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			To the memory of my sister, Jennifer Bray.

			Her love of the ocean will forever live in the sands of time.

			Love you, li’l sis. 
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			Prologue

			“So, where do we go from here?” Carter asked Gabriel.

			 “That’s up to you. Are you ready for another assignment so soon?”

			“I need to keep busy. One can only read for so long.”

			“Carter Jennings, are you saying you’re getting tired of books?”

			“Not at all. I’m just saying I’d rather live them.”

			“Well, how is this for living?” Gabriel produced another shoebox, just the kind Carter liked to use, and handed it to him. “Have you ever read Charles Dickens?”

			“You mean?” Carter said, peeking inside the shoebox and quickly shutting it. “Are you serious?”

			“I am an angel of the Lord. I’m always serious.” Gabriel stood, removing his cap and coat. His angelic appearance was restored. He looked back down at Carter with his crystal blue eyes.

			“One day, you will have to teach me how you do that,” Carter said.

			Gabriel laughed. Even his laughter sounded heavenly. “So, what do you say, Carter? You up to this adventure?”

			Carter looked again into the shoebox and grinned, “I wouldn’t miss this for the world.”

			Two weeks later

			“So, refresh an old angel’s memory, Gabriel. How will this work?” Carter said, sitting across from him in a library corner.

			Gabriel was wearing one of his disguises—this time a Carolina Panther’s hoodie and sweatpants. It was his idea to meet in this fashion. Why was beyond him? Perhaps he had gotten a taste of what he had experienced talking to Aaron and enjoyed the thrill of a deep cover assignment.

			“It’s simple. You have a little less than a week to work with Stephanie Marshall. And you’ll need all five days because there is a schedule. First, you spend two days here to set everything up. Then you’ll have one day in the past, and one day back here in the present, then you’ll have one in the future. Finally, Stephanie will experience one day back here in the present, where you will tie everything together for her.”

			“Wow,” Carter said, eyebrows raised. “You call that simple?”

			“Okay, I know, it’s a lot in a little time. It’s by far the most arduous task you’ve undertaken. He’s never asked you to show someone their life in this fashion, let alone in a week’s time.”

			“Where is she spiritually?” Carter asked.

			“You’ll see. The short version is that Stephanie grew up in church but fell away when her parents died in a car accident when she was twelve. Her husband brought her back to the Lord while they were dating, but it was half-hearted.” Gabriel handed him a newspaper that had tomorrow’s date. “Stephanie Marshall is a writer and graphic designer for a growing firm and is away from home for long hours.”

			“Ah,” Carter said. He thumbed through the paper, and Gabriel directed him to Stephanie’s article. Carter nodded, skimming it. “Is there temptation of an affair at her work?”

			“You’re good at this,” Gabriel nodded. “Stephanie hasn’t crossed that line—yet,” Gabriel said.

			“Now I understand more about the items in the box. These will be interesting to place since I will most likely be with her the entire time.”

			“Well, that’s the beauty of these items,” Gabriel said. “They are different than your normal reminders. These are transcendent for you. You place them here, and they will be there, wherever and whenever you place them. So, she, and only she, can find them. He will see to that.” Gabriel nodded to the sky.

			Carter followed his gaze and grinned. “Even in the past?’

			“You doubt Him?”

			“Not in the least. This should be exciting. How will the shifting work for her?”

			“This is where it will get interesting. You’ll find this part will vary. God will show you along the way. So be prepared.”

			“But no time machines, buttons to push, or fancy gadgets?” Carter asked.

			“No, nothing like that, Carter,” Gabriel laughed.

			“Good. You know me. My wristwatch is as high-tech as I get,” Carter said, looking at his wrist.

			“But you don’t wear a wristwatch,” Gabriel said.

			“Exactly,” Carter said, pointing at his friend.

