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​Dedication

I WISH TO DEDICATE Doves Cry Too to all of those still on their journey toward finding happiness and love. Please know that you are entitled to both and don’t let anyone ever tell you otherwise as you discover them for yourself - on your own terms.



​Playlist 

FOR THE READER THAT appreciates a more immersive experience, here is a sweetly curated playlist for Doves Cry Too. While writing this story, I came across songs that really “locked in” on a moment, or the character that was in my head while penning a scene. With this happening time and time again, I decided to combine all of my favorite repeat tracks into one fly ass playlist to vibe to while reading.

Enjoy!


●  “Gone” by Alex Isley & Jack Dine




●  “Same Space?” Tiana Major9




●  “Exclusively” by Tiana Major9 (featuring Jvck James)




●  “ILWY” by Olivia Escuyos




●  “Should’ve Been You” by Kenyon Dixon




●  “Love Again” by Alex Isley




●  “No Tomorrow” by Brandy




●  “Unconditional Oceans” by Brandy




●  “How Does It Make You Feel” by Victoria Monet




●  “Only One” by Jon B.




●  “All That I Am” by Joe




●  “Exclusively” (Acoustic Sessions) by Tiana Major9








	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter One

​Finding Peace 
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JEROME 

After finishing up his latest tour, Jerome was glad to wind down for the next six months. Sending a head nod to the bodyguard on duty as he passed through the metal detectors inside Bottom’s Up, Jerome made his way to the VIP section in the back of the gentlemen’s club. His crew wasted no time grabbing girls from the floor to entertain them while they waited for the bottle service to get to their table. 

“Your usual, JPK?” a petite hostess asked sweetly, batting her eyes in his direction. Jerome nodded as he settled into the soft leather seat. “Be right back.” She purred, swaying in time to the beat of the music as she made her way toward the main bar.  

Each of the guys now had two girls sitting on their laps. The girls’ delicate hands could be seen even under the dim light, grazing across each other’s skin, stopping ever so slightly at their hips and breasts. One girl in particular, with a tawny complexion and shiny red lips, brought her arms closer together when she was touched by her lap mate, a bronzed beauty whose jet black hair spilled down to her backside. This made the tawny girl’s already large chest burst through the thin straps of her floss, giving the entourage even more of a show.  

Jerome continued to watch as the dancers in their VIP section giggled while rolling their hips and sinking further into the front of the guys' midsections. Any other time he would have looked away, but tonight he found himself almost welcoming the distraction. It was better than the thoughts he had about the latest tracks he received from the new producers that the record label paired him with for his next album.  Considering that Jerome hadn’t released any new music in over a year, he was in no position to put up a fight. 

The beats are good, but I ain’t feeling them. 

The VIP hostess had returned with his drink, a double whiskey with a cola, cold and still in the can. He handed her a fifty-dollar bill, and the woman winked as she sat his drink down. His soda sat unopened as Jerome picked up the glass of whiskey and took two quick sips.  

He looked out into the crowd and watched the men surround the closest stage, tossing bills onto the floor in front of the nearly naked women dancing in front of them. Jerome released a heavy sigh as he sank deeper into his seat before shutting his eyes. 

None of this is for me. Lord, what am I supposed to do? 

Tasha 

Hearing the news about the woman who birthed her being dead was one thing, but as Tasha stared down at the simple tombstone, her heart was a drift.  

She stared at the engraving, which was basic to say the least in comparison to the more elaborate and grand tombstones that surrounded it. For a second, Tasha briefly wondered why her little sister chose to add the simple sentence following Kitty’s name at all. 

. 

Tabitha ‘Kitty’ Daye 

Beloved daughter and mother. 

It’d been four years since she’d been home, and longer than that since she had a kind word to say about her mother. Maybe that was why Tasha’s mind still needed a tangible confirmation of Kitty being six feet underground. It was something she had wanted to see for well over a decade, and only having Trisha’s word and her eyes to serve as confirmation of Kitty’s departure was not enough. Taking out her film camera, Tasha kneeled in front of the tombstone until she was at the level of contrast she wanted. Holding her breath, her hands remained steady, even as her eyes wavered before snapping the picture.  

I hope her soul is at peace. That’s more than I thought I would ever hope for her. 

To calm her rapidly beating heart, Tasha decided to take a walk around the cemetery. With it being the middle of the day, only a handful of people could be seen sitting or making their loved ones' tombstones prettier with flowers and balloons around the quiet grounds. Several large clouds shielded her from the bright sun, which encouraged her to stay longer. Soon she was back in front of the gravesite entrance, just as a steady gust of wind swirled around and added to the sting around her eyes. She allowed herself one last glance behind her to where Kitty’s final resting place was and clenched her jaw.  

Her feet stomped along the patches of grass and dirt road gravel as she went to her motorcycle. Since she only came to town to see the tombstone in person, Tasha decided not to get a standard rental. Now that she had done what she had come to do, she longed to hop on the bike and sail out of town as fast as she could. Turning the key into the ignition, Tasha’s thoughts went from seeing Kitty’s final resting place to her therapists’ advice on how to begin forgiving her mother for what her illness cost them.  

Having to say goodbye to someone you never really got to know was a strange thing. But in order to find peace for the little girl in her heart to heal, Tasha was willing to try. 

I need more time. 

Hearing a familiar voice, one Tasha didn’t think she’d get to hear again, she turned around. A little boy could be seen running her way, and Tasha’s heart leaped into her throat.  “Devin?” 

He nodded excitedly as she squatted down to look at him closer. He was the spitting image of Trisha. Devin asked with wide eyes. “Titi, why you wasn’t at the goodbye thing for granny?” 

