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            In Loving Memory of

             

            My dear aunt

Mary Beasley,

for all your unwavering love

and support and for always being

there for me my entire life. I will
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            May 15, 1940 – May 10, 2020

             

            My dear aunt,

Marie Tennin,

for all your love and all the

happy times I spent at your home

as a child, during our annual summer

vacation trips. You will forever be

missed, and I love you with all my heart.

            January 13, 1932 – February 7, 2022
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            Chapter 1

            Serena

         

         Serena was forty, had never been married, and was lonelier than she’d ever been in her life.

         And she knew why.

         It was because she still hadn’t found her soul mate—if there was such a thing—and the fact that she had just learned three days ago that her so-called significant other, Tim, was sleeping with another woman. Which might not have been so surprising had Tim not been claiming for months—nearly a year, to be exact—that he loved her and that she was everything any man could want in a woman. Although now, as Serena thought back on their overall relationship, she couldn’t deny how obsessive and protective he had been when it came to his smartphone. He’d almost always kept it on silent, claiming that he didn’t want a single thing to interrupt the quality time they spent together, and he also rarely checked his phone in front of her for missed calls or text messages. Worse, there had been a few times when Serena had traveled to out-of-town speaking engagements, and she hadn’t been able to get in touch with him at all. But then, like clockwork, he would finally call her back the next morning, waking her up and apologizing for dropping off to sleep a lot earlier than usual or for not seeing that she had called him until that very moment.

         Serena had, of course, been suspicious, the same as she had been of every man she’d dated, but this time around, she had tried to be more trusting. She’d told herself that being paranoid, skeptical, and insecure wasn’t good, and that maybe Tim really did love her as much as he said he did. She had also decided that he didn’t seem like the kind of man who would be unfaithful, not with his regularly talking about his belief in God and the fact that he seemed to have a huge amount of respect for her and her decision to remain celibate.

         Of course, this hadn’t always been Serena’s normal way of thinking, but then a couple of years ago, she had begun making her relationship with God a much bigger priority in her life. Then, after she and one of her best friends, Michelle, had attended this amazing Christian women’s conference, they’d both decided they would no longer have sex outside of marriage. They’d talked about it for two days, both by phone and in person, and what had truly sealed the deal for them was when the keynote speaker had said, “When you have sex with someone, you willingly give them a part of your soul that you can never get back. So why not wait for the one man who genuinely loves you and who wants to spend the rest of his life with you?”

         But again, Serena had thought Tim was fine with her celibacy decision and that they were good. That is, until his other woman had obviously found out about Serena and had decided to record the audio of Tim and her having sex, and then had sent the file to Serena’s website email address. At first, Serena had wondered how the woman had even known who she was. But it wasn’t as though Mitchell, Illinois, was some huge metropolitan city, and for all Serena knew, this other woman could have seen her and Tim out on one of their many dates. It also wasn’t as though most people in the city didn’t know who Serena was, what with her having a popular lifestyle blog and being a nationally known speaker.

         Serena dropped down onto her navy blue leather sofa, leaned back into the corner of it, pulled her knees up close to her body, and rested her elbows against the tops of her thighs. She pulled her ponytail around and onto her left shoulder, and without warning, tears flowed down her high cheekbones. She was so unhappy, and the more she mentally replayed that raunchy, X-rated audio recording and tossed one awful thought through her mind after another, she wondered what was wrong with her and why after all these years of dating—one man after another—she hadn’t so much as been engaged before. In fact, no one had ever even asked for her hand in marriage—that is, unless you counted that time when one of her former high school classmates had seen her dining at a restaurant…and out of nowhere…declared how much he had secretly always loved her, how he had never stopped loving her, and that if she would have him, he would marry her anytime she wanted. Serena had been stunned, to say the least, and while she hadn’t wanted to hurt his feelings, all she’d been able to think about was how not only did she barely remember him, he also wasn’t her type. Not even close.

         And the even bigger truth? She could tell he didn’t earn at least a six-figure salary.

         But there was something else that had bothered her, too: the grayish-blue short-sleeved maintenance shirt he’d worn. Not to mention the fact that the name of the plumbing, heating, and air-conditioning company he worked for had been stitched on the upper left-hand side of it. His working attire had told Serena everything she’d needed to know, and since she had hired that very company in the past for some of her own heating issues, she’d known her former classmate wasn’t the owner of it.

