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Chapter One




Saturday, May 7 at 4:40 p.m. 

Tears caught me off guard, pooling at the edges of my eyelashes. I quickly swiped my eyes, hoping no one noticed. If someone did, I would blame it on being premenopausal. That would suffice as an explanation for those who didn’t care to dig too deep. The real truth—I’d been on an emotional rollercoaster for so long, feeling genuinely happy felt foreign to me. 

It kind of scared me.

Take a breath, Serena.

I sucked in a breath, but I could still feel my heart melt as I witnessed true love. A love that I wanted. I love that I had right now.

I turned my attention to Trey Evans who sat next to me at the table. I bit my lip as my heart swelled with emotions at the tears streaming down his face. My strong, handsome fiancé didn’t even try to wipe them away. We, along with many others, were watching magic happen. His parents had decided to renew their vows in front of a select group of family and friends for their fiftieth wedding anniversary.

The Evans’s immaculate backyard had been transformed into an intimate setting. Long tables draped in white tablecloths were arranged in a u-shape. Each table held a beautiful glass vase wrapped with gold ribbons and filled with an arrangement of gold-tipped white roses. We all sat in white wooden chairs adorned with gold satin bows, while Robert and Margaret Evans faced each other, holding hands under an ornate arch adorned with twinkling gold lights and clusters of yellow roses and baby’s breath. 

Margaret’s silver-streaked hair, styled into an updo, elegantly matched her flowing cream dress. She had always been a beautiful woman. Today she glowed, looking much younger than her seventy years. Robert’s eyes shone, and the lights caught his distinguished gray beard as he looked down at his bride of fifty years. Looking at Robert, I could envision how Trey would look in twenty years.

I felt Trey move beside me. He’d taken a handkerchief from inside his suit jacket and wiped his face. I touched his thigh under the table, and he smiled at me before grabbing my hand. September was only four months away, and we would finally be married. It’d been a long time coming. Who knew my best friend from childhood would one day see me as more than a friend? Only took us almost thirty years.

Pastor Larry Walker guided Robert and Margaret through renewing their vows. I’d asked Trey why they chose not to have the ceremony at the family’s home church, Zion Baptist. His mother had insisted on it being intimate with only their closest family and friends. A good idea since the Evans’s large yard only held about thirty people. 

Trey’s son, Joseph, sat on the other side of him looking debonair in his suit. Today, he reminded me so much of his father at that age. Joseph must have felt my gaze; he looked over at me and grinned. I was grateful we’d developed a good relationship over the past few years, soon this young man would be my stepson. A teen who hung around to witness his grandparents renew their vows when there were other places he could be was refreshing.

After the renewal ceremony, two women dressed in black aprons served the happy couple. 

We joined the buffet line with my sister Bev and her husband, Clay, who were also sitting at our table. I admired the elegant spread laid out on tables draped in white linens. Two chafing dishes were filled with meat. One held grilled chicken breasts glazed with herbs and lemon, and the other, grilled shrimp skewers drizzled with garlic butter. A crystal bowl overflowed with fresh leafy greens for salad surrounded by all the fixings and a variety of dressings. 

My sister commented, “This is really lovely, Trey.”

“Mom and Dad deserve something special,” he said. “Mom’s friends did all the decorating and worked with the caterer. All I had to do was keep Dad out of the way.”

I laughed. “They did a wonderful job with the yard. I barely recognized it. And this food spread is almost too beautiful to eat.”

Bev grinned. “Rena, you can get some ideas from this for you and Trey’s wedding.”

I glanced over at Trey, who winked at me. I sighed inwardly. It had been an easy decision to ask my sister to be my wedding planner. Hospitality was right up her alley. The first two times I walked down the aisle, I went to the justice of the peace. No fuss. No family. Both marriages didn’t last long either.

I touched my sister’s shoulder. “Bev, let’s keep the focus on the Evans today. We have plenty of time to discuss wedding plans.”

I’d learned the number three was a special number of God, so I prayed it would be the number for me.

Bev cooed. “But there are such good ideas here, especially that arch.”

