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      I still bear the scars. But now, they’re reminders. Not of what I suffered—but of what I survived.


    

    
      Lessons from the Storm
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A low moan escaped Marion Hall’s lips as she opened her eyes. The ache on her left side had settled in, and she struggled to roll over and push herself out of bed. The lingering weakness and pain were from a mild ischemic stroke several months ago. 

While it was under control, this morning’s pain resulted from a more active-than-normal weekend. She’d attended church, enjoying the fellowship and finding surprising comfort and hope in Cassandra Pageant’s speech. 

Then, she and Keke spent the day with Mac and Tonya and their children, but she regretted nothing and wouldn’t change a thing.

Still, she forced herself to go through the exercises Hudson had taught her so she would have less pain, even if that were later in the day. After her morning devotion, she dressed and went downstairs.

“Morning.” Her daughter bounded up to her and kissed her on the cheek.

Since dating Hudson Baker, the girl was practically effervescent

“Hello, sweetheart.” Marion returned the kiss and patted her daughter’s cheek. “How are you today?”

Keke pulled back to examine her. Marion focused on relaxing her features.

“Much better than you.” Keke drew her toward the kitchen. “You’re hurting. Come, I made breakfast.”

She grunted, not admitting or denying. Her daughter worried too much.

“I’ll ask Colin if I can work from home today.”

“No.”

Marion eased herself into the chair. “You have appointments, people depending on you. You shouldn’t have to take time off because of me.”

Keke’s stories of single mothers and young men fighting to reclaim their lives flashed through her mind. They depended on Keke, who poured her heart into her work as an addiction therapist. There was no way Marion would be the reason one of them went without the support they needed.

Her daughter stared at her for a beat longer before nodding. “If you’re sure.”

“I am.” She ran her finger around the rim of the fruit basket. “Don’t worry about me. By the time you get to work, the girls will be here.”

Marion belonged to an outreach group of retired women affectionately called the Dorcas Brigade.

Since her illness, they’d rallied around her, showing up to keep her company on days when her caretaker was off. Now that the Halls’ contract with Hudson had expired, the Brigade made Marion their full-time ministry.

She didn’t mind because she’d gotten up enough strength to at least be a contributing member of the group again.

And someone, Donna or Joyce, would hand her an unfinished design with instructions to embroider. They probably pulled out every stitch she laid down, but were kind enough to make her feel like she was contributing.

Keke slid a plate of salt fish fritters and steamed callaloo in front of her, along with a cup of lemongrass tea. The herbal scent of the tea and savory food swirled around her, warm and soothing.

Taking a plate for herself, Keke sat across from Marion. “Now give me your honest feedback. It won’t be as spectacular as yours, but Hudson invited me to their family game night, and they’re having a potluck.”

Cooking was another thing she missed. Marion closed her eyes, blessed the meal, and pushed away the discontent tugging at her. She was happy to be alive, yes, but this illness had robbed her of many things. Cassie’s words from her sermon drifted back through Marion’s thoughts.

God sent me here today to tell someone: I have not forgotten you. You are My beloved, and I have written your name on the palm of My hands.

‘Come to Me, if you are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest.’

What right did she have to be ungrateful when God had been faithful to her? She bit into the crunchy fritter, noting the flavor and textures—the tang of saltfish, the soft onion, and the spices Keke had added to the batter.

“It’s not bad.”

“‘Not bad’ as in you feel sorry for me or are being nice? Or ‘not bad’, as in it tastes halfway decent?”

Marion chuckled. “It’s not bad, as in I almost believe I made this myself.”

Keke beamed, her entire face lighting up. “Best compliment ever.”

They spent the next few minutes eating and chit-chatting about the day ahead. Marion volunteered to wash the dishes while Keke got ready for work.

“Are you sure?”

Suppressing a groan, she glared at her daughter. “You’ve got to stop asking me that.”

She hadn’t meant to reveal her frustration, but her daughter’s constant hovering made her feel as if their roles had been reversed. With a wince, Keke lowered her gaze.

“Sorry. Hudson says I should pull back and let you be more independent.”

“That would be nice,” Marion murmured in a facetious tone.

If anyone could convince Keke to give her some space, it would be Hudson. The nurse always gave her the illusion of independence, even when she relied on him.

“I’m trying, Mom. But it’s hard.” Keke squeezed her fingers. “I thought you’d be back to normal by now.”

Marion harrumphed. What passed for normalcy these days? She’d forgotten. She took her dishes to the sink and went back for Keke’s.

“You may have to re-wash them when you get home, but you can’t say I didn’t help.” She winked, eliciting a laugh from Keke.

Keke’s laughter faded as she headed out the front door. The house fell quiet, but the peace wouldn’t last.

As she’d predicted, the Dorcas Brigade arrived within minutes of Keke’s departure.

