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On Crowning Glory: 

I loved the character development. Simmons does an excellent job of giving you enough information about their past to keep you on edge. The book flowed well. This is a phenomenal work of redemption—  Jas L. Hanna "Reading Diva" (Burlington, NC)

This was an excellent read. Being a person that works in Court, observing criminal trials, this humbled me. I have read all of Pat Simmons books and she just does it everytime. Great example of Christian living and the power of redemption—Kathy Lyons, reader

Simmons shines in this Godly romance. The character development and storyline pace will have you mesmerized as two families face their demons. CROWNING GLORY is a masterpiece of Christian romance which is definitely is a MUST read—Delta reviewer

Pat Simmons has done it again! "Crowning Glory" is an easy read and as always the book gives me comfort. As I read her books I always have my bible open— OOSA Online Book Club "O.O.S.A. Gets It Read!"

On A Baby for Christmas (Love at the Crossroads series) 

I love stories with a strong family presence. This is my first book by Mrs. Simmons BUT it will not be my last!!! I was captivated from the first page. I didn't want the story to end. My God's anointing continue to reign on your writing career :)— T. Baker "aficionado of books"

On No Easy Catch (Carmen Sisters series):

Throughout the story Rahn and Shae’s relationship starts out beautiful but then life happens. Will Rahn and Shae continue to strike out or will they hit a home run with God as their pitcher? The strong messages of faith had me at one time thinking had I kept my promises to God? I don’t know for sure but I’m certainly convicted. Simmons has a knack for writing stories that make you pause and reflect and this one doesn’t disappoint.

One of my favorite quotes in the book was “when fear comes knocking let faith answer it. Once the door is open fear disappears. Its nuggets like this one that kept me turning pages. What an outstanding read!—Readers Paradise "Book Club"
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On Love at the Crossroads series:

As always I was truly pleased reading the first book of this series. The characters are witty, loving, resourceful, kind, and flawed all at the same time. Losing a spouse has to be devastating for anyone and knowing you will never be able to have children is enough to shake your faith. Though the get weary and challenged God still gets the victory. I love that I'm getting prayer and bits and pieces of the Word throughout the entire book, along with a story that I can visually see unfolding right before my eyes.— SUBC New Orleans Chapter "Beyond The Book" 
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Without a test, there can be no testimony,

Karyn Wallace reminded herself five minutes after she agreed to a date with Levi Tolliver. She wasn’t Cinderella, and Karyn doubted the widower would be her Prince Charming.

Yes, she was affected by the most beautiful dark chocolate eyes she had seen in her lifetime. They were hypnotic, even camouflaged behind designer glasses, which were angled perfectly on his chiseled nose. Levi’s skin was a blend of chocolates: dark, milk, and white, which created a creamy undefined tone. His thick, black wavy hair and thin mustache were nice touches, but it was Levi’s dimples that seemed to be on standby, waiting for his lips’ command to smile. Buffed at—she guessed about—five feet, eleven inches, Karyn wasn’t intimidated by Levi’s height as he towered over her petite stature.

“You might as well surrender to what God has stirred between us,” Levi stated as if he had sealed a business deal after his seventh visit and counting in a month to Bookshelves Unlimited where she worked as a specialist in children’s books.

Suspicion set in. What did he know about God in her life? At twenty-seven, Karyn was too old to play games. Sometimes the devil injected the word of God into conversations as bait to lure Christians in for the kill, thinking they found a kindred spirit. She didn’t have time to test the waters to see if she could survive another relationship gone awry. The memories of one bad relationship had a way of lasting a lifetime.

When he moved intimately closer, his lashes were mesmerizing, catching her off guard. “Deny the attraction, Karyn.”

She hated dares. Bluffs got people into trouble, hurt, or sometimes killed. Karyn blinked. Now, she was getting carried away. Anchoring her elbows on the table in the store’s café, Karyn nestled her chin in her hands. She took pleasure in delaying her response. After all, he was interrupting her dinner break.

“I’m attracted to flashy cars, white kittens, black-eyed peas, and—”

“Me,” he interjected as a fact.

Karyn refused to confirm or deny his assumption, but she silently admitted she was enjoying their banter. There was something intoxicating about a person who oozed confidence. Despite her outward boasting, she struggled at times with low self-esteem. Shrugging, she continued as if she didn’t hear him. “Although I don’t own a flashy car or a white kitten, I can put away some black-eyed peas.”

“Your preferences are noted.” Levi lifted a brow and held it in place to make sure he had her attention. Only after she became impatient did he soften his features and smile, offering his sidekick dimples for her pleasure.

“My Buick LaCrosse is new, but not flashy. My daughter is allergic to cats, and my mother can throw down on any beans, peas, or greens.” A dimple winked as he stretched his lips into a lazy grin. “For the past four years, my spirit has laid dormant, waiting on a word from God. With no warning, I got a message plain enough that even a caveman could read it.” He snickered.

“I’ve seen those GEICO commercials, and I’m not impressed.”

“I couldn’t resist saying that.”

“Maybe in the future...” She paused and lifted a finger. “But not any time soon.” Her refusals were solely based on experience with one man, which she knew wasn’t fair.

“Hmmm.” He nodded. “At least it’s not no again.” Snickering, Levi’s dimple performed an encore. “After all, with God all things are possible.”

