone, Tonya hoped to pry the reason for Cassie’s silence out of her. She stared at her friend with concern.

“Are you sure everything’s okay?”

Cassie gave Tonya a smile that didn’t reach her eyes. “I’m fine. Why do you keep asking?”

“I don’t know,” Tonya tilted her head. “Maybe because you barely spoke all evening.” She counted the points off on her fingers. “You hardly touched your food.” 

Cassie had spent more time turning over her salad than eating it. 

“You didn’t plan to come tonight when you were the one who insisted on Monday nights. And you’re wearing a dress that looks like something my mother would wear.” 

Besides, she’d spent so much time texting Barrington that it would have been easier if he’d been sitting at the table with them.

Tonya scanned the parts of Cassie she could see. It was a beautiful dress, but the black sequined number was more suited to a formal evening than their semi-casual night out. 

“Barrington bought me this dress. He wanted me to wear it tonight.”

Tonya cocked her head. “Since when does Barrington tell you what to wear?” 

“Look, Tonya,” Cassie tugged down the sleeves of her dress. “I don’t expect the girl who’s perpetually single to understand, but sometimes when you’re in a relationship, you make choices with the other person in mind.”

Tonya jerked at Cassie’s harsh words. The words and tone were so uncharacteristic of her friend that she didn’t know how to respond. Cassie began rearranging the items on the table, something she did when agitated.

“Cassie—” 

Tonya grabbed her friend’s arm to stop her. Cassie winced. Tonya frowned. She had not grabbed her that hard. A sick thought occurred to her, and she tightened her grip on Cassie’s. She used her other hand to push up Cassie’s sleeves. Dark red bruises covered her friend’s arm. 

Tears sprang to her eyes. “What happened?”

Cassie jerked her arm away and tugged her sleeve down. “Nothing.” She averted her gaze. “I bumped into a door.”

Tonya stared at Cassie in disbelief. Her friend was one of the least clumsy people she knew. Besides, even if Cassie had bumped into a door, why were the marks shaped like fingerprints?
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Malcolm Hall Jr. allowed his eyes to roam around the vestry. He’d be spending a lot of time here in the future. A large wooden desk with a black office chair dominated one corner of the room. The cream walls were bare except for a black clock on the wall that faced the desk.

“How does it feel to be back in Orange Valley?” asked Pastor Winston Carlisle, coming to stand in front of the desk.

Mac angled his head to study his new senior pastor, who was at least a foot taller and a hundred pounds heavier than he was.

“It’s okay.” He couldn’t tell this man that he hadn’t wanted to return home. That he’d almost begged the conference director to reassign him. Not when at least three pastors petitioned weekly to be sent to churches in their communities.

Mac shifted to look at the bookcase that lay against one wall. He stepped closer, hoping Pastor Carlisle would think the titles on the shelves engrossed him. Anything to distract him from asking the next question.

“Sounds like you’re not happy to be home. Why is that?”

Mac’s gaze darted to Pastor Carlisle, who’d leaned his bulk against the desk, arms folded across his chest.

Mac shrugged. “It’s complicated.” And involved, as complications often did, a woman.

Pastor Carlisle nodded. “God puts us where He needs us, even if it’s not where we want to be.”

That’s what he was afraid of. Because being in Orange Valley meant he wouldn’t be able to avoid running into Tonya or someone in her family.

“Pastor Carlisle, I don’t want you to think I don’t appreciate the opportunity to be here. I do.” Mac considered his next words. He didn’t want to start his term at Ebenezer on the wrong foot.

There was a light tap on the door.

“Come in,” said Pastor Carlisle.

A young woman stepped into the open doorway. 

“Pastor Hall? They’re ready for you.”

Mac nodded to Pastor Carlisle and followed her out of the room. This wasn’t the time to dwell on the past and any residual feelings he may have for Tonya. He needed to deliver the message God had given him for this congregation. That they should focus on deepening their relationship with Him while they were single. A lesson he was still trying to learn.

Mac stood at the pulpit and scanned the crowd. The tension between his shoulders eased when he didn’t see her. If there was also a twinge of disappointment, he ignored it. 

