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CHAPTER ONE


	 


	Christalyn sat on the steps outside of the brownstone in the late afternoon at the end of February.  She was paralyzed by pain and it was difficult to express.  Mortified over the recent events in her life, the tears refused to abate on her cheeks.  They kept pushing through her lids like needles.  She buried her face in her hands feeling as if her entire world caved in.  The brisk February winds numbed her face and hands.  The dying rays of the sun spearing through violet overcast clouds, was her only friend. 


	Christalyn recalled the events in the past months which brought her life on his downward spiral.  At the tender age of seven she placed in trust in Jesus Christ.  He was always there for her, but Jesus seemed worlds away at that point.  There was a steady impression on the inside reminding her of Hebrews 13:5, “I will never leave you, nor forsake you…,” but the pain screamed more audibly than the still, small voice of God’s Spirit. 


	Remembering how horribly she treated her best friend Paul Cates, only made her feel worse.  Paul lived right across the hall from her on the first level of the brownstone.  He’d warned her repeatedly that if she continued dating Harrison Blake, things would not turn out well.  But she didn’t listen to Paul-or to anyone else for that matter.  


	Paul was the kindest person Christalyn knew, but she was afraid she lost him as a result of her poor choices in past months.  She was stubborn and insisted on living out the worst mistake of her life.  Now, even Paul who was always loving and supportive was far removed from her miserable existence.   


	Christalyn met Harrison Blake on the campus of Lakeview University six months earlier.  The day they met was one of the most memorable days of her life.  As she sat on the steps freezing, Christalyn remembered her first day of graduate studies back in September.  She was looking forward to starting the Masters in Speech Pathology coursework.  She worked for The Speech Lab as a speech therapist in downtown Lakeview.  Attaining the degree would secure her the position of administrative leader on her floor.  The position was something she aspired to.  


	It was cold and rainy on campus that fateful morning.  Christalyn was running late for a Political Science course-frustrated that she forgot to carry an umbrella.  However, the goal was to make it to Brown Hall in one piece, and not be late for the very first lecture. Sprinting through the rain, her mom’s voice reverberated in her thoughts, “You can never be too cautious, Sweetheart.  Always carry an umbrella, Tylenols and an extra pair of underwear”.  Christalyn assessed that her mother seemed to always be right about most things. 


	She managed to cover quite a bit of ground, and Brown Hall wasn’t too far away.  There was a straight path in the direction of the building.  There were no obstructions in reaching her goal, but all of the sudden out of nowhere, she hit a brick wall.  Christalyn’s legs buckled and she fell to the ground.   For a moment she felt totally disoriented, and it took a minute to process that she was on the ground being pummeled by freezing rainwater.  The chill cut through her bones. She was shocked by the unprecedented collision, and she was shivering from the cold.   


	“I am so sorry,” the baritone was as gentle as the strong hands which helped Christalyn off of the ground.  “I’m so sorry.  Are you alright?” the young man asked in concern.  


	“I’m okay-at least I will be,” Christalyn said.  “This is just not my morning,” she humored-brushing grass and mud from off of her new jeans. 


	“Sorry to hear that, but I know how that goes,” he said pleasantly. 


	Up until that very moment Christalyn had not taken a moment to look at the stranger who both knocked her down and helped her to her feet.  However, when she finally looked at him she was mesmerized.  Her eyes locked potently to the strangers, and for a moment Christalyn found it difficult to speak.  She seemed to be experience some kind of power failure, because her mouth ceased to work.  Awestruck, she took a moment to size up the young man. 


	He was about 6'2" and rugged.  His complexion was butter-scotch and his light brown eyes accented his perfect face.  His well-formed mouth was an artist’s masterpiece.  They were beckoning like some caramel confection she was trying to resist.  Moreover, his dark, wavy hair was made even more torturous because of the moisture in the air.  In short, he was a walking enigma.  He was wearing a rust-colored sweater, jeans, stylish sports shoes and a navy blue windbreaker.  All of the sudden, the downpour was no longer an issue as Christalyn stood there admiring the young man’s well-crafted features.  She was more than just a little bit distracted.  


	“Miss, are you alright?” the stranger asked repeatedly.  


	“Huh…?”  Christalyn said, dazed.


	“Are you alright?” he asked again.


	“I’m fine,” Christalyn snapped to attention.  She was still quavering, but it wasn’t only from the bone-chilling weather. 


	“You’re freezing,” he said.  Without hesitation he took off his windbreaker and draped it over Christalyn’s shoulders.  “I hope that helps,” he said considerately-staring into her eyes with genuine concern.  


	Christalyn was grateful for his act of kindness.  She couldn’t believe he just gave her his jacket when they didn’t even know each other.  She felt it to be a very gallant gesture.  The young man took it one step further by sharing his umbrella.  Quietly, she accepted his help as he walked her over to Brown Hall.  They climbed up the steps and walked the remainder of the way silently.  Christalyn felt self-conscious walking so closely to the gorgeous stranger, but he hardly seemed affected at all.   


	When they stepped into the building Christalyn was able get a better look at her knight-in blue jacket armor, kind enough to protect her from the storm.  Seeing him in the brightly lit backdrop made her realize just how incredible he really was.  His eyes shone like golden leaves on a sunny autumn day, and she was captivated. 


	“Thank you so much,” she finally managed a full sentence. .


	“Are you going to be alright?  I’m so sorry I bumped into you like that,” he said pertained.  “You can hold on to the jacket if you like,” he added with a beautiful smile.   


	Christalyn was still trembling like an old garment in the wind, but she was thawing out because it was warm inside of the building.  “I’m fine now,” she reassured.  “Thank you for the offer,” she said more lucidly.    


	“Where are my manners?  I haven’t even introduced myself.  I’m Harrison Blake,” his voice resonated, and there was that smile again.  Harrison extended his hand out to Christalyn in greeting.  She shook his hand cordially.  His strong, gentle grasp felt warm and secure.  All of the sudden she was aware of how awful she probably looked.  Her hair was a mess and her clothes were totally saturated with rainwater.  Even her pristine white turtleneck sweater clung to her body like her own skin.   


	Moving past feelings of insecurity, Christalyn finally asserted, “I’m Christalyn Boyd, and it’s nice to meet you, Harrison!  Here’s your jacket.”  She gently removed his jacket from about her shoulders and handed it back to him.  “You’ll probably need it for later.” 


	“Are you sure?” he checked. 


	Christalyn offered a warm smile.  “I’m sure.  You know, I’m so grateful that I literally bumped into you today,” she bantered.  Both she and Harrison laughed over her dry comment.  


	“Yeah, you serve a mean tackle there, Lil lady!” Harrison teased while flirting with her.  And, you wouldn’t think it to look at you!”  


	Christalyn blushed and smiled awkwardly.  She was so wrapped up in talking to Harrison, she forgot all about her class.  It suddenly dawned on her how late she was running for the first Political Science lecture.  Making to class on time was the reason she was running across campus to begin with.  “Harrison, thank you for everything,” she said abruptly.  “I promise never to tackle you again, because I’m the one who wound up on the ground,” she teased.  


	Harrison laughed. “Believe me when I say you gave me a run for my money.”  He hesitated staring into her eyes.   “I really I didn’t mind.”   


	“I’m running late for my lecture, so I have to go,” she said hurriedly.  She excused herself and took to running down the hallway.  “Nice to meet you, Harrison,” she called out just before she turned away. 


	“Nice meeting you, Christalyn,” Harrison said affably.  “Hope to see you again soon.”  He watched her disappear at a corner at the end of the hallway. 


	 


	***


	 


	The moment Christalyn stepped into the lecture hall she knew she’d interrupted the Professor Lloyd’s discourse on the principles of the Founding Fathers and the Constitution.  He looked displeased as she slunk towards the back end of the room and slipped into a seat.  She was all of fifteen minutes late.  Professor Lloyd digressed and began detailing just how much he hated tardiness.  Moreover, he warned that if a student makes it a habit of coming in late-even if they were an A student-the practice would deduct from their grade. 


	Christalyn was embarrassed that the professor chose to make an example of her.  She’d tried so hard to make it to the first lecture on time, but things weren’t terribly awry.  While she sat there squirming, it dawned on her that she’d have to work that much harder to erase his initial impression of her.  


	In spite of the infraction, she managed to take a few notes-hoping to make up for the lost fifteen minutes.  After a while she settled in and actually began enjoying the lecture.  She sensed that Edwin Lloyd was austere, but after he broke down the course requirements, she knew she was right.  At the end of the discourse, he advised the students to pick up their textbooks from the campus book store without hesitation. 


	Sometime after 11 a.m. Christalyn was free again.  She was extremely grateful for the break between classes.  Mastering Speech 505 would be at 1 p.m. and end at half past three.  Christalyn worked out her schedule that semester to accommodate her job.  Most of her classes had to end before four, so that she could get home in time to get ready for work.   


	Christalyn felt relieved to have gotten through her first day when her speech class ended. She stepped outside the massive campus grounds, and took to walking in the direction of the campus parking lot.  Now the sun was shining radiantly in the horizon, and filtered through her clothes and skin.  She felt warm and pampered in contrast to cold and damp she felt earlier on. The perfect sunny September afternoon made her forget the tempestuous morning.  The sky was clear and blue with very little overcast.  It was now that Christalyn could take a moment to process meeting Harrison Blake.


	There was an irrepressible desire to run into him again before she left campus that afternoon.  She considered just how gentlemanly and chivalrous he behaved towards her.  Harrison seemed to be the perfect gentleman.  As Christalyn tread the expansive grounds, she realized she was just a little bit infatuated with him, so she tried to focus on other things.  


	Christalyn considered just how far God had carried her with her educational goals.  She was also grateful to be accepted into the Speech Program.  At 26 years old she was considered an exceptional beauty.  Her tall and slender frame gave her a majestic look. In fact, in her late teens she modeled for a while.  However, she chose not to make that a career.  She always knew she wanted to help others.  So, it was gratifying to be able to help children overcome speech impediments.   


	Christalyn’s stride conveyed confidence and independence.  Her hazelnut complexion was supple and shone with vitality.  Her back-length auburn hair shone with the same luster. Christalyn’s dark brown eyes were just as intense and passionate as her personality.  This devotion carried over into every aspect of her life.  She was ardent about her relationship with God, her family, her friends, books, writing, and painting as a hobby.  That afternoon Christalyn recounted how God carried through her undergraduate studies.  It was only by his power that she obtained the degree in Speech Pathology. 


	 Her work at the Speech Lab also brought about a great deal of joy.  She loved working the children-helping them to power through some of the most trying speech impediments, whether it was a lisp, stuttering or some other phonetic disorder.  But more than anything else, Christalyn loved the Lord, and she was not ashamed to confess the name of Jesus everywhere she went. 


	Her family had lived in West Lakeview, New York all their lives.  Her parents Matthew and Martha Boyd had raised six children.  Christalyn had three brothers, Max, Solomon and Patrick.  She also had two sisters, Dianne and Felicia.  Max was the eldest, followed by Solomon, Dianne, Patrick and Christalyn.  Felicia was the baby.  


	While they were growing up, the siblings were tight-knit.  They were still close, but the three eldest children were married and moved away from West Lakeview.  Only Patrick and Felicia still lived at home with their parents.  Both were still in school.  Patrick was busy completing his Medical Residency, and Felicia was an undergraduate study studying Psychology.  Max and Solomon married first. Then, Dianne met and married Neil Simmons, and they lived out in Minneapolis, Minnesota. 


