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The face in the mirror was barely recognizable. Philip Fairbanks winced at the black-and-blue mask that spread like a handprint over his broken nose and encompassed both eyes like tattooed sunglasses. Most of the swelling had gone down—it’d been almost a week since those thugs had attacked him—but he still looked like the poster boy for a horror flick. The forty stitches that started on his forehead and ran in a jagged path along the right side of his head didn’t help, especially since they’d shaved his entire scalp to avoid leaving him with a bald spot on only one side.

“Don’t you worry, honey,” the plump nurse’s aide—they called them “Patient Care Technicians” now—had chirped cheerfully as she’d shaved away his fifty-dollar haircut. “Hair always grows back. And bald heads are rad now, verrry sexy.”

Yeah, right.

“I can’t go to the office looking like this!” he growled to his reflection. He was on enough shaky ground with his business partner at Fairbanks and Fenchel without also freaking out their clients. What in the world was he going to do?

He had to do something. Before Henry made good on his threat to sue him for the money missing from their account.

Tentatively opening his mouth—Uhnn, that hurt—Philip inserted the hospital-issue toothbrush and carefully waggled it around his teeth. If he was going to be discharged today, he had to clean up. But brushing hurt. Chewing hurt. Talking hurt. Blowing his nose hurt. And that was only his head! His broken right arm and the three broken ribs where he’d been kicked repeatedly meant that almost every movement hurt, even breathing. Especially breathing. The sharp pains in his gut still made him grit his teeth when he took the required daily walks around the nursing floor, even though none of the x-rays or blood tests had turned up any definitive internal injuries.

Probably just bruising on his organs, the internist had said. But they’d kept doing tests since he still had pain. Seemed like something would’ve shown up by now.

Coming out of the bathroom of the private hospital room, Philip saw that his breakfast tray had been taken away, and someone— probably one of those “senior volunteers” who roamed the place—had laid today’s Tribune on his bed. He was tempted to settle into the recliner and read the paper until housekeeping had changed the bed and cleaned the bathroom, but it was such an ordeal to get comfortable and then struggle to get up again, he might as well get the morning walk out of the way since he was already upright. At least they’d unhooked him from the IV pole and let him eat real food—if you could call Jell-O and Cream of Wheat and lukewarm chicken broth “real food.”

Reaching for the brown terry bathrobe Gabby had brought him, he pulled it over his shoulders with his one good hand and started for the hall. He couldn’t remember who’d loaned it to him, maybe that tall Baxter kid, the young one who’d moved into Gabby’s building to be the property manager or something. He didn’t like wearing someone else’s robe, but at least it covered the yawning gaps in the back of the faded hospital gown.

Walking was tedious. Past the room with the old man who always seemed to be asleep with his mouth hanging open . . . past the room that always had at least three or more visitors yakking it up . . . past the room full of flowers and balloons, and the room that had none . . . thirty-seven steps to the nurses’ station, situated so the staff could keep an eye on the comings and goings of visitors and patients and the call lights outside each room. Philip stopped. “Excuse me, nurse? When is Dr. Yin coming around? He said I might be discharged today, and I’d like to get out of here sooner rather than—”

“He’ll be here, Mr. Fairbanks.” The closest nurse didn’t even look up from the computer where she was typing in notes. “Just be patient. Glad to see you walking . . . that’s good. You got somebody to pick you up?”

Philip didn’t answer. No, he didn’t have anybody coming to pick him up—though he supposed Gabby would if he called her and let her know what time he was getting released. Today was Saturday—she’d said something about P.J.’s cross country meet in the morning and a dedication thing at that shelter where she worked, then she’d bring the boys to see him.

The boys. Philip grimaced as he turned into the next hall. He wished she wouldn’t bring P.J. and Paul. He hated having his sons see him like this. They were both good sports but—wait. He sniffed. Smelled like fresh coffee. Oh! What he wouldn’t give for a good cup of hot coffee. But where . . . ?

Philip glanced down the hallway. It was deserted except for a young man, maybe college age, leaning against the wall outside one of the patient rooms holding two tall Starbucks cups with molded plastic lids, sipping from one of them. Drawn by the fragrant aroma, he approached the young man who was wearing faded jeans, gym shoes, and a thin jacket over a white T-shirt. He had longish, sandy hair escaping from beneath a baseball cap and a backpack slung over one shoulder.

“Uh, say, sorry to bother you, but where’d you get the Starbucks? Do they have a café here in the hospital?” Philip winced, hearing his words mushing together.

The kid looked up, his eyebrows shooting skyward as he took in Philip’s arm cast and battered face. “Whoa, dude! What’s the other guy look like?”

Great. A smart aleck. “Never mind.” Philip started to walk away. 

“Hey, wait! Didn’t mean to be rude—you just took me by surprise. Uh, yeah, sure, there’s a nice place on the first floor. They sell Starbucks. You want somethin’?”

Philip hesitated. “Well, yeah. Could use a cup of good coffee. But . . .” He held out both hands as far as his sling would allow to indicate his stocking feet and hospital gown. “Not exactly dressed for public viewing.”

The kid chuckled. “No problem. I’ll get it for you. What d’ya want? Oh, hey. Why don’t you just take this?” He thrust out the second cup of coffee he was holding. “Brought it up for my nana”—he tipped his head to indicate the patient room behind him—“but she zonked out. Snoring happily. It’ll be cold by the time she wakes up. Go ahead, take it.” He held it out farther. “Just black, nothin’ in it—but I got some creamers and sugar packets in my pocket somewhere.”

“Black’s fine. You sure? I’ll pay you for it. Wallet’s in my room.” 

A shrug. “Whatever. I’ll carry it back for you. Where’s your room? Looks like you could use another hand anyway.”

Philip had meant he’d go back and get his wallet, but the kid was already starting to walk alongside as he headed back the way he’d come. It meant cutting his walk short, but . . . so what? The coffee wouldn’t stay hot indefinitely.

Back in his room, Philip opened the narrow closet storing the jogging clothes he’d been wearing when he’d been attacked and rummaged in the duffel bag Gabrielle had brought him that held a clean set of clothes, his keys, and wallet. Fishing a few bucks out with his good hand, he turned around to see that his benefactor had moved the rolling table next to the recliner, set the second paper cup on it, and settled into the other visitor chair.

Looked like he had company, whether he wanted it or not.

Philip handed the dollar bills to his visitor, then lowered himself gingerly into the recliner. Reaching for the coffee, he sipped carefully. Mmm. Still hot. Perfect. “Thanks. Appreciate the coffee.” He studied the young man slouched in the other chair, nursing his own cup. “I’m Philip Fairbanks. You are . . . ?”

“Oh yeah.” The kid laughed. “Forgot my manners. Nana would box my ears. I’m Will Nissan—yeah, like the car. What happened to you? Car accident?”

The kid sure was nosy! But for some reason, Philip found Will’s straightforward friendliness refreshing. Somebody who wasn’t ticked at him like his father was for messing up his life. Somebody who wasn’t being nice to him—like his wife—in spite of how he’d treated her, making him feel like a snake in the grass. Somebody who wasn’t out to get him, like those thugs, trying to squeeze him for the money he owed their boss.

Philip shrugged. “Actually, I got mugged.”

Will Nissan’s eyes widened with ill-concealed delight. “You gotta be kidding!”

“Nope. Truth.” But that’s all he was going to say. Philip didn’t want to think about those thugs who’d worked him over. Or the fact that they were still out there and knew where he lived. “What about your grandmother . . . she going to be all right?”

Will shrugged. “Probably. Nothing seems to keep her down long, though she gets this bronchitis stuff easily and her doc’s worried about pneumonia. But, nah, Nana ain’t gonna die until she finishes her mission in life.”

“Her . . . what?”

“Her mission in life!” Will chuckled and leaned forward. “See, Nana’s big sister ran away from home when she was sixteen—oh, it’s gotta be sixty-plus years ago now. Nana’s seventy-seven at last count and Cindy was a couple of years older. Anyway, last they heard from her, big sister was working in Chicago, but nobody’s seen her since. My Nana got married, raised a family in Detroit—I was born and raised there too—but she never gave up looking for her sister. When Gramps died a few years back, she moved here so she could keep looking for her.”

