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To God—


Thank You for the gift of words and the ability to shape them into stories that carry meaning and heart. Thank You for trusting me with this calling—to create, to inspire, and to speak to the soul. May every word I write reflect the hope, strength, and grace You so freely give.
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Chapter one

Room 98





Miriam pulled into a spot near the hospital entrance without much effort—not that she was surprised. At this hour, the lot was nearly empty, the quiet hum of the night settling over the area. Overhead lights cast a pale glow across the pavement, stretching shadows from the few scattered cars. 

Lafourche Medical Center stood ahead, a simple, two-story brick structure—no towering glass windows or sprawling wings, just a no-frills square building. It was enough. In a town this size, there wasn’t much need for anything bigger.

She could see her reflection in the sliding glass doors as she walked up to the entrance. Every time she saw the full length of her 5‘ frame, she was reminded of how desperately she wanted to be taller when she was younger.  She had spent years wishing for a few more inches. Growing up, she had stretched, measured, and even willed herself taller, but nature had other plans. In the end, she figured that’s why God made high heels. Slipping into a pair always gave her the height she once prayed for and, with it, a surge of confidence that made the world seem just a little more within her reach.

As she glanced at her reflection, her brows pinched together. The sight of her tennis shoes made her sigh. “I should have kept on my heels,” she muttered under her breath. The doors slid open right on cue as if physically speaking her next thought, It’s too late now.  

She approached the information desk, the faint hum of a computer and the soft shuffle of papers filling the quiet space. “I need the room number for Mary Butler, please,” she said, resting her hands on the counter.

The receptionist barely looked up. “Are you family?”

“Yes, she’s my mom.”

“She’s in room ninety-eight. It’s down this hall on the right.”

Miriam already knew the way but nodded anyway—no need to seem dismissive.  “Thank you ma’am,” she said with a slight smile before turning toward the hallway.

The silence stretched around her as she walked, the only sound coming from the rhythmic squeak of her sneakers against the polished floor. Each step echoed through the empty corridor. She stopped in front of door ninety-eight. 

The hospital always had a cold, sterile feel to it, and Miriam couldn’t shake the discomfort that crept over her every time she walked through those sliding doors. She had lost count of how many times she and her mother had been admitted over the years. It almost felt like a second home growing up. Except it was yet another unhappy home. One where the adults gave pitiful looks, awkward stares and talked in hushed tones. 

For all the giving they gave, the one thing they never gave was what her, Nathaniel and her mother needed the most: a way out. No one here ever spoke up, never offered to help her mother escape the prison that was her father. In fact, that’s the one thing they seemed good at, patching them up and giving them back to her father.

As Miriam reached for the door knob, she felt a nauseating feeling of dread deep down inside. She quickly brought her right hand to her stomach as if to will it, command it to quiet down. With her left hand, she tried over and over again to reach for the knob, but the knob kept getting further and further away. The more it moved away, the harder it was for her to breathe. The air felt thick as mud, forcing her to draw shallow, desperate breaths. Her mind rebelled against her, conjuring an image of her father standing rigid on the other side—his eyes blazing, fists clenched at his sides, jaw tight with fury.

She made herself close her eyes and began repeating over and over in her mind, Go my child and do my dirty work. And may the force be with you! The phrase originated from a comical incident with her best friend Lisa and another friend during their preteen years. As the memory replayed, the world swam back into focus. Her ragged breaths slowly steadied, the familiar dance of panic receding. The doorknob—her nemesis—now stood in its rightful place, no longer warping and shifting with her racing thoughts. She drew in one last, steadying breath as her hand inched forward. Just as her fingertips brushed the cool metal of the knob, door ninety-eight swung open.

“Shiiiit!” Miriam gasped as she grabbed her chest and jumped back from the door.

A man with almond-colored skin stepped hesitantly from the room, his white doctor’s coat crisp and wrinkle-free as he glanced toward Miriam. He moved quickly to the side, clearing the doorway, though his gaze lingered longer than he intended. 