         And yes, she also knew that success and wealth didn’t mean everything, but she had decided a long time ago, back when she’d been a small girl, that once she became an adult, she would live a completely different kind of life in comparison to the horrible one she’d been forced to endure while growing up. If she could help it, she would totally forget about her penniless, project-housing upbringing. She would forget about the fact that she and her younger sister, Diane, had sometimes gone to bed starving…as well as about being forced to wear secondhand clothing, all of which the other children at school had ridiculed Serena about daily. Of course, this latter part hadn’t been something Diane could relate to because unlike Serena’s deadbeat father, whom Serena still had never met, Diane’s father had taken her school shopping at the start of every school year. He’d gifted her with some of the best clothing money could buy, and then he would give Diane even more clothing at Christmastime. And if that hadn’t already been enough, he also made sure to buy Diane a whole new summer wardrobe at the end of every school year.

         But as much as Serena had tried with all her might, for years, to forget about her unfortunate and unfair childhood, she hadn’t. And as much as she hated to admit it, deep down, she still resented her sister for having a much better father than she’d had—a father who had loved and adored her, spent time with her one to two weekends every month, and who had willingly made his child support payments on time, without fail. Serena knew that her mother’s choice to date and sleep with Diane’s father—a much more responsible man than Serena’s father—wasn’t her sister’s fault, but what Serena hadn’t been able to deal with was the pathetic way Diane had always bragged about everything. From having the better father to receiving all the beautiful clothing to all the summer vacations her father took her on annually, Diane had bragged, bragged, and bragged some more, and Serena had never truly gotten over it or forgiven her sister.

         So no, Serena couldn’t and wouldn’t settle for just any man, and if she could help it, she would, with no exceptions, marry the man of her dreams. A man who was well-educated and one who could financially bring to the table as much as she did. In particular, a man like Tim, who was chief financial officer for a large insurance company. And if God answered all Serena’s prayers, her future husband would ultimately be able to provide her with a whole lot more than that, and the beautiful son or daughter they would have would experience a much better childhood than she had—a son or daughter Serena would need to have very soon, because her biological clock was now ticking pretty loudly.

         More than anything, though, Serena wanted to live the absolute best life she could, and she wanted to begin doing so, much sooner rather than later. Although, she couldn’t deny that whenever one of her three best friends, Michelle, Kenya, or Lynette, brought up the subject of marriage, she pretended that marriage couldn’t have been further from her mind. Why? Because she didn’t want any of them to know just how unhappy she was being single. Especially since Serena knew a good number of women who preferred being single and that many of them were happily living their lives to the fullest.

         And there was another reason, too, why Serena didn’t let on to her friends about how much she wanted to be married: all three of them thought her standards were set way too high and that, on far too many occasions, she had overlooked some of the kindest, caring, and most respectable men around. Men who had been very interested in Serena, yet Serena had still either turned them down the very moment they asked her out on a date. Or if she did agree to date them, she would do so only one or two times and then basically—according to her friends—dump them as quickly as possible.

         But the thing was, it was all because Serena knew what she wanted, and this was also the reason that she was willing to wait for as long as she had to—even if it meant spending another holiday all alone and in tears, the way she was doing now on Memorial Day. Her sister had invited her over to celebrate at her house, but to be honest, Serena didn’t feel like being around Diane and her boyfriend—two lovebirds who acted as though they were young teenagers who had just fallen in love for the very first time. Actually, Serena didn’t care to be around her sister on any day, let alone a holiday, but still, today it was mostly because of the whole lovebirds thing. Serena had also declined cookout invitations from Michelle, who was happily engaged, and Kenya, who was happily married. And the only reason she wasn’t getting together with Lynette, who was happily divorced, was because Lynette and her two teenage girls were away visiting Lynette’s parents in Mississippi.

         The more she thought about it, though, it was so amazing how Serena, Lynette, Kenya, and Michelle had met at church when they were small children, became best friends, and remained best friends for more than three decades, yet they still led very different lives. But in many ways, they were also very much alike. For example, they had all turned forty this year—Serena and Michelle in January and Kenya and Lynette earlier this month; they all shared very similar Christian, family, and moral values; and with the exception of Lynette, who was a stay-at-home mom, they all had great careers or owned their own businesses. But again, when it came to their relationship statuses, they couldn’t have been more different. Serena was single, Michelle was engaged, Kenya was married, and Lynette was divorced. Which just went to show that every human being had a very specific and preordained destiny. Still, being single at the age of forty was not the destiny Serena had been expecting or hoping for, and she prayed with everything in her that God had something much better planned for her future. Yes, He had blessed her with a wonderful college education and two degrees from Yale, as well as a wonderful purpose of writing and speaking, and she was grateful to Him for everything. But what she was also beginning to realize more and more was that success didn’t mean much of anything—that is, if you didn’t have someone to share it with.