She knew the scripture—Mark 10:27. That was the first thing she uttered every morning after waking up. Levi had been relentless in his pursuit. Why? Her appearance was simplistic: tan pants, a white polo shirt bearing the store’s logo, and tennis shoes. A French braid, dipping inches beyond her shoulders, was her trademark hairdo. To some customers, she resembled a teenager, and the pay seemed to fit the description.

Whenever Levi strolled through the door, he received more than a passing glance, whether modeling a tailored dark suit or dressed in business-casual clothes: his pants were creased, shirts starched, and shoes polished. When Karyn first noticed him and the wedding ring, she envied the woman who had a wonderful blessing from God: an adorable little girl and a father who doted on his child, calling her sweetheart or darling. He exhibited more patience than the average man.

After that initial distraction, Karyn had sobered during the subsequent visits. She reminded herself that God was an equal-opportunity blessing giver. She referenced Matthew 5:45, where God provided the sun to rise on the good and evildoers while He allowed the rain to fall on the just and unjust.

Tonight, Levi had entered the bookstore with a suspicious, determined stride. His presence was too bold to ignore. Even mall security officers went on alert, but backed off when it was apparent that Levi’s intentions were harmless. Strangely, Karyn’s busybody coworker, Patrice Lucas, who saw everything and everyone, didn’t seem to notice him. A poster child for the O’Jays’s old song, “Back Stabber,” Patrice could be a good friend one day and the worst enemy the next. Karyn was still trying to figure out where she placed on Patrice’s list. It really didn’t matter. Patrice would never be one of her confidantes.

What is he up to? she wondered. He never came to the bookstore alone. From day one, Levi’s precious four-year-old daughter, Dori, enchanted Karyn. The child had a readymade smile, minus the dimples. Her skin was a few shades darker than her father’s. Her hair was thick, long, and sometimes wild. One and two ponytails seemed to be the only doable option for the widower. With the recent chilly temperatures in the last days of October, Dori was always dressed with matching multicolored hats and gloves.

As Bookshelves Unlimited’s kid specialist, Karyn enjoyed interacting with the little ones, helping them choose games and books that were age appropriate. In Dori’s absence, Levi clutched a large gift bag as he roamed the aisles. Confident she was his target, she waited patiently until they made eye contact, then he kept approaching.

“Do you have a moment?” He didn’t wait for an answer to his summons as he turned and headed to the elevated platform that claimed to be the café’s territory near the entrance. It was the only spacious area in the cluttered bookstore.

Already, Karyn’s fist was fishing for a comfortable resting spot on her hip as she formed an attitude. If I do, am I supposed to jump?

Marking his spot at a white round parlor table, he laid his bag in a black wood chair with a black vinyl cushioned seat. The buzz in the coffee shop didn’t miss a beat as he unbuttoned his black suit coat and claimed an adjacent seat. If he’d worn a coat, he must have left it in the car. Levi crossed his ankle over one knee and leaned back. His demeanor was relaxed and carefree as if it were his designated VIP seating.

Curious as a feline, Karyn set aside the new shipment of stuffed animals that recited bedtime stories when they were squeezed. She strolled to where Levi was camped out as if he were royalty. He met her eyes with tenderness. Levi’s simmering smile was ammunition to detonate a romantic explosive in some poor woman’s life.

For a fleeing moment, Karyn felt unworthy in his presence with her red canvas apron smeared with dust from opening boxes. “What’s going on?”

“It’s a late birthday gift. Happy Birthday, or early Christmas present. Merry Christmas. Whichever works in my favor.” He patted the bag with a Macy’s logo.

Speechless, Karyn fretted with her braid as her heart pounded wildly. She indulged in a secret moment of excitement. The contents represented a bribe gift. Karyn knew it and was flattered—confused but thrilled.

“But I...” She grasped for an excuse not to accept it, although her birthday, which was two months ago and Christmas, which was a month away, were ideal reasons.

Levi remained focused as he stood and pulled out another chair as if she were adorned in a ball gown. Karyn scanned the store. It was a slow night, easily manageable with the current staff. However, Patrice could stretch a small task into an eight-hour shift.

“Let me go clock out first,” Karyn stated.

Suddenly, Patrice appeared, arms folded and eyes suspicious as Karyn signed out for a ten-minute break. She felt uneasy around the unkempt woman who spoke her mind. Coworkers thought Patrice was harmless. Karyn was wary of the woman’s best intentions. Beware was written in invisible ink on her coworker’s forehead. Since jobs were hard to find, Karyn didn’t want any rumors floating back to her boss to find fault with her. “It’s quiet, so I’m taking my last break.”

“Sure, go ahead. I’ve got your back,” Patrice encouraged with a wink, then added over her shoulder as she walked away, “Watch it. That guy is way out of your league.”

Karyn knew that, but Patrice didn’t have to bluntly voice it. Ignoring the small stab to her heart, she headed for the café.

Levi waited at his post in a military stance. She stole a deep, brave breath as she obliged his invitation at the table and rested.

Retaking his seat, Levi inched his face closer to hers. “Do you remember the first time I asked you to go out with me?”

“Yes.”

“Me too.” He grunted, amused, and shook his head. “How about the second?” After she nodded, Levi recounted word for word each instance she had turned him down. “You would’ve crushed the ego of any ordinary man. I’m not one of them. I’m calling your bluff after your last textbook recital of ‘I don’t have anything to wear.’” He presented his offering. “Problem solved. I happened to be in the mall this weekend, and you weren’t working.” His disappointment was apparent as he mildly scolded her. “Dori and I made a special trip to buy a book from Miss Karyn. When you weren’t here, my little girl had other ideas for my wallet, so we shopped until I practically dropped.”