	Christalyn’s parents often razzed Christalyn, Patrick and Felicia about finding love and settling down.  But, after graduating from college, Christalyn thought it was best to get her own place.  The decision did not come easy, because she hated leaving her baby sister Felicia. The two were the closest of friends.  Notwithstanding, her parents weren’t too thrilled with the idea of her moving out to East Lakeview.  They expressed their displeasure emphatically.  


	They didn’t think it was proper for a young single woman to be living alone.  According to her parents, it was an open invitation for men’s disrespect.  “Oh, honey, stay here with us for just a little bit longer.  You won’t have to worry about paying rent.  And when the time comes, we will give you away properly to a man who loves you,” Martha Boyd argued only days before Christalyn moved out. 


	“When you’re ready, you and your husband can buy a home together.  We don’t want you going off to live alone in some apartment,” Matthew Boyd echoed his wife’s sentiment.   


	Christalyn walked off campus recalling her parent’s staunch arguments on the evils of moving out.  Her parents were earth angels, but Christalyn couldn’t help thinking they were just a little overprotective of her and her siblings-even if everyone was all grown up.  However, she would never complain about how much her parents cared, because their love was a tremendous blessing.  Christalyn had hoped to move out of her parent’s honorably, because like many young people she longed to have love in her life.  She hoped and prayed for the love of a wonderful a wonderful Christian man. 


	It was something she wanted a great deal.  Often, the inclination for romance would become overwhelming.  However, she acquiesced to allow God lead her in that regard.  Before meeting Harrison, Christalyn thought she was financially and emotionally ready for marriage.  There were times she wondered why God had not yet blessed her with the right man, because she was wanted to open up her heart.  Even if she conceptualized that God was ultimately in control, her womanly desire to meet prince charming was the core of who she was.  She wanted the big wedding, the extended honeymoon, the two kids and a dog with the right person. 


	When Christalyn moved away from West Lakeview, Felicia was devastated.  However, Felicia recovered when she started college a few months later.  Ironically, because Felicia’s life had changed so drastically after she started attending college Christalyn was the one who grieved their relationship. 


	Christalyn’s place in the residential area of Summerfield in East Lakeview was the perfect haven.  It had been her home for the past three years.  Her close friend Lorraine McGill lived about ten minutes away from the brownstone.  Luckily, Christalyn had made many friends in the locale.  However, since her very first day there, there was a certain young man who’d extended himself to her.  In fact, Christalyn got to know him quite well, and now Paul Cates was her closest friend.    


	From the outset the successful Architectural Engineer endeared himself to Christalyn.  By all accounts, Paul was the kindest and most altruistic man she’d ever met.  Paul was a few years older than she was, but their connection was perfect-unique was closer to the truth.  Lorraine often got jealous because of how close Christalyn was with Paul.  Paul was Christalyn’s prayer partner, her confidant, and the most compassionate person she knew.  Relying on anyone was something she preferred not to do, but Paul made it easy to lean on him. 


	Even at their church, Strong in Christ Ministries, it was impossible to find Paul’s parallel as an exemplary man of God.  Whenever Christalyn had a problem, Paul never failed to offer his time, wisdom and support.  He was always there for her, and made it clear she mattered to him. Christalyn often wondered how it was possible for a man like Paul to have such a beautiful heart-and yet be so incredibly good-looking.  Standing at 6’2”, he was rugged, toned and had the face of a calendar post model.  Paul was an absolute dream!  His bronzed caramel complexion was creamy, and his fiery jewel brown eyes were spellbinding. 


	Notwithstanding, Paul had an amazing smile-with the straightest whitest teeth.  But he was also adorable with his dimples, full eyebrows and lengthy lashes.  Sometimes she just took the time to look at him.  He was easily one of the most beautiful people she’d ever laid eyes on. 


	So, it was impossible for the ladies to ignore him.  Christalyn usually watched the dynamic whenever Paul entered into a room.  Almost immediately, the ladies would start whispering with jaws-dropped over the tall, dark and handsome stranger.  Sadly, Paul had most of the young women who attended the single’s group at the church swooning. 


	And yet, for all of his good looks, he was extremely humble and down-to-earth.  Paul didn’t take himself very seriously, and Christalyn doubted he realized just how special he was. Christalyn knew that Paul would be a great husband for the woman God blessed him with.  Christalyn got so used to being around Paul he was more like a big brother.  Paul loved sports, and had played football back in high school.  His captivating eyes shone with the love and beauty radiating from the inside.  Christalyn loved that Paul was even more passionate about life than she was.   


	In fact, Paul’s intensity for the Lord, family, friends and life was an impressive blaze to Christalyn’s bonfire.  In spite of how awesome he was, Christalyn never considered him a romantic prospect.  Paul was very much the man of faith, and since they’d met he was always the perfect gentleman.  Even if Paul was intimidating, he was her best friend, and Christalyn felt comfortable with him.   


	She also respected Paul’s stance not to entertain her alone at his place, and he rarely hung out too long at hers.  Paul’s intention was to protect her testimony as a Christian woman.  On Sunday mornings she and Paul usually attended church together.  After the service they often went out for lunch.  That was the closest thing they did that resembled a date, but they were just friends.  Paul never expressed romantic inclinations, and if by chance he had Christalyn was totally oblivious to it.   


	Christalyn was also friendly with some of the families who lived at the brownstone.  She also freely shared her faith with them.  The Logans were a middle-aged couple who lived on the second level.  Although a very nice and sweet pair, Allan Logan openly carried out extramarital affairs with women half his age.  His wife Carol usually spent most of her days intoxicated.  The couple moved to the brownstone after their two children married; and moved away from the area.  As result of her husband’s constant cheating, Carol Logan was miserable and self-medicated by drinking excessively. 


	“Jesus loves me?” Christalyn remembered Carol asking her on day.  Christalyn had only stopped by to say hello. On that fateful afternoon, tears were in Mrs. Logan’s eyes, as Christalyn tried to make her understand that Jesus did indeed love her. However, in spite of her anguish, she had not yet made the choice to receive Christ as her Savior.  The woman was sad, lonely and needed a great deal of love and attention.  Unfortunately, her husband spent most of his time giving that love and attention to other women.  


	Tanya Bradley lived on the first level, but her apartment was down the hall from Christalyn’s and Paul’s.  Christalyn and Tanya were about the same age, but were totally different.  Tanya was incredibly beautiful and curvaceous.  Just like the Logans she wasn’t a Christian. Furthermore, Tanya managed to develop quite a reputation for entertaining lots of men at her place.  On more than one occasion Christalyn-along with others who lived at the brownstone-heard some of Tanya’s dates turned bad. 


	Even if Christalyn was cordial to the young woman, she couldn’t say they were friends. Christalyn couldn’t help feeling that she made Tanya feel uncomfortable.  Sporadically, they shared a few words whenever they were coming in and going out of the building.  Regardless of her reputation, Christalyn thought Tanya was quite affable.  Every Christmas since Christalyn had lived out there, Tanya had given her a Christmas card.  Moreover, Tanya asked that Christalyn keep her in her prayers. 


	These were some of Christalyn’s friends and acquaintances. But Christalyn also had a spiritual mother who lived at the brownstone.  Mrs. Eleanor Trammer owned the building and was a dear friend.  Widowed six years, she was still fairly young, and served as an exemplary woman of faith for Christalyn.  Christalyn’s relationship with Mrs. Trammer was a source of comfort for her parents. They were overjoyed that she had such a strong Christian mother-figure in her life.  And even if Christalyn visited her parents often, they were still extremely protective and kept her on a very tight leash. 


	 


	* * *


	 


	Christalyn managed to make it home from school at about ten minutes past four.  She parked in the spacious building lot, stepped out of the car and inhaled the pre-autumn air.  She savored the imminent changes which would soon signal a brand new season.  She thought about taking her books out from the back seat, but changed her mind.  Before mounting the steps of the building, Christalyn heard rustling behind her.  She made a sudden turn to see what the commotion was, and saw her ten year-old neighbor, Devin Alden.


	Christalyn found the way Devin expressed his crush on her humorous and adorable.  He was blushing as she looked at him.  Christalyn smiled openly.  “Hello, Devin,” she said in a friendly manner.  


	“Hello, Christalyn.” Devin’s cheeks turned cardinal, and he tightened his grip on the handrails of his bicycle.  He stared at her for just a moment longer before he nervously rode off.  


	“Bye, Devin,” Christalyn said with a trailing voice, because Devin was long gone.   


	Tickled by the exchange, Christalyn shook her head amused as she went up the stairs.  She stepped inside of the building and traipsed the hallway to find her place.  Her apartment was the second door on the left from the building’s front entrance.  Routinely, the moment she got home, she got down on her knees and thanked the Lord for getting her through the day.  Soon after prayer, she drifted into the kitchen and perused what was inside of the fridge.  Christalyn grabbed a cup of yogurt, grabbed a spoon from the kitchen drawer and scooped out a few spoons.  Leaving her yogurt half-eaten on the kitchen counter, she crossed over her bedroom to undress and shower.    


	Christalyn dried off from her shower and used moisturizing lotion on her dry skin.  She went into the closet and selected a coffee colored skirt suit.  She always tried to look professional.  It was a matter of personal integrity.  Christalyn was grateful she scheduled her classes in a way that would give her an extended weekend every week.  From Thursday to Sunday she had time to get her coursework done, do chores around the apartment and run errands. 


	After making up her face, Christalyn realized she was minutes behind schedule again.  This seemed to be the story of her day.  She assessed she’d taken a bit longer picking out an outfit.  She was just about to leave, when the light knock came to her door.  Christalyn crossed back over into the living room and went to get the door.  She smiled instantly when she saw Paul standing on the other side.  


	Paul’s smile was open and welcoming, and he had a mischievous twinkle in his eye. “Hey, Chris!” he said, upbeat.  


	Christalyn couldn’t escape how lovable Paul looked when he smiled.  His dimples deepened, and his eyes lit up like fire.  Christalyn’s heart swelled in expectation, because Paul was so excited.  


	“I’ve been waiting for you to come home,” Paul announced enthusiastically.  


	“Really…?” Christalyn speculated with mounting anticipation.  “Why have you been waiting for me to come home, Paul?” Her face was now flushed in excitement. 


	“Well…,” Paul said deliberately, ‘it’s because I wanted to give you this.”  Paul revealed the surprise he’d kept concealed and handed it over to her. 


	“Paul,” Christalyn gushed, “you really didn’t have to get me anything.”  


	 “But I wanted to,” Paul said sweetly.  “Well, come on.  What are you waiting for?  Open it,” he encouraged.  


	 “Alright…”  Christalyn’s face was all aglow as she examined the package.   


	When Christalyn opened up the shiny red square box, there was another box inside it.  She cautiously opened up the second box, and revealed the most beautiful, off white, hand-crafted mug.  An adorable brown bear designed either sides of the cup.  The bear was sitting on a pile of alphabet blocks wearing a cap and gown.  Underneath the scholarly bear were the words: “Grad School Genius”.  It was the most beautiful and adorable gift.  


	It melted Christalyn’s heart that Paul remembered it was her first day back on campus. “Paul, thank you so much!  I love it!  You’re the most thoughtful…,” she said stirred.  She reached up and pressed an affectionate kiss to Paul’s cheek.  Their eyes locked for a moment, and she saw the depth of warmth and kindness in Paul’s eyes.  “I can’t believe you remembered.”  She stared at him marveling.   


	“You’ve actually been on my mind all day.  I couldn’t wait to find out how things went. Hope it was a good day for you,” Paul said involved.   


	“Let’s just say I got off to a very wet start.” 


	“Ouch…  You got caught in the rain,” Paul conjectured.   


