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Chapter One
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“Okay, I got it,” Andre declared, looking down at the tangled strand of lights in his arms like he was holding a wriggling toddler. He began to turn, attempting to stretch the strand out. “No, wait—maybe I don’t...what the heck?”

Bella bounced seven-month-old Serenity on her lap, biting back a grin. “On your left,” she said, her voice teasing. “No, your other left. The end of the strand is right by your elbow.”

Andre spun in a half-circle, the lights wrapping around his waist like a festive belt. His brow furrowed in determination. “Why don’t I see—oh, there it is. Sheesh. It’s like these things are possessed.”

“Stellar on the football field, but Christmas lights are your kryptonite,” Bella teased, laughing softly.

He shot her a look, one eyebrow raised in mock offense. “Hey, this is all part of the strategy, babe. Gotta keep the lights on their toes.”

“Sure,” Bella said. “Let’s go with that.”

“Strand lights need one of those winding thingy-dingies,” Andre announced.

Bella blinked, baffled at the absurdity of his words. “What?”

“You know, like those things for garden hoses. You wrap the lights around it, and boom—no tangles. It’s genius.” Andre spun again, making headway disentangling the lights. “A hose wheel! That’s what they need for lights. I should invent that.”

“Right. Sure, sweetie.” Bella smirked. “Let’s add that to your growing list of billion-dollar ideas.”

Undeterred, Andre went back to wrestling the strand, muttering about “the flaws of light strings” and how a “light wheel would sell like hotcakes.” Bella couldn’t help but grin, watching him battle the lights like they were his mortal enemies.

This was normal. Delightfully mundane. Her man waging war with a string of Christmas lights, as if his holiday honor depended on it. And yet, Bella’s heart swelled with warmth, the simple scene filling her with gratitude.

After everything they’d endured this past year—the chaos, the heartache—this sweet, silly moment felt like pure magic.

Serenity let out a delighted giggle, waving her tiny hands as if cheering Andre on. “At least someone’s in my corner,” Andre quipped, glancing at his daughter. “That’s my girl! Team Daddy for the win.”

Bella grinned and kissed Serenity’s plump cheek. “Look at your daddy, working so hard to make everything perfect for your first Christmas,” she cooed.

Andre glanced over his shoulder, his eyes softening as they met Bella’s. “Perfect might be a stretch,” he said, unwinding the lights from his waist with exaggerated precision. “But I’m giving it my all, my sweet girl.”

Serenity gurgled her approval, clapping her tiny hands, and Bella laughed softly. Her daughter was enchanted by the half-lit Christmas tree and the decorations laid out around the living room floor.

Bella was enchanted by the sheer joy of this moment, of this life—a life she once doubted she could ever have. But here it was, wrapped in string lights and laughter, more perfect than anything she could have dreamed.

“It is perfect, Dre,” Bella said, thinking of all they’d been through. “We’re together, we’re healthy, and this little girl is fascinated with the tree. Our first Christmas with Serenity is everything I could have ever hoped for.”

“Victory!” Andre proclaimed, fully freeing himself from the string lights. “Now let me get these on the lower half of the tree.”

“Let a pro help you.” Bella carried Serenity to her playpen and placed her inside, then went to help Andre thread the lights through the tree.

Their twelve-foot artificial pine stood tall and majestic in the corner of the living room, its snowy white branches transforming the space into a serene winter wonderland. The artificial tree was a tribute to Andre’s mother, who’d had a long-standing fear of real trees. Andre explained that she’d always worried about the fire hazards, the mess of falling needles, and the hidden insects that might come with a real one. Plus, you could pack up an artificial tree and use it again the next year, making it the financially smarter choice. 

Bella was fine foregoing a real tree, but had insisted on one that wasn’t pre-lit. Part of the excitement when Bella had been young was her family’s time together threading lights through the tree and hanging ornaments. 

“All we need now is some eggnog,” she said. “That was part of our tree decorating ritual when I was a kid.” 

“With rum?” Andre asked. 

“As we got older, my brother and I were allowed a tiny splash. Not enough to taste, but it made us feel grown all the same.”

Andre stepped back, hands on his hips as he surveyed their handiwork. “All right,” he said, a satisfied smile tugging at his lips, “I think it’s ready for the ornaments.”

Bella clapped her hands together, practically bouncing on her toes. “Finally! I’ve been waiting all day for this.”

Andre chuckled, reaching down to the small box on the coffee table. “I thought we’d start with this one,” he said, pulling out a delicate white ornament shaped like a snowflake. Etched in shimmering silver script were the words Baby’s First Christmas.

Bella’s eyes softened, and she let out a quiet gasp. “Andre, when did you get this?”

“I saw it and knew we had to have it.”

“It’s perfect.”

