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Chapter One




Georgetown, South Carolina 

Saturday, September 23, 4:12 p.m.

It was a beautiful wedding. Trey and I looked into each other’s eyes. For a split second, I thought how wonderful it would be for us to be husband and wife. 

“You may now kiss the bride.”

I averted my gaze from Trey to watch the couple kiss. I hoped no one noticed the maid of honor and best man were busy eyeing each other instead of focusing on the bride and groom. I felt so bad! The whole time Malcolm Moses and Alecia Robinson exchanged vows, I not only imagined it was Trey and myself, but my heart longed for it. 

You need to get it together, Serena. Becoming Mrs. Trey Evans will never happen. 

I’d made some impulsive decisions in my life when it came to men, which resulted in me being married twice. Both ex-husbands had been a poor substitute for the real thing standing in front of me. 

No matter how many times someone said three times the charm, I wasn’t convinced. Three strikes and you’re out was a real possibility. Though I’d been growing in my faith, the glass half empty scenario had always been me. It may have stemmed from years of reporting on a constant stream of bad news, seeing humans at their worst.

But then my circumstances changed leading to my return back to my hometown, after being away for twenty-five years. One of the first people I came across was Trey. We picked up our friendship as if no time had passed. 

I could tell Trey was different. 

Not just older, but the interest that I’d craved from him when we were younger had blossomed. It was like he really saw me, the woman I’d become. He pursued me until I finally stopped running late last year. 

But Trey and I had clashed on several occasions during our almost year-long romantic adventure. These days, my choice of profession as a private investigator placed me in some precarious situations to Trey’s chagrin. Trey was also the minister of music at our church. And he continued to have a strong reputation in the community as he did as a young man. 

 I was pretty sure my reputation hadn’t won any awards since being back in town. I heard the whispers and knew people thought I wasn’t right for Trey. 

I had my own doubts.

So why was this wedding making me all emotional? 

I decided to blame it on my hormones and the occasion and forced myself to concentrate on the happy couple. After the pastor officially announced Mr. and Mrs. Malcolm Moses, the wedding party joined the newlyweds for pictures in the building’s lobby. Alecia had four bridesmaids. I didn’t know them all personally, but they had been pretty cool to hang with at the bachelorette party.

Trey fit right in with Moses’s other groomsmen. It was like looking at a football team. In fact, every single one of them had played football for Georgetown High School. One groomsman, Kevin Thompson, was the current head coach. 

While they were all good-looking men, Trey stood out. I could’ve been biased, but that man wore that tux. I wanted to give the tailor a high five.

For the umpteenth time, his eyes met mine and a smile spread across his face. I couldn’t help but blush. Knowing me, I probably didn’t even look at the camera as it flashed. When Alecia saw those photos, she would let me have it. How badly my emotions were out-of-control today was so embarrassing.

I found out last night at the rehearsal dinner that Alecia had placed Trey and me strategically together at the bridal table. The matchmaking had been rampant among my family members. In some ways, it was annoying, but also endearing. All those years, I’d dreaded coming back to this town. Now that I had been back for two years, it felt like I’d never left.

After the wedding party sashayed into the reception, Moses led Alecia to the head of the wedding party table. Trey followed behind me and pulled out the seat for me. I sat down with a sigh, more than grateful to get off my feet. It’d been a while since I sported heels for this long or even wore makeup a whole day. In my past life, as a reporter, it was a daily routine to have my face beat with makeup, striding from location to location in three-inch heels.

So much had changed.

While the servers sat steaming plates of food on the tables, Trey leaned in and whispered. “So, what do you think of today’s festivities?” 

I grinned. “Alecia was a beautiful bride. And Moses didn’t look half bad either.” 

Trey chuckled as he leaned back in his chair. “You two really need to stop acting like you hate each other. You kind of act like siblings.”

Moses was sometimes my nemesis, and we did bicker like a brother and sister. Well, really Detective Moses did all the fussing. Mainly, he preferred I stayed out of his investigations, which I couldn’t seem to stop doing. I’d met him on a murder case when I first moved back home. My young cousin and Alecia’s son, Chris Robinson, was a person of interest in the murder of a convenience store owner. After the dust settled, Moses apparently fell for Alecia and she for him. 

