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    Prologue


    The loud banging at Monica Crawford’s front door awakened her. Forcing herself out of bed, she glanced at the clock and saw it was two in the morning.


    “I’m coming!”


    She ran to the door. Looking through the peephole, Monica saw her little sister Gina smiling at her.


    Her heart pounded as she opened the door, gripping the knob. “What are you doing here?” Playing an internal game of tug-of-war, she wondered if she should hug her sister or slam the door in her face. Humid heat rushed into the air-conditioned living room. She stared at Gina, still awaiting her response.


    “It’s nice to see you too, sister.” Gina pursed her full, red-painted lips and motioned at the child standing beside her. “Go on in, Scotty.”


    Gina had brought her seven-year-old son with her. Dark shades hid his sightless eyes. “Aunt Monica!” he called.


    Monica released a small cry as she dropped to her knees and embraced him. “I’m here, Scotty.” Tears slid down her cheeks as she hugged the child. Since Gina had cut herself off from immediate family for the last two years, Monica had wondered when she would see Scotty again. “You remember me?” Her heart continued to pound as she stared at her nephew. His light, coffee-colored skin glowed.


    “Yeah, I remember you. When Mom said I was going to live here, I wanted to come so we could go to the beach in Ocean City.”


    Shocked, Monica stared at Gina, who was rummaging through her purse. Gina pulled out a cigarette and lighter. Seconds later she was puffing away, gazing into the living room. “You got an ashtray?”


    Monica silently prayed, hoping she wouldn’t lose her temper. “Gina, you know I don’t allow smoking in this house.”


    Gina shrugged. After a bit of coaxing, she dropped the cigarette on the top step and ground it beneath the heel of her shoe. “I need to talk to you about something.”


    Scotty entered the house and wandered through the room, ignoring the adults as he touched objects with his fingers. After Monica fed Scotty a snack and let him fall asleep in the guest bedroom, she confronted Gina.


    “Where have you been for the past two years?”


    Gina strutted around the living room in her tight jeans, her high heels making small imprints in the plush carpet. “I’ve been around. I was mad because Mom and Dad tried to get custody of Scotty, tried to take me to court and say I was an unfit mother.”


    Groaning, Monica plopped onto the couch, holding her head in her hands. “That’s why you haven’t been speaking to me or Mom and Dad for two years?” When Gina sat beside her, Monica took her sister’s chin in her hand and looked into her eyes. “You know you were wrong. Mom and Dad tried to find you. They were worried about Scotty.”


    Jerking away, Gina placed a few inches between herself and Monica. “They might have cared about Scotty, but they didn’t care about me.” Gina swore under her breath and dug through her purse. Removing a mint, she popped it into her mouth.


    “They were worried about you and Scotty,” Monica explained. “You were living with that terrible man. He didn’t work, and he was high on drugs. We didn’t want anything to happen to the two of you.”


    Gina’s lips curled into a bitter smirk. “Humph. Me and Scotty are just fine.” She glanced up the stairs. “You saw him. Does he look neglected to you?”


    She continued to stare at Gina, still not believing she was here to visit in the middle of the night. “What do you want? What did Scotty mean when he said he was coming here to live?”


    Gina frowned as she toyed with the strap of her purse. “I want you to keep Scotty for me. Will you?”


    Monica jerked back. “What? Why can’t you take care of your own son? Did that crackhead you were living with finally go off the deep end?”


    Gina shook her head. “No, we’re not even together anymore. It’s just that. . .” She paused, staring at the crystal vase of red roses adorning the coffee table. “I’m getting married.”


    Monica’s heart skipped a beat. “Married?”


    Gina nodded, her long minibraids moving with the motion of her head. “Yeah, his name is Randy, and he’s outside now, waiting for me in the car.”


    Monica raised her eyebrows, suddenly suspicious. “Why didn’t you bring him inside? Are you ashamed of him?”


    Gina shook her head. “No. But we’re in a hurry tonight, and I didn’t want to waste time with formalities.”


    “You still haven’t told me why you can’t keep Scotty. Does your fiancé have a problem with having a blind child in his house?”


    Gina scowled as she clutched her purse, her dark eyes darting around the room. “No, that’s not it at all.”


    “Uh-huh, whatever you say.” She could always sense when Gina was lying. Her body language said it all.


    “Really, it’s not Scotty’s blindness that bothers Randy. It’s just thathe’s a trapeze artist in the National African-American Circus, and they’re traveling around constantly.” Her dark eyes lit up as she talked about her fiancé. “This year they’ll be going international. Can you imagine me traveling around the globe with Randy? We’ll be going to Paris, London, Romeall those fancy European places!” She grabbed Monica’s arm. “We’d love to take Scotty, but we can’t afford to hire a tutor for him to travel with us.”


    “You’re going to marry some man and travel with a circus?” Monica shook her head, wondering when her sister would grow up. At twenty-seven, she acted as if she were still a teenager. Since Monica was ten years older, she’d always been the responsible sibling, making sure Gina behaved herself.


    Gina grabbed Monica’s shoulder. “But I’m in love with him!” Her eyes slid over Monica as if assessing her. “You’ve never been in love? I think it’s odd that you’re thirty-seven and you never got married.”


    Monica closed her eyes for a brief second as thoughts of her single life filled her mind. Since her breakup with her serious boyfriend two years ago, she’d accepted that God wanted her to remain single, and she spent her free time at church in various ministries. She filled her time praising God and serving Him, and she had no regrets for the life she led. But whenever one of the church sisters announced an engagement, she couldn’t stop the pang of envy that sliced through her.