Moving back to Orange Valley meant he’d have more than enough chances to run into his ex. Maybe by the time he saw her again, he’d have had enough time to trap his feelings in the box where they belonged. And would remain for the rest of his life.

* * *

“That was a great sermon.” Pastor Carlisle clapped him on the back.

“Thank you.” Mac winced a little as the man’s beefy hand connected.

“I can see you’re the right man for the job.” 

Pastor Carlisle gestured to the chairs, and Mac plopped into one, grateful to be off his feet. 

“Our last youth pastor was a little too unorthodox for us. He could draw a crowd, but his doctrine was…” Pastor Carlisle’s face tightened. “Let’s just say he was a little elastic with the truths of the Bible.”

Huh. All he’d had to do to get out of this job was to make the Bible say things it didn’t. The idea burned at him. No, he’d never do anything like that. The Bible was God’s word to humanity, and he wasn’t willing to teach otherwise, even if it got him out of an uncomfortable situation.

“We consider ourselves a pretty liberal church,” Pastor Carlisle continued, “but doctrine is something we firmly believe in.”

“Good to know.” He wasn’t sure why Pastor Carlisle had insisted on meeting with him in the vestry after the sermon. Mac drained half a bottle of water while he waited to hear.

Pastor Carlisle clapped his hands together. “I know it’s customary to allow the youth pastor to make plans for his department, but since you’re starting in the middle of the year, some things are already in place.”

Mac nodded. He’d expected that. “Is there a list of what’s been planned? I’d like to know what’s scheduled.” 

And start writing his own programs. If the previous minister had taught things that didn’t align with Scripture, Mac would have his work cut out for him. He’d have to correct doctrinal errors while also setting a foundation of truth.

The man spoke fast, as if he had a lot to say and not a lot of time to say it. “I’ll have Rochelle, the pastor’s assistant, send you the schedule once they’ve created your email. The reason I wanted to meet with you was that we have a youth event that’s coming up in a few weeks.”

Mac’s eyebrows shot up. He’d had several meetings with the conference and members from Ebenezer, and nobody had mentioned anything to him.

“What kind of event?”

Pastor Carlisle swiped a handkerchief over his shiny pate. “Well, every year we go out into the community to serve. It’s a way of getting the youth to connect with the people around them and get the gospel to the community in practical ways.”

“I’m familiar with the Youth Impact Day.” It was an initiative that happened across the conference, though each congregation got to choose its own dates and activities.

“Good.” Pastor Carlisle folded his arms across his prominent stomach. “The thing is, we thought everything had been in place for the event but…”

Mac sat up in his chair. “How much of the planning has been completed?”

“None.”

Mac almost choked on his next swallow of water. “You mean to tell me that the church has an event happening in…?” He arched a brow and waited for the pastor to respond.

“Four weeks.”

Mac allowed the words to sink in. Okay, maybe it wouldn’t be so bad.

“What had the church selected as their community project this year?”

Pastor Carlisle stroked his chin. “I think Pastor Dale mentioned a concert. Or was it a stage play? I don’t remember. I’m sure the plans are around here somewhere.”

Mac gaped at Pastor Carlisle. “And nothing has been put in place?”

At his old church, they would have planned everything months in advance. He took a deep breath. This wasn’t the Deeper Rock Community Church. He was part of a new congregation, and he’d have to adapt.

“Don’t worry,” Pastor Carlisle chuckled. “Everything will be fine. Now that you’re here, you can focus on getting that organized, and you’ll have that done in a jiffy.”

Somehow, Mac didn’t think it would go quite as smoothly as Pastor Carlisle would have him believe. His silence must have communicated some of his thoughts because Pastor Carlisle rushed to continue.

“I’ve already arranged for you to meet with the youth director.” Pastor Carlisle smiled. “You’re to meet her at Ruby’s Place Tuesday evening at six. The owner is a member of the church. She’s fine with us having meetings there as long as we order at least one thing from the menu. Do you remember where that is?”

“Yes.” It had been a popular hangout spot when he’d lived in Orange Valley. The food was awesome, and the prices were affordable.

“Lucky for us, you’re already familiar with this community.” Pastor Carlisle stood. “I’m sure you have other things you want to do tonight.”