Karyn laughed. Levi possessed a wonderful sense of humor. He often appeared serious—until he smiled. He was a handsome man.

“When I saw it on a mannequin, I imagined you in the outfit. I don’t know why,” he teased with a shrug. “Here’s the deal. Since we’re both Christians—God drew me to you—I know honesty won’t be an issue. When you get home, try it on. If it fits, then you’ve just agreed to dinner with me on Friday night.”

This time Levi didn’t ask for a date. He already had one orchestrated as he gathered his car keys. Levi shook his head as if he could hear her formulate another ridiculous excuse. “I’ll pick you up at seven, and I’m always on time.”

Not only had he outwitted her, but his wedding band was gone. Why? On his first visit, thanks to his chatty daughter, Karyn learned his status.

“Daddy’s a widow. Sometimes he’s sad. I think he needs someone to play with,” Dori babbled on and on as Levi stood nearby, seemingly unfazed by his daughter’s assessment. A few visits later, she noted his ring finger and his bond to his deceased wife.

Karyn looked away, hoping for a diversion. She swallowed. Accepting whatever was in that bag meant more than a simple dinner. He was challenging her. Again, she hated dares.

Once Karyn found her voice, she shoved doubt aside. She never gambled, but she hoped she was wearing a poker face. She couldn’t wait to tear open her present. She knew his taste in men’s clothes and little girl’s outfits, but what did he envision for her? She beamed anyway. “I agree to your terms.”

“I’ll cherish your smile until Friday.” He winked then adjusted his glasses.

“Don’t you need my address?”

“Nope. I followed your bus home awhile back,” Levi said, unashamed, then he exited the store more conceited than when he first entered.

She didn’t register his last remark as she peeked into the bag, but the gift was protected with an army of colored tissue. “Yep. This is definitely some kind of test,” she whispered to herself. She had mapped out a schedule for school, work, and church. How was she going to make room for a man?
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“You stalked the woman?” Rossi Tolliver asked incredulously over the phone. “Have you lost your mind? There are laws against that...” He rattled on the phone from his home, advising Levi of the repercussions.

Annoyed with his cousin who was also the church youth minister, Levi gritted his teeth and huffed. Leave it to Rossi to overreact. What was stalking anyway—a misdemeanor? “Call it what you want, but it was for her protection.” Satisfied with his own explanation, Levi finger combed the fine hairs of his mustache.

Protection. His mind began to drift back forty-eight months ago to the day that his life changed forever.

“The Lord allowed the devil to steal the most important person in my life—my wife! God okayed that.” Levi had made the bold accusation as he faced off with Rossi the nightmarish day before Diane’s funeral. The two were holed up in the bedroom Levi had once shared with Diane. The closed door separated them from the crowd of comforters who did everything but console. Laughing and eating mocked the sad occasion.

“I’m angry with God. Does that make me less of a Christian?” Levi braced himself, fearing the answer. Some might have considered his questions juvenile, but his state of mind at the time was anything but logical.

“God has grace for all emotions. He doesn’t make any mistakes.” Rossi’s prayers and counsel had cushioned the blows to Levi’s distraught spirit. “Whatever you do, don’t sin against God. Our thoughts aren’t God’s thoughts. Once we’re in the Holy City, the Lord might tell us His reasons. Psalm 116:15 says, ‘Precious in the sight of the LORD is the death of his saints.’ God never takes anything away without replacing what you lost.”

Rossi’s words sounded good, but provided no comfort. “Look, man, I’ve got a little girl in there—” Levi paused, pointing an unsteady finger in the direction of the other side of the door—“who is two months old. Dori won’t have a mother when she begins to talk, walk; or to take snapshots at her first birthday party. She’ll never know Diane...”

When Levi’s shoulders began to shudder, he grabbed the first available thing—a baby’s blanket—to muffle his tears of agony. He was grateful Rossi never pulled the “men don’t cry” macho line.

Once he had regained some composure, Rossi gripped Levi’s hands and prayed in a hushed whisper, “Lord, You left us with a Comforter. We need help to trust You through this stormy time in our lives.”

“Right.” But Levi hadn’t believed it.

So as the days faded into weeks, Levi’s friends and family grew impatient with his slump. Most folks expected him to get his act together, accept his fate, and move on. But it didn’t work that way. Levi had been mentally trapped. His grief was not a pre-existing condition that had a three-month waiting period in hopes he could get treatment and be better. As his emotions ran their course, well-wishers threw up their hands in defeat and abandoned Levi.

“You’re torturing yourself,” someone had accused him.

That had been Levi’s prerogative. At thirty-one, he had not been prepared for the early death of his spouse; so because of the senseless criminal act, the hole in his life continued to enlarge. Levi did what any other grief-stricken man would have done. He secluded himself and Dori inside their home, rarely leaving except for necessities.

The second year after Diane’s death was worse for Levi. It was a reminder that the previous year had been the first. It had become a cycle of heartache.

By the time Dori turned three years old, life had caught up with Levi, forcing him to make changes. He uprooted his daughter from their North St. Louis city home and moved across the Mississippi River to the bordering state of Illinois. He had to put some distance between him and the neighborhood reminders, yet he was still less than fifteen minutes from downtown St. Louis.

