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Chapter 1


“You’re going to be the first female mayor of Los Angeles!””


Thunderous applause exploded inside the Biltmore’s Colonnade Room.


“You forgot the first black female mayor,” a woman bellowed above the noise.


Grace Monroe smiled into the crowd of rainbow faces. She motioned with her hands to quiet her supporters. “Thank you, but my focus is not on the mayor’s office. I want to serve the people of the Eighteenth District—you, who with your confidence and countless dedicated hours have elected me today as your councilwoman.”


A roar reverberated through the room. Grace glanced over her shoulder. Behind her, Conner beamed. Next to him stood their daughters, whose smiles matched the ones in the crowd. Jayde, her fifteen year old, raised her thumb in the air.


Grace turned toward her constituents as the cheers faded. Her smile disappeared. She scanned the quieting crowd for unfamiliar eyes. She shook her head to dislodge those thoughts. Out of more than two hundred people in the room, she knew fewer than fifty. Eager faces stared back at her, and she cleared her throat.


“I will fulfill my campaign promises—the most important being that our children receive the education they deserve. We’re going to begin with morals and ethics.” Minutes passed before she was able to continue through the applause. “We will address the questions that are important to you. We will provide solutions to the challenges of drugs and teenage pregnancy.” Another eruption of applause. “I thank you for your commitment, but remember, this is the beginning. We must work hard to make the Eighteenth District of Los Angeles a model community, an example for the nation.” She paused for just a moment. “God bless you.”


Silver globes, reminiscent of the disco decade, glittered from the high ceilings as strobes swept rainbow meteors across the room. Bass tones blasted, and then Jeffrey Osborne’s baritone serenaded the crowd, turning Grace’s feelings into song.


We’re going all the way.


Grace swayed to the music as her family joined her at the podium. Conner entwined his fingers in his wife’s and raised her hand in the air in victory. “I am so proud of you. Congratulations, Councilwoman.” His lips grazed her ear.


She shined with pride as he kissed her cheek, and the crowd cheered their approval. She could feel her daughters on her other side.


Amber giggled. “Mommy, the music is so loud.”


Grace laughed, stooped, and hugged her seven year old. Then she pulled Jayde into her arms.


“Congratulations, Mom,” Jayde grinned.


Grace smiled, relieved that her teenager was in the mood for the celebration.


“Well done, dear.” Grace turned at the sound of her mother’s voice. Lily had squeezed between her grandchildren to stand at her daughter’s side. Grace hugged her mother.


Lily patted her daughter’s back as they embraced. “I’m proud of you.” As Grace pulled away, her mother whispered, “The only thing missing is your sister….” Grace shrugged from her mother’s arms, her smile gone.


Before a tick clicked on the clock, Conner stepped between the two women and put his arm around his wife. “The cameras, honey,” he said through lips that hardly moved. He motioned toward the crowd with his dimpled chin.


Grace returned to center stage, her practiced smile in place. She waved, then took Conner’s hand and moved toward the curtains behind them. Lily and the girls followed. Before she was two steps backstage, Zoë, her campaign manager and now chief of staff, ran toward her with headphones covering her braids and a clipboard in her hand.


“Grace, Channel 2 wants the first interview. We should give it to them because their polls supported us, and they were the fairest in reviewing our platform.” She took one glance at the clipboard, then added, “Next, we’ll go to Channel….”


Grace held up her hand. “Zoë, take a breath.”


Zoë stared speechless for a moment, then smiled. “Have I congratulated you?” She squinted, as if trying to remember.


“No, you haven’t.” Grace hugged her. “And I haven’t thanked you.” She squeezed Zoë’s hand. “Tell Channel 2 that I’ll be right there.” Zoë nodded and rushed away. Grace shook her head, knowing that in five minutes, she’d be back with three more interviews arranged.


“Girl, girl, girl!” Devry clapped, and Grace laughed at her sister-in-law. “You did it!”


Grace hugged Devry, then stepped back when she felt the gentle swell of her sister-in-law’s belly between them. “Don’t want to hurt the baby.”


Devry laughed. “Girl, Baby Monroe is having a blast. Just like the rest of us.” She took Grace’s hand. “I’m so proud of you.”


“It’s still unbelievable,” Grace said. Then her eyes wandered over Devry’s shoulder into the face of Conner—only the man didn’t have her husband’s eyes. Chandler’s were a tint lighter than Conner’s dark brown ones. As she hugged her brother-in-law, she thought for the thousandth time that the doctors had been mistaken—they couldn’t be fraternal twins.


The family’s circle was infiltrated by others, from campaign workers to church members, all offering their congratulations. As she stood in the crowd’s midst, Grace stepped away in her mind. With the music blaring at levels that would make an audiologist cringe, Grace felt as if she was in the middle of a Times Square New Year’s celebration. She smiled. It was a new year—a new beginning for a community that she loved and another new start for her. God just continued giving her new blessings.


Grace joined the crowd again and continued hugging and kissing her well-wishers until her cheeks ached from the smile she’d worn since all three networks declared her the victor.


“Honey, we should get out there,” Conner said. “There’re a lot of people to meet and greet.”


She nodded and turned to Jayde and Amber. “Give me a hug, ladies. Are you sure you have everything?”


Amber nodded and embraced her mother. “Yes, Mommy.”


When Grace turned to Jayde, her older daughter stood with her arms crossed. “I don’t know why I have to go to Nana’s. There are other kids here,” she said, peeking through the stage’s curtains.


Grace stroked Jayde’s cheek. “You have school tomorrow, and that’s all that counts.” She kissed her, then stepped back as Conner kissed their daughters good-bye.


Grace turned to her mother. “Thanks, Mom.”


“There’s nothing I like more than having my grandbabies with me.”


Conner motioned to Frank Austin, Grace’s driver, that Lily and the girls were ready. He waited until they were out of view and then, with pandemonium still surrounding them, pulled Grace into his arms. “Well, Miss Councilwoman,” he began, and kissed her nose. “It’s time for my personal congratulations.” He paused, becoming serious. “I wish we could leave now for our own celebration.”


Her eyes glittered. She pulled away and faked a yawn. “It’s been a long day.” She looked at her watch. “Let’s sneak out in five minutes.”


“What would Channel 2 say?” He laughed. “But the quicker we make our appearance, the quicker we’ll be able to escape.” He put his arm around her waist. “Come on, Councilwoman Monroe, the people want you.” He took her hand. “Just remember that your husband wants you more.”


As Zoë led them into the waiting crowd, neither noticed the woman whose eyes watched them and whose steps matched theirs as she moved along the room’s perimeter.





Grace leaned against the Suburban and laughed at Conner, whose arms were spread wide.


“I’m not kidding,” he said. “I’m going to carry you over the threshold.”


“You didn’t have anything to drink, and you don’t do drugs, so this must be mad cow disease.”


He pursed his lips as if he was annoyed, but he couldn’t hide his smile. “I’ve done this before.”