As Trey and I slowly got to know each other again, Moses and Alecia moved full speed ahead, announcing their engagement this past Valentine’s Day. I recalled how Alecia wiggled her eyebrows at me as she showed off her diamond ring.

“You should have one of these on your finger, Rena.”

I reminded her I’d been down that road twice.

She responded, “So, this is my second marriage. And while I couldn’t ever see replacing Leon, I’m too young to stay a widow. You’re still young too, Rena.” 

Alecia had a point. Though I continued to find gray hair each day in a new spot, my hormones certainly weren’t dead.

Everyone watched as Moses and Alecia finished their first dance. It started off romantic with the two staring into each other’s eyes. But then the DJ made a scratch, and the music transitioned into a bass thumping groove. I don’t know when they’d practiced this dance, but they were on point with the choreography, drumming up whoops and hollers from the reception attendees. 

The DJ switched to a smooth R&B ballad.

Trey nudged me. “Can I have this dance?” 

Suddenly nervous, I softly said. “Of course.” 

As soon as his hand touched mine, my body warmed like he had ignited me. We swayed to the music, lost in our own world. 

I realized the choreographed dance moves were not over when Trey didn’t follow me back to table. Instead, he lined up with the groom and the other groomsmen.

I sat down and leaned over to Alecia. “Please tell me you don’t have anything planned that involves me getting up to dance.”

Alecia giggled. “I don’t even know what’s going on at my own wedding. We said we weren’t going to do this.”

When New Edition’s, “If It Isn’t Love” started, I knew we were in for a treat. New Edition had always been a favorite of Trey. My cheeks hurt, I was grinning so hard. Trey had the choreography down pat. 

I exchanged a look with Alecia, who was practically levitating off her seat. “Okay, Moses isn’t doing too bad.”

Alecia nodded in agreement. “The other three need a little work, but they’re having fun.”

I had to agree. In my mind, for the dance, Trey was first, Moses came in second, and I gave third place to Coach Kevin Thompson. Fourth place was a guy I just met this weekend, Jonathan Reynolds and then bringing up the last place was Moses’s youngest brother. The poor guy must have missed a few practices.

The wedding guests exploded with applause, everyone stood to their feet. I’d taken my heels off while sitting and the linoleum floor felt chilled against my stocking feet. When Trey returned to his seat, I said. “You kept that to yourself.”

He wiped the sweat from his brow with the cloth napkin. “Sorry, Moses threatened all of us with secrecy. We probably could have used a few more practice sessions, but Kevin had more important things on his plate.”

“With an undefeated season so far, his eyes are on that championship. You think they are going to get it?”

“Of course.” Trey nodded. “Kevin has the magic touch. Out of all of us, he was the one who made it to the NFL, albeit briefly. It’s a shame how injuries take you out.”

“All the single ladies, it’s time.”

My head whipped around. I hadn’t realized Alecia had left the table. Under my breath, I said, “Oh no.” It was time to throw the bridal bouquet.






      [image: image-placeholder]Saturday, September 23, 6:06 p.m.

I cringed as I observed several women scurry to the center of the floor. Why at that moment did I catch my sister’s eye? 

Beverly Lawson-Matthews, Bev to me, sat next to our mother. Both of them were grinning like they shared some secret. I knew no one expected me to stand in line to catch some flowers. I was too old for that and despite my intrusive thoughts today, I knew better than to be wanting to get married. So, I did what I did best when I didn’t want to face something.

I leaned over and whispered in Trey’s ear. “I need to get some air.”

Trey peered at me, his face unreadable. “You want me to come with you?”

I rubbed his shoulder. “No, no, I will be right back. I promise.” I cringed inside at how my protests must have sounded.

Trey raised his eyebrow at me but thankfully made no comments. I made sure to not look in the direction where my sister and mom sat. I knew in my gut I was probably being rude, but I’d done my job as maid of honor today.

 And I really needed some air.

As soon as I stepped outside the reception hall, doubts plagued me. Maybe I should have stayed and tried to catch those flowers. September had been merciless. But, after a brief shower, the temperatures had plummeted this evening making it feel more like fall weather. I hadn’t heard the rain over the DJ’s music, but the street and sidewalk outside the center were clearly wet. The breeze penetrated the short sleeve satin dress I’d worn most of the day, making me shiver slightly.