    Forcing the thoughts from her mind, she focused on Gina again. “This discussion is not about me. It’s about you. You can’t abandon Scotty. He loves you.”


    Gina turned away, as if ashamed of her actions. “I know he does, and I love him, too. But I really want things to work out with Randy, and it won’t work with Scotty on the road with us. He needs special education since he’s blind.”


    Her heart immediately went out to Scotty. She touched Gina’s shoulder. “Scotty knows you’re getting married?”


    Gina nodded. “I didn’t tell him how long I would be gone, but I told him I’d call and visit. Please do this for me.” Her sister touched her arm, and her dark eyes pleaded with her. She opened her purse and gave Monica some papers. “I’ve already had the power of attorney papers signed and notarized so that you can take care of him.” She pressed the papers into Monica’s hand.


    “How long will you be gone?” asked Monica.


    “The power of attorney lasts for six months. Hopefully by then me and Randy will be more settled. I’m hoping after the world tour he’ll leave the circus and find a regular job.”


    Monica frowned, still clutching the legal documents.


    “Please do this for me, Monica,” she pleaded again.


    She reluctantly nodded. If she didn’t take care of Scotty, she didn’t know who would.

  


  
    One


    Ms. Lattimore, the principal of Scotty’s school, closed the folder and patted Monica’s arm. “Scotty needs tutoring. He’s way below grade level.”


    Monica sipped her coffee, digesting the news. The aromatic blend slid down her parched throat. As bright sunlight, brilliant as buttercups, streamed through the window, she tried to focus on the principal’s words.


    She leaned back into the leather chair, gazing at Scotty’s teacher and the school principal. Since Gina had left Scotty at her door two months ago, Monica’s life had been one hectic cyclone.


    “What do you suggest?” Monica asked.


    Scotty’s teacher, a specialist in the area of visual impairment named Mrs. Brown, gave her opinion. “You could hire a tutor. Scotty seems bright enough, but I just don’t think his mother sent him to school very often.” She pointed to a folder on the desk. “As a matter of fact, we’ve got the records from Scotty’s old school. It says his attendance was poor, but he was bright and asked lots of questions.” She removed a paper from the folder and quickly scanned it. “Ms. Crawford, he barely knows the braille alphabet. He needs help in all of his subjects.”


    Monica was not surprised. Gina had never been very responsible. Scotty’s poor school attendance was another problem she had to solve in her nephew’s life.


    She’d found that Scotty wasn’t used to living by rules. He had a smart mouth and he sulked, refusing to go to bed at the same time each night. Sometimes he cussed under his breath. Each time Monica said a silent prayer, asking God to give her the wisdom to deal with Scotty’s negative habit.


    It saddened her to learn he had no spiritual training. Hopefully he would learn to understand God’s way of life from his now-regular church attendance.


    “How do I find a tutor?” Monica asked.


    Ms. Lattimore stood and walked to a gray file cabinet. Pulling it open, she removed a piece of paper. “I have somebody who can help you.”


    Monica accepted the paper and wondered how much this was going to cost. Gina had left no money to pay for Scotty’s care. Another lesson Monica had learned since she was now raising her nephew: Little boys were expensive and they ate a lot of food. Having a new dependent was causing her to live on a shoestring budget. Monica read the name printed on the paper. “Dr. John French?”


    Mrs. Brown nodded, her blond hair swinging over her shoulders. “Yes, he’s your best bet. He’s licensed to teach visually impaired children. He’s taught many students over the years. He knows braille, and he’s familiar with the methods of teaching math to a blind child using an abacus and a talking calculator.”


    “Is he very expensive?” Monica asked.


    Ms. Lattimore beamed. “That’s what’s so amazing about him. He doesn’t charge for his services. He considers it his contribution to the community. If you’ll read farther down on his résumé, you’ll see he’s a science professor at the University of Maryland at Eastern Shore.”


    Intrigued, Monica perused John French’s list of assets. She truly sensed the Lord had given her this opportunity. After all of Scotty’s expenses, she didn’t think she could afford a tutor. But since it was for her nephew, she would have found a way to make ends meet. She noticed a phone number listed at the bottom of the paper.


    “So I’ll need to give him a call?”


    Ms. Lattimore shook her head. “No, you don’t have to call him. He’s here at the school now, since our volunteer tutors are having a meeting.” She checked her wristwatch. “They should be getting out shortly. I already told him he should stop by the office after the meeting is over. We’ve heard nothing but good things about him. He likes helping children, and I feel that he’ll be more than happy to help Scotty.”


    Monica nodded, still praising God for this unique opportunity. Glancing around the office, she thought about Scotty’s school experience here in Ocean City, Maryland. She was pleased he was able to go to a regular public school with Mrs. Brown as his visually-impaired-education teacher. She wanted to make sure he interacted with sighted people regularly.


    Her thoughts were interrupted as the door opened, squeaking on rusty hinges. Her heart hammered as an attractive man strolled into the office. His skin was the color of dark coffee, and his eyes shone with kindness.


    He smiled before speaking. “Hi, I’m John French.” He strolled over. Monica felt as if she were the only woman in the room as he looked at her. When he shook her hand, currents of warmth traveled up her arm. She glanced at his fingers and noted he wore no wedding band. She opened her mouth to speak, but before words could tumble out, Ms. Lattimore stood, interrupting their introduction. A blush stained the principal’s pale cheeks, and she laughed, placing her hand on John’s arm. “John, it is nice to see you again.” Fluttering her long lashes, she squeezed his upper arm.