“Fifteen years ago. You were younger, and I weighed … less.” She paused when she saw the laughter in his eyes. “Are you making fun of me?”


He held up his hands. “Never, because you are more beautiful today than the day we married.” He held his arms open to her again.


She shrugged. “Okay.”


He lifted her, then grunted.


“I told you.” She laughed as he struggled. A moment later, she squealed as he raised her high, letting her rest on his shoulder.


“Ssshhh. The neighbors,” Conner huffed.


They laughed as he staggered into the house, wobbling through the long hallway, then letting her slip from his arms right under the living room arch, the special place where they had renewed their wedding vows ten years before.


“I can’t believe you did that.” She laughed and smoothed her red Tadashi suit over her waist.


“And I can’t believe that you had doubts about winning this election.” The smile left his face. “Grace, the city is blessed to have you … and so am I.”


Her eyes burned with warmth. It was more than his words that made her want to cry. In his eyes, she saw their history. In his tone, she heard him say, “I forgive you,” all over again.


She stroked his face, then brushed her lips against his.


He kissed her and, with his tongue, erased every memory of the election until their thoughts were of themselves alone. He took her hand, pulling her into the living room. He used the dimmer to lower the lights to their softest glow before he led her to the couch.


He kissed her again, then turned away, moving to the entertainment center that covered one wall. With the press of one button music, filled the room.


My love, there’s only you in my life, the only thing that’s right….


Grace’s eyes followed Conner as he walked across the room and turned off the lights. The room was illuminated only by the outside streetlights that filtered through the sheer curtains hanging at the living room’s tripanel bay window.


Conner stretched his hand forward, lifting her from the couch. They leaned together, two lines in poem, swaying to Lionel Richie’s serenade.


Grace laid her head against Conner’s chest, closed her eyes, and sank into the words that she and Conner had first danced to at their wedding.


Two hearts. Two hearts that beat as one.


Grace was sure the song had been written for them.


Our lives have just begun.


As the music continued, Conner lifted her chin and pressed his mouth against hers, gently pushing her back until her legs pressed against the couch. They continued their horizontal dance until they heard the three beeps of the alarm indicating that a door had been opened.


Startled, Conner and Grace slipped from their embrace and jumped from the couch. The chandelier in the foyer brightened the entire front of the house.


“Mommy, why are the lights off?” Amber asked.


Grace smoothed her skirt as she rushed toward the foyer, while Conner turned off the music.


“What are you doing here?” Grace asked, glancing from her mother to her daughters.


Jayde yawned. “Amber wanted to come home.”


“You did too,” Amber asserted. Then she leaned against Grace.


Grace looked at her mother. “Mom, it’s almost midnight.”


“I know, honey, but when Amber started crying, I thought it best to bring them here. I didn’t think you’d be home. I was going to put them to bed and wait for you.”


Grace opened her mouth, then shook her head. “Come on,” she said to her daughters. “Let me get you to bed. You have school in the morning.” She looked at her mother.


Conner said, “I’ll take care of the girls.”


“I told you we should have stayed with you,” Jayde smirked, as she trotted up the winding staircase.


Grace was silent until her husband disappeared with their daughters. “Mom, they should be in bed.”


“I’m sorry.” Lily moved toward the kitchen. “I thought this was better than having Amber cry all night. She’s so spoiled.”


Grace followed her mother. “It must have been the excitement. Amber hasn’t done that in a long time. Anyway, do you want to stay here instead of driving back home?”


Lily shook her head and ran her hand through her closely cropped white-gray afro as she sat at the kitchen table. “No, I just want a quick cup of coffee.” When Grace stood still, with her arms folded, staring at her mother, Lily added, “Decaf, of course.”


With a sigh, and a shrug, Grace set the coffee maker, then pulled a mug from the cabinet, setting it heavily on the counter.


“I said I was sorry,” Lily exclaimed, then paused, twisting her lips into a lopsided grin. “And I’m sorry that we interrupted you and Conner. Looks like you weren’t expecting anyone.”


Grace smiled and sat with her mother. Her fingers danced on the table to the rhythm of Lionel still singing in her head.


“You have a good husband.”


Grace’s smile widened.


“Not every man would stand by his wife….”


Grace’s fingers stopped. “Mom!”


Lily held up her hands. “I’m just speaking the truth.”


“And you speak it every chance you get.”


“I want you to remember.”


“With you, there’s no chance of forgetting.” Grace paused. “Mom, my mistakes were long ago forgiven and forgotten. I know I have a wonderful husband, and now Conner knows that he has a terrific wife.” Another moment passed. “Can we change the subject?”


Lily shrugged, giving herself just enough time to gasp new air. “When was the last time you called your sister?”


“Argh!” Grace stood, walked to the counter and opened the cabinet above the sink. The blue plastic cups were stacked, waiting for her to fill one with coffee, drop in a plastic stirrer, and send her mother on her way.


“I guess the subject of your sister is off-limits too,” Lily huffed.


Grace raised her glance toward the ceiling. “Help me, Lord,” she whispered, before facing her mother with the coffee pot in one hand and the mug in the other. She walked toward the table, feeling the heat rise through the pot’s cover.


Lily held up her hand, stopping Grace. “Not too much. I don’t want to stay long.”


Grace had a myriad of retorts but said nothing. She poured the coffee, filling the mug less than a third full—just enough for a few sips. They sat in silence as Lily blew on the liquid and then swallowed the coffee in just a bit more than a gulp. When she finished, she stared at her daughter.


Grace tried not to sigh as she refilled her mother’s cup. When she finished pouring, she said, “No, Mom. I haven’t spoken to Mabel.”


“Your sister’s name is Starlight now.”


Grace groaned inside and hoped her silence would keep her from being pulled into this conversation. But silence didn’t stop Lily. “I wish you two would settle your differences. The only thing that matters is that you’re sisters.”


“Mom, we’ll never agree, so can we not talk about this?”


Lily shook her head, and tsked. “You should have included your sister tonight. Don’t be judgmental, Grace. Conner forgave you.”


Grace’s eyes thinned to slits. The ticking of the pear-shaped clock above the sink that Conner helped Jayde make in a fifth-grade science project punctuated the seconds of their silence. She finally cut through the quiet. “Mom, I don’t have to forgive Mabel. She didn’t do anything to me. I just don’t like how she takes advantage of women.” She stood from the table. “Second, I am blessed that my husband has forgiven me. But that’s between Conner and me only.”


Lily glared at her daughter.


Grace leaned against the counter and folded her arms. “Are you finished?”


Lily looked down at her mug still filled with coffee. She returned her glance to Grace. “I’ve had just about enough.” She stood and marched through the hallway back to the foyer. At the front door, she whipped around. “I forgot my …”


Grace handed the oversized Coach bag to her mother.


Lily slung the purse over her shoulder, then lowered her eyes.


“Mom, are you going to be okay? Conner can follow you home.”


She waved her hand. “I don’t want to be any more trouble….”