Philip shook his head. “It’s been over sixty years? She could be anywhere! People move all the time. Or she might be dead. Sixty years is a long time.”

“Try telling that to Nana! ‘I know she’s alive!’ she says. ‘Can feel it in my bones.’ ” Will shrugged and leaned back in the chair. “My folks think Nana’s crazy, but I don’t mind. I’m staying with her now while I’m going to UIC, and I’ve been helping her do all these Internet searches. Kind of like detective work.” 

“Any luck?”

“Nah, not really. We did find somebody with a similar name who worked as a hotel maid way back when, but that was decades ago. Not much since then—oh.” Will jumped up as the door opened and a thirty-something Asian man strolled in wearing a tan corduroy sport coat and black slacks, an ID tag and a stethoscope sticking out of one coat pocket identifying him as medical personnel.

Philip nodded. “Dr. Yin.”

“Good morning.” The doctor glanced at Will, a pleasant smile creasing his smooth face. “I see you have company. Your son taking you home?”

“Nah. We just met actually.” Will grabbed his backpack. “Gotta go see if Nana’s awake.” He held out his hand to Philip. “Good luck, Mr. Fairbanks. Better stay away from the prize ring, though. Don’t think boxing’s your thing.” The young man’s hazel eyes crinkled merrily as they shook hands.

Philip smiled at the joke, sorry to see him go. “What’s the name of your missing relative? Never know who I might run into.” 

Will grinned. “Yeah, you never know. Lucinda. ‘Great-Aunt Cindy,’ we always called her. The myth, the legend! We kids always imagined she became some famous movie star. If so, she’s probably sipping daiquiris in a swanky nursing home in Hollywood.” The young man sidled toward the door. “But, hey, if you do need a ride home, just let me know. I’ve got Nana’s car, I’d be happy to drop you off.”

With a cheerful wave Will Nissan was gone.

Dr. Yin pulled out his stethoscope. “So, Mr. Fairbanks. They tell me you want to go home.” He nodded thoughtfully. “Might let you do that. But I wouldn’t go back to work yet if I were you. A few more days rest—even a week—would be smart. You’ve still got some healing to do. Tell them ‘Doctor’s orders.’ ” He stuck the earpieces in his ears and placed the stethoscope on Philip’s back. “Deep breath now . . .”
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The Good Shepherd painted on the wall of the Manna House Women’s Shelter seemed to hover over the crowd in the multipurpose room, as if the babble of street talk, Jamaican patois, and bits of Spanish swirling around me was an extension of the motley herd of sheep in the mural itself.

Standing in front of the mural holding a plastic cup of red, watery punch, I savored the unusual painting once more. The pictures of the biblical Good Shepherd I’d seen as a kid always had a flock of clean, white, woolly sheep looking up at the shepherd adoringly. But the sheep on the wall were all different shades of white, black, brown, and tan, some with scraggly, dirty wool, some scrawny and hungry looking, others with bloody or bandaged wounds. But the thing about the mural that never failed to grab me was the Shepherd’s face as He coaxed the bedraggled sheep into the pen where they would be safe and warm.

A look of sheer love.

I dabbed at my eyes with a wadded-up tissue. How I wished my mother—Martha Shepherd—could see this beautiful mural and be here for the dedication of the room that had been named after her: Shepherd’s Fold.

“Gabby Fairbanks! You blubbering again, girl? Here.” Precious McGill, on-again, off-again resident of Manna House, took the plastic cup out of my hand and replaced it with a mug of steaming coffee. “You need somethin’ stronger than Hawaiian Punch to prop you up today. I know, I know, we all feelin’ sad that Gramma Shep be gone. But it’s all good. It’s all good.”

I took a swallow of the hot liquid. “Mmm. Good coffee. And just enough cream. Thanks.”

The thirty-year-old single mom—soon to become a grandmother herself—craned her neck, checking out the crowd. “So where’s this famous artist we s’posed to meet today? Ain’t he gonna show up for the dedication? I thought that’s what today was all about.”

I took the arm of my friend and turned away from the mural. “I’m sure he’ll be here. And he’s not famous yet—he’s still an art student at Columbia College. I don’t see his parents or the Baxters yet, so I imagine they’re all still on the way.” Now it was my turn to case the room. “But I don’t see Lucy either. She better show up. This whole dedication thing was her idea.”

Precious snorted. “Yeah, but you know Lucy. Never can tell when she gonna show up—or not. Uh-oh, gotta go. Estelle’s givin’ me the Evil Eye ’cause I abandoned my post. Ya gonna take your boys to the Lock-In tonight up at SouledOut? Sabrina wants to go—which I think is crazy, her bein’ six months pregnant an’ all.” Without waiting for an answer, Precious scooted through the crowd and a moment later I saw her head full of wiry twists pop up behind the snack table where Estelle Williams, the shelter’s cook, was busy setting out hot wings and fresh veggies.

I groaned to myself. Why did the church schedule a youth group Lock-In the same day as the dedication here at Manna House? Josh Baxter was involved in both—a volunteer here at the shelter as well as one of the youth leaders at SouledOut Community Church. So what if he was only twenty-something. He should know better.

Guess I’m showing my age. All-nighters of any variety were definitely a thing of my past.

But the Lock-In had put a crunch on other things as well. I still needed to take my boys to see their dad in the hospital this afternoon— but there wouldn’t be a lot of time after the Shepherd’s Fold dedication if P.J. and Paul had to be at the church by six o’clock. And, darn it, I’d been hoping to have a potluck or something this weekend to celebrate our first week at the House of Hope, our experiment in “second-stage housing” for homeless single moms—moms like Precious McGill and her daughter, Sabrina, who’d moved in a week ago across the hall from me.

But that was a wash now. Not with the Lock-In tonight, which took out my boys and Sabrina. Not to mention Josh and his wife, Edesa, too. The young couple had moved into the House of Hope last week after Josh had agreed to be the property manager for the six-flat. Josh and Edesa definitely needed to be at any “festivity” we had to celebrate this new beginning.

A commotion at the double doors leading into the large multipurpose room shook me out of my thoughts. Oh, Gabby, quit complaining, I told myself, seeing Josh’s parents and their friends, the Hickmans, arriving with a young man I presumed was our guest of honor. As usual when I got an idea—like this potluck, which I was already envisioning as a once-a-month get together for the residents and staff of the new House of Hope—I wanted it to happen now. But who said the potluck had to happen on the first weekend of the month? Having another week to plan wouldn’t hurt either.

Huh. God seemed to think patience was a virtue I still needed to practice. On a daily basis, no less.

Making my way to the knot of people greeting each other by the double doors, I hesitated, suddenly feeling shy. What in the world was I going to say to the young man who’d painted the awesome Good Shepherd mural? I didn’t have words.

I recognized his mother, Florida Hickman, one of the Yada Yada Prayer Group sisters, and I’d seen her husband, Carl, a couple of times. The story was, their son Chris had been a teenage “tagger,” illegally decorating garage doors and El underpasses with his cans of spray paint. Until somebody recognized that the kid had real talent— 

“Gabby Fairbanks!” hissed a familiar voice in my ear. “Where’ve you been? I want you to meet Chris!” Jodi Baxter—Josh’s mother and one of my best friends—grabbed my arm and dragged me right into the middle of the group of people clustered around the young artist. “Chris, this is Mrs. Fairbanks, the program director here at Manna House. She’s—”

“I know. Gramma Shep was her mama.” The young black man’s soft voice surprised me, and I was completely dazzled by his beautiful grin. He shook my hand, a nice, firm grip. “My pleasure, Miz Fairbanks. Saw you across the room and knew who you were.” He pointed to my hair and grinned even wider. “The Orphan Annie hair, like the movie, know what I’m sayin’?”

I had to laugh. “I know. Dead giveaway.” I took a deep breath. “I’m so happy to finally meet you, Chris. I’ve been wanting to thank you. The mural—” Darn it if those rogue tears didn’t come rushing to the surface and I had to fish for another tissue. “Um, sorry. It’s just that the mural is . . . is . . . so meaningful. So perfect for Manna House and the lost sheep who come here.” Uhh, that sounded lame. I could feel the tips of my ears turning red. “Oh! Here are my boys.”