When his mother had suggested counseling, Levi had refused. “Sitting in a room, forming a circle, and sharing my pain with a group of strangers in exchange for listening to those competing for who suffered the worst tragedy is not going to help me move on.”

Finally, Levi ate his words when he agreed to seek help. He quit after the first grief meeting because it was as he had predicted. Talking to a group of unknown faces didn’t advance his healing. Surprisingly, one-on-one sessions with a professional, along with counseling from their pastor, did help.

Levi snapped out of his musing when Rossi pulled him out of his trance.

“I hope Karyn will interpret your stalking as protection,” Rossi said.

During that difficult time, Rossi never questioned Levi’s behavior. Being business partners, his cousin had picked up the slack at their office. Now, Levi was back in control.

“Listen.” Levi pushed aside a proposal on his desk for the revitalization of a business district in downtown East St. Louis, Illinois, they would rename Tolliver Town. It was a historical area that had been neglected for decades. The new plans called for a strip mall that would house classy boutique shops and other small businesses but wouldn’t charge the merchants Wall Street rent.

“Role play with me. I’m driving off the parking lot at St. Clair Square Mall. I thought I saw Karyn sitting on a bus stop bench. She told me she liked flashy cars, so I assumed she had wheels. Maybe not flashy since she worked at a bookstore.” Levi leaned back, rocking his office chair, almost tilting it over because it wasn’t on wheels. He grabbed the edge of his mahogany desk for support.

“The woman is hot. That simple uniform she wears can’t hide it. At first that braid down her back gave me the impression she was barely twenty.” Levi took a deep breath. “Was I wrong? Her shapely hips would make any man think twice about dismissing her as a budding juvenile. I guarantee every male species on that bus wanted to ask her out. I wasn’t about to let that happen.” Levi’s testosterone came alive with a thunder. Instead of his world remaining in black and white, it turned into living color.

As Levi steadied himself in his chair, he stared at a beautiful set of gray eyes from a wallet size photo on his desk. Diane smiled at him. The picture was taken before they knew she was expecting. Sometime during the past year, he had swapped the eight-by-ten portrait for the smaller one.

Diane’s image was swallowed up in a shrine of Dori’s pictures at different stages in her young life. She may be hidden from sight, but Levi knew he would always feel her presence. Blinking, Levi pushed his glasses back on the bridge of his nose.

“Anyway, I thought maybe her car was down,” Levi continued. “As I drove closer, an SUV blocked my view. The bus came, and the next thing I knew she was climbing on. I started honking my horn and everybody stared at me, but her.”

Rossi didn’t control a wayward yawn. “Classy woman. Why should she give a crazy man an audience?”

“Yeah, right.” Levi ignored Rossi’s dig. “Since it was dark and the lights were on inside the bus, I noticed male riders outnumbered Karyn. I escorted her until she got off—at a distance, of course. I wanted to make sure she got home safely.”

“Of course. Although I’m not sure whether Karyn would appreciate your gallant efforts, you should’ve at least gone through the motions of taking her address, so she wouldn’t think she was about to go out with a criminal or insane person.”

Levi grunted. His cousin was most irritating when he was right.

“So, you finally asked her out—”

“Correction. She finally said yes. That woman hustled me, probably without knowing it.” Levi wasn’t about to disclose how he eliminated more of Karyn’s excuses.

While shopping for Dori, he took a shortcut through the women’s section at Macy’s. When a dress on a mannequin caught Levi’s eye, he envisioned Karyn in it. He didn’t stop his mind from drifting again.

Several female associates were eager to assist him. They eagerly agreed to model outfits until they learned it was for a woman who wasn’t his mother, sister, or cousin. They tried on several dresses until one held his attention. Karyn Wallace would definitely enhance it. He guessed the woman was about Karyn’s size.

Besides his daughter, Levi had never bought a woman a piece of clothing before. His mother, Sharon, preferred cash; Diane enjoyed the thrill of ordering out of catalogs. On the rare occasion when Diane did venture into the malls, she never deviated from her routine: Go into a store with a mission, come out with it completed.

“Would you stop zoning out on me,” Rossi ordered.

“Sorry.” Levi wasn’t. “There’s something about Karyn that makes me want to jump into the water, whether I can swim or not. There’s a certain level of mystique about her and that fascinates me.”

Rossi barked out a laugh before sobering. “Sounds like a Tolliver man talking. I just hope she lives up to your hype.”

Levi removed his glasses and rubbed his eyes “You know I wasn’t looking, but it’s as if God placed her right before my eyes, sorta like ‘Here Adam, take Eve.’”

“I hope Jesetta will see that as divine intervention.”

“I doubt it.” Levi grunted, thinking about his fiery sister-in-law. “Jet vowed to be mad at the world for eternity. That type of anger was robbing me of my life and getting old.”

“Jet needs Jesus to put her out of her misery, but she doesn’t tolerate close encounters with church folks. She cautioned me not to even think about laying hands on her for prayer. She’s too young to let bitterness ruin her life.” Rossi paused. His tone changed. “But I’m not in her shoes. Diane was her baby sister for twenty-six years, and you were married to her for almost two years.”

Jet stirred up tornadoes where there weren’t any wind. She made no excuses for taking prisoners. That’s just how devastated she was over her sister’s death. If Jet felt like lashing out, she didn’t care about the victim.

His daughter was the exception. Dori could wrap her aunt around her pinky. Jet’s attempt to usurp Levi’s authority about Dori’s proper upbringing fizzled. In the calmest Holy Ghost spirit God gave Levi, he put Jet back in her unsanctified place.

