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“For we are His workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for
good works, which God prepared beforehand that we
should walk in them.”

— EPHESIANS 2:10 ESV






CHAPTER 1

&

%hea jumped back as the gasoline splashed on her
linen slacks, not a dribble, but a blotch the size of a
watermelon. She jammed the nozzle into her gas tank, crossing
her arms and glaring as if she was scolding someone or some-
thing. Rhea’s red-eye flight out of Los Angeles International
Airport, LAX, was departing in two hours. The security checks
might take an hour or longer with it being Black Friday, and now
she had to change before checking in. This stop was cutting it
close. She was so preoccupied with getting to the airport on time,
she’d forgotten to check her gas gauge.

She blew an exasperated breath, and the bangs on her fore-
head flew upward. A strong gust of wind swirled, and a few
strands of brown waves escaped from her long single braid, tick-
ling her cheek. She flicked them back, and with a twist of her
wrist, Rhea glanced at her watch. She looked around at the dirty
gas station. It wasn’t a place she felt comfortable and never
would have stopped, but Rhea was on her way to New York for
her first television interview promoting her YouTube channel,
“Essential Ingredients,” all about healthy eating. At 32 years of
age, she had gotten a late start in a career as an internet influ-
encer. No matter. She just hoped she’d make the flight.

1



KATHLEEN J. ROBISON

Stuffing down her rising anxiety, she looked up and stared at
a figure exiting the mini-mart. Rhea squinted. It couldn’t be. But
her angst floated away, and even the petroleum laced acrid odor
ceased assaulting her senses when a tall figure strode toward the
pumps. The familiar saunter, the shaggy hair, the lanky build.
Years older, but as handsome as ever. It was him. The garish light
behind him illuminated his aura like a spun-sugar halo.

He carried a bag of Cheetos, a package of Ding-dongs, and a
one-liter bottle of Dr. Pepper. Rhea’s budding new career as a
healthy cooking influencer should have prompted horror.
Instead, she couldn’t help smiling.

Many years ago, she and Brandon were a couple, and they
had an amicable breakup. If having your heart ripped apart like
a head of lettuce was amicable. Maybe mutual was a more fit
description. Yes, it was mutual, and he never even put up a fight
to keep her. At least not a decent one. And here he was.

He moved like he didn’t have a care in the world until eyeing
her. Then he picked up his pace.

“Rhea? Is it you?” His wavy brown hair fell over his fore-
head. “I can’t believe it!”

The nozzle clicked off, and Rhea glanced at the pump. It
barely registered a gallon, but Brandon stood in front of her, and
she forgot all about it.

Her grin spread too quickly, but it was better than exposing
the churning inside. “Hi, Brandon. What are you doing here?”
She waved around the seedy parking lot.

The cracked asphalt, complete with a weed or two popping
in-between, highlighted the grunge. Dirty white stucco rose to
paint, peeling from metal beams across the top of the building.
She didn’t care where she was anymore.

Brandon reached to hug her, but the contents in his hands
fell. Fumbling, he caught the junk food, but the soda bottle went
rolling toward a parked automobile. He let it wobble across the
uneven asphalt and turned to embrace her.

Warmth flowed, and the familiar rush of memories rose
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within. She breathed deep, his clean, fresh scent flooding her
with memories, both good and bad. She couldn’t help it and
hugged him tightly for a moment. Dropping her arms, she
stepped back.

“So, were you here for Thanksgiving? I thought you lived in
Nashville now.” She felt herself flush. “I think I read that some-
where on the internet.”

“You're turning red! I thought you’d outgrown that.” He
laughed. “But yeah, I'm living in Tennessee for now. I came out
to see my parents for the holiday.”

“Awww. I bet they loved seeing you. How are they?” She
hadn’t seen them since the breakup.

“Well, mom’s cooking is hard to beat. But yeah, they’re doing
great. How was your Thanksgiving?”

“Good. I cooked for the family. Mom had a hard time giving
it up, but after it was all said and done, she said I got the job for
next year too.”

Brandon took a breath, and he stared at her. That crooked
smile crossed his lips, and a dimple deep in the stubble of his
chin pulled her in. Something stirred inside her that hadn’t been
there in a long time, and she wondered if he felt the same. He
finally broke the silence.

“Hey, did you know my band is gearing up to record an
album?”

Rhea’s head was turning faster than a salad spinner, and
memories flung in all directions.

When they were in college, Brandon had been the worship
leader at their church. They were good friends for a while, and
when he finally asked her out, she wondered why, hoping it was
their faith connection. Like the perfect ingredient, she felt belief
in Christ was the most essential element to a solid relationship,
that and being in love. And she was hopelessly head over heels
when he proposed.

“A new album?” Rhea asked.

“Yeah. It's a Worship Album.”
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“That's great.” Though she tried to clear her throat, it knotted
like a pretzel. For a brief time after they got engaged, she
thought she was the happiest person on earth. But Brandon’s
music changed and took a different direction. He was so preoc-
cupied with his band that their relationship faltered. He
appeared to struggle with a path that didn’t point to God’s lead-
ing, and eventually, it came between them. Big time.