Yes. Like brainstorming ideas for the grand outreach event that may or may not have a plan lying around somewhere.

“Pastor Carlisle,” Mac followed the man out of the office. “What’s the name of the youth director?”

“I didn’t tell you?”

Mac shook his head. “No.”

“Her name is Tonya McPherson.”
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Bumped into a door. Ha. Tonya kicked off her shoes in the hall and slammed the door behind her. Cassie must think she was talking to one of her kindergartners.

“Everything alright, love?” Her mother looked up from where she sat, cuddled against her husband on one of the couches. 

“Sorry, Mom.” She dredged up a smile and collected her shoes. “Hey, Dad. What are you guys watching?”

She glanced at the large television that dominated one wall. Tonya grinned at the Western they were watching. If her father could choose to be born at another time, it would be during the Wild West.

Tonya climbed the stairs to her room. Her mother followed her.

“Didn’t you have a good time with the girls?”

She faked a smile. “It was fine.”

How much of her suspicions could she share with her mom? Tonya ran through all the options. Her mother stood quietly, watching as she pondered her next moves.

What if she told her mom what she suspected and realized later that she had drawn the wrong conclusion? Not that she thought her mom would say anything to anyone, but what if she were wrong? No, better to have proof before she said anything.

“Everything’s fine, Mom.”

Yvonne McPherson rested a palm against Tonya’s cheek. “Alright, dear, keep your secrets, but know that I’m here when you’re ready to talk.”

Tonya leaned into her mom and inhaled. Somehow, her mom always smelled like freshly baked goods, the scent she associated with home.

“Thanks, Mom.”

Tonya waited a few minutes after her mom had left before she called Peyton. Her friend picked up on the first ring.

“Did Cassie seem strange to you tonight?”

“Well, hello to you, too,” said Peyton with a laugh. “What are you talking about?”

“Cassie.” Tonya shucked off the pants she’d worn to work that day. “What did you think of her behavior tonight?”

“I don’t know.” Tonya could almost hear the shrug in Peyton’s voice. “Maybe she was just tired.”

Tonya rolled her eyes. She’d seen Cassie tired. It didn’t change her personality or give her bruises. Should she tell Peyton what she’d seen? Was it being disloyal to Cass? She didn’t want to share a secret without permission. But Peyton was their friend. Didn’t she have a right to know if Cassie was being abused?

What if you’re wrong?

The niggling voice of her conscience wouldn’t shut up. She rolled her eyes. She wouldn’t get any peace until she got to the bottom of it.

“Look, Tonya, give Cassie a break. She’s in a long-term relationship. We have to expect that some things will be different. People have to make sacrifices for the ones they love.”

That was the second time tonight she’d heard that sentiment. She frowned. Her friends thought she was the one with a problem. That she was the one who needed to change. She’d show them. She’d sort this out, and then they’d see who was right.

Tonya hung up the phone with Peyton and took a quick shower. She went to her desk and retrieved a new notebook from her stash. If she were going to figure out what was going on with Cassie, she was going to need to pay close attention to everything. She’d start by making a note of everything she knew or suspected about Cassie and Barrington.

So, what did she know? She opened the notebook and started writing. Cassie was acting weird. Had shown up wearing an outfit that was the complete opposite of her usual fashion choices. 

Cassie was all soft fabrics and comfortable clothes, not the high society woman who had shown up last night. Plus, there had been bruises on her arms. Even if Cassie had bumped into a door, why had the bruises looked like the marks left by fingers that had squeezed too tightly?

Her mind flashed to Barrington, Cassie’s boyfriend. There was something about him she didn’t like. He seemed…smarmy. There was no other word for it. Oh, most people wouldn’t agree with her, but that was her impression of him.

She flipped to a new page and wrote Barrington at the top. Tonya tapped her chin. What did she know about him? Lawyer. Only child. Rich. His father had a prominent legal practice. 

Her hand flew across the page as she processed her thoughts in writing. She wrote until she’d gotten everything down. Her suspicions and the changes she’s observed in Cassie’s behavior that she had dismissed. She read what she’d written. 

Except for the bruises, which Cassie had claimed resulted from clumsiness, everything could be attributed to her being in a relationship. People made changes when they thought they were in love. Look at her. She’d wanted to be a manager ever since she was a child, and she’d been willing to give it up to marry Mac. 