“I know you want Mabel …” Grace paused at Lily’s disapproving glance. “You want Starlight and me to be close, but we’re not. You have to accept that.”


Lily shook her head. “Family is the most important thing.” She looked into Grace’s eyes. “And now that you’re both successful, you should stop this stupid competition.”


She wanted to tell Lily there was no competition, but she said nothing.


Lily continued, “Make peace.”


That will never happen, Grace thought. But as she looked at her mother’s mournful eyes, she said, “Maybe one day, Mom.”


Sadness slumped Lily’s shoulders, making her five-foot-two frame even more petite.


Grace softened and pulled her mother into her arms. Lily felt like a porcelain doll that would crack under the slightest pressure. It always amazed Grace that such a small woman had birthed two daughters, who with their five-foot-eight and-nine frames were Amazons compared to their mother.


The strain of her daughters’ estranged relationship weighed heavy on Lily; Grace could see that. And since her second husband’s death over two years before, it seemed even more important for Lily to bring her daughters together.


“Mom, I’ll give Mabel … Starlight a call.” Grace wasn’t sure if she was speaking the truth, but when Lily smiled, she was glad she’d spoken.


Lily planted a soft kiss on her daughter’s cheek.


Grace opened the front door, and together they stepped onto the brick walkway into the coolness of the April night. Lily slipped inside her Toyota Camry and, through the closed window, wiggled her fingers, waving good-bye, saying thank-you. Grace stood in place until her mother’s car vanished into the night.


Grace returned inside, slumped against the door, and wondered how the sweetness of the day had shifted to the sourness she now felt.


“I heard some of that.”


She raised her glance to the second-floor landing and smiled when Conner stretched his arms, beckoning her. Weariness pressed her down as she climbed the stairs. Conner held her for several moments before he switched off the light, darkening the house’s interior.


They took two steps when Grace stopped. “Let me check on the girls.”


Conner took her hand before she could turn away. “Already done.” He pulled her into their bedroom. “It’s time for you and me.” He lowered his lips to hers, pressing her against the closed door. “Where were we?”


Grace shut her eyes, trying to fall into the feeling, but she couldn’t find the place where she’d been before the girls burst in. It took only a minute for Conner to lean away. Her eyes apologized, but he brought his finger to her lips, telling her there was nothing to be sorry about. Then he took her hand and moved to their hand-carved canopy bed. As she sat on the edge, he removed her pumps, then massaged her feet before he stood and slid her jacket from her shoulders. He lowered his lips to her neck as he unbuttoned her satin blouse.


Grace moaned, dropping her head back so that she could receive her husband’s warm lips. In less than a minute, Conner had his wife naked above the waist, but when she reached for his belt, he pushed her hands away. He laid her on the bed, rolled her onto her stomach, and slipped her skirt from her hips.


She closed her eyes and moaned even before his fingers began to push and pull against her skin. Her gasps were deep under his touch, and she melted under his fingers. Moments later, she drifted asleep.


Grace wasn’t sure how long Conner worked, providing her pleasure, but she didn’t awaken until he turned off the light and slid onto the cool sheets next to her.


Conner pulled her against him. She stretched, pushing her back against his chest.


“I love loving you,” he whispered.


“Hmmm,” was all she could manage, weak from the release Conner’s fingers had afforded her.


He squeezed his arms around her. “I would do anything for you, Grace.”


She was almost asleep again when he spoke, but she heard him. She snuggled deeper into his arms, secure in knowing his words were the absolute truth.








Chapter 2


“Mommy, what am I wearing to school?”


Grace opened her eyes, then shut them as the sun squeezed through the bottom of the window shade. Behind her, she heard Conner’s soft snore. She pushed herself from the bed and reached for her navy silk robe draped over the chaise.


“Mommy!”


She wrapped the robe’s belt around her waist. Her eyes were still heavy when she opened the door. Both Jayde and Amber stood in front of her—Jayde fully dressed in jeans (with more holes in them than in a slice of swiss cheese), a white T-shirt, and navy blazer, with headphones to the CD player that was clipped to her waist around her neck.


But Amber stood in the chill hallway covered only by her underwear. “Mommy, Jayde won’t help me.”


“She didn’t want to put on what I told her to.” Jayde shook her head. “It’s a no-brainer, stupid,” she said to her sister. “You’re supposed to wear what you would’ve if we had stayed with Nana.”


Grace said, “Jayde, don’t call your sister stupid.”


Amber stuck her tongue out at Jayde. “See, you’re the one who’s stupid.”


Grace pulled Amber down the hall. “What did I tell you about walking around without your bathrobe?”


“I’m sorry, Mommy.”


When she stood outside Amber’s bedroom door, Grace said, “Jayde, thank you for getting your sister up. And change those pants. I don’t want you wearing them to school.”


Jayde rushed to Amber’s bedroom door. “Mom, I love these. Everyone’s wearing them.”


“And you think that’s going to change my mind?” Grace raised one eyebrow, indicating the end of the conversation. “And make sure you eat before you leave.”


Jayde pouted. “I’m not hungry.”


Grace sighed. She had read countless books offering advice on surviving the teenage years. But she could write volumes that would shock the experts. And what wore her down was the thought that by the time she made it through Jayde’s teen battlefield, her sweet Amber would be poised to wage a new war.


“Jayde,” Grace said with all the patience she could gather. “Eat something.” She combed through the bag she’d packed for Amber yesterday.


“Mom, I called Brittany, and her mother is driving us to school,” Jayde whined, “so I have to be ready.” When Grace turned around, Jayde lowered her head, then sulked down the hall. “Why do I have to eat when there are people starving in Africa?”


“Remember to change your jeans,” Grace yelled, just before she heard Jayde’s bedroom door slam.


“Mommy, who’s going to take me to school?” Amber asked, as Grace helped her push her arms through the white blouse.


“I’ll have to, since we canceled the school bus.”


Amber’s eyes watered with sadness. “I’m sorry, Mommy. I wanted to come home last night because I was worried about you.”


Grace stopped buttoning her daughter’s shirt. “Why, sweetie?”


“I didn’t want all of those people to bother you.”


Grace pulled Amber into her arms. “Honey, no one is going to bother me … or you.” She loosened her embrace. “I’m going to make sure that we’re always safe.”


Amber’s downturned lips slipped into a smile. “I’m still sorry that you have to take me to school.”


“Why don’t I take you?”


Grace’s and Amber’s glances lifted at the same time.


Amber ran to her father. “Yeah, Daddy. You take me, and Mommy can go back to bed.”


“That’s what I was thinking.” Conner grinned and leaned over, kissing Grace’s cheek. “I’ll get rid of this child and return before you have time to dream about what we’re going to do.”


Amber cocked her head at her father’s words, and Grace knew a question was coming. When her daughter remained silent, Grace asked, “What about the office?”


“I told them I wouldn’t be in. Today, it’s just you and me and the bed.”


She shook her head. “You’re incorrigible.”


“Mommy, what does that mean?”


