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CHAPTER 1




Lulu’s Café










Tuesday, March 18
 12:05 p.m.




“I can’t believe it!” Felicia Lopez-Morrison waved as she ricocheted through the tables, heading toward her three friends seated in their usual booth in the back right-hand corner of Lulu’s.




“Did you hear the news?” she asked breathlessly, sliding into the seat next to Jennifer, who pushed her leather purse against the wall and scooched over to give Felicia room.




Mimi laughed. “You mean about the scandal?”




“Who hasn’t heard?” Jennifer leaned over and gave Felicia a sideways hug.




“When Dave told me, I thought he was kidding,” Felicia said. “Kitty hasn’t even been in the ground a year.”




Lisa nodded. “Well, Norm was probably just lonely. He needed the companionship.”




“Then buy a dog,” Jennifer suggested. “Of course,” she said, getting tickled, “then people would talk about dogs and a Katt living together!”






The other women groaned.




“It would have to be for companionship.” Felicia playfully nudged Jennifer in the shoulder. “He just met the woman. He couldn’t love her, could he?”




“From what I heard,” Mimi said matter-of-factly, “she’s more like a girl.”




“Ladies!” Lisa smiled but looked a little uncomfortable.




Jennifer knew Lisa was construing this turn as gossipy. Sweet Lisa, Jennifer thought, looking at her friend, seated across the table from her. Always taking the high road. You’d think after three years of us all being friends, we would have picked up some of her good traits.




“Well, well.” A loud, brassy voice interrupted Jennifer’s thoughts. Their plump, gruff-sounding waitress, Gracie, was standing over their table, pulling out the order pad from the white apron around her ample thighs. “Glad to see little Miss Señora made it today.”




Felicia pulled back in mock offense. “Hey, I’m only five minutes late!”




“Yeah, yeah.” A slight smile crossed Gracie’s face. She jutted her chin out toward Felicia. “I’m likin’ you without all the high-and-mighty outfits and shoes and whatnot.”




Everyone at the table laughed. Felicia spread her arms in show and bowed her head, as if accepting a standing ovation. Gracie threw back her head and guffawed.




Felicia certainly had changed in the last year since she’d been working from home, Jennifer realized. Her silky black hair, once curled and neatly laying across the top of her shoulders, was now pulled back in a ponytail. And her high-powered business suits and designer shoes had been replaced by a pair of black jeans and a mauve hoodie sweater. Jennifer glanced under the table—Well, her boots are still designer, she thought good-naturedly.




“I like you girls.” Gracie pulled a pencil from behind her ear. “You’re always the highlight of my every-other-Tuesday.”




“Well, thank you, Gracie,” Mimi said. “And you’re ours.”






“All right, enough with the chitchat,” Gracie said. “Are we all having the regulars?”




“Yes, ma’am,” Jennifer and the others chimed in.




Gracie harrumphed. “I don’t know why I keep taking out my order pad and pen for you all. Okay, PWs, I’ll be back with your drinks.”




Jennifer watched Gracie plod off to her next table of customers, several booths toward the front of the café. Jennifer really liked their waitress—and knew her three friends did, too. Underneath all Gracie’s gruffness lay a heart as big as an ocean. And it was Gracie who had given the women their official group nickname—the PWs.




When Jennifer, Mimi, Lisa, and Felicia had started secretly meeting at Lulu’s nearly three years before, Gracie had been their waitress. She’d overheard them talking about God and their churches, figured out that they were all pastors’ wives, and nicknamed them. She’d gotten a big kick out of the fact that the women—all hailing from the southwest Ohio town of Red River—would drive forty miles out of their way every other Tuesday to nosh and chat in this little nothing-special dive. Although the PWs never had explained to Gracie that they met that far from home to avoid nosy townsfolk and their church members overhearing their business, their now-seventy-year-old waitress hadn’t taken too long to figure out what was going on.




Now Gracie ambled slowly behind the front counter to the rectangular opening between the restaurant and the kitchen. She pounded a bell sitting on the ledge and yelled, “Order in!”




Felicia unfolded her paper napkin and laid it on her lap. “I just can’t believe it,” she mused, shaking her head. “Norm Katt remarried. To a woman half his age.”




“Whom he just met,” Mimi reminded everyone.




Jennifer pulled her eyes from watching the cook grab their order ticket and start to read it. Gracie had interrupted a very important news-sharing moment, and Jennifer didn’t want to miss any of it.




“And did you hear her name?” Mimi asked.






“Allison.” Lisa shook her head, looking as if she were trying to suppress a laugh. “Ally.”




As if in a chorus, the women said, “Ally Katt.”




“Does the man never learn?” Felicia laughed. “First, he marries Kitty. And now Ally.”




“Oh, if they have children!” Jennifer said. “They could name one Fraidy.”




Felicia nodded. “Twins, of course, would be named Siamese and Tiger.”




“Of course.” Jennifer smiled.




“You all are so terrible!” Lisa pushed back her thick, reddish-brown-highlighted hair and fluffed it.




Mimi sighed and patted Lisa on the arm. “Oh, we all know it’s just in fun. We really don’t mean anything by it, do we, ladies? But you do have to admit, it is funny.”




