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AUTHOR’S NOTE:

[image: ]




This is book 2 in the Glen Ellen Series. Some storylines started in book 1 and will follow through to book 2. If this is the first book you’ve picked up in the series, and you want to enjoy this series to the fullest, please begin with book 1.

Fall From Grace
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Kevin Pierce stared at the hollow-eyed stranger in the mirror. The reflection mocked him—a broken man whose skilled hands had once guided hundreds of life-saving surgeries now trembled with uncertainty. His shoulders, which had carried the weight of countless medical decisions with unwavering confidence, now slouched in defeat as he sat on the edge of his bed.

He searched desperately for a flicker of hope. Any reason to believe tomorrow might be different. But only one voice cut through the chaos in his mind—Stephanie’s words, clear and unwavering like a beacon in the storm.

“With God at the center of our healing, we can free ourselves from the past and help each other get better.”

Could they really help each other heal? Why had God remained silent through his desperate pleas, only to send help now when Kevin had nearly given up? The questions circled his mind like sharks until a gentle whisper spoke to his heart: God will use your life to bless others.

Was it the Holy Spirit?

Kevin had fled to Mendocino to escape the wreckage of his life in LA, seeking solitude to sort through his pain. Then Stephanie had arrived like an unexpected answer to prayers he’d stopped believing in.

She’d appeared during his darkest moment, when hope had all but died. Coincidence? Kevin was thinking not. Her timing was too perfect, too precise. Perhaps God had been preparing them both for this moment—waiting until they were both ready.

Stephanie wasn’t like any woman he’d ever known. She possessed an inner strength that could only come from walking closely with God, combined with a gentleness that disarmed him completely. She embodied everything he’d been searching for, though romance was the furthest thing from his mind. His life was pure chaos right now.

But maybe she was right. Maybe together they could find their way back to the path he’d abandoned after Rachel’s death. Kevin’s chest tightened with regret over how he’d dismissed her offer of friendship. The bitterness that had consumed him made him push away the very help he desperately needed. She’d offered him a chance to return to church, to God. 

Could he take that risk again?

After wrestling with the decision for what felt like hours, Kevin finally surrendered. The tears came then—hot, cleansing, and long overdue. If God could sustain Stephanie through losing her daughter, surely He could use her to help heal Kevin’s shattered soul.

Despite his reluctance to admit it, he’d felt something during her visit—a spark of life he thought had died with Rachel and Sarah. Maybe Stephanie held a key to his healing that he couldn’t see yet. He didn’t understand it, but he was finally ready to try.

She’d offered to listen whenever he needed to talk. That time was now.

His hands shook as he reached for his phone. What would he say? Could he expose the darkness inside without sending her running? Would she still see him as worth saving once she knew the truth?

Taking a deep breath, he pressed her number.

“Hi Stephanie, it’s Kevin.” His voice betrayed his nervousness.

“Kevin!” Her surprise melted into warmth. “I’m so glad you called.”

“I’m sorry to bother you, but I’ve been thinking about what you said. Would you be willing to meet for coffee? I... I think I’m ready to talk.”

“Of course. I told you I’d be here whenever you needed me. How about Moe’s downtown? It’s quiet there.”

“Perfect. Thirty minutes?”

“I’ll see you then.”

As Kevin hung up, he felt something shift inside his chest—the first loosening of the vice that had gripped his heart for months. For the first time in weeks, he could almost breathe normally. Maybe, just maybe, this was the beginning of finding his way back to the light.

***
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MOE’S COFFEE SHOP OCCUPIED a charming weathered building at the south end of downtown Mendocino. The rich aroma of organic coffee and fresh pastries welcomed Kevin as he stepped inside, reminding him of simpler times in LA when his biggest worry was whether to order a latte or cappuccino.

He ordered his usual and found a secluded booth in the back, away from curious locals who might recognize the disgraced doctor who’d moved to town under a cloud of whispers. Abstract paintings lined the walls, their chaotic swirls of color somehow matching the turmoil in his soul.

Kevin had barely touched his drink when he sensed her presence. He looked up to find Stephanie approaching, her gentle smile like sunshine breaking through storm clouds. She wore a flowing ivory top and faded jeans, her natural beauty enhanced by an inner light that made his breath catch.