    Monica’s mouth nearly dropped open as she watched the display of affection. She cleared her throat, wanting to get the discussion back to the matter at hand. “I’m Monica Crawford. Ms. Lattimore told me you might be able to help my nephew, Scotty.”


    As he nodded, she tried to make a conscious effort not to stare. Strands of gray peppered his dark hair. Releasing his hand, she leaned back into the chair, hoping her palpitating heart would slow down.


    Taking a vacant chair, he continued to smile. The woodsy scent of his aftershave filled the room, making her even more aware of his presence. “I’ve already met Scotty.”


    “You did?” Monica couldn’t hide her surprise.


    “Yes, he’s sitting right down the hallway on the bench. It was easy for me to figure out who he was.”


    Monica removed her electronic planner from her purse. “So, when did you want to start?” She held the device in her hand, ready to enter the correct data into her schedule.


    He chuckled, his eyes twinkling. “You’re a lady that gets right down to business.”


    Before she could respond, Ms. Lattimore commented, “Mrs. Brown and I feel Scotty needs a tutor at least twice a week in order to bring him up to the same level as his peers.”


    As Ms. Lattimore and Mrs. Brown gave their advice, Monica tried to pay attention. However, she found herself paying more attention to John.


    The group stood after Scotty’s academic discussion was finished. Ms. Lattimore rushed over to John and shook his hand. “If you have questions about any of Scotty’s academic needs, you can call me.”


    Monica lifted her purse and turned toward the door, eager to get Scotty home so he could start on his homework. The sound of John’s footsteps followed her as she exited the office.


    “Wow, you sure are in a hurry.” The amused tone of his voice floated around her, making her aware of how rushed she’d become since Scotty had arrived in her life.


    She stopped several yards away from where her nephew sat. “I just want to get Scotty started on his homework.” She glanced at the little boy. “I’m so worried about him. I know life will be hard for him since he’s disabled, but the least he can do is get back on his grade level.” Blinking rapidly, she turned away from Scotty’s new tutor, not wanting him to see the emotional tears suddenly filling her eyes.


    “Hey,” John said softly, placing his hand on her shoulder. “Everything will be okayyou’ll see. Wait here a second.” She continued to blink away tears as John reentered the office. He appeared seconds later with a tissue. She turned and blew her nose as embarrassment filled her soul.


    John took control of the situation as he led her to Scotty. “I know this may sound a little forward, but how about joining me for a bite to eat?”


    She stopped walking. “Why?”


    “So we can discuss Scotty’s needs.” He gestured toward the office door. “From what I’ve heard in there, he really needs help. But if we can buckle down, get him right to work, I can almost guarantee I’ll have him on grade level by the end of the school year.”


    She chuckled, throwing her soiled tissue away in a nearby trash can. “We’re one week into the semester. Are you sure you can have him back on his grade level by the end of the school year?”


    He shook his head, still gazing at her with his warm brown eyes. “Well, yes, I think it’s possible.” She felt flustered under his scrutiny. “Do you mind if I call you Monica? You can call me John.”


    She nodded as they approached Scotty. “Well, I don’t know about getting something to eat.”


    “I’m sure I can convince you to share a meal with me.” He mentioned going to the boardwalk and visiting the beach. “Scotty might enjoy walking on the beach, and we could get takeout from one of the restaurants.”


    He squeezed her shoulder. “Come on, Monica, I’m sure both you and Scotty will enjoy yourselves.” He released her shoulder and continued walking. “Whenever I get a new student to tutor, I usually spend some time talking to the student and the parent so we all agree that we have the same goals in mind. It’ll be my treat.” He seemed so intent upon them going to eat with him that Monica couldn’t resist accepting his invitation.


    She nodded before telling Scotty about John. “Scotty, you’ve met Mr. French. He’ll be your new tutor.”


    “I’d prefer it if Scotty called me Mr. John,” he said.


    “Okay,” Monica responded. “Scotty, Mr. John will be your new tutor.”


    Scotty shook his head. “I don’t need a tutor.”


    “You know you need help with your schoolwork. I don’t want you to have to repeat second grade.” Scotty remained silent as she continued telling him the good news. “We’re going to go with Mr. John to get something to eat down at the boardwalk.”


    Scotty stood, reaching toward Monica as she grabbed his hand. “I sure am hungry,” Scotty said.


    As they walked outside, the bright sunlight gleamed on her skin, and the ocean-scented wind danced around them, beckoning them to the beach for a walk in the warm September air. John pulled his keys from his pocket. “How about I drive us down to the boardwalk? We can always come back afterward to get your car.”


    She agreed and was surprised to see his silver Lexus. The vehicle screamed money, and she again wondered why a college professor would end up spending his free time tutoring a blind seven-year-old child. During their short journey, smooth jazz music filled the car, and Scotty bounced on the leather seat.


    John pulled into a parking lot.


    “Aunt Monica, I want chicken nuggets and fries.”


    After walking for a few minutes, they agreed to stop at Harrison’s Harbor Watch Restaurant to get food to go. Monica noticed the unique spicy scent of Old Bay Seasoning and seafood filling the air as they stepped into the restaurant. The restaurant also featured chicken tenders and fries. After they’d gotten their food, they strolled along the boardwalk, searching for an empty place to sit and eat. Tourists strolled around enjoying the warm weather of the last few weeks of summer.