“Writing worship songs is where it’s at for me. I don’t know
why I branched out. I think I always knew that. It's about time,
huh?”

Was that a rhetorical question? She shrugged. But if only he’d
pursued this course when they were engaged. At least they
would have been on the same page, but back then, Brandon
moved into the secular genre. Not that it was a bad thing, but
Rhea feared the lifestyle that often accompanied it. He hit it big
fast, and her fears were grounded. As fame filtered into his life,
Rhea faded out. She didn’t think he even noticed, and that was
about the time they split. He went on tour, and she wished him
well, with every tear that fell.

“Yup. After I started writing worship music, I had a song that
topped the charts, and I got a contract for a full album.”

She was happy for him. “What happened, Brandon? I mean,
what made you quit the other music?”

He threw his hand up, almost dropping the junk food again.
“What happened? It was God! What else? Touring was a stupid
move. It really messed me up.”

When Brandon left Rhea broken-hearted, she had followed
his career in the media. He was everywhere, and his celebrity
status boiled up fast. The crash came just as quickly, and he
simmered out of the limelight. It took everything in her not to go
and find him, but a still quiet voice nudged her, and she listened.
That’s what changed her course as well.

“Well, that was ages ago.” She breathed deep.

HONK!

Rhea jumped. A car waited behind hers. She couldn’t even
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remember it pulling up. She looked at the nozzle and waved a
hand. Sheepishly she mouthed sorry, but the driver backed up
and whizzed off. Brandon reached to help and shoved the nozzle
tightly into her car’s tank. His fingers brushed hers, and she
smiled inside.

“So, what have you been up to?” Brandon asked.

How far back should she go? After they split, she went into a
tailspin. But things had been good lately, and she hadn’t thought
much about him. “Well, a couple years ago, I started blogging
about cooking healthy. First, it was just a hobby, but then my
readership hit the 100K mark.” She knew she rambled but
tumbled ahead. “You obviously have never read my stuff.” She
pointed to the Cheetos and Ding Dongs still in his hands. “Any-
way, so then I created a YouTube Channel, and things really took
off.”

“Healthy cooking, huh? What's that?”

“Oh, basically organically grown fresh produce, nothing
processed. Light on the meats, dairy, and grains.”

“Yup, that sounds healthy. Not good, but healthy.”

“Well, with the right herbs. You can make everything taste
amazing. It’s all about the right ingredients.”

She waited for him to tease. Instead, he squinted his face and
asked, “What happened with working with kids? Before we
broke up...” This time, he flushed. “I mean, weren’t you inter-
ested in social services?”

Rhea’s heart sunk. “I was. I worked in child protective
services for many years, and when it got a little rough, I took
some cooking classes. It was a great stress release, and then I got
a certificate in food services at the community college. I really
liked it, so I thought maybe God was cooking up something new
for me. Ha. Ha.”

Brandon nodded. “Yeah, sometimes He does that, huh?”

But God didn’t do it. She did. Rhea lowered her head. She still
struggled with the decision she made to quit social services,
leaving the children behind. The heartache of broken homes,
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helping abused children, often with never a permanent fix in
sight, brewed within her for years. Instead of pressing into Him,
she went looking for an escape and found it. Her hobby
consumed her. It became her happy place. She tried sharing
healthy choices with some of the families she dealt with. It
seemed a natural tie in. The problem was, the parents didn’t
embrace her passion or her help, and the children suffered.

“What's that saying? When life gives you lemons, make
lemonade?” Rhea tried to chuckle but looked down at the
stained concrete.

C-L-I-C-K.

The gas nozzle shut off, and Rhea jumped.

Brandon laughed and took the nozzle with his free hand and
reinserted it back into the pump.

Rhea’s mind swirled as he finished twisting on the gas cap
for her. They’d shared a lot of good times together. But that was
ages ago, and these renewed feelings rising within confused her.
She had a bright, new future about to unfold, and it didn’t
include him. Not that he was even suggesting anything.

“I'm flying to New York tonight. I'm being interviewed
tomorrow on a talk show.” She flung out the words like cake
batter from a mixing spoon.

“Whoa! Big time, huh?” Brandon punched her arm playfully.

“Look who's talking. I heard your last song on the radio. Top
of the charts. That's impressive.”

“Yeah. I'm on the right track now. I made a bad turn back
then.” Although his eyes shined, no smile, and no joy spread
across his face. “That was a long time ago. Too long ago, don’t
you think?”

Rhea couldn’t read him. “Well, if the media is accurate,
you're doing a whole lot better now.”

“Yeah. God just wouldn’t let me get too far off the rails.” He
drew a breath and sighed, staring. “Not you, huh? You stayed
the course.”

“I tried.” She hunched, thinking how weak that sounded.
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After their breakup, Rhea had buried herself in her Bible. It
was the only thing that soothed the gut-wrenching pain of losing
Brandon. Turning her motivation elsewhere, she had joined a
trip to help at an orphanage in Haiti. That's when she found
another love, lost and hurting children. It's what caused her to
pursue a career in social work, and after completing her grad-
uate studies, she jumped right in.