He stood quickly, offering a tentative smile. “Thank you for coming.”

“Of course.” She slid into the booth across from him, her eyes full of compassion. “How are you holding up?”

“I’ve been better,” he admitted, settling back into his seat. “I feel terrible for calling you like this.”

“Kevin, stop.” Her voice was firm but kind. “I offered because I meant it. You’ve carried enough guilt—don’t add this to the pile. If I didn’t want to be here, I wouldn’t have come.”

Her directness surprised him. “Thank you. Can I get you something to drink?”

“Green tea with honey and lemon would be perfect.”

When he returned with her tea, Kevin stared at the steam rising from his cup, his finger drumming nervously against the ceramic. How should he begin? How should he tell this incredible woman about the darkness that had swallowed his life?

Then her hand covered his, warm and steady.

“It’s okay,” she said softly. “You’ve already taken the hardest step by asking for help. I know how difficult this is, but whatever you’re carrying isn’t your fault. You need to let it go.”

The kindness in her voice broke something loose inside him. “How can I let go when I see their faces every time I close my eyes?” His voice cracked. “Two beautiful girls, and I couldn’t save either. They’re gone forever because of me.”

“Kevin, I believe with everything in me that God sent me to you. He wants to use this pain for something bigger—to get you back where you belong, saving lives in that hospital.”

“Save lives?” Kevin’s laugh was bitter. “I’m a failure. If I could save lives, Rachel would still be here. Sarah would still make her mother laugh. I don’t belong at Harbor anymore. That dream is dead.”

“No.” Stephanie’s voice carried quiet authority. “God placed you in medicine for a reason. Your destiny isn’t determined by your darkest moments—it’s revealed through them. We didn’t meet by accident, Kevin. I need your help as much as you need mine. You can still make a difference. Please don’t waste what God is offering us.”

“You don’t understand.” The words came out raw, desperate. “It’s not just Rachel. There’s Sarah too. My niece. It’s my fault she’s dead. I should have seen that drunk driver coming. I should have protected her. And now Crystal has lost everything because of my mistakes.”

Stephanie leaned forward, her eyes never leaving his. “Tell me about Sarah.”

Kevin studied her face—the dark circles under her eyes, the lines of grief etched around her mouth. She looked as broken as he felt, yet here she was, offering to carry his pain, too. 

How could someone who’d lost her own daughter still have room in her heart for his guilt?

He cleared his throat, his voice barely above a whisper. “Sarah was my niece. Eight years old, with her mother Crystal’s light brown hair and this infectious laugh that could make strangers smile. I’d just started at Harbor Hospital, and I was flying high—eighteen-hour shifts, adrenaline rushing through my veins, convinced I was going to run the biggest ER in California.”

Stephanie squeezed his hand encouragingly.

“Crystal needed help one day, so I offered to take Sarah to the amusement park. I should have gone home to sleep first—I’d worked forty-eight hours in three days. But I was young and stupid and thought energy drinks could replace rest.” Kevin’s voice grew thick. “Sarah was so excited, she couldn’t hide her joy. We rode every ride twice, and I spent a fortune winning her this huge blue dolphin. She put a seatbelt on the thing in the backseat because she wanted to keep it safe.”

A ghost of a smile touched his lips before the darkness returned.

“She got powdered sugar all over my shirt from a funnel cake and laughed at me for eating like a five-year-old. She was so full of life, so... innocent. We were driving home, sitting at a red light, when...”

His voice broke completely.

“I woke up in the hospital. Crystal was there, and I asked about Sarah. That’s when she told me my niece was dead. A drunk driver had crossed into our lane. Crystal said I should have seen him coming, should have been able to react. She was right. I must have fallen asleep at the wheel.”

Tears streamed down his face now. “I’d seen hundreds of car accident victims. I knew the backseat was safer, but when Sarah asked to sit up front, I said yes. One decision, and I destroyed everything. Then, months later, when Rachel came into my ER looking so much like Sarah, it all came flooding back. And I failed again.”