I rolled my eyes as my sister babbled. Bev tended to not hear me when she got something in her head. The two older women responsible for the decor were also seated at our table. Close friends of Margaret, Bev chatted with them about the details of the centerpieces. Since arts and crafts were not my thing, I ate in peace as snatches of conversations about silk flowers, ribbons, and gold paint floated over my head.

Thankfully, by the time Bev turned her attention back to me, I’d demolished my grilled shrimp skewers. “Clay said you’ve been mainly taking on work for him. I’ve been meaning to ask if you miss the bigger cases?”

I rubbed my hands with the white cloth napkin in my lap and considered her question. “Sometimes. But I’m enjoying the change of pace. I thought everyone wanted me to slow down, anyway. You know, stay away from dangerous situations.”

Bev nodded. “Absolutely. It’s good that you’re keeping safe. Especially after… well, you know.”

“After I got shot.” I finished what I thought my sister was hesitant to say.

She looked away, growing quiet. My injuries from last fall often did that to people. It caused me to pause all the time, grateful God had allowed me to escape death. Again. 

The first time I’d been almost fatally injured, someone pushed me down a flight of stairs. After a long stay in the hospital recovering from a traumatic brain injury, I left Charlotte, leaving behind my career as a reporter, and returned home after twenty-five years. It took some time to get on my feet and start Manchester Investigations. I’d been in some hairy predicaments, but the outcomes mattered. 

Bad guys received justice.

Bev peered at me. “I haven’t seen Amir. Is he still helping you out?”

“He’s got his own business to run, but if I need his technical expertise, he’s there for me.” The young cybersecurity expert had become like a younger brother to me. Even though we weren’t working on any major cases together, he did stay in touch. Amir had hinted that he was dating someone, which I was happy to hear. I couldn’t wait to meet her.

“Leticia mentioned she might want to help this summer when she’s home from college. She’s good at doing background checks, which is mainly what I’ve been doing lately. That should free me up to…” I cringed, “be available when you need me for wedding stuff. ”

Bev clapped silently like a kid. Then she leaned in, lowering her voice. “Sorry, I still worry about you.”

I glanced around and noticed Trey was talking to his parents. I turned forty-five in March, and my life was headed in a new direction. It was time for me to be happy for a change.

Bev’s fork stopped halfway to her mouth as she stared past me. “Is that who I think it is?” she whispered.

My ears perked up at the sudden quiet around me. All chatter had ceased. Only Al Green’s song “Let’s Stay Together” could be heard in the background. 

I wasn’t sure why, but my first instinct was to look at Trey. Trey wasn’t a man who often showed anger on his face. In fact, he was really good at maintaining a neutral expression. I told him he should learn poker. The hair on my arms stood as I watched Trey’s face harden into a mask of anger. I eyed his parents. The look of shock on Margaret’s face was quite opposite from the wide grin on Robert’s face. The older man seemed oblivious to the emotions warring on his wife and son’s face.

Before I could confirm with my own eyes, I knew. I don’t know how, but I knew.

I turned and saw an unwelcome ghost from my past. 

Benny Manchester.

Trey’s half-brother.

My ex-husband.








  
  
Chapter Two




Saturday, May 7 at 5:15 p.m. 

“Benjamin! I didn’t know you were coming.” Robert’s enthusiastic greeting carried across the yard. Without hesitation, the older man jumped up and strutted over with his arms opened wide to welcome his other son. 

The son he’d had with another woman. 

It all was so long ago. Almost forty-five years ago, to be exact, but the scene still felt awkward. I glanced around at the wedding guests. Many were staring with open mouths or chewing. 

Surely, Robert didn’t invite Benny here. Not on his fiftieth wedding anniversary with Margaret. This was their special day. They had been through so much, surviving an affair and the fallout.

“Wouldn’t miss it, Dad.” Benny’s voice dripped like honey as he embraced Robert. His eyes darted around the yard. Despite his obvious nervousness, I recognized that smooth confidence. It had drawn me in once, made me lose my senses and accept his marriage proposal. It probably wasn’t all his fault. I’d been heartbroken for years, pining over who I really wanted. After high school graduation, Trey played football in college, and I left Georgetown. I had the grades to attend college, but I was more interested in getting out on my own. Getting away from the home where I’d been stifled by Bev’s father and my strict stepfather, Reverend Thomas Lawson.