	Christalyn nodded.  “It was freezing out and no fun at all,” she detailed.   


	“If it’s any consolation, I have an extra umbrella if you’re interested,” Paul teased. 


	“Humor me why don’t you?” Christalyn rose to the occasion.  


	“I will give you that umbrella ASAP,” Paul joked but realized he might have come at the wrong time.  “So, I guess you’re off to work right now.  I’m sorry I didn’t mean to…”


	“It’s fine.  I’m glad I took a few minutes to connect to you.  But, I guess I’ll have to tell you all about my little adventure today over the weekend,” Christalyn said grudgingly-glancing at her watch.  


	“I can’t wait to hear all about it!” Paul winked at her.  “How would you like to take in a movie on Saturday night?” he asked suddenly. 


	“I’d love to, but I have to check my schedule.”  


	“Sure, but will you let me know tomorrow night?” Paul acquiesced.   


	“I sure will,” she said, thoughtfully exploring his eyes.  “Thank you so much for the gift, Paul!” she reemphasized.  “It’s so beautiful!” Christalyn stepped outside of her apartment and locked the door.  


	“My pleasure, Chris,” Paul said pleasantly.  He followed her outside of the building and walked her to her car.  Paul secured her inside of the vehicle.  However, before she rolled away, he said a word of prayer with her.  “Lord, Jesus, I praise your name.  I give you the honor due unto your name.  I just want to commit Chris to your care.  Please go before her today in all of her endeavors.  And grant her your traveling mercies. Also protect her from every snare set by the enemy, and give her your wisdom to conduct her work.  In Jesus name I pray.  Amen.”  


	“Thank you, Paul,” Christalyn said with gratitude and squeezed his hand caringly.   


	“Bye, Chris.  Please, be careful,” Paul reminded her. 


	“Alright, I will be.  By the way, are you supposed to be home today?” she quizzed.  “Wednesdays are usually your days off,” she theorized.  


	“I was called in for a special meeting yesterday, so I opted to take today off instead,” Paul explicated.  


	“You’re so lucky,” she enlivened.   


	“Not really, you have no idea how long and drawn out that meeting was yesterday. They’re more like seminars.”  


	“In that case I feel sorry for you,” Christalyn quipped. 


	Paul shook his head amused.  “Okay…  You should go to work now.  We’ll talk later.” He smiled.   


	“Okay.  It’s off to work I go,” Christalyn sang.  She gave Paul her best sad face before she began pulling out.  “Bye, Paul.” 


	“Bye, Chris.  Hope you have a great night.”  Paul watched her pull out of the parking lot. 


	Christalyn drove away.  Sometime later, she slipped into the highway and headed downtown to work.  








CHAPTER TWO


	 


	Christalyn stood out in the lobby waiting for the elevator, when her coworker Kaley just stepped off of the contraption.  Kaley was perky as ever-greeting Christalyn enthusiastically. Christalyn however was a bit distracted, and still a bit shaken up by her near-accident out on the highway.  She muttered a perfunctory hello to Kaley. 


	It suddenly dawned on Christalyn why God inspired Paul to pray for her before she left home. Someone out on the highway jumped into her lane-coming only inches from hitting her when she took the exit ramp.  Christalyn thanked God things did not turn out worse.   


	“Chris, are you alright?” Kaley sensed something wrong and turned back to address her frazzled coworker.   


	“I’m alright,” Christalyn’s voice undulated.  She took a moment to explain what happened to Kaley.  Kaley commiserated and got Christalyn laughing-telling her that anyone with two hands qualified to get a license nowadays.   Christalyn felt a little better after talking the matter through with Kaley, and she thanked God that the enemy’s plans for her did not prevail. 


	 


	Soon after, Christalyn took the elevator up to the fourth floor of the center; and tried to work up excitement about her scheduled speech sessions.  She had two appointments scheduled for the late afternoon with a Dennis Morgan and Derek Lane.  Both nine-year-old boys stuttered.  Christalyn loved helping them overcome this difficulty.  She considered children a blank slate; and felt empowered to mold them positively-in the area of speech anyway.   Moreover, the kids depended on her, and she liked feeling needed. 


	Christalyn had a few interesting coworkers at the Speech Lab, including Justin Carter. He was handsome, charming and worked with the speech impaired.  Justin worked on the sixth floor; but was occasionally floated down to her floor some nights.  He flirted with her incessantly.  And yet, as charming and handsome as he was, Christalyn couldn’t take him seriously.  They did not share faith in Jesus Christ.  However, that didn’t stop Justin from expressing his desire to date her on a regular basis.  Christalyn had invited him to church on a number of occasions, but Justin always had some excuse to decline.  So, she realized she needed to pray that he would come to faith in Jesus.


	After seeing her scheduled appointments, Christalyn worked quietly in her office taking clinical notes.  Justin stood in the doorway keeping flowers concealed.  “Hello, sweetness,” he said with an alluring smile.  “My night just wouldn’t be the same if I didn’t stop in to see you before going home.”  Justin did his best to hide the roses, but Christalyn already caught sight of them.   


	Christalyn smiled curiously.  “Hello, Justin!  How are you?”   


	“Well, I’m so much better now that I’m here with you.  Do you have any idea of how happy it makes me whenever I get to work down here?  I get to see you.”   Justin breezed into the office, pushed the door closed and brazenly sat in the chair across from her desk.  “When I’m up on the sixth floor, all I can think about is coming down here to see you.”  Justin made guttural noises as he scanned over every inch of her provocatively.  He wasn’t embarrassed to peruse her body-at least what he could see of it from behind her desk.   


	Christalyn shook her head nonsensical over Justin’s coquetting.  “That’s all well and good, Justin.  Believe me I’m flattered, but I’ve got to get this work done.  I’d like to leave the lab on time tonight, so I’ve got to get caught up on these charts,” she settled.  


	At the moment, Justin presented the roses.  Seeing them brought a smile to Christalyn’s face, and she softened.  


	“These are for you, beautiful!” Justin said beguilingly. 


	 “Again, I am truly flattered, but I can’t accept them-even if they’re gorgeous.”  


	 “You’re gorgeous, Chris!” he enticed.  “Please accept them as a token of my appreciation.  You grace us all with your magnificence on a regular basis in this dreary place.”  


	Christalyn could no longer keep from chuckling.  “Justin, Please…,” she said through spurts of laughter. 


	Justin showed no mercy however.  “Wow, that smile should really be on the market.”  


	“Stop…  Justin, you already know how I feel.  I can’t go out with you.”  


	“I remember what you said.  You said you don’t want to be ‘yoked’ or something like that, right?”  


	“‘Unequally yoked together with an unbeliever’ (2 Corinthians 6:14), and that’s you, Justin.” 


	“I’m not an ‘unbeliever.’  I do believe!  I believe in a lot of things.  I believe in birds, nature, trees, life, good morals, friendship, etc....”  


	“Do you believe in Jesus Christ?” she quizzed.  “Do you believe he’s the only way to God-that you need him to come into your life and transform it?” she challenged.   


	Every time Christalyn talked about Jesus, Justin got discouraged.  However, his despond would be short-lived, because his game would only grow stronger.  “Chris, okay, okay.  I get it, but I’m a nice guy, and I really think we would be good together,” he argued


	While Justin stood there trying to convince Christalyn why she should go out with him, someone knocked on the office door.  Christalyn guessed it was probably her Supervisor, Ethel Parker.  “Come in,” Christalyn called out.  As expected, the middle-aged woman with fair brown skin and a shock of salt and pepper hair in the front portion of her mane, stuck her head through the door.  She reminded Christalyn to have all of the charts done before she left for the night.   Christalyn reassured Ethel she would get the job done.  


	The moment Ethel left Justin stared intently into Christalyn’s eyes.  “You will go out with me one of these days, Chris.  You are much too sweet to give up on.  I’ll see you later, and enjoy the roses.”  Justin stood to his feet and winked at her.  Christalyn shook her head humorously as she watched Justin leave her office.  He gently shut the door after himself. Christalyn picked up the roses and briefly savored their fragrance.  For a fleeing moment she thought about what it would be like to be Justin’s girl.  However, she received an impression in her spirit that she was not even to entertain getting involved with a man who clearly expressed no interest in the things of God.  


	Those boundaries were already established and set in place in her life.  Notwithstanding, the circumstances presented in her life made her take a detour-leading down a slippery slope. Christalyn decided to take the roses home, and thought they would look good on her Coffee Table.  By ten p.m., she was already sitting out in the parking lot of the building all set to go home.  Christalyn pulled out onto the local street.  And after covering a good six blocks she entered the highway.  


	***


	About half an hour later Christalyn was back home.  She was extremely exhausted, and dropped headlong on her bed the first chance she got.  She had not yet noticed that Paul slipped a little note under her front door.  Sporadically, Paul liked to surprise her in this way.   


	Sometimes his notes were words of encouragement, and at other times he’d remind her of an uplifting verse from God’s word.  Paul always seemed to be thinking about her. 


	A few hours later, she drifted back out to the living room to draw the curtains, when she noticed the little white envelope at the door.  Christalyn waited till she changed for bed in order to retrieve it.  Once she did, she sat up on the bed and opened up the envelope.  


	With a sentimental expression on her face she read Paul’s message.  “Hey, Chris, this little note is to let you know just how proud I am of you.  I just know you’ll ace all of your courses this semester.  I also wanted to take a moment to remind you that friends are forever.  And, if you need me for anything at all, I’m just beyond your door.  Paul.”  Christalyn smiled endearingly and marveled over Paul’s trademark kindness.   


	She wondered what woman would be blessed with such a jewel of a man.  Christalyn always thought that the connection she had with Paul went beyond a romantic relationship.  The kind of friendship they shared was totally precious and rare.  She thanked God for such a wonderful friend.  Before she dozed off, she said a word of prayer. “Lord, Jesus, I worship and thank you for all you’ve done for me today.  Thank you for your grace and your protection- especially in that incident out on the highway.  Thank you for Harrison Blake who helped me out in the rain this morning…”  


	Harrison’s face came to mind as she prayed, but Christalyn dispelled thoughts of him.  There was no doubting he was extremely good-looking.  Moving past her fascination, she pressed on in prayer. “I pray you may bless Harrison in a special way for helping me this morning.  And, if he doesn’t know you as his Lord and Savior, please help him open up his heart to the gospel of truth. Lord, I’m tired not.  I guess we’ll talk in the morning.  I love you!  Good night.”  That said, Christalyn surrendered her weary head to her pillow, and gently delved into the world of slumber.


	 


	* * *


	 


	About a month later Christalyn sat at a table on the college campus café.  She was going over notes for an exam in the Political Science course, when something unexpected occurred.   Christalyn was confident she would do well on the exam, and already committed the outcome of to God.   Since meeting Harrison Blake on the first day of classes, he’d crossed her mind a great deal, and she hoped their paths would cross again.  Lakeview’s campus was expansive, so it wasn’t unusual to go months without seeing someone you knew. 


	Christalyn shrank back in shock, because of how incessantly she thought about Harrison. Harrison was beyond handsome and seemingly charming.  Somehow, she was swept away by his magnetism.  He made a strong impression on her, and Christalyn readily admitted she was attracted to him.  In fact, every time it rained on campus since that first time, she kept looking for her chivalrous knight to save her from the downpour.  In short, she longed to see him. 