“Turn on the radio, Marion.” Donna bustled into the room, her hair covered in a bright purple scarf. The fabric was a vibrant splash of color in the sunlit living room. “I’m in the mood for some praise music this morning.”

Marion did as her friend requested, pulling up her gospel playlist and turning it low so they could talk.

“What are we praising God for?” She hadn’t meant for it to, but her words slipped out with a hint of confusion.

Marion caught Joyce squinting at her.

“What do you mean, Marion? Didn’t you hear what that girl said last Sabbath? God has a plan for our lives, even us old geezers who the world thinks are done for.”

That was easy for them to say. Their bodies hadn’t cut them off from their community, trapping them in their homes.

No, they were free to pursue hobbies, and Joyce had her husband, Cyril, to go home to.

“You know what you need?” Donna leaned forward, her eyes glinting with mischief.

“No, what?”

“A man,” Donna declared with a hoot, setting the two women off into peals of laughter.

Marion jolted. Had her yearning for companionship shown on her face? She’d gotten good at pretending to be fine these past couple of months.

“No,” she denied with a shake of her head. “Nobody wants to date a crippled old woman.”

Donna scowled, snapping the blanket she was sewing with a flick of the wrist.

“That’s the real problem, Marion. Not that a godly man wouldn’t appreciate your true value, but that you can’t see your worth. How can you expect a man to cherish you when you don’t love yourself?”

That was the underlying issue, wasn’t it? The man she’d promised to love and honor until death, only did until alcohol made him a stranger—one who hit her.

“If you’re yearning for companionship,” Joyce began with a soft smile, “pray about it. Don’t forget that we serve a God of second, third, and hundredth chances.”

Marion nodded. She didn’t need them to give her God’s resume. She’d read the Bible for herself, experienced His power.

So why don’t you believe Him? her conscience taunted.

She believed, but a love story felt like too frivolous a request for a God with more important things to do.

* * *

Marion slapped at Keke’s hands as she fussed with her hair.

“Enough.”

“Sorry.” Keke snatched her fingers back. “I just want you to look pretty, Mom.”

She studied her daughter’s expression. Keke was wearing her processed hair loose around her shoulders, her dark skin glowing against the green dress.

“Are you saying I’m not pretty now?” She mock-frowned.

“No!” Keke’s eyes widened. “You’re beautiful, Mom. But I wanted you to be extra pretty.”

A sarcastic laugh escaped. “Why?”

The day had been long; she wanted to sleep, hoping that the next morning would be better.

Keke ran both hands down the front of her dress. “Hudson’s coming to dinner.”

Marion rolled her eyes. “So what? That boy has seen me at my worst and didn’t bat an eyelid.”

“I know…” Keke’s hands came to rest on Marion’s shoulders. “Humor me, okay?”

Marion sighed. “Fine.”

She’d been pretending all day. What were a few more hours?

“I don’t know why you guys couldn’t have eaten dinner here.”

“Because…” Keke rifled through Marion’s closet and returned with a bronze dress she hadn’t worn in ages. “If we’d had dinner here, you’d have spent the entire day feeling obligated to prepare a meal. We didn’t want to put you under that pressure.”

Marion scoffed. “Instead, you made poor Tonya cook everything after dealing with three babies all day?”

“No.” Keke huffed out a breath. “What am I? A taskmaster? Brianna and their mother helped.”

A year ago, her daughter-in-law would have invited her too.

Keke held the dress against her petite frame. “How about this one, Mom?”

“I…” Marion deliberately straightened her shoulders.

It was time to push off her self-pity and fully engage with her family and friends.

“Yes.” She took the dress, sliding it up over her hips, the smooth fabric caressing her skin. “Zip me in, then we’ll have time to get downstairs before Hudson comes.”

There was a knock on the door as they descended the staircase.

“Hudson!”

Keke’s smile became even brighter, something Marion hadn’t thought possible.

“Are you okay, Mom?”

“Go on. I’ll get there in time.” Marion pointed to her cane. “Let him in before he assumes we’re not coming.”

“Okay.” Keke hurried to the door, almost skipping in her excitement.

She turned her head as Hudson greeted her daughter with a kiss, but not before she glimpsed the reverence and love in his eyes. This man was not like Mac. He had a core of honor, which showed in the way he cared for others.

A deep-set longing coursed through her, lodging in her gut. Her friends had gotten it right. She needed—no, craved—love.

Not the familial kind, someone who saw her as a woman with all her flaws and fallacies and loved her, anyway.

“Hey, Marion.”

She shook off the lingering pall and greeted the man who would one day be her son-in-law. “Hi, Hudson. Thanks for coming all the way here for dinner.”

After his term ended, he returned to Somerset to work at his family’s bed-and-breakfast.

“It’s not that far.” He flashed a grin. “Besides, I wouldn’t miss this for the world.”

