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Dear friends,

They’re back! For the last three years I've read every
form of communication available asking me when I was
going to write another Shirley, Goodness, and Mercy
book. Well, my friends, here it is, three years in the
making. This time my trio are visiting New York, and as
usual they’re up to their antics, causing all kinds of havoc
and involving themselves in human affairs. Really, they
just can’t stop themselves.

This book is special because I am introducing another
angel. His name is Will and he is the result of a letter I
received from a reader several years ago. Rose Williamson
suggested I should have an angel named Will. I remember
frowning when I read her letter and thinking to myself,
“Why would I want to add an angel and why would I name
him Will?” As I continued reading, Rose said, “Seeing
that you based the angels on the Bible verse from the
23rd Psalm that says, “Surely, goodness and mercy will
follow you . . .” Immediately, Will, an apprentice angel,
was born in my mind, thanks to this clever reader who

shared a great idea with me. Thank you, Rose!



Escape the craziness of the season, settle back with a
cup of hot tea and a Christmas goodie, and put your feet
up. Relax and be prepared to laugh and, if you happen
to see a camel wandering down the street all on its own,
you can take a guess on just who might be behind that
mischief.

Have a wonderful Christmas.

-
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P.S. I always love hearing from my readers, so please
don’t hesitate to contact me. You can reach me through
my website at DebbieMacomber.com or Facebook at
DebbieMacomberWorld or through the mail at P.O. Box
1458, Port Orchard, WA 98366. I value your comments

and suggestions.
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Chapter One

PQNE IO

“This is really Earth?” Will, the apprentice angel, asked,
lying on his stomach on a low-flying cloud with his three
mentors. His eyes widened as he gazed down on the crazed
activity below.

“This is Earth,” Mercy informed their young charge with
a tinge of pride. For all its problems, Earth was a fascinating
place to visit with the tall buildings that butted up against
the sky and people milling about with such purpose, most of
them unaware of the spiritual world that surrounded them.
More times than she could remember Mercy had lost pa-
tience with humans. Those who were considered the apex of
God’s creations appeared to be slow-witted and spiritually
dull. Yet she loved them and treasured her Earthly assign-
ments.

“It’s New York,” Shirley added, resting her chin in her
hands as she gazed longingly below. “Oh, I do so love this
city.”
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“Manhattan, to be more precise,” Goodness clarified
and ended with a little sigh, indicating that she, too, had
missed visiting Earth.

The four hovered near Times Square, watching the clam-
oring crowds jockeying for space on New Year’s Eve.

Will’s eyes widened as he intently studied the scene tak-
ing place in the streets below. “Is it always like this—so busy
and crowded, I mean?”

“No, no, this is a special night. The people are gathering
together to usher in the new year.” Time was a concept re-
served for earth. In heaven it was much different. Conse-
quently, the time restriction placed on the three Prayer
Ambassadors when given Earthly assignments had caused
more than one problem.

“Did Gabriel want us—”

“Gabriel,” Shirley gasped, and quickly cut him off. “He
doesn’t exactly know that we’ve brought you here. It would
probably be best if you didn’t mention this short visit to
him, okay?”

“Yes, please, it would be best not to let anyone know
we’ve shown you Earth.” It went without saying they’d
be in all kinds of trouble if Gabriel learned what they’d been
up to.

“Gabriel means well but he tends to get a little prickly
about these things,” Goodness explained to their young

charge.
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“Why is that?” Will stared at all three of them.

“Well, you see, we . . . the three of us . . . thought we
should give you a bird’s-eye view of Earth and these people
God loves so much—strictly for training purposes.” Mercy
looked to her friends to expound upon their intentions,
which were honorable if not a tad bit sneaky.

This Earthly visitation had been a spur-of-the-moment
decision. Mercy had been the one to suggest it. Naturally,
Goodness was quick to agree, and after some discussion
Shirley had seen the light as well.

Will, an apprentice angel, had been placed under their
charge, and given this honor, it was only right that he get a
glimpse of the trials and tribulations that awaited him once
he started working as a Prayer Ambassador. The job could
be a bit tricky, and the more Will understood the idiosyncra-
sies of humans, the better he would do once given an assign-
ment from Gabriel.

Mercy was certain that under their tutorship, Will would
make a fine Prayer Ambassador one day. He was young
and enthusiastic, eager to learn about Earth and the role he
would play.

As Mercy, who had falsely been labeled a troublemaker,
had pointed out, theirs was a duty that required serious ded-
ication. She wasn’t alone in believing this. Goodness—oh,
poor Goodness—had gotten something of a reputation, too,

and Mercy felt partially to blame, but that was another story
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entirely. Shirley tended to be a bit more on the straight-and-
narrow path and had worked hard to reform her friends. In
fact, Shirley, a former Guardian Angel, had done such a
marvelous job, Gabriel had offered to let them train the
promising young angel who was with them now.

Naturally, it was understood that if the three of them ac-
cepted this assignment training Will, then naturally there
would be no hanky-panky, no tricks, no nothing. All three
had agreed. This was a high honor indeed and their inten-
tions were good.

Now here they were, New Year’s Eve in Times Square,
in one of the most amazing cities on Earth. Mercy breathed in
deeply, savoring the moment. Bringing Will had been a good
excuse, but the fact of the matter was that she had missed
visiting Earth. It’d been a good long while since their last
assignment, and she missed the razzle-dazzle of the big city.

“Isn’t Earth just marvelous?” Goodness said, her huge
wings fluttering with delight. “Just look at all those neon
lights. ve always been especially fond of light.”

“As we all are,” Shirley reminded them.

“Can we go down there with the people?” Will asked.

“Absolutely not.” Shirley’s loud protest was instanta-
neous.

“I don’t think it would hurt anything,” Goodness coun-
tered, her gaze still fixed on the bright lights of the city

below.
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Will glanced from one to the other.

“How will he ever learn about humans if he doesn’t have
the opportunity to mingle with them?” Mercy asked, siding
with her dearest friend. Shirley could be such a stickler for
rules. Okay, so they’d originally promised not to get any-
where close to humans, but this would be a good teaching
moment for Will.

“How will he ever learn how to work as a Prayer Ambas-
sador if he doesn’t become familiar with humans?” Good-
ness protested.

Shirley wavered. While she might be opinionated on a
number of topics, she could be easily swayed, which was the
best part of working with her, Mercy felt.

“Well .. .”

“Do we hear the human’s prayers?” Will asked.

“Oh, no,” Shirley explained. “Only God hears their
prayers, and then He talks matters over with Gabriel and
then ...”

“Then Gabriel passes along those requests to us.”

“And we assist in answering them.”

“One of our roles is to help humans realize how much
they can do for themselves with God’s help,” Goodness clar-
ified.

“We try as best we can without interfering in their lives,”
Shirley added quickly, glaring at Goodness and Mercy.

This was a warning and Mercy recognized it the instant
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her friend spoke.

“But first, and this is the most important part,” Good-
ness emphasized, “it’s our duty to teach these humans a les-
son. Then and only then are we able to help them with their
troubles.

“The real difficulty comes when they don’t want to
learn.” Goodness shook her head because this aspect of the
job was often a challenge. “Some people seem to want God
to step in and do as they ask without making a single contri-
bution to the effort.”

“It doesn’t work like that,” Mercy said, although she’d
done a fair bit of finagling to help these poor witless souls.
In theory, answering prayers didn’t sound the least bit diffi-
cult. Unfortunately, humans were sometimes completely
dense.

“They can be so stubborn,” Goodness said, shaking her
head again.

“Strong willed,” Shirley agreed.

“Oh, yes, and once—" Mercy snapped her mouth closed.
It was best not to reveal their past antics for fear it would
mislead their young charge into thinking that perhaps he
should follow in their footsteps. Gabriel would take excep-
tion to that.

“Once?” Will pressed. “What happened?”

“Never mind,” Shirley said, reading the situation per-

fectly. “Some things are best laid to rest and not discussed.”
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“Can I go down and be with the crowd?” Will asked
again. “I won’t say anything to Gabriel.”

“He isn’t the only one,” Shirley blurted out. “I mean, we
shouldn’t mutter a word of this to anyone in heaven.”

“Or Earth,” Goodness reminded them all.

“We can’t speak to humans?” Will frowned as though
confused.

“We can but only . ..”

“But definitely not tonight,” Shirley said so fast her voice
rose an entire octave.

Mercy took Will’s hand. “There have been times over
the last two millenniums when we have spoken directly to
humans.”

“Those occasions have been rare, however.”

“Yes, very rare.”

“But not as rare as they should have been,” Shirley found
it necessary to add. She crossed her arms over her chest and
seemed to be wavering about the best way to handle this
training session.

“I don’t think it would hurt for Will to go down in the
crowd,” Goodness said again. “It is a very special night here
on Earth.”

“I promise not to say a word to anyone, human or other-
wise,” Will assured them.

It was hard to refuse him when Mercy was itching to

mingle herself. It’d been quite a while since she’d visited
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Earth, and humans had long fascinated her.

“Let’s do it.” Goodness rubbed her palms together, as
eager as Mercy.

“I...don’t know.”

Mercy ignored the former Guardian Angel. “I'm off.
Will,” she shouted, “follow me and stay close. Do what I
do.” She zoomed down toward Times Square with Will on
one side and Goodness on the other.

“No, no . . . this could be a mistake,” Shirley shouted
before speeding off to catch up with them. “Do as I do,” she
added.

The four landed behind a concrete barrier with several
people pressed up against it. Policemen stood on the oppo-
site side, patrolling the crowd, looking for any signs of a
disruption.

“Can they hear us?” Will whispered.

“Only those with spiritual ears who are attuned to God,”
Shirley answered. “And even then they will doubt them-
selves.”

“No one is listening now.” Mercy was fairly confident
the crowd was too caught up in the excitement of the mo-
ment to notice their presence, which was for the best all
around.

“How come they’re bundled up with coats and scarves
and gloves?” Will asked, looking around.

“It’s winter.”
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“Oh.”

“Everyone is staring up at the giant clock,” Will ob-
served.

“Yes, it’s only a couple of minutes until the New Year
arrives.”

“And that’s important?”

“Oh, yes. In two minutes this year will be over and a new
one will begin.” This would be a hard concept for Will to
understand. All their young charge knew came from heaven,
where there were no clocks or calendars. In heaven, time
had no meaning; the past, present, and the future were all
one and the same.

The restrictions of time had always been problematic
to Mercy. Gabriel generally gave them a limited amount
of time to help humans with their prayer requests, and stay-
ing within such a condensed time period often seemed im-
possible. Although, through their many experiences, Mercy
had learned that with God all things were possible. That had
been a powerful lesson and one she hoped to pass along to
Will when the opportunity arose.

“How come the streets are black?” Will asked, gazing
down at his feet.

“They aren’t gold here.”

“It’s asphalt. Earth is nothing like heaven,” Mercy ex-
plained. If Will stuck around Earth much longer, other dif-

ferences would soon become apparent.
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“Where’s Shirley?” Goodness whirled around so quickly
she caused a small whirlwind to form. People grabbed
onto their hats. Papers flew in every direction. “We’ve lost
Shirley.”

“No, we haven’t.” For Will’s sake Mercy made every at-
tempt to remain calm. “I’m sure she’s close by.”

“She isn’t.”

“Oh dear,” Will cried. “Shirley’s disappeared.”

“She’s got to be right here.” Mercy was beginning to
grow frantic herself. This wasn’t good. Shirley was older
and tended to be easily sidetracked, but vanishing like this
wasn’t the least bit like her. Of the three of them, Shirley was
by far the most responsible.

“Look for children,” Mercy instructed Goodness and
Will. Shirley was invariably drawn to little ones. It was a
result of all the years she’d spent as a Guardian Angel.

Mercy scanned the crowd then rose above the street and
peered down, hoping for a glimpse of her friend.

“Do you see her?” Goodness joined her.

“Do you?”

“No.”

Mercy continued looking and when she turned to con-
nect with Goodness, her friend was gone as well. Panic was
starting to take hold. “Will,” she shouted, fearing she’d lost
complete control of the situation.

“I’'m here.”
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Thank heaven for that. “Do you see Goodness?”

“What about Shirley?”

Shirley wasn’t nearly the worry Goodness was. If her fel-
low Prayer Ambassador got loose there was no telling the
trouble she could get into. And Goodness could do it with-
out even trying.

“Is that Goodness over by those people on the stand?”
Will asked.

Stand? What stand? Mercy surveyed the area until she
saw the direction Will indicated. This was exactly what
she’d feared. Goodness had gotten distracted by the televi-
sion crew busily working the cameras. It was all those lights.
Goodness found lights impossible to resist.

Mercy arrived in the nick of time. Goodness also had a
weakness for anything electronic. Everything in heaven was
advanced and her fellow angel was fascinated by the primi-
tive forms of communication still commonly used on Earth.

“Goodness,” Mercy screeched. “Don’t do it.”

Startled, Goodness disappeared from the jumbo screen
but not before her shadowy image briefly flashed across the
surface. A hush rose from the crowd.

“Did you see that?” someone shouted and pointed at the
screen.

“It looked like an angel.”

“It’s a sign from God.”

Mercy groaned. This was worse than she imagined. If
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word of this got back to Gabriel they could all be banished
from Earth forever.

“I knew something like this was bound to happen.” Shir-
ley appeared out of the blue, hands digging into her hips.
Her face was crunched up into a look of righteous indigna-
tion.

“We were looking for you,” Mercy admonished before
Shirley could complain. “Where did you go?”

“I was around.”

“Goodness.” Shirley grabbed hold of the Prayer Ambas-
sador just before she made a repeat appearance on the big
screen.

“She can’t help herself.” Mercy felt obliged to defend her
dearest friend.

“Where’s Will?”

Sure enough Will was now nowhere to be seen.

“Pll find him.” But first Mercy had to take care of Good-
ness.

“I know, I know,” Shirley said, catching hold of Good-
ness a second time. “I’ll get her back to heaven. You find
Will.”

“Where were you?” Mercy demanded, unwilling to let
Shirley off without an explanation.

“Sorry, I saw a cranky toddler. Mom was doing her best
to soothe her with little success, so I lent her a hand. The

little boy is fast asleep now.”
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“Thanks to you.”

“P’ve learned a fair number of lullabies in my time.”

No doubt Shirley had.

“I’ll join you as soon as I can.” Mercy caught a glimpse
of Will out of the corner of her eye. As she suspected, he’d
returned to the street. The crowd started to chant off the
seconds and then a loud, joyous cry arose as the mass wel-
comed in the New Year.

“Happy New Year,” Shirley cried out as she escorted
Goodness home.

“Happy New Year,” Mercy echoed. Now all she had to
do was collect Will before he got into trouble.

Oh dear . . . oh dear. It looked like she was too late.

Humans surrounded her, hugging and kissing, and there
was Will standing beside two people all alone with their
backs to each other.

Mercy could see what was about to happen and felt
powerless to stop it. With a single nudge of his wing, Will

caused these two strangers to stumble into each other.
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Lucie Ferrara knew it would be a mistake to come to Times
Square on New Year’s Eve. She’d so much rather be curled
up in bed with a good book.

What had she been thinking?

Instead of indulging herself with a good read, Lucie had
let Jazmine and Catherine talk her into going with them into
the madhouse of this New Year’s Eve celebration. Lucie’s
own mother had teamed up against her, insisting Lucie
worked too hard. She needed to get out of the house and
enjoy herself with her friends.

Some fun this had turned out to be. Jazmine and Cathe-
rine were nowhere to be found and Lucie was trapped in this
huge mass of humanity, unable to move in any direction.
People pressed against her from all sides and all she wanted
to do was escape. The subway station was within sight and
if she could simply make her way . ..

All at once the crowd started to shout. A cacophony of
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noise erupted all around her as a cheer rose and “Auld Lang
Syne” was blasted through the cold night air.

To make her feel even more alone, all the couples around
her were either hugging or kissing. Everyone seemed to be-
long to someone. Everyone, that is, except her.

Unable to watch and feeling detached, Lucie closed
her eyes. Her mother had wanted her to enjoy herself with her
friends. It’d been weeks since Lucie had been out. She needed
a free night, Wendy had gently reminded her. All work and
no play would cause her to lose her focus.

Her mother, however, was right. Lucie did need a break,
and she probably did work too hard. Putting a restaurant
together wasn’t a simple thing. There were decisions to be
made and compromises, too. They’d found a great location
in Brooklyn, not far from their apartment. While the space
was perfect for what they needed, renovations were neces-
sary and permits took time, money, and effort.

Furthermore, Lucie had a responsibility to her mother,
who had invested the entire life insurance money they’d col-
lected from her father’s death into making this restaurant a
success. Her mother’s faith in her was both a blessing and
a curse. If Lucie failed she’d never be able to forgive herself.

Suddenly Lucie was jarred from behind. She stumbled
forward. “Oh, sorry.”

“Sorry.”

Her eyes flashed open, the apology already spoken when
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she stared into the face of the most amazingly good-looking
man she’d seen outside of a movie screen. He was much
taller than she by a good six inches and had the warmest,
gentlest brown eyes. A lock of dark brown hair fell across
his wide forehead.

“You okay?” he asked. “The crowd . ..”

“I know; it’s crazy. No worries, ’'m fine.”

His hands braced her shoulders as if to catch her from
stumbling. He didn’t drop them, and for the longest time
they simply stared at each other. Surprisingly, he didn’t seem
to be coupled with anyone. He was alone in the crowd, too.

“Shall we?” he asked.

Not fully understanding, she blinked.

Then with barely a pause, he lowered his mouth to hers.

Standing on the tips of her toes, Lucie wrapped her arms
around his neck and welcomed his kiss. Why not? It was
New Year’s Eve and this was tradition.

The kiss lasted through what remained of the song, and
Lucie enjoyed it immensely. The earth didn’t move, the sky
didn’t fall, but the exchange was warm, soft, and above all
pleasant. Very pleasant. She almost groaned in protest when
they broke apart.

He smiled at her.

Lucie smiled back.

“I’m Aren Fairchild.”

“Lucie Ferrara.”
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The crowd started to break apart. The people that had
been standing so close just seconds before were leaving. All
at once it seemed everyone had somewhere else to go.

Lucie and Aren remained motionless, standing in the
same spot. He continued to cup her shoulders.

“I got separated from my sister,” he explained.

“I don’t have a clue what happened to Jazmine and Cath-
erine.”

“So you’re alone?”

Lucie nodded.

“I am, too. Perhaps we can find a place for a glass of
wine?”

“I’d like that.” Her heart fluttered with gentle excitement
at his invitation. Maybe, just maybe, this entire evening
wouldn’t be a disaster after all.

Lucie’s phone chirped, indicating she had a text message.
Digging in her purse she retrieved it and saw that the text
was from Jazmine. Where are you?

Lucie quickly texted her back. Still in Times Square.

C and | R heading to the subway.

Talk tomorrow.

OK

When Lucie finished she noticed Aren was busy tapping
away on his phone, too. He glanced up when he’d set his
phone inside his coat pocket. “I let my sister know I’d find

my own way home.”
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“I told my friends the same thing.”

He reached for her hand and off they went. After a num-
ber of attempts to find available space at a wine bar, they
gave up and settled for a booth in an all-night diner.

It felt good to sit down. Lucie shrugged off her coat. Aren
unbuttoned his overcoat.

“Pm sorry. I’'m unfamiliar with the area or I'd know of a
place.”

“I doubt it would have mattered,” Lucie assured him.
“On a night like this every seat is taken. We were lucky to
get a table here.” After she spoke she realized he must be
new to the city. “You’re not from New York?”

“Seattle,” he explained.

In other words he was a tourist. Well, that was probably
for the best, seeing that she didn’t really have time to invest
in a relationship, if indeed this turned into one. Oh dear, she
was getting way ahead of herself.

“I recently moved to the city.”

“Oh.” Instantly her spirits lifted, even though her cir-
cumstances weren’t going to change for a long while.

“What about you?”

“I live in Brooklyn.”

“I haven’t been there yet, but my sister tells me it’s fast
becoming the place to be. I’ll need to find an apartment soon
and she suggested I look there.”

“You’ll like it.” Lucie had lived in Brooklyn her entire life
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and was part of the community. Their apartment was just
off Jamison Street. Their restaurant, once they opened,
would be relatively close. They’d decided to name it Heav-
enly Delights.

“What brings you to New York?” she asked.

“A job. 'm a writer and a good friend recommended me
for a position with The New York Gazette.”

“The Gazette. Wow, you must be very good.”

“Id like to think so, but time will tell. What about you?”

Lucie hardly knew where to start. “Well, I recently grad-
uated from culinary school, and my mother and I are work-
ing toward opening a restaurant.”

It looked as if Aren was about to say something but
changed his mind. “That takes a lot of work.”

“Tell me about it.” She stopped herself from elaborating
on the trials and difficulties, the expense and the fears. This
wasn’t the time for that.

“You’re looking thoughtful,” Aren commented.

Lucie smiled. “Just before we bumped into each other I
was thinking that I'd much rather be home than standing
alone in the cold.”

Aren chuckled. “Funny, I was thinking the same thing.
The only reason I agreed to go was because I didn’t want my
sister to be alone. She had a recent breakup and is taking it
pretty hard. Actually, I was wondering if I'd find my way

back to my sister’s apartment.”
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“You’re lost?”

“Not exactly,” he said and looked a bit embarrassed.
“Understanding these street directions is driving me nuts
and testing my intelligence. What do you mean when you
say on Fifty-Third between Sixth and Seventh when the ad-
dress is something completely different, like twelve Madison
Avenue? I used to think T had a good sense of direction. No
longer.”

Now it was Lucie’s turn to laugh. “Don’t worry, you’ll
catch on soon enough.”

“I hope s0.”

The harried waitress approached their table and handed
them menus. “Coffee?”

“Please,” Lucie answered. She was going to need it if she
intended to stay awake much longer, and she sincerely hoped
that she was. Her day had started at four that morning,
meeting with contractors and dealing with what seemed like
a dozen problems that all had to be resolved that day.

Aren righted his coffee mug and glanced at the menu. “I
don’t generally eat this late, but Josie insisted we’d find
something on the street.”

Josie must be his sister. “And you ended up not eating.”

“The truth is I spent half the evening in a frantic search
for my sister. We were continually separated.”

That had happened to Lucie as well with her two friends.
The cops had directed them into a fenced off area, but the
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crowd still seemed to move her away from her friends. She
probably should have been a bit more aggressive, but that
simply wasn’t her nature. And she was nervous to leave her
spot because she knew the cops wouldn’t let her back in.

“What do you hope for the new year?” Aren asked, after
sipping his coffee.

“Oh, my, so much.” Lucie sat up straighter and talked
nonstop for a good ten minutes, until she realized she’d
completely dominated the conversation. More than a little
embarrassed, she shook her head. “Enough about me. What
do you hope for the new year?”

“No, no continue,” he insisted, and then added. “Actu-
ally, there’s something important ’'m waiting to hear.”

“And what would that be?”

His smile was warm. “What about the men in your life?”

Lucie shrugged. “At the moment there’s only one.”

“So, there’s someone important in your life?”

“He’s a bit possessive, too.”

Aren’s smile faded. “Really? Tell me about him.”

“His name is Sammy, and we’ve been together five years.
Actually he lets me sleep with him.”

“I beg your pardon?” Aren laid the menu aside and
frowned.

“Sammy’s a fifteen-pound, mixed-breed dog my mother
and I adopted. He does allow me to sleep with him and

makes sure I know I am there only by his generosity.”
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Aren laughed. “In other words you’re currently not in-
volved with anyone . . . human.”

“Correct.” Lucie was thrilled he’d asked. “What about
you? Any women in your life?”

He sighed heavily. “I'm two years out of a divorce.” He
looked down at his coffee.

Lucie watched as the sadness and disappointment sank
Aren’s shoulders.

“Katie and I were married for five years. She fell in love
with someone else.” He said it as if the pain lingered still.

“Children?”

“No, thankfully we avoided that complication. I wanted
a family but Katie kept coming up with excuses. In retro-
spect, I’'m grateful.”

“Have you dated much since?”

“Very little. But getting back to you, because I want this
to be clear between us. You’re not involved with a man, or
currently married, right?” He posed the question as if he
feared a repeat of the mistakes in his past. “You see, the man
Katie left me for was someone she was once involved with.”

“Oh, no worries there.”

He frowned now. “Why not? You’re wonderful.”

She blushed with his praise. “No time. First, it was be-
cause I was in culinary school and working part-time to pay
tuition. And now, well, now Mom and I are struggling to get

our restaurant up and running. There simply aren’t enough
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hours in the day to do all that needs to be done, let alone
have much of a social life.”

The waitress returned to the table for their orders and
they each chose a light breakfast. The conversation didn’t
lag once.

Their plates had long since been removed and they’d
each drank two or three additional cups of coffee before
Lucie happened to glance at her watch and notice the time.

“My goodness, it’s almost four,” she gasped as her hand
flew to her heart. The hours had simply evaporated. She
found it shocking to realize they’d been sitting in the all-
night diner for the better part of three and a half hours.

With a sense of panic Lucie reached for her purse, and
slid out of the booth. “I have to work today.” She couldn’t
believe she’d let the time get away from her like this. She’d
be fortunate to get three hours’ sleep before working a
twelve-hour shift. Her mother had urged her to take New
Year’s Day off, but Lucie didn’t feel she could refuse the
extra hours. Not when the restaurant paid time and a half
for working the holiday. They could use the money.

Right now every penny counted. Their goal was to open
Heavenly Delights March first, but seeing how much time
everything took Lucie had come to realize that that was an
optimistic estimate.

Aren reached for her hand. “Let me walk you to the sub-

»

way.
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“Okay.” She didn’t want to leave, but she really didn’t
have a choice. As it was, Lucie had already been up for the
last twenty-four hours. “I don’t mean to rush away but . ..”

“It’s all right, I understand.”

“Oh, Aren, I can’t remember when I’ve enjoyed myself
more. You’re so easy to talk to.” For a good portion of their
evening she’d found herself sharing with him things she
hadn’t told her coworkers and friends. Her eyes had filled
with tears as she spoke of her father, who had passed away
eighteen months earlier of complications from what should
have been a routine surgery.

Her brother lived and worked in Texas and had a young
family, so it was just Lucie and her mother. And Wendy had
health issues of her own. As a type 1 diabetic, Lucie’s mother
had to carefully watch her diet and insulin levels.

Aren reached for his overcoat. “I was just thinking how
interesting and fun you are.”

He’d already taken care of their tab, so they were free to
leave.

“I’d like to see you again,” he said as they walked down
the sidewalk toward the subway station.

“I’d like that, too, but . ..”

“But,” he said, finishing the thought for her, “you don’t
know if a relationship is possible just now.”

“Yes.” She was grateful he’d put it into words for her.

“I understand, but we both just said what a good time
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we’ve had. I don’t think we should be so willing to simply
walk away from each other. The least we could do is get to
know each other a little better. I can’t speak for you, but this
is the first time in two years that Ive felt like myself. 'm
starting over and I’ve met someone wonderful and I don’t
want it to end after one night.” His steps slowed to match
hers as they continued walking. “According to my sister ’'m
a great guy and—"

“You are a great guy.”

“And T happen to think you’re pretty wonderful yourself,
so what do you say?”

They arrived outside the subway station and Lucie hesi-
tated.

“Can I kiss you again?” he asked. “Maybe that will per-
suade you.”

“Yes, please.” She leaned toward him and automatically
slipped her arms around his neck.

Their first exchange had been pleasant. The second, after
coming to know each other a bit more, was several multiples
better. This time she did hear music, but it was the sound of
a happy heart.

As soon as they broke apart she realized how badly she
didn’t want to abandon this fledgling relationship.

Aren held her gaze, awaiting her response. Bracing his
forehead against hers he offered a suggestion. “Tell you

what.”
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“What?”

“Rather than walk away, give this some thought, okay?”

“What do you mean?”

“I think T know what you’re thinking. We’re high on
emotion and caffeine, and more than a little exhausted.”

That had been exactly her thought process.

“Take a week.”

“A week,” she repeated.

“If you decide this feeling is something you’re interested
in exploring then we’ll meet again on January seventh at
four o’clock.”

“January seventh at four o’clock,” she repeated.

“Seven days,” he repeated, “to think this through prop-
erly.”

At the moment seven days seemed entirely too long to
wait. Lucie was ready to make her decision right then and
there, feeling as she did now. Still, a heavy responsibility had
fallen onto her shoulders in regard to this restaurant. Now
wasn’t the time to get involved with someone, even if that
someone was as wonderful as Aren.