Rubbing my arms, I sensed a presence, like someone watching me. The hair stood up on my arm. My first thought was, I should go back inside. But I glanced over my shoulder. A man stood off to the side. What struck me about him was the fact that he wasn’t dressed formally. He was dressed in jeans with a dark tank top, displaying muscles as he leaned against a motorcycle.

Was that Amir? 

My young associate, Amir Wright, who assisted me with investigations, often rode his motorcycle. I shook my head. Amir was inside, dressed in a suit, and he’d brought a plus one to the wedding.

A puff of smoke surrounded the man’s head. 

Curiosity, like from my former reporter days, clicked on. Common sense should have sent me inside, but that kind of sense had often escaped me. I moved closer to see if I could get a look at the man’s face. Even from viewing his side profile, something about him seemed familiar. 

I froze. For a split second, the man reminded me of Alecia’s first husband, my cousin Leon. But that wasn’t possible. He died the year before I returned home in his own front yard, and there had been many witnesses, including Alecia and their young son, Chris.

When I realized the man was looking back at me, I jerked back slightly as if struck.

Despite the sliver of fear creeping in my gut, I plunged into the question at the tip of my tongue. “Do I know you?”

I saw he’d appeared to be inhaling from a vape in his hand. He took another hit and then stepped closer.

I stepped back this time; his face looked too familiar to me. There was a resemblance to my cousin, but he also looked more like…

No! No! No!

He spoke, “You don’t know me yet.” The man’s voice sounded hoarse, like he’d been smoking a long time.

I croaked, still trying to process his face. “You look familiar. Are you related to me?”

When he smiled, the combination of his grin and those hazel eyes shook me to my core.

Oh my goodness! He looks so much like him.

I crossed my arms as my body trembled. I knew this face. Though it was a different person, the features were the same as the person I had longed for as a little girl and had been painfully compared to as I grew into a young woman. His legacy was one of the reasons I left this town at age eighteen.

The man stood about ten feet away from me. “I believe we’re kin. I can see it and I think you can see it too. Folks call you Rena, right?”

Alarm bells went off in my ear. “How do you know my name?”

“I’m Quan. Quan Graves. We probably know the same man.”

I sucked in a breath so hard it made my chest hurt. Or maybe the ache in my chest suddenly came because this man just told me what I’d always wondered. I croaked out. “Dallas. Dallas Robinson was your dad, too.”

We stared at each other. As much as my dad got around as a ladies’ man, I figured I had other siblings in the world.

So, I have a half-brother.










  
  
Chapter Two




Saturday, September 23, 6:36 p.m. 

“You’re my brother?” My voice quivered as I spoke. I barely recognized it myself. There was no doubt this stranger standing in front of me had to be a product of the rolling stone that was our father, Dallas Robinson. The same father who had rolled over my mother and left her shattered. “I don’t mean to sound rude,” I started, “but after all these years, why did it take so long for us to meet? Why are you here?”

His smile was too much like my father’s for comfort. “I’ve only been back in town a few months. I was asking around about your aunt, but I didn’t know she’d passed.”

I’d inherited my Aunt C’s house. It was the main reason I came back home. I had a head injury that left me down for so long I’d been unable to fully return to my career as a reporter. My aunt had been begging me to come back for years. Her death was the catalyst for me moving from Charlotte over two years ago. 

Did Aunt C know I had a brother?

Quan lifted his hands. “I asked around, people said Rena Manchester owned the house now. I know you moved away from here a long time ago when I was younger.”

I nodded like it all made sense, but it didn’t. I’d spent so much of my life only knowing my half-sister Beverly. Bev’s dad, Reverend Thomas Lawson, was my stepdad. Rev. Lawson clearly favored his biological daughter over me. I watched from afar how my father could have been in my life.

I blew out a breath to release some of tension from my body. My investigative brain kicked in, helping me keep my emotions at bay. “Do you know Alecia?”

Quan looked back at the doors where a classic jam spilled out. There was definitely an electric slide going on in the hall.

“Alecia. Yeah, Leon introduced us. I’ve probably talked to their son Chris more than his mom though. I met him when his dad was alive. Really sorry to hear about Leon’s death. Poor kid.”

“Yeah, Chris is my godson. He’s come a long way over the past few years, but I know he misses Leon. So my Aunt C knew about you?”  