    A few people flew kites on the beach, and a multitude of the colorful objects bobbed in the sky. The brisk wind moved the birdlike contraptions so they filled the expanse with a kaleidoscope of color. Monica stopped walking, lifting her head toward the sky. “That’s so beautiful!” She admired the beach as the white-capped waves tumbled onto the sand.


    “Why are we stopping?” Scotty squeezed Monica’s hand. “I’m hungry, Aunt Monica!”


    She bent toward Scotty, telling him about the kites they had stopped to admire. Scotty’s request spurred them toward an empty bench. John opened his Styrofoam container holding his fried shrimp and oysters. As they started to eat, Scotty said, “Aunt Monica, can we go on the merry-go-round after we eat?”


    She glanced at John. “Since we came with John, it depends if he’s willing to go.”


    “We can go, sport.”


    They enjoyed their food then walked toward the carnival rides on the pier. John tried to talk to Scotty about school. When John mentioned math, Scotty swore under his breath.


    Monica’s face grew warm. She pulled Scotty away from John. Holding his cheeks between her thumb and index finger, she placed her face close to his. “Scotty, what did I tell you about that language?” she gently chided. Her heart continued to pound with embarrassment as Scotty sulked.


    “Aunt Monica, my mom said stuff like that all the time.”


    Sighing, she released him, still exasperated about his using the street language he’d picked up from Gina. “Well, it’s wrong. Your Sunday school teacher told me she spoke to your class about expressing anger. Don’t you remember anything she taught you?”


    “She said it’s not nice to cuss,” he mumbled. Folding his small arms in front of his chest, he changed the subject. “Can I go to the merry-go-round now?” A few late summer tourists still congregated around the pier as the fake animals weaved up and down on the carnival ride.


    Scotty didn’t sound sorry for his actions, and she was going to make him understand it was wrong to take the Lord’s name in vain. Since he’d come into her care, she’d admonished him about cursing on numerous occasions. However, he still cussed as much as the day he showed up on her doorstep. “No, I’m afraid you can’t, Scotty.” Gently pulling his elbow, she sat him on a bench. “You’re going to sit here and think about what you’ve done. When you decide to stop swearing so much, I’ll let you play.” His bottom lip quivered, but she left him alone on the bench, giving him time to ponder his actions.


    Tears threatened to spill from her eyes as she left Scotty and returned to John. They sat on a bench close by so she could keep an eye on Scotty. John’s eyes were full of kindness and understanding. Feeling like a fool, she sipped her soda, upset she’d cried twice since she’d met him. “I’m sorry about that.” Shaking her head, she ran her fingers over the beaded condensation on her cup. “I’m trying hard to teach him right from wrong, but it’s just so hard to undo other people’s mistakes.”


    Before John could respond, her cell phone rang. She answered it, turning away from him as she spoke with her boss, Clark. She explained where she’d left the manila folder he needed for his meeting the following morning. As she folded her phone shut, she apologized and mentioned she’d had to leave work early to come to the meeting at Scotty’s school that day.


    “What do you do for a living?” asked John.


    “I work for a marketing company that provides Internet marketing services for small businesses. Shortly before Scotty came into my care, I was promoted to senior executive assistant to the CEO. I have two admins under me. My staff and I do anything possible to keep Clark’s day running smoothly. We screen phone calls, make travel arrangements, prepare financial reports from the data given to us from the accounting department. I even tally Clark’s expense reports to make sure they balance before we send the information down to accounting.”


    She paused for a few seconds before continuing. “Since I got promoted, my workload has increased, but things have been even harder now that I have Scotty.” She glanced at her nephew as he sat on the bench, pouting. “Sometimes I have to leave work early because the school will call me when Scotty misbehaves, and I also have special meetings with his teachers since he has special needs.” She sighed. “I just want to make sure I do well in my new job position; however, with Scotty’s academic and behavioral problems, it makes my work life more stressful since I’m always so worried about him.”


    They sat in silence for a few minutes.


    “John, do you have children?”


    He threw his empty cup into a nearby trash can. “No, I don’t. Why do you ask?”


    “I just think it’s odd you’re a college professor, yet you volunteer your spare time helping elementary-school-aged children.”


    He remained silent for several seconds, not commenting on her observation. “How about we set up a tutoring schedule for Scotty?” he suggested.


    Monica wondered why John refused to acknowledge his reasons for helping blind children. What secrets could he be hiding?

  


  
    Two


    John changed the subject, not wanting to reveal too much about his life and childless state. He watched her reach into her handbag and remove her electronic planner.


    He discreetly stared as she pressed a few buttons on the gadget. Her tall, chocolate brown body reminded him of a cover girl. With her short hair and cute face, she could easily win a beauty contest.


    Still holding her planner, she glanced at him with her despondent dark brown eyes. “Which days of the week work best for you?”


    “You know I’m a professor at the University of Maryland. I have classes during the day, but I’m free all evenings.”


    Her eyes widened. “All evenings?”


    “Yes.”


    A woman with a baby strolled by. The child shrieked as the mother continued to walk down the boardwalk. John mentally blocked the disturbing sound from his mind, focusing again on Monica. Her red-painted lips enticed him, and the alluring scent of her floral perfume beckoned, competing with the clean scent of the ocean and the spicy scents of the food.


    She put her electronic calendar aside. Running her fingers over her cup, she glanced at Scotty, who was still sitting on the nearby bench. “You know, I’m still wondering why you didn’t respond to the observation I made a few minutes ago.”