Later, I realized Reverend Lawson had been right about pursuing an education. Funny, it was while attending the University of North Carolina in Charlotte, I ran into Benny. I hadn’t realized it, but I needed a friend, someone from back home. But Benny was no match for my best friend. Where Trey had been kind and compassionate, Benny was selfish and ambitious about the wrong things. During our first year of marriage, he lost his job and stayed unemployed for months. When he finally got his act together, I’d lost the starry-eyed, mesmerized look. Interesting enough, the same way Benny came into the world was the same way our marriage ended.

An affair. In fact, I believed the woman eventually took my place. That was fine with me. The last name, Manchester, was the only thing that remained from that time of my life. By the time we divorced, I’d made a name for myself in Charlotte and going through the process of changing my last name was not something I was willing to do.

I took a deep breath. As long forgotten memories swirled in my mind, I studied my ex-husband. He had not aged well. A high school football star like Trey, Benny no longer had the physique and carried that mid-paunch men often got from too much alcohol. He also appeared to have a receding hairline that I bet upon closer examination might have had some help from a barber. 

Robert seemed to do most of the talking while Benny glanced around, his eyes flitting back and forth over the guests. Maybe he was trying to figure out who he knew. It didn’t take long before he met my gaze. 

I froze, wondering why I didn’t look away.

Probably because I saw something in his eyes. Fear. What could Benny be afraid of? 

Why was this a concern? I tore my eyes away from Benny. 

Trey caught my eye, his face a mix of concern and frustration. His hand was on his mother’s shoulder in a protective mode. My heart fell. My poor future mother-in-law. This was her day. In the midst of celebrating their fiftieth anniversary, old wounds had been torn wide open.

Margaret’s expression shifted from pain to anger before she stood. Trey leaned down to whisper in her ear. I wondered if he was trying to calm her, but Margaret trotted around the tables and into the house. Trey tried to follow, but the two women who had been sitting at our table stood to block his path.

Margaret’s closest friends, two mothers of the church, went into action. Lenore Jackson and Maxine Goodson were the two responsible for pulling this anniversary celebration together. This was another detail they would take care of.

I stood, trying to decide if I should also go and comfort Margaret, but panic struck me. Trey redirected his steps and strode toward his father, his shoulders set with a tension I rarely saw. The easygoing minister was gone, replaced by a man with clenched fists.

I glanced at my sister. “I need to head over there to make sure things don’t get any worse.”

Bev commented. “This is awful.”

I agreed. 

Trey’s demeanor must have alarmed Joseph as well. The teen stood wide-eyed, mouth agape, then we both trailed behind Trey.

“What are you doing here?” Trey’s voice was low but carried an edge sharp enough to cut.

Benny’s smile didn’t reach his eyes. “Come on, big brother. Can’t a man celebrate his father’s anniversary?”

“Not when you weren’t invited.” Trey took another step forward.

Robert placed a hand on Trey’s chest. “Now, son—”

Trey shrugged off his father’s hand. “This is supposed to be Mama’s special day.”

I moved closer. “Trey,” I said softly, touching his arm. “Let’s take this inside.” With a subtle nod toward the guests who sat observing this unfolding drama, I didn’t need to turn around to know a lot of eyes faced this direction.

Trey glanced at me and then Joseph, conflict clear in his eyes. 

Robert bowed his head, suddenly feeling the shame. “Yes, Serena is right. Let’s talk about this inside.” He led the way through the French patio doors. 

Joseph followed, but I placed my hands on his chest. “Why don’t you make sure the guests are entertained? You did an awesome job with the playlist, maybe play something more upbeat. And by upbeat, I mean Motown, not GloRilla or whoever you enjoy listening to.” I couldn’t keep up with this new music. My music choices ranged from the seventies to the nineties, with an occasional new addition from Bruno Mars, Beyoncé or Her.