Young and naive, Rhea was going to change the world. She
was warned of the tragedies she’d be facing, and the caseloads
grew, quickly overwhelming her. Still confident that she was led
there, she mustered up the strength to stick it out. Now here she
was, years later, burnt out. Maybe she hadn’t stayed the course.
She looked up at Brandon, and he smiled.

“Hey, would you like to get a cup of coffee somewhere?
Catch up on old times?”



CHAPTER 2

&

he knew she couldn’t, but before she could answer, a

door slammed, and a baby screamed. Rhea turned and
saw an angry young man run around to the passenger side of a
beat-up compact car. He flung open the door and tugged at a
body in the front seat. Brandon shoved his junk food in Rhea’s
arms and ran. She dropped it all and followed.

“Hey, do you need some help?” Brandon yelled.

Sweat beaded on the man’s pale face. His eyes were red and
angry, and his stringy hair was wet as if he’d just run a
marathon. His appearance and erratic behavior triggered Rhea’s
experienced assessment of drug abuse. She peeked in the rear
seat, and her heart sunk. A toddler in a car seat screamed.

“Can I help with the child?” Rhea pleaded.

The man pulled at his hair, ignoring her question. “My girl-
friend’s sick. I can’t wake her up.”

Brandon reached for the girl in the front seat.

“Don’t touch her!” the man yelled.

Rhea stretched to look in, and the girl’s head lolled to one
side. Still, the child screamed.

“She needs help.” Brandon pulled out his cell.

“Nol! Just go. Get out of here.”
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So much happened, and so fast, but Rhea’s years of training
kicked in. The child needed help, but the girl was critical.
Brandon struggled to keep the frantic man calm.

“What’s her name?” Rhea called to the father. “What are all
your names?”

“Gina, she’s my girlfriend.”

Rhea unbuckled the girl’s seat belt. “And the child?” She
yelled over the screams.

The man lunged forward, but Brandon held him tight.

“Tanner. He’s two. Why won't he stop crying?” The
distraught man grabbed his hair and pulled again.

“And your name? What'’s your name?” Rhea asked him.

“Jake.”

Rhea jiggled the girl but got no response. “Okay, Jake, we
need to call 911...”

“I said, no! Don’t call them!”

Lightly slapping the girl’s face, Rhea tried to wake her.
“Gina? Can you hear me?”

Gina’s eyelids opened, and her eyes stared at Rhea for an
instant, then fluttered shut. Rhea looked around for some water.
A splash sometimes revived people like this.

Rhea peered into the backseat; the child was a mess.
Suddenly the stench overwhelmed her, and she coughed.
Clearing her throat, she asked, “Brandon, can you buy a bottle of
water. And a roll of paper towels? Oh, and grab some baby food
pouches, diapers and wipes.”

“Rhea, I can’t leave you here with him.” Brandon’s wide eyes
pleaded with her.

The man was now crying hysterically. “We're trying to find
someplace to stay for the night. That’s all.” His body slumped to
the ground, and his hands gripped his face. “But I had to get gas,
and we need food.”

“Please, Brandon. I'll be fine.” Rhea waved him off but
motioned for him to make a phone call. She didn’t dare say 911.
Jake was distraught enough. Rhea hoped Brandon knew what
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she meant.

It was only seconds, but he stared at her, and she couldn’t
look away. The sounds of the screaming child and the sobbing
man faded to the background, and their eyes connected, pulling
their hearts together. Rhea breathed deep. The longing in her
heart wished they were anywhere but here. She stopped herself.

She blinked hard, and then she caught Brandon’s nod.

“Jake, stay there.” He thrust a finger at the crumpled figure,
then ran to the mini-mart, pulling out his cell on the way.

Rhea turned and yanked open the car door. Her breath
caught in her throat again. Vomit puddled on the child’s cloth-
ing, and Rhea was sure his diaper was soiled. She unbuckled
him and lifted him out. He was so light, she could boost him
with one arm, much too skinny and too small for a two-year-old.

“Shhh. There, there, Tanner. I got you.” Rhea cooed as she
balanced him on her hip. She never flinched as a liquid green
mess leaked onto the long sleeves of her white cotton T-shirt. All
her training came back. Nothing mattered, except for the child’s
welfare. It was as if she’d never quit and that sense of worth, of
being needed, returned. One she’d stuffed away, or most
recently cooked away.

“Jake? Do you have a blanket? Some diapers and wipes?”

The man rocked on the ground, moaning and sobbing. “I told
her to stop, she wouldn’t quit. She spent all the money I had!”

“Jake? Your family needs you.” Rhea bounced the screaming
toddler on her hip.

“They’ll take him away again if they find us.” He spewed
expletives that Rhea had learned to ignore.

“Jake? Please, some help, here?”

He continued swearing freely until he jumped up and loped
to the driver’s side and swung open the door. “All right! All
right!”

Rhea watched him lean in below the steering wheel. Her
view was obstructed, but as he stood, his hardened face caused
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her heart to beat faster. Wiping his nose, Jake sniffed hard and
loud. He slammed the door and strode to the mini-mart.

“Where are you going?” Rhea yelled.