         Someone you loved.

         Someone who loved you back.

         Someone to take vows with.

         Of course, it was true that Serena didn’t want just any man, but she also didn’t want to continue being alone. What she wanted was to be married. And while she knew there was no such thing as having a perfect marriage or a perfect relationship of any kind, she wanted to find the man who was perfect for her.

         What she wanted was to get married and live as close to happily ever after as she could.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

            Michelle

         

         This was by far one of the best Memorial Days ever. The reason? Michelle was finally engaged, and in just over three short months, she and Dr. Christopher Blake III would become husband and wife. They would soon be joined by five hundred of their family members and friends, and they would be well on their way to creating a lifetime of wonderful memories. Needless to say, Michelle couldn’t be happier. Especially since God had blessed her with the opportunity to meet one of the best men she had ever known in her life. Yes, it didn’t hurt that he was one of the most knowledgeable cardiothoracic surgeons in the country, but more important, he was kind, loving, and compassionate, and he genuinely loved God. He also loved her, and he showed her just how much on a consistent basis. From flowers to chocolate-covered fruit to jewelry, he regularly showered her with gifts for no reason other than to let her know how special she was to him.

         So yes, God had truly blessed her in more ways than she had even prayed for, and she was grateful. And while she, too, worked in the medical field in her dream job as a geriatric nurse practitioner, that wasn’t how she and Chris had met. It had been her father, Larry, who had introduced them instead. Of course, in all honesty, Michelle shouldn’t have been surprised, what with her father’s and mother’s adamance toward Michelle meeting and marrying a man who came from a prominent family. So when Chris had hired on Michelle’s father to handle the entire negotiation process for the partnership offer he had received from his employer, Larry Jackson hadn’t hesitated mentioning his daughter to his new client. Then, as it had turned out, the more Larry had gotten to know Dr. Christopher Blake III, the more he had liked him and discovered that Christopher III was perfect for his only child. Lucinda, Michelle’s mom, who, like her husband, was a top attorney, had felt the same way, and the next thing Michelle had known, her parents had invited Chris over to their home for dinner. They’d also basically told Michelle what time she should be there, too.

         This hadn’t been a surprise, though, because for years, Michelle’s parents had regularly tried playing matchmaker when it came to her love life, except none of the other men they’d set her up with in the past had been her type. They hadn’t as much as come close to choosing the right person for her, but she did have to admit that with Chris, they’d done exceptionally well, and she was grateful to them.

         Michelle glanced over at her father, who was turning meat on the grill and laughing and talking with Chris and his dad, Christopher II. Then she walked closer to the patio table where her mom, Michelle’s future mother-in-law, Audrey—who had already become her mother-in-love—and Michelle’s Aunt Jill were sitting.

         Michelle placed her hand at the top of her forehead, blocking out the bright, hot sunshine, and she was glad she’d gotten her hair cut in a super short but elegant hairstyle. “Once Daddy finishes the last of the grilling, we should be good to go.”

         “Well, I’m definitely ready,” Audrey said.

         “I’m ready, too,” Aunt Jill agreed. “Usually when I cook a lot of food, I’m not hungry at all. You know, because of all the tasting that goes on. But I’m hungry today.”

         All of the women laughed, and then Lucinda said, “I really appreciate all the work you put in for us, sis, because you know I’m certainly not the cook in our family.”

         Aunt Jill chuckled again. “No, you’re definitely not, and you know I was glad to do it.”

         Michelle smiled because for the first thirty years of her life, even though her parents had lived very well and resided in what most people would consider to be a mini-mansion, the three of them had celebrated nearly every single holiday at her Aunt Jill’s. Michelle had always been thrilled about it, though, because for one, Aunt Jill could cook absolutely anything, and two, while her house wasn’t all that spacious, she had a very special way of making everyone feel right at home. She was simply an amazing woman, and that was the reason that some of Michelle’s fondest memories included all the times they’d spent at her aunt’s home.

         Now, though—at least for the past ten years, anyway, once Michelle’s parents had built and moved into their current home—Aunt Jill had begun spending the night with her sister and brother-in-law on the evening before any big holiday. That way, she could cook huge meals in their picturesque, custom-style gourmet kitchen. Aunt Jill loved everything about it, and she always seemed so happy when she was there in her element, doing her favorite thing, which was cooking for the family she loved. Especially since she didn’t have a husband or any children. Although, it wasn’t as if Michelle was complaining, because this was part of the reason that Michelle and her aunt were so close, and the reason Aunt Jill was more like a mother to her than an aunt.