Lisa rolled her eyes and shook her head as if to say, “You silly kids.” “Has anybody seen her?”




“Not that I know of—I mean, except for their church,” Jennifer said. “I guess Norm and his new bride came back to town only a couple weeks ago.”




“Well,” Mimi said, “that kid’s got a tough act to follow. As much as Kitty drove us all crazy, her church adored her. Wonder how they’ll take to a new pastor’s wife?”




“I don’t know,” Lisa said. “But they’ll definitely talk. I hope she knows what she’s gotten herself into.”




“Did any of us know that when we married pastors?” Mimi asked.




Lisa smiled. “I guess not.”




“I sure didn’t!” Jennifer said, thinking back to when she and Sam had married, twelve years ago. She had been attending the church as a relatively new Christian when Sam arrived on the scene as pastor. “Being a church member and being a pastor’s wife are two entirely different things.”




“I didn’t marry a pastor,” Felicia said. “If you recall, I married a businessman who decided several years into his career that he was called to be a pastor. I didn’t get that vote.”




Gracie walked toward them, carrying a tray of drinks. She set it down on the edge of their table. “I’m getting too old for this. Can you believe they still make me carry my own trays? And my shoulder all messed up from that fall back in December?”




Gracie had taken a tumble on some ice outside Lulu’s one evening after work a few months back and hurt her shoulder and hip.




“Is that still bothering you, Gracie?” Felicia asked.




“I still go to therapy for it, but you know those doctors. You can’t trust ’em.” She handed Mimi a glass of milk and passed Lisa an iced tea. Felicia grabbed the remaining two glasses, each filled with Diet Coke, and handed one to Jennifer.




“Hey!” Gracie said. “You trying to deprive me of my hard-earned tip?”




“Sorry!” Felicia joked. “But you know I’m working from home now. I need all the money I can get.”




“Well, you’d better find a better table. These girls are tighter than a duck’s behind with their money.” She pulled four straws out of her right apron pocket and plopped them in the center of the table.




“I’ll be back.” She winked, then pulled up the tray against her chest and trudged away.




“Can you believe it’s been a year since Kitty died?” Lisa tore the paper off her straw and crumpled it.




“I know,” Jennifer said. “I kind of miss her. All the snarky comments about how insignificant our churches were compared to hers. The patronizing tone. The condescending looks.”




“I’m serious!” Lisa said. “It was tragic.”




“I know.” Jennifer sipped her soda. “Believe me, I wish she hadn’t died. It wasn’t a piece of cake for me—going through that miscarriage and being considered a murder suspect in her death all in the same weekend.” There I go again, making everything about me, she told herself and inwardly winced.






Felicia rubbed Jennifer’s back. That’s sweet, Jennifer thought, realizing her friends remembered how difficult that time in her life had been. She’d wanted that baby so badly. And to suffer a miscarriage, have an all-out argument with Kitty, threaten her, then have her up and fall down a ravine and break her neck…It had been devastating.




“Let’s be honest.” Mimi dabbed a trace of milk at the corner of her mouth. “We didn’t like her. But she didn’t deserve what happened to her. Life has been calmer and more sane and relaxing since she’s been—”




“It was a year ago yesterday,” Felicia said. “St. Patrick’s Day weekend. At the pastors’ wives’ retreat.”




“That reminds me!” Mimi brightened and reached under the table. She pulled up her large purse/diaper bag and dug into its depths. In her hands appeared two shamrock-and-cross-covered eggs that were the brightest kelly green Jennifer had ever seen. She laid them on the table and reached back in, producing one more. “From Megan. She wanted me to make sure to give these to you. We combined two holidays in one—St. Patrick’s Day and Easter, since that’s this weekend.”




“Carys will like this.” Jennifer picked one up and set it on top of her purse.




“I wonder what she looks like?” Felicia took another of the eggs and placed it by her drink.




“Who?” Lisa asked.




“Norm’s new wife.”




“I wonder if she’ll come to the next pastors’ wives’ meeting at New Life next month?”




“I already called and invited her. She’s coming.” Lisa tore open a packet of sugar and dumped it into her tea.




The table fell silent as Jennifer, Mimi, and Felicia all stared open-mouthed at their friend.




“What?” Lisa asked.




She really doesn’t know why we’re shocked, Jennifer realized.




“You’ve been holding out on us, girlfriend!” Mimi said.




“Spill it,” Felicia said.






“What? There’s nothing to tell, really.” Lisa fidgeted a little in her seat. “I called her last Friday. We didn’t talk that long. I just congratulated her on her wedding, welcomed her to Red River and to being a pastor’s wife, then invited her to next month’s meeting.” She looked around the table. “Okay. She did sound young…and very perky. And…she giggled a lot.”




Jennifer, Felicia, and Mimi eyed one another knowingly. Yep, Jennifer thought, this is going to be a fun meeting next month. How in the world did Norm go from hard-edged, superior Kitty to an early-twenties cheerleader?




“Wonder what Kitty would think?” Felicia asked.