Although Levi respected Jet’s anger, he had learned how to mask his grief until he was behind closed doors. Otherwise, he had a pre-set smile in place, but if one looked closer, his sadness was undeniable.

Dori was Levi’s sunshine and rain. Her generous smile and curious eyes filled him with laughter. Her expressions, similar to Diane’s, made him ache for his daughter who was left without a chance of knowing her mother.

Levi’s life started to change months ago when he and Dori were leaving the mall after attending a Disney movie marathon. They were almost out the door when a larger-than-life poster of a clown in Bookshelves Unlimited’s window captured Dori’s fancy. If it weren’t for the guidance of Levi’s mother and father, Victor and Sharon Tolliver, Dori would be a spoiled brat, but he had caved in to her whim that day. As Karyn weaved tales, they were instantly caught up in her web.

“I like pop-up books,” Dori had informed Karyn.

“They’re my favorite, too. You can play with them as you read.” Karyn squatted to Dori’s level. The beauty of Karyn’s hair was hidden in a fat, single braid.

Before long, other children swarmed around Karyn as she lined them up to see the live clown whose image was in the poster. She played several games while the clown blew up balloons, then twisted them into odd shapes, supposedly resembling animals. Dori had remained at Karyn’s side, trailing her to the café where treats were available. Without realized it, Levi had been in the store an hour.

By the time they made it to the register, Dori wore some type of a balloon crown and carried five pop-up books. Reflecting on that day, the true magical moment happened in that bookstore for Levi, not while watching the Princess and the Frog, one of three old Disney movies they had seen that day.

After that impromptu visit, he and Dori returned to the bookstore every Saturday morning. Levi couldn’t tell if Karyn noticed him or whether she did an excellent job of ignoring him. Oddly, that was his motivation for making his presence larger-than-life.

Although Levi wasn’t conceited, he knew he was a good catch. His sister-in-law had warned him countless times about vultures ready to eat him alive. Those were Jet’s words, not his, and Levi didn’t ask for an interpretation.

“You’ve talked about her beauty. You’ve mentioned her charm, but what about Christ in her life? Any evidence that she is committed?” Rossi quizzed.

“I know that’s your focus as a minister, but man, what do you expect me to do? Walk up to her, introduce myself, then ask a list of questions, which include ‘are you saved and sanctified, been baptized in Jesus’ name, what church do you attend, who is your pastor’ and on and on?”

“It works for me.”

Levi huffed. “No surprise there. I prefer a woman who lives it, not just professes it. That’s what going out to dinner is for. I’ve never seen her have a bad day, even one time when a coworker was giving her grief about something. I went on alert, ready to intervene and distract.”

“You mean defend,” Rossi interjected.

“If necessary. The woman was a giant over Karyn, rude and loud.”

“Hmm, reminds me of your sister-in-law. You sure it wasn’t Jet?”

“Funny.” Levi glanced at his desk clock then at the plaques on the wall, recognizing the company’s accomplishments and noting the time. “We have a business to run. I don’t have time to go over plans for the Jones development—”

“You left me hanging,” Rossi stated, “about how Karyn handled the situation with the woman. That’s a true test of a person’s character—how she reacts in conflict.”

“Karyn didn’t cower.” Levi grinned as if he was the one responsible for her tact. “She retained her professionalism and walked away. I trailed her to make sure she was okay—”

“So that was the start of your stalking addiction,” Rossi said.

“Yeah, right, but get this. I’m sure she didn’t think she had an audience when she pulled a Bible off the shelf and flipped through the pages. She mouthed a few verses, took a deep breath, and returned the Bible to its place. It wasn’t for show.”

He held a higher opinion and greater admiration for the beautiful bookseller who seemed to apply Christian principles. He wanted to know more about her. Dori served as a great interrogator. Levi learned Karyn and Dori shared September birthdays. He stored that fact in his mental notebook. Besides that and the apartment building where she lived, Levi had a running list of questions.

“Cuz,” Rossi said, breaking into Levi’s reverie, “I don’t want to deflate your fascination, but you’re right. Christians do more than quote scriptures. It’s how long they stay in the ring with the devil before they take him down that’s the true test.”

“I want this. I want to get to know Karyn, and if I have to put on boxing gloves to make that happen, then bring it on,” Levi boasted.
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Rossi was one of the most sought-after youth ministers at Living for Jesus Church where two sets of the Tolliver family fellowshipped. He knew how to pray, and at times, God allowed him to discern demonic criminal activity around him.

As a widower, Levi was also the most sought-after bachelor. But it appeared he might be emotionally healed and ready to move on. Rossi smiled as he closed his Bible.

He lived in an upscale building that was the brainchild of Tollivers Real Estate and Development. Rossi and Levi’s company had overseen the renovation of the former fifty-five-year-old warehouse. The six-story building featured multi-level lofts, condos, and a penthouse. Even some of their family members were residents.

The cousins were often referred to as the comeback construction kids. The Tollivers had an eye to discern when to renovate or when restoration was the only way. They were known for transforming long-forgotten black neighborhoods into majestic masterpieces. If an area was blighted, their crew gave it a facelift. If they couldn’t resuscitate a building, their demolition crew took it down.

As teenagers, Rossi, who was two years older than Levi, was the ringleader of seven cousins. As men, his bond with Levi never waned, and their bloodline had little to do with it. When Rossi repented of his sins, he set a standard for salvation that most of the young Tolliver men followed.