    “You mean about tutoring children?”


    She nodded. “You have to admit, it does seem strange that a college professor would tutor childrenblind children at that. Ms. Lattimore told me you even know braille. You took the time to learn it just to tutor children?”


    Bittersweet memories of his little brother scattered through his mind like the tossing white-capped waves in the nearby Atlantic Ocean. Forcing himself to focus on the moment at hand, he blocked the memories. “Well, it’s a long story about how I decided to get into tutoring.” He leaned back on the bench. “I don’t really feel like getting into that right now.”


    “Okay. I don’t mean to be intrusive, but I can’t help but wonder about it.” Her eyes twinkled as she looked at him. “But I am glad you’re helping us.”


    “I’m glad I’m helping you, too.” After a few moments of silence, he asked her the question that had been burning in his mind for the last hour. “Do you think we could get together and do something this Saturday?”


    She jerked back as she folded her arms in front of her chest. “Mr. French”


    “Call me John.”


    She gave him her full attention. “John. . .I don’t think I can go out on Saturday.” Her dark eyes wandered toward Scotty. “I have a child to take care of now. I don’t know if I can find a babysitter. Besides, if you’re asking me out, the answer is no.”


    “No? Why?”


    She shook her head. “I can’t go out with anyone right now. My life is just too complicated. I just told you how much everything has changed since Scotty’s been in my care.”


    “I can imagine it would be hard.”


    “Hard doesn’t begin to describe it. Scotty has a lot of problems, and right now I’m focusing on getting his life back on track. I can’t have other things crowding my head right now.”


    “I think I have a solution for that problem. How about I come by on Saturday for one of Scotty’s tutoring sessions? Afterward maybe we can go to the beach? I can talk to you about Scotty’s curriculum. Maybe we can go to Phillips Seafood House for dinner afterward. I love their buffet.”


    “I love their buffet, too, but I can’t go out afterward.”


    His heart skipped a beat, and he hoped there was some way to change her mind. “Why not? I guarantee you’ll have a good time.”


    A slight flush tinged her brown cheeks, and he caught a glimpse of her pearly white teeth as she smiled. “I’m not doubting I’d have a good time. But I’ve been having so much trouble with Scotty lately. His behavior has been awful, and I don’t want to grant him the treat of dinner at Phillips when he’s been misbehaving so much.”


    He nodded, understanding. “How about I come over anyway? The three of us could go to the beach. We don’t have to go to dinner afterward.”


    She glanced at Scotty. “I’m not sure. . .”


    “I don’t want to pressure you. But I just want to point out that I usually want to spend a little time with my students and get to know them better. It’s easier for me to tutor them if I can observe them outside of the lessons. I could offer to spend some time with Scotty alone, but I didn’t think you’d want me to do that since Scotty doesn’t know me and you don’t know me very well either.”


    She finally nodded. “Well, since you put it that way, there’s no harm I guess.”


    He released the breath he didn’t realize he’d been holding.


    “But I can’t stay up too late. Since I’ve had Scotty, I’ve been so tired. It’s hard having a kid dropped into your life.” Her shoulders slumped as she toyed with her straw.


    “Why are you raising your nephew so suddenly?”


    She paused, staring at her cup. “My sister left Scotty with me because she felt she couldn’t take care of him.” Her mouth hardened into a frown, and when no other details were forthcoming, he decided to let the subject drop and ask her about it again later.


    “Are you all right?” he asked.


    She nodded as her silence continued, so he took up the conversation about Scotty’s tutoring again. The urge to help her with her recent predicament grew, and he knew he could make things better for both Monica and Scotty. “How about I come to your house on Tuesdays and Thursdays to tutor him? Would that work for you?”


    “That would be fine. I do have a proposition for you, though.”


    “Really? What’s that?”


    She picked up her planner and entered the dates for Scotty’s tutoring sessions. She put the gadget away before responding to his question. “Well, I understand that you do not accept payment for your tutoring services.”


    He nodded, wondering why this bothered her. Thoughts of his deceased brother again filled his mind, reminding him why he’d made a promise to himself to make the lives of visually impaired people better.


    “Since you won’t accept payment, I don’t want to make it seem as if Scotty and I are taking advantage of you.”


    “But I want to help him. I enjoy helping others.”


    She nodded. “I know.” Her dark eyes met his. “I can see that you’re committed to helping others, and that’s commendable of you. But when you come by on Saturday, I’d like to make lunch for us to take on the beach. As a matter of fact, I’d like you to join us for dinner each night you tutor Scotty.” Giving a small shrug, she continued, “It’s the least I can do since you’re helping me and you’re helping him.”


    Thoughts of tutoring the young boy in reading and math escaped his mind like a brisk wind while thoughts of seeing Monica filled his soul with joy.


    She chuckled. “But I have to warn you: Sometimes we might be eating food you’re not used to.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “Well, Scotty’s diet consists of a lot of Tater Tots and chicken nuggets. I have to fight with him to eat his vegetables. I’m coaxing him into trying some other foods. I think my sister let him eat whatever he wanted.”


    She stood, and he touched her arm before she could go and fetch Scotty. “So, I’ll see you on Saturday around noon?” She told him her address, and he suggested a few things Scotty could do to prepare for his tutoring session.


    She nodded, and as he drove them back to the school so she could get her car, his heart skipped a beat as he anticipated their next appointment.