“Where should we meet?” Lucie asked. “At the diner
again?”

“No,” he said, and ran his finger down the side of her
face. “I’'ll admit ’'m a bit of a romantic. Let’s meet at the top
of the Empire State Building.”

“Why there?” she asked, smiling at his suggestion.
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“That’s where I’d like to kiss you again.”

“Okay,” she agreed, “but you understand . . . I might not
come. I hate the thought of you just waiting for me there in
the cold.”

“Then don’t keep me waiting.”

“Oh, Aren, I don’t know ...”

“Not now you don’t. Give it a week? Okay?”

“Okay.”

Aren walked her down the stairs to the subway and
waited with her until her train arrived. Lucie stepped inside
and automatically went to the window, pressing her hand
against it. Standing on the other side, Aren pressed his
palm against hers, with the glass between them. As the train
started to move, she blew him a kiss.

How wise he was. A week would give her time to think,
time to decide. And how romantic of him to suggest the top
of the Empire State Building. Biting down on her lower lip,
Lucie wanted so badly to continue their relationship . . . but
the timing was all wrong. Yet, would she ever have a chance
like this again? That was a question she was afraid to

AnsSwer.
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Lucie’s eyes burned as she hurriedly dressed for work after
less than three hours’ sleep. Even though she was physically
dragging, emotionally she was on an all-time high. She
didn’t harbor a single regret. Her trip into the city had been
amazing. Meeting Aren had set her heart spinning with pos-
sibilities. They’d clicked as if they’d grown up together, re-
discovering a deep connection to each other after a long
separation.

Before her father died, and before Lucie had started culi-
nary school, she’d dated often. With other men there’d al-
ways been that awkward getting-to-know-you period with
long pauses in conversation as they struggled to find a con-
nection. It hadn’t been that way with Aren. He’d been so
interesting and interested in her. She’d never met a man who
wasn’t keen on talking about himself, dominating the con-
versation and looking to make an impression. Aren had

been so comfortable with who he was that he didn’t seem to
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feel the need to babble on and on about his career or his
influential friends. The connection had been there from the
very first, which made her decision all the more difficult.
How could she walk away from this promising relation-
ship? How would it be possible to maintain even the sem-
blance of one, stretched for time as she already was?

Lucie ran a brush through her dark, shoulder-length hair
and then pinned it away from her face, looping the long
strands behind her ears. Once she was in the restaurant
kitchen, she’d secure it with a net and a chef’s hat. She wore
the hat with pride. She’d worked hard for the privilege.

Her mother paused in the doorway to Lucie’s bathroom.
“What time did you get in last night?”

“Late.” Lucie wasn’t about to tell her mother exactly
what time she’d slipped into bed.

“Did you have fun?”

Sighing, Lucie nodded. “I had the most amazing night.”

Her mother’s face brightened. “I knew getting out would
do you a world of good. Lucie, I worry about you and all the
hours you work. ’'m happy you took my advice and went
out with your friends.”

“IPm happy I did, too. Don’t worry about me, really
Mom, it won’t be like this much longer.” Once the restau-
rant was up and running Lucie would be able to take
a breather. She hoped. Heavenly Delights needed to be a

success. It was their future, their dream, and Lucie was
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determined to make it a winner. She simply had to, seeing
that her mother had invested so heavily in it. Wendy had
trusted Lucie with her lifesavings and life insurance money
and Lucie couldn’t, wouldn’t disappoint her family.

“You met someone, didn’t you?”

“Mom!”

“Didn’t you?”

Reluctantly, Lucie nodded.

“Why so secretive? Tell me about him.”

“Mom, I don’t have time. ’'m late already.”

Her mother remained undeterred. “Well, at least tell me
how you met.”

Lucie couldn’t have contained a smile if she’d tried. “We
met in Times Square at midnight and Aren kissed me.”

Wendy’s eyes widened. “Well, of course. That’s how I
met all the men in my life,” she teased.

“I lost Jazmine and Catherine in the crowd and I was
standing alone while everyone was ringing in the new year.
People were singing, hugging, and kissing one another. Aren
and I bumped against each other and before I knew it we
were kissing, t0o.”

Her mother’s shoulders rose with a deep sigh. “That is
probably the most romantic thing I’ve ever heard.”

Lucie finished putting on her makeup, took one last look
at herself in the mirror, and decided it was good enough.

Once she was finished with work, she’d eat a light dinner
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and go straight to bed. She needed to be careful in the
kitchen, working around knives and fire while sleep de-
prived.

“When are you seeing Aren again?” her mother asked,
following Lucie into the kitchen.

“I...Idon’t know. He’s new in town and busy.”

“Lucie . ..”

“Yes, Mom?” she said, forcing a light tone into her voice.

Her mother faced her, hands on her hips. “You’re not
telling me something. I told you when you were just a girl
that you don’t need to be afraid to tell me anything. 'm your
mother.”

“And you’re the best mother in the world, too,” she said
and kissed Wendy’s cheek.

“But . . .” her mother protested.

“I’ll tell you more after work, okay?” Lucie didn’t have
time to chat, and besides, she wasn’t sure how little or how
much to explain. That warm feeling had stayed with her
through the night. Her dreams had been full of Aren. He’d
been so certain, confident they should meet again. Although
he had given her only a few details of his divorce, she
knew he’d been badly hurt. Yet he was willing to set aside
his fears for her, and in essence was asking her to overlook
the obstacles in her life and give them a chance.

Aren was new to the city, looking to make a new life for

himself. And he wanted to start by dating her. Her mind
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continued to buzz with questions, with doubts, with longing
and fears. The newspaper probably had a probation period
for their writers. Their meeting and the instant attraction
they’d experienced had come as a surprise. To Aren as much
as Lucie. Neither had expected anything like this. Still, the
timing couldn’t be worse.

“You’re looking thoughtful, sweetheart,” her mother
said, cutting into Lucie’s thoughts, “are you sure there isn’t
something you want to tell me now?”

“I’m sure.” Lucie forced herself to smile. “Just that Aren
is simply wonderful.”

Her mother gripped Lucie’s hand. “It’s time you found
someone, Lucie. At your age I was already married and
pregnant with your brother.”

“Stop, Mom, you make me sound like Aunt Adele.”

“She didn’t marry until she was forty-three,” Wendy re-
minded her.

“Yes, but Aunt Adele traveled the globe, swam with
stingrays, started two companies, and married when she
found the man she couldn’t live without. I haven’t met that
man yet.”

“How do you know?” her mother challenged. “It could
be Aren. Give him a chance, Lucie. It’s been a long time since
I’ve seen your eyes sparkle like this when you talked about a
man. [ haven’t even met this Aren and already I like him.”

Rather than comment, Lucie grabbed her purse and
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headed out the door. Her mother could be right, but she
didn’t have time to think about any of this just now.

Once she was at work Lucie was so busy the hours passed
by with incredible speed. At the end of her shift, she was
exhausted to the point she could barely think straight. On
the subway ride home, she nearly fell asleep. As she ex-
pected, her mother was waiting for her, along with Sammy,
who greeted her with a tail wagging with such enthusiasm it
shook his entire rear end.

“Lucie, you’re exhausted. Oh dear, I was afraid of this.”

“I’'m okay, Mom.”

“Did you eat today?” her mother asked.

“I did,” Lucie said, stretching the truth. She had taken
the required break but she’d used that time to rest her eyes;
just before it was time to return to the kitchen, she’d snatched
a roll, slathered it with butter, and called it dinner.

Lucie sat and chatted with her mother for several min-
utes while giving Sammy attention. Her mother insisted on
fixing her some scrambled eggs. Lucie objected but Wendy
wouldn’t listen, and actually Lucie was glad for the late din-
ner. Sammy sat obediently at her side.

After Lucie finished her eggs, Wendy laid her head back
against the cushioned chair and closed her eyes. “Tell me
more about this young man you met.”

“Mom, are your blood sugars okay?”

“I'm fine, don’t worry abut me. I keep a close eye on my
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insulin levels. Now tell me about Aren.”

“Pm not sure what to say . . . just that he’s funny and
charming and witty. After the ball dropped we went to an
all-night diner and talked nonstop for nearly four hours.
He’s a writer, and he must be very good because he just got
a job with the New York Gazette. He has one sister; he’s liv-
ing with her until he can find his own place and he’s worried
about her.”

“Oh?”

“Apparently she broke up with someone she’d been see-
ing for a couple of years. They had been engaged, but then
something went wrong and they called off the wedding and
aren’t seeing each other any longer. It sounds like Josie is
having a hard time of it.”

“Aren sounds like an exceptional young man.”

“He is.” Of that Lucie was certain.

“When will you see him again?” her mother pressed.

“We haven’t decided that yet . . . exactly.” Lucie didn’t
want to explain their arrangement, because she knew her
wonderful mother would encourage her to meet Aren at
the prescribed time and place and wouldn’t take no for an
answer.

“Did you exchange phone numbers?” Wendy asked.

Lucie shook her head and then realized her mother was
resting her eyes. “No, we didn’t.” She had entertained the

idea of asking for Aren’s cell number and she felt fairly cer-
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tain he would want hers, too. But having the necessary con-
tact information might make this decision all the more
difficult. This way there was no turning back, no second
chances. It was January 7 or nothing.

“He wants me to meet him on the seventh at the top of
the Empire State Building,” she blurted out, unable to stop
herself. Eventually her mother would drag it out of her one
way or another.

“Then you should go.” Opening her eyes now, Lucie’s
mother frowned as though confused.

“The thing is, Mom, the timing is all wrong,” Lucie
whispered.

“So? If you wait until everything is perfect you might lose
Aren, and I don’t want that to happen.”

“I don’t either. We decided to give it a week. We’d been
up nearly all night and the sparks were there but, like I said,
the timing couldn’t be worse for me. Aren’s starting a new
job; ’'m already overwhelmed with the restaurant and—"

“My goodness, Lucie Ann, don’t you know by now that
falling in love is never convenient? I met your father just a
short time before he shipped out for the Vietnam War. We
had a single day together and then we wrote to each other.
Your father wrote the most amazing, beautiful letters.”

Lucie had heard the story a thousand times and never
tired of it. “A year passed,” she continued for her mother.

“Thirteen months. I was in my sophomore year of col-
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lege and one day out of the blue your father showed up on
campus.”

“A man in a uniform wasn’t exactly the most welcome
sight in those days, especially at the university.”

“That’s putting it mildly.”

“But you loved him.”

“I did, but I had health issues and I wasn’t entirely sure
I’d be able to have children.”

“And Daddy batted down every objection because he
loved you.”

“He was determined, all right,” Wendy said, her eyes
gleaming with the memory.

“And Daddy gave you a deadline.”

“Just the way Aren is doing.”

“This is different, Mom.”

“Not so different, my dear girl. Not so different at all.
Like I said, finding the right person doesn’t fall into a tidy,
neat schedule. You don’t turn twenty-one and instantly meet
the man of your dreams. It happens when it happens.”

Lucie knew that was true from her parents’ own love
story. Her father had to work hard in order to convince her
mother that they should marry. Wendy resisted, and insisted
George didn’t know what he was getting himself in for. Al-
though the circumstances were different, this was like his-
tory repeating itself.

“Promise me you’ll meet this young man.”
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“Mom . ..”

“I know this is what your heart is telling you, Lucie. You
can’t fool me, sweetheart. You never could.”

That was true. Lucie found deceiving her mother impos-
sible and she disliked it intensely when others deceived her.

“Give me time; ve got an entire week to decide.”

The morning of January 7th, Lucie woke convinced she
knew what she wanted. Her mother had worked on her the
entire week, talking up the romantic aspect of the meeting.
Repeatedly she reminded Lucie of her own starry-eyed
courtship with the young army officer who became Lucie’s
father.

“This afternoon is the date,” Wendy casually mentioned
over breakfast.

“Yes, Mother, I know.”

“Tell me you’ve decided to meet Aren, because if you
don’t, T swear T’ll go to the Empire State Building to meet
him myself.”

“Mom.”

“Well, okay, I probably wouldn’t, but Lucie, I wish you
could see how your eyes light up every time you mention
him. I felt that way about your father, and sweetie, we had
all those wonderful years together. I want you to find that

same happiness.”
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“I know, Mom . . .

“Set my mind to rest, just tell me your decision.”

Lucie had tried to keep this low-key but clearly she
couldn’t. “I’ll be there at four and Aren will be waiting
for me.”

Wendy rubbed her palms together as though it was im-
possible to contain her joy. “You let that young man know I
want to meet him, will you?”

“Of course, Mom. You’ll have plenty of opportunity to
meet Aren.”

Lucie loved her mother’s enthusiasm.

“I’ve arranged to get off work early,” Lucy explained.
“P’ll take the subway into the city.”

“Perfect. You’ll call once you’re there, won’t you? I re-
fuse to be left in the dark. I want to know what happens
when he sees you, okay?”

“Give me a few minutes to at least greet him.” She’d
phone after that kiss Aren had promised her. Lucie had trou-
ble holding back a smile. After all, it’d all started with a
simple kiss. Well, in truth, it hadn’t been that simple. Things
rarely were.

Lucie had never been a clock watcher, especially on the
job. That day, however, her gaze bounced against the wall
several times as she counted the hours away. At three o’clock,
a full hour before the scheduled rendezvous, Lucie changed

clothes, refreshed her makeup, and headed out the door to
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the subway station. She was just about to descend the stair-
well when her cell phone rang.

“Is this Lucie Ferrara?” A woman’s voice asked.

“Yes.”

“This is New York Methodist Hospital. We have your
mother here. She took a bad spill and broke her arm. 'm
afraid she’s going to need surgery . . .”

“Oh dear. Is Mom all right? She’s diabetic.”

“Not to worry, her blood sugars are stabilized.”

Lucie grimaced at the thought of her mother in pain. “I’ll
be right there,” Lucie said, doing her best to control the
sense of panic she felt. She paused at the top of the stairwell
and looked into the city. The view of the Empire State Build-
ing showed in the background. There was no help for it
now. No way would she be able to make the appointment
with Aren. Disappointment settled into the pit of her stom-
ach. This was divine intervention. Despite her decision he’d
be there waiting for her . . . and she wasn’t going to show.

Lucie was at her mother’s bedside when Wendy woke fol-
lowing the surgery. Her mother blinked at Lucie and then
frowned.

“You met Aren, didn’t you?”

Rather than respond verbally, she shook her head.

“I told the hospital not to call you.”

“Mom, I needed to be here to talk to the doctors. What

happened?” Lucie already knew. Her mother’s blood sugar
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had dropped again and she’d fallen. Thankfully she was
within sight of a neighbor lady who immediately called 911.

“Oh, Lucie, I feel so bad for you. This is all my fault.”

“Mom, it wasn’t meant to be.”

“No, no, I don’t believe it. I just don’t believe it.”

Her mother tightly squeezed her eyes shut and her lips
started to move.

“What are you doing?” Lucie asked.

“Sh-h, 'm praying.”

“Praying for what?” Lucie teased.

“You and Aren. 'm asking God to bring you two to-
gether again in His timing. He’s going to do it, you know.
Trust me. God is going to work this out because He knows
I’ll never forgive myself if you lost out on meeting the love
of your life because of me.”

“That’s very sweet, Mom, but I believe God’s got more
important prayers to answer than this.”

Wendy scoffed. “Don’t be a silly goose. And don’t be sur-
prised if you and Aren cross paths within the next few days.
Mark my words on that. Mark my words.”

“Yes, Mom.” Although Lucie agreed, on the inside she
had a storehouse of reservations that Almighty God really
cared about something as minor as this. And at the same

time she couldn’t keep from hoping He did.
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December
Eleven Months Later

Gabriel opened the huge book of prayers and scanned
through the large number of requests that crossed his desk
on an hourly basis. He issued orders to the Prayer Ambas-
sadors left and right. Heaven was abuzz with activity.

They were coming upon the Christmas season, which
was often their busiest time of year, stretching the angels as-
signed as Prayer Ambassadors to their limit. Earth was hec-
tic at this time of year; humans were harried and Gabriel
wanted to stay ahead of the rush as much as possible.

He ran his finger down the lengthy list and paused when
he found one that remained unanswered from a New York
woman named Wendy Ferrara. It was almost eleven months
old. He frowned and then tapped his foot. Something tugged

at his mind, a nagging sensation that he hadn’t been able to
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put to rest.

Ah, he remembered this prayer. Upon receiving it,
he’d ordered an investigation. Once the report was back, he’d
read it, grumbled under his breath, and then set it aside until
he could decide the best way to handle this awkward situa-
tion. Apparently his three favorite angels had taken matters
into their own hands. And worse, they had dragged their
young apprentice into it, too. Gabriel had assigned Shirley,
Goodness, and Mercy as mentors to Will, and they’d done
an excellent job. Well, other than this one not-so-minor in-
discretion. This was a delicate matter that required careful
handling.

The time to deal with Wendy Ferrara’s prayer was now.
He called for the three Prayer Ambassadors and their ap-
prentice. No sooner had he sent for them when Shirley,
Goodness, and Mercy appeared, their wings fluttering with
excitement and anticipation.

Taking on a serious pose, Gabriel looked up from his
desk. The three were all smiles.

“You asked to see us,” Shirley said, looking serene and
sublime. These angels were magnificent creatures. Some of
God’s finest work, along with the Warrior Angels and, natu-
rally, humans, who were created in God’s own image.

“I know why you sent for us,” Goodness bragged.

Gabriel arched his thick white brows. “You do?”

“You’re ready to give us an assignment on Earth.”
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Mercy nodded eagerly. “You’ve already run low on
Prayer Ambassadors and are looking to put us back in ac-
tion. Our methods might not be conventional, but we get
prayers answered.”

Gabriel didn’t respond as he made a show of turning the
page of the prayer request book. “Actually this has to do
with—7"

“Sorry I'm. late I was . . .” Will popped in and seeing
Gabriel with his three mentors, he stopped short.

“I’m pleased you could join us,” Gabriel said with just a
hint of sarcasm. He quite liked the lad and felt Will would
serve God well once he was properly trained.

“I’m glad, too.” Will straightened to full attention, fold-
ing his wings tightly against his body and stood with his
back straight, his look respectful.

Gabriel stepped around his desk and clasped his hands
behind him. “It’s come to my attention that the four of you
made an unscheduled visit to Earth last January.”

“New Year’s Eve to be precise,” Shirley supplied and
raised her index finger. “I want it on the record that I was
against the idea from the beginning. I wanted no part of this
scheme, and—"

“But you joined in,” Gabriel said, cutting her off.

“Well, yes, I realize it probably looks bad but I felt hav-
ing someone sensible tag alone was absolutely necessary.

There was no telling what trouble Goodness and Mercy
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could get into without me there to watch over them.”

“We didn’t—"

Gabriel cut Goodness off. “I want to know who was re-
sponsible for the fiasco involving Lucie Ferrara and Aren
Fairchild?”

Shirley, Goodness, and Mercy all found it necessary to
look elsewhere with their lips tightly pinched together.

“That would be me,” Will murmured. He, too, had
trouble meeting Gabriel’s gaze.

“Explain what happened.” Gabriel used his sternest
voice.

Will stepped forward and stared straight ahead. “To be
fair to my mentors I was warned not to get involved with
humans, but I—”

“You mean to say you actually mingled with humans?”

Will’s slow nod revealed his reluctance. “Mercy ex-
plained only those with spiritual eyes could see us.”

“Did anyone notice you?”

“No.”

“You’re sure?” Gabriel pressed.

“Not entirely, but if I was recognized no one said
anything.”

Gabriel walked around his desk. “You best tell me every-
thing.” His gaze connected with Mercy who sighed and
moved to stand with Will. “T accept responsibility. T lost
sight of Shirley and while I was searching for her, Will disap-
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peared.”

“In other words this trouble is a direct result of your dis-
obedience.” He pinned her with his eyes. He was silently
pleased she was willing to step forward and admit her mis-
take, although he had a sneaky suspicion all three were in-
volved in this debacle.

Mercy squirmed uncomfortably under his intense scru-
tiny. “I’d like to think of our short sojourn to Earth as an
unplanned training exercise.”

Gabriel directed his next question to Will. “And what did
you learn, young man?”

“Ah...” Will seemed to go speechless and looked to his
mentors for help.

“Well, for one thing,” Shirley said, coming to her charge’s
rescue, “I learned not to allow cranky toddlers to dis-
tract me.”

“And then Goodness got lured away by those network
cameras and I had to distract her before she showed up on
the Jumbotron again . . .”

“And that’s when the bell struck midnight and all those
humans started kissing and singing,” Will chimed in.

“And . ..” Gabriel wanted the full story.

“And T introduced these two people,” the apprentice
angel admitted, looking down at his feet.

“Lucie and Aren?”

“I didn’t get their names.”
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“Lucie and Aren,” Gabriel said a bit louder.

“They kissed,” Will said excitedly. “I saw them.”

“And you interfered with God’s plan for them to meet,”
Gabriel muttered, shaking his head as though thoroughly
discouraged.

“You mean God intended for them to meet all along?”
Mercy asked, her voice slightly elevated with excitement.

“Yes, but their meeting wasn’t scheduled to happen for
several months and now everything is askew.”

“Is there anything I can do to set matters right?” Will
asked. “Because I’d be willing to volunteer to return to Earth
and do whatever is necessary to make amends.”

I just bet you would, Gabriel thought. It was already ap-
parent that Will had caught the enthusiasm for Earth as
badly as his mentors.

“That is,” Will continued, “if you were willing to trust
me again.”

To his credit the apprentice looked appropriately cha-
grined and repentant. Gabriel mused over the question as he
rubbed his chin, wondering if there was a simple way around
this problem. “Well, with some effort you might be able to
untangle this mess.”

“Does this mean it’ll be necessary to return to Earth?”
Goodness asked breathlessly, hopefully.

“And naturally as Will’s mentors we would need to ac-

company him,” Shirley added as though it was understood
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Will couldn’t possibly handle this awkward situation with-
out their assistance.

“Well .. .”

“At great personal sacrifice, I’ll personally volunteer to
accompany Will without the others,” Mercy offered.

Gabriel watched as Mercy’s two friends glared at her in
undisguised outrage. Several feathers broke loose and floated
to the floor, a sure indication that they were perturbed by
Mercy’s willingness to leave them behind.

“Seeing that the three of you were in this together I feel
it’s only fair that you all accompany Will and straighten this
out.”

“We’ll leave right this minute.” Shirley didn’t bother to
disguise her zeal to take on the project.

“Hold on,” Gabriel said, stopping them. “There have
been a number of significant changes.”

“Oh.”

“In order for you to understand the complexity of the
situation, you’ll need to take a look at Lucie’s and Aren’s
lives now, all these months later.”

He waved his arms and the thin veil that separated Earth
from heaven’s view vanished. The three Prayer Ambassadors
along with their apprentice intently watched through the
clearing fog.

“What’s that?” Will asked.

“That’s Heavenly Delights,” Gabriel said. “Lucie and her
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mother opened the restaurant in April. It’s doing amazingly
well. Lucie creates tantalizing desserts, and the restaurant
has caused quite a stir in Brooklyn—and all without printed
advertisement. Their success has come by word of mouth.”
He wondered if any of them got his small pun. Apparently
not.

“That’s wonderful.”

“Lucie puts in long hours. Her mother serves as the host-
ess. Wendy is warm and welcoming and makes their dinner
guests feel as if they were coming into her home.”

“Heavenly Delights,” Goodness repeated. “What a per-
fect name for a restaurant.”

“Most everyone assumes the name comes from the
wonderful desserts, which are said to be inspired,” Gabriel
explained.

“You mean it doesn’t?”

“No.” He was quite pleased that the idea for the name
had come from someone they all knew quite well. “Actually,
another angel, a dear, dear friend of mine, happened to give
it that name.”

“What friend?”

“I realize it must come as a surprise but amazingly I do
have friends.”

“Of course . . .”

“Naturally.”

“It was Mrs. Miracle,” Gabriel said, grinning. “Because
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of Emily, Lucie got a last-minute catering contract just be-
fore Christmas a couple of years back. That event is what
got the ball rolling with the restaurant.”

“And now the restaurant is a reality.”

“What’s that in the corner?” Will pointed to the refrig-
eration display unit close to the hostess table.

“That,” Gabriel said, “is a display case for Lucie’s sweet
concoctions. Her desserts have become so popular that it’s
difficult to get a reservation for dinner. Wendy—that’s her
mother—came up with the idea of selling the desserts as a
take-out item. The idea has worked exceptionally well.”

“When were Aren and Lucie scheduled to meet . . . origi-
nally?” Will wanted to know.

“In just a few days, Earth time.”

“How?”

“Well, they were never supposed to bump into each other,
if that’s what you’re asking.”

Will did look wretched over all this. “I’d like to do what
I can to make matters right.”

“And I'll give you the opportunity.”

“Thank you, Gabriel.”

“Yes, thank you,” Shirley, Goodness, and Mercy echoed.

Gabriel sighed. He hoped he wouldn’t come to regret this
decision. “Aren Fairchild works for the New York Gazette
as the food critic who writes under the pseudonym of Eaton

Well, which is a name owned by the newspaper.”
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“Eaton Well,” Mercy repeated. “That’s clever.”

“He’s under contract not to reveal his identity. The Life-
style editor finds up-and-coming restaurants for Aren.”

“Then he makes a reservation, dines there, and writes up
a review without anyone at the restaurant knowing who
their secret customer is,” Mercy said, thinking out loud.

“Exactly.”

Will looked crestfallen. “They were originally scheduled
to meet at the restaurant, when Aren falls in love with the
woman behind the fabulous desserts.”

“Not all matters like this go as planned.” Gabriel didn’t
want to break the young man’s spirit. His heart was in the
right place.

“What’s happening now?” Mercy asked, peering down
into the kitchen.

“Let’s find out,” Gabriel said. With a wave of his arms,
the conversation between Lucie and her mother suddenly

became audible.

“Lucie,” Wendy said, stepping into the pantry.

Lucie sat on a crate of recently delivered supplies with a
copy of the New York Gazette spread open. The instant she
heard her mother’s voice, Lucie tried unsuccessfully to hide
the newspaper.

Her mother paused and her shoulders sagged. “Oh,
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Lucie, you’re looking for Aren’s name again, aren’t you?”

Lucie couldn’t see any reason to hide the obvious. “It
isn’t here. He must not have taken the job after all.”

Her mother’s smile faded. “I hate that I was responsible
for you not meeting him that day. I can barely look at the
Empire State Building and not think about the missed op-
portunity.”

“Mom, stop. It wasn’t meant to be.” She’d told herself
that a hundred times and tried to believe it, although she
hadn’t been able to get Aren out of her mind.

“But you still think of him.”

Lucie didn’t bother to deny it. She did think of Aren. As
hard as she tried to forget him, it hadn’t worked. She couldn’t
help wondering how long he’d waited for her that day. Had
he stood in the cold, hoping she’d arrive with a logical ex-
planation of why she was late? Did he regret that they hadn’t
exchanged contact information the way she did? “If it’s
meant to happen we’ll meet again.” She remembered her
mother’s prayer and added one of her own.

“I came in to tell you every table is booked again tonight
and we’re already getting reservation requests into the new
year.”

“That’s wonderful.”

“I’d like for you to take New Year’s Eve off this year.”

“Mom, I can’t do that. It’s bound to be one of the busiest

nights of the season for us.”
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“Don’t worry . . . we’ll bring in extra help.”

“Mom, I can’t. I know what you’re thinking. You want
me to return to Times Square on the off chance Ill run into
Aren again. I can’t do that. I won’t. It would be nothing
more than a wild-goose chase, an impossibility.”

“Oh Lucie, I didn’t realize you could be this stubborn.”

Lucie laughed. She couldn’t help it. “And just who do
you think I inherited this trait from?”

“Your father,” Wendy insisted and then they both
laughed.

“I’'m pleased to see how well the restaurant is doing,” Shir-
ley said.

“Poor Lucie, though,” Will whispered and exhaled
sharply. “She’s never forgotten Aren.”

“What was all that talk about a meeting?” Goodness
scratched the side of her head as if she’d missed something
important.

Gabriel explained.

“Lucie didn’t show?” Mercy inquired anxiously.

“No, and Aren waited as long as the guards would let
him. He returned a second time as well.”

“Oh my, poor Aren.”

“Does he think of Lucie, too?”

Gabriel nodded. “All the time.”
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“Just a minute . . . hold on here.” Mercy started pacing
Gabriel’s office.