Keke jabbed Hudson in the ribs, and Marion frowned.

“Miss what?”

Keke gave a high-pitched, fake-sounding laugh. “Oh, he means, time spent with his favorite people and his best girl.”

Hooking an arm around Keke,  Hudson nuzzled her neck. “My only girl.”

Marion let out a deep sigh and gripped her walking stick tighter. “As entertaining as you young people are,  my bedtime’s soon.”

Hudson and Keke drew her into conversation on the quick trip to Mac’s house, and it was almost like old times. When they pulled into the driveway, the lights were out, except the one on the veranda.

“There’s no one home.”

Keke twisted in her seat. “It’s fine, Mom. They’re nearby. I’m supposed to turn on the light so that they know we’re here.”

“Alright.”

That didn’t sound like Mac or Tonya, but she didn’t argue.

Hudson bore the bulk of her weight as they trudged to the front door.

“You okay, Marion?”

“Yeah. Overdid it this weekend.” She forced a smile. “I’ll be fine once I sit.”

“You’ll get to do that in a second.” Hudson tipped his head toward the entrance. “After you.”

Keke unlocked the door, then flicked on the hallway switch.

The warm glow of light spilled out into the night, carrying with it the rich, smoky scent of jerk chicken and the warm, earthy aroma of spices. Marion barely had time to take a breath before—

“Surprise!”

The room exploded in a blast of cheers and color. Confetti danced and swirled in the air. Through the haze, she spotted a lopsided banner with the words, “Congratulations, Marion!” hanging lopsided over the couch.

Her eyes darted from face to familiar face—church friends, neighbors, family—all beaming at her.

A slow heat crept up her neck as her daughter’s fussing finally made sense. 

This was why Keke had insisted on her dressing up. Tears pricked at her eyes and tightened her throat as a single thought echoed in her mind: She didn’t deserve this.
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Myron Bell adjusted his stance, the polished floor squeaking beneath his leather loafers, his eyes glued to Marion as she greeted her guests.

She had spoken to everyone except him, making her avoidance of him clear. Had he irritated her?

He racked his brain. Nothing came to mind. The last time he’d seen her at church, she’d been pleasant, if somewhat distant.

And the time before that, he’d visited her with the Dorcas Brigade for an impromptu get-together at her house. They’d been fine, right? 

He frowned. Had she actually spoken to him that evening?

“Pip.” He leaned close to his daughter, Piper. “Do you know why Marion’s avoiding me?”

She jerked her shoulder. “I don’t know.”

“Can you ask Keke to find out?”

His request was sophomoric, but that was the effect Marion had on him.

A muscle ticked in Piper’s jaw. “No. We’re not speaking. I told you that.”

The rift between the two girls, who’d grown up as sisters, was one reason he’d insisted she come this evening when she’d been adamant about staying home.

“Can’t you apologize and move past it?”

She jutted her chin. “Why should I apologize? She’s the one acting like a fool. Look at her.” Piper’s top lip curled. “Fawning over that nurse like he’s a rock star.”

He tilted his head. “Why are you so bitter?”

“I’m not,” she insisted, shifting Zion to her shoulder where the toddler shook his rattle, oblivious to the tension. “I’m simply focusing my energy on people who appreciate me. That’s all.”

He’d revisit the topic later when they were at home. For now, his gaze trailed after Marion. Setting his half-full punch cup on the center table, he rose. “Excuse me.”

The murmur of the crowd faded behind him as he followed the woman he’d spent his entire life chasing.

Myron stood in the doorway of the dimly lit kitchen, watching her for a moment. 

Marion stood with her back to him, both hands braced on the surface, shoulders drawn tight.

She’d aged gracefully, bearing traces of the slim-figured, sweet-smiled girl who had first captured his heart. 

She wasn’t moving. His heartbeat sped up. Was she okay? Or had he interrupted a private moment between her and God?

He was about to return to the living room when she reached overhead, the hinges of the cupboard creaking as she opened it.

“I’m too short.”

Myron was beside her in an instant. “Here, let me. What do you need?”

Her head snapped toward him. “Myron.”

His gaze dropped to her parted lips. He’d memorized their shape years ago, and they fueled his boyish fantasies until she fell for and married his best friend, at which point he shelved them.

Looking away, he cleared his throat. “What were you going for?” He gestured to the cupboard.

She stared at it as if she couldn’t see a thing. “A glass.”

He grinned, unable to resist teasing her. “You came all this way for a glass?”

“Yes, Myron.” She shot back. “I’m not a child who needs to drink from a plastic cup. I won’t break them.”

Frowning, he handed one to her. “Nobody said you would, Marion. Are you okay?”

Her eyes snapped. “I’m fine, and I am sick and tired of everyone always asking me how I am.”

“Alright.” He raised his hands in defense. “No need to bite my head off.”