“Ask your father,” Grace said, trying to hold her laughter. When Conner shrugged his shoulders, Grace said, “Amber, let’s finish getting ready for school.” She held up the denim skirt.


“Give me a few minutes.” Conner kissed Grace before he turned from the room.


Grace helped Amber into her skirt, then in the kitchen, filled a bowl with Cocoa Puffs.


Jayde slinked in, her headphones covering her ears. She moaned as she dropped a slice of raisin bread into the toaster and stuffed a banana into her packed book bag.


“Do you have money for lunch?” Grace asked, raising her voice to be heard over Jayde’s music.


Jayde lowered her headphones. “Yes,” she said, tossing her micro-braids over her shoulder. The wrinkles in her forehead disappeared. “But I can always use more.” She grinned as she grabbed her toast.


“Good try.” Grace kissed Jayde. “Have a great day.”


“You too, Mom,” Jayde said cheerfully, the discussion of money changing her attitude.


Grace shook her head as Jayde finished her toast in just a few bites, then rushed through the front door. She clicked on the TV on the counter before she sat the cereal bowl in front of Amber. “Be careful, sweetie.” Grace covered her daughter with an oversized napkin. “Your father will be down in a bit.”


Amber’s eyes were already plastered to Tom and Jerry as Grace ran up the stairs.


In the bedroom, Conner sat on the bed, slipping into his sweatpants. He smiled. “Do you want to pray now?”


She nodded, and he took her hand as they knelt at their bedside.


“Dear Heavenly Father,” Conner began, “we come to you with praise and thanksgiving, raising before you the gifts you have blessed us with … our children. Lord, give unto Jayde and Amber perfect hearts to keep thy commandments, thy testimonies and thy statutes, and to do all these things, in Jesus’s name.”


“Amen,” they said together.


It was a simple prayer that they prayed daily, patterning their words after David’s prayer in 2 Chronicles for his son Solomon.


Grace slid under the bed covers, and Conner grinned as he pulled a pair of socks from the dresser. He leaned toward her, but before their lips could meet, the phone rang. They sighed, and Grace reached for the phone on the nightstand.


“Hi, Marilyn.” Grace’s shoulders sagged as she looked at Conner.


He mouthed no, and shook his head.


“Congratulations, Grace,” Marilyn said. “We’re all so excited here.”


Grace breathed, relieved. At least Conner’s assistant wasn’t calling for him. “Thanks.” Grace’s glance followed Conner as he moved toward the closet, her gaze focused on his naked torso.


“Well, Marilyn, thanks for calling,” she said eager to dismiss the woman.


“Is Conner there?”


Grace’s smile faded. “Yes.” Her simple answer was meant to deter Marilyn.


But Marilyn continued. “May I speak with him? It’s important.”


Grace wanted to hang up as Conner pulled his sweatshirt over his head, then walked to the dresser for his watch. Once he took this call, it would become a war of wills—whether to stay with his wife or service his clients. In this place, at this time, she wouldn’t win. He was as committed to his work as she was to hers.


“Grace,” Marilyn said again.


“Hold on a second.” Grace put her hand over the receiver. “Marilyn said it’s important.”


Grace tossed the cordless phone toward Conner with more force than she expected. The phone’s tip smashed into a silver-framed photo of the four Monroes. The picture seemed to float as it descended toward the floor and hit the carpet, splattering glass slivers across the room.


“My goodness.” Grace jumped from the bed.


Conner picked up the phone, then stepped with caution over the glass. He sat on the bed as Grace moved toward the fallen family photograph. “I’ll clean it up,” he said.


Grace picked up the photo and stared at the picture taken a year before, when she’d declared her candidacy. Conner was standing with his arms around her, with the girls in front. Exhilaration covered their faces, though she knew her children didn’t understand the enormity of her decision.


Before she decided to run for office, Grace had considered the effect it might have on her family. They were a strong unit, bound together even more by their tragedies. But they’d danced through their storms, and now their future was clear of any clouds.


The campaign had been clean, thank God, though Grace had held her breath. But her opponent, Samuel Douglas, had played only two cards—her inexperience and her religious conviction.


“My opponent has served only on the school board. No one with so little experience can serve a community like the Eighteenth District. Also, Ms. Monroe has made it very clear where she stands in terms of her Christian beliefs. We cannot allow politics to mix with religion. We are a mixture of black and white, Christians, Jews, Muslims, Protestants, and Catholics. We live in a great country that calls for the separation of church and state.”


That was the worst of it. And she’d held onto her convictions throughout the campaign.


“I am not saying that everyone has to share my beliefs,” Grace had said at her campaign rallies. “What I am saying is that I am a woman of God who will seek to do what is right for everyone. No matter what your beliefs are, you must see that there is a negative correlation between the increase of violence among our children and the absence of prayer in the schools. Children are wielding guns instead of praying for friends, family, and country. There is a breakdown in the family and an increase of sexually active teenagers. The question we must ask is, What has to be done to change this? I’m talking about morals, and honor, and a belief in something besides the sex on television, the anarchy in music, and the violence in movies.”


It had been a risky platform, but one she believed in. She didn’t want to be councilwoman if she couldn’t bring her faith with her. The electorate had agreed, though it had been a tough race. She’d won with fifty-five percent of the vote.


As her eyes remained glued to the photograph, she said a silent prayer of gratitude. God had certainly bestowed blessings on them.


Grace looked over her shoulder, but the smile that accompanied her thoughts turned upside down. She recognized the crease in Conner’s forehead.


“You have no idea who this woman is?” she heard Conner ask. The lines in his face deepened.


Grace moved to sit next to him. She took his hand. Go ahead, she mouthed.


“Okay, Marilyn,” he said. “I’ll be there in about an hour.” He hung up and turned to Grace. “I promise I’ll be back before you can say, ‘Thank God for my husband.’”


She nodded.


“I wouldn’t go in at all, but a woman has been calling the office saying she has an emergency only I can handle.”


“Who is it?”


He shrugged. “I don’t know, but …” He stopped as Gracestood and slipped her robe from her shoulders. The silk fluttered to the floor, settling around her ankles.


Conner’s glance roamed over his wife’s nakedness. “I can’t believe I’m letting this woman take me away from you.”


Grace put her arms around his neck and pressed against his torso. “Don’t be fooled, honey. I’m letting you go to the office. If I wanted, there’d be no way for you to leave.”


“You got that right,” he said, pulling her closer.


He aimed for her lips, but the sudden knock on their door stopped them from kissing. “Daddy, I’m ready,” Amber sang.


“It’s a conspiracy to keep us apart.” She chuckled and grabbed her robe.


He shook his head. “They’ll never win.”


“Daddy!”


“Honey, I’m going to take you to school,” Grace yelled through the door. “Give me a minute.”


She turned toward her closet, but Conner pulled her back. “Do you think we can get Lily to take the girls tonight?”


She laughed. “Not a chance.” She paused and fluttered her eyes. “But if you hurry back, we’ll have lots of time. Amber’s going to Nicole’s house after school, and Jayde has tennis practice. So it will be you and me and whatever your mind can conceive.”