Keep your composure, Crane. Don’t fumble this. He felt a flicker of embarrassment at startling her, but he forced it down, smoothing it into something calmer, more controlled. When he spoke, his voice was calm and assured—smooth, practiced, the tone of someone who had long learned to mask any uneasiness.

“I didn’t mean to startle you. You must be Miriam. I’m Dr. Crane, your mother’s doctor.” 

Miriam patted her chest, lifting a single finger as she struggled to steady her breath. Her pulse pounded in her ears, the rush of adrenaline still coursing through her.  

Dr. Crane’s expression softened to concern. He shifted his weight, his grip loosening on the clipboard at his side. But he remained silent, giving her the space to recover. 

After a few controlled breaths, Miriam straightened. “No problem,” she said, her voice steadier. 

Dr. Crane nodded. “Can I speak to you about your mother’s condition before you go in? She’s resting right now and your brother went down to the cafeteria to get him something from the vending machines.”

Miriam reached over and grabbed her elbow without thinking. “Sure.”

“Would you like to go somewhere more private?”

She glanced around the quiet hospital corridor, its familiar scent sharp in her nose. The overhead fluorescent light buzzed faintly. It’s not like anyone’s around. “We can talk right here.” 

Dr. Crane nodded. “Your mom came in feeling extremely fatigued. After running some tests, we admitted her, her blood sugar was dangerously high.” He hesitated for a few seconds before adding, “You’re aware she has type 2 diabetes, correct?” 

Miriam swallowed hard, her throat suddenly dry. She gave a faint nod, her lips pressing together. 

“When I asked if she was taking her medication, she admitted she wasn’t,” Dr. Crane said, his tone measured but concerned. “I asked why, but she didn’t give me an answer. Do you have any idea why she might refuse to take it? Could she be depressed about something?”

A dozen reasons flashed through Miriam’s mind. Some insignificant, some deeply painful, but voicing them felt pointless. What could this doctor do about it anyway? She shifted her weight, arms crossing over her chest. “I don’t know.” It wasn’t exactly a lie. She didn’t know which reason, if any, was the real culprit. 

Dr. Crane sighed and shifted his clipboard to his other hand. “I’ve seen cases like this before. Sometimes, patients get so frustrated with their illness that they convince themselves it’s easier to ignore it. I had a patient a few years back—same condition, same refusal to take medication. She managed for a while, but her symptoms worsened until she collapsed at work. By the time she got to the hospital, she had suffered kidney failure. We were able to stabilize her, but she had to start dialysis.” He paused allowing his words to sink in. “I don’t want that to happen to your mother.”

Miriam’s stomach twisted at the thought. She pressed her fingertips to her temple, rubbing slow circles as she tried to think. “What happens if her levels stay high? Or get worse?” 

“Type 2 diabetes can take a heavy toll on the body. The heart, kidneys, blood vessels, even the eyes-it can damage them all. Poor circulation is a major risk. In severe cases, it can lead to amputation or blindness.”

Miriam’s gaze dropped to the cold, linoleum floor. Blindness. Amputation. The words churned in her mind, too big to swallow. She couldn’t picture a world where her mother couldn’t see or walk freely. And she prayed she’d never have to. 

“I understand,” she murmured.

Dr. Crane noticed the way her hands curled into fists, the tension settling into her shoulders. He wanted to say something reassuring, something to lighten the weight pressing down on her, but the words wouldn’t come. Instead, he decided to focus on what he could do. 

“For now, I’ll adjust her insulin to stabilize her sugar levels. But once she’s discharged, she’ll need to make changes to her diet. That means focusing on lower-fat, high-fiber options—things like whole grains, fruits, and vegetables. She has to take her medication consistently and aim for at least twenty to thirty minutes of exercise a day, three to five times per week. If she sticks to that, her glucose levels should stay under control.” He paused before continuing. “It would help if you talked to her about it.”  