	Christalyn was engrossed in thought when she sensed someone behind her.  She made a reflexive turn to establish connect to the person who was comfortable enough to get this close.  However, when she saw who it was, she almost dropped her cup of herb tea in her lap.  After weeks of thinking about Harrison, there he was standing behind her-smiling down with his golden brown eyes.  His eyes reminded her of the golden autumn leaves.  Harrison’s muscles rippled inside of his stylish green jersey, and his hair appeared freshly cut and shaped, but still retained its wavy and torturous qualities.  


	Christalyn’s heart dipped to her feet looking into his eyes again.  He was even more winsome than she remembered.  She couldn’t help staring at his beautiful mouth and perfect smile.  She took a moment to size him up in his black denim jeans.  Moreover, she examined his well-formed hands, his clean fingernails and the gold-faced watch which accentuated them.  


	Harrison walked around to the other side of the table-standing across the table.  “Here’s my little Quarterback,” he teased.  “And she’s looking more beautiful and delicate as ever!” He winked coquettishly at her. 


	Harrison’s smile and his open admiration made Christalyn’s heart flutter.  She smiled timidly and finally managed to speak. “Hello, Harrison.”  She was beaming delightfully at that point.  “Have you rescued any other damsels in the rain lately?” she vamped. 


	“No,” Harrison’s voice was husky, “there’s only one damsel worth rescuing.”  He explored her eyes, and his probing gaze made Christalyn’s heart race.  Harrison’s stare was merciless, as he emphasized, “The damsel I’m referring had a rough morning out in the rain about a month ago.”  Harrison’s brows arched mischievously.


	“Oh…?” Christalyn said uncertainly and swallowed hard. 


	“How have you been, Christalyn?” Harrison asked considerately.   


	Christalyn was surprised he remembered her name.  Working past her curiosity and his irresistible charm, Christalyn said, “I’m doing fine, Harrison.  It’s really nice to see you again.” 


	“It’s nice seeing you.  You know I’ve been hoping you would tackle me again.  It’s been no fun making it across the line of scrimmage for the past month.  Believe me, the victory hasn’t been sweet,” he bantered.   


	Christalyn realized that Harrison was just a charmer, but she still found herself slipping under his spell.  She was literally forgetting to breathe.  Harrison knew how to siren and he wasn’t letting up.  She found herself rising to the occasion effortlessly.  “Well, if it’s any consolation, I haven’t tackled anyone else of late.”  She smiled and welcomed his advances.  Harrison was extraordinarily charismatic. 


	“Know you haven’t tackled anyone else does offer a great deal of consolation,” his voice resonated.  His eyes connected pivotally to hers.  “I would hate for anyone else to get that close to my beautiful Quarterback.”  His expression was intense.   


	Christalyn blushed and felt overwhelmed over Harrison’s undeniable interest.  She questioned his earnestness.  Was he being sincere or was he just a good-looking flirt?  That afternoon she wasn’t too sure.  As long as Harrison remained close by it was difficult to think clearly. 


	“Do you mind if I join you?”  Harrison asked cordially.  


	“Sure.  Be my guest,” Chistalyn said graciously. 


	Harrison set down across from Christalyn.  He noticed the books, notes and Index Cards she had sprawled across the table.  “I’m sorry.  I guess I’m too dense to realize you were studying.  I’ll get right out of your way.” 


	“Actually, I was just wrapping things up.  I came down here to get a bite before the exam.” 


	“Well, in that case, I’m sorry I missed lunch with you.  Can I get you dessert?”  Harrison asked sweetly. 


	“Thanks but no thanks.  I’ve been so hyped up about this exam I don’t think I’d do well with anything sweet in my system.”  


	 “You strike me as a very intelligent woman!”  Harrison’s eyes explored Christalyn’s as if he were searching into her soul.  


	“Thank you for saying that, Mr. Blake,” Christalyn said properly. 


	“I like the way you say my name,” Harrison examined. “In fact, I like the way you say everything, Christalyn.  You’re very sweet.” 


	“Thanks again for offering to buy dessert.  I guess I’ll have to take a raincheck on that.”  


	“Do you promise?” Harrison lowered seductively with his mellifluous voice. 


	“We’ll just have to see,” Christalyn said timidly as her eyes shied away from Harrison’s. 


	 


	Harrison spent the better part of the afternoon with Christalyn, and walked her to class. Because his classes weren’t until later, he walked Christalyn up to the lecture hall doors, and wished her well on the test.  However, before he went off to the library, he asked for Christalyn’s phone number.  “Is there a way I can stay in touch with you without having to wait another month?” he said brazenly.   


	Christalyn felt a bit uneasy about giving Harrison her number.  This was only the second time they were seeing each other on campus.  But she was intrigued, so she thought quickly on her feet.  “Of course, there is.  You could give me your number,” she improvised.   “Absolutely, you don’t have to ask me twice,” Harrison settled.  He took a moment to jot down his cell phone number on the syllabus inside of her binder.  “I respect that you didn’t give me your number right away,” he said good-naturedly.  “That’s a good policy, because we don’t know each other very well, but I’d really like to get to know you,” he said openly.  Harrison took a moment to jot down a few more number on the packet.  He then stared into Christalyn’s eyes and winked impishly at her.  “Please, call me.  I would hate to have to wait another month to see that pretty face again.” 


	“Alright…,” Christalyn said blushing and hesitant.  


	“I look forward to hearing from you, Christalyn.  Please, take care of yourself.”  Harrison smiled and proceeded to walk away backward.  His eyes remained affixed to her until he had to turn a corner in order to find the library.    


	Christalyn couldn’t believe she ran into Harrison again.  He was even more dashing than the first time she saw him.  She virtually floated through class and took the exam.  By the grace of God, it was a breeze.  She knew she did well, even if she rushed through it.  While sitting in the lecture hall she found it hard not to think about Harrison.  She examined the numbers he wrote inside of her binder and couldn’t help smiling.  Before getting way ahead of herself, she received an impression from the Spirit of God telling her not to trust herself.  She was reminded that appearances could be deceiving, and that getting to know someone’s heart was paramount. 


	However, Christalyn was already smitten by the handsome stranger.  Harrison made her feel extremely special.  She always thought she knew herself-what her boundaries and limitations were.  However, she would discover a great deal about herself she considered distasteful.  If she learned anything in her interactions with Harrison Blake, she gleaned that she wasn’t the strong Christian woman she believed herself to be.  It seemed God used the experience to expose a lot of the fragile illusions she adhered to about who she really was. 


	 








CHAPTER THREE


	 


	On a Wednesday evening Paul was home from taking a walk out in the park.  He sat in his living room with his head in his hands feeling extremely downcast.  He lost his job a month ago.  The company he worked for was forced to make some budget cuts.  And since he had not been there long he was amongst those laid off.  Paul had sent his resume out to over a dozen engineering firms in New York City alone, but there were no call backs. 


	In fact, Paul had gone on two interviews in New York City that morning, but he didn’t feel confident about either of them.  Now, he was back on the internet looking for job openings and trying to set up more interviews.  Since being laid off, Paul had frequented Lakeview Park a great deal-taking extended walks and jogs just to get out of the apartment when he needed air.    


	Saying he was discouraged was a total under understatement.  Paul felt as if he were bordering depression as the bills piled up, and the creditors called more frequently.  Notwithstanding, he had to pay the rent. Even if he had a good amount of savings to tide him over for a few months, Paul wondered what would happen when his income began to ebb.  God emphasized trust and confidence to Paul those days-reminding him not to give in to fear, because all of his needs would be met (“But my God shall supply all your need according to his riches in glory by Christ Jesus.” Philippians 4:19). 


	Paul did not tell anyone of his current dilemma. Only his parents out in Denver, Co knew about his struggle.  Not even Christalyn was aware of his setback.  Paul felt ashamed to tell her, and didn’t want to burden her with his troubles.  His family offered to help, but he declined their offer.  Even if Paul was close to his family, he didn’t want his brothers, Clarke and Tony or his sister Laura to know he was laid off.  Paul swore his parents to secrecy, because he hated being a burden to anyone.


	Both of his brothers were married and had responsibilities of their own, and Laura was the baby of the family.  So, Paul would never impose on his siblings.  Tony was the eldest, Clarke the youngest son, and Paul was the middle son.  Marriage wasn’t terribly important for Laura.  Paul considered she was still a bit young.  However, his parents wanted him to be married more than anything. They often asked when he planned on settling down.  Paul always told them he would love nothing more when God brought the right person along.  


	He wasn’t anti-marriage.  Having someone to share his life with was something he thought about a great deal.  Moreover, he’d spent time building his finances to be able to provide a stable and comfortable lifestyle for the woman God chose for him.  At that juncture, he realized he might not have everything he hoped for in the time frame he wanted.  Still, he rested in full assurance that God was in complete control of his life.


	Aside from his career in Architectural Engineering, a youth counselor at Strong in Christ Ministries, Paul also evangelized.  He’d also preached a few times at the church. And on occasion, he was asked to visit other churches an evangelist for Strong in Christ Ministries.  Paul had attended Strong in Christ Ministries for the past four years.  When Paul moved out to New York, his oldest and dearest friend, Stephen Covington spoke highly of the church.  They were both living upstate in Nelson, New York at the time.  Paul met Stephen out in Nelson when they were living in the same building.  They were both up and coming and didn’t have very much at the time.    


	Paul also employed the talents of the church’s youth through the performing arts.  Being on the Drama Team was something he never thought he would do, but oddly enough he was enjoying it immensely.  One of the perks of being laid off from work was that he had a little bit of time to write for the ministry.  Christalyn was his favorite actress and writer.  There was a quality about her that magnetized the stage whenever she performed.  Her presence transported to another realm.  She was a remarkable actress, and it seemed she was only getting better with time.  Paul respected Chris so much, and he wanted for her to be proud of him.  For that very reason it was difficult to tell her of his current financial status. 


	Paul had spent the entire day at home, and it was almost ten p.m. when it dawned on him that one of the companies he interviewed with that morning said they would give him a callback.  He figured it wasn’t going to happy, unless they put in calls after ten p.m.  Paul settled into bed, and tried to release his cares to God.  He said a word of prayer and thanked God for all of his blessing.  The word of God said he was to give thanks in every situation, because it was the will of God in Christ (Ephesians 5: 20).  He prayed about his circumstances, for his family and friends.  Paul prayed for God’s provision and finally dozed off. 


	 


	* * *


	 


	In the morning Paul had another interview.  He dressed quickly because he had to make it to the company by 9:45 a.m.  Before he left the building that morning, he stood in front of Christalyn’s door and thought about knocking.  However, he chose not to and decided to leave early for the interview.  There were times he checked in on her just to make sure she was alright.  Paul had been worried about her-even more so in the past few days.  He cared too much about her and their friendship to see her shortchanged. 


	She was too wonderful to be taken in by someone like Harrison Blake.  As Paul drove out on the highway and paid the toll headed for the city, thinking about Christalyn dating Harrison Blake made him angry.  Paul hated the circumstances, and wished there was a way he could intervene.  For the past couple of months he watched someone he cared a great deal about literally “throw her pearls to swine.”  


	Christalyn was special to him, and Paul wanted only the best for her.  And, Harrison Blake-no matter how much wealth, charm and good looks he owned-was all wrong for her. Harrison slithered his way into Chris’s life, and swept her off her feet with his beguiling charm and good looks, and his lies...  


	“Sure, I go to church.”  Paul recalled Harrison saying he attended church regularly.  However, when Christalyn invited him to attend service, he was less than excited.  Grudgingly, he’d attended the services a few times.  But the times Harrison did attend, he wanted to leave right away, and acted as if he were being hunted down by spies.  Paul knew Harrison was only making the effort to impress Christalyn.  And being allergic to church seemed to be the person Harrison was.  Whenever he had to suddenly leave church, he always took Christalyn with him.  On more than one occasion Chris missed youth group and drama ministry. 