Kevin dissolved into sobs, and suddenly Stephanie was beside him in the booth, pulling him into her arms. He buried his face in her shoulder, feeling her tears mixing with his as she held him together when he couldn’t hold himself.

When the storm passed, he pulled back to find her framing his face with gentle hands.

“Listen to me, Kevin Pierce.” Her voice was fierce with conviction. “You are not responsible for a drunk driver’s choices. Yes, you fell asleep, and that was dangerous. But that man chose to drink and drive. He chose to cross that line. You didn’t kill Sarah—he did. And Rachel?” Her voice softened. “Heaven had already called her home. God’s timing isn’t always our timing, but it’s always perfect. You did everything humanly possible to save her.”

Kevin stared into her eyes, really hearing her for the first time since the accidents. The funeral, the condolences, his sister’s accusations—he’d let it all wash over him without truly listening. But now, Stephanie’s words cut through the fog of guilt like a sword of truth.

“You need to let go of this guilt,” she continued. “Not just for your sake, but for mine, too. I need your help, Kevin. We need each other to heal. God didn’t let you survive those dark moments so you could waste away in guilt. He saved you for something bigger.”

As Kevin looked into her eyes, he felt something shift deep in his chest. For the first time since the accidents, hope flickered to life. This woman—this incredible, broken, beautiful woman—was offering him a chance at redemption.

Could he really abandon her to walk this path alone? How could he be so selfish when she’d lost her own daughter and still had room in her heart to save him?

In that moment, Kevin felt a connection unlike anything he’d ever experienced—deeper than attraction, stronger than friendship. It was as if God confirmed Stephanie would play a crucial role in his future, a future that might still hold purpose.

He understood now why God hadn’t let him give up. Someone needed his help, and God had placed this extraordinary woman in his life for a reason that would reveal itself in time.

But first, he had to choose healing over guilt, hope over despair.
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Looking into Stephanie’s expectant eyes, Kevin decided. “Help you with what?” The words escaped his lips again, but this time they carried weight. This time, Kevin truly heard her—really understood what she was asking of him.

“Help me heal from Rachel’s death. I think we can help each other. I believe God put us in each other’s paths for a reason—to help each other heal.”

He stared at her in wonder. “Are you sure this is what you want? I mean, I’m not a therapist.” Kevin held up his hands. “All I know is how to fix broken bodies, not broken hearts.” He brushed away the remaining tears from his face.

Stephanie placed a gentle hand on his shoulder. “Yes, I think you can help. You’re one of the few people who can truly understand the pain I’m feeling. With that understanding, we can help each other get better. I can see in your eyes that you’ve been carrying guilt for far too long. God has shown me it’s time for both of us to heal and let go of the past.”

Kevin grasped her hand and squeezed it gratefully. “You’re an incredible woman, Stephanie. Has anyone ever told you that you would make an amazing nurse?” He reached up to brush a strand of hair from her eyes.

“No, you’re the first to say that. Thank you, Dr. Pierce. It’s just my nature to help others.” A mixture of warmth and longing swept through her as he pulled his hand away. She lowered her lashes, suddenly shy.

“Please, call me Kevin.”

“Okay, Kevin.” She gave him a soft smile. His gentle touch sent butterflies dancing through her stomach, but she tried to ignore the sensation as they both stood.

“Would you like to take a walk with me?” Kevin finished the last sip of his coffee.

“I’d love that,” she said, leading the way past tables of customers enjoying their morning coffee.

Minutes later, they stepped onto the sidewalk and headed down the street. At the intersection, they waited for the light to change. Stephanie studied his profile—the firm jaw, the way sadness still lingered in his features. When he finally looked up and caught her staring, something electric passed between them. She’d never noticed how handsome he was until this moment. Though his eyes still held deep pain, she could imagine them someday sparkling with hope and joy for the Lord. Heat rushed to her cheeks, and she glanced away.

As they walked, Stephanie watched the people hurrying past—rushing to work, running errands, lost in their own busy worlds. She remembered being like that once. Her life had been a speeding train, never slowing down long enough to appreciate the people God placed in her path. There was always another task, another place to be. She’d never taken time to stop and smell the roses. She’d never taken enough time to enjoy her daughter. Even during their enjoyable moments together, Stephanie felt she could have done so much more.