Tension seeped from Miriam’s shoulders as her clenched fists slowly uncurled. The fog of uncertainty that had rolled into her thoughts began to dissipate, revealing a faint glimmer of hope. Her eyes met Dr. Crane’s with newfound resolve as she gave him a determined nod. “I will. In fact, I’ll go in now.”

Dr. Crane gave a gentle, approving smile. “I’ll see you later then.” 

Miriam inhaled deeply, exhaled slowly, and pushed open the door to her mother’s hospital room. The dim lighting cast a soft yellow glow, stretching long shadows across the walls. The rhythmic beeping of a monitor filled the stillness. A television mounted on the wall played on mute, a long forgotten TV show flashed across the screen. 

She moved forward quietly, passing the bathroom on her right while keeping her eyes fixed on the visitor chairs ahead. Her pulse began to steady as she rounded the corner and the hospital bed came into view. Beside it stood an IV pole, a silent sentry with its fluid bag hanging motionless. To the left, a well-worn recliner rested against the wall—the kind that never quite offered comfort, no matter how much you shifted.

Miriam approached with careful steps, her gaze settling on her mother’s face. The scar near the upper left corner of her eye drew her in—a faded apostrophe-shaped mark, one of many permanent keepsakes from her father. She’s sure he hadn’t meant for it to take that shape, but somehow, it felt fitting. Apostrophes in grammar show possession, and in his mind, that’s all they had ever been—her mother, herself, Nathaniel. Possessions. Objects to control, hurt and hate. Objects to use and then discard when they no longer serve his purpose. Never having even a second thought about how they felt physically or emotionally. 

She ground her teeth. A bad habit she knew she needed to get rid of. She never could understand how a person could do all these things to someone who they were supposed to protect and love. They were married in a church, for God’s sake. To love and to cherish. What happened to that vow? Why did it always seem like only one person had to uphold the promise while the other got away with breaking it? Where was the empathy? Where was the “putting himself in their shoes”?

She knew she would never get answers. But she guessed her father was like most people. They don’t really care until they are the ones being used, hated and hurt.

Miriam let out a quiet breath and refocused on her mother. Despite the weariness on her face, there was a regal beauty about her. Like a warrior queen resting after battle, the scar validating the fierceness of the fight. A small smile of admiration tugged at Miriam’s lips. I hope I look half as good when I’m her age.

Her mother’s blankets were pulled up neatly to her chest, arms resting limply at her sides. Miriam stood still, watching the gentle rise and fall of her breathing, unsure if she should wake her. But she knew her mother would be upset if she came and left without saying a word.

Miriam didn’t know what to say so she cleared her throat, “Uh uhm.” 

Her mother’s eyes slowly opened, unfocused at first. Then, sensing another presence, she turned her head, her gaze searching until it landed on Miriam. 

“Miriam, ya finally came!” she whispered, a smile warming her face.

“Hey momma, how you feeling?”

“Chil’, I’m ok. Except fo’ dese doctors always tryna fix me. I don’t know why dey jus can’t leave me be.”

Miriam crossed her arms. “Momma, why haven’t you been taking your medicine?”

Mary exhaled through her nose. “Babae, I’m jus tired, dat’s all. 

Miriam frowned. “It can’t just be that. In fact, taking your medicine would help you not be so tired. So, please tell me what’s really going on.”

Mary exhaled sharply, frustration flashing in her eyes. “I’m tired a bein’ sick and tired. I’m tired a havin’ to prick myself all the dang on time. I’m tired a’ tryna remember to take the medicine along with all da other tings I gotta remember to do or take every day and I’m sho’ tired of all dese doctors and nurses comin’ in here aroun’ da clock, but expectin’ me to get some rest!”

Miriam’s shoulders slumped. She reached out and gently took her mother’s hand, giving it a soft squeeze. “I’m sorry you have to go through this.” 

Mary opened her mouth, then hesitated before letting out a weary sigh. “Maybe I jus’ need a lil pick me up.”

Miriam perked up. “What would make you feel better momma?”

Mary waved a hand dismissively. “Oh, don’t worry ’bout it sweetie.” 