Lisa shrugged. “I’d hope she’d be glad that Norm found someone who loves him and is going to take care of him.”




Before Jennifer could say anything, Gracie arrived with their food.




“All right, PWs, quit your yakking and help me unload this thing.” Gracie pulled the first plate off the tray and handed it to Mimi. Mimi looked at the tuna melt and strip of cantaloupe and passed it on to Lisa. Jennifer’s was next, with her chicken strips and fries. Then Felicia took her Caesar salad. Last was Mimi’s hamburger.




They got their food situated, passing the ketchup and salt, then Felicia offered grace.




Mimi shoved a fry in her mouth and savored it. “I love Milo, but I gotta tell you, it’s nice to eat a full meal without messy little fingers grabbing something on my plate.”




Felicia poured the dressing over her salad. “I know what that’s like. Oh, the peace and quiet—and adult conversation!”




Jennifer smiled as she thought of eleven-month-old Carys doing that same thing. But her thoughts drifted back to Kitty and the week following her death. Jennifer had been considered—although not officially—a murder suspect and had had to endure detectives following her around, treating her like a criminal, until they determined Kitty’s death had been an accident.




“Remember last year when those detectives were following me around?” Jennifer asked, trying to sound nonchalant.






With their mouths all full, the others could only nod and say, “Mmm-hmmm.”




“Well, it’s happening again. At least I think it is.”




“What?” Mimi half choked and plopped her burger onto her plate. She pounded on her chest with her fist as if trying to move the meat down her esophagus. “Detectives are following you around?”




“I don’t know who it is. But I keep seeing this black town car everywhere I go. Just glimpses of it, really. But…” Jennifer knew the whole thing sounded crazy. And verbalizing it made it sound even more outlandish. Maybe I’m just making this up. “Never mind. It’s…probably nothing.” She tried to laugh it off. “Just my overactive imagination. You know, with all the sleep deprivation and everything.”




“Oh, yeah, I can relate,” Mimi said. But she tilted her head toward Jennifer. “You okay? I mean, if somebody is following you…”




“Why would somebody follow you?” Felicia asked.




“That’s just it.” Jennifer swirled her chicken strip in her barbecue sauce. “I don’t know. I can’t think of one plausible explanation.”




“Maybe it’s a church member trying to dig up dirt on you.” Felicia smiled and patted Jennifer’s arm.




Jennifer laughed. “No, that would be Lisa with that problem.”




Lisa lifted her napkin to hide her face, then let it droop to just below her eyes. Wide-eyed, she looked around the diner frantically. They all laughed, but Jennifer knew Lisa was trying to put up a good front. Lisa had lost fifteen pounds in the last six months, and the sparkle in her hazel eyes had lost its shine. Poor Lisa, Jennifer thought. God, take care of this situation at her church. They don’t deserve this. They’re good people.




“What’s going on with your church?” Jennifer asked, partly to take the focus from herself, and partly because she hadn’t heard an update in a while.




Lisa dropped the napkin back to her lap and shrugged. “Same old, same old. At least Joel is still the pastor—though I don’t know for how much longer. He’s meeting with the head troublemaker next week to confront him.”






That’s not going to be easy. Although Jennifer and Sam had had their share of church member issues, they’d never gone through major conflict, as Lisa and her husband, Joel, were now. She ached for them.




Lisa continued. “I just wish…you know, if these people are so upset, why do they cause such trouble? Why not just leave? Why make it into a huge power struggle?”




“Because”—Mimi leaned over until her shoulder was touching Lisa’s—“and you should know this better than any of us, Miss Assemblies of God, this is called spiritual warfare. The enemy doesn’t want the church to be vibrant and powerful in the community. He’d rather take down a church from the inside out than have it succeed.”




“Oh, sure, look at it from a spiritual perspective, why don’t you?” Felicia smiled gently.




“It’s hard to do that, though, isn’t it?” Jennifer asked. “Especially when the hurt is so deep.”




“Well, sweetie, you know you’re in our prayers.” Mimi wrapped her arm around Lisa and squeezed.




Lisa just nodded and looked down. Jennifer could tell her friend was embarrassed, because she’d quickly wiped at her eyes.




“How are things in your life?” Jennifer asked Felicia, trying to take some of the pressure off Lisa.




“Actually, can’t complain right now.” Felicia swirled around some more dressing in her salad but didn’t look anyone in the eyes. “My clients are happy. I mean, there are challenges working at home. Mostly because everybody thinks that since I’m home, I’m, you know, sitting around watching Dr. Phil and just waiting for someone to put me to good use.”




“Oh, yes.” Mimi laughed. “Been there. Everybody thinks that we live to serve, huh? Okay, well, we do, actually—at least that’s what my kids tell me—but still!” She laughed again.




“So that’s been a bit of a challenge. But other than that, things are…good.” Felicia held up crossed fingers. “Enjoy the peace while I can, right?”




Jennifer waited to see if Felicia would say any more. She got the sense something else was going on with Felicia but knew her friend would speak up when the time was right.




Lisa must have thought the same, because she turned to Mimi. “And how about you? How’s Dad doing?”