			Gabriel laughed. “Okay, now. This is where you come in. You have a bit more latitude than usual. Your identity has normally been top secret. Here you have full authority to reveal who you are, just not why you’re there. Not that that has prevented you from tipping your hat before, but here it is fully sanctioned. Remember, with Stephanie, you have two days to approach her and let her know what’s coming.”

			“She won’t believe me.”

			“Of course not,” Gabriel said with a chuckle. “When do they ever?”

			Carter laughed and leaned back in his chair. “In the new time period, will I have to locate her, or will she find me?”

			“No. You’ll be close by. If you have done your job well, she will come to you.”

			“Ahh. Okay.” Carter leaned over and looked his companion in the eye, “Now, Gabe, you’re not going to interfere with this assignment, are you? I know you have gotten a taste of the comfort of sweatshirts and ball caps, but as you know, Heaven is far more comfortable. Maybe God can give you an outfit that matches your robe?”

			Gabriel stood and looked around. Once he was convinced their corner was private enough, he closed his eyes, and with a flash, his heavenly appearance was restored, blue eyes glowing at Carter.

			“I love how you do that,” Carter said, slapping his hands and rubbing them together.

			Gabriel placed his hand on Carter’s shoulder. “Remember, this life was your choice.”

			“And a wise choice it was,” Carter said. “People need the Lord. And God’s Little Reminders are bringing so many back to Him. I will continue doing this as long as He needs me to. I’m looking forward to helping Stephanie return to the Lord. Now go back into His presence and say hello for me. Tell Him, Carter’s on the job, and I am pleased to do His will.”

		


		
			Chapter One

			“How do these look, Stephanie?” Vanessa asked.

			 Stephanie sighed. She wasn’t happy. The design was still off. This was the third draft she had requested from her freelancer, and she was growing impatient. Stephanie pointed to the top of the page, “What if we went blue instead of green on the header? And on the date graphic, increase the font to sixteen points instead of fourteen for the year? 2025, just looks off for some reason.”

			“Will do,” Vanessa said as she released an invisible sigh and left the room. Stephanie knew it was because it may have been one of the variations they had reviewed earlier. Schemes often blend, and you never realize the other looked better until you see one that looks worse. Well, now they knew.

			“Thank you, Vanessa,” Stephanie called out as she scampered down the hall.

			Stephanie Marshall was a semi-executive officer of Marshall Copywriting Services, LLC, a small firm, if you could call it that. She was more of a Freelancer that had expanded beyond a home office. Just over a year ago, she had outgrown her ten-by-ten room and leased office space in their small South Carolina town. Jason, her husband, was the most excited about her business venture. His construction firm had been one of her first success stories. He excelled from the articles and advertising that she had contracted. Now the fruits of her labor had grown into her own small business. Vanessa was her first hire and had been with her since the business’ conception.

			Today, Stephanie had ten major contract clients and at least a dozen assignment-based clients that called on her as needed. Writing was her primary skill, and Vanessa was her graphics guru. She had three other in-house writers, in addition to Vanessa, that worked for her. All had different skills, and with that, she was able to take any client on any topic. Working in-house was one of the prerequisites she wanted for her writers. Remote workers were fine, but an office atmosphere was more conducive to the type of team she wanted. And her staff understood the responsibility and performed well.

			After Vanessa, her team consisted of three writers with different expertise levels. Ethan was all about sports. He could write his way out of a paper bag about any topic. From football to futbol, that’s soccer to American-speaking folk. He was also a minor in finance. He knew the lingo and how to convert words into sales, and that was what the client paid the big bucks for them to deliver. Some of their biggest clients were Ethan’s.

			Lauren had the fun clients. She got to review recipes and even tour restaurants in the local area for the best deals and write about them. Touring was a big part of it, even to the local cities within driving distance. Traveling was fun, and Lauren was good at finding those hideaway places no one knew about. Many of her pieces were picked up by national publications.

			And then there was Kenneth. What could she say about Kenneth? He was a jack-of-all-trades, master of none. There was not a column he couldn’t write, not an article he could not piece together, not a human-interest story he couldn’t grab a reader from word one. He was so good that he was up for a local award for columnist of the year. She couldn’t help but feel proud; she had discovered the talent. She had discovered him in more ways than one.