Jodi had managed to pry my young teenagers away from the hot wings at the snack table and was herding them toward us. “P.J., Paul, this is Chris Hickman, the artist who painted the mural over there.”

P.J. nodded in greeting and awkwardly bumped fists with the older teenager. But Paul’s eyes widened in twelve-year-old awe. “You did that? Man, I thought you’d be a lot—you know—older.” 

Chris started to say something when we were interrupted by Estelle banging on the bottom of a pot, followed by the voice of Mabel Turner, the director of Manna House. “Everyone, please find a seat and let’s get started. We have a short program of dedication for the naming of our multipurpose room, and we also want to introduce the young artist who . . .”

Mabel continued her introductions as the crowd—current residents of the shelter, members of the board of directors, volunteers, staff, and “friends of the shelter”—obediently began finding seats in the rows of folding chairs facing the mural. Leading Chris toward the front row, I whispered, “Thanks again, Chris. I only wish my mom could see it.”

“Yeah, me too,” he whispered back. “Wish I could’ve met her. Whole time I was paintin’ that mural, folks here at Manna House came by wantin’ to tell me stories about Gramma Shep. She must’ve been quite a lady.”

That made me smile. “Actually,” I murmured as we found seats, “she was just an ordinary woman with ordinary gifts. But that was her strength. She didn’t see herself as anything special, which made everyone feel comfortable around her. She loved people and treated everyone like her best friend.”

Everyone, I mused, as Mabel opened the dedication service with a prayer—even Lucy Tucker, the seventy-something “bag lady” who’d been my introduction to Manna House six months ago. My mom and Lucy had bonded in a strange, sweet way the last few weeks of my mother’s life—partially because my mother could no longer take her yellow mutt, Dandy, for walks here in the unfamiliar city, and streetwise Lucy had risen to the occasion. Which was why I’d given the dog to Lucy when my mother died two months ago.

It was Lucy who’d made a fuss that Manna House didn’t have a proper memorial for “Gramma Shep.” Lucy who first raised the idea of renaming the multipurpose room, and who kept fussing until a brass plaque with “Shepherd’s Fold—Dedicated to Martha Shepherd” had been engraved.

I twisted in my seat and gave the room another cursory glance.

So why was Lucy missing now?

To my disappointment, Lucy and Dandy never did show. I would have liked to stay to visit with all the other friends, staff, and former residents who’d shown up for the dedication, but once the board chairman delivered the final “Amen,” I had to slip out with P.J. and Paul and head straight to Weiss Memorial Hospital where my estranged husband had been admitted a week ago after a vicious beating.

When we got off the elevator on the patient floor, Paul darted ahead of us and into his dad’s hospital room—but he came right back out. “He’s not there!” Sure enough, the hospital bed laid flat, side rails down, clean sheets tucked and military taut, pillow stiff and undented. The monitoring machines were gone—no beeps, no blips, no drips—as if the room had never been occupied. “Philip?” I called, peeking into the bathroom, which was silly because the room was obviously empty.

“Mom?” Paul’s voice wavered. “Dad isn’t . . . he didn’t . . . you know . . .”

“No, no, honey!” I put an arm around my youngest in a quick hug. “They either moved him to another room or he’s been discharged. Come on, we’ll find out.”

I hustled both boys out of the room and down the hall to the nurses’ station. “Can you tell me if Philip Fairbanks has been moved to another room?”

The light-skinned African American woman at the desk—her ID tag said Floor Manager—held up a finger, then typed something into her computer. “Let’s see. Pretty sure he was discharged this morning—yes. Here’s the discharge order from Dr. Yin.”

“Already? He was still having a lot of pain. And he can’t drive with just one arm—”

“Taxi, Mom,” drawled fourteen-year-old P.J. in his parents-can-be-so-dumb tone of voice.

The woman behind the desk smiled. “Yes. But I think he got a ride. A young man met up with him when they brought the wheelchair for your husband, said something about getting his car from the parking garage. Nice-looking young man, sandy hair, maybe nineteen or twenty . . . not your son?”

I shook my head. Did I look old enough to have a twenty-year-old? I thanked her, and the boys and I headed for the elevator. Who in the world came to pick him up? Sandy hair, college age—almost sounded like Josh Baxter. But he’d been at the dedication the past couple hours. So who?

The elevator doors pinged open and we crowded on with an empty gurney, a transport tech, and two women in housekeeping tunics talking to each other in rapid Spanish. I looked at my watch. Already past four thirty. I had to get P.J. and Paul to SouledOut by six. Did we have time to stop by Richmond Towers and make sure their dad had gotten back to the penthouse safely and had everything he needed? Prescriptions? Food in the house? Laundry done? 

Cool it, Gabby, I told myself. You’re not his mother. Not even his wife exactly. We’d been separated for more than three months— under ugly circumstances. But Philip had been so different the past few weeks . . . well, halfway decent, anyway. He didn’t fight me for temporary custody of the boys, and we’d worked out a reasonable weekly visitation when the boys slept over at the penthouse. But his gambling losses . . . whew. Philip’s addiction to the poker table had turned his well-planned world inside out, and I couldn’t turn my back on him when some loan shark sent his hooligans to “persuade” Philip to pay up.

“So what do you guys want to do?” I asked the boys as we located our second-hand Subaru in the parking garage and climbed in. “We could go to Richmond Towers and try to see your dad now. Or we could go tomorrow after church when there won’t be any rush.”

“I wanna go see Dad now,” Paul piped up from the back seat. 

“You sure? We won’t have much time to visit if you guys still want to go to the Lock-In. And what if he asks you to stay overnight? You missed your overnight with him last weekend when he ended up in the hospital.”

“He just got out, Mom.” P.J. sounded ticked off. “It’s not like we’d be able to do anything together.”

“I wanna go now,” Paul repeated.

I backed out of the parking spot and headed down the multilevel ramp toward the exit. “Okay. Now it is.” Maybe just as well. We’d have a natural leave time since I had to get the boys to the Lock-In.

I handed four bucks and my parking ticket to the attendant at the exit, and within minutes we were heading north on Sheridan Road toward the luxury high-rise I’d once shared with my husband. 
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I pulled the Subaru into a Visitor Parking space on the narrow access road between Richmond Towers and the park that ran along Lake Shore Drive in the distance. The trees in the park were still full and green this first weekend of October since the weather was fairly warm. But I imagined the park would be dressed in beautiful reds and golds in a few weeks . . . before the lakefront turned to ice and the Windy City lived up to its name during a sharp, biting Chicago winter.

And what would Lucy and Dandy do then?

Following my boys toward Philip’s building, I glanced back over my shoulder on the off chance I might see my bag lady friend and the yellow dog she’d adopted after my mom died. This park was one of Lucy’s favorite hangouts and where I’d run into her the first time we’d “met” last spring. Didn’t see either of them . . . but I did catch a glimpse of the opening to the pedestrian tunnel that ran beneath Lake Shore Drive, allowing dog walkers and joggers access to the shores of Lake Michigan on the other side.

The tunnel where Philip had been viciously attacked and beaten a week ago today while out jogging.

A cold shudder ran down my spine as the boys and I pushed through the revolving door into the lobby of Richmond Towers. Lucy had seen some suspicious characters hanging around the luxury high-rise for several days before the beating took place. Since the attackers hadn’t taken his watch or anything valuable, it looked like a “warning” from the loan shark who’d been threatening Philip.

Those brutes obviously knew where Philip lived. Was he safe coming back here?

Using the key card I still had in my purse, I swiped the security pad that let residents into the small elevator lobby. A few minutes later the boys and I stepped out of the elevator into the marble foyer of the thirty-second floor. The penthouse was the only living unit on this floor. Even though I still had a key, I pushed the doorbell. No way was I going to walk in if Philip was already there.