“Awwk.” Mimi rolled her eyes. “As ornery as ever. One of the conditions for Dad staying with us is that he’s supposed to attend his AA meetings. He’s still attending, but he’s also still drinking. He does it on the sly, as if he thinks we don’t notice. I don’t know what to do, honestly. We can’t kick him out; he’s got no place else to go.”




“Where’s your mom?” Felicia asked.




“She’s down in Kentucky, staying with her sister. She’s definitely not interested in taking him back. And I don’t blame her. Life with my father has never been easy. But when he ran off to California with that woman…I can’t say I’d take him back either, if he were my husband.”




“So instead,” Jennifer said, feeling a little bitter, “you, the daughter, have to take him in and parent him.”




Mimi half chuckled. “Yep. My sister made it clear she wasn’t interested. So I’m it.”




“Doesn’t that tick you off?” Jennifer said.




“Sometimes, yes. But you know, I’m the responsible one.” She tucked her short, blond hair behind her ears, something she did whenever she was stressed or frustrated about something. “Plus, Mark and I have been trying to look at it from a spiritual perspective. He’s my dad—and he needs the Lord.”




Just like my mother. Jennifer tried to push the thought aside.




“Is he going to church with you yet?” Felicia asked.




“No, that’s one thing he refuses to do. But we keep working on him. It’s really cute to see Megan reprimanding him about not attending.”




Jennifer could picture Mimi’s precocious six-year-old giving her grandfather a lecture about loving Jesus and getting saved.




Gracie reappeared and dropped the check on the table. “Here’s your parting gift, ladies. Hope you have a good week and those preacher husbands of yours treat you all right.”






“Hey, how’s your sister doing, Gracie?” Lisa asked as Gracie started to turn away.




Gracie grimaced and a shadow crossed her face. Jennifer knew Gracie’s sister had been diagnosed with breast cancer a year ago and had gone through surgery and chemo.




“Not good. She just went to the doc last week. It’s back, and vicious.”




“I thought she had it beat,” Jennifer said.




“We thought so, too, but when she went in for a checkup, they found it. It’s in her bones and I don’t know where all.”




“Oh, Gracie, we’re so sorry.” Mimi touched Gracie’s hand. Gracie squeezed it and held on.




“Oh, Gracie,” Jennifer murmured.




“That’s terrible,” said Lisa.




Felicia just shook her head, her face concerned.




“I’m flying down to Florida next week to be with her,” Gracie said. “So I guess I won’t see you next time.”




“We’ll be praying for your sister—and for you,” Lisa said.




Gracie nodded and let go of Mimi’s hand. “I know you will. If God hears anybody, I know it’s you four women. Pray hard, will ya? Maybe he’ll take pity on an old, crotchety woman and her sister.” She winked, then turned and walked slowly away.




Jennifer and the others looked at one another but didn’t say anything for a moment.




“I had no idea.” Felicia’s eyes followed Gracie as she tended to her other customers on the opposite side of the restaurant.




“She didn’t let on at all that something was up,” Mimi said, looking amazed by how well Gracie had covered up her pain.




“Maybe we should pray for her and her sister right now,” Lisa suggested.




Jennifer and the others agreed. There was no better time and place to pray.
























CHAPTER 2




Jennifer










Wednesday, March 19
 5:15 p.m.




Jennifer pulled her silver Toyota Corolla into the driveway, eager to haul in the groceries before Sam got home with Carys. He’d volunteered to pick up their eleven-month-old from the babysitter so Jennifer could have time to shop and get dinner started since they had to be back at Red River Community at seven for prayer meeting.




We need to start those all-church suppers on Wednesdays like Mimi’s church does, she thought as she lifted one plastic sack of produce and another with milk and a frozen lasagna from the backseat. Even though the PWs tried to avoid talking about church when they were together, it was an unavoidable topic of conversation—especially how to streamline responsibilities. Their lives were so tightly wound around their congregations’ activities that they couldn’t help but talk shop sometimes. Most often, Jennifer enjoyed hearing about the way the other PWs “did” church. Not that she necessarily wanted her church to compete with the other churches, but she knew staying relevant was part of the ministry effort. Mimi’s Methodist church’s Family Night Dinners seemed a fabulous way to get people out for the midweek meeting (and keep Jennifer from having to rush around!).




At the front door, she stopped to grab the mail protruding from the box, but the plastic sacks around her wrists caused her to drop an envelope. She leaned down to pick it up, taking in a sharp breath when she saw the return address: Bozeman, Montana.




There was only one person she knew in Montana: Jessica, Carys’s birth mother. The last time Jennifer had seen Jessica, a twenty-something she’d counseled at the Red River women’s shelter, was at the hospital, shortly after Jessica had given birth to Carys, the biracial child she’d conceived while having an affair, cheating on her abusive husband, Ron. When Ron had said he wanted to try again on their marriage, Jessica had agreed to place Carys for adoption with Sam and Jennifer, who had been unable to conceive.




Jessica had made it clear she wanted no further contact with the Shores family. So why is she writing now?




Jennifer loosened the bags from her arms and set them on the stoop, lowering herself onto the cold pavement next to them. She ripped open the letter.