“No momma, please tell me. I promise you, I’ll get it for you,” Hope flickered in Miriam’s voice.

Mary’s eyes twinkled. “I was thinkin’..,” she excitedly began, but then, just as quickly, the light dimmed. “Ahh, never mind. Forget it. I don’t wanna botha you.” 

Miriam leaned in, her voice pleading. “Momma, please tell me. I promise you, I will get it for you!”

And just like that, the spark returned. “Den it’s settled! Ya gon’ call Lisa and have her come out fo’ a visit.”

Miriam’s mouth fell open. “Momma!” she gasped. “You tricked me! You know Nathaniel will only pick fights with her.” 

Mary chuckled knowingly. “Y’all two been best friends since forevah. It shouldn’t be dat hard to pick up the phone and give her a call. Ya know as well as I do dat you miss her. You promised to do whateva I asked fo and I miss her too, so dat’s what you gon’ do. Don’t worry ’bout your brother, I’ll take care a him.” Mary’s voice sang. 

Miriam sighed, rubbing her forehead as a weary smile tugged at the corner of her lips. She had her doubts about whether her mother could truly handle Nathaniel, but today wasn’t the day to fight that battle. Letting out a groan, she shook her head. 

“I was supposed to get you to promise me you’d take your medicine and eat right. How did I let you trick me?”

Mary grinned, eyes gleaming. “And ya call yoself a psychologist!” She giggled.

Miriam shook her head, laughing despite herself.

As their laughter faded, Mary let out a contented sigh, settling deeper into her pillows. A soft peace settled over her. “Thank you, babae. Fo’ comin’.”

Miriam squeezed her hand one more time. “Always, Momma.” 








  
  

Chapter two

Phone Call from the Past





Lisa watched the cars go by then looked up expectantly at the light only to find it was still red. She sighed deeply and sat back in the driver’s seat. She hated being late, but she really needed to finish up that report. As soon as the light turned green, her gold Acura 3.2L burst into motion. She loved its power, the way it responded immediately to her demand for speed. She smiled as it zipped and zoomed through traffic. When she needed to get somewhere, it got her there! Since earning her degree in finance and landing a job as a financial advisor at a major corporation, it was the only reward she gave herself. 

She slid into a parking space at Chili’s and glanced at the clock. “10 minutes late is not too bad.” She jumped out of the car and headed towards the entrance. As usual on a Friday night, the place was packed. She waded through the noisy crowds standing on the outside, and inside the entrance. that waited to be seated. 

As soon as she made it in, she started to slowly scan the seating area towards her right. When she came up with nothing, she started a new search on the left.  “Where are you Josey? You’ve got to be around here somewhere.” 

About a year after Lisa moved to Atlanta, she met Josey at a party thrown by a mutual friend. From the moment Josey introduced herself, Lisa sensed a connection.

“I’m Josephine, but I’d really like it if you called me Josey,” she said.

Josey’s directness caught Lisa off guard. She’d always loved nicknames—the kind that felt personal, like a secret handshake between friends. To her, they were a symbol of belonging, a mark of closeness. Lisa’s own name had never lent itself to a proper nickname.

“L” didn’t count. It was too short, too impersonal, like an afterthought. But here was Josey, freely offering her nickname as though it came with an invitation to her inner circle. And Lisa accepted it without hesitation. In that instant, she knew their friendship would last. Just as she’d predicted, they’ve been inseparable ever since.

And she couldn’t have asked for a better one. Josey was the kind of friend who understood Lisa without her having to say a word. More importantly, she knew what Lisa needed from a friend.

A couple of years later, Lisa found herself plagued by a recurring nightmares from her childhood—a haunting memory of a time long past. For weeks, she’d wake up mid-scream, drenched in sweat, fear slicing through her like a bitter wind. Josey noticed almost immediately.

“Hey, you been getting any sleep lately? You look tired,” she’d asked gently.

“Not really,” Lisa admitted with a frown. “I’ve been having the same nightmare every night.”

Josey’s eyebrows lifted, but her voice stayed soft. “Oh, really? About what?”

