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PROLOGUE
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Late Christmas Day 

Solae Wyatt-Palmer choked back tears as she stared at one of the many gifts from Hershel Kavanaugh—Fire Captain Kavanaugh. He possessed mysterious brown eyes. Physically, Hershel was muscular with the unbelievable strength of a bear and a soul as gentle as a kitten.  She was in love with him.

Despite her hyphenated last name, she had never been married—courtesy of her father. It was a family tradition to keep the name of one particular ancestor born in the 1860s alive. Although her relative had an interesting history, one that Solae couldn’t always remember, the name, Wyatt-Palmer, was requested to be a part of every generation, whether the baby was a boy or girl. 

Sitting in her living room, Solae glanced out the large window from her sofa. It had started to snow again. She was glad she had lit a log in her fireplace. The scene outside was surreal as she noted her neighbor’s decorations, lopsided snowbell and the cotton trees she always referred to as the snow of branches. 

When her phone rang and disturbed her solitude, she checked the caller ID before answering. Candace Clark’s name appeared. They had known each other since childhood, and their bond was stronger than best friends. They loved like siblings and argued as sisters, but at the end of the day, they were always there for each other. 

“I got a diamond for Christmas!” Candace screamed into the phone. 

A tear slipped down Solae’s cheek. She wasn’t surprised. As a matter of fact, Solae expected it. They were dating two brothers. 

Their life experiences had mirrored each other’s until Candace married Daniel. Candace made Solae a godmother when she and Daniel had a baby girl.  In the midst of joy came disappointment. That same year, at age twenty-six, Solae had a hysterectomy because of gut-wrenchingly painful fibroid tumors. There would be no next generation of Wyatt’s coming from her.

Candace had taken the loss harder than Solae, then heartache hit again. This time, it seemed to be her friend’s turn when Daniel was killed. Solae was just as devastated as if he had been her husband. 

In Solae’s opinion, she didn’t welcome misery as her company. While Candace didn’t think love would ever find her again after her husband died, leaving her with an infant, she did. Solae also thought bliss was unobtainable because she couldn’t have children. But through a series of events, she and Candace wound up dating two firefighters, only Hershel had the rank of captain.

“Me too,” she said softly with less enthusiasm.

“We can have a double wedding! Can you believe Royce had Lindsay in on the proposal? It was so romantic...”

When Candace took a breath, Solae broke the news to her. “Hershel didn’t propose.” She took a deep breath and held it. She had just ended a crying spell after spending Christmas at Hershel’s house with his two adorable little sons. As a single father, he did an incredible job of rearing them.

“He gave me the most beautiful teardrop diamond pendant I’ve ever seen.” Solae cleared her throat to keep her voice steady. “Of course, the boys gave me the sweetest little gifts...” 

“Oh, Solae. I’m sorry.”

She refused to spoil her friend’s jubilation. It was a good Christmas. And a sad one if I believed in Santa Claus, because he had messed up big time by not delivering what was on my list. But she believed in Jesus and He had to remain her focus of the day.

“It’s okay. We’ve only been dating for four months anyway.” The same amount of time as Royce and Candace. “Maybe, he needs a little more time,” Solae said, trying to convince herself and hoping her friend would believe her, too.

“Maybe.” Candace was quiet as the mood became somber. “Well, I know he loves you!” She bounced back. 

“Yes, he even said as much in his card.” Solae smiled. She loved him, too. “I should be grateful, right? Diamonds are a girl’s best friend, right? I mean whether it’s around the wrist, neck, or ear—”

“The fourth finger is always better,” Candace stated what Solae was afraid to utter. “Are you going to talk to him?”

“And say what?” Solae wanted to scream, but it would have been directed at the wrong person. She lifted her chin in mock defiance. “You know, I’m not the one to directly or indirectly pressure a man to marry me. If so, I probably would have been a Mrs. a long time ago.”  She paused. There was no lying to her best friend. “Did I sound convincing?”

“Nope, not to me. I’m sorry, sis. I was really hoping we could’ve had a double wedding and everything.” Candace’s voice was definitely drained of excitement.

Shifting on the sofa, Solae pulled her sweater together as if the fire roaring in the fireplace wasn’t warm enough. “Well, you know how brothers are. Maybe he didn’t want to do it on Christmas because Royce was asking you. There’s always Valentine’s Day.”

