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Chapter One
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“Let’s close up guys!” Jane said as she walked out of the stock room and realized that the bar was empty. She had worked a double shift in that godforsaken place and had been on her legs since half eleven yesterday morning. 

Everything about Shotter’s was depressing. From the faded green walls to the old rocky tables that looked like no amount of wiping would ever get them clean. The crowd was usually loud and unmanageable, and there was a stench about the place that had permanently seeped into the atmosphere. Jane hated it there. 

She sighed as she watched her team, rejuvenated by those words beginning to move fast again. It was a long night. Four fights, and one loud angry wife to make their job that much harder. Thankfully, the last fight had gotten so out of control that most of the patrons left when Jane announced she was about to call the cops. The bar was finally empty now and she decided they might as well close, rather than waiting for trouble to find them again.

“You’ve got to be kidding me! Ryan! Why didn’t you close the door!?” Faye asked groaning. 

Ryan, a bulky man in his mid-thirties was lumbering his way back from the washroom area looking apologetic.

“What time is it?” Faye continued to whine, as the other workers began to moan.

“It’s ten minutes to three,” Jane responded and looked towards the door. Firefighters! About ten of them, staggering their way in, loud and unruly.

Jane moaned too, but as the supervisor, she kept hers on the inside and satisfied herself with a deep sigh. “Alright guys, you know the rules, we’re open till four once there’re customers.” She said it in a voice that sounded so authoritative, that even she wanted to roll her eyes at herself.

“Bring him here!” One of the firefighters said loudly to two of his buddies who were pulling a third into the bar with them. Jane groaned. This did not look like a quick drink posse, they were beyond doubt going to be open till four. 

“You know the rules, Williams! The hero must have a drink!” The first one spoke again, then pulled a stool for the unwilling friend, who sat down sulkily and shook his head looking defeated.

“And what will the hero be having?” Jane asked with a huge fake smile on her face.

He lifted tired eyes to her without raising his head. Jane could almost pity him, but she had been on her legs for almost sixteen hours straight and had no pity left in her for anyone but herself.

“I don’t want a drink. I want to go home and rest,” he said sounding resigned, and Faye rolled her eyes at him. 

Jane just smiled. Faye was tired too, because she had worked the double shift with Jane, and Faye lacked the patience that Jane had.

“You’re taking a drink, Williams.” The first friend shouted again, “We’re not going home unless you take a drink.” There was more shouting from his other friends, and Jane’s entire team was starting to look annoyed at them now.

“Then I guess you idiots will be here all night.” Williams said under his breath.

Jane raised a brow, then looked at his loud friends. It was late and they were already drunk out of their minds, which meant they were probably tossed out of another bar somewhere. But they were firefighters, and she did have a soft spot for firefighters. 

It was only six weeks ago that the house where Jane was renting an apartment had burned to the ground. And although Jane had lost everything in the fire, the firefighters were able to save Mrs. Henry, who was asleep when the blaze started and had gotten trapped. Jane was not there but was told that the officer who went into the blaze had risked his own safety to get the old woman out.

“Hey! Sexy! Give my friend here a shot of something for me,” The first friend said addressing Jane this time. Jane just frowned at him.

Williams sighed, “I told you guys already. I won’t drink. I have service in the morning.”

“That’s always your excuse, Williams. We’re not accepting it tonight. Have a drink or we’ll be here all night,” another from the group shouted and his words were met with cheers. 

Jane looked at Ryan, and he nodded at her. They could stay till 4:00am, but that was the latest. She would be closing after that whether Williams took his drink or not. Deciding to leave the hero to brood for a while, Jane began taking orders from the others. 

“I don’t even have the energy to pretend to smile,” Faye passed near to her carrying a tray of beers and spoke. Faye and Jane were best friends and had been since they started working at Shotter’s almost nine years ago. 

It was Faye’s first Job, and she was scared and having trouble fitting in with the crowd. Jane had helped her get accustomed fast. So much so, that Faye seemed to fit in with the crowd more than Jane now. But Jane knew her friend was a fake. That puffy hair and mean attitude was just a front, behind those big eyes was the scared soul Faye always was.