Dear Jennifer,




Yes, it is me here in Montana. I no I said I wouldn’t write or call, but I no the baby will be one next month and I wonder if U would send me a picture of her. Don’t worry—I’m not trying to be her mom or nothing. I just want to see what she looks like. I no U and Sam are taking good care of her. We are fine here. Ron got that job with the sheriff’s. I am working down at Bessy’s for the lunch shift. Ron comes in every day for lunch. He says he wants to keep an I on me. I am so luckee to have a man who cares about me that much, doncha think? He still pushes me around sometime but I no it’s only because he loves me and wants things to be good. We’re even talking about having a baby. Well anyway if you can send a picture that would be good. Send it to the address on the envelope. That’s Bessy’s and she will C that I get it so Ronny don’t no.




Your friend
, Jessica






Jennifer hung her head in her hands as she reread the letter on her lap. A photo? That means she still thinks about her. Am I going to turn around in Wal-Mart one of these days and find her standing there?




Wanting to dwell on her worry but knowing she didn’t have time, Jennifer reluctantly stood, tucked the letter in her pocket, and reslung the grocery bags onto her arms.




Before going inside, she glanced down the street to see if Sam was coming. Instead, she saw a black town car parked two doors down—the same car she’d spotted behind her a couple times in the last week. Its driver seemed to be watching her…although when she focused on him, he lifted a newspaper as if reading it.




I’m really starting to lose it, Jennifer thought as she turned back to go inside the house. Why would I think that guy is following me? Has this letter from Jessica made me paranoid now?




Reaching the kitchen, she put away the groceries, pondering the black car for a moment longer. But it was the letter that earned a more prominent spot in her thoughts. What if Jessica wanted to have a place in Carys’s life? Could she allow that? Would she? And what would Sam say about all of this?




9:17 p.m.




Sam was robotically flipping TV channels when Jennifer, carrying the envelope from Jessica, found him in the living room. She knew he was in his post-church “zone,” trying to decompress, so she dreaded having to bring him the letter and even considered not showing it to him at all. She had wanted to share it with him earlier, but the dash through dinner and back to church left no opportunities.




With Carys down for the night, she figured it was now or never.




“Sam.” She hesitated, standing in the archway between the hall and the living room.




He didn’t look up but did stop clicking the remote as he stared at the screen. “Hey, that show is on—the one you like with the chef guy who fixes bad restaurants.” He glanced over to her for approval, but she didn’t move, causing his expression to go from casual to concerned. “What’s the matter? What have you got there? Did we get another wrong insurance bill?”




His guess made sense. The insurance company the church used was prone to mistakes. Ever since Carys’s adoption, they’d had problems getting the company to pay for her charges. Although Jennifer knew it was just computer errors, every time a bill came back marked Patient Not a Known Dependent, it made her stomach flop. The conversations that ensued when she called customer service (a misnomer, she thought) were equally annoying, particularly when one agent asked why she saw no charges for prenatal care in Jennifer’s history, as if the employee were trying to discredit Carys from the family.




“Because she is adopted,” Jennifer had had to tell her. Though the woman had gone on to apologize for the error, Jennifer was left feeling once again that she was second class—a familiar distinction to her, since Sam was a widower and she was his second wife. But she hadn’t expected to experience it again with Carys.




Now here was another reminder: the letter from Jessica.




Jennifer shuffled over to Sam, the letter against her Ohio State sweatshirted chest.




“No, not the insurance company this time. It’s a letter…from Jessica.”




“Jess—” Sam started to question it and then the name sank in. His eyes narrowed behind his wire-rimmed glasses and his face became grim as he tossed aside the TV control, stood slightly, and reached over to grab the letter from Jennifer’s hands.




She held it back. “Now don’t get mad, Sam. She means well.”




He leaned out farther and ripped it from her grip. “Don’t tell me how to react, Jen. This…this…woman”—Jennifer could tell that wasn’t the description he really wanted to use—“told us she would stay out of our lives. And now she’s writing less than a year later?”




Sam sat back down on the edge of the couch and grew quiet as he slipped the letter from its envelope. He shook his head and tsked twice while reading, then folded the letter, stuffed it back in the envelope, and tossed it on the coffee table in front of him.




Jennifer watched as he lifted the remote control. “Well, aren’t you going to say anything? What do you think?”




He avoided her gaze, studying the TV, so she stepped in front of it, arms crossed.




“Jen, come on. Can’t I just relax here for a few minutes?” He jutted his head left and right as if he could see around her.




Jennifer was used to his avoidance tactics, but she sensed something different this time. She didn’t budge.




“Tell me what you think, Sam,” she pleaded. “Should we be worried?”




He shook his head. “Nah. What could a picture hurt? She already knows where we live anyway.”




She slipped over to the sofa and perched on the arm next to him. “Do you think she’s having second thoughts?”




“I really don’t care if she is or not,” he said matter-of-factly, still channel-surfing. “Our agreement is legal and binding.”




While she could tell his concerns were deeper than he was letting on, she also knew he wasn’t one to get overly emotional. They made a good pair that way since most of the time she was like dry kindling waiting for a spark.