Lisa’s gaze shifted, her fingers tightening around her glass. It wasn’t about trust. She trusted Josey. It was just that opening up wasn’t something she did easily.

Sensing Lisa’s hesitation, Josey smiled. “No worries. You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to.”

Relief flooded Lisa. Her shoulders relaxed as she let out a sigh. “Thanks.”

To Lisa’s surprise, Josey never brought it up again. Unlike her friend, though, the nightmares refused to take the hint. They continued their relentless siege, night after night.

Then, one Friday evening, there was a knock at Lisa’s door. She opened it to find Josey, arms overloaded with bags. Lisa blinked in surprise, her mouth falling open.

“Don’t just stand there! Help me out, these bags are heavy!” Josey huffed, shoving a handful of them into Lisa’s arms.

Still reeling from the unexpected visit, Lisa carried the bags into the kitchen. Josey set her own haul on the counter with a flourish. 

Lisa’s eyes darted between the overflowing bags before she finally asked, “Uh, what’s going on? What is all of this?”

Josey grinned, bowing dramatically. “Welcome to Poetry Reading Night. I will be your host and poetry reader for tonight’s event.” With a grand sweep of her hand, she pulled out bottles of wine, trays of appetizers, and a stash of snacks. “For tonight’s reading, we have an assortment of fine wines and spirits to refresh ourselves as we explore the world through the words of prolific poets and poetesses. We also have a variety of savory appetizers and treats to nourish the body as the words inspire our souls.”

She twirled with exaggerated grace, her hand lifted as if presenting an invisible prize.

Lisa wanted to be annoyed. Who throws a surprise event at someone else’s apartment? But she knew Josey wanted her to feel better. She knew how much Lisa loved poetry, and the effort alone was enough to crack through her frustration. She couldn’t help but let out a slight giggle and shake her head. Josey was never interested in poetry. So, it felt good knowing someone cared about her enough to do something like this. 

Once everything was set, Lisa curled up on the sofa, a pillow wedged beneath her crossed legs. A plate of her favorite snacks balanced on her lap, and a glass of wine glistened in her hand. Her eyes sparkled with amusement and curiosity as she watched Josey prepare.

Josey started, her voice low and mysterious. “After meticulous research and consulting with hidden masters of the field, I’ve curated a list of poems that will shatter the edges of your reality, revealing realms of understanding you never knew existed.” 

“Mmm, tell it!” Lisa cheered, snapping her fingers dramatically before taking a sip of her wine.

Josey nodded with mock seriousness and took a sip from her own glass. Closing her eyes, she inhaled deeply, then began her recital. 



“A little child sits and plays

With his purple friend

They talk about adventures

And stories that never seem to end.”



Lisa’s head tilted, curiosity flickering as she tried to place the words. Josey continued, her voice brimming with soft wonder.



“The child learns

About friends and sharing;

About not being mean,

But caring.





His purple friend teaches

Him the important things in life

Like being polite to his elders

And doing what is right.”



Lisa’s eyes widened in recognition. Her hand flew to her mouth as she fought to stifle a snicker. But as Josey approached the poem’s dramatic climax, the mischief in her voice was unmistakable.



“He is purple and green

His name might sound a little corny

But he is on TV everyday

And his name is Barney.”



Lisa laughed so hard she snorted, struggling to breathe as she patted her chest desperately, trying to coax air back into her lungs.

“Noooo!” She cried. She took in a few more breaths as she wiped tears away from her eyes.

Josey, satisfied, simply smiled and nodded in approval.

Finally catching her breath through fading giggles, Lisa managed to shout, “Girl, where in the world did you get that?”

Without missing a beat, Josey replied with a calm, cool voice, “Now... you know I can’t reveal my sources.”

The night flowed onward with more comically questionable poetry selections. They drank and laughed until their sides ached, continuing long after the sun rose and birds began their morning chorus outside. After that, Lisa never had the nightmare again. 