Claudia Robinson was Leon’s mother. I knew her as Aunt C all my life, and she’d been my lifeline growing up and my main connection to my father, especially after his death. You might as well say my stepdad hated Dallas and, with me having similar features to my dad, that didn’t help me at home. I spent more time at Aunt C’s house as a teenager. Back then, my mother didn’t seem to care that I’d adopted my aunt as a mother figure. I couldn’t fathom why my aunt wouldn’t tell me I had a brother. 

Family had been everything to her. We’d kept in touch the entire time I lived in Charlotte.

Quan continued, oblivious to my inner turmoil. “I mostly remember Claudia as the principal at the elementary school. My mom told me we were related, that she was my dad’s oldest sister. Anyway, I came to talk to her about my … our dad. This would have been almost ten years ago.”

“I see.” I frowned. “You know Dallas wasn’t really in my life. He was kind of in and out. When he was around, he was a lot of fun. Did you meet him?”

Quan’s face contorted as if in pain. “I remember him from when I was little, but I never got to know him. He died when I was four years old. From what my mother told me, you were ten years old when I was born.”

I figured Quan was younger than me, possibly in his early thirties. He really reminded me of my dad when he was Quan’s age. “Yeah, that sounds about right. Dallas died a few days before I turned fourteen.” 

“You used to be a reporter, but you’re a private investigator now?”

I cocked my head to the side, thrown off by the swift change in topic. So, I wasn’t the only one with an investigative streak in the family. “You’ve really been doing your homework on me.”

Quan smirked. “I’ve been wanting to meet you for a long time, but we never crossed paths.”

And now? He couldn’t have known I would walk away from the reception to get air. He wasn’t dressed to attend the wedding. So why was he here? I learned a long time ago to be wary of coincidences. He had to have been waiting for someone. Maybe someone who was at the wedding.

I glanced around us, expecting someone to come outside or, with my track record, out of the shadows around the building. We weren’t in the middle of nowhere, but woods surrounded the community center. I could hear vehicles speeding down the highway. Still suspicious of his attire, I asked, “Since you knew Alecia and Chris, did you attend the wedding?”

He chuckled softly. “No. Alecia wouldn’t have invited me. She’d prefer I stayed away from her son.”

Reeling from these revelations, I wasn’t sure how to respond. I didn’t blame Alecia. Chris ran with some boys a few years back that almost had him in serious trouble. He was smart, but an impressionable young man, even more so since the death of his father. I wondered what my newfound brother was into that would make Alecia cautious about him.

He mentioned he’d been back in town a few months. 

“I probably should get back inside. We should sit down and get to know each other. Aunt C has a ton of photos. She definitely doted over her younger brother, though I know it hurt her that she couldn’t save him from himself.”

Quan nodded. “I would really like to see those photos.”

I turned away, but Quan stepped toward me. His hazel eyes had grown intense with some emotion I couldn’t identify. I knew how talking about Dallas could send me reeling with regret and anger.

Quan’s voice sounded hard. “You should be careful, Rena. Just so you know, I found out you were working with a mutual acquaintance.”

We had someone else in common. Was it from my one of my private investigation cases? My heart raced, “Really? Who?”

“Vic Myers.”

I froze, I wasn’t expecting that name. 

Vic Myers was a big real estate developer and had approached me about doing some background checks for him. Amir did cybersecurity for Vic, off and on. Even he had warned me to tread lightly around Vic, since some of his work could be on the illegal side.

About six months ago, Vic reached out to me and the payment was generous, so I took it. The background checks weren’t anything I couldn’t handle. It was a regular request by about fifty percent of my clients, including my main employer, Bev’s husband, Clay Matthews.

“How do you know Vic? And how could you know I worked for him?”

Quan shrugged like it wasn’t a big deal to tell me how he knew one of the most powerful men in Georgetown. “Like you, and a lot of other people, I did some work for him.”

I knew not to ask my next question. Sometimes it was best to let people talk.

A nervous energy that had been under all that swagger surfaced as Quan stepped from side to side. “He’s a tough man. Dangerous too.”

This wasn’t new to me. Amir had told me the man paid well, but there were some costs to working with him. Some of it could have been rumors. Vic was from up north and he clearly had an Italian heritage that came out whenever he talked. Folks questioned where Vic’s wealth came from. 

