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The beeping of Fiana’s alarm clock pulled her from sleep, but this morning, she didn’t need the snooze button. Her vacation started after lunch, and by evening, her girls would be here.

She stretched, then walked to the window and pulled back the curtain. Soft morning light bathed the quiet neighborhood. Her tree-lined street on Birmingham’s east side felt especially peaceful today. A pair of kids zipped past on bikes, bookbags bouncing against their backs—probably on their way to school, using her street as a shortcut.

She smiled. People had their opinions about Birmingham, but this was home. Not the chaos some folks imagined when they heard the city’s name, but a place with rhythm, faith, and heart. And after growing up in Royalty—where secrets clung to porches like humidity, this place gave her room to breathe.

A flash of red caught her eye. A redbird perched in the crepe myrtle out front, puffing out its chest like it owned the morning. Without thinking, Fiana blew it a kiss. She and Jennifer had done that since they were girls, believing it brought good luck, even if they weren’t supposed to believe in that kind of thing. It wasn’t doctrine. It was just something sweet they shared. And this morning, it felt like a little wink from the past.

She made her way to the bathroom and caught her reflection in the mirror. Her highlighted locs were pulled back in a ponytail, and her deep brown eyes looked

but focused. Her milk-chocolate skin was blemish-free—thank You, Lord—and the work she’d put in over the past few months was finally paying off.

She stepped onto the scale. Five pounds down. A small smile tugged at her lips.

After her shower, she moved around the house with the ease of someone preparing for something sacred. This weekend wasn’t just a break from work—it was birthday weekend.

Hers.

Jennifer’s.

Kat’s.

Three out of four.

Only Angie had the nerve to be born in August—but she celebrated right along with them every single year, calling it her "bonus birthday."

On the way to the kitchen, Fiana tripped slightly over a pile of gift bags she had set by the hallway table.

“Lord,” she muttered with a smile, catching her balance. “A house full of blessings, and I still find a way to fall.”

The bags weren’t for her. Not exactly. She’d picked up little things for each of her girls—a candle that reminded her of Kat, a devotional journal for Angie, and a pair of earrings Jennifer had admired months ago. It was her favorite kind of gift-giving—intimate, thoughtful, unexpected. She loved loving them like this.

In the kitchen, her eyes landed on the glass-front refrigerator. Inside, tucked on the middle shelf, was a double-layer vanilla cake with lemon icing—her favorite. Her mom’s recipe. Jennifer had ordered it weeks ago.

Fiana smiled. Not just at the cake, but at what it meant.

They remembered.

They always did.

She paused by the door, keys in hand, then bowed her head.

“Lord,” she whispered, “thank You for this day. Thank You for my friends, and for the space to rest. Cover me as I drive. Help me make room for laughter... and healing. Amen.”

She walked out, locked the door behind her, and headed for her car.

Four more hours, and she’d be able to put work on the back burner for a while.

Her sisters were coming.

Her birthday was coming.  This was going to be a week to remember.

As Fiana stepped through the sleek glass doors of Bradshaw & Newton, she was intercepted by the office assistant, who waved her down like a traffic cop. The girl was sharp, no doubt—but always in somebody’s business. Around the office, folks called her “the BN Times” because if anything happened, she’d already printed the headline.

“Did you hear me? Mr. Bradshaw scheduled a meeting for 11 a.m.,” she said, arching a brow.

Fiana’s smile faded. Mr. Bradshaw had a gift for turning a ten-minute update into a forty-five-minute sermon. She gave a polite nod and continued toward her office, the bounce in her step slightly deflated. There were still a few loose ends to tie up before vacation could officially begin.

Mr. Bradshaw—a chubby African American man with a round belly and a thick mustache—rubbed his hand over his bald head as he launched into yet another spirited lecture about maximizing return on investment. Fiana barely listened. Her eyes kept drifting to the clock. Noon couldn’t come fast enough.

Eventually, even Mr. Bradshaw noticed the glazed expressions around the room. With a sigh, he wrapped things up and sent everyone off with a cheerful, “Have a good weekend.”

Fiana didn’t hesitate. She gathered her cell phone, notebook, and iPad, then headed back to her office. The sharp clicks of her heels echoed down the corridor. Once inside, she collapsed into her plush leather chair behind a mahogany desk she had splurged on.

Worth every penny, she thought.

A knock pulled her from her thoughts.

“Come in,” she called.

Joe stepped into the doorway, hesitating slightly. He had been her coworker for three years—tall, with smooth brown skin, kind eyes, and an athletic build that said he still found time for a gym between project deadlines. There was something calm about him. Steady. Unbothered.

Fiana sat up a little straighter without meaning to.

“What’s going on?” she asked, trying to sound casual.

Joe smiled and leaned against the doorframe. “Just wanted to say I’ll miss you next week. This place won’t be the same without you.”

Fiana laughed lightly, caught off guard. “I think Bradshaw will talk enough for both of us.”

He chuckled, then gave a small shrug. “True. But it’s not just the talking. Folks say the place feels different when you’re not here. Like you brighten it up.”

She raised an eyebrow, a little surprised. “They say that?”

He met her eyes. “I say that.”

Her laugh softened, quieter this time. “Well... thank you.”