No, this wasn’t about her and Mac. Tonya shook her head. What was she thinking? There was no “her and Mac”. There was only her and the man who’d broken her heart. The two of them were two separate entities, and that’s how they would remain.




* * *

If she never got another email from Ray Blackburn, she’d be a lucky woman. Tonya rubbed her bleary eyes. Her morning had started with an apologetic call from Ray. He’d wanted to know if it would be too much trouble to process an adjustment file for eighteen employees. 

How he kept dropping people off his payroll file had become the stuff of legends. The team was keeping a list of all the reasons Ray had given for not including an employee in the payroll. She had audited manual checks until the numbers began blurring into one another. Thankfully, her team had pulled together, and they’d processed all of them on time. All sixty-five of them.

All she wanted was a long shower and a serving of whatever her mom had cooked for dinner. She hoped none of her siblings dropped by this evening because she wasn’t in the mood for company. She just wanted to be left alone. Maybe she’d start the new romantic suspense that had been languishing on her to-be-read list for the last two months.

“Hey, Tonya.” Bill Chapman, one of her supervisors, paused by her office. “I’m leaving.”

“I’m right behind you,” she said. At least, she would be once she was sure she could walk a straight line, given how tired she was.

“Yeah, I’ll believe it when I see it.”

Tonya waved as her supervisor left. She mustered up her strength and went to the door of her office. She surveyed the production floor to see how many agents remained in the office. Only a few heads dotted the floor. 

After a day like the one they’d had, most people had clocked out the second their shift ended. Tonya didn’t blame them. She’d be leaving as soon as the last person was done. It wasn’t necessary, but most days, she remained in the office until the team left. It didn’t seem right for her to leave someone at work just because she was the manager. 

In most cases, she joined in to help accomplish whatever task was being done so that everyone could leave that much earlier.

“How much longer, guys?” She projected her voice so each of the employees could hear her.

“I’m shutting down, Ms. T.”

“I have one more entry to make, and then I can leave.”

Tonya breathed a sigh of relief. She’d read a few more of her emails in the time it took Deon to finish her entries.

Her phone trilled as she re-entered the office. Tonya fumbled until she pulled out the bright red case. It wasn’t her usual style, but she needed an easy way to identify her personal phone from the company one. She swiped before the call could go to voicemail.

“Hello?”

“You didn’t forget about the meeting today, did you?”

“Pastor Carlisle?” What on earth was he talking about?

He chuckled. “The meeting to go over plans for the program that we’re planning for Global Youth Day.”

Tonya winced. That had been today? She’d completely forgotten. It hadn’t been on her radar. At all. Still, as the youth director, it wasn’t like she could pass on the responsibility to someone else.

“Where are we meeting again?”

“At Ruby’s. I called to remind you that the meeting was at six o’clock, but since you’re already late, get there as quickly as you can.”

“Right.”

On days like this, a car would have been helpful. But that wouldn’t happen for at least two years, by her calculations. She refused to add a car loan to her expenses until she had cleared her student loan. Tonya pressed her fingers against her eyes. She hated being late, and after the day she’d been having, she did not want to do this.
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He was going to see Tonya again after four years. Mac swiped his palms against his slacks. Had the dark gray been the right color? He swallowed. It was too late. Would she be happy to see him? Annoyed? Would she be the same sweet girl he’d known? Or would she have been hardened by the world? 

He wouldn’t admit it if anyone asked, but he’d changed his outfit several times before finally deciding on a baby blue shirt. A color that Tonya had admitted she loved seeing him in. 

It’s not as if he was hoping to stir any old feelings in her. Of course not. That would be foolish, and he was a practical man. But he had a right to look good. And if it invoked a little pining in her, then so be it.

He strode into the restaurant fifteen minutes early. The smell of fragrant rice and baked goods hit him. Too bad he didn’t have time to eat before the meeting. He wanted to be seated and somewhat settled before he laid eyes on Tonya McPherson again.

“Mac?”

His eyes scanned the oblong bar that was in the center of the room for the person who’d called to him.