         Michelle saw her father removing more meat from the grill and placing it in a large tinfoil cooking pan. Then, Chris picked it up and headed across the multicolored rock-textured patio toward the house, and Michelle followed behind him so she could place the meat in the oven until the rest of it was done. But as soon as they walked inside and Michelle slid the patio door closed behind her, Chris set the pan of meat onto the granite-topped island and pulled her into his arms. “Have I told you how much I love you?”

         Michelle crossed her arms behind his neck, smiling and admiring how handsome he was. “Not in the last few hours.”

         “Well, I do. Baby, you’re my world, and I love you with all my heart. And I always will.”

         “I love you, too, baby, and I thank God for you.”

         “And I can’t wait to marry you. I can’t wait for you to become Mrs. Christopher Blake the Third.”

         “Neither can I, and thankfully, we only have a little while to go.”

         Chris grinned at her.

         “What?”

         “It’s actually twelve weeks, five days, and a few hours from now.”

         “Wow, talk about detailed.”

         “Well, when you’ve waited for as long as I have, you can’t help but count down to the big day. I mean, don’t get me wrong. I am totally on board with you wanting to honor God. But I’m still human and I still want…more than anything…to make love to you.”

         “I want the same thing, sweetheart,” she admitted. “Believe me, I do.”

         “And I’ll tell you something else. It hasn’t been easy. Not with me loving you as much as I do. I love you more than I ever thought I could love anyone, Michelle, and you mean everything to me.”

         Tears filled Michelle’s eyes, and Chris kissed her with what seemed like more passion than he ever had, and she kissed him back with the same intensity. But when their kissing stirred up the kind of fiery feelings that made them both want to do so much more, Michelle pulled away.

         And Chris sighed with frustration. “Like I said, this isn’t easy.”

         “I know. But it’s like we just talked about, it won’t be long.”

         Chris shook his head and sighed all over again. “Well, right now, it feels like it’s going to be forever.”

         For the next few minutes, Michelle and Chris laughed and chatted about the “wait,” the wedding, and their honeymoon in Jamaica. But soon after, Chris grabbed a bottle of water from the refrigerator and went back outside to see if Michelle’s father had finished grilling. Michelle stayed behind, double-checking to make sure she had pulled out enough dipping spoons from one of the utensil drawers for the side dishes, but it wasn’t long before she thought about something she’d tried her best to not think about ever again: the chance meeting she’d had just a few days ago with her first love, Steven Price.

         She had run into him at a grocery store, and while it had been years since the two of them had seen each other, their meeting had felt as though they’d never spent much time apart at all. They had seemingly picked up where they’d left off, and then once they had said their goodbyes and headed down the paper products aisle in separate directions, Michelle had glanced at her watch and seen that more than thirty minutes had passed by without her realizing it. She and Steven had chatted for much longer than they should have, and while Michelle couldn’t help feeling guilty about it, she had told herself that there was nothing wrong with catching up with an old friend. That there was nothing inappropriate about conversing with someone she had simply run into by coincidence—even if it was the former love of her life.

         She had also told herself, for what seemed like a thousand times…that there was nothing left between her and Steven. Nothing at all. But no matter how hard she tried believing her own conviction, there was something else she just couldn’t get over.

         And it worried her.

         In truth, it terrified her because there was no denying it. She and Steven still had noticeable chemistry between them. And not just a little bit of chemistry, either. No, the chemistry they shared was strong, comfortable, and familiar, and although Michelle had tried her best to push everything about Steven completely out of her mind, she found herself thinking about him multiple times every single day. And checking his Facebook profile and postings…every single day. She even thought about what could have been had her parents not interfered in her and Steven’s relationship. Had they not believed Steven’s high school education and fast-food management position weren’t good enough for their only daughter. Had they not threatened to disown her…if she married the man she loved with her entire being.

         Sadly, Michelle thought about a lot of other things, too, but more than anything else, she thought about the loving, compassionate, caring man who had just hugged and kissed her and confessed his undying love for her. She thought about the love she had for him, too, and how blessed she was to be marrying him. Which was the reason that from this moment on, she would focus on Chris and the incredible life they were going to have together instead of focusing on some previous relationship that had ended years ago.