The two were like sisters, and Faye treated Jane a hell of a lot better than her own sisters ever did. She was as sweet and gentle as they came, and Jane was glad to have her as a friend.

Jane laughed and shook her head at her. “I’m gonna see if I could cheer up the hero,” She responded and walked in the direction of Williams. He was sitting with his head hung, looking like he was falling asleep. 

“So why are you with this group if you don’t want to drink?” she asked, knocking on the wooden counter in front of him to get his attention, her wide fake smile plastered on her face.

Williams raised his head, and large sleepy eyes peered at her, making her heart stop dead as they engulfed her in their warmth. Jane swallowed, and her hand came up involuntarily to touch her chest where a rush of heat had begun to spread. Williams was ridiculously good looking. 

His face was round, with fat cheeks and meticulously groomed facial hair, all the way to his short, full, sexy beard. His hair had the fresh markings of a recent cut, and its natural curls looked moist and tempting to tease. He was tall. Jane had seen his height when he came in, and those broad, manly shoulders couldn’t hide if he tried. He looked like a fireman. Not the fat sweaty ones you saw at the desk if you visited the fire-station, but the ones you saw on the movie screens and on the cover of magazines.

He was wearing his official Trinidad and Tobago Firefighter’s button up T-Shirt, and muscular arms filled out his jersey sleeves. Jane stared, then catching herself, tried to find Faye to see if her friend was affected too. Noticing that Faye was over in another corner being rude to one of his friends, Jane turned back and looked at him. He was smiling at her, a sexy grin made lopsided by the single dimple on his left cheek. 

“Does it look like I’m here by choice?” He asked, “They literally picked me up and put me on that bus tonight and is refusing to let me go home.”

Jane couldn’t help but chuckle a little. “Why don’t you sneak out? They’re pretty drunk, they probably would not even notice.”

He scoffed, “They could drink this bar dry and still have room for more. They’re watching the door, trust me. There’s no way I could get out of here. My only chance is to wait until they start falling asleep on themselves.” He grinned, and Jane’s heart did a little flip at the sight of his large white teeth and the deepening of his dimple. 

She tried to ignore it. “And how long do you think it will take them to start sleeping on themselves? We were about to close when you guys walked in. I don’t want to add to your pressure, but I am exhausted and so is my team. You see my girl over there?” She said, pointing at Faye who was scowling at one of the men. “She is ready to fight one of these guys, and make no mistake, she will lose.”

He chuckled, “To be honest, these guys could drink all night. I usually get out before they leave for the bar, but I got a small burn on my arm and had to check it out with the medic before I leave.” 

Jane frowned. “Was there a fire tonight?” she asked feeling unexpectedly alarmed. Her heart began to pound a little faster, and her breathing became shallower.

Williams nodded, “Yes. An apartment building, up in Glencoe. It burnt almost to the ground. Are you okay?” He asked, as her hand went to her chest again, this time for an entirely different reason. 

Jane nodded quickly. But he was still looking worried and waving someone over. A gentle arm was placed behind her waist, and Jane knew instantly that it was Faye. 

“Hey, are you alright? Is he bothering you?” Faye asked, then looked accusingly at Williams. 

Jane didn’t answer, she was beginning to calm, but she still focused all her energy on feeding her lungs.

“I don’t know what happened, I was telling her about the fire in Glencoe, and she just began to panic,” William said defensively.

“Oh!” Faye responded, then looked away from him. “Why don’t you have a seat in the back for a while? We can handle these guys,” she said to Jane in a softer tone.

Jane took a final deep breath, then looked at her friend. “I’m okay, you can go back to your customer,” she said. Faye looked at her for a moment then smiled and walked away.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” Williams asked eying her worriedly when Faye left, “Do you know someone who lives there? No one was hurt.”

Jane smiled, “No, it’s not that. My home burnt down a few weeks ago. I was just being foolish.”

“A few weeks ago? Was it the Henry’s place on Nelson Street?” Williams asked in a shocked tone.

Jane nodded. “Yes, you heard of it?”