Even now, that memory brought warmth to Lisa’s face. After scanning the restaurant a few more moments, her eyes landed on a slender, dark-skinned woman sitting by a window in the non-smoking section.

“Hey girl!” Lisa shouted as she slid into the booth.

“What’s up!” Josey smiled, looking up from her drink.

Josey had the greenest eyes Lisa had ever seen. The only drawback to that, Lisa thought, was she always had to explain to people that it was her real eye color. 

“Sorry I’m a little late. I had something I had to finish up at the office.” 

“No problem. I’ve already ordered my dish. You better call the waiter over to give him yours ’cause you ain’t eating off my plate.” Josey said with a little smile on her face. 

“Girl please, I never like what you order anyway.” Lisa fired back, her smile matching her friend’s. 

Lisa called the waiter over and ordered her food. 

Once the waiter left, Lisa turned and smiled expectantly at her friend. Josey, a security personnel at the bustling Atlanta Hartsfield Airport, always had a story to tell about the passengers, and Lisa loved to listen. She leaned forward, eager to hear what mess and mayhem had unfolded during Josey’s shift. “So how was your day?” 

“There was this fine ass guy coming into the airport to fly to New York today,” Josey went on excitedly, “He had the whole package, tall, handsome, muscular and a tight little ass. He was too fine! You know what I had to do.” 

“You didn’t!” Lisa gasped.

“Oh yes I did. I walked my fine self up to him and explained that it was security procedure to randomly search passengers and he had been selected. I felt all on his sexy tail. He felt like he had a big one too!” 

“I can’t believe you! You’re gonna get caught one day. You gon’ end up messing with the wrong man.” 

“Please, they like to get felt up like that.”

“Whatever. You’ll end up feeling up on a gay man and he won’t appreciate that. He’ll feel violated and file a complaint against you.” Lisa said in a half serious, half joking tone. 

“I can tell when they straight or not. All you gotta do is look at the way they walk and how their hips are shaped.” 

“You are impossible Josey. I can’t believe you sometimes. You know you wouldn’t like that if it was done to you!” 

“You never know, I’d most probably enjoy it.” Josey said with a smirk on her face. 

Lisa pursed her lips and shook her head in disapproval.

“You know you love me!” Josey giggled. 

“No comment.” Lisa mumbled, as the waiter arrived with Josey’s food. 

“I heard that.” Josey countered while she deftly shifted her silverware and glass of water to make space for her plate of juicy sirloin steak, loaded mashed potatoes and broccoli. She smiled up at the waiter and politely said, “Thank you.” 

He replied, “You’re welcome,” and turned towards Lisa. “Your food will be finished in a couple of minutes.” 

Lisa exhaled sharply. “I hope ‘a couple of minutes’ actually means two, because I’m about ten seconds away from asking for a supervisor.”

The waiter forced a tight smile. “I’ll see what I can do.” 

Josey watched the waiter disappear into the kitchen, shaking her head with a smirk. “Look at you, all hangry and shit.”

Amused, she turned to Lisa, only to find her staring intently at the table, eyes wide with hope. Curious, Josey followed her gaze down to the plate in front of her.  

“Oh hell, nah! Remember what you said?” Josey hollered. “‘I don’t like what you order anyway,’” she mimicked in a high nasal voice.  “You know what?” She pursed her lips in mock contempt, flicking her wrist as she pointed to an empty booth nearby. “Bye. You can go sit right over there in the con-tour!“  She deliberately butchered the word corner with an exaggerated pronunciation to emphasize her dismissal. 

“Come on, can’t you hear my stomach growling? Please, I’m starving. I’m really really hungry.” Lisa pouted. 

With a mischievous grin, Josey delicately sliced the sirloin steak into tender sections. She speared a piece with her fork and savored it slowly, letting out a dramatic “Mm, mmm. This tastes sooooo good!” 

“Can I have a bite, pleeeeaaaasssee?” Lisa begged.

“I thought I heard someone talking, but I guess I didn’t.” Josey responded as she took another savory bite. 

Lisa made a sad face and put her head down dramatically. 