         She would become the best wife she could be to Chris, and she would forget about the fact that Steven and his wife were now divorced. She would also ignore something else that she had thought about every single day since running into Steven, which had everything to do with her feelings for Chris. Because while she certainly did love Chris, God forgive her, she wasn’t so sure she was in love with him. She even worried that maybe she never had been, and until now, she also hadn’t thought too much about the fact that there was a very big difference between loving someone and being in love with them. There was a huge difference indeed, and it was that part, in and of itself, that frightened Michelle the most.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3

            Kenya

         

         It was bright and early on Tuesday morning, and the Griffin household was still and quiet. Kenya had gotten up about an hour ago, washed her face, pulled her long, thick, wavy hair into a bushy ponytail at the top of her head, thrown on her workout clothing. Then, she’d made some coffee. Of course, her initial plan had been to sit outside on the stairs of their wooden deck to enjoy it and then head back inside to get in her workout on the treadmill, but here it was more than thirty minutes later and she was still sitting there basking in the warm sun, which had now completely risen. This actually was her morning ritual, all spring and summer unless it rained, and the only reason she had skipped sitting outside early yesterday morning was because she and her husband, Robert, had spent time preparing for their holiday guests. And, oh, what a wonderful holiday celebration it had been. Especially for their two children, Elijah and Alivia—whom everyone referred to as Eli and Livvie—as they loved nothing more than having over a few of their cousins for a pool party. They’d had an amazing time, and the adults had equally enjoyed themselves as well, relaxing around the in-ground pool and watching the children both swim and play all sorts of water-related games. Kenya and Robert hadn’t invited a huge number of people, but just having over Kenya’s dear, sweet parents-in-law, a couple of Robert’s first cousins, their spouses and children, and Kenya and Robert’s next-door neighbors had been more than enough guests to have a great time. The food had been delicious, too, which was another reason Kenya knew she couldn’t skip her workout regimen today, no matter how tempted she was to do so.

         But as she continued basking in the sun with her eyes closed, one thought led to another, and before long, she couldn’t help thinking about her mom and dad, who had both passed away when she was just in her thirties. They’d died two years apart and well before either of their sixtieth birthdays, and sadly, they’d both been diagnosed with cancer. Uterine for her mom, and colon for her dad. Still, no matter how much time had passed, Kenya couldn’t believe they were gone, and she missed them every day of her life. Worse, Kenya had been an only child, so while she loved her husband and children with all her heart, there were still times when she wished she could call her mom or dad or a big brother or sister when she needed advice. Because although she had graduated from college and medical school with honors and she now worked as an obstetrician-gynecologist, she sometimes needed advice and wisdom about plain old daily life. Sometimes she just needed to know what her mom or dad would have done about a certain problem or situation. Or again, what a big brother or sister would do.

         But then the good news was that her mother-in-law had done all she could to become her mother in every way possible, and Kenya loved her so much for that. Her father-in-law had also become a father to her, and in all honesty, they’d both begun treating Kenya as though she were their daughter from day one. They’d done so from the moment she and Robert had first started dating, and since Kenya had heard more than enough monster-in-law/daughter-in-law stories to last a lifetime, she thanked God for Mr. and Mrs. Charles and Mary Griffin. Not to mention, they were the most loving grandparents they could be to Eli and Livvie.

         Of course, Kenya was beyond grateful to have her three best friends in her life, too: Serena, Michelle, and Lynette. Her girls. Her ride-or-die companions. Her sister friends forever. They were always there for her, no matter what—through the good times, the bad, and the ugly—and the four of them had been the best of friends since they were small girls growing up in church. In fact, had it not been for their parents all joining the same church, there was a chance they might never have met one another. Not when they all lived in totally different neighborhoods: Serena on the far west end of town, Michelle on the far east, Lynette on the north side, and Kenya on the south. So even though Mitchell’s population maxed out at around 150,000 residents and wasn’t massive, all four of them had attended different elementary schools. They’d also done the same when it had come to attending junior high and high school, and interestingly enough, they had all attended different universities for undergrad, too. Serena had received a full academic scholarship to Yale, and since Michelle had always been just as interested in the medical field as Kenya was and wanted to become a nurse, her parents had insisted on sending her to Johns Hopkins. Then, as far as Lynette, she had received more than enough scholarship and grant money from Spelman, which had always been her school of choice anyway, and Kenya had attended Howard via scholarships, grants, and work-study, all of which had allowed her to graduate with no student loan debt. Of course, paying for medical school had been a very different story. but thankfully she had finished paying off the loans for that degree a few years ago.

         Kenya lifted her insulated stainless steel mug from where it had been sitting next to her and drank the rest of her coffee, but when she heard the patio door opening, she turned and looked in that direction. She smiled when her husband, who still looked as good as he had the day she’d married him, walked toward her and sat down beside her. Next, he pecked her on the lips, but she could tell right away that something was troubling him.