“What?” Shirley asked, studying her friend.

“What are we waiting for?” Goodness looked from
Mercy to Gabriel. “We have work to do.”

Mercy started waving her hand, one wing flapping as she
spoke. “I get it. I get it. Aren’s a food critic. His byline will
never show in the paper to keep his identity a secret.”

“Yes,” Gabriel said and waited for Mercy to complete
her thought.

“And he’s been assigned to review Heavenly Delights,
right?”

“Right.”

“And that’s how they were originally intended to meet?”

Gabriel said nothing. He wanted them to work this out
for themselves.

“He couldn’t let her know about the pseudonym,” Shir-
ley reminded them, “because of his contract with the news-
paper.”

“But he would fall in love with Lucie’s desserts even
before he met her,” Mercy cried with what appeared to be
perfect logic.

“Now it’s our job to be sure Aren and Lucie meet again.”
Will’s face brightened with excitement. “We can do that,
Gabriel, leave everything to us.”

“You’re sure you’re up to the task?”
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“Without question.”

“Then have at it, my friends. And this time make sure
you stay on task.”

“Not a problem,” Mercy promised.

Before he could issue a warning, the four disappeared.
Gabriel grinned and then shook his head. All he could do
now was stand back and watch as these four headed for
Earth.

Heaven help them all.

Literally.



Chapter Five

Y., %, X

“Look, Aren’s already at the restaurant,” Will whispered.
Shirley, Goodness, and Mercy joined him and the four gazed
down from the light fixtures in the restaurant, Heavenly
Delights.

“Is that Lucie’s mother?” Goodness asked, looking
toward the middle-aged women who greeted Aren.

“Which woman? There are several.”

“The one who’s leading him to his table?”

“That’s her.”

“Who’s that woman with Aren?”

Will shook his head. “I don’t have a clue. She wasn’t with
him on New Year’s Eve. In fact I’ve never seen her before.
Have any of you?”

No one seemed to know. Mercy sighed, worried now.
Perhaps Aren had met someone else, someone he liked even
better than Lucie. The two certainly looked to be chummy,

laughing and joking with each other. Oh dear, that would
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pose a significant problem. Something would need to be
done and quickly.

Will rung his hands, apparently worried as well. “Do you
think it might be too late? Do you think Aren’s found some-
one else?”

“It could be a colleague.”

“Or a friend,” Shirley suggested.

“S-h-h, let’s listen to their conversation. Maybe that will
tell us what we need to know.” Mercy didn’t understand
why she had to be the practical one in the group. The others

were far too quick to leap to conclusions.

“First impressions of a restaurant are important,” Aren said,
unfolding the linen napkin and spreading it across his lap,
looking up at his sister. “What are your thoughts?”

Josie looked around her, apparently taking in the ambi-
ence of the room. “The decorations are simple and subtle. T
like that.”

“Ido, too,” Aren agreed. Eye appeal was very important—
the dining experience was never just about the quality of the
food.

“What about the hostess?” he asked next. His sister had
dined with him several times and he’d come to appreciate
her input. Tonight’s dinner was especially important. He’d

worked for the newspaper nearly a year now and reviewed
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many different types of restaurants, from the very expensive
to the very cheap, from the most famous and established to
undiscovered holes in the wall. But he felt that a new, up-
and-coming place like Heavenly Delights provided the great-
est opportunity for both his readers and the restaurant.

Josie smiled. “She sort of reminds me of Aunt Lucille, so
warm and friendly.” She paused and stared at him. “You’re
frowning again. Any time I mention Aunt Lucille lately you
get this funny look.”

“Do not.”

“Do, too. ’'m your sister and I know a frown on you
when I see one. You’re thinking about that girl you met New
Year’s Eve again, aren’t you? Her name was Lucie.”

“No.” His denial was adamant. “Besides, I asked you
not to bring her up again.” He’d made his case, given Lucie
time, and apparently she wasn’t interested. Nothing gained,
nothing lost . . . although Aren hadn’t been able to put her
out of his mind.

Josie simply shook her head, Aren noted, indicating she
didn’t think it was worth squabbling about. If they were
going to argue about anything it should be Josie and her
nonrelationship with Jack. His sister did a good job of hid-
ing her broken heart but Aren wasn’t fooled. She was miser-
able and far too proud to admit it. He didn’t understand
how two people who loved each other to the point of getting

close to exchanging vows would suddenly decide to call it
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quits. Apparently, as the time for the wedding drew close,
they’d both gotten cold feet. They’d argued and now stub-
bornness had taken over common sense.

“Are we going to bicker or look at the menu?” Josie
asked, opening the menu. “What looks good to you?”

“Im in the mood for fish.” Aren scanned the seafood sec-
tion and found it diverse and impressive. The Dover sole
served with beurre blanc sauce appealed to him. “That sauce
can be tricky and is a good test of a chef’s expertise.” So was

seafood, which so many restaurants tended to overcook.

“Did you hear that?” Will said triumphantly. “The woman
with Aren is his sister.”

“And he’s still thinking about Lucie.” This was going to
work out better than they’d planned. Mercy could see it al-
ready. She watched as brother and sister bantered back and
forth, obviously good friends as well as siblings. After a few
minutes, she glanced around and discovered Will was no-
where in sight.

“Where’s Will?” Shirley asked.

“I’m here,” he said, returning from some unknown desti-
nation. Mercy felt it was necessary to explain that it was
important that they all stay together, and when she finished
she discovered Shirley had disappeared as well.

“Now where’s Shirley?”
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“The waitress is friendly and helpful,” Aren told his sister.
Heavenly Delights was turning out to be everything it prom-
ised. If the food was as good as reported, he would gladly
write up a favorable review. To this point he found it to be a
pleasant dining experience, but the true test, as with every
restaurant, was the food.

Several people had contacted the newspaper about this
up-and-coming restaurant that had captured the attention
of Brooklyn diners. The number of recommendations had
been impressive enough for the editor to put it at the top of
the list. But in Aren’s experience, many restaurants that
came highly touted often didn’t live up to the hype. It was
his job to notice the details most diners overlooked. It
was like a singer who was gifted with perfect pitch. To any-
one else a performer might sound fabulous, but someone
with a good ear would instantly recognize when a note was
even the slightest bit off key. Aren felt he had “perfect pitch”
when it came to restaurant and food.

To this point everything met with his satisfaction. The
restaurant was clean. The staff efficient without being intru-
sive, repeating the specials of the day without needing
to refer to notes. Their wine order was taken and water
glasses were promptly filled. A few minutes after their wine

was served, freshly baked bread, still warm from the oven,
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was delivered to their table. Almost as soon as they set their
menus aside their server came for their order. Ah yes, this
restaurant did show promise.

Aren and his sister sipped their wine and after just the
right amount of time their meal arrived. His sole was art-
fully arranged on the plate with small dollops of whipped
potatoes in golden toasted swirls. The vegetables were
roasted asparagus topped with lemon zest.

“Oh my, that does look delicious.” His sister eyed his
plate appreciatively.

“Yours does, too.” Josie had ordered the chicken Parme-
san. The chicken had been fried to a lovely brown and
topped with a blend of Italian cheeses. The meal was served
with a side of spaghetti covered in a rich, red marinara
sauce. Her dinner included both a side salad and toasted
garlic bread. The scent of the warm bread and garlic was
like an aphrodisiac. It was far too easy to overdo the garlic.
The kitchen hadn’t.

“My compliments to the chef.” Josie reached for her
fork.

“You haven’t tasted your dinner yet,” he chastised.

“Well, my goodness, if it tastes even half as good as it
smells, I’ll be in heaven.”

Aren grinned and rolled his eyes. Looks could be de-
ceiving.

“Speaking of the chef.”
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Aren raised his hand, stopping her. “Don’t mention the
name.”

Josie set her fork aside. “Why not?”

“It’s better I not know, otherwise it might influence my
opinion. I’ve seen too many others in my line of work be
influenced by a cooking celebrity.” He didn’t dare say any-
thing that would indicate to anyone within hearing distance
that he wrote for the Gazette. Aren judged the food. Not the
reputation. Not the number of cookbooks published and
certainly not the fame. What mattered to him was the food
and the overall dining experience.

“You haven’t tasted your dinner yet,” Josie said.

Filled with anticipation, Aren reached for his fork. The
sole was cooked perfectly. His mouth watered with eager-
ness to sample his first bite. He closed his eyes, expecting
sheer delight.

Delight wasn’t the word he’d use to describe the sole. In
fact, it took restraint not to spit it out. Only by sheer will-
power did he manage to swallow his food.

In a word the sole was dreadful. The beurre blanc sauce
was salty to the point that it ruined the entire dish. Appar-
ently the chef realized the mistake and overcompensated
with lemon, which left an acidic flavor so powerful he nearly
puckered his lips. If that wasn’t bad enough, he distinctly
tasted cayenne pepper. The only thing he considered edible

was the asparagus, which was cooked to perfection. Unfor-
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tunately, everything else on his plate wasn’t fit for human
consumption.

This meal was a serious disappointment. By contrast his
sister seemed to savor every bite.

“Is something wrong with your dinner, sir?” the waitper-
son asked as she removed Josie’s empty plate. Unable to
force himself to swallow a second bite of the fish, Aren’s
plate remained basically untouched except for the one bite
of sole, potatoes, and asparagus. Even the potatoes were off,
so heavily buttered that their natural flavor was lost.

“No everything is fine.” Aren forced himself to smile. In
other circumstances he would have returned the plate to the
kitchen and refused to pay.

“Could T interest you in dessert?” the waiter asked.
“We’ve got a reputation for our wonderful desserts. I highly
recommend our sea salt caramel mousse.”

“Salted mousse?” Aren repeated. Apparently the chef
had a love affair with the salt shaker. Frankly he’d had all
he could take. Nothing sweet would redeem this restaurant.
He’d already gone through one glass of wine and two
glasses of water in an effort to remove the foul taste from his
mouth.

“I will,” Josie volunteered, far too eagerly in his opinion.

“I’ll take a bite of hers,” Aren said.

His sister ordered the mousse and to be completely fair,

Aren gave it a taste and it wasn’t half bad. He’d sampled
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others that were comparable but this chef way overdid the
salt. This could be a health hazard to diners with high blood
pressure or on a low-salt diet. The menu should come with

a warning, which he planned to mention in his review.

“Aren didn’t like his dinner,” Will moaned.

“You don’t know that.”

Goodness was such an optimist. Even Mercy could see
that Aren hadn’t taken more than one small bite of the fish.
He’d scrunched up his face as if he’d bitten into a lemon and
hardly tasted anything else afterward. He’d returned his
plate to the kitchen practically untouched.

“His sister ate her dinner.”

A suspicion began to brew in Mercy’s mind. Each one of
her friends had disappeared for short amounts of time.
Could it be. . . . was it possible . . . ? Surely they wouldn’t
tamper with the food.

“It wasn’t supposed to happen like this.” Will was more
than a little upset and continued to rub his palms together as
he mulled over the situation.

“Will, you vanished for a few moments just after Aren
ordered the sole.”

“Hmmm, yeah.”

“Can you tell me where you went?”

“Ah...”



66 Debbie Macomber

“You visited the kitchen, didn’t you?”

“Ah...”

Enough said, that was exactly what Will had done. “You
didn’t by chance happen to add a bit of salt to the beurre
blanc sauce, did you?”

Will shrugged and then reluctantly admitted to the deed.
“Perhaps a little, but just a few shakes. All T was looking to
do was heighten the natural flavors.”

“You added salt?” Shirley cried, tossing her hands into
the air. “How could you?”

“I was only trying to help,” Will muttered.

“I fear Will wasn’t the only one,” Goodness confessed. “I
added a little extra lemon.”

Almost afraid to ask, Mercy looked to Shirley.

“Seeing that red spice, I thought to brighten up the dish
a bit,” the former Guardian Angel admitted. “And while I
was there I might have stirred in a bit of this and that.”

“Oh dear,” Mercy shoulders sank. This was even worse
than she’d assumed.

“What about you?” Will asked.

Mercy exhaled slowly and admitted she’d taken part in
this, too. “Guilty as charged.”

“We all added extra spice to that wonderful sauce.” Will
started to ring his hands. “We’ve ruined everything. Aren
won’t have any choice but to write a scathing review. People

will read it, it won’t be just the printed version either. Aren’s
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review will go online and soon it’ll be all over the Internet.”

“Lucie and her mother will be ruined,” Goodness cried.
“Their business will go down in flames. Wendy’s entire life-
savings will dwindle away bit by bit and the two of them
will lose everything. They won’t be able to pay their bills
and will end up living on the streets, homeless and alone and
it will be my fault.”

“And mine,” Shirley wailed.

“We’ve ruined their lives.” Goodness was close to tears.

Mercy waved her arms, silencing her friends. “We have
bigger worries than what’s going to happen to Lucie and her
mother.”

“You mean there’s more?” Will cried.

“You mean it gets worse?”

With profound sadness Mercy nodded. “Much worse.”

Goodness cupped her mouth. “What more could happen?”

Mercy didn’t hold back. “Gabriel is going to find out
what we did.”

Her two friends and Will gasped in horror.

“We’ve really done it this time. Moving a few aircraft
carriers around is nothing compared to tampering with
Lucie’s sauce.”

“This is the end for sure,” Shirley wailed.

“Did I hear one of you mention my name?” All at once
Gabriel stood before them. He’d never looked more daunt-

ing, or unapproachable. His massive arms were crossed over
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his chest as he frowned down upon them.

Will scooted closer to Mercy. Shirley and Goodness
crowded her sides as the four made themselves as small as
possible.

“What happened here?” he demanded.

No one spoke.

“I asked you a question.” His voice seemed to boom and
ricochet around the restaurant. It was a wonder no human
heard him, although the walls felt as if they buckled with the
power of his words.

“We tried to help Lucie impress Aren.” Mercy’s voice
sounded as if she’d been tossed into a deep well. It echoed in
her ears high-pitched and tinny.

“By adding salt, lemon, and cayenne to the sauce and a
bit of extra butter to the potatoes?”

So he already knew.

“Pm afraid so.”

“What can we do to make this right?” Will asked. The
dear boy really was concerned.

“It’s too late for that. Aren is going to write a review that
isn’t the least bit favorable.” Gabriel didn’t pull any punches.

“Will it affect their business?”

“It will have the potential to destroy this restaurant. The
New York Gazette can do that, you know.”

“Oh, no,” Goodness groaned. She had such a tender

heart. Mercy knew that her friend would never forgive her-
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self if Lucie and her mother lost the restaurant because of
what they’d done.

“We were only trying to help,” Shirley said. “Please tell
me that we can go back and undo what just happened?”

Sadness rimmed Gabriel’s eyes. “You know you can’t.”

“But in heaven . ..”

“This is Earth and we are bound by the frailties of a
fallen world. There’s no undo button, no delete key. It is
what it is.”

“What’s going to happen?” Mercy pleaded. Gabriel had
the gift of being able to look into the future. Unfortunately,
that was a skill they didn’t possess.

Gabriel sadly shook his head. “I think it might be best to
wait and let you discover this for yourself. The four of you
broke one of the cardinal rules of being Prayer Ambassa-
dors.”

“We stepped in to help,” Goodness confessed.

“Our role is to guide.”

“We have a hands-off directive.”

“Now you will see for yourself what happens when you
overstep in giving aid to humans.”

“But our intentions were good.”

“Intentions,” Gabriel repeated. “Intentions, my young
man, are pavement along the road to destruction.”

“But—"

“This will be a painful lesson for you all.”
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Mercy dreaded what was sure to happen next. “We’re
banished from Earth, aren’t we?” Never again would they
be allowed to visit humans. They might even lose their sta-
tus as Prayer Ambassadors and be stripped of their wings.
The thought was almost more than she could bear to con-
sider.

Gabriel’s gaze focused on the four. “Have you learned
your lesson?”

All four nodded simultaneously.

“Can you promise not to interfere in human affairs
again?”

“I promise,” Will lamented. “T’ll never add salt to an-
other dish as long as I serve the Lord.”

“Shirley, Goodness, and Mercy.” Gabriel turned his at-
tention to the three of them. “You know better.”

They hung their heads, their wings drooping so that the
tips brushed against the floor.

“What about Aren and Lucie?” Mercy felt she had to
know how best to help these two . . . guide them, that is. She
and her colleagues were responsible for messing up God’s
plan. The least they could do was make things right, if pos-
sible.

“Ah, yes,” Gabriel mused aloud. “Aren and Lucie. Well,
my friends, we’ll just have to wait and see what happens

next.”



Chapter Six

Y., %, X

Horrified by the review of Heavenly Delights in the New
York Gazette, Lucie crunched up the newspaper and then
immediately stomped on it. She’d read it multiple times,
searching for a glimmer of something positive. Anything
that could be considered constructive, but there was noth-
ing. An encouraging word simply wasn’t to be found. The
restaurant had been panned by Eaton Well. The review had
been scathing, sarcastic, and that was only the first para-
graph. It got worse from that point on. This review was di-
sastrous and had the potential to ruin them.

“Sweetheart, are you reading it again?” her mother
asked.

Lucie slammed her foot down on the crumbled-up news-
paper and ground it back and forth as if putting out a ciga-
rette butt. This was what she’d like to do to the reviewer;
squish him like the roach he was. The man or woman was a

parasite. A bug that needed to be exterminated. Eaton Well
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had been completely unfair, mocking her food, belittling
her talent, and even going so far as to suggest she give up
cooking entirely.

“Lucie, Lucie, sweetie, let it go.” Wendy placed a re-
straining hand on her daughter’s arm. “Don’t let that ridicu-
lous article upset you so much.”

Her mother remained cool and calm, which only served
to infuriate Lucie more. Apparently her gentle-hearted, opti-
mistic mother didn’t understand what this might do to their
restaurant. This could be the beginning of the end.

Wendy seemed to take this horrible review in her stride,
whereas Lucie was at the boiling point, but then she’d been
the brunt of much of the printed piece.

“You’re taking this much too seriously,” Wendy warned.

Lucie stared at her mother. Wendy had always been the
optimist in the family, the one who never failed to find some-
thing good in any situation. When her mother had first read
the review, Wendy had actually suggested that the reviewer
must have had a bad day. The poor reporter was probably
on a deadline and hadn’t taken time to enjoy his meal.

“Don’t you understand that a review like this could ruin
us?” If Lucie had said it once, she’d said it ten times, but ap-
parently the words had yet to sink into her mother’s head.

“Perhaps so, but personally 1 don’t think we need to
worry.” Wendy poured hot tea into her cup and blew onto

the steaming liquid before she took a sip. “We haven’t seen
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a decline in reservations, have we?”

“How could we?” Lucie snapped. “The review is less
than twenty-four hours old. Mom, don’t you understand?
Readers pay attention to these restaurant reviews. Even if
we manage to survive, this has the potential to set us back
for years.” Lucie didn’t want to be negative, but one of them
had to be realistic. To be reviewed in its own right was a big
deal. With literally thousands of restaurants to choose from,
to have Eaton Well dine at their establishment meant Heav-
enly Delights had caused something of a stir. Enough to war-
rant the Gagzette’s attention.

Still, how dare the reviewer criticize her sauce. She’d
worked hard on that recipe and she’d put it up against any
chef’s in the industry.

Wendy remained unfazed. “Lucie, you worry too much.
We have a large number of loyal customers.”

“Don’t you understand? Didn’t you read the article?”
Lucie didn’t need to retrieve the printed page. After reading
the worst of it several times over she had the comments
memorized: “Heavenly Delights is anything but. Those with
high blood pressure beware, the chef has a heavy hand
with both lemon and salt. So much salt that she must have
drained the Dead Sea in the beurre blanc sauce . . . seriously,
whoever is in the kitchen needs to return to culinary school
or hang up their hat entirely.” Lucie was too upset to con-

tinue.
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“I agree that comment wasn’t the least bit kind.”

“It was a desperate effort to sound clever and witty and
at my expense.” Lucie seethed every time she thought about
those cutting remarks.

“I don’t think you should take it personally, Lucie.”

“Not take it personally! How can you say that? This is
definitely personal. It’s an attack on my credibility. The re-
viewer might as well have said I’'m unqualified. Come to
think of it, that’s in the article as well.” Lucie struggled
to contain her outrage. Of all the nerve. Eaton Well knew
nothing about her, nor was it necessary to write his or her
review. The food critic didn’t have a clue of the sacrifices
she’d made in order to attend culinary school or how she’d
worked nights and weekends until she was too exhausted to
think. As far as she was concerned this critic was heartless
and unfair.

Her mother continued to drink her tea, setting the cup
carefully back in the saucer. “Answer me this: When was the
last time you took a night off?”

Lucie collapsed into the chair. “Are you suggesting that
I’'m so overworked that [—”

“I’m not saying anything of the sort. What I am suggest-
ing is that you need to step back, take a deep breath, and let
this roll off your back. A single bad review isn’t going to
destroy us.”

Lucie wished she could believe that. Clearly her mother



Angels at the Table 75

didn’t understand the seriousness of the situation. Until
recently Wendy hadn’t been part of the culinary world.
Her mother didn’t understand that these restaurant reviews
could be incredibly influential.

The phone rang and Wendy reached across the kitchen
counter and snagged it.

Lucie only half-listened to the conversation. It didn’t take
long for her to recognize that the person on the other end of
the line was a friend of her mother’s who’d phoned to com-
miserate.

“IPm not the least bit concerned,” Wendy insisted. “I
know my daughter. Anyone who’s ever tasted Lucie’s cook-
ing recognizes that she’s a fully qualified chef. My daughter
knows her way around the kitchen. No, no we aren’t going
to file charges against the newspaper. This was one person’s
opinion. Most people prefer to judge a restaurant them-
selves. It’s unfortunate that he had a bad experience but we
can’t make everyone happy all the time.”

That was true enough, Lucie realized. Still, she would
have preferred to have this reporter brag endlessly about her
cooking instead of lambasting her on every level.

Wendy had no sooner hung up the phone when it rang a
second time. “Oh, hi, Juliana. Yes, of course we saw it. No,
I’'m not worried. Thank you. I’ll tell Lucie. Really?” After a
couple of moments of silence, her mother sat up straighter

and fixed her gaze on Lucie.
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Lucie couldn’t help but notice the way her mother’s eyes
brightened.

“Of course I'll tell her. This is just wonderful. Thanks so
much, Juliana. You’ve made my day.” Wearing a huge smile,
her mother docked the phone.

“What did Juliana say?” Lucie couldn’t help being curi-
ous at the change in her mother’s posture.

“Juliana went on the newspaper’s website. She always
was one to keep up with technology. All that social media
techie stuff is beyond me.”

“And?” Lucie pressed.

“Well, apparently several people have taken exception to
the review and have left comments.”

“Really. Several people? Did she mention a number?”

Wendy nodded. “She said you should check it out your-
self and you’d be impressed. I believe she said there were
already three hundred comments, all disagreeing with the
review.”

“Three hundred.” Lucie felt like dancing around the
room.

“And not a single one of them is related to this family,”
Wendy boasted.

Lucie immediately sat down at her desk, which she’d set
up in the corner of their cozy living room. Sammy, who
sensed something was wrong, waddled over and sat down at

her feet, resting his chin on her foot as though to comfort
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her.

Lucie booted up her computer, logged onto the Internet,
and went to the home page for the newspaper. Sure enough,
the Heavenly Delights review dominated the comments di-
rected at the newspaper. Lucie could barely believe her eyes.
Her hand covered her mouth as she read comment after
comment praising the restaurant. Several people mentioned
Lucie’s signature dishes and nearly everyone raved about the
desserts. Wendy was right. Their loyal customers hadn’t re-
mained silent. They’d come to the restaurant’s defense in
droves. It was barely noon and the comments already num-
bered over three hundred.

“Take that Eaton Well,” Lucie murmured, grinning un-
controllably.

“What did T tell you,” Wendy said, coming to stand
behind her. “We don’t have a thing to worry about.”

Lucie desperately wanted to believe that.

A summons from the managing editor wasn’t unusual, but it
was the way the message came to Aren. He’d been asked to
stop by the editor’s desk at his earliest convenience.

Sandy Markus had been with the paper nearly thirty
years. She was a pro and didn’t stand on ceremony, nor was
she shy about sharing her opinion. The woman had grit and

guts—both necessary to rise this high in what was once con-
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sidered a man’s world. Sandy had not only broken the mold;
she’d helped shape a new one. Aren respected and liked his
boss even though she had the power to intimidate him.

When Aren appeared at her office door, Sandy glanced
up and motioned him inside.

“Close the door,” she instructed.

Aren reluctantly complied with her request. If Sandy
wanted the door closed, it usually meant bad news.

Aren’s stomach sank.

The managing editor continued to focus on her computer
screen. “Have a seat,” she instructed. She wasn’t the stereo-
typical newswoman. Sandy was tall and thin with short,
wiry hair that she groomed into submission with mousse
until it stood straight up on end. In her mid-sixties, her face
had weathered well through the years.

“Is there a problem?” Aren asked. As far as he knew his
work had been more than satisfactory.

Aren didn’t expect Sandy to praise his writing. She’d let
it be known she expected his articles to be of top quality. If
they weren’t he could seek employment elsewhere.

Aren took a seat. “What’s this about?” He hated being
called to task when he didn’t have any idea what he’d done
wrong.

“Heavenly Delights,” she muttered, reluctantly tearing
her gaze away from the monitor. She removed her eyeglasses

and a deep frown marred her brow as she studied him. “You
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wrote the review of the restaurant, right?”

“I did.” Aren stood by his piece. The food had been some
of the worst in his experience. As far as he was concerned,
whoever was doing the cooking had a lot to learn. The
chicken dish was satisfactory, but that showed no real ex-
pertise. The true test had been the sole and sauce, and in that
the chef had failed miserably.

“You were scathing in your remarks.”

Scathing wasn’t the word he’d use. “I was honest.”

Sandy glared back at him from the other side of her desk.
“Apparently your review has caused quite a stir.”

He laughed. “It has?” He couldn’t imagine why, other
than the obvious fact that the restaurant needed a new chef.

“I don’t suppose you’ve taken a look at the website or the
FaceBook page? There are hundreds of rebuttals to your re-
view between the two sites. Readers are leaping to defend
the restaurant, the food, and the chef. They even applaud
the color of the dining area walls.”

Aren grimaced. That comment came as a result of a line
he’d written about the calming effect of the interior. The
owners had chosen a warm shade of gray with black high-
lights. Aren might have gone a bit overboard when he’d in-
sinuated that the interior, while soothing and inviting, wasn’t
enough to distract from the poor quality of the food. The
remark had been cutting; he wished now he’d been more

judicious.
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“Not everyone is going to agree with me,” he felt obliged
to remind his editor.

“I second that. We aren’t running a popularity contest
with these restaurant reviews. However, when three hun-
dred people take the time to write and contradict your
findings, I sit up and take notice.”

“Three thousand?” Aren squared his shoulders. “I or-
dered the sole—”

“I know what you ordered.” She cut him off. “You wrote
about it in great detail as part of your review.”

She was right, he had.

“Look at this.” Sandy swiveled her monitor around so
Aren could read a few of the comments left on the website.
In case he had trouble, Sandy read one aloud. “My name is
Bill Wheeler and I’ve traveled extensively around the world.
One of my favorite seafood dishes is sole served with a
beurre blanc sauce. I'’ve ordered sole in London, Paris, and
beyond. The best, the very best I’ve ever tasted is served at
Heavenly Delights.” The last three words were spoken
slowly and precisely as though she was reading them to a
child.

“Three hundred comments,” Aren muttered under his
breath.

“Apparently Mr. Wheeler liked it.”

“Apparently so. Mine was inedible. An entire canister of

salt must have fallen into that sauce, along with enough
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lemon to pickle herring, not to mention the distinct taste of
cayenne pepper. There was no redeeming this sauce or the
fish.”

“Some people aren’t going to agree with a food critic’s
reviews.”

“That’s understood.”

“But three hundred? That tells me you aren’t doing your
job.”

“That’s not true.” Aren feared he was about to join the
ranks of the unemployed. “What would you like me to do?”
he asked, fearing she was about to ask for his resignation.

“What I'd like,” Sandy said, her voice elevated to the
point the window of her office vibrated, “is for you to eat at
Heavenly Delights again. Clearly the chef had an off night.”

“Clearly.” Aren struggled to keep the sarcasm out of his
voice.

“If several hundred diners have rallied to defend the chef,
then I believe a second look is in order.”

“All right.” Although Aren wasn’t looking forward to
this dining experience.