    ❧


    When Monica arrived home, she read the note Scotty’s teacher had sent home with him, giving her the appropriate information on his assignment for class the following day. She then made Scotty do his homework.


    He did as she asked without swearing, and relief washed over her. He seemed to be in a good mood the entire evening, even humming as he enjoyed his nighttime television show. She hoped that having a positive male role model in his life would help her nephew with his negative attitude.


    When Scotty showed signs of fatigue, she sent him upstairs to get ready for bed. When he was finally settled in for the night, she pulled out her foot massage bath machine, desperately in need of some pampering. Thoughts of relaxation entered her mind as she filled the machine with water and plugged it in. She watched the water bubble and swish in the enclosure before she retrieved a towel from the linen closet.


    She plopped into her favorite living room chair with her Bible and study guide beside her and placed her feet into the water. The gushing bubbles soothed her feet, and she laid her head back on the chair, basking with relief and wiggling her toes in the soothing liquid. She touched her Bible and study guide. Thoughts of preparing for teaching next week’s lesson in her women’s study group filtered through her mind; however, she found she didn’t have the energy to crack her Bible open at the moment.


    A contented groan filtered through her lips as she enjoyed her pampering session. She thought about all that had happened to her that day. She couldn’t believe her nephew had such a gorgeous male tutor. Thoughts of John French continued to dance in her mind until a knock at the door interrupted her.


    Reluctantly, she took her feet out of the tub and quickly wiped them with the towel before going to the door. Glancing through the peephole, she was rewarded with a view of her best friends. She beamed, opening the door.


    “You sure do look beat!” Her friend Anna pulled her into a hug as Karen followed behind her, her petite frame dwarfed next to Anna’s. Monica placed her arms around Anna’s wide body while Karen thoughtfully rubbed Monica’s shoulder.


    Anna released her, holding up a bakery box. “I made these éclairs in the bakery today. I had a few left over so I thought you’d like them.”


    Karen led the way into the kitchen and placed her hand on Anna’s arm. “Don’t you think you should cut back on your sweets? Your doctor said you’re in danger of becoming a victim of diabetes or high blood pressure if you don’t lose the extra weight.” They placed their purses on an empty chair.


    Anna plopped the box onto the table, then sat down. “I’ll start cutting back tomorrow,” she groaned, waving Karen’s comment away.


    Folding her arms in front of her chest, Karen sat across from her, shaking her head, causing her stylishly cut dark hair to bounce. “Well, I certainly hope so. Monica and I are very concerned about your health.”


    Anna turned away from Karen, focusing on Monica. “So, how have you been, girl?”


    Monica pulled out a seat, joining her best friends at the table. She immediately changed the subject. “You picked the right time to bring over some éclairs. It’s been a rough day.”


    Karen narrowed her eyes. “Did Scotty get in trouble at school again?”


    She placed her head in her hand, still grateful for the support of her two best friends. “Not really.”


    “Well, what happened?” Anna prompted.


    Monica’s mouth watered as she opened the box and sniffed the enticing scent. “How about I make some coffee and we enjoy these éclairs before I give too many details?”


    “I’ll do it,” Karen volunteered. After setting three plates on the table, Karen breezed through the kitchen, starting a pot of decaffeinated coffee and gathering coffee cups and napkins for them to enjoy their snack. After the coffee was brewed, Anna and Karen served themselves. Karen poured a cup of coffee for Monica, adding a generous portion of cream and sugar.


    As they ate, Monica informed them about her unusual day.


    “A tutor would be good for him,” Anna said. “I hope everything works out.”


    Monica lifted the pastry from the plate, inhaling the rich scent. Her mouth watered so she took a bite, enjoying her favorite dessert. “This is so good.”


    Anna’s dark face glowed as she enjoyed her treat. A dollop of vanilla cream fell from the éclair onto her plate. Taking her finger, Anna wiped up the cream and placed the filling onto her tongue. “Well, I brought an éclair for Scotty. Maybe you can give it to him in the morning for breakfast.”


    Monica shrugged. “If he behaves himself, he can have it in the morning. If he misbehaves, I’ll be eating that éclair myself.”


    Suddenly thoughts of John French swirled through her mind like a fine mist.


    Anna placed her large hand on Monica’s arm. “You’re not telling us something. I can tell.”


    Anna leaned back into her chair, and it creaked. She grinned, displaying twin dimples in her cheeks. “You almost look happy.” She ate the last bite of her éclair. “As a matter of fact, this is the happiest I’ve seen you since Scotty came to live with you. What happened today?”


    Wincing, Monica wished she could keep her attraction to John a secret for a while longer. Under Anna’s and Karen’s intense scrutiny, she explained herself. “I’m attracted to Scotty’s tutor.”


    Anna burst out laughing, the loud noise filling the small kitchen. Karen smiled, seemingly amused by this news also.


    “Anna, will you be quiet! You might wake Scotty!” warned Monica. She folded her arms in front of her chest, narrowing her eyes. “I fail to see why this is so funny.”


    Still chuckling, Anna covered her mouth with her hand, her dark eyes shining with warmth. “You act like it’s a death sentence. What’s wrong with being attracted to him?”


    “I agree with Anna,” Karen admitted. “What’s wrong with being attracted to somebody?”


    “I’m happy for you,” Anna said. “I just think it’s hilarious that you can’t be happy for yourself! Maybe now you can get Kevin off your mind!”


    Rolling her eyes and pursing her lips, Monica glared at her friend. “I am so over Kevin. He’s been married for over a year now.”