Life had rushed by in a blur of endless activity. She remembered watching Rachel color as a little girl, or brushing her silky hair as she grew older. Rachel had been beautiful—the perfect picture of childhood innocence. As a toddler, she would sit on the floor for hours, playing games and working puzzles. Later, it became makeovers and hair-styling sessions. Then came the soccer season. Rachel had loved being outdoors, spending every moment outside, even if just kicking a ball around the backyard. Three practices a week, games every Friday. Stephanie never missed a single one.

She treasured the simple moments with Rachel—making breakfast before school, grocery shopping together, trying new recipes each week. She smiled, remembering their kitchen disasters. So many times they’d ended up tossing their failed creations and ordering pizza instead. She could still picture Rachel humming a funeral march as she carried another failed dish to the trash, treating it like a ceremonial sacrifice. It happened so often that Tony, their pizza delivery guy, knew them by name. They’d run into him at the grocery store, and he’d always chuckle and wave, saying he’d see them in a few days.

Their lives had been completely intertwined. Even her mother, Valerie, used to say they were joined at the hip. But how could it be any different? How could Stephanie not treasure every moment with her only child? Unfortunately, there’d been no man in her life to share her heart with—at least, not yet. It wasn’t for lack of wanting a romantic relationship. Only God knew how deeply she longed to be happily married again someday, to have someone special to share life’s joys and sorrows. Locating a suitable godly man proved incredibly difficult. Good Christian men were rare, and being a single mother made the search even harder.

Returning to the present, she stole another glance at Kevin. His expression had grown somber as he stared at the sidewalk ahead.

“How are you really doing?” she asked softly. “Tell me the truth. Sugarcoat nothing.”

The genuine concern in his eyes made her smile as she spoke. “I feel like part of me has been torn away. Like something vital is missing from inside me. I know it sounds terrible, but I feel like God is punishing me for something.”

“That feeling is so familiar. The same emptiness haunts me every day. What could either of us have possibly done to deserve this?”

“I know.”

He looked at her with curiosity.

“My divorce. I was the one who filed the papers. Maybe that’s why God took the only thing that truly mattered to me. Parents aren’t supposed to outlive their children. I should have gone first.” Her voice grew soft. “I slept for the first time last night, thanks to you.”

He stopped in front of a clothing store, eyebrows raised. “Thanks to me?”

“You gave me purpose again—a reason to keep fighting. Rachel was my entire world. Without her, everything felt meaningless. There was no reason to go on living.” Her voice strengthened. “Until I met you and saw your pain. God gave me something to fight for. That night, my entire world shattered. I couldn’t eat or sleep for days. I lay in her bed, holding the teddy bear she’d kept since she was little, and just cried. There was nothing left for me until God showed me a new direction. Now I can breathe again.” She looked at him with a gentle smile.

Kevin struggled to understand what he was hearing. This woman was telling him her life had ended when her daughter died—then saying he’d helped her cope with that loss. How could he accept this? Didn’t she remember he was the doctor who couldn’t save Rachel that night? How could she not see that she was the one saving his life right now?

“I think you have it backwards, Stephanie. You’re the one who saved me. I was ready to end everything the day I saw you again with your father. If your dad hadn’t needed my help, I would have already bought a gun and ended my life. I wouldn’t be here talking to you now. My life has felt completely meaningless. I used to see life differently, but now I can’t see any color, any reason to continue. All I see are Rachel and Sarah.”

“You know what might help?” Stephanie ran her fingers through her hair thoughtfully.

“What?”

“I’ll tell you about Rachel if you tell me about Sarah. Maybe talking about them—remembering who they were and how much they were loved—will help us both let go.”

“Okay. I’m willing to try.”

“Let’s sit over there first.” She pointed to a small brick courtyard surrounded by ornate black iron gates. Kevin followed as she settled onto a bench.