“That’s true,” she said, but her words weren’t as reassuring as she’d tried to make them sound.






Jennifer could see Sam wanted to process this on his own, and she sensed she was escalating the situation by being there, so she left the room and went into the kitchen. One thing she had learned in twelve years with Sam was to turn off the pressure. If she let her emotions get the best of her, he would look at her with the “are you flipping out like your mother?” look that made her feel even more off-kilter.




That’s why she didn’t mention the town car she’d seen following her off and on for days now. If Sam heard her tell that story, for sure he’d think she was “going Jo Jo,” as they called it, after her mother.




The thought of her mother made Jennifer stop opening the Twinkie she’d pulled from the box as a sugar salve for her anxiety. She’d been so caught up with work, church, and Carys that she hadn’t realized it had been a few weeks since she’d heard from Jo Jo. Maybe she’ll have some insight on this Jessica thing.




She dialed the number, the same one she’d grown up with at the same house where she’d been raised.




“Hello?” The voice was soft and meek.




“Mother, did I wake you?” Jennifer had forgotten it was a bit late.




“No, no, I’m not sleeping much these days.”




Jennifer’s heart sank. She knew that tone and what it meant. “Are you depressed?”




She heard her mother sniffle before she responded, “I guess so.”




Taking the phone receiver to the dinette table, Jennifer eased herself into a chair. I should have known better than to think she would be here for me when I need her. It’s never about me—it’s always about her.




While Jennifer tried to make conversation with her mom, disguising her disappointment, she inwardly scolded herself for her lack of compassion. Still, she couldn’t help but yearn for a parent, someone on whom she could rely for counsel.




Jennifer knew Jo Jo wasn’t that person—and never would be.
























CHAPTER 3




Felicia











Thursday, March 20
 10:03 a.m.




It had been about a year since Felicia had begun working at home, but she was still adjusting. Having Nicholas at full-day kindergarten was helpful—even if she did have Becky Cohen, her weekly housekeeper, as a babysitter backup—if for no reason other than that she didn’t feel guilty being at home and carting Nicholas off to Becky’s house, as she had before he started school. It seemed strange to her to have him away from home when she was there, but she knew she couldn’t get anything done with a child running around. And since her public relations agency had closed the Cincinnati office, working from home was her only option.




So now with Nicholas in school rather than banished from his own home, she had one less thing about which to feel guilty. And she had a solid six-hour block, from nine until three, when she could work.




That was it in theory, but that wasn’t really it, she’d discovered. In reality, her being home meant something different to everyone but her. While she saw office time as just that, friends, relatives, and especially church members saw her only as “at home.” No matter what she said or did, no one could seem to understand that her working from home was no different from her going to an office forty miles away. While she hadn’t minded the calls, and even did some quick errands to help with church business sometimes, she still felt a lot of pressure to maintain her workload.




Dave tried, but even he was duped by her presence. She’d noticed not long after she established her home office that he’d stopped making the bed in the morning, as he’d always done, and his dishes didn’t seem to make their way into the dishwasher anymore. These weren’t big things, she knew, but they were signs to her that he viewed her four-step commute to their third bedroom as a wink-wink kind of “job.”




If he only saw my voluminous e-mail, she thought, scrolling through the last few days’ communications and realizing she hadn’t answered nearly as many as she’d thought.




Hearing the phone ring, she hesitated before answering. She knew she really didn’t have a choice—their home phone was her office phone as well—but since people at the church slowly had found out she was working from home, they didn’t hesitate to call. And not everyone had caller ID. She’d thought about installing a separate phone line, but it seemed overkill, considering she did most of her interaction via the Internet and fax.




She picked up the cordless next to her. “Hello?”




“Hi, Felicia. It’s Pam, from church.”




Felicia smiled in relief. Pam and her husband, Tim, were a favorite couple of Dave’s and hers. In their late thirties like Felicia and Dave, Pam and Tim were the kind of people who made them feel “normal” when they were around—not like the pastor and his wife on a pedestal. The two couples had been to each other’s homes for meals, and Felicia and Pam occasionally met for quick cups of coffee on Saturday mornings.




“Hey, Pam. What’s up?”




“I know you’re busy, so I won’t keep you.”






If I only had a dollar for every time someone has said that in the last year.




“I just wanted to invite you guys over next Saturday night, the twenty-ninth. I’m doing a little birthday thing for Tim—you know, snacks and cake.”




“Oh, sure. Sounds fun. Let me check with Dave and I’ll let you know.”




After they said their good-byes, Felicia got to thinking about Dave’s upcoming fortieth birthday on May 24.




Should I have a party? Who would I invite?




She knew she had a problem on her hands. If she threw a get-together to celebrate, she’d want to invite some people from the church—those to whom they were closer, like Pam and Tim—but she was well aware that the pastor (or his wife) inviting a portion of the congregation never worked. Even the times they’d had Pam and Tim over, she’d felt as though she needed to whisper about it to Pam at church for fear of someone overhearing her and feeling left out.




No, there is no way we can do a party without inviting everyone.




Everyone! That would mean cramming two hundred people into their house.