Before she could answer, Tasha noticed Trisha, with a very swollen belly, and her youngest nephew, Darnell, wobbling toward them. 

“I told you to wait, De-” Her sister stopped and stared as Tasha stood back up. “It really is you.” Trisha said while rubbing her lower belly.  

“Darnell, this Titi. ‘member?” 

Darnell tilted his head as he looked up at Tasha before walking behind his mama. 

He doesn’t recognize me. I’ve been gone that long? 

“TiTi, can you come to my school next next Friday?” 

Completely caught by surprise, Tasha managed to ask, “W-why do you want me at your school D?” 

The boy beamed, hearing her call him by his nickname. 

“It’s professions week! All the other kids have their mama’s and daddy's coming to talk about their jobs, but mama ain’t working so she can’t come.” 

Tasha stared at her sister’s stomach and offered a weak smile. 

“Well, she needs to rest, D.” Tasha walked over to Devin and patted the top of his head.  

“You ain’t gotta come, Tash.” Trisha finally said, as someone called out to them. 

Tasha watched as a guy, about six feet tall and with bleached blonde hair in a set of cornrows, marched over to join them. 

“Didn’t we tell ya to wait for us?! Why that boy just up and leave like that?” he barked. 

Tasha watched as Trisha looked between the man and Devin. 

“Baby, he ain’t mean to. Just - he saw his auntie and wanted to say hi, is all.” Trisha explained. 

The guy frowned down at Tasha and she didn’t like him on site.  

As he slowly glanced at her from top to bottom, he drawled out, “Well, shiiit, my bad. I thought Tina was your only sister.” Tasha willed her stank face away as Devin stood closer to her. “You ain’t gonna speak, sista-in-law?” 

Tasha’s eyes narrowed. “I’m not a dog.”  

Turning back to Trisha, she asked, “What is he talking about? Sister-in-law?” 

Trisha giggled as she waved her left hand in Tasha’s face. “I’m finally married! Lloyd, this my sister Tasha, Tasha, this my husband, Lloyd Wrice.”  

At hearing that news, Tasha took a step back as she looked between Trisha and the man now looming over her. 

“Congrats.” was all Tasha could manage to say before she kneeled down to talk with Devin again. “What school you go to now, D?” 

“Woods Edge Elementary,” he told her. 

Tasha smiled as she cupped his cheek. “Okay, I’ll call the school and sign up for your event, okay?” 

He flashed her a big grin and nodded. “Okay Titi!”  

Not sure if Devin was still a hugger like when he was younger, Tasha made a fist with her right hand and held it out in front of him. When the little boy did the same with his hand, the two leaned in and tapped their knuckles together. Tasha looked up at her sister and Lloyd. He was standing close to Trisha, whipping his head back and forth between them. It had been years since Tasha had to endure anyone doing a blatant double take when it came to her or one of her more ‘presentable’ sisters. With their tan brown complexions, light brown eyes, and slim thick figures being the exact opposite of hers, many folks didn’t believe they were really related until they learned her last name.

“Why wasn’t you at the funeral?” Lloyd questioned. 

Tasha’s stank face was now on full display as she ignored him and turned to face Trisha.  

“Tina thought you wouldn’t come, but I still thought you should know, you know?” Trisha said. 

Tasha offered her little sister a smile. “Thank you. I just left her gravesite.” 

She saw her sister’s eyes get a little glassy and decided it was time to go. 

“Well, I have to go check into my hotel, so... take care, Trish.” Tasha said gently. 

Her sister held her stare for a beat before she wobbled over and wrapped Tasha in a hug.  

Trish sniffled and laughed. “These babies got me all emotional these days.” 

Tasha blinked several times. “Babies?” 

“Yeah girl, twins this time.” 

Tasha grinned. “I’m happy for you.”  

She truly was happy for her baby sister. All Trisha wanted was a big family to love and care for, Tasha knew that. She just hoped her gut was wrong about her new husband. 


* * * 
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“TERROR! GET DOWN!”  

Tasha tried not to laugh at the sight of Alexa stepping over the doggie gate to open the door to let her in. She took off her helmet and shook her twists loose, enjoying the feel of them swaying softly near her backside as the tiny French bulldog's barks echoed from inside the house. 

While Tasha was away, Rachel and Alexa bought a new home, just on the outskirts of town. The two-story house was one of the few on the new street, and from the sense of quiet that Tasha felt after riding to their place, she understood why the lovebirds chose to live so far away. 

Seeing Alexa open the door, Tasha grinned as she strolled closer to her friend and hugged her. “It is so good to see you!”  

“You too! Rachel should be home soon, and I ordered us some takeout.” 

Nodding as Alexa let her go, Tasha looked around at the open layout of the house. She noticed a few of the photos displayed in the foyer area. Seeing Alexa and Rachel in their college days, spending holidays with their families, and dressed to the nines for an event. Tasha couldn’t have been happier to see her two friends' journey in life together. Until she spotted a photo in the far back of the stand. It was their last New Year's celebration together, and the image tugged at her heart, causing Tasha to look away. 

“How long have you two been living in the boonies?” she asked, as the tiny dog made its way to her feet. 

“You got jokes.” Alexa said before answering Tasha, “Two years. As soon as I got my promotion, we found this place.” 

Taking off her shoes, Tasha made her way to the living room to sit on the large suede couch. She looked out at the patio area and noticed the bright tea lights that were strung up outside, surrounding a small sitting area and what looked like a fire pit.  

“I’m happy for y’all.” Tasha told Alexa sincerely.  