The door opened. But it wasn’t Philip framed in the doorway. A young man stood in the gallery, sandy hair sticking out from under a Cubs baseball cap, a curious grin on his face. “Hi!” he said. “You looking for Mr. Fairbanks? C’mon in. He’s in the living room. Guess that’s what you call it. Wow! Never seen such a view.”

P.J. and Paul both stared at the stranger, then Paul ran inside. “Dad? Dad! You okay?” P.J. and I followed.

Philip was sitting in his recliner, facing the floor-to-ceiling glass windows that wrapped around one corner of the large room. He turned his head as the boys came close. “Hey, guys,” he said, wincing as though the movement took too much effort.

Even though I’d been at the hospital at least once a day since the beating, it was still a shock to see Philip’s shaved head—that beautiful head of dark brown hair, always so carefully groomed— with the ugly red gash on the right side held together by a railroad track of stitches. The bruises from his broken nose were still spreading and now filled his eyes, giving him a brooding look. His broken right arm in its cast and sling rested on the arm of the recliner, but he managed to give both boys an awkward hug with the other arm.

“Hey,” I said, standing a few feet away. “You okay? We got to the hospital and you weren’t there.”

“Yeah. Doc said I could heal just as well at home.” He barely moved his mouth as he talked, as if his jaw hurt to move it.

“Yes, but—” I was wondering how he was going to cook his meals and dress himself with only one arm and those broken ribs.

But Philip interrupted. “So you met Will here?” He tipped his head toward the young man who’d opened the door and had followed us back into the living room. “He brought me home from the hospital.”

“Not officially.” I politely held out my hand. “Hi, Will. I’m Gabby Fairbanks. This is P.J. and Paul.” I wasn’t giving up any more until I had a better idea who this “Will” person was.

“My pleasure.” He shook my hand with a nice grip and grinned at the boys. “I just met Mr. Fairbanks this morning at the hospital. I was visiting my grandmother on the same floor and we got to talking just before the doc discharged him. Didn’t look like he had a way home and I had Nana’s car . . . and here we are.” He shrugged. “But now that your family’s here”—he directed this comment at Philip—“maybe I should hustle on out of here.”

In spite of myself, I liked this guy. “No, that’s okay. We can’t stay long. Just wanted to check on the boys’ dad, make sure he’s all right.” I turned back to Philip. “Do you have any prescriptions that need picking up? And I can check the cupboards, make sure you have enough food—”

“Oh, we got it covered,” Will said. “Stopped at Dominick’s on the way here to get his meds filled and we picked up some frozen dinners—easy stuff—ought to keep him for a few days anyway.”

Who was this Good Samaritan? “Oh. Well, uh, that’s good. Thanks.” If I was honest with myself, my nose felt a tad out of joint. After stepping up to the plate to make sure my husband was going to make it through this ordeal, I suddenly felt “kicked to the curb,” as the kids liked to say. But maybe it was a good thing. I mean, did I really want Philip depending on me right now? It complicated our relationship, made it hard to figure out what was real and what was just . . . necessary. We still hadn’t talked after Philip had begged me to forgive him for his despicable behavior— my words, not his—saying he wanted to try to patch together the broken pieces of our marriage.

That was after he’d landed in the hospital. I knew better than to respond to something that emotional in the middle of a crisis. 

“Will’s a college student at UIC,” Philip was saying, but it was hard to hear him. The boys had turned on the flat-screen TV—three times as big as the old standby at my apartment—and were watching some nature program about alligators and other slimy reptiles. 

“Hey, turn it down, guys,” I said, then turned to Will. “What are you studying?”

“Architecture. And business. Not sure what I want to do.”

I smiled. “Well, Philip’s your man. He works with architects all the time. He’s got his own commercial development business.” 

Will nodded eagerly. “Yeah, I know. He was telling me. I think I was wearing him out when you guys showed up. But I’d like to come back when you feel better, Mr. Fairbanks, and pick your brain . . . if you wouldn’t mind. I’ve got a major project I have to do for school—it’d be great to have your input. Thanks for your business card.”

“Yeah, yeah, sure.” Philip did seem tired. Exhausted, really. But he murmured, “You’re a good kid, Will. Hope you find your Great-Aunt Cindy.”

Will laughed. “Then what would keep Nana occupied? It’s the Grand Search that keeps her busy. Otherwise she’d be all in my business.”

Philip grunted and shut his eyes wearily.

What was that all about? It was obvious it was time to go. “Come on, boys.” I picked up the remote and clicked Off.

“Aww, can’t we just finish this?” Paul grabbed unsuccessfully for the remote.

“Nope. Gotta get you to the Lock-In, remember? Say goodbye to your dad.”

“ Bye, Dad.” Both boys gave their father another awkward hug, then headed for the front door.

I started to follow, but heard Philip mumble my name. “Gabby? Can . . . you come back? Maybe stay?”

I hesitated. I was worried how well he was going to manage on his own. But stay? It was one thing to stay with him the first couple of nights at the hospital when he was in crisis. But now that he was home . . .

“I don’t think that’s a good idea, Philip. But I’ll come back tomorrow to see how you’re doing. After church. Is that okay?”

His eyes flickered open. He seemed agitated for some reason. But then his eyes closed and he turned his head away. “Yeah, yeah. That’s okay. Just call from the desk downstairs before you come up so I’ll know it’s you.”

Well, fine. Whatever. I touched Philip’s arm to let him know I was leaving, then picked up my purse and followed Will and the boys out into the marble foyer.

“What’s this about a missing aunt?” I asked Philip’s new friend as we waited for the elevator to arrive.

“Oh, that. I’m staying with my grandmother since I started UIC. Nana moved to Chicago to look for her sister who went missing when she was a teenager. Ran away, actually. Last they heard from her, she was here in Chicago, but it’s been, like, sixty years. Nana still thinks she’ll be found one of these days.”

The elevator dinged and the doors slid open. P.J. and Paul hustled inside. This was interesting. For once I barely noticed as the elevator sank rapidly down all thirty-two floors.

“You’re worried about her?”

“Who? Great-Aunt Cindy?” Will shrugged. “Not really. Never met her or anything. Mostly I’m just humoring my grandmother. But I don’t mind.”

As we got off the elevator, the boys and I headed for the main lobby, but Will turned toward the door that led to the parking garage. “Will? This way. That’s for residents only.”

He looked sheepish. “I know, but I’m parked in the garage. Actually . . .” He looked beyond my shoulder and saw that the boys were already out in the lobby. “Actually it was kind of weird. I pulled up outside the revolving door, was just going to let him out, you know. But then Mr. Fairbanks saw these two guys sitting on a bench in the park, kinda facing the building. Not homeless guys or anything. In fact, one of the guys was wearing a suit. But when Mr. Fairbanks saw them, he slid down in the seat and said, ‘Go! Go!’ and made me pull into the parking garage for the residents. He had a key card in his wallet—he was so nervous I had to find it for him. Once we got in, he asked if I’d bring his stuff up to the penthouse. Which was no problem. In fact, we got to talking about architecture and stuff. Before you came, I mean.”

My mind was spinning as Will talked. Could the men they’d seen be the same guys who’d beaten him up? Philip said he hadn’t gotten a good look at them—they wore hooded sweatshirts that hid their faces. But still.

“Do you think you could identify the men on the bench?” I asked Will.

He shrugged. “Maybe. Why? Who are they?”

I hesitated to mention my suspicions. “I’m not sure. But they obviously upset him. Do you mind giving me your phone number in case I need to contact you?”

“I guess.”

I scribbled the phone number he gave me on a scrap of paper from my purse. But as we went our different ways, a lightbulb flicked on in my head.

Now I knew why Philip wanted me to stay.

He was afraid.



chapter 3 
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My cell phone rang somewhere in the depths of my purse as I got back in the Subaru after dropping off the boys and their overnight gear at SouledOut Community Church. The large storefront church in the busy shopping center was brightly lit and crawling with kids. I shuddered. Couldn’t think of anything worse than an all-night Lock-In with a herd of teenagers high on hormones and pizza.