			It was during lunch one afternoon and then an early dinner one evening that she realized how much she was learning about her colleague.

			Marshall Copywriting Services, LLC, was lucrative enough to pay its employees well. With her colleagues’ awards, Stephanie knew she would continue to have to pay top dollar to keep them around. Although with Kenneth, regardless of pay, he may not be around much longer. His days of mediocre article writing were always a stepping stone for him. He had mentioned it over dinner last week. She enjoyed listening to his aspirations. It was a change of pace from hearing about drywall and building inspections at home—someone who understood the trade and had their eye on something bigger and better.

			It wasn’t that Stephanie wasn’t happy at home. She loved Jason. Their nearly ten years of marriage had been blissful. Two kids and a beautiful home that he practically built himself. It had all the amenities she desired and even planned herself. They had no marital issues. Jason treated her well, they never argued, things were just—stale. It was routine. They both came home, talked about their day as they ate dinner, watched television, dealt with the kids, and then went to bed. It was what she wanted, or so she thought. It came to the point where she stayed at the office a bit longer, where a simple offer to grab a drink became attractive.

			Kenneth was almost ten years her junior. And for a woman in her mid-thirties, eyeing a boy just passing the legal limit seemed daring. You could almost say it flattered her that a younger man found her attractive. She was trying to remember the last time Jason had complimented her when she got her hair done or noticed a blouse she was excited about purchasing. While Kenneth wasn’t quick to notice either, when the girls complimented her, he would be quick to agree with their assessment. Either way, it was flattering.

			Last night they had their latest after work drink. She wouldn’t call it cheating on Jason. They never crossed any lines. It wasn’t like they were having sex; they hadn’t even shared a kiss. The most that had happened was he took her hand when they walked into the restaurant. She had to admit though, it sent her heart fluttering when he made the gesture. Stephanie wondered if anyone else at the office knew of their after-work meetings. They did their best to keep it secret. But she would often catch herself holding a glance at Kenneth too long and have to break it. If one of the team noticed, she didn’t know.

			Stephanie felt it was innocent enough. All they did was talk about work at their dinners. They never discussed taking the next step in their relationship... if that was what it was. No. All business. For that, right now, she was grateful. She knew it eventually had to end, or it would proceed to the next step. And as a Christian, adultery was a big no-no. Right now, she was still in the safe zone. She had not crossed that fine line.

			Ethan entered her office, tossing a thumb drive to her. “Heads up, boss.”

			Even in her daze, Stephanie caught it, as she always did, and laughed. “Can’t get one past me, E.”

			“One day, Step-on-me.”

			“Oh, for heaven’s sake. What are you, four?”

			Ethan laughed. He was actually twenty-six. Their office antics were one reason she hired young, well, younger. Older staff was more concerned about who they could step on and move up the ladder. She once voiced that opinion to her team. Thus, the nickname. But she took the ribbing in stride. True, she was their boss, and there was some level of insubordination to the office antics, but they knew where the line was, and they kept within it.

			“I’ll let you know if it needs any edits,” she called to him.

			“Won’t need it, Steph.”

			She knew it wouldn’t. Ethan was a perfectionist and top of his game, just like the others. She could hit send without looking at it, but she wouldn’t be doing her job if she did. And it was what the clients paid her to do.

			After a half hour of combing, the page had two errors, but they were simple and could go either way. More of her preference than Ethan’s mistake. She made the corrections and submitted it to their client.

			She shut down her computer and waited. She knew Kenneth was about to come by her office any moment. She had told Jason she had a meeting with a client to possibly sign them on. It would mean a lucrative deal. Hit and miss was always the game for freelancing. This one would be a miss. But maybe not for her. She watched her screen as the spinning wheel showed her the shutdown process was doing what it should be, and there was a knock at her door.