She hadn’t seen them since their surprise visit three years ago, when she was shooting for a new concierge company in Portugal. Although she loved her work, Tasha couldn’t help but feel separated from everyone that she knew and loved before going abroad to pursue her dreams of seeing the world as a photographer. Thinking back to her run in with Trisha and the kids, Tasha felt a hollowness begin to grow within her chest. Until the dog jumped onto her lap, wagging their tail in Tasha’s face. 

“Terror, no!” Alexa shouted as Tasha laughed. 

“It’s alright.” She said, reaching out to scratch behind the puppy’s ears. 

Alexa joined her on the couch and looked on as Tasha continued doting on the little dog before clearing her throat. 

“We heard about your mama. You okay?” Alexa asked softly. 

Tasha nodded. “I went to her burial site before coming here.” 

The two sat in silence until they heard the sound of keys jingling at the door. 

“That’s my baby.” Seeing Alexa's eyes light up as she jumped off the couch to greet Rachel made Tasha smile. 

* * *
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MUFFLED VOICES MINGLED with the sweet sounds of smooches reached Tasha while she stood and took her time walking back toward the foyer area. She didn’t get halfway around the large couch before Rachel sprinted toward her, throwing her whole petite self into Tasha’s arms.

“Hey Rachel!” Tasha squealed as she lifted the shorter woman into her embrace.

“Aye, I’mma need you to unhand my woman, Tash.” Alexa called out.

Teasingly, Tasha bumped her hip into Alexa’s before releasing Rachel, making sure to bring her in for another quick hug. 

“It’s good to see you Tash!” 

While swaying back and forth in Rachel’s arms, Tasha fought back more tears. I didn’t know I needed this until now. Thank you Lord.

As Tasha started to let her go, she reached out for Rachel’s left hand and quickly gasped, “Well, okay now! Y’all finally going to stop living in sin, uh?” 

Alexa and Rachel looked at one another again as they realized Tasha had noticed the vintage platinum ring on Rachel’s left hand. 

“It’s about time.” Tasha said, as she smiled at Rachel. 

The couple shared a quick glance with one another, and Tasha tried to shake the feeling that they weren’t telling her something. It’s not like I’m always forthcoming right away with them. Just enjoy this time with your girls, Tash.

Taking her hand away, Rachel reached out for Alexa’s and made their way to sit on the wide, dark brown couch. When the two sat down, Tasha joined them. 

“Umm...yeah. I popped the question a week ago.” Alexa tried to explain. “Before we heard about your mama.” 

Seeing Alexa struggle to say more, Tasha looked on as Rachel rubbed the top of Alexa’s hand with her own. “Yeah, um, we wanted to wait until you arrived to tell you in person. But then Trisha reached out and told us the news.” 

Tasha slightly brought her head back, taking in everything that they were telling her. Is that what’s bothering them? Right now? Why?

“Is that why y’all invited me over today? To tell me in person?”’ 

Not wanting to be the reason they feel awkward sharing their good news, Tasha made sure to add extra merriment to her voice as the corners of her lips turned upward again, “Awww! Y’all are too cute!” The confusion at her behavior was written all over their faces, so she tried again, “What? Did y’all have something else on your mind?” 

Rachel started to speak, but Alexa cut her off. “Tash, it’s us. You ain’t gotta front like everything is okay.” 

Frowning, Tasha asked, “What you mean, Alexa? Why would I put on a front with y’all?” 

After a few seconds passed, Alexa scooted closer to Tasha, as Rachel let go of Alexa’s hand and took Tasha’s in its place before speaking, “You haven’t been home in four years, Tash. And to come back after hearing that your mother passed away? No matter how strained y’all’s relationship was, that would be hard for anyone to process.” 

“We worried about you sis, that’s all.” Alexa added gently. 

Thinking back to when she first read Kitty’s tombstone and how she couldn’t put into words what she was feeling, Tasha’s eyes welled up with tears, which she quickly blinked away. “I love y’all for worrying about me, but I am okay. Really.” 

Tasha then took their enclosed hands into her own before releasing a shaky sigh.

“My relationship with Kitty has been strained since I was a kid. By the time I finally left, to say that we were well past estranged would have been kind.” 

Alexa leaned in closer to Tasha, resting her head on Tasha’s shoulder. 

“And I can work through my feelings about her AND still be happy for y’all! So, what else you two want to talk about tonight? How y’all got the smallest dog ever and had the nerve to name it ‘Terror’?” Tasha joked. 

Rachel rolled her eyes. “His name is Tyrone Banks-Shaw. Alexa only started calling him ‘Terror’ after he chewed on a pair of her sneakers.” 

Seeing Alexa pout, Tasha burst into giggles, and Rachel joined her. Though seeing Alexa’s pout deepened before she sucked in her teeth and glanced the other way made Tasha throw her head back in laughter.

“Now see, here I was all ready to ask you to be our maid of honor for the wedding in five months, but I don’t think I want to anymore.” 

Tasha stopped laughing as what Alexa said registered in her head. “Wait, what?” She whipped her head between her two friends. “Y’all want me to what?”  

Rachel beamed at Alexa as she confirmed. “Yes, we would like you to be our maid of honor for the wedding.” 

Tasha launched herself at the two of them, wrapping her arm on either side of her and Alexa before pulling back to look at them both. “Oh my God! Seriously? I would be honored!” 
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​Chapter Two

​New Intel 
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TASHA 

After saying goodbye to Alexa and Rachel for the night, Tasha called up her freelance partner in Spain, Ximena. When her internship in Argentina ended the first year she left the States, Tasha took a six week second photographer assignment in Spain and fell fast in love with the country. It soon became her home away from home. She met Ximena in the Fall of the same year at an expat networking event. There she learned that Ximena was also an up-and-coming photographer, who used her English fluency skills to assist English-speaking foreigners in her home country. Though for the last three years, Ximena now worked almost exclusively with Tasha.  