“Promises, promises.”


She nodded. “You just keep whatever you had in mind on your mind, and I’ll take care of the rest.”


She sashayed toward the closet.


Conner shook his head. “Whatever this woman wants better be important.” He paused. “Let’s meet back here at two.”


“If you can wait that long,” she purred over her shoulder. He laughed, then went down the hall. Grace smiled as she jumped into a sweat suit and listened to Conner’s off-key serenade as he pulled the vacuum into the bedroom.


“You’ll always be, My endless love.”


Conner was still singing when she stepped from the closet. The vacuum whirred, sucking glass from the carpet. Grace kissed him, then stood at the door watching for a moment. Even through his sweatshirt, she could see his back muscles flexing as he pushed the cleaning machine.


I cannot wait to get back here, she thought, before she stepped into the hallway and closed the door behind her.








Chapter 3


Starlight took another sip of coffee, her eyes plastered to the newspaper. She squinted as the sun’s light cast a glare over the article. The brightness of this penthouse was one of the reasons she’d chosen it. This was the first morning she’d had time to relax in the breakfast nook. She looked toward the windows. Even though she didn’t want to cover the glass, she’d have to find something to soften the light.


She returned to the paper. Monroe is the first candidate to win on a totally Christian platform….


“Still reading about your sister?”


She forced herself to look up. “Did you get me all the newspapers?”


Lexington, her assistant, nodded. “Every one.” He settled across from her. “Still think … big mistake not going to the celebration last night. Grace would’ve been surprised.”


Starlight smoothed the paper onto the table. “Surprise doesn’t describe what my sister would have felt if I’d walked into that ballroom.” Her glance returned to the newspaper.


Lexington lifted the coffee pot from the table and filled his cup. He took a sip and grimaced. “Awful … it’s cold.”


“Carletta,” Starlight called.


A moment later, a stocky woman appeared cradling a pile of purple towels. “Yes, Ms. Starlight?”


“The coffee is cold,” she said without looking up.


Carletta laid the towels on the couch and ambled through the maze of moving boxes that filled the room. She grabbed the pot, then disappeared into the kitchen.


Lexington picked up one of the papers Starlight had discarded. “Can’t believe Grace did it. Didn’t think she had a chance.”


“Why?” Starlight asked, still not raising her head. “Every poll said she was ahead.”


“Polls said she was in a dead heat.”


Starlight looked up. “Same thing. If an incumbent can’t beat you in the polls, he certainly can’t win at the polls.”


Lexington waved his hand in the air. “Never believe the polls; believe only facts. The Eighteenth District is one of the few predominantly white communities left in the city.”


“And that means?”


“White people don’t vote for us.”


She shook her head. “Maybe in your mind. But it’s not about color. Grace is part of that Christian coalition, and with all that’s going on in this world, that’s all that matters to white folks.” Starlight stood and walked to the gold-trimmed french balcony doors. From her thirtieth-floor window, she could barely see the traffic below on Ocean Boulevard, but across the street, she had a one-point-two-million-dollar view of the Pacific Ocean.


“It makes me laugh sometimes,” Starlight began, though there was no humor in her tone. “My sister judges me so harshly, but really, we do the same thing. We say the same thing. Our goals are the same. But she doesn’t see it.” Starlight sighed.


“What Grace thinks certainly doesn’t bother you.”


Starlight turned to her assistant—her armor bearer was what she called him. She liked that term from the first time she heard a pastor refer to someone that way. At that time, she didn’t know what it meant, but she knew one day she’d have one. Two years from that date, she had her armor bearer, in the person of Lexington Jackson, and they’d been together for seven years now—actually longer, if she counted the year they spent with Dr. Carr, her mentor.


Although her look had evolved over the years, Lexington’s had not. The first time she saw him, he was wearing a navy blue pinstripe suit with a white shirt that had been so starch stiff, she wondered how he moved. Today, his suit was still navy, though absent of the pinstripes. But his shirt could have been the same one he wore the day they’d met.


“Starlight?” he said interrupting her memories. “Your sister doesn’t bother you?”


“She doesn’t bother me,” she affirmed. “I am so over her.” Her purple silk robe fluttered at her ankles as she returned to the table.


“Good. ’Cause look at it like this,” he continued. “She’s playing political footsies while you have a personal banker.”


Her eyes narrowed. No matter how many times she told him, he didn’t get it. The dollars she earned were great—beyond anything anyone would have imagined for her. But it was what came with the money that made her love this life. She couldn’t walk down the street without someone calling out to her, requesting an autograph, or begging to say hello. And she lived for the times when she pulled out her credit card. People fawned when they saw her name. Starlight. There was no last name. One day she’d be as famous as those other single monikers: Oprah, Rosie, Whoopi.


Carletta returned with the coffee pot. “Do you want anything else?” Her accent made her words sound more Spanish than English.


Starlight motioned to Lexington. When he shook his head, she said, “That will be all.”


Carletta bowed, then rushed to the couch, picked up the towels, and vanished into the hallway.


“I hope she works out,” Starlight said. “I hate that I lost Maria.”


Lexington said, “She’ll be fine. Just a little nervous. She knows she landed the best job in the housekeeping industry. But why do you have her in a uniform?” He laughed as if he’d told a joke


She ignored his question and poured coffee into her cup.


He glanced at his watch. “Need to set a time for a run-through. Gotta practice for tonight.”


Starlight closed her eyes. There wasn’t a number high enough for the times she’d spoken in the last year. From women’s organizations to community centers to corporations across the country and internationally. She’d even appeared on Good Morning America and Dateline. She’d been everywhere—except a church.


But tonight, she’d be speaking at Greater Faith Chapel, one of the city’s super-churches. The main sanctuary held eighty-five hundred, and yesterday Lexington told her that the tickets were sold out. Now they were selling seats for the overflow section.


I’m speaking at a church, she thought to herself. Grace should accept me now. She opened her eyes. “I don’t need practice. I want to relax. Maybe I’ll go out to lunch.”


Lexington leaned back in his chair and clasped his hands behind his head. “What’s bothering you? Tell me.”


She stared at him. He was her confidant—or so he thought. He believed they shared everything. That’s what she wanted him to think. She said, “There’s nothing to tell.”


“Doesn’t make sense,” he said.


She cringed. Sometimes his fragmented style annoyed her.


Lexington continued, “Should be ecstatic today.” He covered her hand with his and stroked her fingers. “This is our first church,” he whispered. “If we do this right, all kinds of doors will open for us.”


She slid her hand away. Our, we, us? “I just want to relax,” she repeated. She stood, piling all the newspapers into her arms even though she’d read every article. “Meet me back here at six.”


He blinked. “I … thought I’d hang out with you.”


“No need.”


“I could help you … release some of your tension.”


Starlight knew Lexington’s smile was meant to be seductive. Instead, he was a twenty-eight year old, wearing an eighty-two-year old man’s leer. For an instant, she thought she might lose her breakfast. “You should leave.”