			“Hey,” the brown-eyed man with slightly unkempt hair stared at her. “You about ready?”

			Stephanie turned off the screen and the desk light. “Yeah,” she said but remained seated.

			Kenneth stepped into the office, “You, okay?” His eyebrows raised.

			Stephanie sighed. That prickling of a conscience gnawed at her again. But it was no longer as strong as it had been. She had overcome the stabbing it had given her in the past. And the photos that had been on the desk haunting her—those were now on the shelf behind her. They were no longer there to preach at her.

			Kenneth smiled, extending his hand. She relaxed, accepted his hand, and stood as he brought her in for an embrace. Stephanie wondered what the taste of his kiss would be like.

			“Ahem,” a voice cleared behind them. It was Vanessa. “Sorry, boss, I need you to sign these payroll forms. They need to go out today so that we can be paid on Friday. You said to remind you before you headed out. I saw your light turn off, and I thought you were leaving. I apologize.” She placed the form on the end table near the door and quickly disappeared.

			“Dang it,” Stephanie said.

			“Is that going to be a problem?” Kenneth said, stepping back to a safe distance.

			“Not at all. She’s a vault. But I will know.”

			“I ask again, is this going to be a problem, Steph?”

			Stephanie sat at an office chair, placing her hands behind her neck.

			“Maybe we should forget about tonight, Kenneth,” she said, looking up at him.

			“You sure? You said she was a vault. If she doesn’t say anything, I don’t see why we should let it spoil our evening.”

			“I know. I know. I just don’t feel up to it now. I’m sorry.”

			“Raincheck?” Kenneth asked.

			“Yeah,” Stephanie said.

			“Okay. See you next week,” Kenneth said, then left her office.

			Stephanie realized how low she had been. Now she had been caught. Not that it mattered with Vanessa. It was true, Vanessa wouldn’t say anything to anyone. She was not one for office gossip. Stephanie doubted she would even mention it to her husband—if she had one.

			It made Stephanie think. She knew little about Vanessa other than her work ethic. For that matter, she didn’t know anything about anyone in her office. But wasn’t that how it should be? Work was work, and personal life was just that. And now she had just brought that to the forefront and exposed the one thing she couldn’t admit to herself; sex or no sex, call a spade a spade, she was having an affair.

		


		
			Chapter Two

			Wednesday, November 19, 2025

			“Guess it didn’t go well,” Jason said, washing his hands.

			Stephanie headed straight to the closet to change into pajamas. She needed to get out of her work clothes and the scent Kenneth left on her. She didn’t want to take the chance of Jason hugging her and asking questions. She could smell him in the car on the way home. It held her in a daze between ecstasy and shame. Stephanie knew she wasn’t in a good place, but she couldn’t help herself. She wanted to quit, but when she looked into Kenneth’s eyes, she saw herself ten years younger and running away from the bonds of monotony.

			“No, it didn’t even get started. They called and said they chose to go with another company and didn’t want to waste our time,” Stephanie said, biting her lip. She hated to lie, but what could she do?

			“Sorry to hear, babe,” Jason met her at the closet door. “You’ll get ’em next time.” He hugged her, kissing her on the cheek.

			She could’ve sworn she heard a sniff.

			Jason left her to finish dressing. “Dinner’s in the microwave. I made you a plate before I put everything away. Chicken parmesan.”

			“Thank you,” she said, putting her pants and blouse at the bottom of the hamper. She shook her head. At least if she had been with a client, she could explain the smell from the valet at the restaurant.

			After washing her makeup off—and any lingering scent—she went downstairs. Jason was watching the end of a game. She couldn’t tell who the Hornets were playing; she wasn’t a sports fan. That was another thing that attracted her to Kenneth. Even though he was an avid writer, sports wasn’t his thing. He couldn’t tell you the difference between DiMaggio and DiGiorno. Now that it was November, Jason would be lost to the middle of the football season. Although tonight it was basketball, she would be lucky if her husband noticed her sitting next to him.