Rossi and Levi were alike in many ways. They worked in the same profession. Where Rossi enjoyed buying up large tracts of land in depressed areas, Levi had the vision to develop them. Both were diehard college football fans; Rossi cheered for the Baltimore Ravens, Levi was behind the Philadelphia Eagles all the way, and the Tollivers believed in strong family ties. Levi and Rossi would take soul food over barbecue any day and had the same taste in clothes—stylish but conservative.

Most times they shared the same taste in women—physically appealing, not necessarily outright stunning, and a healthy dose of temperance in their response to situations. They had to know how to hold it together when things didn’t work in their favor. In the past, the pair had a close enough relationship to sometimes guess what the other was thinking. They didn’t agree on everything, and that was the source of heated debates. Still, they loved each other and had each other’s back.

Where Levi was barely six feet, Rossi made up for it at six five. Levi wore glasses, Rossi had perfect vision. Levi was too light skinned for Rossi’s taste, considering Rossi was a degree away from being called midnight black. Levi could thank his Jewish mother for that one. Rossi appreciated his sole African heritage.

It was argued that the Tolliver clan included cousins in every state. Rossi never challenged the assertion. With a Pentecostal upbringing, the Tollivers spawned babies as if they were in a race to see what the end would be. It was the norm for their households to have five-plus children. However, Levi and Rossi’s parents didn’t make the cut. Levi’s father, Victor, had three sons. Rossi’s father, Ross, had four sons; neither brother had daughters.

Before Diane came along, Rossi often joked, “If she has a sister, hook me up.” Well, Diane did have a sister. Jesetta wasn’t a bad person or bad looking. She was a born dictator and expected everyone else to line up behind her without question. Following the death of her sister, her mood swings were almost unbearable.

Over the past four years, Rossi never left Levi’s side—always a phone call away. Levi had a massive hole in his heart and life. Rossi had silently prayed for his cousin to get out of his personal purgatory where the past seemed to have a steady grip. It would never close, but the right woman, the right circumstances, and the right blessings from God could keep it from growing. Was the time now?

“Jesus, I’m not privy to what’s going on in Levi’s heart, but let me be a vessel for him,” Rossi prayed. Shutting his eyes, he rolled his neck. Most folks didn’t understand the responsibilities of a youth minister and the burdens they carried, especially when some hardships were close to home. He ministered to teenagers struggling with drugs, young girls who were sexually active either by their choice or force. He had to pray for those who had given up hope and were ready to accept the consequences of suicide. God gave him a yoke for souls.

Finally, it appeared grief had run its course, but Levi’s haunting words stayed with Rossi even after four years.

At one time, in addition to Levi carrying his wallet, he carried Visine and a face towel. “Kleenex isn’t sturdy enough to hold my tears,” he had said.

That’s when Rossi started praying like he never had before. Just because Levi finally had a new lady in his life, didn’t mean it was time for Rossi to stop praying.
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“Where does it say in our parole manual that ex-felons can’t date?” Cynthia Williams, a.k.a Buttercup, asked then twisted her lips in a challenge. She was referring to the pocket-size booklet that was designed to instill terror in parolees or probationers.

Karyn observed her roommate who wore two lip colors at the same time: pink on the upper lip, red on her full bottom one. When the mood hit, Buttercup experimented with bold shades of brown, orange or purple and burgundy lipsticks. Somehow, Buttercup could pull it off among her other quirky fashion statements.

For the past twelve months, they shared a common area for watching TV, a bathroom, plus a kitchenette. For privacy, their living space had separate bedrooms. Buttercup had been at New Beginnings when Karyn had moved in. It was one of a dozen women’s traditional centers approved by the Illinois Department of Corrections.

“Umm-hmm.” Buttercup clicked off the TV and in a mocked frenzy reached for her backpack. Methodically, she began to search through its compartments.

Karyn was convinced the woman was a self-proclaimed member of somebody’s Indian tribe. Buttercup meticulously maintained her thirty-inch-plus hair weave in stringy cornrows, then crowned her forehead with wide headbands—a different color for each day of the week. Buttercup used her extended nail tips, lavish with art décor, to shuffle through the Illinois re-entry booklet.

Where Karyn’s skin tone had a butterscotch hue, Buttercup’s skin was like a rainbow. She was fair enough to turn red when she was heated, a yellow tint when she was sick, and blue from bruises when she bumped into something as she did regularly.

“Page three,” Karyn said absentmindedly to annoy her friend as payback for nagging her about the date. She hadn’t tried on the dress because she was too distracted admiring every detail.

When she had arrived home from work a few days earlier, Karyn had practically shredded the colored tissue paper to get to the gold-foil gift-wrapped box. Once opened, the contents were like a jack-in-the-box where the garment sprung from its confines.

With gentleness as if it were  a newborn baby, Karyn had cradled the black velvet dress as she lifted it up and laid it on her pink-and-brown–paisley print bedspread. She fingered the dress’s accent: a white chiffon border that extended pass the hem at least an inch. The sleeves were also made of chiffon—black—with black satin ribbons that tied at the wrists. Now, the exquisite gift was still tempting her to “come on, try me on.”

Buttercup’s tsking caught Karyn’s attention.