Jake never answered. As much as Rhea wanted to follow, her
heart rent over the helpless souls before her. She held the boy
while attending to his mother. When she touched the young
woman'’s hand, the clammy flesh made her heart drop. Not again.
She pressed two fingers to Vanessa’s neck under the jawline and
waited. A slow heartbeat pulsed. Rhea breathed a sigh of relief,
wishing Brandon would hurry.

C-R-A-C-K!

The shattering sound came from the mini-mart.
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%hea flinched, and the child screamed. She ducked
behind the car, but her eyes riveted to the storefront
window, where Brandon stood just inside. His hands raised
high. A breath barely escaped Rhea’s mouth when another c-r-a-
c-k sounded, and Brandon’s body flew back, crumpling to the
ground.

“Brandon!” She screamed.

Sirens screeched and flashing red lights blinded her. Tires
squealed to a stop, and police officers jumped out. Rhea pointed
to the mini-mart, and two officers ran. Another approached
Rhea.

“There’s a girl in the passenger seat. She’s barely breathing.”
Rhea raised her chin toward the car.

“Paramedics are on their way.” An officer said as he moved
towards Gina.

Another asked, “Is this your child?”

“No. I was just pumping gas when...”

Rhea heard the whoosh of air brakes, and a paramedic ran
towards them, his eyes fixed on the child.

“Over there!” Rhea pointed, diverting him to the passenger
seat. She turned. “Wait, a guy is down inside.”
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“We can’t go in there yet, ma’am.”

“You have to.” Rhea shifted the screaming baby and tugged
on the paramedic’s sleeve. “Please! I think he was shot. You need
to get in there now.”

An officer stood behind her, holding her shoulders as she
struggled forward. Finally, she stopped.

The baby thrashed, and Rhea instinctively jiggled him. Shhh.
Shhh. Oh, God, please don't let Brandon... The knot in her throat
swelled, and she gulped. She wanted to scream along with the
child. Shhh. Shhh.

“It will be all right, Tanner. Everything will be all right,” she
soothed the baby, trying to convince herself as well.

Rhea took a deep breath and swayed with the child. Words to
a song came from somewhere within, and she hummed and sang
silently. There’s a light that shines in the darkness, a light that shines.

She couldn’t remember all the words, but somehow it helped.
Turning her back on the mini-mart, her tears fell, and she found
the strength to speak.

“Officer?” She took a deep breath. “May I look for diapers in
the car, please?”

“Sure, go ahead.” He followed, and she felt his eyes watching
her every move.

Rhea swiped the back of her hand across her eyes, then
reached for a diaper bag on the car floor. Inside was an empty
bottle, with dried milk caked in the bottom. Her heart rent. She
found a single diaper along with a package of few wipes. A thin
flannel blanket lay matted in the bottom.

“Ineed to change him, now.”

Her command was met with the officer, flinging things off
the backseat, making room.

“What'’s she on?” The paramedic asked. “What drugs did she
take?”

Rhea shook her head. “I have no idea, but her name is Gina.”
Always give a name.

She shifted the baby from one hip to the other. He had cried
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for so long; he was exhausted. His sobs subsided, and as he
quieted, his body went limp in her arms. Rhea had enough expe-
rience to know that for right now, that was a good thing. But
he’d need food when he woke. Laying him on the backseat, she
stripped off his soiled clothes and cleaned him up as best she
could. He lay sprawled out, wearing just the clean diaper.

As she worked, the policeman asked her questions and jotted
down notes. Rhea told what she’d seen, not what she suspected.
Another officer searched the vehicle while the paramedic
continued working on Gina.

Patting the sleeping child, Rhea stroked his soft skin. She
could save him—this one she could, but her last case ended in
futility. There was no father, and the mother overdosed. The
baby died of pneumonia. His malnourished body couldn’t fight.
Even with experience and education, she couldn’t save him.
Only God could, but He didn’t, and Rhea felt that her work had
been pointless.

But when she glanced down at the child lying on the back
seat, a calm assurance washed over her. His bony chest rose and
fell evenly, and that hazy, sleepy glow spread across his face and
pierced her heart. She swept back his hair, and he stirred a little.

“Listen, I need to run in there and get some milk for the
child.”

“No. You can’t. Not till they clear everything.” An officer
answered her and spoke into the walkie-talkie on his shoulder.
He nodded toward the mini-mart.

“Do you know what’s going on in there?” Rhea asked.

“I can’t say, miss, but we may find out soon enough.”

As he pointed to the mini-mart, their attentions diverted to
yelling from the front seat of the car.

“That’s it! Wake up, Gina. Open your eyes. Good girl! We got
you. There you are!” the paramedic yelled.

The dam behind Rhea’s eyes threatened to break, and she
tilted her head back. Gina would make it! The boy stirred, and
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she picked him up, shooshed him, and rocked him in her arms.
He settled back asleep against her shoulder. The warm night air
caressed his body to rest, and his breathing sounded strong. She
glanced at Gina, then back at the boy. That's two, she thought,
and looked hopefully toward the mini-mart. She stepped around
to get a full view of the front of the building. Still, she couldn’t
see Brandon. Three men walked out. One was Jake with his
hands behind his back and two policemen by his side, holding
his arms. Paramedics ran into the building, and Rhea took a few
more steps forward.