I caught a glimpse of Sabrina McGill—still a teenager, even if she was “great with child”—laughing with some other girls, and sighed with relief. Well, good. I’d left Manna House without offering her a ride to the Lock-In because of going to the hospital, but I’d felt slightly guilty since her mom didn’t have a car, and now we all lived in the same building. But she either got a ride with someone or she’d taken the El. Easy enough. The Red Line ran like an arrow between the Wrigleyville neighborhood where Manna House was located and the Howard Street El Station next to the shopping center.

But I guess that separated true Chicagoans from transplants like me. I still wasn’t used to thinking “public transportation” when it came to getting from A to B. Or letting my young teenage sons ride around the city on their own. No way. I wanted to be sure they got to wherever they were headed.

My cell was still ringing. Digging out the phone, I looked at the caller ID: Estelle Williams. Uh-oh. Was she going to get on my case because I ducked out of cleanup after the dedication?

“Gabby? Where are you? You comin’ back here to Manna House by any chance?”

“Uhh . . . hadn’t planned on it. Had to take the boys to see their dad.” I groaned silently. “But if you still need help with cleanup, I can—”

“Lucy’s here lookin’ for you. She’s all upset about somethin’. Right now she’s talkin’ to Harry.”

“Lucy showed up? Is she okay? Has something happened to Dandy?”

I heard a snort in my ear. “Hero Dog is currently helping himself to as many chicken bones as he can snitch out of the garbage. Whether he’ll be fine by the time you get here is another question—”

“I’ll be there in fifteen minutes! Tell Lucy to wait.”

Quickly sticking the key in the ignition, I threaded my way out of the busy parking lot, and fifteen minutes later backed into a tight parking space half a block from the women’s shelter. Estelle said Lucy was upset—what was going on?

Several of the shelter residents were sitting outside smoking on the steps of the shelter, bundled in jackets and sweatshirts against the cool October evening. The original shelter, housed in an old church that used to stand on that spot, had burned down, I’d been told, and the new building still resembled a church—because it was a “sanctuary,” people said.

“Hey, Miss Gabby!” a young woman called out to me, blowing a smoke ring into the air. “That was a nice dedication for Gramma Shep.”

“Thanks, Hannah. I thought so too.” But as I passed her I murmured in her ear, “Don’t tell me you’ve started smoking. You’ve got good things going for you!”

Hannah shrugged me off. “Aw, it’s just somethin’ to get me by. Least I ain’t doin’ no drugs.”

“I know. I’m proud of the way you’ve hung on to the job at Adele’s Hair and Nails too. I just hate to see you start a bad habit now.”

Hannah rolled her eyes and took another drag on the cigarette, so I dropped it and used my key to let me into the Manna House foyer. The reception cubby on the right was dark and empty and Mabel’s office door on the left was shut, no light under the door. But beyond the double doors leading into the main room, I saw lights and heard voices.

“What took ya so long?” Lucy Tucker demanded as I came into the large room dominated by the Good Shepherd mural. The old lady was wearing a purple crocheted hat crammed down on her head, topping her usual mishmash of blouses, sweaters, cotton sweatpants, and mismatched socks. Dandy made a beeline for me, wriggling all over.

“Could ask you the same thing,” I said, feeling annoyed. I bent down and scratched Dandy’s rump. “You missed the dedication of the mural, and if I remember right, it was your idea . . . okay, okay, Dandy, I love you too.” I pushed the dog away and straightened up. 

“Sorry ’bout that, but I was takin’ care of business—your business, Fuzz Top. I think your maw will forgive me fer that.” Lucy turned away in a huff. “Tell her, Mister Harry.”

Puzzled, I looked at the other faces gathering around Lucy and me: Harry Bentley, Estelle Williams’s “special friend,” looking more like himself—smooth brown dome and trim gray beard outlining his jaw—now that his eye surgeries were over and he’d gotten rid of his pirate’s patch. Estelle herself, our own staff “diva,” swathed in one of her voluminous handmade caftans. Jodi and Denny Baxter, a white couple who were not only Josh Baxter’s parents and “friends of the shelter” but my friends too. And Precious, who might as well be “staff ” as much time as she put in helping out at the shelter. They must have all stayed to help with cleanup after the mural dedication.

My gaze went back to Harry. “What’s going on, Mr. B?”

Harry held up his hand. “Just a minute . . . hey, DaShawn! Take this dog downstairs and play ball with him or somethin’.”

Harry’s ten-year-old grandson popped up from the nearest couch. “Can I? Cool. Come on, Dandy.”

“Just stay out of the kitchen!” Estelle yelled after him as boy and dog disappeared down the stairs to the shelter’s lower level, which housed the kitchen, dining room, and a rec room for kids, not to mention my “office,” which used to be a large broom closet.

“That okay, Lucy? The kid has big ears.”

“Yeah, yeah. Just tell Miss Gabby here what’s goin’ on.”

Harry Bentley ran a hand over his shaved head. “Well, according to Lucy, those same two characters who’d been hanging around Richmond Towers before the attack on your, uh, husband showed up again today—”

“An’ lights came on up in that penthouse,” Lucy butted back in, “makin’ me think your man is outta the hospital an’ back home. But I’m tellin’ ya, Fuzz Top, it ain’t safe for him ta be there—not if he don’t want another muggin’ first time he step outta the building.”

A headache started at the back of my head. “Well, that makes the second time I’ve heard about suspicious characters hanging around Richmond Towers today. And you’re right, Lucy, Philip did get discharged today.” I told the others about the young man who gave Philip a ride home from the hospital, and his story about Philip getting upset seeing a couple of guys sitting in the park and asking him to park in the residential parking garage. “Seemed like a nice kid. He picked up Philip’s meds and some groceries on the way home, and even saw that Philip got safely up to the penthouse.”

I turned back to Harry, retired cop and former doorman at Richmond Towers, who’d been my first real friend when we moved to Chicago last spring. “What do you think, Mr. B? Is Philip in danger?”

Harry shrugged. “Depends. The building itself is pretty secure, and the street out front is busy most of the day. But I wouldn’t recommend any more jogs in the park or late-night strolls around the neighborhood, at least not until Philip can get Fagan’s boys off his back by paying off his loan, or until they slap Fagan in jail for extortion. Though even that’s no guarantee his thugs won’t stay on Philip’s tail ’til he pays up.”

Denny Baxter frowned, his face sober in spite of the two big dimples in his cheeks that gave the high school coach a perpetual boyish look. “If Philip’s gambling debts have piled up like you say, Gabby, he’d be smart to give up the penthouse and rent something cheaper. But if Harry and Lucy are right about this rogue cop— or loan shark, whatever this Fagan is—using violence to put the squeeze on Philip, that might be another reason he should relocate somewhere else.”

I sank into the closest chair. “But you don’t make a move like that overnight! He’d have to find an apartment and sublet the penthouse—’cause I’m sure Philip can’t afford two places right now. Besides, I don’t think he’d listen to me, telling him he’s got to move—”

“Hey!” Precious interrupted. “Ain’t any of you just a tiny bit suspicious of a total stranger showin’ up to take Philip home from the hospital? Gettin’ himself into the parking garage for residents only? Ends up inside Philip’s penthouse? Huh? Maybe that Fagan guy is using the kid to get to Philip. Ever think o’ that?”

I stared at Precious. What? No, no. Will Nissan had seemed like an ordinary college kid who just happened to hit it off with Philip. A talker. Open. Friendly.

Too open? Too friendly?

Now I really did have a headache. “Harry? Denny? Could she be right?”

Harry scratched his beard. “Not Fagan’s usual style. Too subtle. But you might want to check out the kid’s story. Said he’s living with his grandmother? A student at Circle Campus? Ought to be able to check that out.”

I sighed. When was I going to have time to do that?

Precious wasn’t through. “As for your man movin’ someplace else? Just be a matter of time ’til those goons find him again. Then it’s the same story if he livin’ all by himself. He should be around people who’re lookin’ out for him.”

Harry snorted. “Huh. You can’t put the Secret Service on him to guard him day and night. No man wants a bunch of babysitters taggin’ after him.”

“Men!” Estelle muttered, wagging her silver-streaked mane. “What’s wrong with people lookin’ out for each other?”

“I’m tellin’ ya,” Lucy tossed in, “those no-good characters mean some business.”