“I haven’t found it, and you know I can’t afford another violation.” Buttercup gnawed on her lip, mumbling. “That chick who was shoplifting at the grocery store was trying to set me up. It’s a good thing God had my back on that one, because if I was going back to prison, I would’ve insisted she be my cellmate.” She snapped her fingers and shook her head. “Wait a minute. That’s the old me talking crazy, isn’t it?”

Praise God the parole officer believed Buttercup was innocent of any involvement. Karyn couldn’t fathom how ironic that a six-feet, two-inch woman with a quick temper earned such as sweet, non-intimidating nickname.

If people knew their situations, which Karyn preferred they didn’t, they would pin manslaughter—involuntary—on Buttercup and forgery on her. Karyn smothered a bitter chuckle. Looks were deceiving. Who could pinpoint a sinner and a saint? Thank God for Christ being the Master Forgiver of sins.

She had been twenty-two years old when she made an irreversible life-alternating mistake. When the trial was over a year later, she was sentenced to serve four years and fifteen days in prison. She vowed never again to break any more laws. Karyn knew a vow to God couldn’t be taken lightly. The Lord meant business, and so did she.

Karyn believed in the truth-setting-people-free scripture, but John 8:32 had a special clause. A person had to first discover the truth. The past was just that—the past. Jesus’s blood had washed her slate as clean as Dove soap.

Slapping the booklet closed, Buttercup squinted at Karyn. She took great pleasure in taking a deep breath before speaking in a soft tone. “Hmm. Maybe I can’t find it because...” She shouted, “It’s not in there!”

“Isn’t it?” Karyn shrugged, not one bit repentant that she put her friend through that needless search.

“Game over. We have enough rules to follow. Why would you want to put another yoke around our necks when it comes to going out?”

“I feel like we’re operating on the ‘Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell’ policy. If it wasn’t for the government’s Work Opportunity tax credit or WOTC, I don’t know if employers would be willing to hire us ex-offenders and we wouldn’t have a chance. Don’t mention housing discrimination, or add dating to the mix. I don’t want a man who feels he has to watch his back, his wallet, and his woman. What was I thinking? It’s too soon for me.” Karyn couldn’t keep the dejected mood from descending on her.

“Wrong. Jesus gives us second chances. You better remember that because no one else will.” Buttercup’s game face meant she had no patience for an argument.

She and Karyn were Crowns for Christ Church’s prison ministry protégées. Without the church’s mission, neither woman might ever have turned to Christ.

During a prison visit, an evangelist prophesized the Lord was calling five women to redemption. Karyn and Buttercup were among the others who believed the message and had come forward with repentance in their hearts, not only seeking God’s forgiveness, but receiving something so powerful—the Holy Ghost with outside evidence. The experience gave them hope behind bars. Then they became the beneficiaries of Crowns for Christ’s monthly donations of inspirational books. Plus prison necessity items of undergarments, toiletries, and money orders for other incidentals.

Karyn gnawed on her lips. She had too much on her plate without worrying about a romantic entanglement. “I’m not going,” she decided.

“Oh yes, you are.” Buttercup squinted.

“No, I’m not. I should’ve never encouraged him by accepting his gift. He said if I tried it on, it was a yes. Since the tag is still on it. I’m giving it back.”

“Well, I guess it’s settled.” Buttercup towered over her, walked out of Karyn’s bedroom without an argument, then minutes later returned.

Recognizing her roommate’s on-a-mission expression, Karyn swiped the garment off the bed. “What do you think you’re doing?”

In a swifter action, Buttercup snatched it out Karyn’s arms and yanked the tag off. “Oops. Sorry, but scissors are prohibited. Hope I didn’t rip a seam.” She grinned.

“Give that back!” Karyn was hot with disbelief as she, in a vain attempt, tried to wrestle the dress back.

“Sure.” Unzipping the dress, Buttercup produced a marker and scribbled something on the inside before tossing it back on the bed.

“Are you crazy? What did you do that for?” Karyn raced to her bathroom. “You’re nuts,” she yelled over her shoulder. She came back with a wet hand towel. “I hope I can wipe off those marks, or you better keep one eye open while you sleep, crazy.”

Clearly, Buttercup’s blood sugar was low or something. She had never done anything without thinking it through as long as Karyn knew her.

“I doubt it will come out. Permanent usually means permanent,” she said smugly. “And hey, I’m a jailbird. You know I know how to sleep with one eye cracked.” Folding her arms, Buttercup struck a pose that reminded her of the stereotypical Indian stance.

Rolling her eyes, Karyn deciphered the messy inscription: Gift from God. “What is wrong with you? Now, I can’t return it. I don’t even know if it’s my size.”

“You better believe it’s your size. If not, you’re missing dinner tonight and breakfast tomorrow. Don’t make me withhold water to squeeze you into that beauty.”

Tears of frustration temporarily blinded Karyn as she flopped on the bed. “This won’t work.” She covered her face with her small hands.

“Listen, Wallace, you’re a new creature. Jesus died on the cross to redeem us.” Buttercup pointed out. “Old things are passed away. All things are new. Nobody can pin anything on us.” She thumped her chest, then joined her friend on the bed. “This Levi guy sees something in you God has shown him...”

Karyn temporarily zoned out. Hadn’t Levi said something similar?

“People go on dates all the time, except for me of course. Halo and I are just biding our time. Once we complete our parole, then look out. But for you, a date could mean dinner, dancing, or a movie, not a marriage proposal or a contract to bear his children.”