Not for the first time since I found out who Quan was, my growing discomfort had me wishing I’d stayed to catch the bridal bouquet. I wondered once again why Quan was here and what kind of work he’d done for Vic Myers. And how did he know I worked for him? But before I could ask Quan more, I thought I heard my name.

“Rena, everything okay?”

I turned to find Trey standing at the door. I’d been gone too long. My relief was palpable at seeing his face. Between Quan revealing that he was my brother, and his mention about Vic, fear had stirred in the pit of my stomach. I had warning bells about Vic, who on the surface seemed to be a legitimate businessman. But because of his reputation, I’d kept the work I did for him relatively quiet. 

Only Amir knew, since he came with me to meet Vic at his home. But that was back at the beginning of the spring. And though he seemed satisfied with my work, I hadn’t heard from the man since. 

I turned back to Quan. “You already know about my agency. I will be in the office on Monday if you want to come by and talk.” Baby brother or not, I wasn’t so sure about inviting him to my house.

“Sounds like a plan.” Quan glanced at Trey and gave him that head nod Black men liked to exchange. I watched him climb on his motorcycle and then shoot down the road.

Trey showed up quickly by my side, as if I were a woman in distress. His voice was guarded. “Who was that?”

“Apparently, that’s my long-lost brother.”

He spun toward me, his words tumbling out. “What? Are you kidding me?”

Trey had reasons to be concerned. I had several cases that brought me in contact with some pretty shady individuals. I purposely hadn’t told him about my recent job with Vic Myers, which spoke volumes about how I skirted around my choices and profession. Trey had taken an interest in some of my cases. He knew more people in Georgetown than I did, and in my last case, he’d made introductions when I needed them. He was trying to become a member of my team, but I wasn’t a fan of the idea. I wanted to keep him and my job separate. But I also knew him being informed kept his worries at bay. 

I sighed, knowing that bringing up the past wasn’t easy for Trey. “As you know, our dads, my dad, more so than yours, had other women.”

Trey grimaced. This wasn’t his favorite topic, but his dad did stray while Trey’s mom was pregnant with him. In fact, Trey’s half-brother was the rival high school football star. The two boys, who shared the same father, made Friday night football very interesting.

Benny. Benny Manchester was also one of those mistakes that I regretted. Trey’s half-brother was my second husband. And since I’d been a reporter for some time, I decided against changing my last name after our divorce. Though I hadn’t seen Benny in ten years, he still was the elephant that remained between Trey and I. 

And yet another reason I tried to push Trey away. But he insisted I was what he wanted.

Trey’s forehead creased. “So you believe him? Why was he here?”

I rubbed my temples as though I could remove the past few minutes from my brain. “When I first saw him, I thought the shape of his head and the way he was standing looked so familiar. Then, when I fully saw his face, I saw my dad. There’s no doubt that he’s my brother. It’s crazy how we met. Like I had no plans to walk outside.”

Trey lifted an eyebrow. “Well, you missed a world class catch.”

My face grew warm thinking about my avoidance of the bridal tradition and probably how obvious that looked to Trey. “Oh yeah? I’m sure whoever caught the bouquet had strategized.”

“Someone could have drafted her to be a quarterback.”

I chuckled, easing some of the tension in my body.

Trey’s expression turned to one of concern. “Are you okay?”

I forced a smile. “Yeah. It’s a lot to process.”

Trey took off his jacket and wrapped it around my shoulders. “You should still be careful, even if he is your flesh and blood. Did he say why he was here?”

“No, but I have a feeling he may have been meeting someone.”

Trey turned me toward him, facing him. My heart skipped a beat as he wrapped his arms around me. Welcoming his warmth and him being so close, I returned my focus to him instead of the last few minutes. He leaned down and kissed me. We stood for I don’t know how long, but then I remembered something.

“I think I’m ready for some cake.”

Trey threw his head back and laughed before placing his arm around me. “I’m game for seconds; I wasn’t trying to wait for you to return.”

I smacked him on the arm. “Seriously.”

He grabbed my hand and kissed it.

As we walked back inside with my hand in his, my emotions warred.

Quan’s brotherly warning about Vic Myers pinged in my head. 

Why did he feel the need to warn me?