He sat up straighter, his smile gone. “Where should I go?”


She raised her eyebrows, daring him to ask the question again. “Do you remember where you live?” She left him at the table and rushed to her bedroom.


Sitting in the middle of her king-sized bed, she heard Lexington and Carletta exchange mumbles before the front door opened, then closed. Starlight sank back into the eight down-filled pillows. She didn’t have any reason to be mad at Lexington. He was the closest person in her life. Maybe that was the problem.


She picked up the Los Angeles Times and looked at the picture of Grace waving to reporters after she stepped from the voting booth. Conner was by her side, as he always was, smiling, looking disgustingly doting. The headline read, “Getting to the God Part.” It was amazing—her sister had turned a small neighborhood election into front-page news just talking about God.


“And she has the nerve to criticize me?”


Starlight tossed the paper aside. She gazed around the room. This was the only space that looked as if she’d lived in the Santa Monica penthouse for more than two days. In her head, she calculated the cost of her designer furniture and antiques. From the Queen Anne—styled bed to the custom-made chairs, she could have easily spent over thirty thousand dollars in this room alone, though she didn’t know since a decorator had chosen everything.


She leaned back and molded one of the purple satin pillows to fit under her neck. She now lay in the lap of opulence, but there was no one who would have bet a nickel on her a few years ago when she worked as a beautician, or when she sold insurance, or when she took classes to become a masseuse. She had taken every sales position available, hawking everything from Amway to Avon.


But ten years after her high school graduation, she still hadn’t found her way—until she met Nathan Carr. She had been sitting in the dentist’s office, staring at the Victoria’s Secret ad in Cosmopolitan . She shook her head, marveling at how women could spend fifty dollars on a bra when she didn’t even have four dollars to buy another small tube of Orajel. She certainly didn’t have the money to pay for this dentist visit, but her gums ached so much that she was willing to write another bad check.


“Must be a good article.” She hadn’t noticed the gentleman who sat next to her. She looked up, forced a smile, then turned her attention back to the magazine.


“I didn’t mean to disturb you,” he apologized.


She sighed. “I’m sorry. I’m just not in a good frame of mind.”


“Really?” He smiled. “That’s my specialty.”


She frowned.


“I help people frame their minds.”


She wasn’t sure what made her put down the magazine. “How do you do that?”


He pulled a card from his jacket. She read the words on the white linen paper: Dr. Nathan Carr, Carr Enterprises, Inspirational Speaker-Author.


“Maybe you’ve heard of me,” he said, drawing her attention back.


She shook her head. “What do you do specifically?”


“I help people find their life’s calling,” he said through his permanent smile.


He sounded like her pastor, who preached about being called in life. “How do you do that?”


“I teach how to tap into your inner being. To find that power inside so that you can go places you never dreamed.”


She had chuckled. “I don’t know, Dr. Carr. I’ve had so many living nightmares, I’m afraid to dream.”


“Really? What do you do?”


She grimaced. “I’m in between jobs.”


“Ah … actually, you’re just between successes.”


She laughed.


“See, it all depends on how you frame thoughts in your mind.”


“So that’s why my thoughts are going every which way.”


“What do you mean?”


“Right now, I can’t even afford a frame.”


This time, Dr. Carr laughed. “Well, that might change. What’s your name?”


She took his outstretched hand. “Mabel Morgan.”


Their conversation continued until she was called in for her appointment. She waited another hour for Dr. Carr to come out of his. She agreed to walk with him around the corner to Denny’s, where he treated her to a chicken-fried steak lunch. Then she followed him in her car to Zahra’s Books ’N Things, where he impressed her with their collection of his books.


“This was my first book,” he said, handing her a thin paperback—Honor Thyself. “And this is my latest.” This time, it was a two hundred page hardback—Unleash Your Hidden Gifts.


She stared at the shelves that contained twelve of his books.


A woman walked up to them. “Dr. Carr? Oh, My God! It is you!”


Mabel had watched as Dr. Carr spoke to the woman, who gushed that she had all of his books and had attended every seminar she could.


“I even went to your three-day conference in Palm Springs. But I missed you at the Forum last month.” The woman lowered her voice. “I didn’t have the one hundred and seventy-five dollars. But my friends said the place was sold out.”


Mabel’s eyes widened. One hundred and seventy-five dollars … a sold-out Forum. Mabel hadn’t graduated at the top of her class, but she didn’t need a statistics degree to calculate the numbers. As Dr. Carr continued chatting, Mabel stepped back and considered him with fresh eyes. Now she noticed his suit—tailored. Her glance moved to his polished Italian shoes. The deep burgundy leather matched his suit. She shook her head. It wasn’t like her to miss the signs. Yes, she had followed his platinum BMW 740i as they drove to the bookstore, but this was Los Angeles. He could have been sleeping in his car.


Before, she’d seen just the gray that sprinkled his thinning hair, the weathered skin on his hands, and the fact that he would see five-feet five-inches only if he stood on his toes. He was seventy—sixty, at least, and looking as if he’d see ninety in just a few years. But now, he was Denzel with Wesley’s body. Nathan Carr was a man with money.


“Well, thank you for your kind words.” He shook the woman’s hand and turned back to Mabel. “Are you ready?”


She nodded, wondering if it was his soft voice, gentle manner, or the dollar signs that now appeared in his eyes that made her want to follow him.


As they stood at her car, he said, “Mabel, give me a call tomorrow. Our timing just happens to be right. I’m looking for an assistant, and you might fit the position.”


It had taken all that was within her to stop herself from throwing her arms around that man in the middle of the Ralph’s Foods parking lot. But as she drove home, she began to wonder what Dr. Carr really wanted. After all, how could he offer her a job without knowing anything about her?


Well, whatever he wanted, it didn’t matter. She had checks that would hit her bank today and bounce all the way to New Jersey. If he wanted sex, fine. She’d done that before and for much less than a regular paycheck.


But when she met Dr. Carr two days later, she realized only business was on his mind. Although she’d worn her tightest red wrap dress (one size too small, to flaunt her assets), all he looked at were her eyes.


“I see something in you, Mabel, that makes me want to help you become the best you can be. And I always listen to the spirit. I’m going to take you to the top.”


The next weeks moved at space shuttle speed. Dr. Carr’s office was in his home, in the Wilshire district. That had surprised Mabel—she’d expected a sprawling expanse in Beverly Hills. Within days, she learned one factor of his success: “It’s not how much you make, it’s how much you keep,” he said.


For the next year, she watched. She became his right hand, doing everything from running errands, to attending his seminars and selling his books in the back of the room, to typing and editing his manuscripts. But it was the trips to the bank that she loved. Dr. Carr’s personal banker cleared his calendar whenever she walked in. And it was not just the banker who rolled out the royal carpet. From the publisher to the attendees at Dr. Carr’s events, everyone wanted to do her bidding. Mabel knew it was so they could get close to Dr. Carr, but that didn’t matter. The way the Carr entourage was treated amazed and pleased her.