			Stephanie headed to the kitchen to heat leftovers. One thing that Jason was good for was he was one heck of a cook. Even though the game was on, he would never just throw a pizza in the oven or nuke something for Evelyn and Joshua. Stephanie looked up at the ceiling. Both kids were probably lost in video games or television by now. She had been so wrapped up in erasing evidence she had forgotten to knock on their doors. She put the plate her husband had prepared into the microwave, set the timer, and headed back upstairs.

			Joshua was seven and definitely a big brother to his little sister, Evelyn, who was five. It was her first year in kindergarten, and Josh had prepared, getting ready to protect her at school. Perhaps overdoing it at times. He recently had a little bit of trouble over defending a friend against a bully. They explain fighting isn’t always the best solution. They hoped he understood but would not get bent out of shape if he were to get caught again standing up for someone smaller, like his little sister.

			Getting Evelyn to go to school was not as difficult as they had anticipated. They had Joshua to thank for most of the success. He talked about school as if it was the most fun place on earth. She went the first day with stars in her eyes. They were waiting for the stars to turn to tears when she realized school wasn’t as great as her big brother made it out to be, but that day hadn’t come. It had been a little over two months, and they were both still waiting for that shoe to drop. They would handle it when it did.

			As she approached Joshua’s room, she could hear the two talking about what homework was. Apparently, Joshua had it, and Evelyn couldn’t understand why the teacher expected you to take school home with you.

			Stephanie had to laugh. Their little girl was just beginning to understand life and the whole education process. She knocked on the door.

			“Mommy!” Evelyn said, jumping out of bed and into Stephanie’s arms. “You will never guess what.”

			“What is that sweetie?”

			“I got to draw a giraffe today.”

			“Really?” Stephanie said. “Were you able to bring it home so I could see it?”

			“No. The teacher put them on the wall at the school. She said you will see them later.”

			“I look forward to it,” Stephanie said, setting Evelyn down. “What about you, buddy? What does your agenda look like?”

			“What’s an agenda?” Evelyn said.

			“It’s a list of what you need to do, sis,” Joshua said.

			“Very good, Joshua,” Stephanie said. “One of your vocabulary words?”

			“Like last year, Mom,” Joshua said. “Old word.”

			“Gotcha. My bad,” Stephanie said, laughing. “What are we studying tonight?”

			“Ugh. Math.” Joshua rolled his eyes.

			“Your dad would be better at that,” Stephanie said. “I write. He does math.”

			“He’s busy,” Josh said, his face downcast, looking toward the door.

			Stephanie was a bit upset with Joshua’s statement. She wondered if he had been downstairs and how many times a preoccupied father had shooed him off. She shook her head, making a note to address the issue with Jason. A son’s homework should take priority over the latest scores. Her husband could be near perfect in one area, like dinner, but lacking in others—kids and homework.

			“Let’s take a look,” Stephanie said, reaching out her hand.

			Half an hour later, Josh’s homework was completed, and both kids were ready for bed. So was she. It had been a long and exhausting day. Stephanie wanted to take care of one more chore before the day was through. She wanted to get the tainted hamper down to the laundry room. Better safe than sorry. She found a few more items lying around to make a full load and not draw suspicion of doing a partial load.

			“Any work pants, love?” Stephanie asked.

			“Oh, yeah. I have a pair next to the washer,” he said, pointing but not looking at her. Stephanie rolled her eyes, knowing she was in the clear. She could’ve waved the blouse in the air, and he wouldn’t have noticed. What was she worried about?

			Stephanie started the load and reheated the plate that had cooled with her activities upstairs. She took her plate and sat on the couch across from him while he finished the game. During commercials, she asked him about his current project.

			“We’re waiting on the AC inspector to check their guy’s work. Once that’s done, we can begin sheet rock. The electric work is complete. Plumbing is complete. The water is on. The owner is antsy because he just wants to move in. We are on schedule, but you know new homeowners. They want it done yesterday.”