  
  
Chapter Three




Sunday, September 24, 2:56 p.m. 

Bev stared at me, her eyes wide as she gripped the storage container in her hand. “Do you really think he’s your brother?”

I rinsed off the plate in my hand before placing it in the dishwasher. “He looks just like my dad. No doubts.”

We were in the kitchen cleaning up after Sunday dinner, which was usually a good time to catch up with my sister. Bev had skills in the kitchen that I doubted I would ever gain. As I filled her in about last night’s events, she packed leftovers for Mama and me. I always volunteered to wash the dishes, which was really easy because all I had to do was stack them in the dishwasher.

And I had to tell someone else about Quan. I’d barely slept last night.

It seemed like the entire world, or at least the folks on my dad’s side of the family, knew I had a brother. Alecia was on her honeymoon and I didn’t feel comfortable grilling Chris while his mama was gone.

After church service, we usually convened at my sister’s. All the years I lived in Charlotte, North Carolina, I’d missed these family gatherings. At eighteen, I wasted no time leaving my hometown. Unfortunately, because of my conflicts with my stepdad, Bev and I had somewhat of an awkward upbringing.

I loved her as my only sibling, but when I was younger, I couldn’t help but be resentful at how different her relationship was with her father compared to my very absent father. Since being back home, we’d grown closer and I relished getting to know her two daughters. For a woman with no kids, I had developed a pretty good rapport with my nieces and my godson. Being an angsty teenager myself, I could relate and had become the favorite auntie among the teens.

“You have a brother?”

Startled, I didn’t realize Mama had come into the kitchen. Her face appeared blank, and that scared me. I’d only wanted to vent to Bev and didn’t want to cause my mama any pain at the mention of my dad. She seemed better these days when Dallas came up in conversation, but I knew he had forever branded her with pain. Dallas was my mama’s first true love. Probably yet another reason Reverend Lawson didn’t like my dad. Or me. He accepted me as the package deal when he married my mama. 

I’d been unaware of the depth of Mama’s brokenness, but always felt Reverend Lawson had homed in on her as if she were a damsel in distress. He loved my mama, but I’d always wondered how much she truly loved him back. When Reverend Lawson died, she nosedived mentally to her lowest point. Mama had never been fully available, at least not to me. She dutifully served as Reverend Lawson’s wife, but never seemed to defend me or stop her husband from endlessly nagging me about everything I did. After he was gone, she became lost, making her home a self-made prison. 

My younger sister had to carry that load while I stayed away. I’d been too torn up and angry about my childhood experiences to realize Mama needed help. I looked at Bev, whose worried expression probably mirrored my own.

I should have known better than to bring this up, knowing Mama could overhear. If Bev hadn’t been bugging me about where I went yesterday during the bridal bouquet toss, I may have kept it to myself.

“I’m sorry, Mama. You weren’t supposed to hear that.”

My mama shuffled into the kitchen, the blankness now visibly switched to pain. “I knew about Dallas before I got involved with him. I knew he wouldn’t settle for just one woman, but I thought I could be the one.”

I glanced over at Bev, who’d looked away. Our mama clearly loved one man more than the other.

Mama shook her head. “I’m not surprised that he had another child. The way Dallas got around, I’ve always wondered.”

Tears welled up in her eyes, and I pulled her into a hug. I could feel the weight of her pain, and it was crushing me. I wished Dallas had been a different person, but we had to live with his legacy.

“I’m sorry, Mama. I didn’t mean to bring up all this pain,” I whispered.

Mama smiled, but tears threatened to spill from her eyes. She wiped her face. “No, it’s okay, honey. If you have a brother out there, I want to meet him. How can you be sure you are related?”

I hesitated. Based on my reaction to Quan, I wasn’t sure it was a good idea for my mama to meet him. “I have to say when I saw him last night, he shook me up a good bit. I haven’t seen my dad since I was fourteen years old, but this guy is the spitting image of him. His mannerisms, his smile, his eyes.” I swallowed. “I don’t even need a DNA test.”

“Oh.” Mama’s face appeared stricken. “That must have been quite a shock. Still, I would be okay meeting him. Did he say he grew up here?”

“That’s the thing. He knew about Aunt C. In fact, I think Aunt C knew about him. I  don’t know why she never mentioned him to me. He knew an awful lot about me. My time working as a reporter in Charlotte. He even knew I was a private investigator now.”