She wasn’t usually this prickly and had been sweet as pie to everyone else this evening. 

“Let’s talk about something else.” Marion filled the glass with water, took a sip, and rested it on the counter.

“Fine.” Bracing against the cool tiles, he faced her. “Why are you avoiding me?”

“I’m not.” Her response was quick, but her refusal to meet his eyes told another story.

“No? Then why can’t you look at me?”

“There.” She turned the full force of her glare on him. “Happy now?”

“Almost.”

She huffed out a breath. “Why don’t you tell me how I can make the great Myron Bell happy?”

Her sass reached into the empty places that had gone dormant since his wife’s death and revived them.

He stepped closer, his voice low. “You can kiss me back.”

Without waiting for a response, he pulled her into his arms and lowered his mouth to hers.

A sweet heat stirred in his heart as she melted into him, becoming pliant under his kiss.

“Marion, are you—?”

Jerking out of his arms, she was across the room with greater speed than he’d expected for someone with a slight limp. 

“Oh, I’m sorry, Marion.” Tonya’s eyes darted between them. “I didn’t realize you and Myron were… talking.” Mischief lit up her features. “I’ll let you two get back to it.”

“No.” Marion shook her head, brushing imaginary lint from her blouse. “He’s leaving.”

Myron clenched his jaw, but nodded. “I’ll see you later, Marion.”

As he passed her, he bent to whisper, just loud enough for her to hear: “This isn’t over.”

He’d waited thirty-four years to taste Marion’s lips. Now that he had, he wouldn’t stop until he figured out how to make her his for the rest of his life.
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Marion fanned her cheeks, staring after Myron as he left the kitchen. Who knew her old friend had so much passion stored up in him? And what did he mean by kissing her and saying that this wasn’t over?

“Are you sure you’re okay?” Tonya studied her. “Because I can always get Myron so you can finish your, ahem, conversation.”

Frowning, she turned to her daughter-in-law. “You know very well that we weren’t talking. I’m trusting you to keep what you witnessed from Mac and Keke.” She held up a finger. “Promise me, Tonya.”

“Alright, I promise.” Tonya crossed her heart with a solemn expression. “But you couldn’t do much better than Myron.”

“I’m not looking for a man.” She forced the words through gritted teeth.

She was a grandmother, closer to the grave than to a romantic relationship. Why was everyone in her life encouraging her to consider dating? 

Because that’s what your heart wants, her conscience teased.

“I’m not looking for a man,” she repeated.

“Okay, but let me go on record to say: we can deny the desires of our hearts all we want, but we can’t hide them from God.”

She rolled her eyes. More sermonizing.

“Tell God what you want, Marion. He’s in the promise-keeping business. When we commit our ways to Him, He’ll grant us the desires of our hearts.”

The words increased her longing. Could God be forging a second romance for her?

Nah. 

She shook her head, brushing the thought aside. Myron’s kiss had been an impulse. Nothing more.

But she stayed far away from him for the rest of the evening, eating baked chicken, rice and peas, and steamed vegetables, their familiar flavors and textures passing over her tongue without registering.

As the evening wound down, her eyes drooped, and her guests began leaving one by one until only the family and Hudson remained.

She yawned, jaw popping.

Mac laughed. “Don’t fall asleep yet, Mom. We have one more surprise for you.”

Rubbing her eyes, she peered into her son’s beaming face. “What is it?”

“Tonya, Keke, and I have a gift for you.”

“If you hate it, it was Hudson’s idea,” Keke blurted, pointing her finger at her boyfriend. “If you love it, we take full credit.”

Everyone chuckled, and she sat up straighter. “What is it?”

Mac and Tonya exchanged glances.

“We bought you a ticket for the Faith & Renewal Retreat. You get five days away from us, to reconnect with God and your friends.”

She shook her head.

“Don’t worry about anything, Mom. I’ll pack your bag, and Mac will drop you at church to catch the bus.”

And have everyone stare at her? A knot twisted in her stomach.

Marion cleared her throat, finding her voice. “No. I don’t want to go.”

It was one thing to be gawked at by the people who visited her. It was another to put herself on display.

Hudson leaned forward. “It will be good for you, Marion. Give you opportunities to reclaim your independence without everyone hovering.”

He gave Keke a pointed glance, which she returned with a sheepish grin.

A break from her daughter’s mothering would be nice.

“And,” Tonya added with a knowing wink, “it will give you time to really think about the desires of your heart and recommit them to God.”

Her cheeks burned. She’d ignored the announcements about the retreat for months, but maybe that was what she needed—a week in relative seclusion to meditate on the reasons she was too old for a boyfriend.

* * *

Her assigned room was lovely. Pale peach walls, a modest desk, and a twin bed with a white comforter created a calming effect. Snapping a picture of herself in front of the walls, she sent it to the family group. 
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