“I’m glad to hear from you, Tasha. A source told me that Pablo Coslado’s Gala is set for fourteen weeks from now.”  

That got her attention. 

While in Murica, Spain for a lifestyle magazine assignment, Tasha had a brief exchange with the reserved, yet globally known photographer on a flight. Though they said no more than a few pleasantries to one another as they went to their business class seats that day, something about him captivated her. When she returned from her trip, Tasha reached out to Ximena to schedule a meeting with him. They learned that he preferred to work alone and even his team had trouble getting him to commit to a schedule. Tasha couldn’t shake the need to at least try, so she and Ximena put in the work to find out all they could about the private photographer. 

With more failed attempts to secure a meeting with Pablo than Tasha cared to count, they were able to establish a strong business relationship with his people. That kept them up to date on his schedule, which included a yearly gala that the photographer held in a different location. This was the first time in over a decade that the event would be held in his home country, and everyone in the industry wanted a ticket. 

Now that they had a timeline, Tasha needed to see about getting an invitation to the highly anticipated gala. “Do you think anyone can secure us tickets?” 

“You want me to go with you to this event? Why?” Ximena questioned. 

Hearing her friend’s question, Tasha chuckled, “Why not?” When Ximena remained quiet on the line, Tasha used the time to remind Ximena of just how instrumental she had been in her getting to someday work alongside Pablo Costado. “You have put in as much work as I have to get in the same room as this man - no way I’m leaving you out of the party.” 

Tasha could hear the excitement in Ximena’s voice, “Oh Tasha! That would be incredible! Thank you. ” 

“Don’t thank me yet. I’ll get to work on his socials and see if I can find someone who can help us.” Tasha told her. “Can you call his team and see if they may be willing to provide us with two tickets, please?” 

“Of course Tash!” 

Hearing the joyfulness in Ximena’s voice when she used her nickname made Tasha fight the corners of her lips from turning upward. Before ending the call, Ximena asked, “So, when will you be returning? Do you have work elsewhere?” 

Tasha took out the key to her bike as she looked back at Alexa and Rachel’s house. “I just lined up two personal projects. First one is in two weeks, and the next one is a wedding that’ll be taking place in four months, which would be right before the gala.” 

“A wedding? That’s quite the surprise. I assume that you still had a preference for not shooting union ceremonies.” Ximena stated.

“That’s still true, but this happy union is between my two closest friends. And they’ve asked me to be the Maid of Honor.” Tasha explained brightly.

“I see. Congratulations are in order for your friends,” Ximena quickly reminded her. “Just please keep me posted, and be sure to rest while away, love!” 

Tasha laughed, “You too! I’ll be in touch.” 


* * * 
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FINALLY MAKING IT TO Creek’s Cove Hotel, Tasha settled into her suite and logged onto her computer. 

She managed to make it on time for her last appointment of the night, and it was one that she definitely needed after today. 

“Hello Tasha.” 

Looking at the woman who smiled softly back at her on the screen, Tasha offered a small smile of her own. “Good morning, Doctor Richardson.” 

The woman laughed, “Doctor? You haven’t addressed me that way since our first session together a year ago. Is everything alright?” 

Tasha stared at the screen as she let the weight of her feelings come forward. “I think so. Just hoping you can help me make sense of why I feel the way I do.” 

“Well, let’s start at the beginning. How are you feeling?” 

This was always the hardest part for Tasha when it came to her therapy sessions. She’d learned to keep her feelings to herself. Either to avoid Kitty’s hands when she was coming down from a high, or from adults at school who made her feel uneasy whenever they asked about how things were for her at home. It was just safer for her to not tell anyone what was going on in her mind. But now that she was grown, and had found a few people in her life that she felt okay with sharing some things about herself with, Tasha wanted to really explore her thoughts in a safe space. That’s when she started looking for a therapist online, and a month later, she found one. 

She slouched in her chair and stared at the corner of her screen before answering. “I feel a lot of things. But really, I feel lost. Is that even possible?” 

Her therapist scribbled down notes on a notepad and then met her stare. “Yeah, it is. Remember what we talked about Tasha, all feelings are valid, even those that you think aren’t possible.” 

“Right, yeah.” Tasha tried to lift the corners of her lips up, but the stinging sensation from earlier returned with a vengeance. She hated crying, especially when talking about something like her feelings. Dabbing her eyes with the helm of her shirt, Tasha went on, “So, my sister Trisha was telling the truth. Kitty died.” 

“I’m sorry for your loss.” 

“That’s just it. I don’t feel a loss. At least not for her.” Tasha explained, “I feel bad for my nephews, they really loved their granny. And I’m glad that Trisha wasn’t lying just to get money from me.” 

“You still worry that your sister only reaches out when in financial trouble?” Dr. Richardson asked gently. 

“Well, after what happened with Tina, can you blame me?” Tasha snapped. 

A few seconds passed before Tasha cleared her throat and spoke again. “Sorry. I just can’t help but doubt that either of them want to talk to me about anything else. And Tina still hasn’t apologized for what she and Kitty did.” 

“Do you want an apology from her? Your older sister?” 

Picking at the helm of her shirt, Tasha thought the question over. “It would be nice, but so much time has passed... And I’m never gonna get one from Kitty, with her up and gone now.” 

“You haven’t answered the question, Tasha. Is an apology from your sister something you want?” 

“I don’t know what I want. Which is part of the problem, I guess.” 

“What do you mean?” 

Tasha rolled her neck and took a big inhale. “Well, after seeing Kitty’s tombstone, I met Trisha’s husband. Then she tells me that she’s having twins–how could she tell me about Kitty, but not that she got married? And speaking of getting married, my two closest friends told me tonight that they’re finally jumping the broom!” 