“Do it soon.”

“Consider it done. However . . .”

“Yes?” Sandy had already returned her attention to the
computer screen. Her gaze bounced back to Aren.

“I wrote an honest review. ’'m willing to give Heavenly

Delights a second chance, but if the food is the same poor
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quality as before I won’t change my opinion no matter how
many people disagree with me.”

“Fair enough,” Sandy said. Then, as if she’d suddenly
had a second thought she asked, “Anyone go with you when
you ate there earlier?”

“My sister.”

“What was her opinion?”

Aren exhaled and frowned. “Actually, she was impressed.
Her chicken dish was delicious, or so she claimed.”

“So it was you and you alone who found the food below

»

par.
“Apparently.”

Sandy was facing her keyboard again even before he left
the office. Returning to his desk, Aren reached for his cell
and texted out a message to his sister.

Giving Heavenly Delights a second chance. Join me?

Her reply came within a few seconds. When?

Tonight?

Tomorrow?

OK tomorrow.

Can | meet you there?

No problem.

What time?

7 unless you hear otherwise.

Aren made the call and discovered, somewhat to his cha-

grin, that the only reservation available was for five thirty, p.m.
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He sent another text to his sister.

She replied.

I'll do my best to get there on time. Might be a few min-
utes late.

No problem.

Aren arrived at Heavenly Delights five minutes before
their early reservation. His sister sent him a text telling him
she was running ten minutes behind and told him to be
seated.

Be there lickety-split.

The same charming, older woman who’d served as host-
ess at his first visit seated him. “I see you’re back.” She
beamed him a smile. Then lowering her voice, she added.
“Pm glad that nasty food critic didn’t change your mind
about our food.”

Aren feigned a grin.

She led him to a table that was close to the kitchen. He
had to agree the scents coming from the other room enticed
him.

Perhaps he had been overly critical. Well, he’d find out

soon enough.



Chapter Seven

Y., %, X

Busy in Heavenly Delights’ kitchen, Lucie paused, certain
she’d heard the sound of tinkling bells. The piped in music
was low and subtle but the gentle ring could be heard above
and beyond that. Bells? Someone was ringing bells in the
restaurant, and while that seemed rather odd, the melody
resembled a favorite Christmas carol. “Jingle Bells.”

Glancing outside the kitchen, thinking she might find the
source, Lucie caught sight of someone who resembled. . . .
Aren.

It took a moment for her brain to register the fact that
the man sitting at the table, reading over the menu, was in-
deed Aren Fairchild. Instantly her heart started racing at
double time. Aren was here . . . in her restaurant? She swal-
lowed hard, debating what to do . . . if anything. It'd been
almost a year. She would hardly know what to say to him.
How could she explain what had happened.

Mark, their headwaiter, stepped into the kitchen and
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Lucie grabbed him by the arm. “Get my mother.”

Mark stared at her and his eyes rounded. “Now? Is
everything all right?”

“Yes, I think so . . . just get my mother.” She clenched her
hands together and was grateful there was a lull in the
kitchen. It was early—they had just opened for dinner—but
soon the orders would come pouring in.

“Are you sure everything is all right?” Mark frowned,
concerned.

Lucie had already started to shake. “Yes . . . of course.”

Not more than a minute later Wendy raced into the
kitchen. “Lucie, what’s wrong?” She reached for Lucie’s
trembling hand.

“He’s here . . . in the restaurant.” But her mother seemed
oblivious to whom she meant.

“Who’s here, sweetheart?”

“Aren. Empire State Building Aren.”

“Aren,” her mother repeated slowly and then her eyes
widened into round orbs. “That Aren?”

Biting into her lower lip, Lucie nodded. “And he’s alone.”

“That does it. You’re coming with me.”

“Mom . ..”

It was too late, her mother caught her by the sleeve of her
cook’s jacket and dragged Lucie through the swinging doors
of the kitchen. Lucie knew the instant Aren saw her because

his reaction was close to her own. The warm bread roll he
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held in his hand fell onto his plate and he slowly rose to his
feet.

“Lucie?” Her name was a wisp of sound, as though he
couldn’t believe what he saw.

“Hello, Aren.” Beyond a greeting she couldn’t think of a
single thing to say. Her tongue felt as if it’d grown to twice
its normal size, filling her entire mouth and making speech
impossible.

>

“Im Lucie’s mother, Wendy Ferrara.” Her mother
stepped forward and clasped Aren’s hand with both of her
own as if she were meeting a Greek god. She gazed up at him
as though transfixed, studying his features as if wanting to
memorize them.

Aren’s gaze didn’t waver from Lucie. Apparently he’d
been struck with the same malady because he didn’t seem
inclined to speak either.

“Did you . . . were you there?” Lucie didn’t need to ex-
plain where she meant. Aren knew.

He broke eye contact and looked away before nodding.

Lucie felt dreadful to have left him to stand in the cold,
believing she had chosen not to see him again. She would
have given anything to live out her own version of Sleepless
in Seattle, but apparently it wasn’t meant to be. “Did you
wait long?”

“A while.” He shrugged as though it was nothing. “I left

as soon as I realized you weren’t coming.”
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Lucie noted that he didn’t mention the length of time
he’d stood in the cold and wind. She remembered that it had
rained that day and hated the thought of him outside, deal-
ing with the elements. Hopefully he’d been out of the cold.
Lucie wanted to ask, but didn’t.

“I’m so sorry,” she whispered, and she was. Still, against
impossible odds, they’d found one another again and now
they couldn’t seem to take their eyes off each other.

“Give him your phone number,” her mother urged, pok-
ing Lucie in the side with her elbow. “Never mind, T’ll do it,
and listen, dinner is on us. Order anything you want.”

Aren broke eye contact. “I can’t let you do that.”

“Please,” Lucie added. “It’s the least I can do.”

Just then a lovely woman strolled up to the table. “It
looks like we’re having a party. Sorry I'm late.”

Lucie’s heart sank. She’d assumed Aren was dining alone.
How foolish of her. How completely naive she was to enter-
tain the idea that he’d pined for her the way she had for him.
Clearly he’d met someone else. While Lucie was dressed in
her kitchen gear with her hair tied up in a net, the other
woman was striking in every sense of the word.

“Oh.” Lucie retreated a step before Aren spoke.

“This is my sister, Josie.”

His sister? Lucie remembered that Aren had talked about
his sister. He’d been living with her at the time.

“Lucie?” Josie asked, focusing her attention on her.
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“That Lucie?”

“Yes.”

She noticed that he didn’t elaborate beyond the one
word. Apparently his sister knew all about her.

Ever the promoter, Wendy handed Aren a business card.
“Ive written Lucie’s cell number on the back here. And
young man you should know something . . .”

“Mom . . .” Lucie placed a restraining hand on her
mother’s arm.

Aren accepted the card and set it down on the tabletop.

Lucie hesitated. She really should get back to the kitchen.
“Enjoy your dinner,” she said in parting, retreating back-
wards, one small step at a time. She bit her tongue to keep
from telling him that she really would like to hear from him.
The decision to contact her belonged to Aren. Now she
would be the one left waiting and wondering.

Aren addressed her mother and sounded quite adamant.
“Listen, I appreciate the offer but I insist upon paying for
our meal.”

“We’ll argue about it later.”

Although she was already in the kitchen, Lucie was able
to overhear the conversation.

“Iinsist, Wendy. I will pay for our meal or Josie and I will
need to leave.”

Lucie heard her mother reluctantly acquiesce. Almost

right away dinner orders started to come in and soon Lucie
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was preoccupied with cooking and getting food onto the
plates. Within a matter of minutes she was so busy that she
managed to put the fact that Aren sat only a few feet away
out of her mind.

When next Lucie had the opportunity to look out to the
dining area, she saw that another couple sat at the table
where Aren and his sister had dined earlier.

Aren was gone.

Wendy had made certain that Aren had Lucie’s cell num-
ber and she was left to wonder and hope he’d phone. Lucie
wasn’t finished cleaning the kitchen until after eleven. Her
mother joined her and brought them each a cup of decaf-
feinated coffee.

“I see what you mean,” her mother said, raising the cup
to her lips. “Your Aren is real easy on the eyes.”

“He isn’t my Aren,” she countered and then quickly
added, “You think so?”

A smile quivered that her mother made no attempt to
hide. “I wish you could have seen the look that came over
you when you heard him say he’d been waiting for you.”

“All these months. Oh, Mom, I feel dreadful.”

“You wanted to meet him. Why wouldn’t you let me
tell him what happened and that you were on your way to
meet him when the hospital phoned?”

Lucie wasn’t sure. “The timing wasn’t right. I figured it

simply wasn’t meant to be.”
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“What do you think now?”

Lucie was afraid to reveal how happy she was that she
found Aren. Although she’d worked a grueling shift, she
wasn’t tired. In fact, she was fairly certain she would have a
hard time falling asleep. Her mind and her heart were filled
with the hope of reconnecting with the man who’d swept
her off her feet last New Year’s Eve.

“Do you think he’ll phone?” she asked her mother.

Wendy lowered her gaze to her coffee. “Sad to say, no.”

Her heart plummeted. “He won’t?”

“He said as much.”

“You spoke to him after T went back to the kitchen?”
Lucie had been too busy to pay attention to what had gone
on after their initial meeting.

“At length.”

“Mom!” It was just like Wendy to keep her in suspense
like this.

“Sometimes I wonder about you, daughter.”

“Why, what did I do now?”

Wendy shook her head. “Well, first off, you asked him
how long he’d waited for you.”

“Yes, I wondered . . . I mean, it’s only natural to wonder
if he had.” He couldn’t fault her for that.

“But you didn’t bother to mention that you’d been on
your way to meet him when you got the call from the hos-

pital.”
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“I' know . ..” Perhaps it’d been a mistake to keep silent.

Her mother sadly shook her head. “In fact, you didn’t
say a single word to encourage him.”

Lucie’s heart sank. Her mother was right.

Lucie was horrified at her thoughtlessness. “I noticed
that he didn’t really answer how long he’d waited for me.”

“As well he shouldn’t. Just think about it, Lucie. You
stood him up and then asked him to confirm the fact.”

Hearing it put like that made her feel sick to her stomach.

“Don’t you think that was hard enough on his ego with-
out you rubbing salt in his wound?”

Her mother was right. Lucie had messed up her chance
with Aren royally. Not once, but twice. No wonder he’d
made it clear he had no intention of contacting her. How
completely dense she’d been. Hearing it now, and realizing
how utterly foolish she’d been made her want to weep.

Pushing the coffee aside, Lucie felt heartsick. “So he told
you he has no intention of contacting me . . . ever.”

“A man has his pride, Lucie.”

“And I managed to stomp all over his.”

“That you did,” her mother said, and then hesitated.
“However, Aren and I did manage to have a lengthy conver-
sation.”

Lucie’s head snapped up. “What did he say?”

“Well, the truth of the matter is, I did most of the talk-

»

ing.
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Oh, brother, this might not be good. “Mom, what did
you tell him?” Lucy waited, holding her breath.

“Lucie Ann, don’t use that tone of voice with me. I sim-
ply explained that you had every intention of meeting him
January 7, until you got the call from the hospital. ’'m the
one who caused you to miss that meeting. I assured Aren
that T am not a busybody, but seeing that you failed to make
your rendezvous because of me, I consider it my duty to set
matters straight.”

“What did he say to that?” Lucie leaned so close to her
mother that she was in danger of falling off her stool.

“Well, right away I could see that Aren was grateful to
learn the truth. He perked right up and so did his sister.”

“He did?” Lucie frowned. “But you said he had no inten-
tion of calling me even though you gave him my cell num-
ber.”

Her mother shook her head. “Give the man his due,
daughter. His pride took a licking. He left his cell phone
number with me and said if you were still interested then
you should give him a call. You will, won’t you?”

Lucie needed no time to make that decision. “I’ll contact
him first thing in the morning.”

“Perfect.”

Hungry for information, Lucie dug deeper. “Did you and
Aren talk about anything else?”

Her mother hesitated. “Well, yes, and I hope I didn’t
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speak out of turn. I told him that you constantly scoured the
newspaper looking for his byline.”

“Oh, Mom.” Lucie wished she hadn’t.

“I could tell he was pleased to hear it.”

“He was?” In retrospect, Aren deserved to know that
Lucie hadn’t forgotten him. Not a day passed that he didn’t
drift into her mind at one time or another. They’d only been
together a few hours, nevertheless Aren Fairchild had left a
powerful impression on her.

“You ready to head home?” her mother asked.

Lucie nodded. “I bet you’re tired.”

“I’'m fine. I’ve always enjoyed meeting people, but T do
have to say, these dogs are barking.” Removing her shoe,

Wendy rubbed her sore toes.

“We did it,” Mercy said and gave Goodness a high five.

“Aren didn’t once wonder why Wendy seated him so
close to the kitchen.”

“That was an excellent idea even if I say so myself.”
Shirley’s chest seemed to swell double in size.

Will looked unconvinced. “Would Gabriel call this
Earthly interference?”

“No way,” Shirley assured him. “It wasn’t even close.
If you want to talk about interference, then we can discuss

the time Goodness took over that department store escala-
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tor or—”

“How did you get Lucie to look out of the kitchen when
she did?” Will asked.

Mercy was grateful for the change of topics. She re-
sponded by pushing up the sleeves of her long white gown to
reveal a row of small bells.

“The bells Lucie heard? That came from you?”

“That will be our little secret, okay?” Gabriel might not
appreciate her slight of hand . . . a small play on words there.

“Wow.”

“It’s a gift,” Goodness explained, folding her hands and
raising her head toward heaven with her eyes closed.

“You mean like peace, hope, mercy . . . that kind of godly
gift.”

“Ah, not exactly.” They were leading Will down a slip-
pery slope that made Mercy uncomfortable. “Actually, the
bells are a small trick I learned years ago that I use on rare
occasions.”

“To garner humans’ attention,” Shirley supplied. “I re-
member once when Goodness appeared in church.”

“She appeared in . . . bodily form as an angel?” This was
one of the first lessons angels learned. Only those on direct
assignment from God were allowed to appear as they were
without disguise or dressed as ordinary humans. In all other
instances they were to remain invisible or to take on human

form.
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“It was an emergency situation,” Goodness clarified.

“It was necessary,” Mercy seconded, “or Goodness
would never have taken the risk.”

Will looked to Goodness for an explanation.

“I appeared before a pastor who’d lost his wife to
cancer.”

“And with his wife he’d lost his faith, too,” Shirley
added.

Goodness’s eyes brightened. “I wanted this poor grieving
man to see God’s love. I stood in the front of the church and
in the full glory of God’s grace I spread my wings and let my
light shine.”

Will’s eyes grew huge and round. “What happened?”

Mercy came to stand closer to her friend. “Maybe we
should see what Aren Fairchild is doing now that he’s seen
Lucie.”

“No, wait,” Will insisted, “tell me what happened to
Goodness and the pastor. You have to tell me.”

Goodness sighed and her shoulders and wings sank sev-
eral inches. “He didn’t see me.”

“Didn’t see you?” Will was incredulous. “How could he
not see you? The light of God’s love should have blinded
him.”

“He was too caught up in his grief.”
“Oh dear,” Will whispered, astonished.
“That’s when I came up with the idea of the bells,” Mercy
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explained. “It’s a more subtle approach. The more time you
spend dealing with humans the more you’ll learn that one
must be subtle.”

“Most of the time delicate handling works,” Shirley
added.

“Most of the time,” Mercy agreed, but then added under
her breath, “but not all.”

“Okay, let’s find out what Aren’s doing,” Will said.



Chapter ‘Eight

Y., %, X

“You aren’t going to call Lucie?” Josie demanded, sipping
coffee from the disposable cup as they headed toward the
subway station the following morning. “You’re going to
make her call you?”

Aren knew Josie couldn’t possibly understand the di-
lemma he was in, well, then again, maybe she did. He had
his pride, which was something his sister should understand.
After all, it was pride that kept her from contacting Jack,
even though Aren strongly suspected his sister was still in
love with him. She had been stingy with information as to
what exactly had gone wrong. Although he was fairly cer-
tain it had something to do with the wedding, a disagree-
ment, probably over something silly, that had quickly
escalated. Apparently it had grown to the point that they
were convinced, one or the other, that marriage wasn’t such
a good idea after all. Following that, it made sense to as-

sume they decided continuing their relationship wouldn’t
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work either. Nerves stretched to the limit over a wedding
and now Josie was alone and unhappy. Well, Aren and his
sister made a great team, supporting each other in their
misery.

His own relationship with Lucie was complicated and
getting more so by the minute. It’d all seemed so perfect, in-
nocent even, back on New Year’s Eve. Now, with him work-
ing for the Gazette and Lucie part-owner of the restaurant
he’d reviewed, the possibility of him developing this rela-
tionship became that much more difficult.

“She’ll be a fool if she doesn’t contact you.”

Aren and his sister had always been close. Every morning
they walked to the subway together. He’d found an apart-
ment close to Josie and they met for coffee, carrying it with
them as they headed toward their respective jobs.

“Maybe she wouldn’t be such a fool.” Aren had spent a
sleepless night, mulling over the impossibility of his situa-
tion. For one thing, he’d had a complete change of heart
when it came to Heavenly Delights. Three thousand patrons
hadn’t been wrong. Dinner was a delight and the desserts
afterward had been heavenly. His opinion had done a com-
plete turn around from his previous visit. This time it had
earned its name. He’d told the managing editor he intended
to write another review, and he would. Furthermore, his

change of heart had nothing to do with his feelings toward
the chef.
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“By the way, is there any chance you can get tickets for
Angels at Christmas?” Josie asked.

Naturally his sister would ask about the hottest play on
Broadway. Tickets had been sold out months in advance.
And with Christmas approaching they were impossible to
find. “Yeah, right.”

“Well, you just might. The newspaper has connections,
doesn’t it? It’s just a matter of knowing the right people.”

Aren snickered. As a recent hiree, he had little chance of
getting tickets. He’d let Josie dream away. Aren enjoyed his
sister’s company, but if he took anyone to see a play it would
be Lucie; that is, if she wanted to see him again.

Following his divorce Aren hadn’t leaped back into the
dating world and noticed that Josie hadn’t either, although
she was quick to egg him on. Deep down Aren supposed
his sister needed to see him willing to risk his heart again
before she felt comfortable doing so herself. Brother and sis-
ter made a terrific dysfunctional team.

“Let me know what you find out,” Josie murmured as
she headed down to her train. “And if you do manage to get
those ticket, ask Lucie.”

Aren frowned. “I thought you wanted to go?”

“I will some day. I was just thinking it was an invitation
Lucie wouldn’t be able to turn down. I’ve heard that Angels
at Christmas is an incredible musical.”

“Don’t hold your breath, okay?” He hated giving his
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thoughts away and Lucie had definitely been heavy on his
mind.

She gave him a cheery wave and was off.

Aren went to another track to catch his train and then
walked the few blocks to the newspaper building. He
dropped his backpack off at his desk and headed directly to
Sandy’s office.

The managing editor sat at her computer and glanced up
when he knocked against the door frame. Looking at him
above the glasses perched on the end of her nose, Sandy
lifted her hands from the keyboard and swiveled her chair
around. “You had dinner at Heavenly Delights?”

He nodded, stuffing the tips of his fingers in his jean
pockets.

“And?”

“It was terrific.”

She arched her brows as though pleasantly surprised. “So
you had a change of heart.”

He admitted as much. “I can’t account for what hap-
pened the first time around. My sister was with me and her
meal seemed to be just fine. Mine was a disaster.”

“But not this time?”

“No, the sole was fabulous in every way.” And in ways
he hadn’t expected that had nothing to do with the menu
items.

“Good. Write your piece and we’ll publish it in this eve-
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ning’s edition. That should make those supporters of the res-
taurant happy.” As she spoke, his editor turned back to face
her computer screen.

“Sandy,” Aren said, remaining standing in the doorway
to her office.

She looked his way, frowning with impatience. “Now
what?”

“I can’t write the review.”

“Why not?” she demanded shortly, clearly irritated with
him.

“I met the chef and I know her.”

“Did that influence your opinion?”

“No.”

“Then write the review.”

“I"d like nothing better. However . . .”

She removed her glasses and glared up at him. “What’s
your problem, Fairchild?”

“I want to date the chef,” he blurted out.

Sandy frowned and turned back to her computer again.
“So date her. She doesn’t need to know you’re Eaton Well.”

Aren was stunned. Not knowing what to expect from his
admission, his mind started to spin with happy anticipation.

“Are you still here?” Sandy blurted out.

“Thanks, Sandy, really, I mean it. This is great news.”
Aren’s heart was lighter than it’d been in months.

On his way in to talk to Sandy, he wondered what she’d
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say about him wanting to date Lucie. Now it felt as if the
weight of ten dump trucks had been lifted from his shoul-
ders.

Sandy glanced his way again. “Why are you still here?”

“No...noreason...I’m on my way to my desk to write
the finest restaurant review you’ve ever published.”

“Then get to it,” she muttered gruffly.

No sooner had he sat down at his computer than his cell
phone buzzed. Distracted, Aren looked at it, didn’t recog-
nize the number, and let whoever was on the other end of
the line talk to his voice mail. He was about halfway through
his review, which literally seemed to be writing itself, when
Norm Lockett stopped by his cubical. Norm did the reviews
for Broadway shows.

“Norm,” Aren called out stopping him. “Can I ask a
favor?”

“What do you need, kid?”

Aren stood. Norm was thirty years his senior and well
liked by everyone. “Is there a possibility of getting tickets
for Angels at Christmas?” It wouldn’t do any harm to ask.

Norm grinned and slapped him across the back. “Let me
see what I can do.”

“Thanks, Norm, I appreciate it.” Then, because he
thought it might help, Aren added, “I don’t suppose you
heard Doris Roberts is coming in to replace the lead in

Angels at Christmas?”



Angels at the Table 103

“Idid.”

The story had hit a few days earlier. Betty White had
come down with a nasty cold and needed a break.

“I could write a short piece about Doris taking over the
role,” Aren offered.

“No need,” Norm said and slapped him across the back
a second time. “I’ll see what I can do, but no promises.”

“Thanks,” Aren said, “that would be great.”

He returned to his cubical and was absorbed in his writ-
ing when Norm returned. “This is your lucky day.”

“You got tickets?”

“Two for next Thursday night.”

Aren didn’t care what night it was. “Thanks. You’re the
best.” Aren was so pleased to get the tickets that he hadn’t
even bothered to check his own schedule. Once he did, he
discovered he had another restaurant review arranged for
the same night. Dinner and a show. He could hardly believe
his luck. Heaven was looking favorably down on him this
fine December day. It would be even better if Lucie con-
tacted him. If not, then he’d take his sister.

Norm returned to his cubical and Aren went back to
writing the review for Heavenly Delights. The words flowed
effortlessly and he was humming right along when he paused
mid-word. A thought struck him. The call he’d sent to voice
mail earlier might have been Lucie.

Grabbing his cell, he played back the message. Sure



104 Debbie Macomber

enough, just as he’d suspected.

“Hello, Aren, this is Lucie. Mom said she explained why
I didn’t meet you last January. I'm sorry you were left wait-
ing. I'm hoping that you’d be willing to give me another
chance. If you are, then give me a call and if not . . . well, 1
understand.” Her voice dipped with dread or disappoint-
ment, Aren didn’t know which.

He couldn’t push the button fast enough to call her back.

She answered with, “This is Lucie.”

“Aren,” he supplied, but before he could get another
word out, Lucie started jabbering away.

“Oh, Aren, you got my call. Obviously you did, other-
wise you wouldn’t be phoning me. I sound completely re-
dundant, don’t I? It’s just that 'm so very pleased to hear
from you.” She paused as if embarrassed at how fast she’d
spoken. “Pll shut up and let you talk now.”

Aren smiled and a warm happiness settled over him.
“You can keep talking as long as you like. I like the sound of
your voice.”

“You do?”

“It’s providential that we should meet after all these
months, don’t you think?” he asked.

“Yes . . . and providential is the perfect word, but then
you work with words, don’t you?”

“Ido.”

“Mom said you were writing for the paper. I'd looked
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for your name—"

“I'm not exactly their ace reporter.”

“No, but you’re a wonderful writer . . . at least I think
you must be, even if I haven’t read anything you’ve written.”

Actually, she had read one of his most significant pieces—
his review of her restaurant. But Aren couldn’t tell her
that, his contract at the paper stated as much and the man-
aging editor had taken pains to remind him. Even if he was
able, he wouldn’t. He didn’t want to end a promising rela-
tionship when it was just getting started.

Using this opportunity to change the subject he said, “I
called because I was wondering if you’d be available for din-
ner and a show next week. I have two tickets to Angels at
Christmas next Thursday.”

“Angels at Christmas! 1 heard it was impossible to get
tickets for that play.”

“I have two.”

“But, oh dear, I . . . don’t think I can. 'm cooking at the
restaurant in the evenings.”

Of course she was. Aren couldn’t believe he’d forgotten
that one key element. “Naturally you’d be working; I was so
excited about the tickets T completely forgot.”

“Thursday night you say?” The question was followed
by a short hesitation. “Listen, it doesn’t matter what night it
is because I'm taking it off. We have a really wonderful sous

chef who can cover for me. I attended culinary school with
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Catherine—she’s really good. My mother’s been after me to
take a break and this is important. Not to the world in gen-
eral important, but important to me. Oh heaven, ’'m doing
it again. I probably don’t make any sense whatsoever, do I?”

“Amazingly, you do.” Aren’s grin was so wide it hurt his
face. “I’ll see you next week then.”

“Qkay. Will you call me with the time or should I phone
you?”

“P’ll be in touch.”

“Wonderful. Thank you for calling me back, Aren.”

He should be the one thanking her. They said their fare-
wells and Aren felt like he could climb a mountain. Return-
ing to the task at hand, he waited a few minutes and then
reached for his phone to contact his sister.

Josie answered almost immediately. She worked on Wall
Street for a large brokerage firm.

“I have good news, good news, and bad news.”

“Do tell.”

“I heard from Lucie.” He could have tried to play it cool,
but his sister knew him far too well. She’d read through his
blazé attitude in one second flat. Fooling Josie would be
near impossible; consequently he didn’t even try.

“She called already?”

“A few minutes ago.”

“You’re going to see her, aren’t you?”

“Yup. That’s the good news and the bad news.”
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“Explain yourself, little brother.”

“I’m taking her to dinner and a show.”

“Wow, you sure know how to sweep a girl off her feet.
Which show?”

“That’s the bad news.”

A short hesitation followed. “Don’t tell me . . . you have
tickets to Angels at Christimas?”

“Ido.”

“Aww man.”

“Don’t hate me,” Aren teased. “I have other good news,
too, but I didn’t want to overwhelm you.”

“You might as well kick me harder. I suppose they’re or-
chestra seats.” She laughed and Aren knew she was happy
that Lucie had agreed to go with him.

“As far as 'm concerned they could be in the nosebleed
section and I wouldn’t care. My third bit of good news is
that I talked to my boss and Sandy said it would be fine for
me to write the review for Heavenly Delights, and retract
my previous one.”

“Well, duh, of course you should.”

“I feared it might be considered a conflict of interest, but
Sandy basically said not to worry about it as long as I don’t
reveal my identity.”

“Good . .. but does Lucie or her mother know you’re the
one who wrote the initial review, panning the restaurant?”

“No.”
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“No? Aren, this could come back to bite you.”

“Pll tell her when the time is right. I don’t want to hide it
from her but my contract states that I can’t let anyone
known my identity outside of family. Besides, Lucie and I
just reconnected.”

“And you don’t want to upset the proverbial apple cart.”

“Something like that,” he admitted. In his mind he had
the perfect excuse.

“Oh, Aren, promise me you won’t keep it a secret for
long.”

“Josie, ’'m under contract. I could lose my job if I tell her
I’m writing as Eaton Well.”

“There are ways you can do it without saying it directly,
you know.”

“Maybe,” he countered. “But it’s too soon.”

“Qkay, I agree with you there, but 'm afraid this is going
to hang over your head like a giant water balloon, threaten-
ing to burst at any moment.”

“Pll find the right time,” he promised. “But not until I
can figure out a way to do it without actually telling her and
until we’ve had a chance to get to know each other better.
Agreed?”

“Qkay, but don’t wait until it’s too late.”

“I won’t.” This would be tricky, but he’d look for a way,

and for a time when it was right.



Chapter Nine

Y., %, X

“Get a load of those angels on stage,” Mercy muttered shak-
ing her head in exasperation. “Apparently this is humans’
idea of what we look like. Oh dear, these poor people don’t
have a clue.”