We could have it at the church, she thought. Their church loved having parties—especially if it was for their pastor. But that would mean involving other people in the planning—and Felicia was definitely against that. She already knew Dave was dealing with the whole aging thing, and if there was to be a party, he’d want something more intimate, not something where the entire congregation would have an official occasion to give him “over the hill” presents and gift bags.




We can’t do that. No one would have fun, especially not Dave and me.




But what could they do to celebrate? It occurred to Felicia that they didn’t have any other friends in Red River aside from people at church. She had the PWs, of course, but since their husbands didn’t know about their “secret” lunches, she couldn’t really invite them. She and Dave had smile-and-wave relationships with their neighbors, but certainly nothing deep enough to celebrate a birthday together. Maybe she could get some of their old friends from L.A. to come out, but she doubted it. They all had young children, too, and that five-hour plane trip would be difficult for them, not to mention the time off from work and the expense. Plus, the Morrisons had just been to L.A. right after the holidays, so she’d seen everyone.




I guess I’ll ask him what he wants to do, she decided.




She knew there was something else the two of them needed to discuss, a topic she had avoided but couldn’t much longer: a second child. She would be forty herself next year, yet they had never committed to adding to their family.




Felicia thought about Nicholas and the struggles they’d had with him and biting. Could we handle another one? And how would I do that and work?




Another guilt pang hit her. We have a good life, and we easily could provide for another child. And Dave has mentioned several times how fun it would be to have a little girl, someone we could dress up and have tea parties with. Plus, won’t Nicholas be spoiled growing up as an only child?




Still, she knew in her heart she didn’t want to start over with a baby. Their lives were so much better now that Nicholas was a bit older.




Is it wrong to take the easy way out?
























CHAPTER 4




Lisa











Tuesday, March 25
 10:26 p.m.




Lisa Barton stood in the master bathroom and spit her toothpaste into the sink. She’d just changed into her nightgown and was brushing her teeth, thinking about her husband and wondering—but deep down, already knowing—if he was succeeding at what he’d set out to do that evening.




Joel Barton, senior pastor of Red River Assembly of God, was in the midst of a crisis. A mutiny in the church, actually. And tonight he and two elders were visiting one of the mutineers.




Joel had been very concerned about handling the situation according to Matthew 18—the believers’ guidelines to dealing with a Christian who has sinned.




As such, several weeks prior Joel had paid a visit to Tom Graves. Tom was a longtime member of the church and youth Sunday school teacher who’d been caught sneaking out of adult bookstores and who’d had an ongoing relationship with someone other than his wife. Although he’d claimed the out-of-state relationship was platonic, miraculously it had produced a child.






In the one-on-one visit, Joel had begged Tom to see the error of his ways and to repent. Tom would have none of it.




Now Joel was taking the next step; he’d invited several elders to go with him to again talk with Tom. Before Joel left home, he and Lisa had spent a half hour in their bedroom praying that all would go well, that the outcome would be pleasing to God and that it would grow and strengthen the church.




But several hours later, Lisa was going through her bedtime routine, and Joel still wasn’t home. She weakly thought that Joel and the elders might have gone out for coffee and to debrief afterward. But the reality was more likely that he and the elders were still talking with Tom.




At least he hasn’t kicked them out. There is that to be thankful for.




Downstairs, Lisa heard the front door shut. She quickly spit out the last of the toothpaste, rinsed, and scurried to meet her husband.




Lisa found Joel in the kitchen, rummaging through the refrigerator. He pulled out a can of generic-brand cola, popped the top, and took a long swig. He was still wearing his jacket and his hair was tousled from the night wind.




“Well, you don’t have a black eye,” she said, trying to keep the conversation light—at least to begin with. “That’s something. The elders intact?”




“A little the worse for wear, but yeah.” He sighed and leaned against the closed fridge. “He just isn’t interested, Lisa. His heart is harder than a steel girder. Somehow he’s twisted this all around to be my problem, my fault, my sin!” He took another drink and lightly belched. “Sorry.”




“So he didn’t respond at all?”




“Oh, he responded all right. He told me that he had a lot of friends in town who could ‘watch’ me. And I needed to make sure I remembered that.”




“Watch you?” Lisa was confused. “What do you mean, ‘watch’ you?”




Joel raised an eyebrow.




What? she wondered. His subtle cue was a little too subtle for her. How was she supposed to figure it out? They lived in a small town and he was the pastor of a church—everybody was watching them. They lived in a fishbowl, for crying out loud.




“Think about it, Lis,” he said, sounding mildly irritated. He moved to the right side of the kitchen and peered down the hallway. “Where are the kids?”




Now she just felt stupid. He was asking about the kids, and she was still trying to figure out what he was telling her.




“They’re upstairs,” she answered. “Callie’s probably on the phone with Theresa. Ricky’s either doing his homework or playing video games.”




Joel took a few steps toward Lisa and looked intently into her eyes, as if to see whether she was getting the seriousness of what he was saying. She looked back at him. I got nothing here.




He lowered his voice. “He threatened me.”