“Y-yeah...” They chatted for a few more minutes until Royce called and she hurried off the phone, but not before voicing her opinion. “I hope my future brother-in-law doesn’t wait for Valentine’s Day.”

Me either, she thought as their call ended.
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Five months later on a picturesque May afternoon, Solae glided down the aisle for nuptials. It was her second time as Candace’s bridesmaid. 

When Hershel gave her the Godiva heart-shaped box of chocolates and the charm bracelet with dangling gold hearts for Valentine’s Day, her flesh-and-blood heart broke in two.

A month later on her birthday, Hershel seemed pleased with himself for completing her set with matching tear-drop earrings. The moment was touching because the love in his eyes was undeniable. It took everything within Solae not to shed her own tears. There was no ring in sight, or a slip of the tongue about a wedding band. Her hope was fading fast.

She was a woman with a built-in self-preservation that reminded her of her past failed relationships that, when she pressed the men about their intentions, she got truthful answers that she couldn’t handle. Their concerns and their family’s concerns about her not having an offspring proved love didn’t conquer all. Their rejections had crushed her. 

Solae was beyond frustrated with Hershel. She wanted to belong to him and be a mother to his boys, so reluctantly, she began to pull away. She couldn’t take another diamond gift that didn’t go on her left hand. Assisting Candace in the planning of her wedding had been the perfect excuse for her absence and lack of availability when he called. 

Now her complete road to recovery would begin minutes after Candace and Royce said, “I do”. She would make it official to Hershel that they were over. 

“Stop it!” Candace ordered from across the room in the wedding chamber. Her censure was reflected in the floor-length mirror. Solae thought her friend was admiring the simple beige wedding gown on her figure. 

There were no ruffles or tulle or lavish lacing. It was simply a form-fitting dress on the hanger, but once Candace slipped into it, the garment became stunning. 

Apparently, Candace was watching her. Solae straightened her body that was perched on a chair arm as if the teacher had caught her doodling on a piece of paper instead of in her mind. 

“What?” Solae whined without meeting her eyes. Instead, she focused on her shimmering stockings and lilac stilettos that were sprinkled with rhinestones. Her bridesmaid’s dress was of the same shade and knee-length. Again, it was simple but classy—Solae made sure of it with her fashion sense.

“You’ve got to talk to him,” Candace practically pleaded, spinning around to face her. 

“Yeah,” she said dryly. “And say, ‘Hershel, I’m desperate—marry me. I’ll be a good wife and mommy—here’s my resume.’ Or ‘Hershel, I love you with all my heart, I’d never walk away from you and the boys like your ex-wife did. So will you ask me to marry you?’ How pathetic.”

Candace had cringed. “Well, maybe we can tweak it a bit...”

The processional music began in the chapel. Everyone was already in place in the next room, except for Solae, so she stood and walked to Candace, giving her a nod of approval. “You’re beautiful, my friend. Don’t worry about me. I’ve been through this before and I survived.”

“That’s why I do worry about you—”

Shaking her head, Solae silenced her. “This is your day.”  She made a ritual of air kissing both cheeks, stepping back, and then smiled. “Be happy.”

“You’ve always wanted me to be happy.” Candace blinked and seemed thoughtful.

“And I always will. That’s what sister-girls do. Now, bring me another niece or nephew from the honeymoon.”

A soft tap on the door stole their attention. Solae’s mother, Minerva, entered. A smile brightened her face. “Candace, dear, you look lovely.”

Candace gushed without seeing the flash of sadness on her mother’s face. 

The moment was bittersweet for both of them.  “God bless you with years of happiness, sweetie.”

“Thank you, Mom Minerva,” Candace responded with a title of endearment since both of her parents were deceased.

“You’re welcome. Well, I better go and get a seat. Everything is so beautiful.” As her mother backed out the room, Solae followed. Her mother gave her a gentle squeeze on the shoulder. “God hasn’t forsaken you, even when it feels as if He has.”

“I know, Momma.” Solae sniffed and sighed. “It’s just...I’m the big three-o now. It would have been nice to have at least one proposal on my resume.” She shook herself to snap out of the melancholy that was trying to overtake her on this festive occasion.