Bev spoke. “That sounds creepy to me, Rena. It’s like he’s been stalking you or something.”

I didn’t dare tell either my sister or my mama about my work with Vic Myers. Like Trey, I knew it would alarm them. 

My mama had a faraway look on her face. “Do you know his name?”

“Quan. Quan Graves.”

“Graves.” The sharpness of my mama’s voice had me jerking back. She was a soft-spoken woman who never raised her voice. The calmness she displayed moments ago must have been a facade. She wrung her hands together, not looking at either of us, lost in a thought.

I knew I should move onto something else, but my already piqued curiosity about my newfound family member held a burning question. “Do you know his mama, or if his family is still in Georgetown? Quan mentioned he’d recently returned to town.”

Mama paused for a moment, pain visible on her face. “There was a Graves family that used to live near your Aunt C’s home. The brothers were always causing trouble. Your father started hanging out down there when he was a teenager. That’s probably where he met Quan’s mama. There was a younger sister in the family. She was very pretty and popular with the boys.”

“I don’t remember anyone with the last name Graves,” I said.

“I remember some.” Bev stated, wide-eyed. “But I don’t remember any Graves in school with me. How old is Quan?”

Bev was six years younger than me. 

“Quan is at least ten years younger than me. Dallas died when I was fourteen and Quan mentioned he was about four years old.”

Bev placed her hand over her mouth. “Oh my goodness. Did he mention if he had other siblings?”

My head spun as the sister I’d known since she was a baby churned the same questions in my head out loud. I’d always tried to imagine what it would have been like growing up with my father. Would things have been different if he hadn’t left us? Now I had a half-brother who had grown up in this very town. What if Dallas had more than one child with Quan’s mother? What if I had other siblings?

My extended family could be much larger that I’d ever perceived. I wondered if I should try to track down the Graves family. “Do you know if there are any Graves who still live in town?”

“Oh yeah.” Mama replied, her eyes still distant. “I saw Crystal Graves the other day when Bev took me to the grocery store. She and I were never friends.” My mama frowned. “It was odd seeing her though.”

“How so, Mama?”

My mama looked at me. “Crystal’s one of those people who would walk by you like you weren’t there. But she actually said hello.”

I cocked my head. “Well, people grow.”

“Maybe.” My mama turned toward me, her eyes concerned. “You should be careful. Dallas may have turned out to be a different person if he hadn’t fallen under the influence of the Graves brothers.”
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I’d taken a nap on the couch after I returned home, but I didn’t feel as restful as I would have liked. Mama’s words stuck in my head. Now I wanted to know more about the people who’d been so influential in my father’s life. The people who were my brother’s family.

I wandered into the kitchen and filled the kettle with water, opting for tea tonight instead of my usual coffee. Callie, the calico cat that I’d inherited along with the house, pranced in behind me. She waddled over to her bowl, which had long been empty.

I chastised the cat. “You already ate a few hours ago.” The first thing I did after arriving home was feed her. If I didn’t, I would have no peace. She’d greeted me with angry mews as if I hadn’t fed her all day. 

While the water boiled, I reached for cat treats. Once Callie realized I was only giving her two, she left me standing in the kitchen alone. Our relationship had grown since I moved into my aunt’s house two years ago. She even napped on the couch with me, curled up around my feet or on top of me if she could get away with it.

My mind wandered as it often did. I thought of my dad. Since being back home in Georgetown, I felt closer to my memories of Dallas. Probably because my Aunt C’s passion for her family, flaws and all, emanated throughout the house. I’d changed a few things here and there, so it felt more like my home. But I opted to leave the photos of my dad and other members of the small, but mighty Robinson clan hanging on the living room wall.

The photos of my dad as a young man reminded me of the good times I spent with Dallas before his appearances in my life became scarce. Dallas didn’t come around often to see me, but when he did, he was always alone. I’d heard rumors of his womanizing, but the few opportunities I spent with him, it was just us. He’d never exposed me to any of his other women. That I was thankful for.

Maybe he respected Mama in that way. Or maybe it was just awkward to introduce your child to a woman after you rejected her mother. 