Joseph huffed in frustration. “You want me to play DJ while all this is happening?”

I tilted my head. “Yes. Your dad needs you to keep the peace outside. I got it in here. Cool?”

Joseph rolled his eyes, giving the typical deep sigh of a teenager who didn’t appreciate not being treated as an adult. “I guess so. You probably know them both pretty well.”

Not bothered by the jab, I smirked. “I definitely do.”

I closed the patio door behind me and faced the men. Trey and Benny were born only a few months apart, and both shared characteristics from Robert. It was a shame the circumstances of their birth kept them from ever being siblings.

“We don’t need to talk,” Trey said through gritted teeth. He pointed to his dad. “You need to make this right with Mama. That’s all that matters to me.”

I cocked my ears, trying to determine if Margaret and her friends were nearby. Now that we were all in the house, we didn’t need this powder keg of a situation to blow any further.

Robert nodded. “Yes, you’re right, Trey. Benny, I’m so sorry we’ve been playing phone tag the past few days. Things got really busy around here.”

A troubled look flickered across Benny’s face before he masked it with another smile. He held out his hands as if surrendering. “Hey, my timing could have been better. If I’d known this was going on, I would have come earlier or tomorrow. I’ll leave.” 

“That would be the right thing to do.” Trey reached for his dad’s arm to steer him away from Benny. “Let’s find Mama. She’s got to be pretty upset.”

I watched Robert and Trey go in search of Margaret and then turned to Benny.

“Why are you really back in Georgetown, Benny Manchester?”








  
  
Chapter Three




Saturday, May 7 at 5:34 p.m. 

“Good to see you again, Serena. Why am I not surprised to see you here?”

“You didn’t answer my question.”

“I don’t need to. We haven’t been married in a very long time.” Benny turned away from me, keys jangling in his hand as he walked toward the front door. Following him outside felt like old times, Benny running away and me chasing him down for answers. He moved swiftly toward a sleek black Audi parked on the street. The car looked expensive. Benny had always loved nice things.

“Serena,” he called over his shoulder. “I heard you aren’t a reporter anymore. I don’t need you trying to interrogate me.”

“No, but I’m a private investigator and something tells me you’re in trouble. Why else would you come back here? You hated this place more than me.”

Benny froze. He swiveled around and then let loose a deep, throaty laugh. “You always thought you could read me like a book, Serena.”

I raised an eyebrow. “I don’t know about all that. I obviously got things wrong a lot of times. Speaking of, where is the current wife? What was her name? Oh yeah, and did you two finally have all those kids you wanted?” I sounded petty and didn’t understand why. Why would I care after all these years? Something about Benny’s presence, this blast from the past felt like a threat, and I didn’t like it.

I had no one to blame but myself for wasting the time that I did with Benny. We went our separate ways and lived our lives. My career really took off after the divorce. My personal life was where most of my regrets lay. I always found myself with the wrong man, beating myself up, feeling empty and ashamed after each failed relationship. For a long time, I felt hopeless about love. I even pushed Trey away because I didn’t feel worthy of his love.

Looking away, Benny licked his lips. “Knowing you, I’m sure you remember her name. And this should make you happy, Norah and I are getting a divorce.” He ran a hand over his low cut fade, a similar gesture that Trey also did. “Not that you really care, but I got two kids. Boy and a girl.”

A wave of shame washed over me. “I’m sorry to hear about the divorce. That’s going to be tough on the kids. Tell me about them.”

His expression softened slightly. “Tommy’s thirteen now. Smart kid. Likes football. And Leslie...” He smiled genuinely for the first time. “She’s ten going on thirty. Already knows exactly what she wants to do with her life. Wants to be a doctor.”

The pride in his voice when he talked about his children surprised me. It was so different from the selfish man I’d known. “I’m glad you became a father. I know how much that meant to you.”

“My kids are everything to me.” His smile faded. “That’s why...” He stopped himself, shaking his head. “Never mind. I should go.” He unlocked the car door but didn’t open it. 