“You headed out now?”

She nodded, rising from her chair. “Yep. I am officially on vacation.”

They walked side by side to the parking lot. As always, Joe matched her stride—not rushed, not lingering, just... there.

As they reached her car, he slowed a bit.

“I heard from the office assistant—you might be thinking about leaving. That true?”

Fiana exhaled. “I’ve been considering some things. Nothing decided yet. But if I do make a move... you’ll know.”

Joe nodded, then glanced at her with a quiet seriousness. “Maybe one day we’ll start something together. Wouldn’t that be something?”

Her breath caught just a bit. The words were said lightly. Almost. But not quite.

She smiled, choosing her response carefully. “Maybe so.”

He opened her door—another small gesture—and stepped back.

As she slid into her Camry, she gave him a small wave before pulling away.

She didn’t let herself turn around.

But her smile lingered longer than she expected.

The drive home took about twenty minutes. At the mailbox, she flipped through bills and flyers—nothing urgent. She tucked them aside to deal with later. After pulling into the garage, she turned off the engine and lingered in the car, letting the quiet wrap around her like a soft blanket.

Her thoughts turned to the girls.

It had been too long since they were all together—the memories, the laughter, the Krispy Kreme runs just because someone had a craving. This weekend was going to be good. She could feel it.

Fiana had grown up at God’s Stairway Christian Church, where her father pastored and ran a plumbing business on the side. Her mother, a high school English teacher, kept both home and ministry grounded. She and her brother were typical preacher’s kids—mischievous, maybe, but raised to love the Lord.

She met Jennifer when they were eight, just after Jennifer’s family joined the church. From that moment, they were inseparable—choir rehearsals, sleepovers, dreams whispered in the dark like secrets only best friends could hold.

Kat came along at fifteen, a bold spirit with fashion stitched into her soul. She joined the church and, somehow, fit in like she’d always been there. Even after leaving for design school in Savannah, the bond held.

And then there was Angie. They met her when she was fifteen and they were eighteen. The baby of the group—but age didn’t matter much when your hearts beat in rhythm. Their sisterhood was built on late-night calls, heartfelt advice, mischief, and a whole lot of doughnuts.

Now, they were together again. And Fiana couldn’t wait.

She jolted awake at the sound of her phone buzzing beside her.

Had she really been sitting there that long?

Jennifer.

Fiana tapped the green icon, smiling as her best friend’s smooth, caramel-toned face filled the screen.

“What you doing?” Jennifer grinned.

Fiana flexed her fingers, noticing the chipped polish on her nails. “About to jump in the shower so I’m ready when you get here tonight.”

“Well, change of plans. I’ll be there in five.”

Fiana sat up straighter. “Five minutes?! I thought you weren’t coming until five!”

Jennifer laughed. “I rented a car. It’s not that far.”

She wasn’t wrong. Memphis to Birmingham was about three hours. But Jennifer had told her she wouldn’t leave until after her noon meeting. Between packing and everything else, Fiana hadn’t expected her before five, maybe five-thirty.

Now it was 1:00.

Her pulse jumped. She needed every second.

“I hear you trying to rush me off,” Jennifer teased, “but I need to tell you something first.”

Fiana reached for the door handle. “Can it wait?”

“No.” Jennifer’s voice dipped. “I wanted you to know before everyone else got here.”

Fiana stilled.

“I’m thinking about leaving Jeffrey.”

Fiana blinked. “Wait... what?”

Jennifer and Jeffrey had been high school sweethearts. Their first date had been closely monitored—not by parents, but by the girls themselves. If you grew up in an old-school church circle like theirs, that made perfect sense. They weren’t just friends—they were protectors of each other’s purity. They took the job seriously, making sure no line was crossed.

Jennifer and Jeffrey had kept dating through college. After graduating from The Balding State—where Fiana and Angie also studied—they got married just after Jennifer’s twenty-second birthday.

They built a life. Two sons: Phillip and Jonathan. A beautiful home. Jennifer became a successful attorney and landed a partnership at her firm. Jeffrey, a gifted architect, designed structures that would outlive them all.

It wasn’t the titles or the house or the money that impressed Fiana. It was that they always seemed... solid.

“I just feel like we don’t know each other anymore,” Jennifer said, her tone weighted. “He goes to work, comes home, helps the boys with homework, tosses the ball around—and then it’s straight to the console. That’s every night. It’s like I’m invisible.”

She paused, her voice tightening.

“Why can’t we get a sitter sometimes? Go to dinner? A concert? Just... something. I’m tired.”

Fiana didn’t respond right away. She’d never been married. But she could hear the ache in her friend’s voice—not just frustration, but deep, quiet loneliness.

“I’m sorry, Jen,” she said softly. “I’ll be praying. I really hope you and Jeffrey can work things out.”

Jennifer exhaled. “I haven’t told anyone else. I told him I needed this week—to think, to pray, to figure out what I really want.”

Fiana nodded slowly. “You have my word. I won’t tell anyone.”

Jennifer’s voice rang out over the phone. “I’m at the door!”

Fiana gasped, still holding her phone. She left her briefcase and purse in the car and bolted through the side door off the garage into the kitchen. Without breaking stride, she ran through the house and swung open the front door.
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