Shirley, Goodness, and Mercy, along with Will, sat in the
boxed seat section of the Broadway theater and found them-
selves highly amused by the play. After strict instructions
from Gabriel they knew better than to interfere with the
budding romance between Lucie and Aren. This was a hands-
off assignment.

Still, Mercy kept a close eye on the two. They had great
seats about ten rows back in the orchestra section and
seemed to be enjoying the play immensely. Every now and
again their heads would come together and they’d exchange
whispers. Mercy had a bit of a romantic streak and it seemed
the couple was perfect together. Her heart swelled with ap-

preciation when shortly after the play started Aren reached
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for Lucie’s hand and she smiled ever so sweetly up at him. It
was the most romantic moment Mercy had seen in a very
long while.

When Mercy’s gaze wandered back to her friends, she
froze as an odd sensation went through her.

Goodness had disappeared.

“Where’s Goodness,” she whispered, fighting down
dread.

Shirley shrugged, apparently caught up in what was hap-
pening on stage.

“Will, have you seen Goodness?” she asked, hoping to
hide the panic in her voice.

Their young charge seemed to find the antics on stage
highly amusing, and he answered with a shake of his head.

Mercy frantically glanced around and soon saw that her
worst fears were about to take place. Goodness was on stage
with the actors. Not knowing what else to do, and intent on
avoiding another disaster, Mercy quickly joined her friend,
grabbing Goodness by the arm. “What are you doing here?”
she whispered.

“These actors don’t know anything about angels or how
we behave. Their costumes are a joke.”

Oh dear, it was worse than she thought. “Goodness,
don’t even think about it.”

“I just want to ruffle their feathers a little, make them a

bit more presentable. Gabriel would want that.”
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“No, he wouldn’t,” Shirley chimed in. The three of
them bounced around the stage, flittering from one part to
another, avoiding the actors.

“What’s that?” Will asked, joining them.

“What’s what?”

“That man. He’s playing some sort of musical instru-
ment.”

“It’s a tuba, now go back where we were,” Mercy in-
structed.

All at once one of the stage angels let out a screech as she
was suspended two feet off the ground. “Goodness, mercy,”
the actor cried, frantically flapping her arms.

“She knows our names,” Shirley said aghast.

“Put her down,” Mercy pleaded, and quickly amended.
“Gently, please.”

The actor’s feet gradually returned to the stage and al-
most immediately three other stage angels were elevated.
Not knowing what was happening, the other actors, obvi-
ously skilled professionals, continued with their lines as if
nothing were amiss, craning their necks in order to look up
at the actors whose feet were scrambling and arms flapping.
Apparently the audience took it all in their stride, laughing
uproariously. Those viewing the show seemed to believe this
was part and parcel of the program, which was a play within
a play.

The main characters had attended a Christmas program
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in which the children reenacted the Nativity scene. The
angels, all actors, played major roles, directing the children.
Now Shirley, Goodness, and Mercy caused near pandemo-
nium with the stage crew shrugging their shoulders, running
onto the stage and looking up for some nonexistent hidden
wire.

While Mercy argued with Goodness, sensible Shirley had
apparently lost her head and decided this was her moment
to shine. Mercy couldn’t believe her eyes when her fellow
Prayer Ambassador broke into song along with the small
children’s choir.

Seeing that it was a lost cause, Mercy gave up and joined
her friend, singing one of their favorite Christmas carols.
Everyone on stage froze and stared at the children and for
one short moment, Mercy feared they were about to be dis-
covered.

“I think it’s time we go now,” Will said, tugging at Shir-
ley’s sleeve.

“Oh dear, you might be right,” Shirley said, seemingly
coming to her senses.

“I’d like to try playing that tuba before we go,” Will said,
heading for the orchestra pit.

Goodness grabbed Will and hauled him back.

“Not now,” Mercy pleaded, ushering the other three off
the stage. “We need to get while the getting is good.”

Oh dear, this was going badly.
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“What about Lucie and Aren?” Will protested as they
made their way back to heaven. “Can we just leave them
behind?”

“We don’t have any choice now.” Mercy wasn’t sure how
everything had gotten out of hand like this, but it was be-
yond redemption now. Oh, she should have known, should
have guessed, that seeing angels on stage would be too much
temptation for them. They left the theater and Mercy had
started to relax when she heard Shirley screech. “Goodness!
Put the camel back before anyone notices it’s missing.”

Mercy looked back and gasped. Sure enough her dear
friend had stolen the camel that was tethered backstage and
was leading him down the street.

Yup, they were beyond redemption. All Mercy could
hope was that heaven didn’t hear about this until much,

much later.

“What did you think of the play?” Aren asked Lucie as they
slowly made their way out of the theater.

It was difficult for her to hear him above the excited chat-
ter of the crowd. Everyone was talking about the perfor-
mance. Lucie overheard someone say that they’d seen the
same play earlier and that she really liked the additional co-
medic changes.

“I thought it was amazing . . . simply amazing.”
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“I did, too,” Aren agreed.

Once outside, he helped Lucie on with her coat and then
buttoned his own. He reached for her hand and tucked it in
the crook of his elbow. It was a cold night, which gave Lucie
a good excuse to stay close to Aren. The lights in the city
over the holidays seemed to glow a little brighter. Everything
felt so perfect, so wonderful. Although she’d only known
Aren a short while, it seemed that he’d always been in her
life. Never having experienced that kind of connection with
a man before, Lucie couldn’t help but wonder if she’d found
the man she could love with the same intensity as the love
her parents had shared.

“Pm still trying to figure out how they managed to ele-
vate the angels,” Aren remarked, frowning as he spoke.
“Usually T can see the wires, and we were close enough to
get a good look, but I didn’t see any.”

“The children’s singing was . . . unbelievable.”

“I’m going to download the music as soon as I get home.
It was . ..” Aren seemed to be searching for the right word.

“Angelic,” Lucie supplied. Their shoulders touched as
they walked, arm in arm. “I had the most wonderful eve-
ning. I don’t know how to thank you.”

Aren grinned and wrapped his hand around hers in the
crook of his elbow. “We’re not finished yet.”

“We’re not?”

“I hope you’re hungry.”
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“Starved.” Lucie had gotten up extra early that morning
to bake and get everything ready at the restaurant so she
could leave for the night in good conscience. It’d been tempt-
ing to phone in and make sure everything was going okay.
But her mother had discouraged that. Wendy wanted Lucie
to forget about the restaurant for one night and enjoy her-
self. Lucie didn’t think it was possible, but she was wrong.
When she was with Aren it felt as if she didn’t have a care in
the world.

“I know it’s late but I made dinner reservations.”

They walked past Rockefeller Center and paused to ad-
mire the lights on the Christmas tree and gaze at the skaters
circling the ice. Unable to resist, Lucie pressed her head
against Aren’s shoulder.

“Tired?”

She should be, but she wasn’t. “No, just happy, so
happy.”

“I am, too. I didn’t think it was possible to find you
again.”

“I didn’t either. I gave up hope.”

They continued walking, their pace slow and easy until
they arrived at the restaurant, which carried the name of a
well-known television chef. Lucie couldn’t help being im-
pressed.

“How did you manage this along with the theater tickets

to the hottest show in town?”
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He grinned sheepishly. “I pulled a few strings.”

“Pve heard so much about the food here. I've always
wanted to try it.”

“Good, this is my first experience, too.”

Now she understood why he’d chosen to eat so late. This
was probably the only time he could get a reservation. From
everything Lucie had heard, the restaurant was booked
months in advance. It was next to impossible to get in dur-
ing the holidays. Lucie could only speculate as to how many
favors Aren would owe for this night. Certainly she would
long remember this evening.

After they were seated they waited several minutes before
the menus were delivered. Lucie caught Aren’s eye. “Mom
would never let that happen,” she whispered.

“Oh?”

“Waiting for the menus. She’d be on that right away.”

Aren grinned and opened the elaborately framed menu.
A gold tassel dangled at the bottom,

After giving them more than ample time to study the
meal selections the waiter returned and recited the evening’s
specials in elaborate detail, mentioning the country of origin
for the herbs and spices and every nuance of each particular
dish. Because it was late in the evening they’d sold out of the
appetizer and had only one of special entrées left.

Again Lucie had trouble hiding a frown. “Why mention
the specials at all if they aren’t available? All those details
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didn’t make the dish sound more appealing. He made me
feel it should be placed in a museum to be admired.”

“I agree,” Aren said, chuckling softly.

Lucie ordered the Chilean sea bass and Aren asked for
cheese stuffed chilies. Once served, the food was as much a
disappointment as the service had been.

“Well, what do you think?” Aren asked after she’d taken
her first bite. “Does this restaurant live up to its reputa-
tion?”

Lucie set her fork aside and weighed whether she should
speak her mind or not. Being in the restaurant business her-
self, she suspected she was being overly critical. Aren had
gone to a lot of trouble to get this reservation, but she could
see he wasn’t enjoying his dinner either. “Do you want the
truth?” she asked.

“Of course.”

“The fact is ’'m disappointed, but take that with a grain
of salt. I know a lot about running a restaurant. My fish was
overcooked, the sauce has no flavor, and the vegetables have
had the very life boiled out of them. This is what drives me
crazy.”

“Oh?”

“We had a food critic visit our restaurant who lambasted
my cooking. He or she was cruel and mean and I'm telling
you right now, I'll put every dish I serve up against this res-

taurant’s any day of the week.”
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Aren stared across the table at her with his fork frozen in
midair.

Lucie should have taken that as a sign to stop talking, but
once she got started she couldn’t seem to stop. “What upsets
me is that this very same food critic would probably give
this restaurant high marks. I mean, Eaton Well must have
reviewed the meals here for it to have such a fabulous repu-
tation. That just goes to show you the critic doesn’t know
what he’s talking about.” She bit down on her lip, recogniz-
ing that she’d probably said far too much. Every time she
thought about Eaton Well and his unfair and cutting review,
Lucie’s blood boiled. Because she felt she had to, Lucie
added, “I know he works for the same newspaper as you,
and if he’s a friend then I apologize. It’s just that he did me
wrong and I don’t know that I could ever forgive what he
said about Heavenly Delights.”

Aren continued to stare at her as if he didn’t know
what to say. Lucie tried again, fearing she’d ruined their eve-
ning with her tirade. “Forgive me, please,” she murmured,
smoothing out the linen napkin in her lap. “I shouldn’t have
mentioned the review. As you might have guessed I'm still
upset about it.”

Aren reached for his coffee, which had grown cold by
now. “From what your mother said, your loyal customers
were quick to come to your defense.”

“Yes, thank heaven. Without them we might have been
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ruined. We could have lost everything because of one nega-
tive review.”

Aren returned the cup to the saucer and leaned back, but
she could see that he wasn’t relaxed. “There was a second
review, wasn’t there?”

“Yes, a retraction. Apparently good ol’ Eaton Well was
forced into giving the restaurant a second chance.”

“Was his second review fair?”

“I suppose,” she said with a shrug. “Still, I'd like to meet
the man just so I could give that jerk a piece of my mind.”

“Jerk?”

“Well, in my mind he is. Why is it people have to be so
cutting and heartless? The things he said were completely
unnecessary. Do these writers honestly think they’re being
witty? Don’t they realize people’s livelihoods are at stake?”

“I’m sure everything will work out in the end.”

“I hope so.”

To her surprise Aren ordered a dessert tray with small
selections of a number of desserts. Lucie sampled a taste of
a couple of the ones she thought sounded appealing—the
banana cream cake and the raspberry sorbet. Both were ad-
equate but nothing to rave about.

“Your desserts taste far better.”

She beamed with his praise and silently agreed with him.
As it was she’d already said far too much about the food and

the service. “Thank you.”
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Aren paid the bill, which to Lucie’s way of thinking was
outlandish for what they received. As they left the restau-
rant, he seemed more subdued than earlier. Perhaps, like her,
his day had been long and he was tired. It was late and they
both had to work in the morning.

“Tell you what,” she said as they strolled down the street.
“Let me cook you a real dinner. This one was a disappoint-
ment and I’d like to treat you to one of my meals created
especially for you.”

Aren glanced over at her and smiled. “I’'m not turning
this down.”

“Good. Would Sunday afternoon work for you?” Al-
ready her mind buzzed with ideas. Cooking was an emo-
tional experience and Lucie found it easier to express her
feelings through food than with words. Dinner would be her
way of letting Aren know how much she enjoyed his com-
pany and how very grateful she was that they’d reconnected.

“Sunday will work out just fine.”

“Great. Come to my apartment about four . . . if that’s
not too early.”

“It’s perfect.”

Aren stopped walking and signaled for a taxi.

“I had the most wonderful evening,” she said, knowing
their time was about to come to an end. “Thank you, Aren,
for everything.”

A cab pulled up to the curb. Aren opened the passenger
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door and Lucie instinctively rose on her tiptoes to kiss him.
She’d waited a long time for this, wondering if the kiss she
remembered on New Year’s nearly a year ago would mea-
sure up.

Aren gripped her by the shoulders and slanted his mouth
over hers.

Oh, it was good, as good as she remembered, perhaps
even better. She wanted to melt into his arms, and resisted
the urge to wrap herself all around him, feet and hands,
arms and legs.

“Hey, you two,” the cabbie called out, “I don’t have all
night.”

Lucie tasted Aren’s reluctance as he gradually released
her. “We’ll talk before Sunday, okay?”

“Of course.”

He looked so serious, even deeply troubled, but Lucie
couldn’t imagine what it might be. The evening had been
nearly perfect . . . other than the dinner, but that wasn’t
Aren’s fault.

Once she was inside the cab, Aren stepped back and
lifted his hand in farewell.

Pressing her fingers to her lips, she set her hand against

the window as the cabbie drove off.



Chapter Ten

Y., %, X

Aren stood patiently in line at the Starbucks, dreading hav-
ing to face his sister. He didn’t need to wait long before Josie
sashayed into the coffeehouse no more than five minutes
after he arrived.

He purchased both their coffees.

“Hey, to what do I owe this?” she asked when he handed
her the disposable cup.

Aren didn’t have an answer. He knew she was waiting to
hear about his evening with Lucie, and it had been wonder-
ful, better than he’d hoped. What troubled him was how
angry Lucie was at Eaton Well and that original review. She
hardly took into account the second review in which he’d
praised her and highly recommended Heavenly Delights. It
was almost as if the favorable review hadn’t counted.

They started walking toward the subway, their steps per-
fectly in tune with each other. “Well, don’t keep me in sus-

pense,” she said, “tell me how it went with Lucie last night.”
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“Great.”

“You don’t sound like it was great. Oh, Aren, don’t tell
me, did she guess who you are?” Josie abruptly stopped,
causing the people behind her to come to an abrupt halt and
forcing them to walk around Josie and Aren, muttering as
they passed by.

Aren was forced to stop, too. “No, but she talked plenty
about the jerk who nearly destroyed their reputation with a
bad review.”

“You didn’t tell her it was you, did you?” Josie de-
manded.

“I couldn’t.” He didn’t know how many times he needed
to remind his sister he was under contract.

Josie tilted back her head and looked at the darkening
sky as though the frustration was too much for her. “Oh,
Aren, this isn’t good.”

He’d thought about nothing else all night. Lucie needed
to know, and the longer he kept it a secret, the more difficult
it would become for him once the truth came out.

They started walking again, fast approaching the subway
station.

“What did Lucie say?” Josie pressed.

Aren shrugged as if he didn’t remember, although he did,
almost every word. “She talked about Eaton Well and how
mean and unfair he was. At one point she even said she’d

like to meet him just so she could tell him off.”
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“Oh, boy.”

“Even if I could tell her T wouldn’t . . . not with every-
thing going so well and she’s still so angry.”

“But you wrote a wonderful review later.”

“I mentioned that, but she brushed it off, discounting the
article. She couldn’t talk about anything but the first re-
view.”

“But Aren, you’ve got to find a way to let her know
sooner or later.”

Aren didn’t need his sister to tell him that. He knew. “I
agree.”

“You of all people know what it’s like to be deceived. I
know it’s a risk, but it’s one you have to take.”

In theory Aren couldn’t fault her logic. “I know what
needs to be done, it’s just that . . . I don’t know how to do
it and not break my agreement with the newspaper. Have
you ever met someone you instantly clicked with? Lucie is
smart and funny and intensely loyal and kind. She loves her
family and her dog and you should see the way everyone at
the restaurant feels about her and her mother. I don’t know
when I’ve ever met a better group of people.”

“You’ve only been there twice.”

“I know, and it isn’t what they say, it’s how they all work
together and support one another. That kind of camaraderie
starts with management and works its way down. Lucie and

her mother are destined to make Heavenly Delights a suc-
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cess. I can already see it.”

“All T can say is that you need to find a way to tell Lucie
before this whole situation blows up in your face.”

Aren couldn’t put up a single argument. “She invited me
to dinner at her apartment on Sunday.”

Josie took a swig of coffee and shook her head. “You’ve
got to find a way before then.”

“But...”

“It’ll only get harder, the longer you put it off.”

Aren’s breath came out in foggy bursts in the cold. Snow
had started to fall and while the signs of Christmas were all
around him, he barely noticed.

“P’ll think of something,” he murmured, and he would.

Josie was right. He stood to lose both his job and Lucie,
but it was a risk he had to take. “I’ll think of something.” It
wouldn’t be easy but it simply had to be done.

“Call me when you come up with an idea.”

He promised he would even as the dread settled over
him.

“Okay, now that that’s over with,” Josie continued as if
she were glad to set aside the subject. “Tell me what hap-
pened at the play last night.”

Aren smiled at the memory. “Angels at Christmas was
great, better than expected.”

“It’s been all over the news this morning, didn’t you

hear?”
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“Hear what?”

“Aren, good grief you were there! You must have
seen it.”

He felt totally perplexed; he didn’t have a clue what his
sister was talking about.

“The actors were interviewed and they told this unbeliev-
able story about how they were lifted two and three feet off
the ground. They were reciting their lines the way they do
every performance, and all of a sudden they were lifted off
their feet and suspended in the air for several minutes.”

Of course Aren remembered. Lucie and he had talked
about not being able to see the wires. “You mean that wasn’t
part of the play?”

“No, and then another group of performers insisted
someone else was singing with them. Actually more than
one person.”

“The music was out of this world,” Aren agreed.

“Critics are saying it’s a publicity stunt and the actors
insist it wasn’t. Everyone is talking about it on the radio this
morning. And you know, I tend to agree with those critics.
It sounds like some sort of publicity prank. I mean, how else
do you explain that camel wandering down Broadway with
trainers chasing after it?”

“The camel got loose?” Aren hadn’t heard a word about
any of this.

“Honestly, Aren, you’ve got to get your head out of the
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clouds. This thing with Lucie is muddling up your brain.”

His brain was more than messed up. All he could think
about was Lucie and how afraid he was of losing her again
so soon after they’d found each other. That morning he’d
turn on the radio but his thoughts had been wrapped around
Lucie, and apparently he hadn’t been listening.

They parted soon afterward. Josie went in one direction
and he took off in another.

Aren spent the better part of the day writing the review
on his experience at the restaurant. Then, because he’d been
at the play the night before, he was asked to write a short
piece about what he saw and his own interpretation of the
strange events from the night before, which was scheduled
to run in that evening’s issue. The restaurant review took
more time. He deliberately placed Lucie’s comments from
the dinner as part of the piece. Once she read the article
written by Eaton Well she’d know who he was and then they
could talk freely. If she hated him, well, it would be a clean
break before his heart was even more heavily involved.
When he handed in his article, the feedback was positive.

From the office he caught the subway to Brooklyn. The
sky was dark, snow had fallen intermittently all day so that
a soft layer of white covered the landscape. Schoolchildren
were out and about and Aren counted several snowmen as
he walked to Heavenly Delights. Under normal circum-

stances he would have taken a cab, but he wanted to clear
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his head.

The restaurant had only been open a few minutes when
he arrived. Wendy Ferrara’s face broke into a brilliant smile
the instant Aren stepped into the restaurant.

“Aren, how good to see you.” She greeted him like fam-
ily with a kiss on the cheek. “Lucie had such a wonderful
time last evening; it was all she could talk about this morn-
ing.”

“I had a great time myself.”

“Here, sit down. I’ll get you a hot cup of coffee. It’s freez-
ing out there and you’re half frozen.” She led the way to a
table.

Before Aren could protest, Wendy was off to the kitchen.

Having no choice, Aren sat down and looked around.
The restaurant had been decorated for the holidays since his
last visit. Each table held a sprig of holly around the base of
a thick round candle and was set with green and red linen
napkins. A swag of silver tinsel surrounded the hostess desk
and two glass ornaments dangled across the front with
Wendy and Lucie’s names printed on them. Another glittery
swag was draped across the length of windows with identi-
cal ornaments with the employees names written for all to
read.

Wendy returned a moment later, carrying a steaming cup
of coffee. Aren would gladly have gone without it, but she

was right, he was cold.
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“I hope you don’t mind but Lucie had to step out for a
quick errand. She should only be a few minutes. I apologize,
she must have forgotten you were stopping by.”

“She didn’t know . . . it was a spur-of-the-moment deci-
sion.”

“Ah, that explains it. She’s quite taken with you, you
know,” Wendy told him.

Hearing that was like listening to those incredible singing
voices at the play all over again. His sister was right. What
happened at the show was all over the news. Once word got
out that he’d attended, Aren lost count of the number of
people who stopped by his cubical to ask about it. He wished
he’d paid more attention. At the time, the antics of the an-
gels had all seemed so natural, as if it was intentional. People
get elevated on stage all the time. Good grief, Spiderman
darted all over the audience from one side of the theater to
the other and no one had made much of a fuss about that.
But then the wires were clearly visible.

“I think the world of Lucie, too.”

“Can I get you anything to eat?” Wendy asked.

“No thanks. I stopped by to have a quick word with
Lucie and then I need to go.”

“Then I’ll pack up a dinner for you to take with you.”

Aren raised his hand in protest. “Please, Mrs. Ferrara,
that won’t be necessary.”

“Nonsense. [ won’t take no for an answer.”



130 Debbie Macomber

Before he could protest further, Wendy disappeared in-
side the kitchen. When she returned she brought out a large
paper bag. If the size of the container was any indication
he’d have enough food for a week.

“I phoned Lucie and she’s on her way. She asked me to
keep you here no matter what.”

Aren had no real reason for his visit other than the need

to see Lucie again and the fear he was about to lose her.

“What’s going to happen?” Will asked. He frowned with
concern almost as if he knew in advance what was about to
take place. “When Lucie learns Aren wrote the negative re-
view, she’s going to be terribly upset.”

“I’d be upset, too,” Shirley agreed. “There simply must
be something we can do to help. I don’t understand why
Aren insists on ruining such a promising relationship.”

“We can’t interfere,” Goodness insisted, regarding the
others. “Gabriel wouldn’t like it.”

“He wouldn’t like you absconding with a camel either,
but that didn’t stop you from pilfering it right off the stage,”
Mercy reminded her dearest friend.

Goodness had the good grace to look more than a little
chagrined. “That was a momentary slip in judgment.
Has . . . anyone heard from Gabriel yet?”

“No, and kindly lower your voice before he does hear.”
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Mercy did a rapid three-sixty, certain Gabriel would ap-
pear at any moment and banish them from Earth forever.

“I say we keep our shenanigans to ourselves for now.”

“If we can,” Goodness whispered, and glanced over her
shoulder.

“What about Aren and Lucie?” Will persisted, sitting im-
patiently in a corner of the restaurant. “What’s going to
happen?” He flittered about the room, revealing his ner-
vousness.

“We won’t know until later when she reads the article,”
Mercy explained. She worried about the young couple as
much as Will, but the future was held in God’s hands.

The three of them plus Will hovered above the restaurant
waiting for Lucie to arrive. Mercy noticed that the tables
filled up fast. When Lucie rushed into the kitchen, she was
immediately inundated with meal orders.

“Is Aren going to talk to her?” Will asked.

“It looks like he wants to try,” Mercy said, closely watch-
ing the scene as it unfolded with Aren in the kitchen with

Lucie.

Aren followed Lucie all around the busy kitchen. He had
trouble keeping up with her. He found it amazing she could
accomplish as much as she did in such a compressed space,

especially with two other workers darting this way and that.
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“It’s so good to see you,” she said, swirling fresh sliced
mushrooms around a pan over the gas-fired stove. She
paused just long enough to smile over at him. “I loved every
minute of our night. Thank you again for everything.”

Dismissing her gratitude, he drew in a deep breath and
said, “I know this isn’t the best time.” The words were
barely out of his mouth when Lucie abruptly turned and
opened the refrigerator. He jerked out of her way as she
grabbed what she needed and returned to the stove. “T hoped
we might have a few minutes to chat.” He intended to men-
tion the piece he wrote and ask her not to read it until they’d
had a chance to be together.

“Oh, Aren, I’d like nothing better, but as you can see I've
got my hands full at the moment.”

Speaking of hands, Aren was forced to back into the sink
and raise his arms above his head as Lucie flew past him.
Clearly this wasn’t working.

“Can’t we talk Sunday?” she asked.

“Ah .. .sure.” The review was scheduled to be printed in
the Saturday edition.

“Great.”

“I apologize for stopping off without calling first. . . . I
should have realized. Sunday then.”

“Sunday,” Lucie echoed. “Then I’ll be able to give you
my full attention.”

“Okay.” His shoulders sagged with frustration and dis-
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couragement as Aren started out of the kitchen.

“Aren, hold up a minute,” Lucie called out, stopping
him.

Just before he walked away, Lucie came to him, placed
her hands on his shoulders and then gently pressed her lips
to his. Aren felt that kiss all the way to the bottom of his
feet, his nerve endings sizzling, and when she stepped back
it was all he could do to remain standing.

“Will that hold you until Sunday?” she asked with a
saucy grin.

Aren needed to clear his throat before he was able to
speak. “It should.”

“Good.”

The kiss held him all the way back to Manhattan. By
then his head had cleared and the buzz on his phone told
him he had a text. Even without looking Aren knew it was
from Josie.

Well? No doubt she’d been waiting all day to hear how
he intended to handle this difficult situation.

| wrote my piece and used her quotes. She'll recognize
who | am the minute she picks up the newspaper. He only
needed to wait a few seconds for her reply.

That'll do it all right. Are you at peace with whatever
happens?

Aren hated waiting; it made everything worse.

| think so.
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Not two seconds after he sent his message, he received an
answer back.

Fingers crossed.

He wanted to mention the article to Lucie, but it had
been impossible to hold any kind of conversation while she
was cooking. He’d done his best but it seemed as if the forces
of nature were against him.

Have dinner with me. Meet me in 15 and I'll explain.
Lucie’s mother gave me a to-go box. He texted back.

Josie’s response was fast in coming. This better be good.

Aren grinned and quickly typed. Dinner or my excuse?

Both.



Chapter Eleven

Y., %, X

Saturday afternoon, Lucie reached for her cell and went to
her contact list. She pushed Aren’s name and number. After
three rings, he answered. “Aren, here.”

“What are you doing?” she asked.

“Lucie?”

He sounded both pleased and surprised to hear from her,
which boosted her confidence. “Yup, it’s me.”

“What am I doing? Nothing much. I just finished laundry
and cleaning my apartment. I save everything for the week-
end. We’re still meeting tomorrow for dinner, aren’t we?”

“I’m planning on it.”

“What’s up?”

“Would you like to work for your dinner?”

“Ah, sure. What do you have in mind?”

“Meet me in half an hour,” she said and gave him the
address.

“You aren’t at the restaurant?”
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“Not now, but I will be later. This is something special.”

“Special. Do you want to give me a hint?”

“Nope. It’s a surprise. You showed me such a wonderful
time I thought I would return the favor.”

“I thought dinner on Sunday was that.”

“This is something . . . extra. Mom is with me so don’t be
late.”

Aren chuckled. “I’'m on my way.”

Lucie ended the call.

“You got a hold of him?” Wendy asked, tying the apron
around her middle. The meal was almost ready to serve.
Two hundred fifty meals to be exact. Roast beef, mashed
potatoes with gravy, fresh green beans, a homemade roll still
warm from the oven, and chocolate cake.

“Aren’s on his way.”

“Did you tell him this is a soup kitchen?”