         “Honey, what’s wrong?” she asked.

         Robert sighed and shook his head. “Guess?”

         Kenya’s spirits plummeted because she knew whatever was going on had everything to do with Terri, Robert’s ex-wife, who was also the mother of Robert’s twelve-year-old son, Bobby.

         “What happened?” she asked. “Because, I mean, it’s not even seven a.m. yet.”

         Robert placed his phone in Kenya’s hand. “Yeah, well, from the looks of this text message and how long it is, Terri has been up since before daylight.”

         Kenya scrolled through the message from beginning to end, seeing that it looked more like a full-length letter than it did a phone text.

         Robert stood up. “I’m going back inside to get a cup of coffee, but prepare yourself, because she’s really on one today. Big time.”

         When Robert disappeared through the patio door, Kenya scrolled back to the top of the message and began reading.

         
            You know…it’s bad enough that you walked off and left your wife and son, filed for divorce, and then had the nerve to get married barely a year after it was final. But now you have the audacity to be taking me to court about your so-called visitation rights? How dare you? Because it’s not like Bobby is dying to spend time with you, your pathetic wife, or those other two kids, brats or whatever it is you have over there. Bobby can’t stand any of you, and I don’t blame him. Plus, Bobby has me, which is all he needs. I’m all he’ll ever need, and the sooner you accept that truth, the better off everyone will be. And what’s so pitiful, too, is that you know Bobby never wants to come to your house for even two hours, let alone spend an entire holiday weekend with you. So why in the world would you call and ask him if he wanted to spend Memorial Day weekend with you guys? Why, Robert? Why, when he’s never spent a single holiday with you ever since you married that woman? And why should I have to spend ANY holiday all alone and without my son, when you have a whole wifey and two other children you can celebrate with anytime you want? And if you wanted to spend so much quality time with your son on the holidays, you should’ve thought about that before leaving him and me and filing for divorce. Yeah, I had an affair on you, and I have always been woman enough to own up to that indiscretion. But Robert, everybody makes mistakes, and you and I were supposed to stay married until death. Remember? Through everything. Remember? But no, you, the person who claims to love God so much, couldn’t find it in your heart to forgive your own wife, Robert. And instead, you deserted Bobby and me and moved on. You moved on business as usual and acted as though your son and me didn’t even exist. I mean, what a hypocrite you are. And I don’t care what your little wifey does for a living or how much money she makes, she’s still not smarter than me or better than me. And I also don’t care how much money you make either, just as long as the two of you send me my child support payments every month. Still, though, if you force me to come see your evil behind in court, if I were you, I would prepare for the fight of my life because I’m not giving you my son. Not on holidays, in the summer, or on any weekends. Because it’s like I said, he doesn’t like any of you. And I don’t like any of you. Actually, I can’t stand the ground you walk on Robert, and I hate I ever met you, let alone married you. But that’s okay because when I’m done fighting you in court about this visitation nonsense, we’ll be heading right back there again about my increase in child support. Because for all I know, you might be earning a whole lot more money than you claimed you were earning two years ago. Because it’s not like I have any proof of your salary. So maybe instead of letting you send these little three thousand dollar checks you send me every month, I should file a claim with child support. Because I definitely think it’s time to reexamine those finances of yours again, so I can make sure my baby is getting everything he deserves. Don’t you? He’s just as important as your other two children, Robert. Actually, he’s more important because he’s your firstborn, and I’m your first wife. So make no mistake about it, I will always look out for my baby. For as long as I live. Actually, my child support should be based on both your incomes…meaning your income and the income of that witch you’re so happily married to. But whatever. Oh and please know that there is no need for you to respond to this message. No need for you to contact me about anything. But there is one last thing I want to say. You have a nice day.

         

         Kenya was speechless. She knew she shouldn’t have been, not with Terri simply just being the same Terri she had always been. But now she was actually admitting via text message that she didn’t want Bobby spending any time with Kenya, his eight-year-old brother, his six-year-old sister, and most of all, his own father? This woman was far too much, and while Kenya had always allowed Robert to deal with Terri on his own terms, even she knew that keeping his son away from him—on purpose—should never have been acceptable. Yes, it was true that Bobby seemingly didn’t want to spend time with any of them, but it was only because his mother had poisoned his mind with so many lies about his dad. Terri had been doing this ever since she and Robert had divorced, but of course when Robert had begun dating Kenya, which hadn’t started until their divorce was final, Terri had become even more bitter. Then, when Robert had informed Terri that he and Kenya were getting married, she had completely lost it. She had thrown a total fit, calling Robert every profane word she could think of, and from there, she had slowly but surely stopped Robert from seeing his son altogether.