She blinked and tried to take in his words. They sounded dangerous. Then understanding slammed into her mind. So that was what “watch” meant? She wanted to lift her fist to her head and thump it. She should have known what that meant. But why would she? How many parishioners blatantly threaten their pastor? She had to stop being naive. She knew they did—a lot more than people realized. So why was she being so thickheaded?




But just as quickly as she had that realization, twenty questions started colliding with one another in her mind. What do you mean he threatened you? What kind of threat exactly? Threaten you how? Was he serious? Do you really think he’d do something to hurt us? Are you sure? Should we pack it all up and leave town? Should we call the police? Are the kids safe?




No, she wanted to tell herself. No way. He’s just all talk. He’s…




“Oh, my goodness, Joel,” she whispered frantically. “The fire. You don’t think…”




Joel shook his head, but the flicker of fear that passed over his face said it all. Fifteen years before Joel and Lisa had taken the pastorate at Red River Assembly, the church had been set on fire. The tragedy had come on the heels of a dispute between a group of parishioners led by Tom who, against the wishes of the pastor at the time, wanted to remodel the church. Right after the pastor gave his final refusal to support the plan, the church was a victim of arson. Afterward, Tom’s construction company did the rebuilding—for twice what the other bids had been, it was discovered later, even though no one did anything about it. Some attributed Tom’s success to the fact that his daughter-in-law, Alaina, was church treasurer at the time. Not long after, the pastor ended up leaving.




“Nothing was ever proven, Lisa.”




“But it certainly looks suspicious, doesn’t it? Now he’s threatening you. What’s he going to do? Set the parsonage on fire? Have one of his ‘friends’ run over Callie or Ricky?”




“Lisa, let’s not blow this thing out of proportion. He was just angry and spouting off.” Joel’s calm words didn’t reflect his tone or body language—he was clenching his fists, and his shoulders were tightened almost to his neck.




“Okay, fine,” she said, trying to match his words. “But he did threaten you in front of the elders.”




Joel pinched up his face. He clearly wanted to tell her something but was fighting within himself over whether or not he should. After eighteen years of marriage, she knew her husband too well.




“What?” she asked him. “What are you not telling me?”




He picked up the soda can and fiddled with it.




“Joel.”




“He threatened them, too,” he finally admitted. “Called them my patsies. They didn’t take too kindly to that,” he rushed to add.




“What did they do?”




“Well…”




“They didn’t really do anything, did they?” Lisa already knew the answer before Joel shook his head. “That’s why this church is in this mess—because the leaders aren’t stepping up to the plate. Well, what did you do when he threatened you?”






“I said, ‘Are you threatening me?’”




“And? What did he say to that?”




“Nothing. He just smiled and shrugged.”




“Okay.” Lisa walked to the kitchen table and sat. She tapped her fingers lightly on the table, as if they were a gavel and she was trying to impose some order. “Let’s back up a minute. What happened that made him threaten you?”




“Well…” Joel followed her to the table. He groaned as he sat, as if the weight he’d been carrying was too much to handle. “I called him to repentance.”




“But you’ve done that before—”




“It’s a little different pointing out someone’s sin in private versus bringing in several other people to overhear.”




She nodded. She could understand how that could be off-putting. “That was it?”




“No,” Joel said. “I called him to repentance, and when he scoffed at the idea, I issued an ultimatum.”




Instinctively, Lisa knew what was coming next.




“I told him he had a choice. He could resign from his positions at church—including the Sunday school teacher position—stop what he was doing, and get help. Or we could remove him from all the positions, and he stops what he’s doing and gets help.”




She could picture the scene. “Tom probably rose from his chair, turned bright red, pointed his finger in your face, and said, ‘How dare you? I helped build this church, and I’ll be here long after you’re gone.’ That about it?”




“More or less.” Joel smiled weakly. “You forgot to add the part where he said, ‘Who are you to tell me to resign? You think you’re God or something? The almighty Pastor Barton!’”




“Were you like, ‘Well, Tom, as a matter of fact, I am God’s messenger. And the Bible is pretty clear about calling sinful behavior into accountability’?” She knew that wouldn’t have been Joel’s response—even though it easily could have been.






Leaning back in her chair and sighing, she thought about the passage from Hebrews 13 and mentally recited it to herself. Obey your leaders and submit to their authority. They keep watch over you as men who must give an account. Obey them so that their work will be a joy, not a burden, for that would be of no advantage to you. She knew that didn’t mean her husband should hold absolute control over the congregation. And she knew that wasn’t her husband’s style anyway. He truly loved God and wanted to build God’s kingdom through the local church. That was what she wanted, too. Unfortunately, not everyone in the congregation felt that way.




“It’s too bad that Tom hasn’t read Hebrews 13 lately,” she said.




He chuckled. “It seems to me that Tom isn’t all that concerned with what the Bible says—in Hebrews or anywhere else.”




Lisa shivered from nerves. “He won’t really do anything to hurt us or the kids, will he?”




Dread washed over her when Joel didn’t answer right away. “Will he?” she pressed.




With his eyes focused on a point somewhere near the foot of his chair, he quietly said, “He can do damage. The truth is, there are worse things than something physical that he can hit us with.”
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