I needed to know more about these Graves brothers and if Crystal was really Quan’s mother. I had no idea Mama had blamed this family for Dallas’s downfall. I tried to think back. Had Aunt C felt the same way? 

It took me a few seconds to decide on which tea. Bev had supplied me with a tin of tea that had various offerings like chamomile, Earl Grey, ginger and some flavors I’d never heard of before. I selected the cinnamon tea bag, poured the steaming water into the mug, and let it steep before returning to the living room. I turned on the television, mainly for background noise. I’d invested in a Smart TV and found the app that displayed a bright blazing fireplace on the screen. As I curled up on the couch sipping the tea, I felt Trey’s absence. I would have liked to bend his ear about what I’d learned from Mama earlier. 

My last glimpse of him was this morning at church. This was the weekend Trey spent with his son, Joseph. They’d just gotten to know each other. Joseph’s mom had raised him without telling Trey he existed. Funny how people decided the fate of their children. Some left, like my dad. Some never knew about their kids. 

It was probably a good thing for me to process on my own. Last night, Trey made his feelings known. He thought I should stay away from Quan. 

But I knew what I wanted to do.

What I needed to do.

I prayed I was doing the right thing as I dialed Amir Wright’s number. 

Lord, help me.

My heart thudded against my chest, being headstrong continued to be my weakness. But last night had been no happy accident. It was meant for me to cross paths with a stranger who looked so much like my dad. It was late, and I’d only had the lights outside to observe Quan’s face. But I knew if we were side by side in natural lighting, there would be resemblances to our facial features. 

Dallas’s genes were strong.

The ringing on my phone stopped as Amir’s smooth baritone voice answered. “Hey, Boss Lady. What’s going on?”

I could hear music in the background, something jazzy and mellow. It occurred to me that Amir could have a lady friend over. I tried to stay out of his business, but I often saw him with different women. Although his date at the wedding on Saturday night seemed to have become a regular. “You’re busy, aren’t you? I shouldn’t have called.”

“Hold on for a second.” Amir requested. He must have turned the volume down on the music or turned it off. “Is that better?” 

“Yes, I can hear you now. Are you sure this is a good time?”

Amir protested. “Of course. You know if you need me, just ask.”

I really appreciated this young man. Interestingly enough, all this time, I’d begun to think of Amir as a younger brother. With him being in his late twenties, he was too old for me to be a mother figure. 

I took a breath. The tension in my body had me feeling exhausted even after my nap. “Amir, I need those special skills of yours to find everything you can on my brother. His name is Quan Graves.”

“Wait, what?” Amir coughed like he’d choked on something. With a strained voice, he inquired, “Since when do you have a brother?” 

I giggled a bit at Amir’s response. “Since I met him last night at Moses and Alecia’s wedding reception.”

“Rena, back up. Tell me how I missed all this.”

In the next five minutes, I summed up meeting my brother and Quan’s warning.

“Got it. I’ll dig up what I can this evening and bring it to you in the morning.” He grew quiet for a moment before clearing his throat. “Speaking of Vic, has he reached out?”

I tensed up again. This time for a different reason. “No. I haven’t heard from him. Did he have another job?”

“He called me earlier today about stopping by his office tomorrow morning,” Amir explained. “Apparently, there’s another job he needs us for. He was vague about the details. But that’s typical of him. He likes to meet in-person.”

I frowned. “Does he really need me?” I probably wouldn’t have asked, but my run-in with my brother had me uptight about the request from Vic.

“He wanted me to ask you if you had the time.” 

My curiosity overrode my anxieties. I’d done some work for the man and everything was fine. I figured the most he could ask me for was more background checks. I conceded, “Okay, I need to take care of some things at the office first thing in the morning.”

“That’s fine. He told us to swing by late morning, anyway. In the meantime, I will run a few searches. If your brother really works for Vic, I can probably find out.”

Alarmed, I squawked. “Can you be discreet? I’d like to find out more about my brother and possibly talk to him again before it’s out there that we’re related?”

“10-4. I’ll see you in the morning, Boss Lady.” 

“Thank you, Amir.” After ending the call, I sat for a long time. Without realizing it, I had turned my focus to the wall across from me. One of my favorite photos of my dad stared back at me. Quan was about that age now.

Would I get to know my brother after all this time?

Or would he float into my life and then out again like our dad?
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