“God’s got a blessing for you. Your father and I didn’t marry until we were in our late thirties and look at the beautiful daughter God gave me,” Minerva said proudly.

True, but Solae no longer had a nest for the Lord to give her a baby. Even without a child, Solae wanted a lifelong love. That was something her mother had in Washington Palmer. Before Solae could say another word, the wedding director beckoned for her to get in position behind Julia Kavanaugh—Hershel’s sister-in-law and the only other bridesmaid in the wedding party. 

Taking a deep breath and plastering a dazzling smile on her face, Solae jutted her chin and stood ready to make her entrance as a bridesmaid. 

The sanctuary was filled with about one hundred well-wishers, including a heavy dose of firefighters.  The decorations were bountiful and beautiful. Strings of white Christmas lights wrapped in tulle overtook the altar. 

Measuring her steps, Solae looked ahead. She willed her eyes not to divert in the direction of the groom’s best man. Don’t look, don’t look, but her heart screamed, I will not be denied! Even if her eyes were closed, all her other senses would be aware of Hershel’s presence. 

Solae chanced a glance at the three Kavanaugh brothers—tall, built, and handsome. She smiled at Trent, the youngest. He and Julia had an adorable baby girl—the jewel of the family. 

Next was the groom. Royce nodded at her. Solae winked and veered to the opposite side, right in direct view of Hershel. She could feel the intensity of his unusual shade of brown eyes on her before she even met his gaze. One...two...three. She willed herself a glimpse, then wanted to faint from the power of his charming smile. Then he had the nerve to mouth, I love you.

She groaned. I can get through this. I can get through this.

When the guests oohed and aahed, Solae pulled away from his stare. Favoring a princess with her tiara, Candace’s daughter sprinkled red rose petals on the white runner in a meticulous manner. Solae’s heart warmed at the reality that Lindsay was finally getting a daddy. Lindsay stopped in front of her and grinned.

“You did a good job,” she whispered and tweaked the girl’s cheek.

Next came her boys—as Solae thought of Hershel’s sons—three-year-old Harrison, and Brandon, who was five, and in the same class with Lindsay. 

The two were so adorable, walking side by side as Brandon carried the pillow that secured Candace’s ring. Once the brothers got to the altar, they made a beeline to Hershel. 

Rocking on the side of his shoes, Harrison gave her a bashful wave. Solae returned it, then her eyes traveled back to Hershel who seemed to be waiting for her attention. Lifting a brow, he silently flirted as if they were the only ones in the sanctuary. 

Solae blushed. Oh, how she loved this man, then the moment of exhilaration passed when she realized that Hershel seemed in no hurry to remarry. Maybe he was satisfied with the status quo of their relationship. If for no other reason, why stay celibate as a Christian when he could have a wife?

“Will everyone please rise?” Pastor Reed instructed the guests as the organist struck the first chord to the wedding march.

Solae was immediately snapped back into the present.

Candace graced the runway to the altar. She never looked so happy, not even when she married her late husband. Thank You, Jesus, her friend had found love again. An older gentleman, a longtime friend of the family, escorted her down the aisle. 

Royce met her halfway and whispered something that made Candace mouth, “I love you”, then retracing his steps, Royce walked back to Pastor Reed with his fiancée at his side. 

“Dearly beloved, we are gathered here today in the sight of God to join together this man and woman in holy matrimony...” 

Reciting his vows with so much emotion, Royce even made Solae become teary-eyed. Candace wasn’t shy about her declaration to love, honor, and obey her husband. 

Once they made their commitment, Pastor Reed prayed for their unity before giving his closing remarks: “Therefore what God has joined together let no dishonest man or conniving woman put asunder.” It was a customary twist he added to all nuptials he officiated. The look of surprise on Royce’s face was priceless.

Yes, Lord, please don’t let either of them be led astray. Give them a long life as a family, Solae prayed silently. 

“You may now kiss your bride.” 

“Is he my daddy now, Aunt Sollie?” Lindsay whispered loud enough for those close by to hear and stir snickers around them.

“Yes, baby. You now have a daddy.”
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CHAPTER TWO
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Wow. Hershel couldn’t help but gawk. His nostrils flared with excitement at seeing the woman he loved. Solae’s beauty was mesmerizing. His eyes left her figure briefly to do a quick sweep of the guests, and he mentally dared any of his brotherhood of firefighters in attendance to linger on her assets. It was a known fact that she was his.