“You learned all this in one day? That is definitely a lot to take in.” 

“Right?! Like, yeah, I left home, but seriously! No one thought to call and tell me anything?” The more Tasha thought about the news she got today, the hotter her face felt. “When someone needs my help or my money, they know how the phone works, but when there’s good news, I’m the last on their need to know list?” 

“It can feel that way, to you.” 

Sitting up straight, Tasha sent a side eye glance to her therapist. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 

“Have you ever reached out to your loved ones when things are going well in your life? Just to say hi, or ask about their day?” 

Tasha stared at the screen as her left foot bounced against her right leg. She honestly couldn’t remember the last time she’d reached out to just randomly call anyone, much less her little sister. “I... I don’t - no. I haven’t done that.” She admitted. “I just figured Trisha was busy with the boys.” 

She tried not to let her therapist's rapidly moving hand bother her as the woman jotted down more notes. 

“It can be difficult at first, but I want you to try to be the one to initiate contact.” Dr. Richardson instructed. “Start small, with a simple call to say hello. And see what happens.” 

“Okay, I’ll try.” Tasha mumbled. 

“So, you received news that your mother passed, your sister is expecting twins with a new husband, and your best friends are finally getting married. Anything else?” 

“No, that’s about it.” 

“You said you felt a lot of things, mainly lost.” 

When Tasha looked down at the keyboards, her therapist continued, “There is another feeling associated with how you’re feeling now. And it is common to feel when one is away from their family and friends for long periods of time. You see that their lives are going on, and you are happy for them. But a part of you feels left behind.” 

“Well, I wouldn’t say I feel left behind. Maybe left out of things.” Tasha tried again. “I am happy for them, really. I just can’t help feeling a little, um, out of the loop.” 

“What you are feeling, Tasha, is disconnected from those you love. And that’s okay.” Dr. Richardson quickly wrote down something else on a notepad before sending another small smile to her through the screen. “So to help you reconnect, I have a small exercise that I want you to try sometime this week before our next session.” 

Remembering the promise she made to herself to really commit and give this therapy journey all she had, Tasha squared her shoulders back. “Okay, doctor. What is it you want me to do?” 

“I want you to disconnect. Spend some time away from your work, your planner, and especially your phone.” Dr. Richardson explained, “You’ve just received a lot of heavy news, and when this normally happens, you retreat from those you are interacting with. So, before your mind begins to go into sensory overload, I want you to spend some time alone with only your thoughts.”

Tasha narrowed her eyes at the computer screen as she fought the urge to roll her eyes. “Are you really telling me to shut down? Like I’m a laptop or something?” She chuckled as Dr. Richardson continued, “Well, yes. This is a coping mechanism you’ve developed as a child. When you feel threatened, or in this case, overwhelmed, you tend to distance yourself from others, for fear of losing your cool or being miss understood in a conversation.”

Well, she ain’t wrong. Still hard to hear though.

“Take that time to be honest about how you feel and journal those thoughts.” Dr. Richardson finished.

Taking a deep breath in, Tasha let her eyelids close as she parted her lips and slowly released the air from her lungs.

“I’m glad to see you’re still using the breathing techniques from our earlier sessions.”

Tasha stared at the screen and seeing her therapist smiling back at her, Tasha sighed, “They’ve been helpful.”

“And so will disconnecting. Just give it some time, Tasha.”

“Well, you haven’t let me down yet. So I’ll give it a try.”

* * *
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THE NEXT DAY, TASHA went strolling through the new town plaza next to the hotel. She was hungry and the welcoming smell of fried chicken had her walking toward a small mom and pop restaurant out front. Though before she stepped inside, Tasha saw another building next to it that caught her eye. Curious, she walked closer and stared at the rich, red wooden panels that had several large windows attached to them. Rows of newspapers were used to cover them from the inside, but a few pages were starting to fall down, exposing what looked like empty bookcases and a winding staircase that matched the panels outside. Stepping up to the windows, Tasha brought a hand to her forehead to get a better look. 

Nothing was on the grayish concrete walls, but she noticed several large wooden ladders still leaning against the walls in the far back, and half of a large banner that had the word ‘Corner’ printed on it laying on the floor. Just as Tasha began to leave, a man made his presence known, “You looking to buy this building, ma’am?” 

Tasha turned around toward the voice. He was dressed in a pair of jeans and a light blue collar polo that complimented his deep sandy complexion. Seeing no reason to be rude just yet, Tasha answered him. “Umm, no. It just caught my eye.”  

The young man stared at Tasha for a minute before grinning. He took a few steps toward her and Tasha quickly took two steps back. Watching his eyes for any sign of his next move, Tasha blinked as the man in front of her laughed.  

“You really don’t remember me, Ms. Tasha?”  

Confused, she began studying the young man in front of her, relaying his last words in her head. Wait, he called me Ms. Tasha. Only students I tutored called me that. “Did I tutor you?” 

A grin slowly spread across his face before shouting, “It’s me, James! Jay Jay - from Christ Corner.” 

Recognizing the name, Tasha stuttered out. “W-wait, seriously? Little Jay Jay?”  

She heard him laugh again, and now a little embarrassed, Tasha joined him. “I see you finally got that growth spurt you prayed for.” She teased. 

Watching him bow his head a little and rub the back of his neck, Tasha waited for him to speak.  

“Yeah, I did. How you doing Ms. Tasha?” 

She waved her hand at the young man. “You grown now, call me Tasha.” 

Jay Jay flashed her another grin and Tasha couldn’t help but notice the crescent moon shape his eyes made when his cheeks lifted, showing her all his teeth. 