“Heard of it? I was there that night. That place burnt in a matter of minutes! I barely got the old woman out. She got a few nasty burns too.” he continued.

“That was you? And how did you become a hero again tonight?” she asked, hating the way she sounded like a cheerleader.

He flashed that panty drenching, heart stopping grin of his and said, “I saved two little girls who were hiding under their Neighbour's bed. Got them out without a burn too, and all I got was this little one on my arm.” He showed her the neatly dressed wound above his elbow.

“Wow! You’re really a hero then,” she said and offered him a genuine smile.

He seemed surprised by it. Tilting his head a little to the side, he stared as if it were the first time he had seen her that night. Then, without warning, his gaze began to travel hungrily over her face, and down to her breasts that tingled at his attention. Lower still he went to where she was cut off by the bar, then slowly and deliberately up, lingering a little longer on her breast than anywhere else. And when he licked his beautiful chocolate lips, a shiver ran through Jane that awoke something she had not felt in a long while. Lust!

“Where have you been hiding that all the time?” he asked.

She frowned, “Hiding what?”

“That smile!”

She rolled her eyes and shook her head.

“What’s your name?” 

“I’m Jane.” 

He extended a hand to her, and when she placed hers in, he closed his warm and rough around it. It was strange how her tiny one seemed to fit perfectly into his. She looked up at him and there was that sexy grin again, teasing her libido.

“And I’m Dante,” he said, holding her hand longer than necessary and staring into her eyes. Jane was too astonished to pull it away. She just stared back, getting lost in its soft depth.

“Are you ready to take that drink now, Williams? You’re sitting holding up the woman’s hand.” One of his loud co-workers interrupted and Jane pulled her hand free.

Dante sighed, “Fine, but only because this beautiful woman is tired and ready to go home. So, when I take the drink, we’re leaving.” 

He kept his eyes on her while he spoke, and she stared back helplessly, feeling trapped in his gaze.

The co-worker turned to Jane, “Damn! We’ve been trying to get him to have a drink since half eleven. Ten minutes with you and he’s ready? We should have come here first!”

Jane looked at the man briefly, then back at Dante. “You don’t need to drink if you don’t want to. We’ll be closing at four whether they are ready to leave or not,” she said, “we don’t stay open till the sun rises.”

Dante smiled and shook his head, “I’m exhausted, I won’t be able to play tomorrow anyways. Just give me the drink.” 

Jane shrugged, “What will you have?” 

“I’ll have a beer.” He responded resignedly. 

That was met by loud protest again. “Take a shot, Williams! We’re not leaving until you take a shot!” That request came from near the door, and Jane looked over to see a fat, sweaty man in a fireman’s uniform, drinking what looked like a rum and coke. 

Dante rubbed his fingers over his forehead and sighed deeply. When he looked at Jane again, he looked so defeated that she found the strength to be sorry for him. Or maybe the strength was found in his handsome face, or the way her body had started to respond to him, she was not sure. 

“Fine, I’ll have a shot,” he said.

“A shot of what?” Jane asked laughing.

“Dealers choice,” he responded with a flirtatious grin.

Jane studied his face some more and tried to see past the good looks. There was an innocence about him that lingered in those large round eyes and made her think he was a likeable person. There was no reason that these guys should be forcing him to drink against his will. And she would be damned if she was the one to pour for him. She smiled, then picked up a single shot glass, filled it from a bottle with a spout and slid it across to him. He held it up and looked at it questioningly. 

“What is it?” he asked. But when Jane opened her mouth to lie, he held up a hand and stopped her. “Never mind, I don’t even want to know,” he said. And she smiled.

His buddies gathered around. “Shot! Shot! Shot! Shot!” They began chanting foolishly. Dante took a deep breath, lifted the tiny glass to her, then threw the contents to the back of his throat and choked.
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‘It’s Water!’ Dante thought shocked as the cold liquid splashed into his throat, spilled into his trachea and made him cough. It was the surprise that made him choke, but the sound of his splutters satisfied his friends, and they began to shout and cheer again. He looked at Jane, and she grinned then winked at him.

“Dealers choice,” she said and shrugged. 