I didn’t want him to go yet. My investigator side wanted to know why he was really here. Back in the day, as a reporter, I’d honed that hound dog sense for sniffing a good story. Benny’s appearance today, of all days… there was more behind it.

“Is your mother still in Georgetown?” I always liked Jackie Manchester. Despite her affair with Robert, she wasn’t a vindictive woman. She’d kept Benny’s birth a secret until she no longer could. It didn’t take long for people to spread other people’s personal business, especially when they deemed it messy and worthy of drama.

“Yeah,” he cringed. “Mama is still in the same house.”

Now guilt sat on top of the shame. “I’ve been back about three years now. I guess I should’ve gone to see her.”

Benny looked at me. Up close, his eyes were red, as if he hadn’t slept in a while. “Mama really liked you. She would enjoy seeing you. I stopped by her house before I came here. It’s been awhile. Life gets really busy.”

So, he didn’t visit his mother that often. Jackie had been a single mom and, as far as I knew, she didn’t have any other children. There was no room for judgment. While I lived in Charlotte, I didn’t return home to see my mother and left the brunt of her care to my younger sister.

“Well, I’m sure she was glad to see you. Surprised you both hadn’t heard about your dad’s anniversary. It’s been the talk for a few months around here.”

Benny’s eyes grew angry. “My mama didn’t know about this little shindig. You know she was never the person people painted her out to be. She lives a simple life and keeps to herself.”

I held up my hands in defense. “I wasn’t accusing you or your mother of anything malicious. Just making small talk.”

A breeze swept over us. I peered up to see dark clouds forming in the distance. At least the Evans had their renewal ceremony before the rain came. Benny’s arrival had already ruined the rest of the celebration.

Benny turned away from me, his hands on the door handle of the car. “I need to go.”

“Are you in trouble, Benny?”

He didn’t turn to look at me. “What makes you say that?”

“It’s been a long time, but some things you don’t forget.” I remembered the night he’d confessed to gambling away our savings, how scared he looked. “I know what it looks like when you’re in over your head.”

He jerked around.

His actions had me taking a step back.

A jolt of fear flashed in his eyes before his lip curled in a snarl. “You always thought you knew me better than I knew myself. But you don’t know me.”

He yanked open the car door.

Had he really changed? Was I just thinking the worst?

“I’m sorry. You may not have noticed, but I’m pretty tight with your dad and his wife.” I held up my hand, drawing attention to the ring on my finger. “I’m going to walk down the aisle in a few months. Who knows? The third time might work out for me.” I dropped my hand to my sides. “These folks are my family too, so I’m feeling a little protective.”

Benny stared down at the sparkling diamond on my finger. “That’s good. I’m glad you and my brother are finally going to be together.” He peered at me, looking almost through me. “I knew all those years ago you really wanted him, but I was glad to stand in his place.”

I was a bit taken aback with his admission. “Was I that obvious?”

He slid into the driver’s seat, but before he could close the door, he looked up at me. The setting sun cast shadows across his face, making him look older, more worn. “No, I just figured. You always talked about him and asked around about him. Sometimes it was like Trey was there between us.”

I frowned. That wasn’t how I remembered it. I thought I avoided talking about Trey. Just like I didn’t talk about Benny in front of Trey. They were two separate parts of my life.

“You said you’re a private investigator?”

“Yes. Manchester Investigations. Been doing it for a few years. Pretty big cases. You can look them up.”

He licked his lips. “Maybe I should be talking to you then.”

Against my better judgment, I asked, “How long are you in town?”

Benny shrugged. “For as long as I need to be. I will find you if I need to. I assume you got a website.”

I smiled. “On Facebook, LinkedIn and Insta too. To get exposure, you got to be where the people are these days.”

“Yeah. Sometimes you need exposure to be free.”

Before I could comment about his odd statement, Benny started up the Audi’s engine. He took one more glance at me and drove away.

I stood watching until the taillights disappeared. When I turned around, Trey was standing on the Evans’s front porch watching me.








  
  
Chapter Four




Saturday, May 7 at 6:07 p.m. 

I stepped up onto the porch, and Trey opened the front door for me to enter his parents’s home. From where we stood, I could see through the patio doors that a few guests were still lingering outside.