“I’m doing alright.” Tasha told him. 

Remembering the property behind her, Tasha asked, “So, you the owner of this building?” 

Jay Jay shook his head. “Nah, I just work for the real estate company that does.” 

“How long has it been vacant?” 

“Oh, about two years now. I just come out from time to time to make sure the kids haven’t tagged it.” 

While Tasha was observing the abandoned building, Jay Jay reached into his pocket and pulled out a business card. Handing it to Tasha, he spoke. “Well, it seems like you might be thinking of buying, so here is my card.” 

“Thank you. It was good to see you.”  

“Good to see you too, Tasha.” 


* * * 

[image: ]




AS TASHA WAITED IN line to pay for her pre-made combo meal from The Pub Grocers deli, she noticed an older woman with their salt and pepper hair in an updo standing a few people in front. Is that who I think it is?

Not wanting to embarrass herself or disturbed the woman, Tasha quietly took two small steps to the side as she stole a longer glance at the front of the checkout line. The woman wore a plain pair of slightly loose fitting jeans and an old white t-shirt that had the Christ Corner logo in its center along with the words ‘First Lady’ written in a fancy script on the left sleeve, which confirmed who she thought the woman was. Tasha’s lips instantly turned upward as she stepped out of the line and walked to Jerome’s mama. “Mrs. Evelyn?” she called out gently.

When Evelyn turned and faced her, Tasha’s heart soared at seeing her return with a smile. “Tasha? Is that you, baby?” 

Closing the distance between them, she nodded.  

“It’s so good to see you!” Evelyn exclaimed, reaching out her arms to embrace Tasha. The two held one another for a minute before Evelyn pulled back to get another look at her. 

“You look good, baby girl!”

Tasha’s cheeks grew warm from the compliment, and she quickly covered her hand with her mouth. 

“You look good too, Mrs. Evelyn.”  

“Oh, chile hush!” 

They shared a laugh before silence fell over them. When Evelyn’s grip on her hand tightened, Tasha met her stare. “I heard about your mama, baby girl.” 

She should've known that Evelyn would have known about Kitty’s passing, but it didn’t stop Tasha from focusing on the ringing chime sounds of the registers around them as she reminded herself to breathe. Glancing down at the floor, Tasha forced herself to look up and wished she was back inside her hotel room. “Thank you. I just hope she’s at peace now.”

Evelyn then stepped to the side, gently guiding Tasha along with her. “I know you might be busy, but you want to have lunch together sometime?” 

“I’m never too busy to have lunch with you.” Tasha said. “How about we both get a meal to go now?” 

Evelyn reached out to hug Tasha again. “I’d like that.” 

The weather was gorgeous, clear skies and a steady breeze welcomed Tasha as she brought her motorcycle to a crawl and stopped in a parking space next to Evelyn’s four-door car. Hopping off the bike, she took off her helmet and made her way toward Evelyn, who held their lunches in a plastic bag. 

“There’s a few empty benches under the pavillon. You want to eat there, baby girl?” Evelyn asked.

“Yes ma’am. Eating there is fine with me.” 

As she sat everything out, Tasha went to the nearby vending machine to get them something to drink. Coming back to two bottled sweet teas, Tasha handed one to Evelyn, and they sat down together as Evelyn blessed their food. 

“So, Tasha, how are your sisters doing?”  

Tasha put down her fork and answered, “They doing alright. My younger sister is married now, with twins on the way.” 

Evelyn’s eyes widened. “Twins?!” 

“Yes ma’am, twins?” Tasha confirmed, letting out a small chuckle. 

Evelyn quickly asked, “You thinking of doing the same someday? Settling down and having some babies?” 

She should’ve known that question was going to come up. And it took considerable effort, but Tasha managed to keep her voice light as she answered, “I think my sister is having enough kids for the both of us. Besides, my work keeps me busy.” 

“That it do, baby girl.” Looking over at Evelyn, who seemed to be miles away. Evelyn’s face turned downward and Tasha called out gently,  “Is everything okay, Mrs. Evelyn?” 

Soon she saw unshed tears fill Evelyn’s eyes and Tasha quickly spoke, “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to make you cry.” 

“I’m fine baby, it’s just good to see you, is all.” 

Tasha took a napkin out of the plastic wrapping from her meal and handed it to Evelyn, who chuckled, “I’m sorry to get like this in front of you.” 

“It’s okay.” 

More tears fell from Evelyn’s eyes as the two stared at one another. Seeing the woman who had always been kind to her, who treated her better than Kitty did while alive, tearing up started to tear at Tasha’s inside. So much so that she couldn’t ignore the gnawing ache in her chest.

“Please, tell me what it is, Mrs. Evelyn.” Tasha gently asked. 

Evelyn glanced up at her and wiped the corners of her eyes. Sniffling, she finally answered. “I’m just worried about Jerome. I-I ain’t seen or heard from him in weeks! And I don’t know what he’s been doing these days, or the people he’s with. It’s just too much sometimes... All I can do is pray he is okay.” 

Clearing her throat, Tasha pushed aside the many questions she had, questions Evelyn clearly didn’t have, as she placed what was hopefully a comforting hand on top of Evelyn’s. “I’m sorry Mrs. Evelyn.” The older woman grabbed ahold of Tasha’s hands and she blinked back her own tears. The need to make Evelyn feel better, to give her even a small amount of peace in that moment is what led her to say, “I promise you, before I leave, I’ll find out what Jerome has been up to for you, okay? 

The hopefulness that shone back to her from Evelyn’s tear stained face was all Tasha needed to fight the small voice in her mind that told her to not make promises she couldn’t keep.