The strong hand of the police officer gripped her. “No, miss.
Please, just wait. I'll let you know as soon as we know
something.”

Finally giving in, she turned and watched as firefighters
strapped Gina onto a gurney and wheeled her to the ambulance.
As the doors closed, one paramedic turned his attention to
Tanner.

“What about this little guy?”

“I think he’s fine,” said Rhea, glancing between Tanner and
Brandon. She was torn but turned to the police officer. “May I
drive him to the LA Children’s Facility?” Her stomach churned.
What she really wanted was just to keep him with her. “I'm a
former Child Protective Services worker.”

“Sorry, ma’am. I need to take him there myself. Unless you
know of a family member, we can take him to.”

“He belongs to the girl in the ambulance. And that’s the
father.” Rhea nodded at Jake, who was pushed into the rear seat
of a squad car.

Shaking his head, the officer reached for the baby.

“Please, can I ride with him?” Rhea knew the police cars were
equipped with baby car seats for cases such as this. She also
knew that Tanner would scream in the back of the dark vehicle
the whole way. All by himself. “I got you, buddy.” She
whispered.
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“I need to check your license first.”
Rhea raised a chin toward her car, still parked at the pump.
“It’s unlocked. My purse is inside.”
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nstead of watching the policeman, her gaze finally
found Brandon, and her heart lurched at paramedics
huddling over him. A struggle rose within her between going
with Tanner or staying with Brandon. If she left, she might never
see him again. Her heart tugged at their recent reunion when she
first saw him. Her emotions bubbled over, remembering how
she’d first recognized him when he walked toward her. She
could have turned her back then. She could have stopped
pumping and just driven away. Instead, she stayed, and now, her
heart spilled over with longing for him once again.
The joy of the short, fleeting memory broke as the child
stirred in her arms. The policeman returned, carrying her purse.
“Go ahead and get my license out of my wallet.
“I'll have to run a check. Be right back.”

”

“Please hurry, the baby...” a tear splashed as she looked
down.

A paramedic hovered nearby. “It’s okay. You did well. This
little guy is in better shape than most.”

Rhea glanced again at Brandon. But he’s not. She was sure he
was shot. She just didn’t know how bad. Did God bring them

together only to tear them apart? Her faith wouldn’t let her
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attribute the action to a cruel, unjust God. She knew better. She
also knew that if she lost Brandon again, she would be faithful to
a higher calling. She wouldn’t quit again.

She kissed the top of the toddler’s head, and Rhea closed her
eyes, saying a prayer of thanks for Tanner and another plea for
Brandon.

The police officer returned. “Here’s your license. You're all
clear. I called ahead to child services, and they gave me the
address of an authorized emergency home close-by. They’ll take
him for the night.”

A tiny burden lifted, and Rhea nodded. The emergency
homes were a haven. Rhea asked the policeman to move her
vehicle, and then she followed him to the squad car, but her eyes
riveted on the mini-mart. She saw paramedics hovering over
Brandon on the floor, but only his legs were visible to her, and
they were as still as the seeping baby.

Rhea turned, and tears fell as she buckled Tanner into the car
seat. He never stirred. She slipped in next to him and drew a
deep breath, resting her head against the seat. As the policeman
drove away, she felt like a clump of bread dough, kneaded and
stretched in all directions.
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0:; police car pulled into a middle-class neighborhood
and parked in front of an average-looking tract home.
From the outside, it looked like all the others, but Rhea knew it
was much different. The porch light illuminated a smiling
woman wearing blue pajama pants, slippers, and a patriotic T-
shirt. Even in the dark of the night, her cheery demeanor greeted
them at the bright-blue front door.

Rhea lifted Tanner out of his car seat and met the woman.

“What's his name?” she asked.

Rhea warmed inside. These were the people who really made
a difference. The heroes. “Are you the housemother here?”

“No. I'm a foster care, mom. The Children’s Facility just
called me to come pick up a toddler.”

“Wow! You got here fast.” Rhea looked past her into the
home.

“Well, when the Lord calls, you got to answer!” Flipping back
her thin, wavy blonde hair, she chuckled and stretched out her
arms, wiggling her fingers as if she couldn’t wait to hold the
toddler. He melted into her shoulder.

Rhea looked around the comfy home and back at the woman.
“But isn’t he staying here tonight?”

19



KATHLEEN J. ROBISON

“Nope, he’s not staying here. I'm taking him to my house. I'm
on an emergency list, and I know the CPS dispatcher at the facility
in LA. I'live closer to this home, that’s why she sent you here.”

The child welfare system was over-taxed, and many non-
profits worked with the county providing shelter like these
homes. In a rescue situation, a nearby relative was the first
choice of placement for children. If the child was an infant or
toddler, an emergency foster-care parent was next, if they were
available. If not, and if there was room, the young ones, and their
mothers would be placed in a home shelter. Thankfully, this
cheery foster mom was ready and willing to take little Tanner.

She smoothed back the toddler’s hair. “Is this Tanner?” She
walked into the house, and Rhea followed.