“I thought so too.” He held the ornament out to her. “You can do the honors.”

Bella shook her head. “No, you do it. You’re her dad. It feels right.”

“Let’s do it together,” he said.

Bella nodded, stepping closer. Together, they approached the tree, Andre holding the ornament steady while Bella guided his hand to a sturdy branch near the middle. They hung it carefully, the tiny snowflake catching the twinkle of the lights.

Andre took a step back, sliding an arm around Bella’s waist as they admired their work. “Look at that,” he said softly. “Her first ornament.”

Bella leaned her head against his shoulder, her voice warm with affection. “The first of many.”

From the playpen, Serenity squealed, and they both turned to look at their daughter. Bella laughed. “She approves.”

Andre grinned. “She’s got good taste already.”

Bella went to the ornament box for more to hang. Some were simple baubles they’d picked out last year when it had just been her and Andre. Others were older, more meaningful. Andre had held onto many of the ornaments he’d had growing up, all of them special to him in some way.

“Look at this one,” she said, holding up a small, hand-painted ornament shaped like a snowman. “It’s beautiful.”

Andre’s expression turned tender as he took it from her hand. “That one was my mom’s favorite,” he said quietly, running his thumb over the painted surface. “She loved snowmen. Said they reminded her of how fleeting happiness can be, but also how beautiful life is if you’re paying attention.”

Bella could only imagine that the fleeting referred to his father, who’d walked out on Andre when he’d been a kid and never looked back. Andre had fiercely loved his mother, whom he’d lost to cancer six years ago. 

“I can’t imagine how much she would have loved Serenity,” Bella said, feeling a pang of emotion at her words.

“She would have been the best grandmother.”

Holding the ornament, Andre stepped over to the tree and hung it with care, close to the center.

A tiny giggle caught their attention, and they both turned to Serenity, who was standing in the playpen, supporting herself by holding the edge.

Andre’s face lit up. “Look at you.” He walked over and leaned down toward his daughter. “Hey, little miss. Before long you’re going to be running around, aren’t you?” 

“Speaking of which, my mother was suggesting we plan the wedding for later next summer, when Serenity will definitely be steadier on her feet.”

“Makes sense,” Andre said. “Though August might be too hot.”

“June, maybe?” Bella suggested. “Maybe even September.”

“We’ll start planning in earnest in January,” Andre said. Serenity babbled loudly and reached for him, her small palm landing on his cheek. Andre smiled. “You want to help? You want to put some ornaments on the tree?”

Bella watched as Andre leaned in and blew a raspberry against Serenity’s chubby hand. The sound made Serenity squeal with delight, her giggles bubbling up and filling the room. Andre did it again, his own laughter joining hers, and Bella felt her heart swell at the sight of them together.

“You’ve got Daddy wrapped around your little finger,” Bella teased, her voice filled with warmth.

Andre looked up at her, grinning. “She’s the boss. What can I say?” He turned back to Serenity, his voice dropping to a mock whisper. “But don’t let Mommy know that, okay?”

Bella laughed as Serenity responded with another squeal, waving one of her hands with excitement. 

Walking over to Serenity, Bella handed her a plush Santa ornament. Serenity immediately brought it to her mouth. At seven months old and deep into teething, Serenity had a knack for turning anything within reach into a makeshift teething toy to soothe her gums.

“Let’s hang the rest of these,” Bella said, returning to the ornament box. She carefully lifted a delicate golden angel, its wings catching the glow of the Christmas lights. Andre had given it to her last year, a symbol of hope and joy as they awaited Serenity’s arrival. Even before she was born, their little girl had been their angel in every sense of the word.

The doorbell rang.

Andre frowned, glancing at Bella. “Expecting anyone?”

She shook her head. “It’s probably a package. My brother said he was sending something for Serenity. You know how late deliveries get this time of year.”

Andre stood and walked to the door. When Bella heard a man say, “Andre Moore?” she meandered to the foyer.

“That’s me,” Andre replied, sounding guarded.

“And are you Bella Sinclair?” the man asked, looking beyond Andre to Bella.

Bella moved closer. “Yes. And you are?”

The man certainly looked odd, dressed in a long black coat and fedora. He handed over a thick envelope to Andre. “This is for you.” He extended one beyond Andre. “And this is for you, Miss Sinclair.”

Bella stepped forward and accepted the envelope. “What is this?”

“You’ve been served,” the man said. “Have a good evening.”

Before Andre or Bella could respond, the man turned and walked down the steps.

Andre looked at Bella, the question in his eyes mirroring her own curiosity. “Served?” Bella asked. “What could this be?”

Andre flipped the envelope over. “It doesn’t say who it’s from.” 