Lucie did her best to hide a smile. “I might have forgot-
ten to mention that.” She returned to the Salvation Army
kitchen and put the finishing touches on the gravy. Within a
few minutes the doors would open and the homeless men
and women would pour into the dining hall. After reaching
for trays and plates, Wendy, Lucie, and Aren would serve
the homeless as they went through the line. Wendy would
dish up the meat and potatoes, Aren was assigned the vege-
tables and gravy, and Lucie planned to finish up with the roll
and cake. Drinks were on the sideboard and the paid staff



Angels at the Table 137

would see to keeping the coffee, tea, milk, and water replen-
ished.

As long as Lucie could remember, she and her mother
had volunteered at the shelter in December. She’d have just
enough time to serve dinner here before heading out to cook
at Heavenly Delights. Her day had been jam packed from
early morning, starting with the baking and menu planning.
Her head was buzzing with everything she had to do when
Jazmine phoned to say she’d come down with the flu. That
meant Lucie and her mom would be short one person for
serving dinner. Lucie had immediately thought of Aren.

“I’ll finish up here,” her mother told her. “If you didn’t
explain what this is all about, Aren will assume he has the
wrong address.”

“You think I should go outside and wait for him?”

“Yes, sweetie, otherwise he’ll be confused.”

Lucie knew her mother was right. Grabbing her coat, she
stepped into the wind and cold of the late afternoon. The
gloomy skies threatened more snow, which she didn’t mind.
Snowfall made the holiday season all the more festive.

As she paced the area she thought about the men and
women without any place warm to sleep. Well, for tonight
they would have a hot nutritious meal to warm their stom-
achs.

A taxi pulled up across the street and Aren climbed out,

frowning. He glanced down at a slip of paper in his hand.
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Her mother was right. He was confused.

“Aren,” Lucie called, waving her arm above her head in
order to get his attention, while clenching her coat closed at
her neck. She marveled that he’d been so willing to come
even without any details.

His face relaxed when he saw her and after looking both
ways, he raced across the street.

“What is this?”

“A homeless shelter. Mom and I volunteer and we’re
short one person. Can you help?”

“Id love to . . . only can we talk afterward?”

Her shoulders sagged with disappointment. “Oh, Aren, I
can’t. 'm so sorry. I have to leave as soon as we’re finished
to get to the restaurant.”

He expelled his breath. “Did you read the paper this
morning?”

“No,” she admitted. There simply hadn’t been time. But
there could only be one reason he’d asked. “Did the paper
print one of your articles? Did you get a byline? Finally! Oh,
Aren, you must be so pleased. I'll get a newspaper as soon as
Ican.”

He didn’t answer right away. “Actually, I’d prefer that

you wait. Let’s talk before you read my piece, okay?”

“What’s in the newspaper?” Will asked, following the
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couple into the homeless shelter.

“I don’t know.” Shirley went in with him. Goodness and
Mercy were already inside. Goodness stood in the back of
the room, with the newspaper spread open on one of the
tabletops.

“Oh no,” she wailed and then slapped her hand over her
mouth. Her eyes widened as she read the Lifestyle section.

“What is it?” Will asked, joining Goodness.

“It’s Aren’s restaurant review,” Goodness explained.
“The one where he and Lucie dined Thursday night after the
play.”

“And...”

“Oh dear.”

“What? What?” Mercy zoomed across the room. She
tried to get a look herself but with Goodness, Shirley, and
Will hovering over the newspaper she couldn’t see a thing.

“What did Aren do, carry a recorder in his pocket?”

“What did he say?” Mercy demanded.

“He practically quoted every word Lucie said over din-
ner. The minute she reads this she’ll know he’s the food critic
Eaton Well.”

“Which is why he wants to talk to her before she reads
the newspaper. Good heavens, why would he do such a
thing?”

“Don’t ask me?”

A stunned silence followed. This was worse than bad. It
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would be disastrous to their budding relationship.

“Then it’s our duty to make sure Lucie doesn’t read that
article.”

“What can we do?” Shirley said, her wings sagging.
“We’ve given Gabriel our word that we wouldn’t interfere in
their romance. The minute we do he’ll know about it.”

Mercy didn’t know what the problem was, seeing that
they’d already crossed the boundary line the night of the
play. In fact, she was amazed they hadn’t been called to task
before now.

“Don’t you think we’re beyond worry about that now . . .
after what happened at the play?” Mercy asked.

“Qkay, okay, I know everyone is still upset with me about
that camel. I’ll admit I let matters get out of hand, but I did
not, and I repeat, I did not do anything to influence Aren
and Lucie’s feelings for each other.”

“Me neither,” Shirley reminded them. “Everything I did
was on stage.”

“That’s right,” Mercy said, and was cheered by the
thought. While they had caused something of an Earthly
sensation, it had been in innocent fun. For whatever reason,
Gabriel hadn’t mentioned the incident and for that she
counted her blessings. Her many blessings.

“Still, we must proceed with caution,” Shirley said. “We
don’t want to cross the line but we need to keep Lucie in the

dark until Aren has a chance to explain.”
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“Which means she can’t read that article.”

“It would be devastating to her,” Will agreed.

“So we’re all in agreement. We will take whatever mea-
sures necessary to keep the article out of Lucie’s hands.”

“But only the newspaper,” Shirley said. “We won’t in-
volve ourselves in anything beyond that.”

“Yes,” each one said in turn.

“That will give Aren a chance to talk to her on Sunday,
but if Lucie is upset with him after that, then what?” Will
asked.

“Then she’s upset.”

“But what if . . .”

“We can’t involve ourselves in happenstance,” Mercy ex-
plained. “We’ll deal with her reaction when the time comes.”

“Seeing how I already botched up the timing,” Will mur-
mured, berating himself.

Shirley placed a gentle hand on his forearm. “It was a
rookie mistake, don’t be so hard on yourself. You should
have witnessed some of the stunts Goodness and Mercy
pulled when they first started work as Prayer Ambassadors.”

“We all make mistakes,” Mercy added. “Even Shirley.”

“Oh yes, ’'ve made a few of my own,” the former Guard-
ian Angel admitted. “But with the help of my friends every-
thing turned out fine.”

“We’ll set matters straight,” Goodness assured him, and

they would. With God there were no accidents.
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“Thank you so much for helping out,” Lucie told Aren as
they finished with the kitchen clean up. Wendy washed
dishes, Aren dried, and Lucie put everything back in its
proper place.

The homeless had come and gone. Several commented
that this was the best dinner they’d ever tasted.

“You do this on a regular basis?” Aren asked.

He sounded impressed, which pleased her, but actually
she felt like the one who received after volunteering. “Our
family has done this ever since I was a kid. Dad would join
in, too. It just wouldn’t be Christmas without doing some-
thing to help others. My parents were big on teaching my
brother and me to give back.”

“Did we wear you out?” Wendy asked, joining them.

Aren shook his head. “No. In fact I feel great. I should be
exhausted but 'm not.”

“I find it that way, too,” Lucie told him. Seeing the faces
of the men and women who came through the line had in-
spired her to do more, to be more, to invest more of herself
in others. She thought about the staff at the restaurant and
her friends with renewed appreciation. She thought about
Aren, too, and how much she liked him and how grateful
she was that he was back in her life.

“Lucie, you’d better leave now, sweetie, or you’ll be late.
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I’ll be right behind you once I finish up here.”

Her mother was right. Impulsively she hugged Aren.
Automatically his arms came around her and he held her
close for the briefest of moments before reluctantly releasing
her.

“Thank you again,” she whispered close to his ear. “T’ll
always be grateful I met you.”

“Always?” he asked, his eyes pleading with her.

The question seemed to hold within it another. One she
didn’t fully understand. “Yes,” she assured him. If they were
never to see each other again she would have no regrets.
Although she was only beginning to know him, she felt
strongly linked to him somehow. Their relationship held
such promise and the attraction remained strong and seemed
to grow every time they were together.

Lucie looked into his eyes and saw doubt and regret. It
shocked her, but unfortunately she didn’t have time to ask or
to figure it out.

Wendy brought Lucie her hat, coat, and scarf. The scarf
was one of her favorites, mainly because her mother had
knit it for her the Christmas before last. What made it spe-
cial was that her mom had turned to knitting to help her
grieve after the death of Lucie’s father. This was the first
piece Wendy had completed following her husband’s death.

“I’ll walk you outside,” Aren offered.

“Oh, please do,” Wendy added. “It’s sometimes difficult
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getting a cab in this part of town.”

“Mom, I'll be fine.”

“Yes, you will, especially if Aren is with you, now shoo.”

Shaking her head, Lucie reached for her gloves and got
her purse before joining Aren. She wasn’t fooled. Her mother
had used this as an excuse to give her more time with Aren,
not that Lucie was complaining. She welcomed the opportu-
nity.

Dusk had settled over the city. The streetlights had just
come on. Because she’d been so busy with the demands of
the restaurant Lucie hadn’t taken much time to appreciate
the season. Everything seemed so rushed. Her mother had
set out a few Christmas decorations but their tree wasn’t up
and she had yet to start her shopping.

“I wish T had more time to spend with you,” she told
Aren as they walked to the closest intersection.

“It’s fine, Lucie, don’t stress over it.”

“There’s so much more I want to know about you.”

He stepped halfway into the street and waved down a
taxi. The first one sped past, but the second stopped.

Aren opened the door for her and Lucie climbed inside.

“P’ll see you tomorrow,” he told her, and leaning into the
car gave her a quick kiss.

“I’ll make a dinner you won’t soon forget.”

“You don’t need to go to any trouble. What’s important

is being with you.”



Angels at the Table 145

Lucie felt the same way. They would have the entire eve-
ning together, and the promise of that filled her with happy
anticipation.

Aren closed the door and stepped back. She waved to
him and, as was her custom, she placed her hand to her lips
and then to the window.

After giving the driver the address of Heavenly Delights,
the taxi drove away and Lucie settled into the seat. It was
then that she noticed a copy of the New York Gazette on the

seat next to her.



Chapter ‘Twelve

Y., %, X

An immediate sense of panic rose up in Mercy when she saw
Lucie reach for the Saturday edition of the New York Ga-
zette that rested next to her in the taxi.

“Quick,” Goodness screeched, wagging her finger at
Lucie. “Grab that newspaper.”

Lucie reached for the paper and it wouldn’t budge from
the seat for the simple reason that Will sat on it. Tug as she
might, the newspaper stayed exactly where it was.

“That’s not going to work for long,” Shirley cried, also in
a panic. “Roll down the window and get rid of it.”

Mercy reached over and quickly cranked the lever. Im-
mediately a blast of cold air filled the cab.

Lucie gasped and reached over to roll up the window.

“Hey, lady, it’s December. Roll up that blasted window
before we both freeze.”

“Pm trying. The handle seems to be stuck.”

“Try harder.”



Angels at the Table 147

Goodness reached for the newspaper and swirled it
around the inside of the cab, which was no small feat seeing
how crowded it was with the four of them cramped inside
the front and back seats plus the cabdriver and Lucie.

“You throw that newspaper out the window and I get
charged with littering, then you’re paying the fine, lady.”

“I’m trying to get it,” Lucy shouted back, but every time
it came within her reach, Goodness jerked it away.

“Get rid of it,” Mercy urged, doing her best to help and
only adding to the mayhem.

“I don’t want to litter,” Shirley cried, wadding up the
newspaper and stuffing it on the floorboards.

Lucie reached for it but before she could snatch it, Mercy
grabbed the paper and shouted at her friend, “For the love
of heaven, toss the thing. We can go back and pick it up
later.”

“Qkay, okay.”

Out the window the newspaper went, but as luck would
have it, the pages landed at the feet of a policeman. He im-
mediately leaped onto his motorcycle and gave chase, lights
and siren blazing.

“Qkay, lady, what did I tell you?” the cabby grumbled.
“You’re paying the fine. I didn’t have anything to do with
this.”

“Ah ... TIdidn litter, I swear. It just flew out of the cab

all on its own.”
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“If that’s your story then okay, but personally I think
you’d better come up with something a bit more original.”

The taxi driver pulled to the side of the road and eased to
a stop at the curb. The motorcycle cop parked directly be-
hind him. He swung off his bike and walked directly to the
side of the taxi. With his feet braced apart, and his thumbs
tucked in his waistband, the officer waited for the taxi driver
to roll down his window. The driver complied, but reluc-
tantly.

“Hello, Officer. You need to talk to the passenger.”

Lucie groaned inwardly and smiled weakly up at the pa-
trolman. “Merry Christmas, Officer.”

He stood tall and lean, and glared directly at her. “Would
you like to explain yourself?”

“Ah...”

It appeared Lucie was at a loss for words.

The patrolman frowned and his face darkened. “Litter-
ing in the state of New York carries a hefty fine. Tossing a
newspaper out a window is a safety hazard. That newspaper
might have blinded a driver.”

“Officer . . . I could make up a story, but what I’m telling
you is the absolute truth. I wanted to read that newspaper
but it was glued to the seat. Then the window rolled down
without my doing anything. It was up and then all of a sud-
den it went down and I wasn’t even close to that side of the

cab. I thought the driver must have inadvertently pushed the
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button but when I looked over I saw it wasn’t an automated
window. Then he started yelling at me to roll it up but it
wouldn’t budge, and while I was trying to do that, the news-
paper started making crazy circles in the vehicle and before
I could grab it, it flew out the window.”

“That’s your story?”

“Yes,” she said, “and every word of it is the truth, I
swear.”

“And you expect me to believe the window rolled down
all on its own?”

“I swear I didn’t touch it. It came down all by itself.”

He glared back at her and shook his head as though her
story was completely unbelievable.

“Do you honestly think I’d purposely litter right in front
of you?” Lucie asked.

“Lady,” the cabdriver called back to her, “it’s better not
to argue, just take the ticket and let’s get out of here.”

The police officer’s frown darkened even more.

“Actually T was looking forward to reading that news-
paper,” Lucie continued. “A friend of mine has an article in
it.”

The officer looked at the driver and then back at Lucie.
“Well, you’re in luck because I saved it.” He left and re-
turned to his motorcycle.

“He’s got that and a ticket just for you,” the cabby told
her. “And it’s your fine, lady. I warned you.”
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“So you keep reminding me,” Lucie muttered.

The officer returned and handed her the newspaper.

“Can I plead for mercy,” Lucie asked, folding her hands
and gazing up at him. “It was a freak accident. I'm sure
nothing like this will ever happen again.”

He hesitated and then nodded. “Okay, I’ll let you off this
time. Just make sure you don’t have any other freak acci-
dents.”

“I’ll do my best.”

“I’d have an easier time believing you if you rolled up
that window,” he said, shaking his head.

“I tried earlier but it was stuck.”

“Try again.”

Naturally it rolled up without the least bit of effort. Lucie
groaned as though frustrated. “I realize this makes every-
thing I told you sound like a lie, but it was the truth. Every
word.”

“Can we go now?” the cabby asked.

“Go and sin no more,” the officer said, looking directly
past Lucie.

The taxi driver didn’t need any encouragement. He eased
back into traffic and took off at an accelerated pace, tossing

Lucie back against the cushioned seat.

Mercy expelled her breath and grabbed both Shirley and
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Goodness by the arm. “Do . . . you know who . . . that
was?” she stuttered.

“Yes,” Will answered for them. “It was an officer of the
law.”

“No, it wasn’t,” Mercy said, shaking so badly several
feathers threatened to fall from her wings. “That was Ga-
briel. He looked straight at me.”

“Gabriel?” Goodness slapped her hand over her mouth.
“How do you know?”

“Go and sin no more? What New York patrolman would
say something like that?”

“He knows it was us causing Lucie those problems.”

“The newspaper, the newspaper,” Will cried. “Lucie’s
reading the newspaper.”

Sure enough, Lucie had it open to the front page and was
scanning the contents, seeking out Aren’s name.

“Oh no,” Will muttered. “After everything we went
through . ..”

Mercy quieted him with a single glance. “Not to worry.
It’s Friday’s edition.”

“Friday? You mean we went through all that for a day-
old newspaper?” Shirley collapsed onto the seat next to
Lucie. “I’'m too old for this kind of excitement.” She pressed
her hand over her heart.

“It wasn’t Friday’s edition that got tossed out the win-

dow,” Will said quickly. “I saw the date before I sat down
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and it was definitely the Saturday edition.”

“Then that really was Gabriel,” Shirley whispered. “I
had no idea he intervened with matters on Earth.”

“Me either . . . I've never known him to do anything like
that before.” Mercy remained shaken. “You know what this
means, don’t you?” she asked her fellow Prayer Ambassa-
dors.

“Huh?”

“Tell us.”

“It means Gabriel doesn’t want Lucie reading that paper
before Aren talks to her either. He’s giving us his tacit per-
mission to do whatever necessary to see that doesn’t hap-
pen.”

“Gabriel?” Goodness repeated as though shocked. “Do
you honestly believe that?”

“It makes sense, otherwise he would have pulled us from
Earth so fast our heads would be spinning.”

“He might clip our wings yet,” Goodness pointed out.

“Oh dear, oh dear,” Shirley cried. “Listen, the three of
you go on without me.” She pressed the back of her hand
against her forehead. “I don’t know that I can take this pres-
sure any longer. I think I might have bent my wing flapping
around the inside of this cab.”

“Relax,” Mercy said, taking her friend’s hand and pat-
ting it gently. “Take in deep breaths and you’ll be fine in a

couple of minutes.”
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“Can I do anything?” Will asked, looking concerned.

“No, no, everything should be okay in a couple hundred
light-years,” Shirley reassured him.

“Deep breaths,” Goodness repeated. “Take in deep
breaths.”

“Oh, I do feel better.”

The cab pulled to a stop outside Heavenly Delights and
Lucie paid the fare and climbed out. She paused on the side-
walk and glanced down the street. Mercy’s gaze followed
Lucie’s and she gasped, drawing in a deep breath.

“What is it?” Goodness demanded.

“There’s a newsstand down the street,” Mercy said and
shot out of the cab.

Goodness and Will followed.

“Don’t leave me,” Shirley pleaded and reluctantly fol-
lowed.

Lucie walked down to the stand, saw the newspaper,
and opened her purse, digging inside her wallet for correct
change.

“Now what?” Will asked, glancing from one to the other.

“This is a piece of cake,” Mercy insisted. She sat on top
of the pile and crossed her legs, while the proprietor dealt
with another customer.

Lucie set the proper change on the counter and tried to
pick up the paper. Sure enough it wouldn’t budge. She jerked

again, harder this time. Nothing. The man at the stand was
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dealing with two youths who had apparently been causing
problems and completely ignored her.

Mercy crossed her arms, and looked pleased with herself.

Then Lucie kicked the papers and off Mercy flew, butt
first onto the sidewalk. Thankfully Will quickly replaced
her.

Lucie gasped and fell back two steps as if she wasn’t sure
what had just happened. She took her purse strap and
wrapped it over her shoulder and tried again.

Will held fast.

Another cab pulled up to the restaurant and after a
couple of moments, Wendy climbed out. She stood outside
the entrance to the restaurant and watched as her daughter
tried once again with no success.

“Lucie?”

Lucie turned to see her mother standing outside of Heav-
enly Delights.

“I thought you’d be here ages before me,” her mother
said, joining her.

“Mom, you wouldn’t believe what’s been happening. I
want to read Aren’s article, but 've had nothing but prob-
lems. No one wants to help me.”

“That is frustrating.” Wendy glanced up at the propri-
etor.

“If T didn’t know better I’d think ’'m losing my mind. I

had the most outrageous thing happen in the cab, too.”



Angels at the Table 155

“Come, you can tell me all about it later, but right now
we need to get into the restaurant.”

Lucie hesitated, kicked the stack one last time, and then
joined her mother.

“IPm sure we’ll find a used newspaper inside,” Wendy
was saying. “You know how people are always leaving these
sorts of things behind.”

Lucie agreed. “I know it sounds nuts, but it’s like every-
thing is working against me.”

As soon as they turned away, Shirley released a heaving
sigh. “That was close.”

Mercy barely heard her friend and pointed at their young
apprentice. “Will, get in the restaurant and make sure there
are no Saturday newspapers to be found.”

“Got it.” He shot off like a rocket.

“I’ll help,” Goodness insisted and zoomed after him.

“Shirley?” Mercy asked. Her friend looked pale. “Do
you want to return to heaven?” she asked.

The former Guardian Angel’s eyes widened. “And miss
all this craziness? I don’t think so.”

Mercy smiled.

“Besides, I don’t want to face Gabriel all alone.”

For that Mercy didn’t blame her. The two quickly joined
Goodness and Will. Mercy was surprised by how busy the
restaurant was this early in the evening. Lucie and her

mother should be pleased.
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And she was right, because Mercy overheard Wendy say
to Lucie a few minutes later, “Every table is booked and we
have several people on a wait list.”

Lucie glanced up from her workstation. Catherine, who’d
attended Culinary School with Lucie and Jazmine and filled
in for Lucie on occasion and on her day off, smiled too.

“That negative review might have done you more good
than harm,” Catherine said.

Lucie frowned. “I doubt that.”

“Every table, Lucie. That’s high praise all on its own.”

“Yes, I suppose it is, and while the review might not have
hurt us—thanks to all our loyal customers—I still don’t
think I could ever forgive Eaton Well for that original re-
view.”

“Lucie, that’s not like you,” Wendy said, and seemed sur-
prised.

“Mom, think about it. The sarcasm just wasn’t necessary.
I would never want to associate with anyone who could
write something that cutting and cruel. He seemed to find
pleasure tearing down the chef, which just so happened to
be me.”

“You know these critics. They work at being clever.”

“At other people’s expense. Well, I, for one, don’t think
it’s amusing. These are people’s lives . . . their everything.”

“Oh, Lucie, you need to be more forgiving,” her mother

chastised.
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“Nope, not in this instance. It’s not going to happen.”
P gomng pp

Mercy froze and looked to her friends. “Did you hear that?”
All three nodded in unison.
“We have our work cut out for us,” Goodness whispered.
“Oh, yes, we do,” Will agreed.



Chapter Thirteen

Y., %, X

Aren’s cell chirped as he sat, crashed out, in front of the
television. Glancing at Caller ID, he saw that it was his sis-
ter, Josie.

“You up for a movie?” she asked.

“Thanks but no thanks. I’'m exhausted.”

“Just from cleaning your apartment?” she teased.

“No, Lucie phoned and asked if I'd give her a hand.”

“Doing what?”

“If T told you, I doubt you’d believe me.”

“Try me,” Josie said, and sounded amused.

“We served two hundred fifty meals at the Salvation
Army homeless shelter.”

“You?” She did nothing to disguise her surprise.

“Yes, me, and don’t sound so shocked.”

“You’ve never done anything like that before.”

His sister was right, Aren hadn’t. He’d thought about it,

but wasn’t sure how to go about volunteering. All he’d ever
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done was stick a few dollars in the red bucket at Christmas-
time. That was as far as his generosity stretched. He made
routine donations to a number of worthy causes, but he’d
never gotten personally involved. His need to give back
had been satisfied by that comfortable barrier of a check
stuffed in an envelope and tossed into the mailbox.

“Apparently Lucie and her family volunteer at the shelter
every year.”

“Really?” Even Josie sounded impressed. “How’d it go?”

Aren propped his feet on the ottoman. Leaning back he
closed his eyes as a rush of good feelings washed over him.
“The truth is, if Lucie had told me why she needed my help
I would probably have found an excuse to beg off. I feel bad
and all about people living on the streets, but that’s about as
far as my thought process goes.”

“Yeah, me too. It’s sort of overwhelming, isn’t it?”

“Yes, with such a huge problem what can one person do?”

“Right,” she agreed.

“Well, I found out. I can do a lot. I can dish up two hun-
dred fifty servings of beef gravy and green beans. I can smile
and wish everyone in line a Merry Christmas. And when I
finish serving I can go around and ask if they need anything
more to drink.”

“You did all that?”

“I did, plus I helped load up the dishwasher and get

everything set up for the next meal, and while 'm tired, 'm
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feeling good, too.”

“Wow, and you say Lucie does this every year?”

“It’s tradition for her family. Apparently they volunteer
several days in December. Lucie and her mother did the
cooking, and if that wasn’t enough Lucie had to hurry in
order to get to the restaurant.”

“She’s working an entire shift after spending all after-
noon at the shelter?”

“So it seems.”

His sister hesitated. “She’s special, isn’t she?”

Aren didn’t need to think twice. After his failed marriage,
he’d been gun shy when it came to relationships. It was bad
enough that Katie had taken up with an old lover, but what
really hurt beyond the deception was how he’d found out.
Aren had walked in on Katie in bed with her lover . . . in the
house and bed Aren shared with his wife. The scene that fol-
lowed was one that would stick in his mind for the rest of
his life. He’d filed for divorce and Katie actually seemed
grateful to end the marriage.

The worst of it was the psychological ramifications. He
felt like someone who’d taken a bad spill down a flight of
stairs and forever after clung to the railing, no matter how
few steps there were.

“I know you like Lucie,” Josie continued.

He couldn’t deny it. “I’ve finally met the woman I’ve

been hoping to find. Lucie gives me hope that I can fall in
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love again. She makes me believe I can trust another
woman.”

Josie expelled her breath in a deep sigh. “Katie really did
a number on you, didn’t she?”

“You could say that.”

“But, Aren, Lucie doesn’t know the full truth about you.”

That was the one stumbling block in his way. Hopefully
he’d be able to clear the air on Sunday either right before
dinner or after. “She will soon enough, and if she’s half the
woman I think she is, then she’ll be willing to look beyond
that review.”

“I don’t know what went wrong that first night at the
restaurant,” Josie added.

“I don’t either.” Still, Aren would stick by his review of
the dish he was served. As far as he was concerned it was
completely inedible.

“I’ve been to the restaurant several times now,” Josie
continued, “and the food is always incredible. T just don’t
know what happened that night.”

“I don’t know either, and I agree with you. Lucie is ex-
ceptionally gifted in the kitchen.”

“She didn’t read Eaton Well’s column in today’s paper,
did she?”

“No, thank heaven.”

“What happened? I thought your review was scheduled

for next Saturday.”
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“I did, too. Apparently Sandy Markus decided to put it
this week following the article I wrote about what happened
at Angels at Christmas. Tt makes sense seeing that I casually
mention that we went to that restaurant following the play.”

“She might have warned you.”

“She might have told me?” Aren snickered. “Sandy has a
paper to publish and what happens to me when one of my
pieces is printed means nothing to her. In her mind I should
be grateful for my job. And I am grateful. This has been a
wonderful opportunity for me.”

Josie hesitated for a moment and then asked. “You sure I
can’t talk you into a movie?”

“Not tonight, sis.”

“Okay, well, T guess I’ll head to the theater on my own
then.”

Josie did sound a bit down. These days she rarely men-
tioned Jack, but Aren knew the breakup remained fresh in
his sister’s mind although it’d happened over a year ago.
“What about asking one of your friends?”

“It’s December; they’re all busy with shopping and fam-
ily. Such is the life of a single woman.”

“You ever hear from Jack?” Aren ventured. His question
was followed by a short uncomfortable silence.

“Never,” she said without elaborating.

His sister quickly changed the subject. She wasn’t inter-

ested in dating again, it seemed. Seeing how sensitive Josie
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was about Jack, Aren regretted bringing up the other man.

They ended the conversation and, sometime later, Aren
heated up a bowl of canned soup and made himself a peanut
butter and jelly sandwich. He couldn’t help thinking about
Lucie and how tired she must be. He decided to call her in
the morning and offer to take her out to dinner instead of
having her cook. She needed a break. Hopefully they would
have some privacy to discuss the article and his role at the
newspaper.

It was after eleven and Aren was watching the TV when
his doorbell chimed. His first thought was that it might be
Lucie, but after checking the peephole he saw it wasn’t.

Opening the door, he found Josie standing there, pale
and obviously upset. “Hey, what’s up?”

She ignored the question. “Can I come in for a minute?”

“Of course.” He ushered his sister inside and closed the
door after her.

Josie collapsed onto his sofa and then sat on the very
edge of the cushion. Reaching for a wadded up tissue, she
focused her attention on shredding it into small pieces.

“That must have been one heck of movie,” he said, aim-
ing for a comical slant.

“I...Ididn’t go.”

“Why not?”

Instead of answering, she scrambled through her purse

for a fresh tissue and then dabbed at the corner of each eye
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before blowing her nose. She sat up straighter and then
squared her shoulders. “Guess who I ran into?” she asked,
in a flippant tone.

“I’m guessing it wasn’t Santa and his elves.”

Her eyes narrowed as she glared at him. “No. I ran into
Jack. Thankfully, I don’t think he saw me.”

“Jack who?”