I can do this, find him and let Mrs. Evelyn know he’s alright. I can do this - for her.

“Thank you, baby girl.”

* * *
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AFTER HAVING LUNCH with Evelyn yesterday, Trisha and the kids were on her mind. Along with thoughts of her last therapy session urging her on, she picked up the phone and scrolled down until she spotted her little sister’s name. 

Why am I so nervous to call Trish? Has it really been that long since we talked? 

After two rings, Tasha sighed in relief to the sound of Trisha’s voice. 

“Hey Trish! It’s Tasha.” she said, letting out a nervous chuckle. 

“Oh, hey! What’s up?” 

Hearing Trisha’s casual reply helped calm her nerves a little as Tasha paced back and forth inside her hotel room. “I forgot to ask the other day if you had a baby registry?” 

“I do, but don’t worry about that.” Trisha said 

Tasha thought that’s what she’d say, so she was already prepared with a response. “Now how can I call myself a good auntie if I don’t help out a little from time to time?” 

The line was silent for a beat until Trisha spoke again. “Oh, okay. I’m sure by now most of my old co-workers ordered most of the things already. The registry is under ‘Wrice for Two’ at Loveable Ones Baby Shop.” 

Tasha wrote the information down. “Okay. I’ll see what I can get from the list soon.”  

Hearing the boys in the background, Tasha remembered the second reason she called, “Oh! I was also wondering if you and the boys had plans today? I would love to see y’all again.” 

Tasha heard a muffled voice in the background, followed by laughter, before Trisha answered. “We ain’t got no plans today, since the kids don’t have school. Wanna meet up at Sunshine Park?” 

A smile started to spread across Tasha’s lips as she remembered spending time with Trisha at the same park, back in the day. “Yeah, I can meet y’all there in an hour.” 

Quickly getting dressed in a pair of acid washed jeans and a purple tank top, Tasha grabbed her messenger bag and helmet as she walked out of her suite.  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter Three

​Take Care 
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Alexa 

Wayward Waffle’s was packed, but Alexa spotted Tasha quickly as they walked inside. Waving her over, Tasha grinned at her and Rachel before joining them at the table, putting her helmet on the empty seat.  

“So, why did you offer to treat us to breakfast today?” Alexa asked. 

“I was in the area yesterday, visiting Trisha and the kids. So I thought I’d see y’all too.” Tasha said cheerfully before adding, “Plus, as your maid of honor, I gotta make sure I know the itinerary so I can help y’all jump the broom in style!”. 

Rachel grinned. “That’s what I’m talking about!”  

Alexa watched as Rachel pulled out her planner and Tasha took out her phone. “So here are the dates for the outfit fittings and cake tasting with SweeThangs...”  

Seeing the two of them syncing their schedules brought a smile to Alexa’s face. And as much as she wanted to believe that Tasha inviting them out for breakfast was only about their upcoming nuptials, Alexa couldn’t shake the feeling that there was more to it. 

Time will tell soon enough.

Minutes later, a server came by to take their orders and Tasha waited for them to leave before asking Rachel, “How’s work been? You like officially running things?” 

Alexa looked over at Rachel as she and Tasha started talking about her new position at work. “Yeah! I finally feel like my job is worthwhile again. And being able to pay off my student loans faster with that raise don’t hurt none either.”  

They were all smiles when their server returned with their drinks. 

Maybe this really was just a surprise social visit. 

Twenty minutes flew by, as the trio chatted about all the things that had changed since Tasha was last home. Everything was going pretty good, until her fiance gasped, “That’s right! You missed the last Jamboree! It was pretty good, even though Jerome -” 

Rachel cut her eyes over to Alexis and picked up her drink, taking two deep swigs. 

Dang. She would drop his name just when the vibe was so chill.

Tasha seemed unfazed by hearing the preacher’s kid’s name. She looked at the two of them and sighed. “Y’all can talk about him around me. The man does still live here.” 

Rachel looked over at Alexa as Tasha continued, “Besides, I already met with his mama the other day. It was... a little awkward at first, but good.” 

Tasha back in the day wouldn’t have told us that. Maybe she really is cool with everything. 

“You might be good and all now, but PK ain’t.” Rachel said. “He’s changed over the years and it ain’t for the best.” 

This woman here! Ain’t she the one that told me not to say nothing before we got here? 

Both Alexa and Tasha look at Rachel incredulously. 

“What? I said what I said!”  

Watching her fiance double down on her thoughts about Jerome didn’t surprise Alexa. Ever since she reached out to him three years ago on behalf of her company to ask him about possibly mentoring the kids at her center as part of a workshop event, and he all but ignored her, choosing to mail out some autographed CDs and t-shirts instead of calling Creative Chords back. Alexa knew when Rachel tossed the fan mail into the trash that her baby was too through with Jerome ‘JPK’ Grant. 

“Whoa, okay. He must really be something for you to be so vocal about it.” 

Before Rachel could go in anymore about Jerome's antics over the years, Alexa took out her phone and logged into her social media feed. She handed the phone to Tasha. “I guess you don’t follow him online, uh?” she said as Tasha looked at the phone’s screen.  

She studied Tasha’s face as her friend scrolled down the social feed. When she saw Tasha’s free hand curl up slightly, Alexa slowly brought her eyes to the ground. Sure enough, Tasha’s left foot was bouncing like a hot rabbit's tail. 

Gotta give it to you, Tasha, you almost had me fooled. 

“They’re just behind-the-scenes pictures of him on stage while touring.” Tasha tried to joke, but Alexa wasn’t having it.  

“He was quiet at first, the year that you left.” Alexa looked on as Rachel explained. “Then he started touring more and got real bougie on his socials.” 