Dante shook his head. He might have been able to get over how beautiful she was, but now that she had saved him, he knew there was no way he would not pursue her. She was a looker. Medium height for a woman, maybe even a little short. He estimated about five feet five inches if he minus the stilettos she was wearing. Her face was small and oval, with a cute, pointed chin that gave her a slightly haughty finish. Her hair was in a kinky Ras that she had twisted in the front and hanging to her shoulders in the back. She was thin, with smooth dark chocolate skin, and almond shaped eyes that came alive when her smile was genuine. Dante felt drawn to her.

“Okay, I took the drink guys. Now it’s time for us to clear out of here and leave these people alone,” he said loudly. 

There was a chorus of disappointed moans, but his coworkers did start paying tabs and heading for the door, as the bar workers began packing up chairs and wiping tables. He looked at Jane again, she had joined in with the other bar workers and started cleaning up.

“Thank you,” he said, “Dad would kill me if I showed up for church with a hangover.” 

Jane looked questioningly at him. “You’d get a hangover from one drink?” She asked, sounding disbelieving. 

“I’m not a drinker, one beer or two is usually my limit.” 

Jane just nodded and continued to stare as if she was not sure if to believe him.

“I’m the president of the worship team,” he continued, “it won’t be right for me to show up in less than a decent condition.” 

He was staring now. She was simply gorgeous in an earthly woman way. Her beauty looked natural, like it was a part of who she was. She looked like a wife and mother. Or at least what he thought a wife and mother should be. Even in the tiny skirt and ridiculous heels.

“Hey! Williams! You having another shot in there? Come on or we’re leaving you!” Someone shouted from outside and interrupted them. It was Fergusson, Dante recognized the man’s barking voice and sighed.

“Guess the bus’s ready,” he said without making a move to leave. 

“Are you sure it’s safe to be riding with those guys?” she asked.

“We have a driver. He didn’t come in.” 

She just nodded.

Remembering that she said she was tired and ready to close, he asked, “Will you be here tomorrow night?” 

She frowned, “Why do you want to know?” 

Dante shrugged, “I just do. So, will you be here or not?”

She seemed to study him for a few seconds before answering. There was the trace of a smile on her face that made him realize that she was trying to sum him up in her mind. Dante couldn’t help but hope for a positive result.

“I guess I’ll be,” she shrugged and said, then took a bus tub from below the counter and started wiping the bar. 

Dante took it as his cue to leave, but still asked, “Can I come back?”

“It’s a public space.” She responded without looking at him.

He chuckled, “Alright, have a good night,” he said, then turned and joined his friends on the bus. 

Dante arrived home less than an hour later, exhausted, but still happy. Plus, at least he was not drunk. He showered and prayed, then fell into his bed with thoughts of Jane on his mind. Jane the bartender. ‘Dad would love that’ he thought sarcastically. 

She was beautiful and he did appreciate a good-looking woman, but never before had he let thoughts of a woman consume him the way Jane had stayed on his mind. He thought of nothing but her since he left the bar and hadn’t forgotten a thing. 

If he closed his eyes, he could picture her just the way she was. In the short, pleated skirt that barely was, and the snug fitted shirt that stretched across full beautiful breasts. He took a deep breath at the thought of those breasts. Dante was a breast man to his heart. Religious or not, he loved the sight of a nice full pair, and Jane’s were delectable. He groaned as he closed his eyes and tried to fall asleep.  

Everything about Jane screamed temptation, but how could he stay away? Already he was counting the hours till he could see her again. He wanted her the way a man wants a woman. In his bed. Thoughts of her were arousing him, and that was a problem he had not had to deal with since he was a teenager. 

Dante was a man who prided himself on being in control of his sexual urges. But the bartender! Jane the bartender with the fire in her eyes and those breasts...He scrubbed a hand over his face and tried to clear his mind. 

He took a deep breath. Jane’s smile. Her smile was a safe thing to think about, and she had a gorgeous smile. It lit up his insides as brightly as it lit up her own eyes. When she smiled, you just felt like smiling back. And her spirit was so warm and gentle that he knew she was a woman who knew how to love. A woman that he would not mind loving.