The Carr retinue was small—just Mabel and a man, Lexington Jackson, whom Dr. Carr called his valet. Besides the two of them, he used outside contractors for everything from typing to sales at the seminars. It lowered expenses and kept his dealings private.


Working for Dr. Carr was the first time Mabel stayed with one employer for more than nine months. But almost eighteen months into her career, it ended. The nation was shocked when Nathan Carr collapsed on stage at his Living Your Best Life seminar.


Mabel mourned with the rest of Dr. Carr’s disciples, though her distress came from having to face the question: What am I going to do now? Her despair changed to hope as she sat in the wooden pew in the third row of Unity Baptist Church at Dr. Carr’s funeral. As speaker after speaker exalted praises to the man who changed their life, Mabel realized she could do the same thing. She had the knowledge, she had some experience, and she had what she believed to be the sole copy of an unfinished Dr. Carr manuscript. She would use his outline, fill in the blanks, and complete the book.


For weeks after the funeral, Mabel laid low, watching and waiting to see if any of Dr. Carr’s family came forth. When three months had passed, she exhaled. But she knew she couldn’t do it alone. That was when she approached Lexington. He wasn’t her first choice, but Dr. Carr had taught her that it was important to have someone watching your back—and your front. If Lexington was good enough for the doctor, Maybe he would work for her.


She planned her presentation and called Lexington.


“Great idea!” he exclaimed as if she had answered his prayer too.


When she thought about it, she had. Lexington was just twenty-one years old and had worked for Dr. Carr from the moment he had graduated from high school. Where was he going to go?


Six months later, she emerged as Starlight. Dr. Carr’s publisher, New Vision Publications, rushed her first book to the market. Starlight suspected her editor, Susan, was aware that Dr. Carr had written much of the book, but she asked no questions. New Vision was eager to continue to capitalize on Dr. Carr’s market. It didn’t take long to build a following: she was promoted as Dr. Nathan Carr’s protégée, the one designated to sustain the self-esteem flame for African Americans.


Now, seven years later, she had taken her business to levels beyond even what Dr. Carr could have imagined.


Starlight stood and stepped onto the terrace. The April morning breeze swept across the balcony, and she tightened her robe. There’s only one way to describe this, she thought as she looked onto the beach. I have come a long way.


She saw it best in her mother’s eyes. Gone was the look of hopelessness that Lily had carried for having given birth to a child she thought would never amount to anything. Now Lily wore a gleam when she looked at her elder daughter or when she stepped inside her two-bedroom Ladera Heights condo and remembered that it was Starlight who lapped her in luxury. Starlight wanted to give her mother everything—to repay Lily for standing with her through her years of searching and to keep Lily as proud of her as she was of Grace.


Starlight shook her head. With Grace’s latest accomplishment, she didn’t know where she’d end up on the familial food chain. “This is silly.” She stepped back into her bedroom. “We’re not kids vying for Mama’s affections.”


But even as she spoke, she didn’t feel foolish. She was in a competition—one that had been rigged from the beginning from when she’d grown up with her mother, her sister, Grace, and Neil, Grace’s father. It was more than she could take when she was six and realized that her last name was different from everyone else in the house. She’d cried nightly tears after Neil told her, “You’re not my daughter, Mabel, but I love you as if you were.”


His words weren’t good enough. The baby, Grace, had a father. All she had was an unanswered question when she asked, “Where is my daddy?”


For Starlight, that was where the race began. But even then, Grace was just inches from the finish, while she felt as if she was well behind the starting gate. From Grace’s top grades to her discussions (when she was only eight) of which college she would attend, Grace was the shining light in the Hobbs family. Mabel’s sole hope was to wear the banner of the bad seed. At least that garnered attention.


But everything had changed. Mabel had emerged as the star, and she had at last caught up with her sister on the track of life. There was no way that she was going to lose ground.


Starlight moved to the eighteenth-century desk that she’d purchased with her first royalty check. She turned on the light and looked at her notes. It wasn’t quite noon, but she was going to spend the afternoon preparing. After tonight, she’d be far ahead in the race.








Chapter 4


The moment Conner opened the door, the applause began. He sauntered into the office, his smile wide.


Kym, the receptionist, was the first to hug him. “Congratulations.” The others followed—assistants, law clerks, and attorneys alike.


Conner strolled past the cubicles and outer offices, nodding his head, smiling as if he had won the election. When he got to his office, Marilyn stood, smiling.


“Why the fuss?” Conner chuckled.


“We’re happy because we know the man who’s married to the new councilwoman,” Marilyn gushed.


Conner sat behind his desk. He tapped the tips of his fingers together and looked at the photo of Grace, Jayde, and Amber that sat in the center of his desk.


“We didn’t expect you today.” Chandler leaned against the door post. “Was sure you’d be home celebrating.”


“I’m here for just a minute. I want to get home real quick.”


Chandler chuckled and settled in a chair across from his twin. “So did you guys have a big night?”


Conner thought back to the plans that had been deterred, but the night had still been special to him. “Yeah, but I still want to get out of here. Grace won’t be having too many early nights.”


Chandler nodded. “Why did you come in?”


“Marilyn told me that I got a call.”


“Man, you should have passed that to me.”


Conner leaned forward onto his desk. His smile faded. “A woman’s been calling saying she has an emergency, but that I was the only one who could help.”


Chandler matched his brother’s posture. “Who is it?”


Conner shrugged. “I don’t know. That’s why I’m here. I want to take her call and then …” He leaned back in his chair and his smile returned. “I’m going home.”


Chandler stood. “Well, you’re the one who has the day off. Let me get back to work.”


“How’re things with the Empire suit?”


“We’re going to file the papers on Monday. This is going to be a long battle.”


Conner nodded. “Don’t worry. I’ll be back in the morning.”


“Bro, I’m not worried. Fourteen years is no accident. I know you’re not about to let me down.” Chandler playfully saluted his brother before he walked through the door.


Once alone, Conner swiveled in his chair and faced the wall behind his desk—his wall of fame, he called it. His eyes scanned his degrees from Stanford and Yale and photos of Chandler and him with the mayor and other city dignitaries. But there was nothing on the wall that made him prouder than what his wife had accomplished.


When Grace told him that she wanted to run for the council seat, he’d been surprised, then ecstatic. It was different than when she told him she wanted to get involved with community affairs. At that time, all those years ago, he knew she was searching for anything that would keep her busy and away from Drew, her high school boyfriend.


There was still a little ache in his heart when he allowed that name to enter his thoughts. Drew had been a force in their marriage since the beginning. Most men would have walked away, and even he was surprised that he had remained through the heartache and humiliation. But he loved Grace and was determined to stand.


There was a quick knock on the door before Marilyn walked in. “That woman is on the phone.”


Good, he thought. I’ll take this, make an appointment, and get home to my wife. He lifted the phone and waited for Marilyn to close the door. “This is Conner Monroe.” His professional voice was deep, a tone above James Earl Jones’s.