I grabbed a handful of snarly curls on either side of my head. “Arrrrgh! I don’t need this right now! What can I do about it?” Suddenly I had a panicked thought and glanced at the faces standing around me, trying to read them. “Wait a minute. If anybody’s thinking I ought to let Philip move in with me . . . uh-uh. No way. We are definitely not there.”

“Calm down, Gabby girl. Ain’t nobody sayin’ that . . . wait.” Estelle stiffened. “Is that DaShawn?”

Then we all heard a boyish voice from below. “No! Stop it, Dandy! Drop it! Drop it! Estelle gonna kill ya!”

Estelle moved like greased lightning toward the stairs in spite of being a plus-size woman. “That dog better not be in my kitchen! I got chicken coolin’ on the counter—Harry! Come on! You the one sent them down there!”

Rolling his eyes, a reluctant Harry followed. As they disappeared, I saw Denny Baxter whispering to his wife. Then Denny cleared his throat. “Jodi and I haven’t had a chance to talk this over yet, but what if Philip came to stay with us for a few days? It’d give him some time to think about what he wants to do.”

I gaped at the Baxters. “You’re kidding. Stay at your—you’d do that for Philip? Jodi, are you sure? After everything he’s done?” 

Jodi shrugged ruefully. “Yeah, well, can’t say he’s a candidate for sainthood. But he seemed like a broken man when we visited him in the hospital.”

Denny nodded. “Yeah. Maybe God wants us to show him— not just tell him—that God’s people haven’t given up on him.”

I sat there, stunned. Then I slowly shook my head. “Can’t imagine Philip agreeing to something like that. He’d never believe you’d offer, for one thing. For another, he’d probably be too uncomfortable living with people he’s only met a couple times.” That was an understatement. The casual Baxter family, whom I loved dearly, would probably drive Philip nuts. They were definitely not upper crust.

“Yeah, well, I know it’s a long shot.” Denny put a reassuring arm around Jodi, who seemed to be seriously considering her husband’s crazy idea. “That’s why I should probably go with you and invite him myself. Let me know when’s a good time.”
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I gave Precious a ride back to the six-flat I’d bought several weeks ago, but I wasn’t much company. This complication with Philip was not what I wanted to be thinking about right now! As I pulled up in front of the three-story building, my eyes lingered on the large wooden sign over the doorway, just barely lit by the closest streetlight:

HOUSE OF HOPE 

The sign still excited me—a visible reminder that my dream for second-stage housing for homeless single moms was starting to become a reality. Two of the old tenants had already moved out, and the apartment on the third floor, 3E, now housed Jodi and Denny’s son, Josh, his wife, Edesa, and their soon-to-be adopted toddler, Gracie. Asking Josh to be the property manager for the House of Hope in exchange for reduced rent had been an idea straight from God, providing an affordable apartment for them, since they were both still in school, and a “man about the place” for me. Precious and her daughter, Sabrina, along with Tanya— another single mom from Manna House—and Sammy, her eight-year-old son, had moved into the other apartment, 1E, right across the hall from me on the first floor.

“So, you gonna sit out here all by yourself and sog, or you wanna talk? Make up your mind, ’cause I’m gettin’ cold.”

I jumped, almost forgetting Precious in the seat beside me. “I’m sorry.” I quickly unbuckled my seat belt and opened the door. “Yeah, we’d better go in.”

Hurrying up the broad steps of the six-flat and through the foyer with the mailboxes and buzzers, three sets on each side, I unlocked the door into the main stairwell, aware that Precious was two steps behind me. I didn’t stop to get the mail, wanting to duck into my apartment, get into my jammies, and turn on the TV so I wouldn’t have to think about this crazy mess with Philip.

But I’d no sooner gotten inside my apartment and headed for the kitchen at the back of the apartment when I heard a loud knock at my front door. Knock? Had to be someone in the building already, or it’d be the buzzer. I turned the heat on under the teakettle and groaned as I hurried back down the hall, hoping it wasn’t one of the three tenants I’d inherited with the building, complaining about a clogged toilet or something.

“Yes?” I said through the door.

“It’s Precious. Open up.”

I took off the chain and unlocked the two bolts. The lean black woman walked in clutching two mugs, a box of herbal tea bags, and a plastic Honey Bear. “Knowin’ you, you got the hot water goin’ already. But you need somebody to listen to what’s goin’ on inside that mop-head o’ yours, or you gonna be up all night stewin’ ’bout stuff. Now go sit on the sun porch. Light a candle or somethin’.” Precious marched out of sight down my long hallway and five minutes later was back carrying two mugs of steaming tea into the sun porch where I sat curled up on the window seat, hugging a throw pillow. Candles flickered on the sill in their little glass jars.

She handed me a mug. “Okay, spill it. Your noggin, I mean. Not the tea.”

I sighed and took a sip of the hot sweet tea. Peppermint. Mmm. “Well, you heard that whole thing about Philip. They discharged him from the hospital, but he’s in no shape to go back to work.” I heaved a big sigh and sipped my tea thoughtfully. “I don’t know, Precious. It was easier relating to him when he was stuck in the hospital, trying to recover from that beating. But now—”

I suddenly turned to her. “Okay, you want to know the truth? I resent having to worry about Philip right now. I mean, look at us! You and me and Tanya, here we are, out of the shelter and living in real apartments! And Josh and Edesa and little Gracie have a real apartment now too—not that two-room shoebox they were crunched into. God did it! The House of Hope is a reality! We should celebrate! But instead”—I threw the pillow across the room—“I’ve been going back and forth to the hospital all week, with no time to plan anything!”

“Hey, hey. Slow down, girl. Life happens. But we can still do something. How about next weekend? How you wanna celebrate? A house blessing?”

“A house blessing? That’s a great idea!” A lot better than just having a potluck. “Except . . .” I stared into my mug, my mind tumbling. It’d been a big deal getting Manna House and the City of Chicago to work out our three-way partnership for second-stage housing for homeless single moms, once my offer on the building had been accepted. Manna House would provide social services to the single moms who lived here, the city would provide rent subsidies from the Low Income Housing Trust Fund, and our first two moms had moved in. So, yeah, we should celebrate, but . . .

“Except what?” Precious prodded.

I eyed my friend sideways. “After the house blessing, then what? To be honest, we don’t—okay, I don’t—really know what I’m doing!”

Precious snorted and rolled her eyes. “Now she tells us.”

I couldn’t help it. I laughed. “Yeah, well, ‘Leap before you look.’ That’s been my motto my whole life. But I’m trying to change, really I am. I don’t want another whole week to go by before we figure out some of the nitty gritties, like, well, you know—”

“You mean, like, who do we call, Josh or you, when somebody drops a box of tampons in the toilet? Or who’s supposed to wash all those cute little square windows in the foyer door? What if Tanya and I get in a big fight and she punches me in the nose? What if I don’t wanna sort out recycle stuff from my trash and I just throw all of it in the dumpster? Can we have men stay overnight? What if—”

I gaped at her. “Men? Men? Overnight?!”

“Okay, I’m kidding. Actually, I’m not. You’ve got”—she counted on her fingers—“four apartments, not counting the ones you and the Baby Baxters are livin’ in. By the time you put two moms in each one, that’ll be eight single women when you’ve got a full house. An’ you think men sleepin’ over ain’t gonna be an issue?”

I gulped. “Yikes. I never thought of that.” Then I giggled. “The Baby Baxters? That’s what you call Josh and Edesa?”

Precious simpered at me. “Look. I’m messin’ with ya. I’m just agreein’ that there’s a lot of things to talk about. So the first thing ya gotta do is call a house meeting and decide how often we gonna meet—like we did at the shelter—to talk over problems and expectations and stuff like that.”

“See? That’s what I’m talking about! That’s the kind of stuff I need to be thinking about, not . . . not worrying about whether my ‘ex’ is going to get beat up again by some loan shark and his henchmen. I mean, he’s the one who kept going to the casino when he was drowning in debt. What can I do about that?”