He frowned at that thought. It was a strange thing for him to think, and he wondered idly if that was what his cousin Anele felt like every time he saw a pretty woman and convinced himself he was in love with her. He would take Anele with him to see Jane tomorrow, just to test that theory. If she was just a pretty face, then his cousin was bound to fall in love with her too. A slither of fear crept into his mind then, when he considered that she might choose Anele over him. 

His cousin, rich, handsome and arrogant as hell, always managed to get every woman he wanted, and yet, somehow, Anele always ended up with the broken heart. Dante sighed. He was sure Anele would never try to take a woman away from him if he thought he loved her. Plus, he was not in love, he reminded himself sternly. Jane was attractive and he wanted to get to know her better. And if that developed into more, he would not fight it. That did not mean he was in love. 

Helplessly, he kept thinking of her as the lines of reality were blurred and the slow creep of slumber took him over. What seemed like minutes later, he jerked awake dazed and confused. He had been dreaming about Jane, and the dream had felt so real that he half expected to see her there in his room. He shook his head and plopped back onto the pillow, then realizing that the sun was already high in the sky, he jumped up again.

It was already nine o’clock. His father was going to kill him. There was no way he would reach church on time now. Groaning, he got out of bed and hurried to the bathroom, showered, changed and was on the road in twenty-five minutes, still too late to get there on time. 

He messaged his brother Eli and asked him to play the keyboard in his place. His father would not be pleased, but there was nothing he could do about that. Plus, as the head of the worship team, Dante had the right to make changes to the lineup if he needed to.

At forty-five minutes after nine, he slipped into the sanctuary and stood beside his sister Hanah and her twin Sarah. The service was already in progress and Dante settled himself quickly, then closed his eyes to clear his mind and offer a word of prayer.

“Dad’s mad at you!” Hanah said in a whisper, and her twin snickered. 

At seventeen, his sisters were beautiful and tall. They were thick, with a head of curly hair falling wavily down to their shoulder-blades. They were exact replicas of each other, matching down to the position of the dimple on their left cheeks.

“Yeah well, tell me something new,” Dante responded then closed his eyes again.

“Dad says he’s sure you were out drinking and partying last night,” Hannah interrupted again and Sarah laughed, then tried to cover it with a fake cough.

“Be quiet both of you!” Dante scolded in his big brother tone, “Take part in the worship.” He didn’t turn to look at them, but he was sure that four large identical eyes were rolling at him.

Sarah and Hanah’s only job in the church was to show up and be respectful, but even that they sometimes could not manage. They were nice girls though, and Dante knew that they would come into themselves soon enough. Seventeen was a tough age, and being girls and Pastor John’s daughters could not be easy.

John Williams, the pastor of the church, and Dante’s father had five children. Three boys and two girls. He made sure all his children took part in the church from a very young age and settled them into ministry positions by twenty. But Sarah and Hannah seemed to be the exception, at least there was no sign of grooming them to fit a position yet. 

His boys were all given roles in the church. John prided himself on starting to groom them for ministry at age twelve and made sure they were ready for position by age twenty. 

The eldest boy, Eli, was a deacon. It was the position he was born to occupy. Eli was the dutiful son, dedicated and devoted from birth, and obedient to a fault. Although all the Williams boys looked similar to each other, Eli favoured his mother over his father. His hair had more of the East Indian of his mother’s ancestors than his brother’s, and his straight nose and thin lips also set him apart from them.

He was thirty-five years old, and married to Sister Grace, the woman his father had paired him with at age twenty-six. To be fair, his brother and his beautiful wife were very happy, and the couple had two wonderful sons, Adam who was seven and Abraham who was six.

Then there was Dante, the musician and president of the worship team. He could play any musical instrument. When he mastered the keyboard at age seven, his father had spared no expense in training his son in the art of music. At twenty, he had risen to the position of Minister and was later elected the leader of the worship team. 

While Dante was a very devout man, and took his faith and responsibilities seriously, he was not as obedient to his father as he was to God. For one thing, unlike his brother Eli, Dante was not interested in the wife his father had chosen for him and was steadfastly refusing to marry the girl. Especially since he suspected that his younger brother was in love with her. And although at thirty-two he was sometimes ashamed of the fact that he had never been intimate with a woman, he refused to settle for anything less than love.