“Conner …”


He frowned. Although he couldn’t readily identify the familiar voice, his heart pounded. “This is Conner Monroe,” he repeated.


“This is Pilar Cruise.”


Her introduction made him bounce back in his chair. “Pilar,” he said, recovering. “How are you?” His professionalism was all that allowed him to ask that question rather than the ones that galloped through his mind. What do you want? Why all the mystery?


“I’m fine.”


In the silence that followed, he calculated how many years had passed since he’d seen her. Twelve … no, thirteen, although it wasn’t clear. He couldn’t even draw a mental picture. All he remembered was her long blue-black hair.


Conner coughed. “I understand you’ve been calling.”


“Yes.”


Why? he screamed inside. “You have a legal problem?”


More seconds of silence before she said, “Yes … and something more.”


Dread began to invade his body. He cleared his throat. “I have time tomorrow.”


“No.”


He didn’t know why that single word swelled the lump in his throat.


Pilar continued, “I’m not going to be in town….”


“You don’t live in Los Angeles?”


“Not anymore.”


He shifted in his seat.


“I came from New York to see you.”


He knew for sure—this was trouble. No one flew three thousand miles to see an attorney. He took a deep breath. “Okay.” He opened his calendar, though he knew it was clear. “How soon can you get here?”


“Not there.” Her demand was quick.


He nodded, as if he understood.


She asked, “Can we do lunch?” She paused. “Encounters, if it’s still there.”


“Fine,” he said, although he wasn’t fine at all. “I can meet you in an hour.”


He could hear her exhale. “Good.”


He was filled with the urge to get away. “I’ll see you then.” He hung up without waiting for her response. Conner stared at the phone as if it was a poisonous snake. The knock on the door broke his gaze.


Marilyn stepped inside, then stopped with she saw his expression. “Is everything all right?”


He swallowed the lump that had been lodged since Pilar had said her name. “Sure.”


Marilyn frowned. “Was that call a problem?”


“No,” he said quickly. “It turned out to be an old friend … acquaintance. Do you remember Pilar Cruise?”


She frowned. Then her eyes brightened with recognition. “Your assistant, the one I replaced.” She exhaled, as if she’d been holding her breath. “Well, it makes sense that she would call you if she had a legal problem.”


Her statement made him want to respond as if she’d asked a question. “I’m probably the only attorney she knows.” He stood. “I’m going to meet her now.”


“Are you going straight home after that?”


Grace’s face flashed through his mind. Ten minutes ago, his answer would have been a resounding affirmative. “I think so,” he said, lowering his gaze.


Marilyn stared at him for a long moment before she walked out of the office.


He looked at his watch, surprised that only five minutes had passed since he’d hung up. This was going to be the longest sixty minutes he ever lived.





“This April election delivered a surprise when Grace Monroe defeated the incumbent, Samuel Douglas, for the council position in the Eighteenth District. Ms. Monroe is a former member of the Beachside School Board. Monroe, part of the religious right, surprised pundits winning on a Christian platform …”


Grace clicked off the car radio. Where did reporters get their information? She wasn’t part of any religious right. First, she wasn’t religious, although she’d tell anyone who’d listen that she was a Christian, serious in her love for Jesus.


Her ringing cell phone turned her frown into a smile. “Hey, Devry.”


“Hey, girl. I called the office, and your people said you were missing.”


“I took the day off. I needed to recover—away from the cameras and other probing eyes. Plus, Conner and I plan to celebrate, since things got mixed up when my mother brought the girls home last night….”


“They weren’t supposed to come back until today.”


“Exactly.”


“Oh.” Devry laughed.


“Anyway, we thought we’d have all day, but Conner got called into the office.”


“So now that your husband is buried under his law books, what’re you going to do?”


“I don’t have anything set,” she said, turning onto Pacific Coast Highway. “Conner’s plan is to escape at two.”


“Yeah, right,” Devry said. “I can’t imagine Conner making it home in the middle of the day.”


“Don’t be a pessimist.”


“Can’t help it. My husband works with yours. Chandler always promises to come home early, but he’s yet to make it.”


“Well, you weren’t there this morning when I almost had my husband quoting scripture from the Song of Solomon.” They laughed together. “Nothing will keep Conner away from me today,” Grace said.


“Okay, I’m convinced. But can we get together for a quick lunch before then?”


“Business or pleasure?”


“A bit of both, dear. It’s always a pleasure to be in your company.” Devry chuckled. “But I have a proposal, and since I’m related to the new councilwoman, I should be first in the handout line. I won’t keep you long. You’ll be home in time for your afternoon sexcapade.”


Grace laughed. “Okay, where should we meet?” She swung into the curve of her driveway and turned the ignition off.


“Encounters,” Devry suggested. “They love you. We might get a free lunch.”


“Encounters is fine, but I’m paying. I don’t want anyone from Sara Spears’s group accusing me of getting any free lunches.”


“Have you heard anything from those crazies?”


Grace shook her head, thinking how much of a blessing that was. Sara Spears was the self-appointed leader of the ACC—the Anti-Christian Coalition. She was a proud atheist who claimed that she wasn’t against Christians, just against Christians holding offices where they could force their beliefs on the public. In the past, Sara and the ACC would have dragged Grace’s candidacy through mounds of mud. But Grace had been spared since the ACC’s focus was on getting two of its candidates elected to the city council. Grace knew her reprieve wouldn’t last long.


“I wouldn’t call Sara Spears crazy,” Grace said, finally responding. “Not that Harvard-educated fox.”


“Well, don’t think about her. Just think about how your marvelous sister-in-law is going to present you with something that will make even the ACC shut their mouths. I’ll see you a little after noon, Councilwoman.”


Grace clicked off the phone and jumped from the car. As she trotted to her door, she heard Devry’s words—“see you … Councilwoman.” It was still hard to believe. She dropped her keys on the foyer’s table, then ran up the stairs. She disrobed as soon as she entered the bedroom, throwing her clothes onto the bed before she went into the bathroom. For a moment, she eyed the tub. The Jacuzzi’s jets beckoned her, tempting her to call Devry and cancel. Instead, she turned on the shower.


She posed in front of the mirror as she waited for the water to warm. She’d heard an Oprah guest once say that if you could look at yourself naked, you could do anything. She did that every morning. Some days were easier than others. Today was a good day.


Not bad, she thought, for a woman approaching forty, who had carried and then pushed two children from her body. And Amber had been a difficult birth. At that time, she’d thought about having every tube inside her tied. She’d decided against it, because although Conner never admitted it, she knew he still hoped for a son. But as the years passed and their days grew happier with their girls, they’d agreed there was no need—and no room—for another child.


And now that Devry was pregnant, the family hope was that she’d give birth to a son to carry the Monroe name.


She twisted, staring at her reflection in the mirror. “What would Sara Spears think of me now?” She laughed, feeling as if she was drowning in a sea of blessedness.
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