         At first, she began ignoring Robert’s calls, but then eventually, she’d begun telling him what times he could and couldn’t pick Bobby up. However, when Robert would arrive, she wouldn’t answer the door. Or sometimes she would take Bobby and leave the house just before Robert was scheduled to come get him. She did this because she was angry and jealous of the relationship that Robert had with Kenya, and worse…she hated the fact that Robert also now had two other children. How did Kenya know this? Because she and Terri had once gone to the same hairstylist, and the stylist had told Kenya how she needed to watch out for Terri. She’d then shared all the horrible things Terri had been saying about Robert, Kenya, and their children. But the worst thing of all that Terri had admitted to Kenya’s stylist was that not only did she hate Robert’s other children, she also believed that had it not been for those “brats,” Robert would have left Kenya and come back to her and Bobby a long time ago.

         Kenya, of course, didn’t like any of this, mainly because it was all so unfair to Bobby. That poor child had been forced to choose sides, and no matter what his dad or anyone else tried to tell him, including his paternal grandparents, he still believed everything his mother told him. He believed that his father had left and divorced his mom for no reason at all except that he had wanted to marry someone who made a lot more money than she did; never mind that even while Robert had still been married to Terri, he’d been a vice president at the same company he worked for now. So money certainly hadn’t been an issue for Robert. Not back then or otherwise.

         But sadly, Bobby also believed that his dad didn’t love him, didn’t want him, and that all he cared about were Livvie and Eli, something that couldn’t have been further from the truth. Because if there was one thing Kenya knew about Robert, it was that he loved his eldest son with all his heart. So much so that had things gone Robert’s way during his and Terri’s divorce proceedings, he would have gained full custody of him. But Bobby didn’t know any of this. He had no idea how much of a liar his mother was and how manipulative and deceptive she was. He also never would have imagined his mother sending this latest scathing text message to his dad, because Terri was very good at pretending to be someone else. She went to church every Sunday, smiled at everyone whom she came in contact with, and in public, she appeared to be one of the kindest women anyone could meet. That is, with the exception of those times she had frequented Kenya’s hair salon. Still, what most people didn’t know was that Terri was a master at being phony. She was sneaky and devious, and sadly, Kenya had a feeling that their interactions with Terri would become worse before they became better.

         Much worse.

         Kenya just knew it.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 4

            Lynette

         

         Lynette and her two daughters were now comfortably relaxing on their return flight home, and for the first time in a while, Lynette felt good—physically, mentally, and emotionally. At first, she hadn’t been so sure that taking a trip was the right idea or if it would make any real difference for her. But it had, and she was truly happy about it. In fact, traveling down to Madison, Mississippi, the city her parents had returned to for their retirement, had ended up being one of the best decisions Lynette could have made. Because getting away to the South for an entire week had proven to be exactly what she, Chloe, and Tabitha had needed. Then, as it had turned out, Chloe and Tabitha had asked Lynette if they could fly home, pack more clothing, and then fly back to Mississippi to spend the summer with their grandparents. Actually, they hadn’t even wanted to wait until summer, and instead, they wanted to leave as soon as possible.

         But in all honesty, Lynette didn’t blame them because she knew they needed a full break from the awfulness they had witnessed and experienced, thanks to Lynette and Julian’s nasty and hurtful divorce proceedings. It had all been no joke, and although Tabitha and Chloe loved both their parents, even they had begun asking Lynette why she allowed their dad to treat her so terribly. They were only fourteen and fifteen years old, but even when they’d first asked her this very question two years ago, Lynette had been stunned because she hadn’t realized just how much they had been paying attention to her, their father, and the downfall of their marriage. Especially since Lynette had always tried her very best to hide the reality from them. She’d done all she could to protect their emotional well-being because it wasn’t as though they had asked to be brought into this world, let alone trapped inside an unloving marital situation. It certainly wasn’t their fault that their father had become one of the worst men Lynette knew, and sadly, one of the worst men Chloe and Tabitha knew, too.

         But if Lynette was really being honest about who Julian was today and the fact that this was mostly how he had always been, she would also have to admit that he wasn’t the man she should have married in the first place. Because while in the very beginning, when the two of them had first met, Julian had treated Lynette like a queen…once they’d gotten married, things had quickly begun to change. For one, he had totally dismissed the fact that just before meeting him, Lynette had received her bachelor’s degree in psychology, and that she had been well on her way to building a career in human resources. She had even been hired by one of the largest corporations there in the city, but of course, after she fell in love with Julian and accepted his marriage proposal, everything had shifted. Not necessarily in the way she had wanted it to, but at the same time, Lynette had wanted to be a good wife, and she had also wanted to make her husband and his wishes her priority. She’d had no interest in losing herself as a woman or losing all her independence, but she had also wanted to honor God’s Word as it related to a husband being the head of his household.