Taking a deep breath, Stephanie began. “Rachel loved the outdoors more than anything. Hours would pass as my daughter played in the backyard with just a doll, or sometimes nothing but her imagination. Never your typical girly-girl, Rachel wasn’t afraid to get dirty and would roll around in the mud with the neighborhood boys. Every week during summer brought at least one pair of torn or ripped shorts—always getting them damaged somehow.”

Stephanie laughed at a sudden memory. “There was this one time at my ex-husband’s family reunion in Virginia. She was so stubborn. The kids were playing baseball, and the ball went over the backyard fence. I told her to let one adult go around and get it, but she wouldn’t listen. Sure enough, she climbed that fence and split her shorts right down the back. She was mortified. I had to take her inside, sit her down, and sew them up with needle and thread so she could wear them the rest of the day. She never climbed another fence after that.”

A laugh bubbled up as she remembered Rachel’s expression when she heard that terrible ripping sound. It had been priceless. Stephanie turned to Kevin and saw him smiling back at her.

“She sounds exactly like Sarah,” Kevin said, a genuine smile reaching his eyes for the first time that day. “She’s so incredibly stubborn. I once made the mistake of taking her to a ‘Try Hockey for Free’ event at the local rink. I thought it would be a fun, different afternoon. She was a natural, of course—fearless. She spent an hour chasing the puck with a look of pure determination that I had only ever seen on my sister’s face.”

He chuckled and shook his head. “The problem was, I forgot to mention it to Crystal. When we got home, Sarah wouldn’t stop talking about it and begged for a stick of her own. Crystal saw the flyer I’d left on the counter, and her face just fell. Then came the fury. ‘Hockey? Are you insane, Kevin? That’s a boys’ sport! She’ll get her teeth knocked out!” I tried to explain that it was just for fun, but she wouldn’t hear it. She was a fiercely protective mom, and in her mind, I had just endangered her most precious thing.

“For the next three days, she was a block of ice,” he continued, a fond but sad smile playing on his lips. “She wouldn’t answer my calls. If I came over, she’d give me one-word answers and refuse to look at me. It was the longest three days of my life. Finally, I showed up at her door with two pints of her favorite mint chocolate chip ice cream. I told her I wouldn’t leave until she accepted my apology, and that the ice cream was going to melt all over her porch. She tried to stay mad, but she couldn’t. The only thing that ended the silent treatment was a promise of ice cream and my solemn vow never to introduce Sarah to another contact sport without prior written consent.

Stephanie laughed, a real, musical sound that made Kevin’s chest feel lighter. “I can just picture it. Poor you, getting scolded by your little sister.”

“She never let me live it down,” he chuckled.

A comfortable silence settled between them. The laughter faded, replaced by a more fragile emotion. Stephanie’s smile wavered, and she looked down at her hands and shredded a napkin.

“Kevin?” she began, her voice small. “Does it ever feel... wrong?”

“Wrong? What do you mean?”

“This.” She gestured between them. “Laughing? Smiling. Not miserable for a few minutes.” Her eyes lifted to his; they were filled with fresh pain. “I feel like I’m betraying her. With every time I laugh, I’m forgetting her a little more. Is that crazy?”

The question hit Kevin like a punch to the gut because he had felt the same way a hundred times. He reached across the table and covered her restless hands with his own.

“No, it’s not crazy at all,” he said in a low, earnest voice. “It’s the sound of you surviving. Stephanie, neither Rachel nor Sarah would have wanted our lives to end with theirs. They wouldn’t want the laughter to stop. Remembering the joy they brought us is not forgetting them. It’s honoring them. It’s the most important way we keep them alive.”

A tear slipped down her cheek, but this time it wasn’t from sorrow. It was from relief. “Thank you,” she whispered. “I needed to hear that.”

He gave her hand a gentle squeeze and didn’t let go. In that shared moment of guilt and reassurance, their bond deepened. They sat in comfortable silence for several minutes. Finally, Stephanie spoke again, unable to bear the quiet any longer.

“I’ve been thinking about something, and I’d love your support. Would you consider going with me to some meetings?”

The confused look on his face told her he didn’t understand.

“I’ve heard about support groups for grieving parents. There’s also a grief counselor I’d like to see. I just don’t want to go alone, and I thought maybe you’d want to come with me.” She looked down, bracing herself for rejection.