He walked into the living room and sat down on the sofa. Bella sat beside him. The envelope felt heavy in her hands, and she was afraid to open it. Instead, she watched as Andre tore open his envelope and quickly scanned the first page. His jaw tightened as the words registered.

“Babe?” Bella prompted.

“It’s a wrongful death lawsuit,” he said finally, his voice low and strained.

Bella’s eyes widened. “What?”

“Clarissa’s parents,” Andre said, gritting his teeth. His eyes flew over the words, his brow furrowing deeper with each line he read.

Bella’s mouth dropped open, and Serenity’s soft whimpering filled the sudden silence. “Oh my God,” she whispered.

“They’re... suing us,” Andre said, shaking his head in disbelief. “And I can’t even believe this number.”

Bella ripped open her own envelope. Indeed, her document was the same as Andre’s, naming both of them as defendants. Her eyes widened as she caught the amount they were seeking in bold on the second page.

“Fifty million dollars?” she said, aghast.

Andre dropped the papers onto the coffee table and leaned back with a heavy sigh. “Where do they even come up with a number like that?”

“There’s no way we could pay that. Even if we sold everything, it wouldn’t come close,” Bella said.

“It’s not just about the money,” Andre said, dragging a hand down his face. “It’s the message. This isn’t compensation—they want to ruin us. To ruin me.”

Bella reached out and gently touched Andre’s arm. “Oh, Dre.”

Andre turned to her, his expression tight with frustration. “Fifty million? Sure, I’ve had my successes as an athlete, but I’m not the biggest name in the game. That number is impossible. And even if it weren’t, most of my money is tied up in investments—plus the restaurant plans with Clay. Damn it.”

For the past five months, he and his close friend, former teammate Clay Harris, had been working tirelessly on their dream: opening a trio of Jamaican-Southern fusion restaurants in the DC area. Everything had been falling into place, with plans to launch in the new year. 

“The restaurant plans are going to have to be put on hold,” Andre went on. He cursed under his breath. “I thought we were past this. After the investigation cleared me, I thought that was it. That we could finally focus on being a family. Focus on our dreams. Now, several months later, Clarissa’s parents have decided to sue? It feels like we’re back at square one.”

Bella squeezed his arm, her voice firm. “We’re not at square one. We have each other. And no matter how impossible this feels, we’ll figure it out.”

Andre gazed toward Serenity in her playpen, who was sucking on the Santa ornament, blissfully unaware of the chaos surrounding them. “All I wanted was for her first Christmas to be perfect,” he murmured, his voice thick with emotion.

“It will be,” Bella said. She went to the playpen and scooped up Serenity, needing to feel her little body against hers. “We’ll keep moving forward, no matter what. As long as Serenity sees us smiling, she’ll feel the joy—and that’s what matters most.”

Andre nodded, but his eyes were distant. 

Bella returned to the sofa, her eyes scanning the legal document on the seat beside her. Her stomach churned as the weight of the accusations sank in. Words like “malicious intent,” “reckless disregard,” and “negligent behavior” seemed to leap off the page, each one more damning than the last. She was being accused of contributing to Clarissa’s mental health struggles, of “fostering an environment of emotional distress.”

What the hell? 

Her breath hitched when she reached a section alleging that her relationship with Andre had been “a direct and proximate cause” of Clarissa’s suffering. The phrase “intentional infliction of emotional harm” made her stomach twist, and around her, the room began to spin.

“How can they say this?” she whispered, her voice shaking. “Accusing me of causing Clarissa’s mental suffering?”

Bile rose in her throat as she clutched the papers, the weight of the lawsuit pressing down on her like a suffocating fog.

“It makes no sense,” Andre said.

“I’m not naïve,” Bella said, making a face, “but can they really sue? The investigation cleared you. You weren’t charged for what happened.”

“Not criminally, sure,” Andre replied, his tone sharp with bitterness as he tossed the papers onto the coffee table. “But her parents clearly think that I should be held legally responsible. We should. But seriously, why are they dragging you into this?”

Bella looked at the document again, continuing to skim the words with a sense of growing disbelief. “They’re claiming my relationship with you contributed to Clarissa’s mental health struggles—and that my behavior was malicious? Are they serious? That’s absurd! I’m the one who suffered because of Clarissa. She made my life a living hell. And she almost killed me!”

“Exactly,” Andre said. “Which makes their lawsuit even worse. They know this was self-defense, but that doesn’t matter to them. They had to know that their daughter had issues,” he said, making air quotes around the word “issues.” “Probably let her believe she was entitled to everything she wanted, spoiling her rotten. That’s what led to her mental health problems, not us.”

“No doubt,” Bella agreed. She reached for his hand, squeezing it tightly. “We’ll fight this, Dre. We’ll get through this.”

He nodded but didn’t say anything, his gaze fixed on the papers. The festive warmth of the room felt distant now, replaced by a cold weight.