I turned to face Trey, his expression stony. “I see the party is still going on.”

He glanced toward the patio doors and, with a sigh, turned toward the couch in the living room and sank down. I sat next to him. “How’s your mom doing?”

Trey shook his head. “She’ll be fine. Mama is more embarrassed that she let Benny get to her. It didn’t help that she walked off like that.”

Margaret was a bit dramatic, but if I was in her shoes, I would have been shocked and pretty upset if my husband’s other son walked in on my fiftieth wedding anniversary celebration. “She was probably in shock and not sure how to react.”

“So, what did you and your ex have to talk about?”

I slanted my eyes at Trey. In the back of my mind, I knew he’d been holding back what was really on his mind. “My ex is your half-brother. And I think he’s in trouble.”

Trey frowned. “What kind of trouble?”

“He wouldn’t say, but Benny hated Georgetown more than me. How often have you seen him over the years?”

Trey held his head down, deep in thought for a minute. “I’ve seen him on and off since we all graduated from high school. I’m sure he comes back here to see his mother. I’ve run into her a few times, probably more than him.”

“From our brief conversation, a few minutes ago, it sounds like he doesn’t come home to see her. Anyway, something is up for him to come see your dad. And he did not know the celebration was going on. You can tell your mom it was unintentional.”

Trey raised an eyebrow. “You believe that?”

I nodded. “I do. Your father mentioned Benny had been trying to contact him. He must have been pretty desperate to come by the house.”

Trey shrugged. “I guess. But he couldn’t have missed all the cars parked outside. He had to know something was going on.”

I caught movement from the side of my eyes. It was Margaret. Her hair and makeup were in place, but I could tell from her swollen eyes she’d been crying.

Trey popped up and was by his mother’s side in an instant.

I wilted a little. I didn’t expect to have any issues with Margaret as my future mother-in-law, but I’d often joked with Trey that he was a bit of a mama’s boy. When Margaret called, he was there in a flash. Of course, he was her only son, only child. She doted on him. Trey had been a newborn while her world was falling apart. She’d found out during her pregnancy that Robert had cheated.

His high school sweetheart was also having his child.

Somehow the boys grew up separate, the way Margaret wanted it. But you couldn’t keep a secret of that magnitude in a small town. People knew and whispered. The whispers grew louder as the two boys, who looked like they could be brothers, became football stars at rival high schools. 

Margaret’s world fell apart again once Trey found out, but she remained by Robert’s side and he by hers for fifty years despite everything. 

Trey led his mother across the living room. Earlier, she appeared beautiful and elegant. Now, she appeared frail, her seventy years clear on her face. 

She patted her son’s arm. “Trey, I can’t go back out there. You need to tell the guests to leave. I appreciate them coming out, but I don’t feel well.”

I jumped up. “I can do it. We need to clean up anyway, I think a storm is coming.”

Figuratively and literally.

Trey gave me a subtle nod of thanks as he sat next to his mother.

I knew Margaret would have felt more comfortable with Trey than me. We got along, but I was not the type of woman who knew how to offer the comfort she needed. 

When I stepped outside, I saw Joseph sitting in the corner of the patio. His eyes were glued to his phone. I admired him for not only hanging out with his elders today, but keeping his distance from his phone until now. I imagined he had a lot of text and social media posts to catch up on.  I walked over and patted his leg.

“I’m about to send these folks home so we can clean up. You want to help a sister out?”

He looked up, his eyes solemn. “Sure.” Joseph stuffed his phone in his pants pocket before looking over his shoulder. “Is Grandma alright?”

“Yeah, she will be. Your dad is with her.”

I could have shouted from the patio, “Y’all need to get on up out of here.” But I didn’t. I went to each table, smiling like everything was all good, and thanked the guests for coming. Margaret’s two friends, along with Bev and Clay, stayed around to help us clean up. I stripped the tablecloths off the tables, then Joseph and Clay folded them. The ladies gathered all the centerpieces and placed them in plastic containers on the patio. They were pretty, and I hoped they could be repurposed.