She felt his gentle fingers lift her chin until their eyes met. “I would be honored to go with you.”

The sincerity in his voice warmed her heart. “Really?” She nodded and pulled a slip of paper from her purse. “There’s actually a meeting in an hour across town. Want to go?”

“An hour from now?” Kevin’s eyebrows shot up in surprise.

“Unless you have somewhere else you need to be.” Stephanie gazed at him hopefully, letting him see how much this meant to her.

Kevin’s lips curved into a gentle smile. “Of course I’ll go. If it’s important to you, that’s reason enough for me.”

“You’d really do that?”

“Absolutely.”

Stephanie wrapped her arms around him in a grateful hug. A sense of peace settled over her as she felt the strength of his embrace—a comfort she’d never experienced with any other man, not even Thomas. “Come on, then.”

They walked back to his car, tossing their empty cups into a trash bin along the way. Kevin opened her door like a gentleman before walking around to slide into the driver’s seat.

Neither spoke as they drove through the city streets. Stephanie felt Kevin’s gaze on her and turned to find him watching her with a warm smile. Her eyes drifted to his mouth—those full, firm lips—and she wondered what it would feel like to kiss him. Would it be passionate? Tender? Strong with unspoken desire?

Lost in the moment, she tried to imagine the sensation. Seconds later, reality crashed back, and she ducked her head in embarrassment. Heat flooded her cheeks and spread across her chest. She heard Kevin’s soft chuckle, but ignored it.

Minutes later, they pulled up in front of a small office building, ready to take their next step toward healing together.
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Stephanie watched Kevin stare at the building ahead, his chest rising and falling with a deep breath. She recognized that look—the weight of guilt pressing down on his shoulders, the fear of judgment hanging in the air between them, and the terror of laying his heart bare before a room full of strangers. The thought alone would shake anyone to their core.

Neither of them had ever stepped foot in a support group before. Tonight, they would face this unknown territory together, two broken souls walking into the light.

Her mother’s words echoed in her mind. “It will help you heal, sweetheart. Sharing your pain with others who understand—even strangers—will lift some of that crushing weight from your heart.” 

But strangers were the last people Stephanie wanted to trust. How could they possibly understand what she’d been through? They didn’t know Rachel’s infectious laugh or the way she hummed while doing homework. They hadn’t witnessed the countless bedtime stories or the mother-daughter shopping trips that now felt like treasured memories slipping through her fingers. Talking to strangers had seemed pointless—until Kevin entered her life.

For reasons she couldn’t fully explain, everything felt different when he was near. The suffocating darkness that had consumed her for weeks had lifted, replaced by an unexpected sense of peace. He had this remarkable ability to quiet the storm raging inside her heart.

Maybe her mother had been right after all. Perhaps opening her wounded heart was exactly what she needed. But not to just anyone. It had to be someone who truly understood the depth of her pain and loss. The accident had shattered her heart into countless fragments, and her precious daughter was gone forever. A gaping hole remained where Rachel’s love had once filled every corner of her world. Part of Stephanie had died that terrible night—the best part, the part that Rachel had brought to life with her very existence. Only someone like Kevin, someone who carried his own burden of loss, could comprehend the agony that consumed her every waking moment.

Standing before the imposing building, Stephanie felt familiar waves of anxiety washing over her. The thought of walking into a room full of grieving strangers made her stomach twist into knots. She glanced at Kevin, and he must have seen the fear written across her face because he gently took her trembling hand in his, his thumb tracing soothing circles across her knuckles. The simple gesture sent warmth radiating through her chest, and she breathed more steadily.

“In through your nose, out through your mouth”, she reminded herself, drawing air deep into her lungs.

“Close your eyes and breathe with me,” Kevin’s voice was like a gentle anchor in the storm of her emotions.

She nodded, surrendering to his guidance. His thumb continued its comforting rhythm as her breathing slowed. With her eyes closed, she felt the world around them fade away.

“Picture yourself on a beautiful beach,” he said softly. “You’re sitting on warm, white sand. Feel it shifting beneath you, soft grains sliding between your toes. Can you feel it?”
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