	While Paul accelerated on the freeway, the disagreement he had with Chris not too long ago reverberated painfully.  Their discussion escalated into an argument.  


	“Chris, Harrison doesn’t care about you.  I really don’t think he’s good for you, honey.  Believe me, I know.  I’ve seen his type.  He’s a player.”  


	“I can’t believe you’re acting like this, Paul.  I never expected you to be this judgmental.  You’re supposed to be my best friend.  How can you be saying such awful things to me?”  Christalyn shook her head in total bewilderment and laughed ironically.  “I can’t believe you wouldn’t be happy for me.” 


	“Chris, honey, trust me when I say I would be happy for you if I thought you were with someone wonderful.  But Harrison Blake isn’t Mr. Wonderful.  Have you forgotten what the word of God says about being ‘unequally yoked together with an unbeliever?  Harrison doesn’t care about your faith or the things of God, Chris.  He only attends service for you.  It isn’t because he was interested in knowing more about God.  You know that I would never try to deliberately hurt you, Chris.  That’s the last thing I’d ever do.”  Tears gleamed in Paul’s eyes when he spoke to her.  “I would sooner hurt myself than to hurt you.  I know guys like Harrison, so that’s why I’m warning you.  Granted, I’m in no position to judge anyone, but I’m using discernment.  Please use yours, Chris.”  


	“Harrison does believe in God, and I’m in love with him, Paul. Why can’t you just be happy for me?  Harrison is a nice man, and he makes me feel special.  I know what we share is right.”  


	 “Sweetheart, just because something feels right doesn’t mean it is.  And, you know that, Chris.  Open your eyes.”


	  “I care about Harrison, and he’s a part of my life now.  If you can’t accept that…can’t accept him, I don’t think we have anything more to discuss.  I love him, Paul.”  


	Christalyn’s words resonated.  Paul wasn’t sure why those words gnawed at him to such an extent, but they got to him.  The argument played out in his memory.  “Chris, I want to be happy for you, but I have to speak the truth in love.  Harrison is only after one thing.  He’s the type who will use someone up until they’re spent.” 


	Tears were in Chris’s eyes when Paul told her that Harrison was only out to use her.  Remembering how deeply he hurt her by those words broke Paul’s heart in two, and he regretted being so blunt.  


	 After saying those words Paul decided not to push the matter, because he hurt Chris a great deal, and that was the last thing he wanted.  “Look,” Paul said thickly, “I’m sorry, Chris...”  He wrapped his arms around her in a comforting hug, but she pulled away.  Chris withdrawing from him that way severed his heart.  


	Christalyn’s words were soft and deliberate, “Look, Paul, I really appreciate your concern, but I guess what we have here is a difference of opinion.  I don’t understand why you’re behaving this way, but you need to understand something.  If you can’t be happy for me and support me in my relationship with Harrison, maybe we shouldn’t be friends anymore.”  


	Recounting her reproach caused Paul’s heart to throb mercilessly.  “You don’t mean that, Chris,” he said penitently with tears in his eyes.   


	“Yes, I mean it, Paul.  If you can’t accept the one I love, maybe we shouldn’t be friends...”  


	Paul tried to make her understand as his heart rent in half.  “Chris, our friendship means the world to me.  Please don’t say that.  I need you.”  Paul made himself vulnerable to her, but what Christalyn said next left him totally devastated.  


	“Harrison says the reason why you’re so opposed to our relationship is because you’re jealous.”  


	Tears gleamed in Paul’s eyes again as he exited the highway.  The recollection of those words crushed him.  Her words made him feel as if they were never friends, and her suspicions made him feel like a selfish and possessive person.  What she said was more painful than if she’d reached into his chest and yanked his heart out.  In response to her mistrust, Paul shook his head in disbelief.  “Harrison said…?” his voice broke.  “Harrison doesn’t even know you, Chris.  I know you, and I care about you.  Please don’t do this.  Don’t say we’re not friends anymore...”  


	“As far as I’m concerned Paul, we have nothing else to talk about.”  


	“Chris, I’ll never give up on you.  I’ll be praying for you,” Paul maintained as Christalyn stood out in the hallway of the brownstone-refusing to even look at him.  “Chris, please don’t tune me out,” Paul entreated.  “Chris, Chris...,” Paul called after her-watching her storm away. She didn’t even bother looking back.  When she stepped into her place and shut the door, Paul acquiesced and turned away himself.  He was crestfallen.  This was a level of sorrow he had yet to experience.  


	As he pulled into the parking lot of Langhorn Constructions, he was still trying to pull himself together.  He needed to set aside the awful memories and get through the interview.  He stepped out of the car and locked the doors.  Ensuing, he walked quickly towards the front entrance.  Paul breathed a word a prayer, and walked inside of the building-trusting that God had his back and would make a way. 


	 


	* * *


	 


	Later, Paul was out at Lakeview Park.  He sat on a bench and enjoyed the fall weather.  The autumn sun settled on his face, as the crisp air struck gently against it.  The fact that his best friend was no longer speaking to him still stung to the core.  It also didn’t help matters that his interview didn’t go very well.  According to Mr. Richmond he was overqualified, and they were looking for someone less experienced in the field.  Paul loosened his tie in frustration, but his work situation took a back seat to his relationship with Christalyn.  


	They had not spoken since that awful argument, and he was miserable.  He’d left little notes under her door, but she had not acknowledged any of them. Moreover, he tried calling and texting her, but she refused to answer either.  Paul had never allowed himself to be so vulnerable to anyone.  Paul knew that he was inclined to grow attached to people, and that was one of the reasons why he avoided close relationships.  He also knew the potential of being devastated by someone he cared about.  He cared way too much, and didn’t know how to love halfway.  


	It was difficult to pinpoint the pain, because he wasn’t sure what hurt the most.  Was it that he lost his best friend to Harrison Blake?  There was no doubt in Paul’s mind that Harrison was a womanizer whom he couldn’t trust as far as he could throw.  Or was it tearing him apart on the inside that lost Chris for good?  There was one thing he was sure of, and that was Christalyn had changed for the worst. 


	Her relationship with Harrison caused a decline in her walk with the Lord.  Paul grasped that if she didn’t make a turnaround, her life would continue down this slippery slope.  And, Paul had to watch as Harrison Blake destroyed the life of someone he cared about.  Whenever Paul assessed the matter it overwhelmed him with sadness.  What he wanted was not to have to think about it and be totally unaffected, but what was happening in Chris’s life weighed heavily on his heart.  Even more urgent than being out of work, losing his relationship with Christalyn was a crushing setback. 


	 


	* * *


	 


	On a Saturday night in November Christalyn dressed excitedly for a date with Harrison.  She’d been dating Harrison steadily since their second encounter on the Lakeview University campus.  It had been close to two months since they started dating exclusively, and Christalyn was totally in love.  She also believed wholeheartedly that Harrison felt the same way.  Even if she was convinced that Harrison was the man she’d prayed for all her life, there was a lack of support from family and friends.     


	Harrison made it clear that he was devoted to her, and that his ultimate goal was for a lifelong commitment.  Christalyn had learned a lot about Harrison since their initial meeting.  Harrison came from a very wealthy family.  His parents, Horace and Katherine Blake were prominent attorneys.  Notwithstanding, Harrison was more than just incredibly good-looking, he was also a straight A student.  He was currently working on a second degree in Criminal Law.  He’d already passed the BAR exam, and worked for a Law firm in the city of Harbor Heights.  He was also on the verge of making partner.  Harrison’s best friend Nelson Tremblay and a partnering attorney Scott James were establishing a practice out in Harbor Heights.


	Harrison wasn’t only charming, but had the best sense of humor.  He knew how to make her laugh and made her feel special, and has no problem discussing the future.  In fact, he and Chris talked about marriage all the time.  Those days Christalyn didn’t feel as strong as she once did in the Lord, but she was trusting God for complete restoration.  In her heart and mind she couldn’t see a correlation between her spiritual ineptitude and her relationship with Harrison Blake.  


	As much as she tried to sway Harrison over to her point of view, Christalyn found it almost impossible to resist him.  On more than one occasion she found herself at a bar drinking with him and going home tipsy.  Venturing out in unchartered territory made her experience a hangover for the first time.  Harrison enjoyed partying a great deal, and he loved showing Christalyn off.  Nothing made him feel more dignified than introducing her to all of his friends, and hearing them rave about how gorgeous she was.  Christalyn realized she was backsliding, but wasn’t sure what she needed to do to get back on track.   


	Giving up her relationship with Harrison just didn’t seem to be an option.  A few weeks ago when Chris brought Harrison home to meet her parents, they expressed concern because Harrison didn’t seem serious about the Christian faith.  Christalyn couldn’t lie and tell them that Harrison attended church with her regularly.  Truth be told he only attended every once in a while.  Christalyn assured her parents that Harrison wasn’t against going to church, and that she was praying earnestly for his salvation.  


	Christalyn’s girlfriend Lorraine expressed her concerns as well.  However, Christalyn made it clear that her love for Harrison wasn’t up for discussion.  So, in that respect the two agreed to disagree, and Lorraine was trying to be happy for her.  Her parents and Lorraine promised to keep praying for her relationship with Harrison.  Christalyn’s brother also got the chance to meet Harrison as well.  They were impressed by his intelligence, but warned Chris to take things slowly.  They also remarked that Harrison was too smooth and charming for his own good.  No matter what was said, Christalyn was totally oblivious to the opinions of family and friends.  All she knew is that Harrison made her feel wanted.  So, she would not give up on the relationship, especially now that they were talking about marriage.    


	What did affect her however, was her falling out with Paul.  She’d lost her friend and confidant.  Christalyn wanted nothing more than to remain close to Paul, but Paul didn’t like Harrison very much, and that created a rift between them.  Even if she knew Paul meant well, she couldn’t stand to hear one negative word about her future husband.  That was her frame of mind, and she was one hundred percent convinced in her reasoning.


	Christalyn was all set to go out when the doorbell rang at about 7:30 p.m.  She was wearing a black, formfitting dress, black and silver heels and silver accessories.  She rushed to get the door expecting to see Harrison on the other side, but instead she opened up the door to an old friend.  “Paul, what are you doing here?” Christalyn asked surprised.  


	 “Hey, Chris,” Paul said reticently.  


	Christalyn noticed that Paul had taken off a few pounds.  Concern flooded her heart for a moment.  However, when she recalled Paul’s words about Harrison, her guard was back up again.  


	“How are you?”  Paul asked affably.  


	“I’m okay,” she said abruptly.  “I thought you were someone else.  I have a date tonight,” she said flatly.  


	“I won’t keep you then,” Paul said trying to keep his voice even.  He didn’t want Chris to hear the hurt in his voice and see the sadness in his eyes.  “I just came by to see if you still have Jen’s book.  She’s been asking me for it,” Paul explained.  His heart rent as he absorbed just how stunning Christalyn looked in her dress.  She was positively exquisite!  Her lengthy thick hair was upswept.  Delicate tendrils cascaded over her shoulders and back-framing her angelic face.  Paul had missed her to tears, and he longed to draw her into his arms and tell her just how empty his life was without her in it.  Paul had prayed consistently for God to help Chris get back on track, but he would no longer lecture her.  He was coming to understand that part of being a good friend was to know when to let go, and when to allow your friend to make their own decisions without interfering.  


	Ultimately, Paul decided to leave Chris in God’s hands.  


	“Jen’s book is around here somewhere.” Christalyn’s eyes quickly scanned over the living room.  “Do you need it this very minute?”  