    Karen groaned. After finishing her coffee, she walked to the pot, her high-heeled pumps clattering on the tiled floor. After refilling her cup, she returned to the table. “You say that, but I saw the way you looked at him and his wife and child in church last Sunday. I think it’s awful the way he dumped you two years ago and got engaged to Tamara six months later.”


    Turning away from her friends, she took a deep breath and wished they hadn’t brought up such unpleasant memories. Since she’d gotten Scotty, she barely spent time thinking about Kevin and her nonexistent love life.


    Anna squeezed her arm. “Hey, we didn’t mean to make you feel bad.”


    “Look, I don’t feel bad. It’s just that since Kevin dumped me, you two always seem to mention him once in a while. I’d appreciate it if you didn’t mention him again until I say I want to talk about him.”


    Anna put her arm around Monica. “I’m sorry. I love you like a sister, and I can tell when you see Kevin that it still hurts.”


    Karen nodded, placing her manicured hand on Monica’s shoulder. “Yes, sometimes when you look at Kevin, you look like you’re going to cry.”


    Monica shook her head. “No, I don’t, not really. I’m glad that Kevin and his wife are happy together.” When their church had held a baby shower for Kevin’s pregnant wife, she discovered how hard it was to put her bitterness aside and purchase a gift for Tamara’s child. A lot of the church sisters had given her looks of sympathy, and she wished the fact that she’d seriously dated Kevin for two years could be erased from the parishioners’ minds forever.


    “Sure, you’re happy for them,” stated Anna sarcastically. “You mentioned to me right before Scotty came to live with you that you couldn’t believe Kevin strung you along for two years.”


    Monica shook her head, still wishing her friends would drop the subject. The first year Kevin had dated her, he treated her like a princess. She’d fallen in love pretty hard. When the topic of marriage didn’t come up, Monica was about to broach the subject with him when his mother suddenly died of a heart attack. He’d been so close to his mom, and their fairy-tale romance took a nosedive after the tragedy. When she finally did try to discuss it with him, he’d stated he wasn’t in the right frame of mind to talk about marriage and he was still grieving for his mother. He gave her the same line for almost a year before he dumped her for another woman.


    She forced the unpleasant thoughts from her brain, focusing again on Anna and Karen, who still had their hands on her arm. “John is coming by this Saturday for Scotty’s first tutoring session. He wanted us to go out, but I didn’t think it was a good idea,” she said, changing the subject.


    They released her, and Anna placed her elbow on the table, propping her chin in her hand. “Well, let me ask you this: Is he a Christian?”


    Karen crossed her slim legs and nodded. “Anna brings up a good point. Is he a Christian? If he is, I don’t see any harm in going out with him. The eligible bachelors at our church are practically nonexistent. If you find a good Christian man and he’s interested in you and you’re attracted to him, you should at least give him a chance.” She sipped her coffee. “You can’t blame John because Kevin was a fool.”


    Monica shook her head. “I can’t go out with him. Not now. Scotty has a lot of problems, and he needs me to be there for him. He needs my support, and I can’t support him fully while I’m fawning over some man.” She paused for a few seconds. “I’m not sure if he is a Christian. When I was speaking to him, we mostly talked about Scotty’s educational needs.”


    “Have you even prayed about this?” Karen asked.


    “No,” Monica answered.


    Karen shrugged. “Why not? I know you just met the man today, but hand it over to the Lord and see what He says to you. You’re always telling others to pray about things. Now I think it’s time for you to heed your own advice.”


    Anna nodded. “Karen does make a good point. Besides, maybe God has placed John in your path for a reason. He might be the one God intended for you to spend your whole life with.”


    Monica was silent as she finished her snack, thinking about the advice her friends had given her. No longer wanting the conversation to focus on herself and John French, she asked Karen how the hair salon was doing.


    “You know how it is, girl. It’s busy in that shop. I barely had time to eat my lunch this afternoon, I was so occupied.”


    “How are things in the bakery and your catering business?” Monica asked Anna.


    Anna chuckled. “Okay. A lot of people are preordering pies and cakes for special events. My staff and I are going to be pretty busy filling orders next week. This Saturday we’re catering an anniversary party.”


    Monica filled them in on the details of her job at the marketing services company. “Remember not long before Scotty came to live with me, I was promoted to senior executive assistant?” Sighing, she ran her fingers through her hair. “Clark has me doing all the scheduling for the marketing promo conference next year for the whole company.”


    “So you just make some hotel arrangements and be sure all the participants have their registrations in?” Anna questioned.


    “Yes, but it’s harder than it sounds. There are forty people in the company attending the conference. A lot of them have specifications about the kind of hotel room they want, and they all have special travel arrangements.” She shook her head as she thought about the humongous project. “Also, a lot of people want to take their spouses and significant others, so I have to book arrangements for them, too.”


    Karen spoke up. “The company pays for the spouses to go?”


    She shook her head. “No, they have to reimburse the company for their spouses’ expenses. When they turn in their expense reports for the trip, it makes things harder for the accounting department because a lot of them forget to report the amounts of their companion’s expenses and give the company a reimbursement check.”


    Anna shook her head. “I’ll bet they’re just trying to get a free trip for their spouses. They probably don’t forget anything.”


    “I agree. It’s always the same people who make that mistake.” She told them how having Scotty in her life was affecting her attitude at work. “It’s hard when Scotty’s teacher calls me about a problem in the middle of the workday. Clark is sweet, and he understands everything I’ve been going through, but it’s still hard to get used to having a child around while I’m working a full-time job.”