The only thing left was the arch. We all stood in a line looking up at it.

Lenora sighed, “I’m too tired to deal with that arch. My son came and helped us, but he didn’t stay.”

“Looks like it was a lot of work to put it together.” I looked up at the sky. We’d worked in a hurry because the breeze had picked up. “Do you think it will be okay out here in the rain?” 

Clay stepped up and looked at it. “Maybe we can lift it and move it inside the shed.”

Maxine appeared worried. “It’s pretty heavy.”

“We got this. Joseph, go get your dad. Tell him we need some extra muscle.”

The boy took off. By the time he came back with Trey, the drizzle had started. The women headed in the house, but I stayed, not really caring about the rain. I’d gotten my hair twisted by a new cosmetologist in town who specialized in natural hair. She had been a godsend. I loved having natural hair, but taking care of it was a chore. It was wonderful to go back to a salon and let someone else deal with my hair.

The males struggled as the rain started really coming down, but they managed to get the arch inside the shed next to Robert’s riding lawnmower. By the time we all made it inside, our clothes were drenched and dripping.

Margaret stood with towels. “Y’all are going to get sick.”

Clay held up a hand. “I’ll be fine. Bev is driving, and we’re not that far.” 

My sister eyed her soaking wet husband. “Let’s get you home.” Before leaving, she hugged Margaret. “Everything was beautiful.”

Margaret gave my sister a small smile. “Thank you, Bev. I appreciate you coming.”

Trey, Joseph, and I headed upstairs. Since we helped set up, we all had changed for the celebration here. My leggings and long tunic felt good after toweling off as best I could. I’d shower when I got home.

When I returned downstairs, Trey was back in his jeans and a t-shirt, and I noticed Joseph was sitting on the couch by his grandmother.

“Dad, why don’t I stay with Grandma and Grandpa?” Joseph suggested. His dark eyes, darting between me and his father, finally landed on my face. “You guys probably need some time together.”

“That’s so thoughtful of you, JoJo.” Margaret patted her grandson. She was the only one who called him that, but he didn’t seem to mind. Joseph had sickle cell anemia, which often set him apart from his peers as being very mature. The boy was too perceptive sometimes, picking up on tensions that adults tried to hide. 

Trey nodded, the first smile on his face since the renewal ceremony with his parents. “Thanks, Joseph.”

Robert stepped forward. “I hope we have time to talk.”

Trey and Robert exchanged looks for a long minute before Trey nodded and grabbed my hand. We left and climbed into Trey’s car in silence. At least the rain had stopped. The storm had passed through swiftly, but another storm was still swirling.

I could feel it.

When Trey pulled up in front of my house, I opened the passenger door and then frowned. The car engine was still running. 

“Aren’t you coming in? I know tomorrow is Sunday, but we’ve gone to church together plenty of times.”

Trey wouldn’t look at me. “I need some time to think.”

I closed the door back and raised my eyebrow. “About what? I thought we were supposed to share everything with each other.”

“Not now, Rena.” He rubbed his hand over his head. “I know what you’re going to say, and I don’t need the lecture.”

“Lecture? Trey, this situation is between your father and mother. You nor Benny had any control over how you both came into this world. Your father is getting older. Did you know he has other grandchildren besides Joseph? You have a niece and nephew, and Joseph has cousins. You all should—”

“Serena, stop,” Trey barked. “I know you’ve gotten to know your half-brother over the past year, but it’s not that easy for everyone.”

Your mother hasn’t made it easy either.

“Okay, well, I’m going to use some of your advice on you, Minister Evans. Pray about it. What does God want you to do? What would make it easier for everyone? This constant tension over a betrayal that happened before either of you was born or maybe acknowledging you are both grown men with the same father? Same bloodline.” I climbed out of the car. “Good night, Trey.”

He looked at me, his eyes sad and lost. “Good night, Rena.”

Trey didn’t drive off until I’d unlocked the front door and turned off the alarm. I waved to him and then watched his taillights fade into the darkness.

I closed the door and reset the security system.

Inside my head, a different type of alarm pulsated.