“Craig?” He squinted at the familiar face. Craig Jones hopped off one of the black bar stools and hurried toward him. 

“My man,” said Craig. The two men embraced, uncaring that several people had to walk around them.

His cousin topped him by half a head, so Mac took a step back so he could look him in the eyes without tipping his head.

Craig had muscles everywhere. This was not the scrawny guy he’d known as a child. 

“Dude, did you swallow a bodybuilder?”

Craig laughed and flexed his muscles, making the fabric of his black t-shirt jump. “I’ve spent a little time at the gym in the last few years.” 

Mac gestured his cousin toward an empty table along one wall of the restaurant. He sat facing the entrance so he would see her when she came in.

“What have you been up to?” asked Craig.

Mac updated his cousin on what had happened in the last decade or so, minus the heartbreak. The two had been close in high school, but after his father had left, things had broken down between his mother and his father’s family. Though it was his father who’d deserted them, the family had placed the blame on his mom.

“How about you?”

“I’m in construction. It’s not a white-collar job like yours, but it pays the bills.”

“What are you doing here?” Mac met his cousin’s gaze. 

“I did some work for the owner and came to collect my final payment. I like to give them time to realize I do good work, work that lasts.”

Craig’s pride in his work was evident.

“How are Neville and Kevin?” asked Mac. 

He hadn’t seen his cousins in years. He hadn’t realized Orange Valley was big enough for them to avoid seeing each other for so many years. But then, maybe they’d done the same thing he had and avoided all the places they knew the other party frequented. At first, it had been because it was too painful. Later, it had become a habit.

Craig grinned. “Oh, you know, Kevin became a cop and moved to Port Martin. Married a pretty schoolteacher and started making babies. Neville is in the army.” Craig stroked his chin. “He does some top-secret stuff, so he claims. We hardly see him. Between the three of us, we earn enough to take care of Mom.”

Mac gulped. “How’s Aunt Sonia?” 

He hadn’t seen her since the day she’d shown up at his house, accusing his mother of being a heartless shrew who didn’t know what a good man looked like.

“She’s alright. As feisty as ever.”

Mac gave a tight smile. Good to know everyone’s life had progressed the way it always had.

“Look,” Craig touched his arm. “I’m sorry things turned out the way they did after Uncle Max—”

“It’s fine.” Mac looked at his watch, using the motion to put some distance between himself and Craig.

Craig cleared his throat and rocked back in his chair. The tension between them was as thick as a marinara sauce. Mac opened his mouth to apologize.

“So, what are you doing here?” asked Craig.

“I’m meeting someone from church. We have a meeting.” For which she was late. Mac fiddled with his phone.

Craig gave him a wolfish grin. “Must be a pretty someone if she has you dressed like that for a church meeting.” Craig nodded to the shirt. Maybe he’d gone too casual when he should have gone for a more pastoral look.

“Yes. No.” He sighed. “It’s not like that.”

Craig grinned, a flash of white against his dark skin. “Whatever you say. Now, I gotta stick around until I see who this woman is who’s got my cousin in tangles. As your older cousin, I consider it my duty.”

Mac gave him the stink eye. Maybe it hadn’t been a stroke of luck that had caused his path to cross with Craig’s. Not if Craig was going to stick around to watch his first interaction in too long with Tonya. It would be uncomfortable having a spectator.

“If you must know, the woman I’m meeting is an ex.” Mac wanted to bite his tongue. Why had he admitted that?

Craig rested his arms on the table and leaned forward.

“You don’t say. And this ex-girlfriend of yours is okay hanging out alone with you in a restaurant?” Craig smirked. “Sounds like a date to me.”

Mac frowned. Craig had a point. Last night, when Pastor Carlisle had told him that he was meeting with Tonya, his mind had snagged on the name and short-circuited. He hadn’t thought to ask if Tonya knew he’d been hired as the youth pastor or that she’d have to work with him to plan the global youth day.

“I’m not sure.”

Mac glanced up to see Tonya rushing through the door. His senses became hyper-focused on her, blocking out all the sights and sounds until there was only her. 

She had cut her hair and styled it in the way women had, where it clung to her skull while making her look super feminine. Her black pantsuit molded to her figure in a way that screamed femininity but protected her modesty. He stood, mouth dry. What would he say to her after four years of no contact? 