Next in line was David, who was five years younger than Dante and the black sheep of the family. David resisted grooming from the start. But John, eager to establish his sons in the church, had thought that David was just going through a rebellious stage, and would rise to the responsibility once it was given to him. So, when David reached the age of twenty, despite him telling his father that he was not ready for a ministry position, his father had ordained him Youth Leader. 

Less than a year later, David announced that his girlfriend was pregnant. Making matters worse was the fact that his girlfriend, Tenika, was not a member of the church, had refused to marry David and left the child less than a week old in the care of its father and never returned. In a small church like Capital Place of Worship, the incident had caused more than a little uproar. There was division, and members left. 

David was mercifully stripped of his title and a rift that seemed unrepairable had developed between him and John. It was a tough time for the family. But fatherhood had stabilized David, he was a different man than he was then. His daughter was his life, and he struggled to be a good parent and role model for her. John could see the growth in his son but had never offered him a ministry position again. He was also more lenient with his daughters and did not bring them into ministry.

“Is he looking at me? or you?” Dante’s cousin Anele slipped in beside him and asked. Anele was referring to John, who was sitting on the altar spearing daggers their way. 

Dante shrugged, “Could be either of us, I was late too, and as you can see, I’m not on the keyboard. But from the measure of disappointment and scorn, I’ll say it’s me.” 

Anele chuckled and shook his head, then closed his eyes and joined in with the worship.

It was a good service, everything went smoothly, and when the last amen was said, Dante and Anele tried to hightail it out of there before John could corner them.

“Where you two off to in such a hurry?” Ayoni, Anele’s mother called behind them as they were exiting through the back door. Dante turned and faced his aunt. Tall and dark with a gentle smile, Ayoni had always been a little more than indulgent with her only son Anele, and her favourite nephew Dante. 

Dante hugged her quickly and kissed her cheek. “Dad seems mad Aunty Yoni, and I’m tired. I’m getting out of here.” 

Ayoni and her husband Sam were like Dante’s second parents. Dante and Anele were just a month apart in age and he had spent a lot of time as a child at their home. 

Ayoni smiled a warm motherly smile that told him she was not taking that vague answer.  “And why are you so tired? And late this morning I should add?” she asked still smiling.

“There was a fire last night at an apartment building in Glencoe. I had a late night,” he answered, not minding at all answering his aunt but would have hated to give his father the same information.

“That fire happened like six though,” Anele piped in grinning, “How did that make you have a late night.” He leaned in and kissed his mother’s cheek. 

Dante was not surprised that his cousin was trying to put him in a tight spot. He just ignored him. “Two little girls were missing. We had to search the building for them. I finally heard one of them coughing and found them huddled together hiding under a bed more than three apartments away from their own. I got them out just in time though, they were not hurt, and I only got this little burn on my arm.” He pulled up his sleeve to show his aunt the burn.

“So, you were looking for those girls for hours? How long did that building take to burn?” Anele asked still grinning.

“Anele, leave your cousin alone. And why were you late this morning? I’m sure you had no fires to put out,” his mother said.

Anele was spared from answering when they spotted John coming over. 

“I got to go, Aunty. Tell Uncle Sam I said hi.” Dante said hurriedly, then ducked and exited the door with Anele close behind. They were sure that Ayoni would hold up John for them. 

“What are you doing later?” Dante asked Anele as he was about to get into his car. They were parked side by side in the small church’s carpark, Anele’s Mercedes against his Tiida. It was a good thing Dante was not the jealous sort, or he and his cousin could not be friends. 

“Nothing in particular, what do you have in mind?” Anele asked.

“I want to show you something,” Dante responded with a grin he could not control.

Anele tsked, “What’s her name?” 

“Jane. I met her last night. Don’t look like the type to make things easy, but she might be worth it,” Dante said and there was that grin again.

Anele just shook his head, “Well, the good ones never make it easy. What time later?”

“Around eight, I’ll pick you up.” 