“Yes. How did you ... ”

“His parents are Gina and Jake, right?” She pushed up her
wire-rimmed glasses. Her short, polished red, white, and blue
nails shined.

“Yes, you know them?” Rhea asked.

“Sure do. I had the boy not too long ago. The parents are
clueless. They just can’t seem to kick the drugs.” She rocked the
child. “Where are they?”

“It's a long story.” Rhea swiped her face with the back of her
hand.

“Aren’t they all?” The woman hummed softly into the child’s
ear, lifting a soft blanket from a backpack close by. She smoothed
it over his back.

Rhea stared down at her dirty, stained clothing.

“That’s a nasty color green on your shirt, girl. Kind of
matches that oily spot on your pants.” The foster care mom
laughed.

“Would you like to shower and change?” A voice came from
the hallway.

A young woman stared at Rhea, and a grin broadened across
her lips.
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Rhea realized what a mess she was and thought that the
woman assumed she was a rescue.

“Hi, I'm the housemother, Vanessa. Are you ... “?

“This lady isn’t the rescue, she saved the kid.” The foster
mother scrunched her face at Rhea. “But you could use a shower.
You ain’t smelling so good.” She waved a finger. “I'm just
saying! The shower is upstairs, and boxes of clean clothes are in
the first bedroom.”

“Oh, no, I have to get to the airport...” Rhea stopped. What
was she thinking! Now that Tanner was taking care of, Brandon
was her first concern.

“You're going like that?” The foster care mom scrunched her
face.

“What? Oh, no. I guess not. I wouldn’t make it, anyway.”

“Well, go on then. You could use a hot shower.” The foster
mom turned and picked up a Winnie-the-Pooh backpack with
baby toys hanging off the straps. All the while, she swayed with
the toddler in her arms, not missing a beat. “I'm going home and
getting this kid to bed. Thanks for saving him."

Tanner was in good hands, and Rhea’s mind flashed again to
Brandon. “If you don’t mind, I think I'll just change. I need to go
check on someone.” Her words caught in her throat.

Vanessa nodded, and Rhea ran up the stairs, grabbed some
clothes, and sponge-bathed her upper body over the sink.
Quickly drying off, Rhea pulled on a loose pair of jeans and a
neon pink T-shirt that hung to her knees. Flying down the stairs,
Rhea stopped abruptly. Vanessa held out a plated sandwich and
a bottle of water. A floral paper napkin pinched between her
fingers.

“Thought you might be hungry. My husband made it.”
Vanessa offered the dish.

Rhea wasn't the least bit hungry but admired the healthy-
looking plate. “It's a beautiful presentation.” She admired the
Ciabatta bread sandwich piled high with loads of turkey, crisp
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lettuce leaves, and slices of avocado and tomato. A cluster of
juicy red grapes rested on the side.

Before she left the department, Rhea was offered a job to
teach cooking and food-prep to the young women who came
through the system. If the offer had come a little earlier, she
would have welcomed the opportunity to help in homes like
these. They were much more welcoming than the institutional
care facilities where she’d often brought at-risk children.

But the offer came too late. Rhea had reached the point of
burnout, and after her last case, any hope that she could make a
difference in the lives of women and children, like Tanner and
Gina, completely unraveled. But now, she wasn’t so sure she’d
made the right decision.

“My husband is the cook, and I'm the housemother,” said
Vanessa, who gave Rhea a confused look.

She didn’t look much older than a teenager, but the straight,
long dark hair and large dark eyes looked familiar.

“Do I know you?” Rhea asked.

Vanessa's eyes widened. “Yes! You saved my life.” She looked
back at her husband, peeking out from the kitchen. “And his,
too.”

Rhea gasped. “Vanessa Hidalgo?”

The girl flung out her arms and hugged Rhea. “After the last
time you brought me in, I thought you’d given up on me, but the
system found a place for me in rehab. Some church home that
you recommended. My boyfriend, well now my husband,
followed, and it worked this time. The church program worked
for us.”

“I didn’t give up on you, Vanessa. I was ordered off your
case. I lost track of you when your parents put a complaint
on me.”

“Well, they couldn’t order God away, could they?” Vanessa
grinned. “It took us a while, but my husband and I went back to
school, went through training, and here we are!”

Years ago, Rhea had stuck her neck out, making friends with
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Vanessa, although it was frowned upon by the department. One
night, Vanessa had called Rhea, asking her to meet in the park.
She was only 17 years old then and was in a crisis following an
abortion. She had already had two in her young life, and now,
one-day post-surgery from a third, Vanessa was cramping and
bleeding and too scared to go home to her mother. Rhea rushed
her to the hospital just in time. Vanessa almost died.

“I'm so happy to hear that, Vanessa. So, do you have any chil-
dren now?”

Vanessa's eyes watered. “I can’t. I had to have a
hysterectomy.”

“I'm so sorry, Vanessa.”

“Well, this is the next best thing. I get to help other girls like
me.” She wiped her eyes. “And, hey, I got a big family in heaven.
I can’t wait to meet my three kids.” Vanessa choked.

Their tearful reunion was even sweeter as the husband joined
in a big group hug.
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ou two know each other?” A woman flashing CPS
identification stood at the front door.