Precious looked at me for a long moment, then slowly shook her head. “Ain’t got no idea. All I know is, those boys of yours likely to be mighty worried if they knew their dad was still in danger. So if I was you, I’d put Philip back on the radar. You let me work on settin’ up our first house meeting.”

The apartment was deliciously quiet the next morning with the boys still at the Lock-In. Supposedly the youth were planning something special for the Sunday service that morning, then the parents would take their sleep-deprived kids home to recover for the rest of the day.

I curled up on the window seat with a mug of coffee and my Bible, grateful to see some blue sky peeking through the clouds. This was my first fall in Chicago and I wasn’t sure what to expect. I’d loved fall in Virginia, the gently rolling hills outside Petersburg blanketed with brilliant yellows, reds, and oranges, like a multicolored afghan. Would the trees turn color here? Or did the weather jump from muggy summer to deep-freeze winter?

I opened my Bible to the chapter I’d been reading in the gospel of Luke, but I had a hard time concentrating. Precious’s comment last night about putting Philip “back on my radar” for the boys’ sake niggled at me. Is that what I’m supposed to do, God? I don’t know how to help him right now! Even if I did, how does that fit with starting up the House of Hope? I mean, this whole idea was impossible, but You kept opening up doors, gave us favor with the city, favor with the Manna House board—even provided the money from my mom’s life insurance so I could make the down payment on this building! But now that we’ve started, I want to do this right. Not be distracted by Philip’s problems. 

A chorus of birds in the trees outside the bay windows of the little sunroom interrupted my thought-prayer. I opened one of the windows a couple of inches so I could hear the singing—one of the gifts of living in this apartment. Something I’d missed terribly the few months I’d lived in the penthouse—thirty-two stories up, way above the treetops—and the windows didn’t open either.

Maybe I should get a bird feeder and a bird book.

I closed the window. Talk about distractions. I was supposed to be spending time “reading the Word” and “listening to God”—a commitment I’d made when I’d decided to renew my faith in front of the church a few weeks ago. Trouble was, there were times I didn’t particularly want to know God’s thoughts about something. Not if what He wanted to say might conflict with what I wanted to hear.

Some Christian I was.

Sighing, I closed my Bible and pulled one of my mom’s old afghans around me. It wasn’t just Philip’s safety that was distracting me. It was what he’d said in the hospital the morning after he’d been attacked. I could still hear the words, hear the pain in his voice.

“Gabby, I’ve messed everything up so bad. I don’t know what to do! You . . . you were the best thing that ever happened to me, and I . . . I drove you away. Please . . . please, don’t leave me. You have every right to . . . to walk out of here, but . . . can you forgive me? I’m begging you! Please . . .” 

I shuddered. Lee Boyer—my lawyer friend, who’d started to become “something more”—had shown up at the hospital right then. Told me what Philip was saying was a load of crap. Practically made me choose then and there. Either stand by Philip—in a crisis of his own making, Lee reminded me—or come away with him. Choose?! How could I choose! Lee had become a real friend, the kind of guy I should have married—down to earth, casual, fun, kind. Except he wasn’t interested in God or church or faith. And all that “religious stuff,” as he called it, had once again become very important to me.

Something deep down—God?—wouldn’t let me walk away from my husband right then, even though months earlier Philip had thrown me out of the penthouse, left me homeless and penniless, and taken our sons back to Virginia to stay with their grandparents without telling me. Even though it hurt like hell to see Lee walk away that day in the hospital. But I’d told Philip I couldn’t answer his question right then either.

I needed time.

That was a week ago. A week ago today. And he hadn’t brought it up again.

Oh God, what am I supposed to do?

Arrgh. I needed more coffee. Knowing I was procrastinating, I threw off the afghan and took my empty coffee mug back to the kitchen for a refill. As I grabbed the coffee pot, I glanced up at the card I’d taped to the cupboard with the scripture Jodi Baxter had given me back when she first agreed to be my prayer partner. I’d been obsessing about whether my House of Hope idea would ever get off the ground. There it was, the verse from the book of Proverbs that had sustained and guided me through the whole House of Hope process.

“Trust in the Lord with all your heart and don’t lean on your own understanding. In all your ways acknowledge Him, and He will direct your paths.”

In all my ways.

Including the next steps for the House of Hope? Hadn’t God been faithful so far? Couldn’t I still trust Him?

In all my ways.

Including my relationship with Philip? Hadn’t God picked me up, dried my tears, given me hope when it looked as if my entire life had fallen apart? Could I still trust God about Philip?

Acknowledge Him, and He will direct my paths . . .

Forgetting my coffee, I sank down into a chair at the kitchen table and put my head in my hands. “Jesus, I’m so sorry,” I murmured. “Sorry that I take my eyes off You so easily. I want to trust You—I do trust You! Just . . . show me the way to go. Show me the next steps for the House of Hope. Show me if I should take Philip’s plea to forgive him seriously. Because, okay, I admit it, I’m scared. What would it mean to forgive him? I don’t know! And . . . I’m scared to find out. And show me—”

Loud knocking at my front door jerked my head up just as I was going to pray about whether I should encourage Philip to get out of the penthouse or not, and my eyes caught the hands on the wall clock.

Ten minutes to nine!

Worship at SouledOut started at nine thirty. And Precious said she wanted to go with me since Josh had recruited Sabrina and some of her friends for the Lock-In. But I hadn’t showered or gotten dressed or anything!



chapter 5 
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Precious and I were a few minutes late arriving at SouledOut Community Church, but I needn’t have worried. Chairs were still being set out, replacing the sleeping bags that had been rolled up and stacked around the edges of the large room that functioned as the sanctuary. I didn’t see many of the teenagers, but I heard music coming from the back rooms and a rhythmic thumping. Working on their “special presentation,” no doubt.

When the service was finally ready to start—only fifteen minutes late—Avis Douglass announced the call to worship from Psalm 73. The fifty-something African American woman was my favorite worship leader at SouledOut, though I wished I knew her better. I’d first met her at the shelter—she was the wife of Peter Douglass, the Manna House board chair—and at first I was intimidated by her serene presence. Then I found out she was also the no-nonsense principal at Bethune Elementary where Jodi Baxter taught third grade and she led Jodi’s Yada Yada Prayer Group, which I’d visited a few times. Avis had prayed a few passionate prayers on my behalf in the group, which had touched me deeply. Still, I had yet to have a personal conversation with her.

“ ‘. . . is what the wicked are like,’ ” Avis was reading, “ ‘always carefree, they increase in wealth. Surely in vain have I kept my heart pure . . .’ ”

I quickly flipped pages in my Bible to find Psalm 73. Kind of a strange call to worship.

“‘When I tried to understand all this,’” she read, “‘it was oppressive to me’”—here Avis paused dramatically, lifting her chin—“‘until I entered the sanctuary of God.’”

“Oh yes!” someone shouted from the congregation. “That’s right” . . . “Thank You, Jesus!”

Avis continued, “ ‘Then I understood their final destiny. Surely you place them on slippery ground; you cast them down to ruin.’ ”

“That’s right, that’s right!” . . . “Lord, have mercy!” The comments and affirmations from the congregation almost drowned out Avis’s voice as she continued to read the doom and judgment that was going to happen to the wicked.

But then she paused, waiting for the room to quiet before she read the last few verses. “ ‘Whom have I in heaven but you, Lord? Earth has nothing I desire beside you! My flesh and my heart may fail, but God is the strength of my heart and my portion forever!’ ” 

“Hallelujah!” . . . “Praise the Lord!” . . . “Oh, thank You, Jesus!” 

Two members of the praise band with violin and keyboard played a short introduction and then the praise team began to sing a hymn lifted straight from that psalm: “Whom have I in heaven but Thee? My flesh and my heart faileth, but God is the strength of my life . . .” 

Wow, I thought, when we finally sat down. That psalm felt as if it had lifted thoughts and feelings out of my own experience the past few months—except the psalmist had written them centuries ago. Guess King David knew what it was like to be down-and-out, too, with nowhere to go but to God.