	“Jen made it sound urgent, so the sooner the better,” Paul informed.   


	“Alright, then, I’ll have to you tomorrow morning.”  


	Paul’s face hinted a smile.  “Thank you.  That would be great.”  Paul’s smile widened in earnest.  “Is everything okay?” His eyes explored hers.   


	“Yes, everything is fine, Paul,” she affirmed.  “I’m happy!” she reassured him. 


	“I’m glad that you’re happy.”  Paul’s smile faded.  “That’s all I want for you, Chris.”  His eyes searched hers tenderly.  “I only want good things for you.”  His eyes gleamed affectively.  “You do know that I want for you to be happy, right, Chris?”  


	Stirred by his concern and kindness, Christalyn softened.  “Yes, Paul, I realize that.  Still, you’ve got to try to accept my relationship with Harrison,” she reproached gently-staring up into Paul’s chestnut eyes.   


	 “Chris, I miss our friendship so much.”  Paul’s heart throbbed, and felt as if it would leap out of his chest. “Please don’t shut me out of your life and give up on us.”  


	Tears glistened in Christalyn’s eyes.  “Paul, I haven’t stopped being your friend, and I haven’t changed as much as you think I have...”  She sighed.  


	Paul kept his thoughts to himself in respect to her assessment, because he knew the truth.  She had changed drastically.  


	“But you’ve changed, Paul.  Are you jealous of my relationship with Harrison?” she asked brazenly.  


	 “Chris, I love you!  I’ve made no secret of that.  I care about you a great deal, but my love for you isn’t selfish.  I would never hold you back if you think you’ve found someone to share your life with.  You are my sister and one of my dearest friends.  Love doesn’t force its will on others (1 Corinthians chapter 13).  I’m not jealous, Chris.  It just breaks my heart that you’re risking it all for a man who doesn’t love or understand you-at least not in the way you deserve.” 


	Christalyn’s eyes were full of tears at that point, and Paul realized he’d offended her once again. 


	“So, Harrison doesn’t love me, and he doesn’t understand me?” she asked cheekily.  “You understand me huh, Paul?  You’re the only one who knows what’s best…,” she mulled over.  “Well, I really appreciate your concern, but please find a life of your own and stop meddling in mine,” she said decisively-not realizing just how deeply she wounded Paul. 


	Hearing those defining words from Chris’s mouth made Paul realize why he avoided close relationships.    


	It felt as if someone just deliberately punched a hole through his heart.  Christalyn’s words lacerated to the core.  Paul wanted to close his heart up to the world for good, but Christalyn only added acid to his pulsating wounds.  “You need to find a nice girlfriend, so that you’re not so narrow-minded.  Just leave me alone and get a life, Paul.”   


	Paul stood there totally stunned and speechless for a moment.  However, he could not hold back the tears or hide the pain whipping up on the inside.  “You know what, Chris?  I will definitely leave you alone.  I forgive you for the things you just said, because I know you’re not yourself right now.  For a moment there it sounded as if you were reading from ‘Script Harrison.’  Open your eyes, Chris.”  


	Paul shut down and felt numb.  It was the only way to protect his fragile heart from being bulldozed again.  He was about to turn away; but froze when he sensed someone standing behind him. 


	“Did someone just say, Harrison?” Harrison said humorously-standing directly behind Paul and obstructing his path.  Harrison carried a floral arrangement for Christalyn. 


	“Hello, Paul,” Harrison said trying to sound cordial.   


	It took a moment for Paul to recover from the moral blow he’d just been dealt.  He found it arduous to stop staring at Christalyn.  She was beaming because the love of her life just arrived.  Seeing Christalyn with Harrison made Paul question his own motives. Paul questioned if his concern for Christalyn was indeed selfless and coming from a place of righteous concern.  He could feel God’s Spirit challenging him to examine the matter.   


	The only thing Paul was convinced of was that Harrison would in some way hurt Christalyn.  Moreover, the thought of Harrison touching Chris, kissing her and being close to her made him indignant beyond words.  “Hello, Harrison,” Paul said through gritted teeth.  It was his best effort at being genial.   


	“Did I interrupt something between the two of you?” Harrison asked duplicitously.  “Well, whatever it was must have been pretty intense to leave you both so riled up,” Harrison speculated.


	Even the sound of Harrison’s voice irritated Paul.  Notwithstanding, the sight of the man outraged him.  Harrison laughed at his own dull joke provoking Paul all the more.  


	Christalyn’s eyes connected to Paul’s.  She placed her hands on her hips sassily.  “I’m fine, sweetie.  Paul was just leaving,” she said aloofly.  “Isn’t that right, Paul?”  


	Paul was frozen and didn’t quite know how to walk away.  However, he mustered up the courage to move and to respond, “Yeah,” he forced a smile, “absolutely…I was just leaving.” His eyes explored Christalyn’s one last time, and then he turned away.  As he walked over to his apartment, he saw Harrison take Christalyn into his arms. The two engaged in a kiss.  It killed Paul to see just how avidly Christalyn was responding to Harrison’s kiss.   


	Paul couldn’t help thinking he was incapable of being objective about Christalyn’s relationship with Harrison, because he cared so much about her.  Maybe, he was much too close to the situation.  What Paul did know was that Harrison’s scheme was working.  It seemed he had Christalyn just where he wanted her.  She was totally different person, and there was nothing Paul could do to stop the landslide.  Feeling so powerless was something he just didn’t know how to get used to. 


	 








CHAPTER FOUR


	 


	Harrison promised Christalyn a good time on their date, but Christalyn wasn’t prepared for their final destination.  When they arrived at the Night Visions nightclub, Christalyn was totally disconcerted.  She was still standing outside the club.  “Harrison, I thought we were supposed to be going to see a play,” she argued  


	“I know that’s what I said, Chris, but there’s this band performing tonight, and I really wanted you to hear them.  They’re only in town for a few more days, and I can’t miss them.  Give it a chance, baby.  You’ll love them,” Harrison coaxed.  He drew her into his arms and bathed her face with tender kisses.


	“But, Harrison,” Christalyn disputed, “I thought I told you that I don’t do the club scene.  Can we go?”   


	Harrison poured on the charm, and gave Chris his saddest face.  “Come on, baby.  Can you do it just this once…for me?  After tonight I promise never ask you to another club.  We’ll have a good time, babe.  Lighten up and give it a chance.”  


	Christalyn grudgingly acquiesced.  “Alright, but this is the last time.” She gave him a nervous smile. 


	Christalyn was taken aback by how flashy it was inside of the club.  With mirrors and lights everywhere, the dance crowd left very little to the imagination.  Candle centerpieces burned brightly on every table and anxious patrons had their eyes affixed to the expansive stage-awaiting the band.  Christalyn followed Harrison inside, and he led her over to the bar area.  By the time the band was up, Harrison was already on his third drink.  Somehow, he convinced Christalyn to have a few drinks as well.  While the band played, Harrison took her out on the dancefloor, took her up in his arms and danced like an intoxicated man.   


	It was after 11 p.m., and Christalyn had one drink too many.  She had agreed to drink because Harrison asked her to.  She stumbled over to the bar.  “Harrison, I don’t feel too well.  I want to go home.”  


	“Aw come on, Chris,” Harrison slurred, “de, de band didn’t play my song yet... ” Harrison suddenly developed a case of the hiccups.


	 “Harrison,” Chris disagreed, “we’ve heard enough of their songs.  Please, take me home…now.” 


	Christalyn had no idea Harrison laced one of her drinks with a date drug.  The drug was designed to bring about extreme relaxation.  And, if he was to accomplish what he had planned once he brought her back home, he would need for her to remain in that state for a while.  It was the night he planned on seducing her.   


	Christalyn had dodged and dissuaded him from having his way for months.  Now more than ever Harrison wanted to sleep with her.  Christalyn admitted in one of their conversations that she was a virgin, and Harrison definitely wanted to be her first-by any means necessary.  


	That night in her stupor, Christalyn vaguely remembered Harrison’s interactions with the bartender.  Sketchily, she remembered Harrison referring to the man as Solly.  And after Harrison had word with the man, Harrison handed her two pills.  He said they would make her feel better.  Because she trusted him she took the pills and didn’t argue. 


	Shortly after telling Harrison she wanted to go home, Christalyn blacked out after the band announced their final number.  Everything was one big blank after that.  Still, before she passed out everything around her appeared to be distorted.  People and objects were either colossally huge or minutely small.  She was definitely hallucinating because nothing seemed real.  Club patrons were totally disproportionate and looked totally hideous to her.  Harrison must have carried her out of the club later, because she didn’t remember walking out on her own.


	The next recollection Christalyn had was being back home.  Harrison was walking boldly around her apartment-whereas she’d never invited him inside before.  While she stood at the front door she addressed him, “You need to go,” she muttered.  


	“What’s that, babe?”  Harrison pretended not to hear-totally ignoring her request.  He walked back over to the front door, pulled her inside and shut it closed. 


	“You can’t stay here,” she maintained disoriented.  “I will see you tomorrow,” Christalyn’s words were muffled. 


	Harrison wrapped his arms firmly around her waist.  “It is tomorrow, and you don’t mean that, darling.  You do want me to stay,” he said provocatively.  Harrison began kissing and touching Christalyn inappropriately.  “I love you, Chris!  I’ve wanted this for a long time...”  Harrison fondled her. 


	“Harrison, please...  Don’t...  I’m tired, and I don’t feel very well.  Please, go.” 


	Harrison continued to ignore her.  “Hush…  Babe, I know you don’t feel well, but I’m here to make you all better.  Please, stop fighting me.” 


	Holding Christalyn possessively in his arms, Harrison led her into the bedroom. 


	“Harrison,” she complained, “I just want to get some sleep.  I’m really not feeling well.”  


	“I promise to make you feel better,” Harrison said artfully and systematically began undoing her blouse.  “I promise everything is going to be just fine.”  He held her closely.  “You have no idea how much I’ve thought about this moment.  Please let me...”  


	At that moment the doorbell rang.  Paul was aware that Harrison was inside Christalyn’s apartment.  Furthermore, there was no doubt in Paul’s mind what Harrison was after.  Paul was determined to stop him one way or another.  It didn’t matter what transpired that morning, he was resolved to make Harrison leave Chris alone. 


	“Harrison, I’ve got to answer the door.  Please, let me go.”  It was a real challenge for Christalyn to even stand upright let alone resist Harrison’s powerful hold on her.


	“They’ll go away if you ignore it.  It’s late, Chris.  Who comes to your house after midnight anyway?”  Harrison said grated by the interruption.  


	 “Harrison, please,” Christalyn said exasperated.  She tried to speak forcefully but her voice was totally inept.  Annoyed, Harrison finally loosened his grip on her.  


	Christalyn shifted away from him and teetered over to the living room.  Even reaching the door was a challenge, but she managed to make it.  By then, Harrison was in her bedroom buttoning up his shirt.  The last person Chris expected to see was Paul on the other side of her door that morning. 


	Paul took one good look at Christalyn, and knew instantly she was in trouble.  His heart ached to see her looking so zoned out and lost.  Paul realized she’d been drinking, but she seemed under the influence of something more powerful than alcohol.  


	Christalyn staggered as she reached out to touch him.  “What are you doing here, Paul?” She was muddled. 


	“Yeah, Paul, what are you doing here?” Harrison finally emerged from Christalyn’s bedroom.  He was standing territorially behind Chris.  His angry eyes darted daggers straight through Paul’s, but Paul ignored his possessive rant. 