    They continued talking about their jobs for a while before Anna and Karen said they were tired. They gathered their purses and Monica told them good-bye as they exited her house. As she opened the curtain and watched her friends drive away, she reminisced about the deep bond they’d developed ten years ago when she’d joined their church. Anna’s cooking skills had been put to good use when the church opened a soup kitchen for the needy. Anna, Monica, and Karen had been three volunteers who came each week. While ministering to others, they’d gotten to know one another. As each of them struggled with relationships and work-related issues, they’d encouraged one another to focus on God. Due to financial problems, the soup kitchen could not function as often as it used to; however, Anna, Karen, and Monica continued to meet regularly after their soup kitchen duties had ceased, and they’d found solace and comfort in their friendship.


    ❧


    The next day John taught his classes as if he were in a daze. As large classrooms filled with college students asking questions about molecular biology and photosynthesis, he tried his best to focus on listening to them before answering.


    After giving a few pop quizzes and assigning chapters to read, he kept thinking about Monica. Afterward he walked from the George Washington Carver Science Building to his office in Hazel Hall and passed several students on campus. Some rode bikes and others laughed and joked as they strolled to their next class in small groups, carrying backpacks full of books.


    He opened the door to his building and spotted a young couple standing inside on the steps. The female wiped tears from her eyes, and her male companion patted her on the back.


    He shook his head as vivid memories flashed through his mind of the time a woman had tearfully ended her relationship with him. Gritting his teeth, he took the steps up to his office, determined not to let such recollections spoil the euphoria he felt about seeing Monica the following day.


    The next morning he wanted to sing from the top of his roof. Humming, he took the mail from his box and minutes later dropped the pile of envelopes onto the glass-topped coffee table in his living room.


    Plopping into his favorite chair, he checked his watch, noting he had to be at Monica’s within the hour. That woman was like a ray of sunshine on a dark day.


    He relaxed for a bit, then entered his bathroom and shaved away his stubble. After showering and dressing in a pair of shorts and a T-shirt, he completed his ensemble with a baseball cap.


    He still hummed as he left his house and drove to Monica’s, his heart pounding as he thought about the time they’d spend together. He was halfway to her house when he stopped his car. “Oh man!”


    He returned to his house and gathered the items he’d forgotten. He needed his braille flash cards, his abacus, and other items to assist Scotty with his studies. After he had all the necessary items, he returned to his car and drove to her house.


    The warmth of the day enveloped him. As he stopped at a light, he gazed toward the trees and noted a few leaves were starting to fall to the ground, a sign of the cooler fall weather that was bound to come within the next month. He smiled as he pulled into her driveway. He rapped on her door, eagerly awaiting another opportunity to see her again. When she opened the door, the scent of seafood filled his nose. Her dark brown eyes sparkled. “Scotty, Mr. John is here,” she announced.


    Scotty soon appeared at the front door beside his aunt. “Hi, Mr. John.”


    “Hey, sport.” John squeezed Scotty’s shoulder. “Are you ready for your first lesson?”


    The boy frowned. “I guess so,” he mumbled.


    She guided her nephew into the living room and John followed. She turned toward him. “Come on into the kitchen.” He followed her into the adjoining room, enticed by the scent of her perfume.


    She was wearing an oversized T-shirt with a wraparound cloth beach skirt. The tangerine color complimented her brown skin.


    Her dark eyes met his. “Are you okay?”


    He cleared his throat. “Yes, why?”


    Giggling, she entered the kitchen, and he followed her. “You’ve been staring at me since you came into the house.”


    He shook his head, ashamed. “Sorry. You look pretty today.”


    She seemed to accept the compliment and removed food from a frying pan. “I made some crab cakes for us to eat on the beach. This is my mother’s special recipe, so the cakes should taste good cold. I also have lobster salad and cake for dessert.”


    “You purchased lobster?”


    “Yes, my friend Anna owns a bakery and she has a side catering business, so she can sometimes get me pricey food at a bargain. She gave me the cake also.”


    “The crab cakes smell good,” John said.


    Scotty came in and sat at the table. “It sure does smell good! Aunt Monica can cook real good. She cooks more than my mom does!”


    John remained silent as he watched Monica continue with their picnic preparations.


    “I figured you and Scotty could get started with your lesson as soon as possible,” she said as she pulled a cooler from the pantry and dampened a towel to wipe the interior of the container. “I have a few things to do upstairs, so I’ll just leave you and Scotty to do your tutoring session.”


    John finally sat at the table beside Scotty and opened his briefcase. As he usually did with his new students, he tested Scotty’s ability with the braille alphabet by using braille flash cards, giving Scotty each card and listening to him as he tried to read each word, running his small brown fingers over the bumpy white paper. The boy hesitated before reading each word aloud.


    He next tested his math abilities. He pulled out an abacus and asked Scotty if he knew how to use one. The boy nodded as he counted out the white beads on the small contraption. His math skills were lousy, and John was determined to make him a more adept student before the end of the school year. He was so engrossed in helping Scotty, he didn’t realize a whole hour had passed until Monica returned to the kitchen and began placing food into containers. John reached a stopping point, so he wrapped up his tutoring session with Scotty.


    John glanced at Monica, smiling. “Are you ready to leave for the beach?”


    She nodded and his earlier excitement returned as he anticipated Monica’s home-cooked meal.
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