Pastor Joe Cobbs bounced up onto the low platform, grinning from ear to ear. He was a short, sturdy black man—and seemed even shorter when he stood next to his copastor, Hubert Clark, an older white man with whom he shared the pulpit since their churches merged a few years ago. Today I noticed that Pastor Clark seemed paler than usual and stayed seated even when the rest of the congregation stood, though he seemed fully engaged, smiling and nodding.

“Praise God, church!” Pastor Cobbs said. “Our service will be a little different today, as you’ve probably already guessed by the special decorations around the room.” People laughed as he swung an arm to indicate the piles of sleeping bags and duffels piled against the walls. “Praise God, this room was full of young men and women last night—our own teenagers and youth we invited from the neighborhoods here in Rogers Park—having a Lock-In. And if your kids were here, you know they weren’t hanging out on some street corner last night, gangbangin’ or doin’ drugs, praise God.”

Laughter swept the room and some people clapped. Which felt odd to me, since my boys wouldn’t be out “gangbanging” or “doing drugs,” whether they were at the Lock-In or not. Probably talking about the non-church kids they’d invited.

“Well, you know they made a lot of noise, ate a lot of pizza, played some crazy games, and listened to music that would bust our ears.” Pastor Cobbs stuck a finger in his ear and wiggled it. “Mine anyway.” Which got another laugh. “But they also got into the Word—and I believe they have something to share with us this morning. Brothers and sisters, the SouledOut Steppers!”

Heads turned and necks craned as the double doors at the far end of the room opened and two lines of teenagers walked in, both boys and girls, and even a couple of the youth leaders—Josh Baxter and another guy whose name I didn’t know—all wearing black T-shirts. As the congregation murmured and threw out smiles to their kids, the teenagers lined themselves up at the front of the room two deep, some on the six-inch-high wooden platform, the rest on either side. I tried to catch the eye of my sons—P.J. was in the group on the left, Paul on the right—but both of them avoided looking at me.

“Where’s Sabrina?” Precious whispered, scanning the group. “That girl better not be tryin’ no steppin’, not in her condition!”

“There,” I whispered, pointing to where Edesa Baxter stood off to the side holding little Gracie, Sabrina by her side. The pretty girl looked as if she’d been crying. Poor thing. The reality of being a teenage mom-to-be was hitting home.

A good-looking young man I hadn’t seen before—he looked college age, not high school—took the mike. “Thank you, Pastor Cobbs. Good morning, church. My name is Omari Randall. I’m a junior at Northwestern University, majoring in African American studies. Some of you may have heard about our gospel choir at NU, and we’ve expanded our repertoire a bit.”

“All right now!” The mood in the room was definitely going up. 

“I was invited by your pastor to come to the Lock-In, and I gotta say—you folks here at SouledOut have some great youth leaders and a great group of kids. Let’s give it up for these folks!” Omari Randall led all of us in giving the youth and leaders a standing ovation—which was funny in a way, since they hadn’t done anything yet.

But as soon as we all sat down, a CD began to play through the sound system, more of a beat than actual music, and suddenly the kids on the “stage” began to clap in rhythm . . . slapping their chests, their arms, their thighs . . . then clapping their hands under one leg, then another. After a noisy prelude, Omari started to rap into the mike as the kids clapped, stomped, turned, and slapped in rhythm.



Gettin’ down an’ gettin’ dirty (clap, slap, stomp) 
Not knowin’ what we missin’ (slap, slap, stomp, stomp) 
Smokin’ hash an’ talkin’ trash (clap, slap, stomp) 
But it was God we was dissin’ (stomp, stomp, clap-clap-clap) . . .



The grin on my face was replicated on nearly every face in the room. A few people stood up, calling out encouragement as the “Steppers” performed. The teens on the wooden platform in the center were obviously the most experienced, doing more complex rhythms while the two groups on either side kept it simple. I caught enough of Omari’s rap to appreciate his straightforward gospel message. And then with a final stomp! in unison, they were done.

Now the room did give them a standing ovation. I grinned until my face hurt. Never in my life had I imagined P.J. and Paul— two white boys from Virginia—would be doing a Chicago-style “stepping” performance. In church, no less. Giving honor to Jesus.

The service was shorter than usual, probably in deference to the kids and leaders who hadn’t had much sleep the night before. “Come on, Mom, let’s go,” P.J. said for the third time, holding his sleeping bag, duffel slung over one shoulder.

“Hang on a couple minutes, kiddo. I have to talk to somebody. Look, here’re my keys. You and Paul go wait in the car.” I craned my neck, trying to find Denny Baxter in the crowd around the coffee pot. Not there. If he really wanted to go with me to talk to Philip, we needed to make plans—oh, there he was, talking to Harry Bentley over by the front windows. I threaded my way past the coffee klatch and headed their direction, hoping the men wouldn’t mind an interruption. I did need to get the boys home. Precious and Sabrina too.

“Look, it’s just a bad idea,” Mr. B was saying as I came up to them.

“Yeah, yeah, see what you mean.” Denny shook his head. “I just think we—oh, hey, Gabby.”

“Hi, guys. Sorry to interrupt, but can I talk to you for a minute, Denny? I’m going to go see Philip this afternoon, and last night you said—” Denny and Harry exchanged glances. “What?” 

“That’s just what we were talking about,” Denny said. “Harry, here, reminded me that Matty Fagan—the rogue cop we all presume is behind this attack on your husband—lives here in Rogers Park. In fact, just one street over from our house. He’s just across the alley and one house down.”

“Fagan lives near you?” I frowned at Harry. “How do you know this?”

“Look, I worked with him on the force. I’ve been at his house before.” Harry looked uncomfortable. “It’s a long story. Tell you another time. But the fact is, Denny’s bright idea to move Philip in with him and Jodi would put Philip in Fagan’s backyard. Literally.” 

“Oh.” For some reason I felt relieved. Bringing Denny Baxter with me to talk to Philip this afternoon had promised to be awkward at best. “Guess that puts the kibosh on—oh, sorry. That’s my cell.” I dug in my purse for the phone. If P.J. was calling from the car to bug me, I was going to— 

The caller ID said Philip Fairbanks.

Startled, I looked at Harry, then Denny. “It’s Philip. Excuse me a minute.” I walked a few paces away, flipping the phone open. “Hello? Hello?”

I could hear voices on the other end, but they were in the background. Sticking a finger in my other ear, I said hello again, then strained to listen.

“—not smart, Fairbanks.” A voice I didn’t recognize. Who had Philip’s phone?

“Uhhh.” It sounded like a groan. “Look—Fagan. You’ll get your money, just call off your hooligans . . .” Philip’s voice! But not talking to me. He’d said Fagan! Turning toward my friends by the window, I tried to catch their eye.

“Fagan!” I mouthed at Harry, pointing frantically to the phone. Harry frowned and moved toward me. I pressed the phone to my ear, trying to hear the distant voices.

“You bet I will.” A sneering laugh.

A gasp from Philip. “Can’t if you shoot me. Please—put that gun away.”

My heart leaped into my throat. Pressing the mute button, I hissed at Harry, “He’s got a gun!”

“Oh, I won’t kill you, Fairbanks,” I heard in my ear. “But you won’t be much good if I shoot out both your knees—”

Harry snatched the phone and put it to his own ear. “Is it muted?” he mouthed at me. I nodded, aware that my heart was hammering triple time. Frowning in concentration, Harry pushed through the double doors to get outside, away from the noisy room.

“Gabby!” Denny grabbed my arm. “What’s going on?”

“I don’t know! The phone rang, it was Philip’s ID, but he wasn’t talking to me—I think he’s talking to that Fagan guy in the background. And I heard Fagan say he was going to shoot Philip in the knees.” Suddenly my own knees felt weak and I groped for the nearest chair.

“What?!” Denny spun toward the wide windows, where we could see Harry pacing back and forth outside, my phone still to his ear. Through the windows we saw him suddenly pull his own cell out of his jacket pocket, punch in a number, then hold the second phone to his other ear. A moment later he was talking rapidly into the phone.

“What’s going on, Denny? What’s Harry doing?”

Denny shook his head. “Not sure—I think he’s calling for help.”

I felt faint. Oh God, oh God! Don’t let that mad man shoot Philip! Please, please.

That’s all I could think to pray.
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