Her eyes scanned the room, probably looking for Pastor Carlisle. When their eyes met, it was like no time had passed. They were Maconya, a couple in love. After a moment, her body stiffened, and she stalked toward him.

“What are you doing here?”

Beside him, Craig snickered. Mac ignored him, concentrating on the woman in front of him.

“Hi, Tonya.”

She folded her arms. “Don’t ‘Hi, Tonya’ me. Why. Are. You. Here?” she asked through gritted teeth. 

Mac sighed. So nobody had told her then.

“Pastor Carlisle asked me to meet with you to plan the youth impact program.”

She scowled. “Why would he do that?”

“Because I’m the youth pastor and it’s part of my job.”

Tonya plopped into the chair across from him with a huff. She massaged the bridge of her nose.

“Someone hates me. Since I know Jesus loves me, it must be the devil.”

Craig laughed. “You did a stellar job with that one.”

Tonya jerked her head in his direction. 

“Hello.” Craig deepened his voice a few octaves. “I don’t know how my cousin let you go, but I can assure you,” he scooted his chair closer to hers. “I’m much smarter than he is.”

Mac’s fingers curled into a fist. How dare Craig move in on his girl while he was standing right there?

She’s not your girl.

Mac dropped into his chair. Right. Because he’d stupidly let her go. He gritted his teeth as Craig flirted with Tonya. There was nothing he could do about it.

He scowled. This was not what he’d expected. But what had he really thought would have happened? Did he think he’d come back to town, and she’d welcome him with open arms? Of course not. He had broken her heart. Left her after she’d begged him not to. Still…

This is a little hard, God. I’m not sure why You brought me back to Orange Valley, but I hope it wasn’t to give me a taste of heartbreak. 

He slumped against the chair with a sigh. Craig had gone into full Casanova mode. He’d seen it when they were younger. Craig’s charm had been lethal then, but nothing compared to what Mac was witnessing now. The two faced each other. The only people in the room. He cleared his throat. Loudly. Both heads swiveled toward him.

“Look, I don’t know about you two, but I have other things I’d like to get to tonight.”

Like unpacking his measly belongings and moving back into his bedroom at home. His mother had kept everything embarrassingly the same, which meant at some point, he’d have to get rid of the things that no longer fit into his life.

Tonya rolled her eyes before turning back to Craig. His cousin grinned at him.

“Why don’t you give me your number, and I’ll call you to set up that date?” He handed his phone to Tonya, who took it and began keying her number into his contacts.

Bile rushed up Mac’s throat. They were going on a date. He wanted to punch something, preferably Craig’s smug face. Because, yes, his cousin knew exactly what he was doing. How could he have forgotten that aspect of Craig’s personality? The desire to have whatever belonged to him? 

Mac dragged in a lungful of air and concentrated on his breathing. He had no right to get upset. Tonya was a single woman, and she could do whatever she wanted. And yes, that included dating someone who wasn’t him. He wasn’t a selfish person. He wouldn’t object if she wanted to date Craig. 

Even if he thought she could do much better than someone who’d cheated on his math exam in the third grade. He tipped his chin as Craig finally excused himself from the table, ignoring the way Tonya waggled her fingers at him.

Mac watched Tonya as she followed Craig with her eyes until he left the restaurant. The second he stepped through the door, her attention snapped back to him.

“Let’s get this over with, Pastor Hall.”

Mac rubbed his eyes. This was going to be way harder than he’d thought. Especially if he had to watch her date his cousin.

“Look, can we get something to eat?”

She narrowed her eyes at him. “Why?”

Her animosity pulsed off her in waves.

“Because this is the time I’d normally have dinner, and it seems like we’re going to be here a while.”

He’d been too nervous to eat before and needed something to occupy his attention other than her. Were her lips as soft as they’d been the last time he’d kissed her? He shook his head to dislodge the thought.

“Besides, Pastor Carlisle says the owner doesn’t mind us monopolizing a table as long as we order something. So, let’s get something to eat. My treat.”

She nibbled at her bottom lip until he had to look away. “Fine,” she plunked her oversized handbag on the chair Craig had vacated. “But this is not
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