			It was true. In every project, she remembered Jason always complaining about the property owner giving him grief about moving in. She even recalled giving him grief about moving into their own home when they were building the place they were living in now. Stephanie looked up and around. Jason built it nearly by himself. There was no home like it in town. The floor-plan was custom, and everything was just like she had dreamed. Jason was effective at what he did. He and his partner, Blake, knew the industry and built half of the community they lived in.

			Marshall Contracting was well known in Evansville, North Carolina. It’s substantial growth was partly due to Stephanie. She had written articles and promotional material for his company. It was how they met. Jason took her to dinner as part of his thank you for her services. He eventually confessed that he had other intentions, she expressed a mutual attraction, and the rest was history. Dinner, courting, marriage, kids—now this. Stephanie looked around again with a quiet sigh. She remembered the days when she mattered over the scores.

			Jason did at one time have a romantic side. When they dated, he would do all the little things that captured her attention. On their first date their ice breaker was a menu. Silly, yes, but he later showed her that menu. He had kept it as a keepsake. She was flattered by the gesture. He kept it framed on his office wall, until a break-in destroyed it. That loss broke his heart. She had been meaning to replace it, but time and life always got in the way. Who knew if it still had meaning to him anyhow.

			Another commercial aired, and he grunted. She supposed the game was not going his team’s way. “Sorry your meeting didn’t go your way tonight,” he said.

			A pang of guilt hit her again as she finished her last bite. “It happens. We’ll get the next one—part of the business. But I don’t want to talk about it. I just want to rest tonight.” She set her plate on the coffee table. “Thank you for making supper.”

			“No problem. We wrapped up early waiting for the inspector to come out. He never showed, so we called it a day. No one complained.”

			Stephanie snickered. “Yeah, I bet. At least it’s cooling down out there.”

			“Yeah. November can be a crazy month to be out there. The weather won’t make up its mind. Summer and Fall still want to fight, even though they know Winter is around the corner. At least you get AC.”

			“True. I don’t envy you.” Stephanie admired her husband’s work ethic, but it was sometimes a bit much. He pulled longer hours than she would prefer. But she couldn’t complain too much—she was guilty of the same thing, staying later to meet a deadline, or… 

			She sighed.

			“So, what inning are we in?” she asked, trying to get her mind back on track.

			“Steph, this is basketball.”

			“Oh, right. Quarter. What quarter are we in?”

			“About five minutes left in the fourth. It’s almost over.”

			“From the exasperation in your sigh, I can tell your team isn’t doing well.”

			“No, it’s pretty much over. There could be a miracle, but I don’t see that happening.”

			“Sorry. Well, better luck tomorrow then.”

			“Travel day tomorrow. They’ll play on Friday.”

			“Great. Maybe your contractor will come, and you can finish your job and be ready to go on Friday, job complete.”

			“Here’s hoping.” Jason lifted his soda, imagined a toast, and sipped his can.

			“Well, love, I’m gonna head to bed. It’s been a long day, and we have four deadlines tomorrow. If I’m going to have a brain in the morning, I need my sleep.” She kissed him on the forehead and ran her hands through his rumpled hair.

			“Okay, babe. I’ll be up in a bit. Just going to finish this game, then I’ll be up,” he said. This meant finishing the game and then watching an hour of highlights of why his team lost, reels of each moment of missed plays, and commentary on what they needed to do to win the next game.

			Stephanie washed her dish and placed it in the rack next to the sink. She took a Tylenol for her headache and headed upstairs. She passed the kids’ doors, both resounding with sleep sounds. Once in bed, she set her alarm. It was true, their writers did have multiple deadlines the next day. She was dreading heading in. How was she to face them knowing what Vanessa knew? It was going to be different now. Lying here was different now. Kenneth and where their relationship was heading wouldn’t leave her thoughts. She pretended to be asleep when her husband joined her. She couldn’t face him with another man on her mind.
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