Anele nodded then got into his car and drove off. Dante smiled. if his cousin knew he was taking him into one of the shabbiest bars in Port of Spain, there was no way he would go with him. Anele was his closest cousin and best friend, but the man was as haughty as a princess sometimes. 

Bars were never Anele’s scene. And shabby ghetto bars? Dante doubted his cousin even knew they existed. To be fair, Dante did not frequent bars either, and Shotter’s was not usually a place he would go into. But for the possibility of Jane, he thought he was willing to go just about anywhere.
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Chapter Three 
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Jane awoke at half ten on Sunday morning, feeling as exhausted as she was when she had laid herself down on that tiny sofa a few hours before. Her back was aching, and she hadn’t fallen asleep sound enough to feel rested. But Destiny would be there soon, and Jane always made the extra effort for her daughter. 

“Can Destiny stay tonight? I want to spend the day with her tomorrow and then I’ll take her back to Debra’s on my way to work in the afternoon,” Jane said when she realized her mother was getting ready to leave again. 

Since the fire, Jane’s daughter, Destiny, stayed with her paternal grandmother, as Jane’s mother’s apartment did not have room for the both of them.

Her mother Brenda turned and smiled at her. Brenda was no more than five feet tall, with a chubby body, and skin as dark as her daughter’s. Her hair was pure African grain that was cut to within a millimetre of her skull. Jane always had a very close relationship with her mother. Brenda was a very strong woman, and Jane admired her for it. 

When Jane’s father died, her mother had done everything in her power to keep her girls happy and provided for. Jane, seeing her mother’s effort, had also tried to help her the best she could. She was the oldest at thirteen, with her sister Karen four years younger than her and Leanne was just seven. Jane made sure that her sisters were well taken care of, while their mother worked two jobs to provide for them.

Jane cooked, and cleaned the house, and washed, and made sure her sisters’ homework was done. She didn’t want her mother to come home after a long day of working to have to do those things. So, Jane neglected her own needs and took care of her sisters. And although it eventually meant that Jane was unsuccessful in her studies at school, she could honestly say that she did not regret it. Even though her sisters were ungrateful and sometimes unnecessarily unkind to her. 

“Of course Dessy can spend a night, Jane. You ask me this every weekend. Your daughter kicks like a wild horse, but I think I could survive it,” Brenda responded laughing.

Jane got off the sofa and hugged her mother. “Where are you off to, by the way? Didn’t you just get back from church?” she asked.

“I’m doing a PJ at the Henderson’s today, just a lil ironing, it’ll only take me a few hours.” Brenda responded.

Jane sighed, “Mom, I told you, I’ll be fine. Would you stop it with the PJs already? You need to rest.”

“I’m not doing it for you,” Brenda said laughing, “I’m doing it for my sofa, I’m tired of you sleeping on my sofa. I want you out of my apartment as soon as possible.”

Jane rolled her eyes and kissed her. “You deserve a better daughter than me, Mom,” she whispered. “I promise I will repay you for all of this.”

Brenda patted her back, “You’re the best daughter any mother could want. You’re just having a hard time right now. You’ll be fine.”

Jane grinned, “So I’m your favourite then? Can I call Karen and Leanne and let them know?” 

Brenda laughed, “You said that, not me.” 

Jane smiled and the loud honk of a car’s horn announced her daughter’s arrival. She opened the door and walked around to the front of the building where she was greeted with loud shrieks as Destiny came barrelling towards her.

Jane’s daughter was a tiny version of Jane. Very dark skin, large bright smile and arms and legs that just seems too long to be real. Her hair was natural, and her grandmother had combed it into fat plats that hung to her shoulders, colourfully decorated with clips and bubbles.

“Mummy!” She continued to shriek as Jane hugged and kissed her, then walked out to the curb to speak with her grandmother.

“Thanks a lot Debra!” Jane said and collected the small bag from the back seat. I’ll keep her tonight and drop her back to you on my way to work tomorrow if that’s okay.”

Debra smiled, and Dessy, who had not yet let go of her mother’s leg started jumping excitedly.

“That’s fine,” Debra said, “And how are you doing? Everything good with you?” 