“You’re not being funny, Aren. This isn’t a time for jokes.
Can’t you see I’'m upset?”

“All right, all right, sorry. So you saw Jack.”

“He wasn’t alone,” she added. By now her spine was
as stiff as a mop handle. Pride, it appeared, was great for
proper posture.

“Jack was with another woman?” Oh, that must have
hurt.

Josie nodded and, relaxing her shoulders, reached for a
fresh tissue. “Jack and this other woman were laughing and
teasing each other, having the time of their lives. And here 1
was by myself, standing in line for a movie ticket.”

“Oh, Josie, I'm so sorry.” Aren wished now that he had
gone with her, if for no other reason than moral support.

“I feel like such a loser.”

Aren sat down next to her and gave her arm a gentle
squeeze. “You know that’s not true.”

“Maybe so, but that’s the way I felt. Here T am lonely and

miserable and Jack—"”
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“And Jack has gotten on with his life.” Aren finished for
her.

Josie made a weak effort to laugh. “Big time.”

“Was she pretty?”

His sister slammed him with a look that would have
melted kryptonite. “What do you think?”

“Drop-dead gorgeous,” he muttered. Aren knew the feel-
ing. Katie’s lover was a body builder with muscles—speaking
of kryptonite—Superman would have envied. The strongest
muscles in Aren’s body were in his fingers from all the typing
and texting. Compared to the man Katie dumped him for,
Aren felt like the ninety-eight-pound weakling.

“I’m sorry, sis.” He did commiserate with her. “Can I get
you anything?”

Josie raised her head. “What have you got?”

Unfortunately Aren had never been much of a drinker, so
he didn’t keep alcohol in the apartment. “Beer, I think. If I
had chocolate I’d offer that.”

“I don’t know, Aren. The way I feel right now there aren’t
enough chocolate chip cookies in the world to get me
through this.”

“So you still love him?” Actually the answer was fairly
obvious, at least to him.

From the way she hesitated Aren could see that she held
strong feelings for Jack, although she was reluctant to admit
it. “I think I must. I thought I’d be able to put him out of my
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mind, but I was wrong.”

“Have you thought about contacting him?” That seemed
an obvious solution to Aren.

Josie stared down at her hands and the crumbled tissues
there. “Actually, I almost did tonight . . . right before I called
you. That would have been a real hoot, wouldn’t it? Jack
would have gotten a kick out of that, now that he’s dating
Miss Universe.”

“Stop. You’re no slouch, Josie. You’re smart and attrac-
tive and well educated and—”

“Sure,” she scoffed, “you’d say that, seeing that we swam
out of the same gene pool.”

Aren laughed. “I mean it. The way I see it, you’ve got
two choices: you could either attempt to patch things up
with Jack, or you could get on with your own life. The
choice is yours.”

“Well, I'm not going to chase after Jack, that’s for sure.”

“Then you don’t love him. You simply don’t want him to
find anyone else. You want him to pine after you the rest of
his life.”

Her gaze shot to his and for a second she looked stricken
by his comment. “That’s not the least bit true. I do care.”

“No, you don’t, especially if you’re willing to walk
away.”

“He’s found someone else,” Josie argued.

“You don’t know that for sure,” he countered just as
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swiftly. “And if he did, so what? You care, too.”

“So what? Clearly you don’t understand the situation. I
saw Jack with her and I can tell you right now, he wasn’t
thinking about me the way I have been thinking about him.”

Aren figured they could argue about this all night and it
wouldn’t do any good.

“All ’'m saying, sis, is that if you have such strong feel-
ings then let him know. If you don’t, then let it go. Do what
you can to learn from the experience and walk away.”

Josie stood and hung her head as she seemed to consider
his advice. After a moment or two, she whispered. “I’ve got
too much pride to reach out to Jack . . . eventually I’ll meet
someone else, t0o.”

Aren understood the pride issue all too well. “Yes, you
will,” he said in as reassuring a tone as he could manage,

and he hoped that was true.

“Did you hear that?” Will asked Goodness. The two had left
Mercy and Shirley with Lucie and her mother. Their friends
kept a diligent watch on Lucie to keep her and the Eaton
Well column separated from each other. Will and Goodness
had gone to check on Aren.

“We’ve got to help poor Josie,” Will said, feeling dread-
ful over her failed romance.

“We can’t. It’s strictly forbidden.”
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“But she’s in love and miserable and hurting. Isn’t that
part of our mission, to comfort those in pain?”

“We’re Prayer Ambassadors, Will. Someone has to pray
for her first.”

“Can’t she pray?”

“Of course, but apparently she hasn’t.”

“Why not?”

Goodness shrugged. “It’s funny. Some humans are prayer
warriors and then there are others who only pray when
they’re desperate or badly in need of divine intervention.
Then they urgently cry out to God for help.”

“Do we answer those frantic prayers?” Will asked.

“We do what we can on short notice.”

Will watched as Josie buttoned up her coat and headed
into the cold night. The festive feel of the holidays was all
around her, but Aren’s sister didn’t appear to notice. She
kept her head lowered and her shoulders hunched forward
against the cold and wind.

At the corner, she stopped at a red light, reached inside
her purse and took out her cell phone. For a long time all she
did was stare at it, then she glanced at her watch, sighed,
and tossed it back into her purse.

“Do you think she was going to call Jack?” Will asked.

“Don’t know. We should get back and check on Aren.”

Will glanced over his shoulder. “Can I follow Josie to

make sure she gets home okay?”
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Goodness bit into her lower lip. “All right, but don’t let
Mercy or Shirley know that I said you could.”

“Okay.”

“And Will?”

“Yes?”

Goodness tapped her foot impatiently. “You’ve really got
to get a tougher skin when it comes to dealing with humans.
God granted them free will. If we become involved in their
lives it can get messy.”

“But God loves them.”

“He does very much. It pains Him to watch them make
wrong choices, but He’s determined to let each one make their
own decisions.”

“Including Josie.”

“Including Josie,” Goodness echoed.

“And Aren and Lucie.”

“Exactly.” All Goodness could do was hope everything

turned out well for the newsman and the chef.



Chapter Fourteen

QI A

“You must be exhausted,” Lucie’s mother followed her into
her bedroom after her shift at the restaurant.

“You, too, Mom.” Her mother had worked nearly as
many hours as Lucie despite her medical condition. Thank-
fully Aren had been able to help with the serving earlier in
the day. He’d been wonderful, really wonderful. He wouldn’t
allow either of them to lift anything and had carted all the
heavy pots and serving dishes back and forth. As soon as he
had arrived, Aren had dug right in, lending a helping hand.

It was far more than his willingness to serve that touched
her heart. Aren had been terrific with the men and woman,
chatting with them, making them feel welcome, asking ques-
tions, making conversation. He’d been willing to listen when
so many others had looked the other way, and he’d been
great with the children, too.

“I am tired, but I wasn’t the one slaving over a hot stove
all night.”
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“Mom, I love what I do.”

Her mother hugged her and then went off to her own
bedroom, Sammy remained patiently at Lucie’s side, waiting
for her and willing to follow wherever she led.

Lucie took a long hot shower and dressed for bed. Sun-
day afternoon she’d cook dinner for Aren and she planned
to make it a meal he would long remember. Years ago her
mother had told her the way to a man’s heart was through
his stomach. She wanted Aren’s heart. Despite all the de-
mands on her time, the responsibility of making the restau-
rant a success, Lucie couldn’t help falling in love with Aren.
He was easy to love. Her head and her heart were full as she
drifted off to sleep.

Her dreams that night were filled with Aren. She woke to
the smell of freshly brewed coffee. Her mother’s sleeping
habits had changed over the years and Wendy was often up
before Lucie.

“Morning, sweetheart,” Wendy said when Lucie stag-
gered into the kitchen, rubbing the sleep from her eyes.

Automatically her mother poured Lucie a cup of coffee.
“We’ve got an hour before church this morning. Advent
is my favorite time of year. I just love singing Christmas
carols.”

“Me too.” With so much to do on her day off, Lucie was
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tempted to skip worship service. It would be easy to offer
her mother an excuse. She didn’t and was glad because the
service was inspiring.

If she lacked Christmas spirit, working with the homeless
at the Salvation Army and attending church had given her
more than an ample supply.

After church, Lucie and Wendy dragged out the Christ-
mas tree decorations from the storage space in the apart-
ment basement. She hoped Aren wouldn’t mind helping her
set up the tree later. It would be fun and romantic.

Before Lucy made one final trip to the basement for the
last load of decorations, her mother announced she had
made plans for the afternoon. She was going shopping with
a friend and they might take in a movie afterward. Lucie
wasn’t fooled. This was a gift of time alone with Aren.

On the way up the stairs, Lucie ran into her neighbor.
“Merry Christmas, Mrs. Sullivan,” she said, cheerfully. Her
mood was high, filled with happy anticipation for her after-
noon with Aren.

“Merry Christmas, Lucie.” Her elderly neighbor was
hauling a box of trash to the recycling bin.

“Oh, is that Saturday’s newspaper?” she asked, eyeing
the date on the paper on the very top of the box.

“It is.”

“Would you mind if T read it?”

“Be my guest.”
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Lucie grabbed the newspaper and stuffed it under her
arm as she raced up the stairs. She was anxious to look
for Aren’s name. He’d asked her to wait to read it, which
seemed a little silly. It would be the first time he had a byline
and she was proud of him.

“I got Saturday’s newspaper,” Lucie called out as soon as
she returned to the apartment. Setting down the last box of
ornaments, she pulled out a kitchen chair and spread out
the newspaper. After going through every section twice she
couldn’t find Aren’s name anywhere.

“It’s not here,” she said, disappointment coating her
words. “Not the way I expected, at least.”

“How do you mean?” her mother asked.

“Well, he mentioned that wrote a short piece about the
play we saw and what happened but there’s no real byline
there, just a note to check out the restaurant review, but that
doesn’t make any sense.”

“Did you read the restaurant review?” her mother
sounded as disappointed as Lucie.

“No,” Lucie admitted.

“Does he write for sports?” her mother asked, as if Lucie
had reached for the wrong section.

“No . .. actually, he’s never mentioned what he writes.”
In fact, now that she thought about it, Aren had always been
rather secretive about what he did for the newspaper.

“Well, check out the restaurant review,” her mother sug-
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gested.

As it was, Lucie was confused. “He couldn’t have anything
to do with that. The review is written by Eaton Well.”

“Then don’t read it,” her mother said, shaking her head.
“Every time you even glance at his column you get upset.”

“And rightly so. The man is an idiot.”

“Lucie, you shouldn’t say that.”

“I can’t help it, Mom. Eaton Well nearly ruined us. Oh, and
look,” she said, pointing to the column. “Sure enough he’s
reviewing the same restaurant where Aren and I had dinner
last Thursday night.” She picked up the paper and skimmed
through the article. Not more than two inches into the
column and her fingers tightened, crumbling the edges of
the newspaper.

“Lucie, I told you not to read his review. It upsets you
every time.”

She swallowed hard, closed her eyes, and set the news-
paper back down on the table. Slowly she came to her feet
as a tight knot formed in her throat.

“Was it another negative review?” her mother asked.

“It was fair,” she said, her voice cracking slightly as the
realization hit her. Aren was Eaton Well. This was the rea-
son he hadn’t wanted her to read the paper until after they
spoke. He intended on telling her that he’d been the one
who wrote that horrible review of Heavenly Delights. He

hadn’t known at the time that she was the chef who’d pre-



Angels at the Table 175

pared his meal. The sole had been one of her signature
dishes, one she was most proud to add to the menu. And
he’d panned it with language so harsh the sting lingered in
her mind even now all these weeks later.

“Lucie, are you all right?” Wendy asked.

“Yes, Mom.” She was on her feet, although she didn’t
know what she intended to do or where she thought she
would go. It felt as if the room had suddenly shrunk to half
its size, as though the walls were closing in on her. She had
nowhere to hide; nowhere to run.

“What time will Aren be here?” her mother asked.

“Ah ... T don’ recall.” Her head started to spin. Aren
would be at the apartment soon. It would be impossible to
look at him now, knowing what she did.

“Janice is stopping by to pick me up in an hour. Are you
sure you don’t want any help decorating the tree?”

The tree. Lucie had completely forgotten she’d agreed to
decorate the Christmas tree. A task she’d been looking for-
ward to doing with Aren. Now it would be impossible. “I’ll
get the tree up, Mom, no problem.”

“If Aren has something else in mind, then don’t bother,
okay?”

“Sure.” She walked to one end of the kitchen and then
back, lost in a fog that refused to clear. What she needed to
do was think and that would be out of the question if Aren

was with her.
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Aren. Aren was Eaton Well.

Lucie had trouble wrapping her mind around what she
should have figured out long ago.

“Lucie, are you all right? You’ve gone quite pale. Are you
sure you’re feeling okay? I could stay home, if you wanted.”

“No . ..DI'm fine. Go and have fun . .. enjoy your day.”

“I will.” Her mother hummed as she buzzed about the
room, sorting out the stacks on the kitchen countertop and
then addressing a few Christmas cards while she waited for
her friend to arrive.

Lucie bided her time until her mother left. Then, gather-
ing her resolve, she reached for her phone. Of primary im-
portance was to find an excuse to keep Aren away. She
needed to think, to absorb what she’d learned, figure out
what to do.

Aren answered on the first ring and when he found out it
was her, he said, “Hello. I was just on my way out the door.”

“I’'m glad I caught you then.” Lucie did her best to sound
as though nothing was wrong.

“What’s up?”

In a flash, it came to her what to do. “I’'ve been doing
some thinking.”

Something in her voice must have betrayed her feelings
because Aren suddenly went quiet. Lucie could hear the back-
ground noise. The sound of an elevator opening. The rush-

ing sound of the doors closing and then nothing.
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“Thinking about what?” he asked, sounding strained
and uncertain, as though testing her.

“Us. When we met all those months ago, I told you that
my life was crazy busy with the restaurant and all. The tim-
ing to get involved with someone couldn’t be worse for me.
I realize now that nothing has really changed.”

“In other words you want to cool it.”

“Yes.”

He didn’t say anything for a long time and then in a soft
voice, he asked. “You saw the article, didn’t you?”

“Yes.” She wasn’t going to lie to him.

“And now you hate me?”

“No.” Lucie could never hate Aren. “I .. . need to take a
step back and reevaluate our relationship. You aren’t the
person I thought you were.”

“You’re wrong, Lucie.”

“You were cruel and mean in the review you wrote about
Heavenly Delights. Eaton Well isn’t a kind person . . . he
thinks he’s being clever and he isn’t. He’s uses words to cut
people down . . . what you wrote about Heavenly Delights
was unjustifiable and—7

“I was honest,” he said, cutting into her short tirade.

“My cooking is that bad? You’re telling me that the ef-
fort and investment my mother and I put into this restaurant
was a waste of time and that we deserve to fail?”

“I didn’t write anything even close to that.”
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“You might as well have.”
He didn’t respond, which was just as well. Arguing the
point would do no good.

b

“You didn’t answer my question,” she continued. “Tell

me now and be truthful. Did the sole actually taste that
bad?”

Again Aren hesitated as if looking for a way around the
truth, his truth. “Everyone has an off day now and again.”

“That bad?” she repeated, louder this time, more insis-
tent.

A heartbeat passed before he answered. “Yes, that bad.”

“I see,” she choked out. “That tells me everything.”

“Lucie, you’re being unreasonable and unfair.”

“I'm being unfair? Well, if that isn’t calling the kettle
black I don’t know what is.”

“Qkay, fine, if you don’t want to see me again—"

“You should have told me who you really are long before
now,” she argued.

“I couldn’t. My contract doesn’t allow me to tell you out-
right, so I did the best I could. I was as honest as possible.
I told you the only way I could by quoting you in my col-
umn. I knew the minute you read the review you would
know. You can’t fault me for misleading you.”

He was right, and while she wanted to argue with him,
she couldn’t. That didn’t change the fact that he was the

man who’d been willing to ruin her and her mother’s invest-
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ment. Lucie couldn’t overlook that.

“I understand that you did your best not to deceive
me . . .” she began. That was key to him, she realized, be-
cause he’d been deceived by his wife. Nevertheless it didn’t
alter the fact that he was who he was.

“But . ..” He said it before she had the chance.

“But it isn’t working, Aren. It just isn’t working.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“Excuse me?” she flared. Lucie hadn’t expected this to be
easy. What she found difficult was the way he challenged
her. She anticipated Aren would respond with angry pride
and defend his actions. Instead he sounded reasonable and
unruffled, making it all the harder to do what needed to be
done.

“You heard me loud and clear. Our relationship is work-
ing and that frightens you. You’ve come to trust me and
when I found fault with your cooking you couldn’t take the
criticism.”

“You’re so off base it isn’t even funny.” This wasn’t about
pride. The problem was she was falling for Aren and falling
hard. The man she didn’t feel she could trust was Eaton Well
and to discover they were one and the same made it neces-
sary to reassess their relationship.

“I doubt I'm that far off base,” he returned and sounded
completely unruffled. “You’re afraid.”

“Okay, 'm afraid. I'll admit it.”
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He paused as if he hadn’t expected her to own up to her
own fears.

“What are you really saying, Lucie? Do you want to take
a breather or do you want to cut off our relationship en-
tirely?”

“I... think it would be best if we didn’t see each other.”

“Ever again?”

Lucie closed her eyes and tightened her hold on her cell
phone. Already it was pressed against her ear so hard it
would leave an indentation. “I. .. don’t know.” Now wasn’t
the time to make that kind of decision.

“Leaving me dangling seems rather unfair, don’t you
think?”

“Yes,” she had to agree.

“Then decide. If you want to take a break then let’s do it.
We can meet again in a month or two and talk then.”

“I...need longer.”

“Three months?”

“I don’t know.” She closed her eyes.

Aren chuckled softly and without humor. “I believe I'm
getting the message. You want me completely out of your
life but you don’t have the courage to say it.”

Lucie didn’t know if that was true or not. “I . . . don’t
know what to say. I need time.”

“Then take all the time you need. But I’m sticking by my
review. I don’t know what happened that night with the
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sole, but in my opinion it should never have been served.

“You had over three thousand patrons who strongly dis-
agreed with me and I had the opportunity to dine a second
time at Heavenly Delights, and I was glad I did because the
meal was wonderful. I wrote a rave review. I gave you an-
other chance.”

“I know,” she whispered, feeling dreadful. He had writ-
ten a positive review but that was after he knew she was the
chef.

“It’s a shame you’re unwilling to do the same for me.”

Before she could say another word, Aren whispered,

“Good-bye, Lucie,” and hung up.

“How did Lucie get that newspaper?” Mercy cried, watch-
ing events unfold from the Brooklyn skyline above Lucie’s
apartment. “Who was assigned to watch her?”

Will reluctantly raised his hand. “She was in the base-
ment. I didn’t even see who gave it to her. ’'m so sorry . . .
and now everything is ruined, and once again it’s all my
fault.”

Gabriel appeared beside them, arriving unexpectedly and
with little fanfare. “So how is the romance developing be-
tween Lucie and Aren?” he asked, although Mercy strongly
suspected he already knew the answer.

No one seemed inclined to respond.
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“She just told him she doesn’t want to see him,” Shirley
muttered. “And it’s all our fault.”

“We messed with her sauce for the fish and that upset
God’s plan,” Will admitted.

“That’s the problem,” Gabriel said and folded his arms
over his massive chest. “And it’s a big one. There’s a very
good reason Prayer Ambassadors are asked not to get in-
volved with matters on Earth. When you do, things can get
messy.”

“Real messy,” Shirley agreed. “And I’m to blame.”

“I’m at fault, too,” Goodness confessed.

“We’re all guilty,” Mercy chimed in, and the worst of it
was they’d led young Will astray as well.

“Can we fix it?” Will asked eagerly.

Gabriel looked from one to the other. “I think it might be
best if you left it alone and let Lucie and Aren sort this out
for themselves,” he suggested.

“But will they?” Mercy pleaded, needing to know. It
grieved her that two people who seemed so right together
would allow this to stand between them. She wanted to help
but knew she dared not.

“What happens is up to them,” Gabriel said, and then he
did something completely out of character. Gabriel gently
patted Mercy’s shoulder. “We aren’t meant to understand
why humans make the decisions they do. It’s all about free

will.”
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“But Aren and Lucie are so right for each other,” Will
argued.

“Are they?” Gabriel posed the question.

Unfortunately the answer was one Shirley, Goodness,
Mercy, and Will didn’t know.



Chapter Fifteen

Y., %, X

“Why the glum look?” Josie asked when Aren met his sister
Monday morning. “I thought you spent the day with Lucie
and she cooked you dinner.”

“I didn’t go.”

“What?” Josie nearly stumbled into the man standing in
front of her in the Starbucks line. “But why not? Being with
Lucie was all you could talk about on Saturday.”

That wasn’t entirely true. The one doing the talking had
been his sister. Josie had been bemoaning the sorry state of
her life after she saw Jack. Aren wished now he’d been a
little more sympathetic seeing that he was currently the one
on the receiving end of rejection.

“It’s over between us,” he stated matter-of-factly, as if it
was of little consequence. In reality, Lucie was all he’d
thought about from the moment he’d disconnected the call.
She’d made her feelings clear. No matter what he said, Lucie

wasn’t going to change her mind. She wanted a breather, or
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so she said, but he didn’t need a crystal ball to read her
mind. Lucie didn’t want anything more to do with him, only
she hadn’t been strong enough to say it.

One look told him Josie had figured out what had hap-
pened. “Lucie read the column, didn’t she?”

The Starbucks line moved forward and so did they.
“Yeah, and sweet as she appears, she doesn’t have a forgiv-
ing nature.”

Josie frowned. “Are you going to leave it like that?”

Aren’s gaze shot to his sister. “I don’t have any choice.”

“Hold on just a minute. Weren’t you the one who lec-
tured me about Jack and pride and telling me that if T was
really in love with him I couldn’t take our breakup sitting
down?”

“I said all that?” Aren wanted to eat those words now,
seeing that they were coming back to bite him.

“That and more.”

“Did you take them to heart?” He knew she hadn’t and
now, seeing the situation from her side, he understood why.

“As a matter of fact I did.” Seeing that it was her turn in
line, Josie stepped to the counter and ordered for the both of
them.

Aren hadn’t expected his sister to buy his coffee. He’d
done it for her recently and apparently this was payback.

The barista handed them each a grande coffee and Josie
paid with a swipe of her debit card. They started toward the
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subway when Aren pushed for more information.

“You contacted Jack?”

“Not yet, but I thought long and hard about what you
said. You’re right, Aren. I have to face the fact that I do care
for Jack. What I need to decide is if the pain I felt seeing him
with another woman was real or if I was simply jealous and
angry that he’s recovered enough to date someone new.”

“What did you decide?”

“I haven’t. .. not yet.”

Aren shook his head. They were certainly a pair, hurting
and broken and both unwilling to let go of their pride. “I'm
beginning to think I’d be better off concentrating on my
career,” he told his sister. “It’s best if I avoid relationships
completely.”

“Don’t be silly. You want a wife and family.”

“Who says?” he argued.

“I do. You’d make a wonderful husband and father. You
can’t let a little bad luck stand in your way.”

“It’s more than bad luck. This is karma. Every relation-
ship I’'ve had—or been close to having—has gone down in
flames.”

“Not true. What about Mary Jane Milton. She was crazy
about you in high school.”

“I saw her at our last high school reunion. Married, three
kids, and another on the way.”

“See, you didn’t act fast enough.”
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“I was seventeen.”

They came to the subway and his sister paused. “Meet
me for dinner,” Josie insisted.

“I’'m working late,” he muttered. He knew she wanted to
help, but this thing with Lucie was fresh in his mind and he
preferred to take a couple of days to lick his wounds.

“Fine, call me when you’re finished and we’ll meet some-
where convenient.”

“I...”

“Don’t argue with me,”

>

she said and started down the
stairs. Halfway down, she paused and looked back. “Don’t
disappoint me, Aren.”

It didn’t look as if he’d be able to get out of this easily, so
he decided to make the best of it. Dinner with his sister

should be safe enough.

Thankfully Aren was busy from the moment he walked into
work. The distractions helped keep his mind off Lucie. He
ate lunch at his desk, swallowing his sandwich of roast beef
with horseradish sauce and a cup of hot coffee. By six he
was tired and out of sorts. Dinner with Josie held little ap-
peal, seeing that she was sure to lecture him. Aren wished
now he’d kept his mouth shut when it came to dishing out
advice, especially now that Josie was sure to give it back to

him.
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Being a dutiful brother, he called her as promised.

“You hungry?” she asked.

Aren had to think about. “I suppose.”

“Great. Meet me at the Italian place I told you about.”
She gave him the cross streets.

“Are you buying?”

“Yes, so don’t argue.”

Aren realized giving her an excuse wouldn’t do any good,
s0 he capitulated. He didn’t have any trouble catching a taxi
and did his best to ignore the festive mood that seemed to
permeate the city. He didn’t want to think about Christmas.
He had other matters on his mind. Not matters, he admit-
ted, Lucie. He tried not to think about their painful conver-
sation but it kept repeating itself in his mind. Bottom line:
Lucie didn’t feel she could trust him. She claimed she didn’t
know him.

Josie was waiting outside the restaurant when Aren’s taxi
pulled to a stop at the curb.

“This is one of my favorite restaurants in the entire city,”
Josie said as way of greeting. “Their red sauce is the best I've
ever tasted.”

“Why haven’t you suggested we eat here before now?”
he asked. He often talked restaurants with his sister. She
loved Italian but he could only remember her mentioning
this place once before.

She hesitated. “It was Jack’s and my favorite spot. Mostly
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I didn’t want to bring up a bunch of hurtful memories so I’ve
avoided coming here ever since our breakup, which is silly.”
Aren hesitated. “Aren’t you afraid of running into Jack?”
Josie shook her head. “He probably doesn’t want to
chance meeting up with me in the place we used to think of
as ‘our restaurant.’”

Aren hoped his sister was right. Then, on second thought,
it might serve Jack and Josie well if they did happen to stum-
ble across each other. If Jack’s reaction was even close to
that of his sister’s, then perhaps there was hope for the two
of them. And if matters could be patched up between the
pair, just maybe it could happen for him and Lucie. Aren
frowned. His mind was playing silly tricks on him.

Aren held the door open for his sister. She paused just
inside the restaurant and whispered. “And if Jack does hap-
pen to show I’ll smile and pretend I’'m having the time of my
life.”

“Right,” Aren whispered back.

The hostess smiled warmly when she saw Josie.

“Oh, Miss, it’s so good to see you.”

“You, too,” Josie said. “Is my favorite table available?”

Aren didn’t pay much attention to the exchange between
the two women as he was distracted by the enticing scents
coming from the kitchen. He momentarily closed his eyes
and breathed in deeply. A mixture of garlic and spices, to-

matoes and basil. If the aroma was anything to go by he was
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in for a treat.

In just a matter of minutes they were escorted to a table
and handed menus. Even before Aren had a chance to re-
view the selections, bread sticks were delivered to their table.

“The bread sticks are baked here every afternoon,” Josie
told him. “They’re divine. Jack always said we could make
a meal out of them alone.”

“How’s the ravioli?” he asked, more interested in study-
ing the menu. He had to admit he was impressed.

A pained look bled into Josie’s expression. “The cheese
ravioli were Jack’s favorites. He’d order them every time we
dined here and we came at least once a week.”

“What about you? What did you order?”

She smiled then. “Everything. The food is so good,
I wanted to try every last thing on the menu. ’'d worked
my way through the appetizers and the salads and I was
halfway through the entrées when we split.”

“Did you have a favorite?”

“That’s just it. Every dish is simply wonderful. I was even
inspired to try to make some of the appetizers myself, espe-
cially the rolled eggplant, but my attempts were never as
good as what we had here, so we just kept coming back
week after week.”

The waiter came for their order and Aren asked for the
cheese-stuffed ravioli. Josie had just finished telling the waiter

she wanted to try their seafood spaghetti when she abruptly
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went still. Aren didn’t need anyone to tell him Josie had
spied Jack. He could almost have guaranteed this would
happen.

Leaning across the table, Aren asked, “Is Miss Universe
with him?”

Josie held her head high and nodded ever so slightly.
“Oh, yes, and she’s as gorgeous as ever.”

Because Aren’s back was to the entrance, he couldn’t
see, and turning around to look would have upset Josie, al-
though he was tempted.

Josie smiled and nodded. “He just saw me,” she said
under her breath.

“And?”