Serenity, sensing the tension, let out a small whimper. Bella gently rocked her, humming softly to soothe her, but her eyes remained on Andre.

Andre cupped Bella’s face, his thumb brushing softly against her cheek. Bella closed her eyes, leaning into his touch, desperate to draw strength from it. She wanted to believe the reassurance in her own words, to feel the certainty she tried to convey—but could she?

Clarissa was gone, but her shadow still loomed over them, a ghost haunting them from the grave.

#
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BELLA BUSIED HERSELF in the kitchen, seasoning the chicken breasts and flour from memory more than conscious thought. The weight of the lawsuit bore down on her as she prepared dinner, making her chest feel heavy. She glanced around the spacious and beautiful room—a kitchen she had fallen in love with since moving in with Andre. The sleek marble countertops gleamed under soft pendant lights, and the open layout flowed seamlessly into the cozy dining area beside the large bay windows, which allowed a lot of light in the morning. Beside them was a cozy seating nook, the plush bench adorned with red and green throw pillows Bella had put out for Christmas. As well as the nook, there was a small, round table in front of the window, an ideal spot for a morning cup of coffee while gazing out at the lush garden beyond. Or an easy dinner, like she planned for tonight.

Stainless steel appliances and custom cabinetry gave the kitchen a polished, elegant feel, while the rustic wooden bar stools added an artistic and unique touch—Bella’s idea. A fresh poinsettia plant was on the counter, and a small Christmas tree near the window. In the several months since she’d moved in, this place had come to feel like home.

Would they have to sell this place? Just when they had finally made it their own?

She hoped that making Andre’s favorite meal—southern fried chicken with creamy mashed potatoes—would help lighten the heaviness. But even as they sat down to eat at the table, the tension was palpable. Normally he loved her cooking, but he barely touched the food. Mostly he pushed the potatoes around on the plate.

“Dre, you need to eat,” Bella said gently, her own appetite dissipating as she watched him. 

Beside her, Serenity was in her highchair flailing her little hands. Bella scooped up some mashed potatoes and fed Serenity, who made sounds of delight as she ate.

Andre set his fork and knife down with a sharp clink then pushed the plate away. “I’m not hungry.”

Bella reached out, placing her hand gently over his. She wanted to comfort him, to find the right words to ease the burden, but nothing came. What could she say? The enormity of the situation loomed over them, heavy and oppressive.

“Fifty million dollars,” Andre muttered, his voice tinged with disbelief and anger.

Bella’s chest tightened. She hated this. It would have been devastating at any time of year, but just weeks before Christmas? The season that was supposed to be filled with joy, warmth, and new traditions for their little family was being overshadowed by the bombshell that had been delivered. She and Andre had spent the weekend putting up the tree and hanging ornaments, crafting their first holiday memories together. Even Serenity had been excited to help, though she’d been more interested in biting the plush toy ornaments than hanging them on the tree. The moments had been happy with the family Bella had never thought she’d have.

She glanced beyond Andre to the smaller Christmas tree that was prominently displayed in the bay window. The twinkling lights now seemed to mock their reality.

“The more I think about it, the more I believe this lawsuit is just a nuisance,” Bella said, hoping to change the mood. “We were cleared of any criminal charges. The police investigation said it was rock solid case of self-defense. Clarissa’s parents don’t have a leg to stand on.”

Andre exhaled sharply and leaned back in his chair. “I wish it were that simple. While you were making dinner, I did some digging. Civil court is a whole different animal. There’s no guarantee we’ll win, Bella. None.”

Their daughter cooed from her highchair, her little hands seeking more food. Bella gave her another spoonful of potatoes. 

Serenity’s happy sounds were a stark contrast to the tension in the room.

“We can’t let this break us,” Bella said, her voice softening. “We have to focus on what matters—on Serenity, on being together. She needs us to stay strong, especially now.”

Andre turned to her, his jaw tight. “You think I’m not strong because I’m worried about this? Because I can’t just sit here, wrap Christmas presents and cook dinner, and act like this won’t destroy us?”

“That’s not what I said,” Bella shot back, her own frustration rising. “But worrying yourself sick won’t help either. We’ll fight this, Andre. They can’t get blood from stone. If we don’t have the money, we don’t have it.”

“You don’t get it,” he snapped. “This isn’t just about the money. It’s about our reputation—my reputation. Do you know what the media’s going to do with this? How they’re going to twist everything? They’ll drag our names through the mud again, make me out to be some kind of monster. And you want me to just ignore that?”

Bella’s stomach tightened. “I’m not saying ignore it, but we can’t let it consume us, either. Serenity doesn’t deserve to grow up in a house full of fear and anger. We have to find some balance, no matter what we’re facing.”
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