Josey looked at her and shook her head. “Ugh, alright!” 

As soon as Josey finished her sentence, the waiter came bustling to the table with Lisa’s plate. 

“Right on time!” they both said in unison. 

Lisa dug into her food. Right after her third spoonful, she let out a squeal and jumped up a little out of her seat.

Josey’s eyebrows furrowed up as she cautiously, but swiftly performed a visual inspection around Lisa’s area. “What’s wrong with you?  

“I haven’t had any in a long time.“ Lisa cocked her head and nodded it to the side.

“And?” Josey said. 

“Well, I have my phone on vibrate!” Lisa said with an embarrassed look on her face. 

“Here I’m thinking you saw a mouse, a spider or something!”  Josey laughed.

“It’s not funny.” Lisa said as she fished her phone out of her front jean pocket. 

“Hello,” Lisa answered.

“Hey, it’s me,” a sad voice announced.

Lisa’s head shifted down as her eyes widened and her pulse quickened. Her mind raced as she wondered what could be going on. “Miriam, what’s wrong?”

“Mom collapsed last night.”

“Oh my God! Is she alright?” Lisa asked, her voice rising in panic.

Miriam closed her eyes, head down and elbows on her desk. One arm propped the phone to her ear while the other hand covered her eyes as she began to speak. “She’s awake and talking. The doctor said he has to increase her insulin. Apparently, she hasn’t been taking it for a while now. I don’t think she plans on taking it once she gets out either. She’s asking for you, and I don’t know what to do to get her to take her medicine.”

Lisa’s gaze shifted to the window. Her mind buzzed with a storm of emotions. She knew she’d eventually go back, but never imagined it would be for a reason like this — something so urgent.  Lisa’s shoulders started to round and her eyes became damp as she thought about how much time had passed since she last saw them. There was no way she could refuse mom’s request. “Don’t worry,” she said in a calm, quiet voice. “I’ll talk to her. Let her know I’ll be down in a couple of days.”

“I will,” Miriam breathed, the words emerging on a wave of relief that seemed to deflate her entire body. Her shoulders sagged, tension uncoiling like a long-held breath finally released.

Lisa hesitated, the words catching in her throat. “Are you okay?”

“I am now that I know you’re on your way.”

Lisa swallowed hard, her fingers tightening around the phone. “I’m glad you called. I’ll call you back when I have my flight info.”

The silence that followed felt heavier than the conversation itself. Lisa could hear the faint rustle of movement on the other end, like Miriam was struggling with the weight of whatever came next.

“I miss you, Lisa,” Miriam said, her voice barely above a whisper.

“I miss you too.” Lisa’s voice softened, though the ache in her chest lingered. “Don’t worry. Everything will be fine, okay?”

“Okay.”

A beat passed. Neither seemed willing to be the first to end the call.

“I’ll call you soon.”

“Bye.”

“Bye.”

Lisa lowered the phone, the screen darkening in her hand. The echo of Miriam’s voice lingered, stirring memories she wasn’t sure she was ready to face.

Josey’s brows furrowed as she set her fork down. “Something’s wrong with your mom?” she asked, confusion flickering across her face. From what she remembered, Lisa’s mom had passed away years ago.

Lisa’s fingers traced the rim of her glass, her gaze distant. “No, not my mom. It’s my best friend’s mom,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper, like the words might crumble if she said them too loud. “She’s in the hospital, and she’s asking for me. I’m gonna use my vacation time to go down there for a week.”

Josey hesitated, then her face brightened. “I know this trip isn’t about me, but…I’ve never been to Louisiana before. If it’s not too much trouble, I can get us some discounted airline tickets. Only if you’re sure you wouldn’t mind me tagging along.”

Lisa forced a small smile, the weight of the call still pressing against her chest. “Not at all. I can introduce you to Miriam, her mom, and especially my brother, Devan.”