“And he looks pretty shaken up. Good. Now he knows
how I felt when I saw him last Saturday night.” She leaned
across the table and whispered, “Laugh.”

Aren blinked. “I beg your pardon?”

“Don’t be dense. I want you to laugh as if I'm the funni-
est, most clever woman you’ve ever met in your life.”

“Josie.” Aren wasn’t up to playing games.

“Please, Aren, do this for me. I'll never ask anything of
you again as long as I live.”

That was a likely story. He was beginning to think his
sister had set up this entire meeting and he’d blindly walked
into her plans.

“Please.” Her eyes pleaded with him.
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“All right, all right.” He chuckled and managed a weak
smile.

“Louder,” Josie whispered.

“This is ridiculous.” He should have suspected some-
thing was up when Josie mentioned a favorite table and in-
sisted on sitting facing the door.

To keep the peace, Aren laughed again with a bit more
energy this time.

She smiled with a dreamy expression. “That was per-
fect.”

“Thanks.”

Josie leaned closer and became more animated, laughing
softly while Aren did his best not to roll his eyes. His sister
was overdoing it. She pressed her hand over her heart and
smiled at him as though she hung on every little word Aren
uttered.

“The least you could do is play along,” his sister hissed
when he glared back at her.

“What’s Jack doing now?” Aren asked.

Josie looked mighty pleased with herself. “He hasn’t
been able to take his eyes off us.”

“Where’s he sitting?”

“Two tables over against the wall.”

Aren set his napkin on the tabletop, then he stood up
without a word.

“What are you doing?” Josie whispered as a worried
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look came over her features. “Aren, if you do what I think
you’re about to do, I swear I’ll never speak to you again.”

He grinned and shrugged. “I should be so lucky.”

“Aren,” she pleaded frantically, half standing as though
to stop him.

He had no intention of being dissuaded. His sister was
miserable and if Jack hadn’t been able to take his eyes off of
her then Aren suspected Jack felt the same way about her.

Turning away from his sister, Aren crossed the short dis-
tance between the two tables. As Aren approached, Jack set
aside his napkin and stood. He was a good three inches
taller than Aren and outweighed him by twenty pounds, but
Aren wasn’t looking to best the other man.

“You must be Jack,” he said and extended his hand.
“Aren Fairchild, Josie’s brother.”

The other man broke into an instant smile.

Aren dared not look in Josie’s direction. “It seems you
and my sister have had a misunderstanding.”

“Excuse me.” The woman with Jack didn’t look the least
bit pleased. “I’'m not invisible, you know.”

Jack appeared to have completely forgotten the other
woman. “Oh, sorry. Pamela, this is the brother of the woman
I mentioned earlier.”

“You mean the one you seem to drag into every conver-
sation?”

Jack looked away and didn’t answer.
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“It seems I ordered your favorite meal. It’s about to be
delivered. Why don’t you join my sister and I’ll introduce
myself to Pamela.”

“Now just a minute. Don’t I have a say in this?” Jack’s
date demanded.

“Apparently not,” Aren answered. Jack was already
halfway across the restaurant.

Aren pulled out the chair and sat down with Pamela. She
was pretty enough, he supposed, but two minutes in her
company and it was clear she was high maintenance. After a
good ten minutes she scooted out her chair and said. “Tell
Jack it would be best if he not contact me again.”

Aren waved her off. “It might be best if you tell him that
yourself.”

“Then I will. Gladly.”

Sure enough Pamela pranced across the room to the
table where Jack sat with Josie. Their heads were together
and whatever their problem had been, it wasn’t in evidence
now.

Jack stood as Pamela approached. Aren wasn’t privy to
whatever the other woman had to say but apparently she
wanted nothing more to do with him. She left in a huff.

Seeing that he’d accomplished his mission, Aren left a
generous tip on the table before getting up to leave. He felt
more than conspicuous as every eye in the restaurant was

on him. He could only imagine that speculation among the



Angels at the Table 195

diners must be rampant. On his way out the door, Josie
caught his eye and blew him a kiss. He returned with a wave
and was off.

His apartment felt cold and dark when he let himself in.
He felt good about helping his sister and Jack. He hoped it
had just been pre-wedding jitters that had set them off
course. Seeing them together this evening made it clear nei-
ther one was happy apart. He hoped they would be able to
settle the matter once and for all.

His phone rang close to midnight, waking Aren out of a
sound sleep.

“Thank you,” Josie whispered.

“You’re welcome. Can I go back to sleep now?”

“No. Do you want to come over so we can talk?”

“Josie, ’'m in bed.”

“Qkay, be a party pooper, see if I care.”

“I'm happy for you.” And he was, but at the moment he
was too tired and he wanted to get back to his dream . . . a

dream that involved Lucie.



Chapter Sixteen

Y., %, X

It was Christmas Eve and Lucie should be excited and happy.
She wasn’t. Instead her heart was heavy. It’d been that way
from the moment she had last talked to Aren. He hadn’t
contacted her and pride wouldn’t allow her to reach out to
him. She faithfully read his column and noticed that he
wasn’t quite as cutting as he had been, at least in her mind.
She hungered for news from him but none came.

Her mother walked into the kitchen where Lucie sat with
her morning cup of coffee. Sammy rested by her feet. “Come
on, sweetie, smile,” Wendy urged. “It’s Christmas Eve.” Her
mother’s happiness brightened the room.

“I am smiling, Mom. I'm grateful for this time off.”
They’d decided to close the restaurant for the next two
days and Lucie welcomed the break. She hadn’t been in the
Christmas spirit much and had put off shopping and wrap-
ping until the very last minute.

Wendy reached for the coffeepot and poured her own
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mug and then sat down and tested her blood sugar. Without
a word, she stood and brought out a container of orange
juice. “Are you going to contact Aren?” she asked as if it
were a little thing.

“No.”

Her mother’s shoulders sagged with disappointment.
“Why not?”

“Mom, we’ve been through this a dozen times. It’s over
between us.”

“And that’s what you want?” Her mother’s skeptical
look said it all.

Lucie didn’t answer because she longed for Aren, she
missed him and wished with every part of in her being that
things could be different. But he was who he was and she
couldn’t change that.

“I thought ’d go into the city this morning,” Lucie an-
nounced, doing her best to sound excited and upbeat. I
have some shopping left and I need to run a couple of other
errands, t0o0.”

“Don’t be late for dinner,” Wendy told her after Lucie
reached for her coat and purse.

“Iwon’t.”

Actually what Lucie wanted most was to escape and for-
get this was Christmas Eve. What had happened between
her and Aren remained fresh in her mind. If she kept herself

busy, she might be distracted enough to put Aren out of her
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thoughts to appreciate the season at least a little bit. That
was her hope. A day in the city was bound to help.

“Do you see how miserable Lucie is?” Will asked Mercy.

“I couldn’t help but notice.” Mercy and her two friends
stayed close to their young charge as Will followed Lucie
onto the subway leading into Manhattan.

Will had been a fast learner, although he was still tempted
to intervene in the lives of humans. Mercy recognized that
he’d picked up the habit from the three of them. They really
did try to walk the straight-and-narrow path, and somehow,
to this point, they’d been able to answer the prayers as God
intended even if the path made several sharp twists every
now and again.

Once the subway arrived at her stop, Lucie walked up
the steps to the Manhattan sidewalk. The city was crazy
busy with shoppers darting from store to store. Everyone
seemed to be in a terrible rush.

“Is it always like this on Christmas Eve?” Will asked,
darting around the bustling crowds and doing his best to
stay out of their way.

“Always,” Shirley insisted. “Sometimes it’s even worse.”

“Busier than this?” Will appeared to find that hard to
believe.

“Oh, yes, I remember the year—”
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“Where’s Lucie going now?” Will interrupted.

Mercy knew he felt responsible for the mix-up in timing
for Lucie and Aren to meet and wanted more than anything
to make matters right. She couldn’t allow Will to intervene,
though. Gabriel had been quite specific. Lucie and Aren had
to work this out themselves, which made a reconciliation all
the more difficult. Both were prideful and stubborn.

“Is she really going to ignore Aren over Christmas?” Will
demanded.

“She’s ignored him to this point,” Goodness reminded
them.

“She didn’t even send him a Christmas card.”

“Nothing,” Mercy confirmed.

“Did Aren send her a card?” Shirley asked. “It wouldn’t
have hurt him any to make an effort.”

“I agree, he should have done something,” Will said.
“Don’t you just want to shake these humans? They’re im-
possible.”

“My dear young charge, you have only seen the tip of the
iceberg when it comes to dealing with humans.”

“The what?”

“Never mind.” Goodness patted Will’s upper arm. “One
day we’ll show you the Arctic.”

“Is that close to New York?”

“It’s a bit further north,” Mercy explained.

“Are humans there as stubborn as they are here?”
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“Oh, yes, humans are the same everywhere.”

“Amazing. And God still loves them?”

“It’s hard to comprehend, but He does. It’s really incred-
ible when you think about how slow-witted they are.”

“Where’s Lucie headed now?” Will asked, frantically fol-
lowing her into a store.

“Oh, this is one of my favorite spots in the whole world.”

“What is it?” Will cried, jumping on the escalator behind
Lucie.

“It’s a bookstore,” Mercy answered and grabbed Shirley
by the belt in order to keep her away from the children’s sec-
tion.

Shirley sighed with disappointment. “I wasn’t going to
get into any trouble.”

“Maybe so, but ’'m playing it safe just in case.”

“What is Lucie looking for?” Will asked, staying close on
the chef’s heels.

“I imagine she’s searching for a special book to give as
a present,” Goodness supplied. “This is a bookstore, you
realize.”

“A very big one with lots of people.” Shirley darted out
of the way.

“Look, Lucie found a quiet corner and is sitting down.”

“Pll join her,” Shirley insisted. “Running around like this
is wearing me out.”

“I think we’re all a little frazzled.”
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“You are all working overly hard, don’t you think?”

At the sound of Gabriel’s booming voice the four angels
jumped and whirled around. “And in addition you’re look-
ing guilty.” His voice rumbled so much it was a wonder the
walls didn’t tremble. “Is there something the four of you
wish to tell me?”

Will, acting braver than Mercy had ever seen him, stepped
forward. “We need to do something and fast.”

“You mean you want to intervene?”

“Yes, I feel responsible for Lucie and Aren. I intro-
duced them when they weren’t scheduled to meet and now
everything has gone awry and they’re separated and miser-
able.”

Gabriel sadly shook his head. “It’s not up to us. The les-
son both Aren and Lucie need to learn is about pride and
stubbornness. If they can’t resolve this minor life issue then
their relationship is already doomed. Love is about accep-
tance and generosity of spirit, and frankly I don’t see that in
either of them.”

“I do,” Will challenged. “Look at what Lucie and her
mother did for the homeless.”

“And look at how willing Aren was to pitch in and help,”
Goodness added.

“He was wonderful with the children,” Shirley reminded
Gabriel.

“Yes, now that you mention it, he was.”
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“See, there is hope for Lucie and Aren,” Will insisted. “If
only you’d allow us to—"

“No.” Gabriel raised his finger, stopping Will from
speaking further. “Intervention is out of the question.”

He left them then and Mercy watched as young Will’s
shoulders sagged with disappointment. Glancing over her
shoulder, Mercy lowered her voice. “I don’t mean to cause
problems, but I think I might have an idea.”

“Does it involve Lucie and Aren?” Will asked with hope-
ful expectation.

She cocked her head to one side and lowered her voice.
“Indirectly.”

Goodness perked up right away. “Now this sounds
promising.”

“Who does it involve then?” Shirley remained the skep-
tic.

“You’ll see,” she said. “Follow me.”

“Should I leave Lucie?” Will asked, and seemed doubt-
ful.

“She’ll be fine, trust me.”

Will complied, although reluctantly.

“I just hope we’re doing the right thing,” Shirley said, the
last to turn away from Lucie. “I’ve gotten into a heap of
trouble before listening to Mercy.”

“I have a good feeling about this,” Goodness added.
“Mercy’s got great ideas.”
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Lucie’s cell phone beeped indicating she had a text message.
She reached in the side pocket of her purse and grabbed her
phone. The number was one she didn’t recognize. With a tap
of her finger she read the message. Four oclock on top of the
Empire State Building.

Frowning Lucie tucked her cell back inside her purse
while she mulled over who could possibly have sent her the
text. Her first thought was that it might be Aren. It wasn’t
though. She would have recognized his cell number.

Well, she wasn’t going. It would be ridiculous. She had
several errands yet to run. Later she had dinner plans with
her mother, and then that evening the two of them would
attend Christmas Eve services at their church. Lucie had
everything all planned out. Her day didn’t leave time for a
wild-goose chase to the Empire State Building.

She wasn’t doing it.

Ten minutes later she glanced at her watch. Three thirty-
three.

Even if she wanted to she would never reach the Empire
State Building in time, and getting a cab in the city at this
time of day and on Christmas Eve would be next to impos-
sible.

No sooner had the thought entered her mind then a taxi

pulled up to the curb next to her. A woman climbed out.
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Lucie stared in amazement as no one rushed to get inside.

“You coming or not, lady?” the cabbie demanded. “I got
people waiting.”

Looking around, Lucie slapped her hand against her
chest. “Are you talking to me?”

“You waved me down didn’t you?”

“Ah...no.”

“Fine then.”

He started to pull away but Lucie stopped him. Running
a couple of steps she caught up with him and opened the
passenger door. “Can you get me to the Empire State Build-
ing before four o’clock?”

“In this traffic? You’re joking, right?”

“Do what you can.” Lucie hadn’t intended to follow the
instructions from her text and at the same time she couldn’t
stop herself. Even if Aren hadn’t sent the message, she
needed to who had and why.

The taxi driver eased back into the bumper-to-bumper
traffic. “It’ll be a miracle if we make your four o’clock ap-
pointment.”

“Do your best . . . if I don’t make it, then I don’t make
it.” Even now Lucie wasn’t sure why she was in the cab.
This was someone’s idea of a joke and a bad one at that.
Perhaps Aren was behind it, luring her to this destination
point and keeping her waiting, the way she had kept him

waiting last January.
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Even while the thought raced through her mind, she
knew he would never do that. It wasn’t in his nature to pull
something that twisted.

Perhaps it was hope that convinced her to make her way
there. A mixed-up kind of hope that led her to believe that
somehow she and Aren could work things out.

“Well, would you look at that?” the cabbie whispered
under his breath.

“I’m sorry?” Lucie said, leaning forward. Because she’d
been wrapped up in her own thoughts she hadn’t heard the
driver.

“Fifth Avenue,” he said and gestured for her to look out
the windshield.

Lucie looked but didn’t see anything. “What about it?”

“It’s clear. It’s like the parting of the Red Sea. I’ve got an
entire lane to myself. I've been driving a cab for nearly
twenty years and I've never seen anything like this happen.
You’d think I had a police escort.”

“Oh?” Lucie wasn’t sure what to say.

“You got an angel on your shoulder or something?” he
called back to Lucie.

“No . .. Idon’ think so.” Lucie was beginning to think
she had some kind of crazy karma when it came to cabs. Her
last experience had been equally unexplainable with the
newspaper flying around and the windows moving up and

down of their own accord. Now this. She watched as the
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traffic seemed to divide just for them.

In no time at all the cab pulled to the curb outside the
iconic skyscraper. The driver scratched the side of his head
and seemed utterly amazed. “I don’t believe this but it’s five
minutes to four. We made it all the way down town in heavy
traffic in unbelievable time. I'd say it’s a Christmas miracle,
but ’'m not saying a word to anyone—who’d believe me?”

“Five minutes early,” Lucie repeated in a state of shock
herself.

She paid the driver and climbed out of the cab. Standing
on the street, she held on to her knitted hat and looked up at
the skyscraper.

Now that she was here, she might as well find out what
this cryptic message was all about. The line to pay for the
view on the 102nd floor and the elevator ride moved quickly.
The teller glanced at her watch. “We’re closing at four today,
seeing that it’s Christmas Eve.”

“I can promise you that I won’t be long.”

The teller handed Lucie her ticket and she moved with
the others waiting for what must be the last ride of the day
up the elevator. She’d been to the top floor once before, but
that had been years ago. If Lucie remembered she’d been on
a field trip with her fifth-grade class. Although she was
young, she’d been impressed with the story of the structure,
which first opened in 1931, just after the start of the Great

Depression.
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As she stepped out of the elevator, Lucie immediately
went outside. The lights of the city had started to turn on
and she stood mesmerized by the incredible three-hundred-
sixty degree view. Although she’d promised the woman sell-
ing the tickets she wouldn’t be long, Lucie felt drawn to the
view. The sadness that had enveloped her since her last con-
versation with Aren lifted. All at once she knew what she
had to do.

She needed to phone Aren. When they last spoke she
claimed she needed a breather. Well, she’d had one.

Digging into her purse she reached for her phone and
scrolled through her contacts until she found his name. A
smile lit up her face as she initiated the call.

It rang four times and then went to voice mail.



Chapter Seventeen

Y., %, X

What surprised Aren the most was how many people had
found their way to the top of the Empire State Building on
Christmas Eve. Although it was closing time and the guards
were anxiously glancing at their watches, no one seemed to
be in a hurry to leave. Especially him.

Earlier in the day Aren had gotten a text from Jack ask-
ing to meet him there at four, but Jack was nowhere to be
found.

It didn’t take Aren long to figure out the reason behind
Jack’s request. He strongly suspected that the other man was
about to give Josie back the engagement ring she’d returned.
Aren couldn’t be happier for his sister.

Glancing at his watch, he scanned the area and shrugged.
One of the guards announced the deck had to be cleared
within the next fifteen minutes. The crowd started to thin
out as several people headed toward the elevator. It would

be just like his sister to be late to her own engagement.
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Funny though, both Jack and Josie were late.

Something unavoidable must have come up. Aren reached
for his phone to call Jack and find out what was up. To his
surprise he discovered that he’d inadvertently turned off the
ringer and had missed a number of calls. As he was scanning
the numbers, preoccupied with the task at hand, he bumped
into someone behind him.

“Excuse me,” he said, turning to apologize. The words
froze on his lips. “Lucie?”

“Aren?”

“What are you doing here?” he asked, his mind spinning.

“Igotatext...”

She got a text? “So did I.”

“I didn’t recognize the phone number . . . I wasn’t going
to come but then I found myself in a taxi and the driver said
it would be impossible to get here before four but we did
and he said it was a Christmas miracle, like the parting of
the Red Sea, which I don’t think happened in December, but
then T don’t know for sure.” She stopped abruptly as she
realized she was jabbering. “Oh, Aren, Aren, ’'m so happy
to see you.” With that she threw her arms around his neck.

Caught off guard, Aren stumbled two steps back. He
didn’t know what had happened or how they both happened
to be at the same place at the same time, but he was in no
mood to question it. He was simply too pleased to care.

Looping his arms around her waist, Aren closed his eyes and
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held Lucie close to his heart.

She said she’d received a Christmas miracle with some
crazy taxi ride. Well, he’d gotten one of his own and that
was Lucie clinging to him and chattering away so fast he
could barely understand a word she said.

“I was being silly and foolish and—”

Aren eased her away and silenced her by placing his fin-
ger against her lips. Immediately she stopped talking and
blinked several times. Smiling down at her, Aren brushed the
hair from her face.

“We were both being silly and foolish,” he said.

“My life is crazy . . . the restaurant means everything. It
has to succeed, but I can’t walk away from you. I just can’t.”

“Good.” He kissed her then and it felt as if it’d been
months since he’d experienced anything even close to the
contentment he found with Lucie in his arms. “I can’t walk
away from you either.”

“I tried to call you.”

“When?”

“Just now and it went to voice mail and I thought . . . I
assumed you didn’t want to talk to me and I thought I’d
ruined everything.”

“My ringer got turned off. I don’t remember doing that,
but apparently I did.”

“Who sent you the text, because I don’t know who it

was that sent mine?” she asked, looking up at him, her eyes
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bright with happiness.

“Jack.”

“Who’s Jack?”

“Josie’s soon-to-be husband. They just recently got back
together. I assumed he was going to propose to my sister a
second time.”

“A second time?”

“Don’t ask, it’s a long story.”

Lucie reached for her cell in the side pocket outside her
purse and showed Aren her text. “Is this Jack’s number?”

Aren looked at it and frowned. “No. That number be-
longs to my sister.”

“How did Josie get my cell number?”

“I have no idea.” For Josie to have the contact informa-
tion for Lucie was as much a mystery to Aren as it was Lucie.
“What I can tell you is fairly obvious. My sister and Jack
teamed up to bring us back together.”

“It worked. Oh, Aren, Merry Christmas.”

“Merry Christmas, my love.”

“Your love. You mean you’re willing to give us another
chance?”

“Definitely.”

Lucie blinked back tears. “I swear, this is the best Christ-
mas of my life.”

“Mine, too.” Closing his eyes, he kissed her forehead.

“The last time I was here I waited, hoping with all my heart
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that you’d show. This time I had no expectation of seeing
you and here you are.”

“I’'m so glad ’'m here . . . and even happier that you are,
too.”

“Good.”

Then, as if it suddenly dawned on her, she said, “You’ll
come home with me, won’t you? Mom will be ecstatic to see
you. She’s got the most wonderful dinner planned. It’s far
more than the two of us could ever eat, so please say you’ll
join us and then later there’s church. The music is just beau-
tiful and I can’t think of a better person to spend Christmas
Eve with than you.”

Aren couldn’t think of a better way either.

“You’ll have dinner with us, won’t you?” Her eyes wid-
ened as she pleaded with him.

Aren nodded.

Lucie hugged him tight. “I’ve been so miserable and too
stubborn to admit it. ’'ve learned so much about myself.
Aren, oh, Aren, I’ve been such an idiot.”

“I have been, too.”

“No,” she argued intent on accepting the blame. “You
were more than reasonable and I was—”

He stopped her the only way he could think of and that
was by taking her in his arms and kissing her senseless until
they were interrupted by the guard.

“Hey, folks, I hate to interrupt a romantic moment, but
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we’re closing down for the night.”

“Oh, sorry,” Lucie whispered.

Aren wrapped his arm around her waist. Holding on to
each other they took the express elevator down to the
ground floor. As soon as they were outside Aren reached for
his cell.

“Who are you calling?” Lucie asked.

“My sister, seeing that she arranged all this.” He tapped
his contact list and scrolled down to her name. It rang three
times before she answered.

“This better be important,” Josie whispered. “Jack’s here
and he just gave me my engagement ring back.”

“I wanted to thank you, actually both Lucie and I send
our appreciation.”

“Ah ... for what?”

“The text you sent her and the one Jack sent me.”

“What text?”

“Come on, Josie, the jig is up. Lucie got your text and I
got the one Jack sent. The two of us met up at the Empire
State Building just the way you planned.”

“Hold on, bro. I didn’t send Lucie any text.”

“You didn’t?” This wasn’t making any sense. “Check
your phone, will you?”

“Sure, but it won’t do any good. I know what I sent and
it wasn’t anything about the Empire State Building, and for

that matter how would I get Lucie’s cell number?”
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Good question, and one Aren had already considered.
“Okay,” he said, “I guess there’s been more than one Christ-
mas miracle. Congratulations to you and Jack. ’m heading
over to Lucie’s for dinner and church, but will connect with
you in the morning.”

“Merry Christmas, Aren.”

“Merry Christmas.” His sister sounded like the happiest
woman in the world. He understood because he was walk-

ing on cloud nine himself.

“Do you want to explain how Josie got Lucie’s cell num-
ber?” Gabriel asked Mercy and her friends. They’d gathered
in the choir loft of the Brooklyn church for the Christmas
Eve services. Aren, Lucie, and Wendy sat in the pew midway
up on the left-hand side.

Aren and Lucie shared a hymnal. Their voices blended
beautifully as they sang the classic Christmas carol “Silent
Night.” Unfortunately they had yet to hear the angel choir,
which was beyond anything on earth, but thankfully they
would one day.

“Ah...”

“Mercy, why do I think this is your doing?” Gabriel
pressed.

“We had to do something,” Will explained. “I felt per-

sonally responsible for this mess, so we tweaked a few of
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your instructions and made it work.”

“What’s going to happen with them?” Goodness pried.
“You know the future. We don’t.”

“You answer my question first,” Gabriel demanded.

“Well, you said we couldn’t interfere in their lives,” Will
said, although a reminder wasn’t necessary.

“Interfere in their lives again,” Gabriel corrected.

“Right,” Will added.

“And so . ..” Gabriel fixed his gaze on Mercy.

“Why are you staring at me?” she asked, doing her ut-
most to look as innocent as a budding rose.

“Because you have always been the ringleader when it
came to mischief.”

“Me?” Mercy was downright offended. Of the four of
them she was the one who kept everyone in check. “That is
grossly unfair,” she protested. “I have prevented more inter-
ferences on Earth than you will ever know about.”

“She has,” Goodness said, coming to Mercy’s defense.

“Mercy has done her best to keep us in line.”

Gabriel frowned. “Apparently with little success.”

Mercy’s wings sank all the way to the floor. “Should . . .
do you want me to . . .”

“Mercy, no,” Goodness cried and came to stand at her
friend’s side.

“If anyone should go, it’ll be me,” Shirley insisted, com-

ing to stand on the other side of Mercy.
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“Or me,” Will chimed in. “I can probably get a transfer.”

Gabriel held up his hand, putting an end to their chatter.
“In light of the season I think we might be able to overlook
certain transgressions.”

“We could?” Mercy asked with a heart filled with hope.
Apparently Gabriel was in a generous mood.

“It isn’t like you did anything outrageous, like kidnap a
camel and lead it outside a theater? That would be incom-
prehensible.”

Goodness sucked in her breath and held it so long she
was in danger of turning blue. Mercy slapped her friend’s
back and Goodness exhaled so loudly the pipe organ let out
a B flat all on its own. Several people in the congregation
turned toward the choir loft.

“It could have been worse. Right?” Gabriel asked, tap-
ping his toe impatiently.

The four all stared down at their feet as if searching for a
lost button, looking in every direction except at Gabriel.

“Right?” Gabriel asked again.

“Right,” Mercy answered weakly.

“One of you might have done something really crazy, like
interrupt a Broadway play and suspend the actors in the air
without any visible means of support.”

Mercy swallowed uncomfortably.

“We’d never do anything like that,” Goodness muttered.

“Or play a tuba.”
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“I didn’t play the tuba,” Will insisted. “I just looked at
it.” Then realizing what he’d said, he slapped his hand over
his mouth.

“Well, my friends,” Gabriel said, smiling now. “Despite
everything you managed to answer Wendy’s prayer. Lucie
and Aren are together and they were able to meet at the
Empire State Building.”

“Does their relationship last?” Will asked.

Gabriel nodded. “Yes. They will be married in October
next year.”

“Oh good.”

“Children?”

“Two. A boy and a girl.”

“What about the restaurant?”

“What about Aren? Will he continue to write for the
newspaper?”

“One question at a time, my friends,” Gabriel said, lean-
ing over the choir railing to look down upon Aren and Lucie.
He smiled and then turned to look at the four Prayer Am-
bassadors. “The restaurant will do exceptionally well and
Wendy’s investment will pay rich dividends. The two will
sell Heavenly Delights for twice what they put into it in five
years time, after Lucie delivers her daughter.”

“That’s wonderful, but what will Lucie do without the
restaurant? She loves to cook.”

“She won’t abandon her career entirely. She’s going to
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become a recipe developer for some of the better-known
celebrity chefs across America. It’s the perfect job for her as
she’ll be able to stay home with the children.”

“What about Aren?”

“Now that’s a bit of a surprise.”

“How s0?” Goodness asked.

“Aren will leave the newspaper shortly after he sells his
first novel.”

“Aren writes fiction?”

“It’s a secret passion he has. He’s been working on this
book in his spare time for several years and when it sells, it
will be an instant success beyond anything he or Lucie could
imagine.”

“Does he get a movie deal?” Goodness asked. “Oh, Ga-
briel, can we be in it?> Can we, oh, can we?”

The look Gabriel cast her was all the answer they needed.

“This is just wonderful,” Mercy rubbed her palms to-
gether with delight. It was even better than she’d imagined.

“They will have a good life together, and so will Josie and
Jack.” Gabriel spread his massive wings over the four. “Are
you ready to head back to heaven?” he asked.

“We are,” Mercy said, answering for them all.

And so they returned to the realms of glory. As they drew
near Mercy could hear the strains of music unlike anything
ever heard on Earth. The celebration of the infant born in

a stable over two thousand years earlier was just getting



started.
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