As they pulled apart, Vanessa nodded. “She
saved my life. And now, I need to go save my kitchen. My
husband made a mess! Come back and visit, will you, Rhea?”

“Of course.” She waved as Vanessa retreated. A glow filled
Rhea’s heart.

“You must be the one who brought Tanner in. Thanks for your
help tonight. I came from the LA Facility to follow up on this
case. I guess I missed the foster mom.” The CPS woman spoke.

“Yes, she took Tanner to her house.” Rhea bit her lip. “You
don’t by any chance, have any information about Brandon
Lewis?”

“Who?”

Rhea shook her head and looked around.

“Looking for this?” The woman raised Rhea’s purse. “A
policeman dropped it off when I drove up. He said you left it in
the back seat of his squad car.”

“Where is he? The policeman?” Brandon was all she could
think of now.
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“He left, but here’s his card. Officer Briggs, it says.” She
turned for the kitchen and called, “Vanessa? You got any decaf
made?”

Rhea shook her head and retrieved her cell. She reached the
police officer’s voice mail and asked him to return her call. She
made it clear she wanted an update on Brandon.

Putting her cell away, Rhea walked into the living room and
sat on a soft gray sofa. Potted green plants hung from a corner,
breathing life into the small room. White painted canvases hung
on the walls, covered with scrolled Scriptures, espousing hope. A
toy box in the corner overflowed with cuddly stuffed animals.
Rhea appreciated the efforts to decorate the rescue home for
women and babies—a haven of help.

Rhea finally let her thoughts rest on Brandon. She leaned
forward and damp hair covered her face. Remembering their
long friendship, followed by a short dating period in college,
brought on the tears. She was sure he was the one back then, but
their engagement was short-lived, and they’d gone their sepa-
rate ways. And here he was, back in her life again.

When her wet hands were effortless in drying her face, she
reached for the tissue box on the coffee table. Rhea stared at a
Bible sitting next to it. Picking it up, she opened to the Psalms.
The pages of a random chapter fell open, and her eyes moved
back and forth. She read how King David lamented his hard-
ships, yet he continually praised and promised to trust God for
His goodness. Over and over again. Chapter after chapter.

Rhea closed the Bible, and her prayers reflected the Psalms
she read, and she sat in silence. She soon heard music floating
softly in the air.

There’s a light that shines,

in the darkness, a light that shines.

Bringing hope to all mankind

The light of His love

A smile came to her lips. The tears that fell were tears of
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hopeful relief—that was Brandon’s song, his hit single. The
music drew near.

There’s a light that shines,

In the distance, a light that shines.

On this path, He will be our guide,

In the light of His love.

A voice boomed from the hallway. “Well, I'm heading home. I
can’t believe that’s the only crisis we got this evening.” The song
flowed from the cellphone in the CPS woman'’s hand.

Rhea stood and tugged at her huge T-shirt. “I'll get my
clothes upstairs.”

When she returned, the woman scrunched her nose and
traipsed to the kitchen, returning with a plastic bag. “Throw
those clothes in here. You can wash them at home.”

“I may just throw them out.” Rhea chuckled. “It wasn’t the
outfit I was going to wear for my interview, anyway.”

“What interview?”

Rhea explained about her new career, but somehow right
now, it didn’t matter. “I better call the airlines; I doubt if they’ll
refund me, though.”

The CPS woman drew out a card. “Call me if they won't give
you a refund. I'll vouch for you. It was a county emergency.” She
winked. “Where were you going?”

Rhea tapped the card. “New York.”

“Work and a little romance?” The woman winked.

“Just work, but I think maybe that bridge has burned.”

They stepped outside, and as the woman locked up, she
turned. “Keep my card. I heard you were one of us.”

“I was, yes.” She tapped the card against her fingers.

“We're short-staffed, you know that, and I can always use a
worker with a heart. Although those are the ones we land up
losing. The ones that hurt too much and quit.” She gave a side-
ways glance. “Vanessa says you saved her life. Why did you
leave?”

In a matter of seconds, a slideshow of children and young
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moms flashed before her mind. Snapshots of hardships ending in
tragedy. But not all of them. She’d just forgotten the successes. “I
guess I have a heart.” Rhea shrugged.

“Call me.” The woman turned. She held Rhea’s sandwich in
her hand. “You know, a good meal, and a warm bed can change
a life forever! You got to believe that.”

“You might be right.” Rhea’s heart softened. And a whole lot of
Jesus, she thought.

Slipping into her car, Rhea rested her head back for a few
seconds before a vibration startled her. She scrambled for the
phone but missed the call. Tapping numbers, she tried to retrieve
the call when a text came through.

< This is Officer Briggs. Brandon Lewis is just out of surgery
at County General.>
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0:; lights were dim, and the machines hummed and
clicked. His light brown hair fell across his forehead,

not a mark on his clean face, but thick bandages were wrapped
around his shoulder and across his body. Stepping closer, Rhea
reached out, barely touching his hand, but instinctively she
pulled back. It was so long ago since she’d felt like this. Since
she’d dared to be so close. His pinky finger moved, and her heart
leapt. Taking his hand in hers, she turned his palm. She swiped
her fingers across his. The calloused guitar-string fingertips
flushed with color, and his warmth mingled with her falling
tears. She dropped into a chair next to his side, staring for who
knows how long. She never remembered falling asleep.