Karyn gave her a murderous glance, then replayed 2 Corinthians 5:17, which Buttercup had quoted from: “Therefore if any man be in Christ, he is a new creature. Old things are passed away; behold all things are new.”

“It’s just one dinner that came with a dress. It’s no different than a prize that comes in a cereal box.” She frowned. “You still can get prizes in a cereal box, right? Anyway, you get the point. I love God.” She sighed with a worshipping expression as she clasped her hands. “He doesn’t withhold blessings.”

“That’s just it, Butter. I don’t know if Levi or a free dinner is my blessing.”

“Think of it this way; if he keeps inviting you out and you keep accepting, you’ll have a complete wardrobe. Just think of Michael Jackson’s “Bad” hit—you know the black leather jacket, the tough look, and the strut. You’re bad, you know it...” Buttercup harmonized note for note. In contrast, Buttercup’s dance steps were off beat.

Leaving her bedroom, Karyn paced their common room. “There are several problems.” Karyn started counting off using her fingers. “I’m on parole for another year. I have a curfew. My job barely pays more than minimum wage. I don’t have a stash of clothes. I’m paying for my class—”

“Karyn! We are not the victims here, remember?” Buttercup followed. “But you’re starting to sound like one. Unless you want my size eighteen-and-a-half to snuggle up inside that dress—and I will break some seams—then I suggest you check your doubt at the back door and welcome faith in at the front, and I don’t mean Faith Hill either.

“Now, I’m hungry. Spaghetti at dinner is never filling. All this brainstorming worked up my appetite.” Buttercup dragged her feet into their kitchenette. She began slamming cabinet doors. Karyn knew she was in search of peanut butter, honey, and bread. Once the stash was found, Buttercup grinned over her shoulder. “Of course you don’t have to worry about your hair or nails. I’ll do those for you for free.”

This was becoming a big to-do about nothing. “Of course,” Karyn groaned.

Known for mixing concoctions with plant extracts and basic food staples to make enriching hair and skin conditions, Buttercup was considered the beauty guru. And she had earned many of the residents’ and a few staffers’ respect as an eccentric fashion consultant since she graduated from cosmetology school while serving time in prison.

Picking up the dress, Karyn walked back into her bedroom and grabbed a hanger from her closet. After slipping it inside the delicate sleeves, Karyn hung it up. When she returned to the common room, Buttercup was relaxing with a sandwich in one hand and the TV remote in the other.

Karyn leaned against the door opening and folded her arms. “Do you think it’s a coincidence that he gave me a present that was too early for Christmas, too late for my birthday, but right on my one-year anniversary of my release?”

“John 8:36 is my last word on the matter until the next time: He who the Son has set free is free indeed.”
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Karyn marveled at Levi’s ability to guess her size, plus give her some breathing room to enjoy dinner. Once she had stepped into the dress, it was as if an imaginary wand circled her from the bottom of her feet to the crown of her head, transforming her into a princess as if she were the main character in a Disney movie. Buttercup oohed and ahhed as Karyn strutted across the room’s impromptu runway.

Somehow, Levi must have known she would confirm the date. Karyn had to admit she was curious about their magnetism. Buttercup threatened to put her in a choke hold if she didn’t admit she was willing to at least dispel or confirm an attraction.

Buttercup sniffed and toyed with her headband. She dabbed her eyes before accidentally popping her forehead with the headband. “Ouch.” Her roommate rubbed her forehead. “You remind me of the night of my prom. The cutest guy in my senior class asked me out. Percy Atkinson was fine—short but fine. I’ll never forget that night...”

Clearing her throat, Karyn tapped her foot. “Is this about you or me?” she teased.

“Sorry.”

Praying for their new beginnings, Karyn reflected on Lamentations 3:22, 23 God’s compassions are new every morning. Then they retreated to their bedrooms.

Friday morning at work, Karyn counted down the hours before she saw Levi. She was as excited as a school girl knowing the cutest boy in her class had a crush on her. She was thankful God was merciful to allow her to experience a fairy-tale moment.

In the six months since Karyn had worked at Bookshelves Unlimited, she prided herself on never missing work, calling in sick, or late, thanks to an on-time bus schedule.

Why did her first date happened to fall on a busy day? Karyn was nervous about asking to get off early. Her case manager had approved her request to go out on a date—forgoing the required one week advance notice—but she would have to explain why her paycheck was short. One of New Beginnings Center’s rules was that a counselor had to verify residents’ pay stubs in order to withhold thirty percent to establish and build a savings account for each woman. How the mighty had fallen. Coming from an influential political family, she never wanted for anything until she broke the law. 

Is this worth it? She didn’t have the same liberties as other ladies who would say yes to an evening out. She didn’t have a disposable income to lavish on outfits, or a carefree lifestyle to enjoy the company of a good-looking man until after the clock struck midnight. Not anymore.

One of her many favorite customers labored to clear the bookstore entrance. Karyn hurried to help her. “Good morning, Mrs. Harris. How are you today?”

Mrs. Harris had elongated huffing. “Considering I woke up this morning,” she paused, gathered a deep breath, then continued. “I’d say I’m off to a good start.”

The woman was as tall—maybe five feet five—as she was wide. Karyn couldn’t distinguish where her bust ended and hips began. Her clothes were a uniform of dull colors, but rain or shine, heat or snow, she always topped off her look with a hat, bearing fruits, flowers, feathers, or something odd that defied people to take a second look.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
2011 EMMA AWARD WINNER
"Best Inspirational Romance"






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