Josey’s whole demeanor shifted, her tentative tone giving way to excitement. “Oh my gosh, really? I can’t wait!” She clapped her hands, practically vibrating in her chair. “I gotta buy some new clothes, get my hair and nails done. And definitely a bikini wax. You should never travel unprepared. You never know when you might have to dazzle the men in a bikini!” She giggled, her voice taking on a sing-song tone. “Ooh, maybe I should finally splurge on that new suitcase I’ve been eyeing!”

Lisa shook her head, a sigh slipping past her lips. “Can we at least finish our food before you start making plans?”

Josey grinned, unfazed. “Fine, but after that, all bets are off.”

Lisa tried to smile back, but the lingering ache in her chest wouldn’t let her. Meanwhile, Josey dove back into her plate, already plotting outfits and travel essentials. Lisa couldn’t help but feel a twinge of envy. She wished she could see the trip through Josey’s eyes — full of excitement and possibility — instead of the worry that weighed her down.








  
  

Chapter three

Welcome to D'Ville





Two days later, Lisa and Josey were on a plane headed for New Orleans. Lisa sat by the window, gazing out as the tarmac sped by, while Josey occupied the aisle seat. The hum of the engines filled the cabin as the flight attendants completed the safety checks and emergency instructions. Soon, the plane lifted off, climbing steadily into the sky. 

“What’s the name of your town again?” Josey asked, breaking the silence.

“Donaldsonville. But us natives like to call it D’Ville.” 

Josey giggled. “It doesn’t sound like it’s very big.” 

Lisa smiled. “Well, let’s just say we measure our towns by what stores we have.”

Josey’s curiosity piqued. “Give me an example.”

“Donaldsonville has a McDonald’s, a Sonic, a Winn-Dixie and a Walmart. The residents of a neighboring city, say St. James, have to come to our town to shop at these stores.” 

“Oh, I get it. So you consider that town to be smaller than yours.” 

“That’s right. Now take the town of Gonzales. It has everything our town has plus Cato’s, Payless Shoe Store, Sally’s Beauty Supply and their Walmart is a super Walmart.” 

“That town is bigger than yours.” 

“Exactly.” Lisa grinned, satisfied with her lesson in small-town geography.

Josey returned her smile. “I’m getting the hang of it.” She shifted in her seat, sensing an opportunity to steer the conversation in a different direction. Curiosity danced behind her eyes. “Why did you leave from there?”

Lisa’s expression grew distant as she focused on the sea of fluffy white clouds stretching endlessly below. “I just needed to break the monotony.”

Josey nodded slowly, recognizing the reluctance in Lisa’s tone. But there was something else—something unspoken. She decided to press gently.

“I’m really glad you let me come with you and all,” Josey began, her voice soft. “But I was wondering why you never really talked about your friend Miriam. You’ve mentioned her before, but not like a person would normally talk about their best friend.”

As usual, Josey possessed an uncanny ability to detect the unspoken—a gift that was both a blessing and a curse. Lisa treasured how Josey offered care and support right when needed, without Lisa uttering a single word. But this same talent meant that when Lisa wanted certain things to remain buried, Josey unearthed those too—as if equipped with some emotional metal detector specifically calibrated to Lisa’s deepest secrets. The very things Lisa would rather not think about, let alone discuss.

If left to her, these feelings would remain forever buried, sealed away in the corners of her mind. In truth, she really didn’t know how to describe her and Miriam’s relationship at the moment. They orbited each other like distant acquaintances who were once really close—like running into someone you knew in second grade who had reappeared in your adult life. You carried all these vivid memories of them, yet they don’t behave the way they used to. She couldn’t even describe it clearly in her own mind. Where would she even begin to explain? On top of that, she was afraid her emotions would betray her the moment she attempted to put words to her feelings.

“It’s not like I left on bad terms with her. It’s just that when you bring up good memories, the bad ones always like to tag along.”

“I totally get that. No one likes to remember bad memories. But you also have to remember that they both make you who you are today. And I think today’s you is pretty awesome!”

Lisa caught Josey’s ear-to-ear grin as she glanced over, then back out the window. She tried to suppress a soft smile but knew it was too late.
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