         So as soon as Julian’s construction company had secured a multimillion-dollar deal, which had happened only six months after they were married, Lynette had submitted her resignation to her boss. Not because she didn’t love her job, but because Julian’s company had taken off very quickly. Even the local and regional media outlets had already begun touting him as the youngest and one of the most successful construction business owners in the area. But even more so, Julian had sat her down and made it clear that he didn’t want his wife working and that the wife of any successful CEO didn’t need to work, anyway. He’d also insisted that it wasn’t a good look for either of them status-wise, and that she belonged at home, raising their children on a full-time basis—children they didn’t even have yet—but Lynette still had been fine with her husband’s request. She’d been happy to support the husband she loved in any way she could and to become the best mother she could be to the two daughters they eventually had. That is, until all of Julian’s late-night meetings and out-of-town “business” trips had become commonplace, and he had sometimes not found his way home until the very next morning.

         Even on weekdays.

         He had also never spent any real quality time with Chloe and Tabitha, and that bothered Lynette more than anything else. It had felt as though their daughters had been born to only one parent, but whenever Lynette had complained about this to Julian, all he would do was quickly remind her of the wealthy lifestyle he worked so hard to provide for her and the girls. Which meant that, besides his business and worldly possessions, he didn’t care much about anything else.

         Still, since Lynette had taken vows before God to stay married, for better or worse, and she hadn’t wanted to cause her children any unnecessary pain, she had decided to grin and bear her loveless and pathetic marriage. She had made up her mind to do what she’d thought was the right thing to do. But then just under one year ago—on their sixteenth wedding anniversary, no less—Julian had arrived home, strolled into their first-floor master bedroom suite, just as nonchalant as he pleased, and announced that he was leaving her for another woman.

         Even now, thirty thousand feet in the air, the thought of it all ignited every angry emotion Lynette could feel, and sadly, she couldn’t help judging the beautiful young flight attendant who had just sashayed past her, smiling. Lynette knew she had no right assuming anything about a woman she didn’t know, or anyone else for that matter. But after seeing the colossal diamond secured around the woman’s ring finger, Lynette found herself wondering whose husband this woman might have met during some so-called business trip and had soon begun having an affair with. Because that was exactly what had happened to Lynette. Julian had boldly shared with her that from the moment he had walked onto the plane and seen “Crystal,” the flight attendant who had been assigned to first class, he had fallen in love with her. And while hearing how much Julian loved another woman had been heartbreaking and devastating enough, what had hurt Lynette even more was when he had confessed the rest of the story: she was only twenty-five, three months pregnant with his twins, and as soon as his divorce from Lynette was final, he and Crystal were going to be married.

         Lynette remembered how she had barely been able to breathe and how Julian had simply stood there staring at her with no emotion. He had acted as though he’d been telling her nothing out of the ordinary, and as if she should have been fine about all of it. But the thing was, she hadn’t been fine at all. She hadn’t been okay with any of what he had said—and it was at that very moment when she had made up her mind to take half of everything…including the seven-thousand-square-foot custom-built home they’d moved into just one year before. It had been his dream home, and not only had Lynette decided to take that from him, she had also decided to take anything else she believed she and her girls had coming to them.

         She had promised Julian, too, that if he as much as tried to deny her anything she asked for in the divorce settlement, every company he did business with would learn very quickly that Julian Howard was a serial adulterer who had gotten his mistress pregnant, and that he was leaving his wife and daughters so he could marry her. Of course, to some men, none of those threats would have mattered one way or the other, but to men like Julian, who believed status and appearances meant everything, they did matter.

         So just as Lynette had expected, Julian had quietly given her everything she had asked for without any hesitation. He hadn’t been happy about it, of course, but his unhappiness had been the very least of her worries, and now Lynette was finally beginning to think about Lynette. The divorce had only been final for two months, but she was now ready to move on and begin thinking about how she was going to spend the rest of her life. She would certainly continue making her two girls her top priority, but she was also going to begin living. There was no doubt that the dating scene would be much different than it had been nearly twenty years earlier, but Lynette was more than willing to give it a try. Because no matter how terrible her life had been with Julian, she still believed in love, and she still believed that marriage could be a good thing. Especially if she could meet the right person.

         And even better, her soul mate.
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