	“I came by to pick up a book from Chris-if that’s any of your business.  I told Chris I needed to have it back right away,” Paul asserted authoritatively.  He refused to back down and let a dirt bag like Harrison have the last word.  Christalyn leaned up against Paul’s chest to support her faltering body, and Paul drew her into his arms protectively away from Harrison. 


	 “Isn’t it a little late for you to be calling on my girl?”  Harrison asked shamelessly 


	“I should ask you the same question, Harrison,” Paul emphasized, peeved.  “What are you doing here at this hour?  This is where I live.  What’s your excuse?  Chris doesn’t look too good.  So, why don’t you get out of here and let her get some rest.  You’re supposed to be protecting your girl.  And by hanging out at her place at this hour, you’re compromising her reputation,” Paul noted acrimoniously.  


	“What business is that of yours, Paul?  You know what,” Harrison jerked forward as if he were about to hit Paul, “I’m getting pretty tired of you and your one-sided love affair with my girl.  You need to get it through your head that she doesn’t love you, Paul.  You’re totally pathetic.  I mean you’re a decent looking guy.  It’s not as if you can’t get a woman.  Just leave us alone.”  


	“You just try it, Harrison.  I’ll have you leave the building toothless this morning, and that’s a promise.  Don’t you ever threaten me again,” Paul said irate and daunted Harrison to lay one finger on him.  But Paul was distracted.  It was difficult to focus on anything else but on Christalyn’s dire condition.  She was lost in a world of her own and mentally checked out. “What did you do to her, Harrison?”  Paul demanded with eyes sparking flames.  “What did you give her?”  


	“I gave her lots of love is all,” Harrison patronized with an insidious smile on his face.  


	It was at that point Paul lost his aplomb.  He gently released his hold from about Christalyn’s waist and grabbed Harrison by the collar.  Paul wasn’t violent by nature, but something about Harrison taking advantage of someone he truly cared about outraged him.  Paul felt everything strongly, and he often prayed for God’s help in helping him keep temper his passion.  Once he cared about someone, there was no relenting or repenting.   


	He tightened his grasp on Harrison’s collar, seething.  “If you hurt her in any way,” tears pushed through his lids and rolled down his cheeks, “I’ll make you wish you were never born.  Got me?”  


	“Oh, yeah,” Harrison yanked away, “I got you, big man.  You want a piece of this?  Is that what you want, Paul?”  Harrison challenged.  “You better be just as good taking it as you are at dishing it out.”  


	 Paul considered the source of the threat.  He took a good look at the man challenging him, and concluded Harrison wasn’t worth it.  Moreover, the Spirit of God gave him an impression not to waste time or energy on Harrison.  Realizing he was behaving out of character, Paul calmed down.  “I don’t want anything to do with you, Harrison.  I just want you to leave Chris alone.  I know why you’re here this morning.  You thought you were going to have your way, but I’m here to let you know it’s not going to happen-at least not on my watch,” Paul avowed. 


	“You really believe that.  Well, you’re even more deluded than I thought.  Just watch me, Paul.  Chris can’t stand you,” Harrison said deviously.  


	Paul examined every move Christalyn made.  At that point she was reaching for something she thought was right in front of her, but she seemed to be missing the target every time. 


	Harrison went on to denigrate and impugn.  “Christalynn loves me, and I will make her mine soon enough.”  


	Paul ignored anything Harrison had to say, because if he didn’t, he would have killed the man.  With a great deal of composure, he watched Harrison place his hand on Christalyn’s face and stroked it.  Harrison said goodnight-leaving Paul wallowing in frustration and disdain.   Chris was so disoriented her legs gave way soon after Harrison left.  


	Paul shut the apartment door while simultaneously trying to uphold her floundering body. Chris was too weak to argue with him.  “Oh, honey!” he cried, “What has he done to you?”  Paul squeezed her in his arms and comfortingly rubbed her back.  “Why, honey?  Why?  You deserve so much better,” he attested-swaying her limp body in his caring embrace.  Paul took her up in his arms and carried her over to the living room.  He gingerly rested her lifeless body on the couch. 


	He left her alone for a moment and wandered into her bedroom.  There, he grabbed pillows and a comforter.  Paul draped the comforter over her body delicately and propped the pillows cautiously under her head.  Soon after, he got a warm washcloth and wiped her foaming mouth.  After he was certain she was comfortable, Paul held her securely in his arms, because Christalyn refused to let him go.  Every time he tried to pull away, she reached for him distressingly.  It seemed she was afraid to be alone.  Realizing how fragile she was Paul held her protectively until she fell asleep.


	At one point in the middle of the night Christalyn woke up screaming.  “Paul, don’t let them get me.  Please, make them go away.”  Her breathing was labored.   


	“There’s no one here, honey.  I promise.  I won’t let anyone get you,” Paul reassured. It broke his heart to see Christalyn this way.  


	 “Don’t let them hurt me, Paul.  Please,” she said frenzied.  Paul tried to pacify realizing she was totally zoned out.  “I promise not to let anyone hurt you, honey.  I won’t let anyone hurt you ever again.  I promise.”  He held her more firmly as she held on to him for dear life. 


	Paul prayed over her and recited Psalms of victory and deliverance.  He recited Psalms 27, 31 and 42, and asked the Lord to bring his friend through this horrible experience.  Paul knew he wouldn’t be able to handle it if anything ever happened to her.  But he couldn’t focus on that at the moment.  He was just happy to be close to her again.   


	He decided to savor the moment.  It had been a while since he saw her beautiful face so calm and serene.  Lately, their exchanges had been bitter words and painful recriminations.  Now, she was as vulnerable as a little girl, and he wanted to shield her away from the world and make everything alright again.  It was after three in the morning when Paul was certain Christalyn was profoundly asleep.  


	Paul tried to slip gently away in order to allow her to rest.  


	However, Christalyn refused to let go.  “Please don’t go, Paul.  Don’t leave me here alone.  Please, stay. ”   


	Paul wasn’t sure she was lucid enough to make such a request, but it really didn’t matter.  He refused to leave her side.  “I’m not going anywhere, honey.  I’m right here, and it’s going to be alright.  I promise it will be alright.  Sh...  You sleep now.”  Paul spent the entire nigh holding Christalyn securely in his arms, and warding off every foe-real or imaginary-threatening her safety.  At some point he must have fallen asleep as well, because the next thing he knew it was morning.


	 


	* * *


	 


	The sun filtered through Christalyn’s lacy curtains, and assaulted Paul’s eyes the moment he opened them.  It was at that moment he realized he’d spent the entire night with Chris.  He stared down at her serene face.  Finally, it seemed she was getting a little bit of rest.  He began pulling away as unassumingly as he could.  Paul then crossed over into the kitchen and put coffee on.  Spending the night with her was extremely trying.  


	Chris struggled with hallucinations the entire time.  Paul knew without a doubt that Harrison drugged her the night before.  He hated Harrison for hurting her that way.  Moreover, Paul resented the fact that Harrison was so self-serving.  He was growing more incensed by the minute, but it dawned on him that Harrison needed the Lord a lot more than his hatred.  So, Paul resolved to ask God for strength to pray for Harrison’s conversion, because he struggled with contentious feelings towards the man. 


	As Paul stood there in the kitchen, he had to ask God to diffuse his anger.  But he discerned God’s still small voice reminding him that Harrison wasn’t the enemy.  Satan was using him to try to destroy Christalyn’s life (Ephesians 6:12-16).  Paul knew the truth, but it was hard to see past how fragile and helpless Christalyn was all night.  


	She was too afraid to even let him leave her alone at her own place.  He couldn’t ever remember Chris being so vulnerable.  She was always a strong and independent young woman, but Harrison Blake was turning her into a scared, vulnerable child.  Paul had to keep remembering that Harrison wasn’t the enemy, Satan was. 


	Paul decided to make breakfast for Christalyn.  He made some oatmeal and also some Blueberry muffins from the mix she kept in her cabinet.  He figured she probably hadn’t eaten before her date with Harrison the night before, and was probably drinking on an empty stomach.  So, even if Chris felt sick, Paul would encourage her to eat something for sustenance.  It occurred to Paul that it was Sunday morning.  Soon, he would have to leave in order to get ready for Sunday morning worship at the church.


	Paul had just shut the oven off when he heard Christalyn calling for him.  He immediately rushed over to her side.   


	“Paul,” Christalyn gasped, “I thought you were gone.”  


	Paul set down on the sofa close to her.  “No, honey, I’m still here.  How are you feeling?” he asked pertained as he placed his hand caringly around her shoulders.  


	 “What happened last night, Paul?  Why do I feel so weird?”  


	Paul took her hand in his and stroked it sensitively.  “Honey, you’re fine now, and by the grace of God that’s the way you’re going to remain.  I’m here, and I won’t go if you don’t want me to.  How are you doing, honey?”  


	“Feeling weird-like someone shut the light off in my head.  It feels as if I was lost, and I’m just beginning to recognize the road back home,” she explained.  


	“I know.  You feel strange right now, but I promise things will make sense to you again.”


	“Paul, what happened last night?  I really can’t remember much.  I know that Harrison and I went to a nightclub, but I don’t remember coming back here.” 


	“You don’t remember Harrison bringing you in here?” Paul asked, nonplused.


	“I do remember having a few drinks at the club, and I wasn’t feeling well.  I can’t remember anything past that.  Wait…,” Christalyn said as if something flickered in her memory. “Harrison gave me some pills.  He said they’d make me feel better.”  She grappled to recount the details. 


	“Chris, Harrison drugged you.  I hope you understand that,” Paul said plainly.  He was more incensed than ever after hearing Christalyn’s story.  “Honey, Harrison had to literally carry you into this apartment earlier on.  Did you know that?”  Paul lifted her face to eye level. “You couldn’t walk, Chris.  Whatever Harrison gave you must have been very powerful, because he was in here with you.  And, my guess is that he would have gotten a little bit more acquainted if I didn’t thwart his plans.”  It killed Paul to break down the details to her. 


	Christalyn’s face was veiled in horror.  “Harrison would never do that, Paul.  He wouldn’t take advantage of me that way.  He loves me,” she defended. 


	“Chris, honey,” Paul reasoned, “he was coming out of your bedroom when you came to answer the door for me.  Don’t you remember?”  Paul stroked her hand comfortingly, because Christalyn’s face was a mask of hurt and disillusionment.  “Based on what I observed, I think I got here just in time,” Paul said thickly.  


	 “No, that can’t be right,” she argued.  “Paul, you’re wrong.  Harrison loves me.  He would never do anything like that.  He gave me those pills because I had a headache,” Christalyn disputed in naivety.  


	“Who’s to say that he hadn’t already laced one of your drinks before offering those pills? Chris, he drugged you.  Don’t get it wrong.  Harrison only loves himself, and he’s trying to take advantage of you.”  Paul went over the scenario with her once again, and he explained how she spent the entire night hallucinating.  


	Christalyn was stunned and bewildered.  “You spent the entire night with me, Paul?” Shame ladled her voice because of the way she’d treated him in past weeks.   


	“Of course I did,” Paul told her lovingly.  His face and eyes were imbued with compassion and understanding.  


	“You stayed close to me all night didn’t you?” Christalyn marveled.  


	“Where else would I be?  I had to know you were going to be alright.”   


	“Why would you do that for me, Paul?” Tears shone in her eyes.


	Paul drew her into his arms supportively.  “Don’t cry, Chris.  Please don’t...”  Tears formed in Paul’s eyes and ran down his cheeks, as he cradled Chris’s face into both his hands.  “I care about you.  You’re the most wonderful person in the world!” Paul laughed sentimentally and choked back more tears.  “And because friends are forever.” He smiled into her eyes.  