Jane shrugged, “It will be. I’m on my way up.”

They spoke for less than two minutes before Jane took her daughter inside. Brenda greeted her granddaughter quickly on her way out, with hugs and kisses and promises of candy when she got back. Destiny as usual was overly excited to spend the day with her mother and as always, the hours went by too quickly. 

They baked cookies, watched a movie and played a game of hide and seek. They coloured in the princess book Jane had bought for Destiny and made bracelets with the beads her grandmother had given her for her birthday, before it was time for Jane to get ready for work.  Yet, at 4pm, Jane was trying to leave while Destiny was holding on to her and crying bitterly. 

“I’m going to be late, Destiny.” She said sternly. “Please, just stay with Mom, and I promise when I get home later, I’ll wake you and we can have a camp out. You’ll sleep with me right here.”  

Destiny did not stop, and Brenda had to come over and physically remove her. Jane left the apartment with tears in her eyes, as she always did when Destiny was there these days. 

Things were hard. She would love to spend more time with Destiny, but Jane was not in a position to take days off. As it was, she had stopped her classes for the while and was taking extra shifts to make up the money she needed to get them on their feet again. 

She was a single parent. From the time her daughter was born she had been a single parent. Destiny’s father, Jackson, had died when Jane was four months pregnant. And although Jane would not pretend that sometimes she did not think that his death was for the better, she still wished she had the support, especially now when his daughter needed it the most. 

She was sure that if Jackson was alive, they would not be in the situation that they were in, he would have provided for them. When Jackson was alive, he made sure Jane had everything she wanted and needed. Jane only worked because her mother refused to take anything from ‘that man’ as Brenda called Jackson, and Karen and Leanne were still in school. Brenda needed help.

Jane shook her head and sighed, remembering those times. Jackson had been on her mind more and more these days and the harder things got, the more she thought of him and wished he was still around. 

‘Dante!’ Her mind thought suddenly surprising her. The switch was so automatic and thorough that it made her a little uncomfortable. How could she have gone from thinking of Jackson, to Dante.

But still, Dante! The handsome, charming firefighter, who had caught her attention in the wee hours of that same morning. She smiled when an image of him popped into her mind as clear as if he were standing right in front of her. The memory of his smouldering eyes washing over her body and the deep sexy dimple digging into his cheek made her blush with pleasure. That smile was in her dream, she couldn’t remember the dream, but she remembered the smile.

Jane shook her head. She should know better than to be thinking of some man in the middle of the afternoon. Besides, she was not interested in a relationship right now. All her attention must be put towards getting hers and Destiny’s life back in order, and all her spare time, what little she did have, must be given to Destiny. 

When her mind ran on her daughter, Jane began to feel guilty. Destiny certainly did not need some strange man coming into her life just then. Not when she was already having such a hard time. She sighed and massaged her temples.

“Dessy was crying again today?” Faye came up behind her and asked.

The evening was quiet so far, but it was just a little after seven and Jane knew a small crowd was on their way. Sundays weren’t usually very busy, the biggest crowd would be between seven and ten, but they would not totally die down before midnight, and anyways, Raj would not let his bar close before midnight. 

“She cries everyday now,” Jane answered despairingly. “Debra says sometimes she cries in her sleep as well.”

Faye placed an arm around her shoulder and hugged her tightly, “Things will get better soon Jane, don’t worry. Destiny will be okay,” she said, then took a small envelope from her waist and handed it to Jane. It was not the first time she had done so since the fire, and Jane was beginning to feel embarrassed about accepting it.

“What’s this Faye?” Jane asked. 

“It’s a gift for my Goddaughter, to help buy her a bed when you get the new apartment.”

Jane was not one for charity, but she would do anything for Destiny. And what would be the point of turning away help that she needed, especially from someone who loved her. She and Faye had been friends for nine years, and she supposed they had both helped each other out at one time or the other. Jane sighed and smiled, “Thanks Faye, I’ll pay you back when I can.”

Faye frowned, “Don’t be silly, it’s a gift for my Goddaughter. You don’t need to pay back. I just want to see Dessy smiling again.”
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