“Rachel, I hear you. But what has he done that is so bad? He looks like every other rapper online these days.” 

“That’s just it Tash. He ain’t supposed to be like every other rapper!” Alexa hissed. “He said he’s rapping about God to reach the kids, but how that gonna work? With him saying one thing on stage and then going out and partying like the other rappers at Trap Sons?” 

The trio got quiet as their server brought out their food. Though the longer she stared at Tasha, who grinned like a little kid as the server placed her plate in front of her, the hotter Alexa’s face grew. They watched on as Tasha cut into her fried chicken and waffles, closing her eyes when she brought the food to her opened mouth.  

“Dang Tash - you wanna be alone?” Rachel snidely asked. 

Rolling her eyes at her fiance, Alexa looked on as Tasha took another bite of her meal. “What? It’s been a minute since I’ve had fried chicken.” Looking down at her plate and bringing her lips together once more, Tasha added, “I love mixed paella as much as the next girl, but it don’t hit the spot like this plate right here.” 

“Everything okay here?” Their server asked. 

Tasha looked up at them and grinned. “We good. Can you bring us the check, please?” 

Their server nodded and walked away. 

“So that’s it? You ain’t got nothing to say about your boy?” Alexa asked Tasha directly as she added, “And he’s married now - with a son. You still don’t wanna say nothing?”

Taking a swig of her orange juice, Tasha answered. “What should I say?” 

Alexa watched Tasha as she tilted her head. A small, tight smile appeared on her face before she continued on. “We wished each other well, and it looks like he’s doing just that.” 

Rachel stared at her plate as Alexa glared at Tasha. “No, actually, he isn’t. Not really.” She said evenly. 

Tasha continued eating her food, seemingly done with their current conversation. 

“And I’mma need you to stop frontin’ about this Tash!” Alexa finally snapped. “One of our associates at the firm is a member at Christ Corner. They say that folks been whispering about Jerome for years now. How he been missing from service for months, and when he does show up, him and his wife don’t even sit together. Some of the kids that he’s given autographs and take pictures with say he smelled like a skunk!” Alexa harshly whispered, “Now you tell me - is that behavior normal for a Christian rapper?” 

“I wouldn’t know. I don’t work with entertainers.” Tasha replied as their server handed her the check. 

“You ain’t fooling me Tash with this attitude of yours. Back in the day you and Jerome - Rome - y’all had something. You mean to tell us that you don’t care what he’s been up to now that you’re back in town?” 

Both Alexa and Rachel stared at Tasha. She finally put down her knife and fork before softening her gaze. “Yeah, years ago, Jerome and I were almost more than friends. But I chose different and left. He went on with his life, and I sincerely wished him well. The end.” 

Hearing Alexa scoff, Tasha went on. “From what y'all have told me, he’s done that. Jerome is a successful rapper, husband, and father. Even if I did still have feelings, it wouldn’t matter. And if I did have worries about him, it’s not like I have the man on speed dial. I don’t even know how to get in touch with him these days.” 

“I bet you’d find him at BU. Last I heard, that’s where him and his crew like to go these days.” 

Alexa was going to have a strong talk with her fiance later about oversharing. Tasha could pretend all she wanted, but Alexa wasn’t fooled. 

If she cool with seeing Jerome’s mama - it’s only a matter of time before they see each other. I just hope it doesn’t send her running away for another four years.

“I’ve got no problem with going to Bottom’s Up. It’s been a minute since I’ve been there. Too bad y'all sold The Fast Fix. I could’ve put in a shift, you know, for old time’s sake.” 

Tasha took another sip of her juice before slowly standing up. “I’m gonna go take care of the bill right quick.” 

Rachel and Alexa watched their friend walk to the front counter, and Alexa sighed.  

“You believe her, babe?” 

Alexa slowly shook her head. “I want to, but she trying too hard to convince us that she don’t care about him anymore.” 

“She always did keep her feelings to herself, but babe, I’m really worried for her.” 

Rachel took Alexa’s hand and kissed her knuckles gently. She knew her girl was thinking back to the day Tasha came home after being out with Jerome for the weekend. She and Rachel had spent the weekend indoors, watching reality TV and sipping wine on their couch. Both were tipsy and giggling when Tasha entered the house. They didn’t even realize anything was wrong as they started to tease Tasha about getting the preacher’s kid to ‘sin for the weekend’ until Tasha dropped her overnight bag and fell to the floor. 

Alexa sobered up real quick at seeing her usually together friend bawling and shaking like a leaf in front of them. That night, she and Rachel took turns passing by Tasha’s bedroom door, listening to any hint that she was okay. They’d fallen asleep on the couch and were woken up by the smell of bacon and eggs, along with an apology from Tasha. She told them about the internship she was accepted for, completely avoiding any further talk about her time with Jerome. 

And just like that, after one night with Jerome, her best friend of over a decade was gone from her life. All because she fell for the preacher’s son and got hurt. I’m not about to let that happen again, not if I can help it. 

“I just don’t want her to get hurt again.” Alexa spoke softly as Tasha made her way back to the table. 

“Me too babe, me too.” Rachel whispered, taking Alexa's hand in hers and kissing it gently.







Sofie 

“That boy is getting so big!”  

Hearing mama comment on little Ro for the second time that day, Sofie rolled her eyes. “Ain’t that’s what he supposed to do? Can’t stay a baby forever.” 

Lillie Ward tsked at her youngest child before going over to pick up her now sleeping grandson. She grinned as she walked down the hall to put him in bed. While her mama was fawning over her son, Sofie took a glance in a nearby mirror and frowned as she looked down at her stomach. The thin jagged lines that went around her torso were light, only a shade darker than her overall complexion, but she still detested the sight of them. 
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