	Christalyn wrapped her arms around him and cried.  Her tears flowed onto Paul’s shoulder.  “I know I’ve been impossible, and I haven’t been very kind to you.  Can you forgive me?”   


	Paul pulled away for a moment, and caressed her moist cheeks.  “Of course I can,” he said sympathetically. 


	“Aren’t you worried about what our neighbors will think about you spending the night with me?” she asked crucially.    


	“Well, I haven’t given that much thought, Chris.  I don’t think it would have been wise to leave you alone earlier.  God knows what happened behind these closed doors, and he’s the one we’re looking to please.  So, don’t worry about what people think.  If our neighbors want to think something happened here last night, there’s nothing we can do to change their minds. But God knows the truth.  It’s not like we can single everyone out and tell them nothing happened last night.  Can you spread the word to the upstairs neighbors that nothing happened?” 


	Paul made Christalyn laugh.  Her fears were dissipating, and Paul was happy to know he could help.  


	“I’m sorry I hurt you, Paul, but I love Harrison so much,” Christalyn admitted. 


	Up until that moment nothing Christalyn had done or said even came close to the pain he felt hearing her say those words.  


	Paul swallowed hard and changed the subject.  “Chris, I’ve made coffee and oatmeal.  I think you should eat something alright.  Now, are you going to argue with me?”  


	“No, Paul.  I promise not to argue with you.”  She smiled.  


	That small gesture sparked hope in Paul’s heart. 


	After Christalyn showered and changed she joined Paul out in the kitchen.  Paul served her oatmeal, coffee and blueberry muffins.  Paul was proud of the way his muffins turned out. Being able to sit at the table and have breakfast with Chris felt like old times.  Sporadically when they were able to get up early enough on Sunday morning, they had breakfast at one of their favorite spots called Down Home Kitchen before the morning service.  Being this close to Chris gave Paul a chance to explore her face and eyes.  He wondered what she was thinking now that she knew the truth about Harrison’s devious behavior at the club last night.  


	Paul noticed color and life return to Chris’s cheeks.  That she was feeling better made him feel better as well.  It was almost nine when they finished having breakfast.  Paul was totally convinced that Christalyn was poised to kick Harrison to the curb, in light of everything that happened.  So, Paul went back to his place in order to shower and change for church.  


	However, he was ill prepared for what happened next.  He stepped out of his apartment all ready for church, but stopped dead in his tracks when he saw Harrison standing across the hall at Christalyn’s door.   He was made privy to their conversation.  


	“I’m really sorry about last night, baby.  Believe me, I had no idea anything was wrong with those pills.  I thought they were Tylenol or something.  I’m sorry you’ve been so miserable all night.  I should have never brought you to that awful place. There are definitely seedy characters in a place like that-capable of lacing drinks.  It’s my fault, and I promise never to expose you to anything like that ever again.  I promise to find out who did this to you,” Harrison said with conviction.  “Please forgive me, Chris.”   


	Ma Paul considered, as he watched Harrison pour on the charm like a maple syrup.  Harrison stood there in all of his handsome glory, but Paul felt sick at heart.  He wanted so much to intervene, and call Harrison out for being a total liar, but he felt the Spirit of God making him pull back and to pray for Christalyn instead. 


	Harrison pressed all of the right buttons, and Christalyn caved and believed his lies.  Harrison completed his performance.


	Christalyn welcomed him back with opened arms.  “Of course I forgive you, baby.  I know you would never deliberately hurt me.  I know you love me, Harrison.  I love you too,” she affirmed.  She threw her arms about Harrison’s neck and crushed him in her arms.  


	Paul stood in his doorway all dressed up for Sunday morning service.  With his bible in his hand, his heart rent into pieces.  The pain was so intense it felt as if he would never recover.  Paul stood there watching Christalyn and Harrison engage in a profound kiss.  It killed him that Christalyn had taken him back no questions asked.  Paul knew how dangerous Harrison was.  If he hurt Chris once he would inevitably do it again.   


	Paul could clearly see that Harrison would eventually leave Chis devastated.  Still, there was an even greater revelation that morning.  Paul realized that the way he felt about Christalyn’s connection to Harrison went far beyond righteous indignation and holy concern. Moreover, his feelings weren’t as selfless as he wanted to believe.  


	Seeing Harrison hold and kiss her so intimately and how avidly she responded to his affections, made Paul understand that he was totally possessive of her.  And it really didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out that possessiveness turned inside out was downright jealousy.  Paul couldn’t stand to watch for a moment longer.  So, in an unassuming manner, he shut his front door and slunk quietly down the hallway.  Paul stepped out of the building and rushed out to the parking lot to find his car.  He had no idea how he was going to worship that morning when his heart was totally broken.  In essence, Paul was depending on God’s Spirit to sustain him and keep him from going under.  Moreover, Paul was also trusting God to bind up his profound lacerations.


	 








CHAPTER FIVE


	 


	At the end of the school semester during final’s week Harrison proposed to Christalyn.  He still downplayed the drugging incident at the nightclub-stating that someone else was responsible.  And, Christalyn believed him.  In fact, Harrison convinced her that Paul was the one who tried to make more of the matter than there was.  He told her that Paul would do anything to slander him because Paul had jealousy issues.  


	Of course, Harrison had no real intention on marrying Christalyn.  However, he was of the mindset that if he could put a ring on her finger, it would prove he meant business.  That in turn would make it a lot easier to get her to sleep with him.  


	Harrison was glad Christalyn stopped attending church.  That was a relief because he no longer had to pretend he enjoyed attending the services with her.  Christalyn did generally whatever he suggested at that point.  So, convincing her to sleep with him would also be a cakewalk.  He figured that if she compromised her faith so easily, he could manipulate her to do whatever he wanted.  Harrison sensed there was nothing she wouldn’t do to be with him. 


	Christalyn was extremely generous with her money as well-not that he needed her money.  But it was good to know she had his back financially.  “What’s mine is yours, sweetie,” Christalyn often told him, and Harrison relished those words from Chris’s beautiful mouth every time she said them.  She was extremely beautiful, intelligent and sweet.  However, her one downfall was that she was also extremely naive and trusting.  Beauty, he could always find, but Harrison planned to exploit her vulnerability until he moved on to his next conquest.  He was determined to get exactly what he wanted, and then move on without hesitation.  It wasn’t personal.  He wasn’t at a place in his life where he could be tied down to one woman.  But, that would not stop him from having a little fun, and the prospect of being with Christalyn constituted as a personal victory.


	On the last day of the semester Harrison met Christalyn on Lakeview University’s Quad. This was an overpass and lounge area outside of the college’s Fine Arts Building.  Christalyn had just completed her final exam of the semester. 


	“Hey you,” Harrison said lightheartedly-sneaking up playfully behind her.  He bent down and tugged on her ponytail.  He could tell he startled her.   


	“Harrison!” Christalyn chided for scaring her, but she couldn’t hide her joy.  She turned to face him and draped her arms about his neck, and hugged him meaningfully.  There was a lot to celebrate because the semester was over.  Her joy bubbled over just like Harrison’s seemed to.  He drew her up from out of her seat, and held her in his arms affectionately.


	“I missed you so much this weekend,” Christalyn celebrated.  


	“I’ve missed you too, baby,” Harrison said openly.  “You look stressed, baby,” he evaluated and massaged her shoulders.


	“I was but not for much longer now that the semester is over.  I am grateful that I got all of my papers and finals out of the way.” 


	“Well,” Harrison caroused, “let me tell you what I’m grateful for.”  He sat on a bench and gestured for Christalyn to sit in his lap.  Harrison’s smile was more beautiful than the morning sun.  Christalyn draped her arms around his neck cuddled closely to him.  It felt good to be that close against the frost of the December afternoon.  “I’m grateful to have you, and I’m also grateful the semester is over, because I can do what I’ve been wanting to for such a long time,” Harrison said urgently.  


	“What have you been planning to do, sweetie?” she asked skeptically.    


	“Chris, I know we haven’t been together for very long, but it doesn’t take long to figure out just how special you are.  You are such a rare gem,” Harrison said emphatically.  He examined the gloves on her hands, cautiously slipped them off, and tucked them into his coat pocket.  “Christalyn Ann Boyd, I need you.  I can’t live without you anyone.  I’ve been trying so hard to keep my feelings under wraps, but it’s hard.  Everything about you makes me insane.  What I want is to make you mine forever.”  Harrison’s eyes glistened affectively.  He thought it was a nice touch.  “You make me happy, and I just want the chance to do the same for you.  Will you marry me?”


	Tears rolled down Christalyn’s cheeks, but they felt more like icicles, because of the bitter winds.  But she could care less about the weather.  The man of her dreams just poured his heart out to her and asked her to be his wife.  This was the moment she’d been waiting for since they met, and Christalyn was overwhelmed.  


	But Harrison had a lot more to say.  “I want to take care of you, Chris…till death do us part.” 


	Christalyn was stunned and speechless.  Even if they talked about marriage, she did not expect him to propose so soon.  She longed to be with Harrison as much as he longed to be with her.  Tears glistened in her eyes as she thought about just how much she prayed to find the right person and to be married.  Christalyn wrapped her arms around Harrison and crushed him to herself sentimentally. 


	Unsure as to what Christalyn’s answer was, Harrison asked, “Am I to take that as a yes?  You will marry me?  Please say you will, baby and make me the happiest man in the world,” Harrison persuaded squeezing her in his arms.  


	“Yes!” Christalyn said.  She pulled away gently and wiped tears off her face.  “Yes, Harrison, I will marry you!”  She laughed delightfully as Harrison as scooped her up in his arms, and spun her around like a little girl.  


	“I promise to make you happy, Chris!” Harrison basked in the moment.  I love you!  I will show you things you’ve never seen before.”  Harrison earnestly meant the part about showing Chris things she’d never seen before.  


	Soon after, Harrison removed a jewelry box from his coat pocket.  He opened it up and revealed an exquisite pear-shaped 7 carat diamond solitaire. When Harrison slipped the ring on Christalyn’s finger that afternoon, it felt as if all of her prayers were finally answered. 


	 


	* * *


	 


	On New Year’s Eve Christalyn brought Harrison home to spend time with her family out in West Lakeview.  Matthew and Martha Boyd were concerned that Christalyn was possibly rushing things with Harrison.  They were afraid she was making a huge mistake.  Since meeting Harrison, they’d tried to warn Christalyn not to move too quickly, however, their words seemed to fall on deaf ears.  Apparently she was too in love to see the truth. 


	Still, they resolved to keep praying, because the only one who could keep Christalyn from going down a destructive path was God.  The Boyds did all they could to remain cordial to Harrison, even if they knew he wasn’t the man God had in mind for Chris.  There was something about him that made everyone feel uneasy.


	Christalyn’s brothers and sisters all frowned upon her decision to marry Harrison.  However, Christalyn always got on the defensive whenever they talked to her about the matter.  Notwithstanding, it was clear that Chris had changed drastically.  She seldom talked about the things of God which formerly excited her.  She stopped attending church and pulled away from ministry.  It seemed that when she allowed Harrison into her life, she disinvited the Lord.  The only thing on Christalyn’s mind was her upcoming wedding, and how happy Harrison made her. 


	 


	The Boyds had a New Year’s Eve tradition.  The family usually had a big dinner with friends, and ushered in the New Year on their knees in prayer.  Harrison would be joining them that year.  So, they had to find a way to tuck in personal feelings and extend kindness to Chris’s fiancé.  Lorraine would also be joining them for dinner that night.   
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