Rhea slept so soundly that only the sound of whooshing
curtains awoke her as the sun streamed into her eyes. Blinded by
the morning light, she sat up and wiped the drool from the
corner of her mouth. When her eyes focused, Brandon stared
back at her.

“You missed your flight.” His voice was gravelly.

He was speaking! Rhea jumped up. She gulped and wanted
to scream over his awakening. “How are you feeling? Are you all
right? I thought...”
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He waved her off. “I'm fine.” An uncomfortable silence
filtered between them, and he continued staring. “You know, I
called you?”

When? Why? Hope rose within her like a cake rising in the
oven. “I never got a call. Why didn’t you leave a message?”

“I chickened out and hung up pretty fast.” He chuckled but
winced.

“Are you okay?” She pressed in closer, and his deep eyes
melted her.

“Rhea, I should have never gone on that tour.”

She wrinkled her brows.

“I've never forgotten about you. But I needed to show you I
was ready, that I meant it. But I had to get some things straight
first.”

Things straight? That’s what he said before he went on tour.
She breathed deep and looked down.

Brandon squinted. “Is it New York? Are you moving there for
your new career?”

Rhea stayed quiet for a moment and then shook her head.
Her messy hair fell forward, and she stared down at the over-
sized T-shirt and baggy jeans. She laughed. “No.” She reflected a
moment on all that happened tonight. Tanner, Gina, Jake, and
Vanessa. “I think maybe my career is here. Working with the
children again.”

“What about the cooking stuff?”

“I'll keep cooking and blogging and doing my YouTube. But
it's a hobby, I think I always knew that. This is where I belong,
with the children.” But an unsettling remained in her heart. What
about him? She felt his fingers gripping hers.

A stillness hung, and it was long, but Rhea welcomed it. She
needed time to think, and her mind cooked up every scenario
possible for the two of them. If only one would lead to the
conclusion that she hoped for. The créeme de la creme. The two of
them together again. She wanted to chuckle, thinking she was
rushing things a bit. Just a bit.
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“Rhea, as soon as they release me, I have to return to Nash-
ville to record.”

Like sifting flour went her hopes of a life with him. She
released his hand and stepped back. She stared at his shoulder,
the bandages, anything but his eyes.

“Rhea? You know, it's funny how God uses things to direct
us. This night, as crazy as it was, made me think we might ....”

“Breakfast!” A hospitality worker walked in, carrying a
covered tray. He pulled off the lid and displayed a colorful
vegetable omelet, a sprig of parsley garnished the plate. “Voila!”

Rhea nodded, smiling at his flair.

“Hey, I didn’t know you had company.” He looked at Rhea.
“If you're the missus, I can bring you something too.” He
winked.

Her eyes widened, and she stepped back. “Oh, no, I'm not
Mrs....”

Brandon struggled to raise up straighter. His eyes pleaded.
“But will you...”

“Whaaat?” Yelled the worker as his head swiveled back and
forth between them. “Sorry, guys, I'll give you a moment.” He
ran out, yelling. “Bed 244A is proposing! That guy in there is
popping the big question!”

Brandon laughed. “He didn’t even let me finish!” His smile
faded, and he stared. “I know, Rhea. I have no right to ask you
anything again, but we were almost there before, and I got it
together now.” His eyes seemed to seek her approval. “Listen,
I'm jumping the gun here, but when I get back from Nashville,
I'd like to spend time with you? I mean, will you consider...”

His words tasted sweet and smooth, like creamy whipped
cream on pumpkin pie. “Yes.” Rhea stepped close to his side.

“Yes, what?” Brandon’s eyes widened. “Did you just say yes?
Because if you said no, I was going to tell you we’re not getting
any younger.” He stared back at her clothing and messy hair and
grimaced. “And with that new style of yours, you might not get
any other offers.”
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Rhea punched his good arm lightly.

Brandon reached for her waist, struggling to pull her close.
“Alittle help here?”

Leaning over, Rhea stopped inches from his face, and she
cupped his chin in her palms. Brandon’s eyes glistened, and a
light shined... it shined like an oven light illuminating a slow
roasting prime rib! A light that overcame all her darkness... but
then, ‘HIS light always does.’

The End

Thank you so much for reading! I hope you enjoyed my
debut novelette. If you have friends that you think might enjoy
the story, please direct them to my website, kathleenjrobison.com
where they can sign-up to receive their own e-copy.

It's hard to imagine any hardship more painful than the hurts
children experience. I thought I was writing a story about a
broken relationship and a chance reunion. While I did that, God
took me in another direction. I hope that through the hardships
and trials in this world, my books will help people to find His
light in the darkest places. To ensure accuracy, I sought help
from family and friends involved with neglected and abused
children. Please go to my blog on my website, kathleenjrobi-
son.com, to read about these real-life heroes. If you'd like a
paperback copy of this book, it will be offered on Amazon soon!
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