He observed her every movement. Some commented that Solae reminded them of a younger version of Nia Long. There was no comparison. She was just as unique as her name.

Solae worked the crowd with little effort. She was a beauty with her one dimple and engaging smile. What made her more alluring was the mass of curls that were swept up and piled on the top of her head. Each bounced with every step. Her natural strut was flirty and exclusive to her because Hershel had yet to see another woman duplicate it. 

“Man, she looks hot,” he mumbled under his breath as his heart pounded wildly with longing. He missed her.

“She’s not the center of my attention here, dude,” Royce said in a bad impression of a ventriloquist. 

“She is mine,” he whispered back. Hershel was tempted to leave his post and sweep Solae off her feet to make up for all the times they were apart because of their hectic lives. 

Despite their conflicting schedules, his sons never lacked Solae’s attention. She picked up Brandon from school whenever he needed to be, fed him, and helped him with his homework. 

As if that wasn’t enough, she would smother Brandon and Harrison with the love that should have come from their mother, who deserted her family for another man.  

Solae was the one he should have married first...He paused—Solae wouldn’t have been able to give him the sons that he loved dearly.

Forcing his assessment off her legs, Hershel admired her bridesmaid’s dress until he beheld her face. 

Her eyes sparkled with happiness. Wait—he squinted. They also glistened as if she was about to cry. Women—they were so sentimental when it came to these affairs. He relaxed. 

Hershel’s mind continued to drift until Pastor Reed made the proclamation. With his single brother officially hitched, Hershel could get to Solae.

As the bridal party began to exit the sanctuary, Hershel held his elbow for Solae to take since he was the best man to escort the maid of honor as they trailed the bride and groom. He kissed Solae’s cheek in order to leave no doubt in the minds of any guests that she was his. Her lids fluttered. Hershel liked to see his effect on her. “Hi, baby. You look gorgeous.” 

“Thank you.” Her voice was soft and unsteady—almost unsure of how to respond to him. Odd.

The wedding director turned into a task master as she ordered the attendants to follow her outside for pictures and then back inside the sanctuary. With every pose, Hershel kept a possessive hand on Solae’s waist and shoulders. Usually, she gave him an encouraging smile, but she barely acknowledged his touch. Something was definitely wrong.

Hershel endured the never-ending receiving line for his brother’s sake, then on to the reception. He pulled out Solae’s chair at the head table. “I’ll fix our plates. What do you want?”

“Oh, thanks, but take care of the boys. I can get my own,” she said, avoiding eye contact.

That was one thing he loved about Solae. She always put his sons’ needs first. For their first date, she suggested Dave and Buster’s to make it a family event. Now, almost a year later, she was still doing it. “All right.” Hershel frowned and slowly walked away. But something was off and he couldn’t put his finger on it. 

Throughout the night, every time Hershel attempted to initiate a private conversation with Solae, someone interrupted him. 

“I heard you’re a lieutenant at the fire house,” Mrs. Pearlman said, shuffling her way down the head table. The longtime family friend would babysit the Kavanaugh brothers when his parents were away. Her hair was just as gray and her square glasses thicker.

“A captain,” Hershel corrected. “I have been for three years.” He was about to introduce Solae, but she beat him to it.

“Hi, honey. You’re sure a pretty thing. Are you Hershey’s wife?”

Hershel groaned as Solae giggled at the eighty-something woman’s nickname for him. His brothers’ names were also massacred: Trenty, and Roycie.

“No, we’re not married,” Solae answered with an edge to her voice.

Mrs. Pearlman gave him a curious look. “You always were the slow one.” She patted his hand and was about to say more, but another old neighbor snagged her attention.

“Can you believe she said that?” He faced Solae who still seemed to be amused. “You think that’s funny, huh?” He tried to sound threatening, but he couldn’t keep a straight face. It felt good for them to relax together.

When Royce and Candace had their first dance, Solae swayed in her seat to the words of gospel artist, Antwaun Stanley’s, “By Your Side.” Closing her eyes, she seemed to shut everything out, including him.

I don’t think so. “Babe.” He gathered her hand in his. “I’m on duty the next three days, so how about I take you out to dinner on Thursday—just the two of us—no boys.”
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