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        orna Hamilton peered out the storefront window of Nana’s
        Gourmet Bakery, watching people leisurely making their way along North Main Street in downtown Woodlake, North Carolina. She scrunched up her face as she eyed the two women standing just beyond the entrance of her bakery.

      “Doris, just look at them,” she grumbled to the employee standing beside her. “They just left the hair salon across the street. Hair all done up, and look at those bloodred nails…long as all get-out. They getting all fixed up on our tax dollars. Money s’posed to be for the kids.”

      Doris nodded in agreement, muttering, “A bunch of lazy good-for-nothings, if you ask me. Don’t wanna work—just wanna lay around getting a check. I have a job and can’t get no help to pay for childcare. Social Services got me on a waiting list. People like them don’t have job the first and can get childcare. It’s not fair at all.”

      One of the women outside turned in their direction, as if she could hear them talking.

      Lorna quickly averted her gaze. She and Doris pretended like they were discussing the elegant wedding cake displayed in the window.

      Outside the shop, one of the women waved off her friend, then walked toward the entrance.

      “I don’t know why she keeps coming in here,” Lorna uttered. “She don’t ever buy nothing.”

      Despite her personal feelings, Lorna’s mouth turned upward into a smile as soon as the young woman entered through the double doors. “Good afternoon,” she greeted. “What can I get for you today?”

      “I’m just looking.” The girl grunted, switching her Gucci handbag from one shoulder to the other.

      Lorna couldn’t help but wonder how she got anything done with those long nails of hers. Long and frosted in a soft pink color.

      Lorna didn’t take her eyes off the bubble-gum popping, weave-wearing, designer-bag-toting welfare recipient walking back and forth eyeing the cakes and cheesecakes through the marble and glass display counter.

      The woman’s two-toned copper-colored weave was styled high, and instead of the conservative suits and comfortable shoes most women who worked downtown wore, she had on a pair of denim jeans that rested low on her hips, paired with a pink tank that looked two sizes too small. Assorted rings adorned her fingers, while a thick gold necklace hung around her neck. The focal point of her bare midriff was her belly ring.

      Unconsciously, Lorna compared herself to the young woman. She was pleased that at forty-two she could still catch the eye of men half her age. Her caramel complexion was smooth and even-toned. For work, her long, sandy brown hair had been styled into an old-fashioned bun and covered with a hairnet. She’d been spared the subtle signs of aging—tiny pouches beneath her dark brown eyes, stretch marks, sagging breasts and cellulite. With a measure of pride, Lorna credited her youthful appearance to having never worn makeup and strong family genetics. Her late grandmother had never had wrinkles and looked years younger than her advanced age of eighty-two.

      “You have any more of the chocolate cream cheesecake?”

      Lorna’s head snapped up from staring down at the young woman’s French-manicured toenails and high-heeled sandals. “I’m out. Sorry.”

      “When do you think you might have some more?”

      “Maybe tomorrow,” Lorna replied. “The chocolate cream cheesecake never lasts long. Most of my customers special order it, or they purchase a whole one.”

      “How much for a whole chocolate cream cheesecake then?”

      “Twenty-six dollars for a two-pound cheesecake,” Lorna quoted. “Thirty-six dollars for three pounds and forty-four for a four-pound cheesecake.”

      Frowning, the young woman muttered, “For cheesecake…Y’all too high for me. I can make a whole one at home for about three dollars. Just get one of them kits in the grocery store.”

      
       Then go get one, Lorna wanted to shout. It won’t come close to one of mine.

      A few minutes later, the woman left the shop, still grumbling about the price.

      Lorna turned to Doris. “This is a gourmet bakery. She know good and well she wasn’t gonna buy a thing when she walked herself into this shop. Coming in here, wasting my time.”

      “Here comes that Melita Dawson,” Doris announced. “With her nasty attitude.”

      Lorna groaned. “Not today.” Melita was their most difficult customer.

      “How y’all doin?” Melita said as she stepped into the bakery.

      “We’re just fine,” Lorna responded. “How are you?”

      “I’d be okay if your employee wasn’t staring at me like I’m from the moon.” Melita folded her arms across her chest, eyeballing Doris. “You sho’ must like what you see. Take a picture—it’ll last longer.”

      Doris opened her mouth to respond, but Lorna quickly cut her off by asking, “What can I get for you, Melita?” To Doris, she said, “Could you check on the cupcakes in the oven for me?”

      Melita waited until Doris was out of sight, then said, “My boo wants me to pick him up four slices of your white chocolate and strawberry cheesecake. You got any? The last time I came through you didn’t. He was hot when I got home and didn’t have no cheesecake with me.”

      “We have plenty today. Will there be anything else?”

      “Let me think on it for a moment.”

      Melita strutted around the shop, fingering the straps of her Louis Vuitton purse. Lorna noticed that Melita wore matching shoes and had on a necklace with the initials LV. Everything the woman had on seemed to have somebody else’s name on it, yet she’d never known Melita to hold down a job. Lorna had met Melita years ago when she and her mother had lived across the street from Nana’s.

      Even as a young child, Melita had been hard to control. Her mother had finally given up and thrown Melita out of the house when she was around fifteen or sixteen.

      “Do you have any pecan pie?”

      “I do,” Lorna responded. “Would you like a slice?”

      “Naw. I want to buy a whole one.”

      “How’s your mother doing?” Lorna inquired as she packaged up Melita’s selections.

      “I guess she all right. We ain’t speaking right now. She always trying to be up in my business, like she know what’s good for me. Humph. I’m grown.”

      “It’s because she loves you, Melita. Your mother only wants the best for you.”

      “What she thinks is best, you mean. I don’t need her to try and raise me now. I’m—”

      “Grown,” Lorna finished for her. “Yes, you’ve said that.”

      Melita glared at her. “Why everybody always trying to take her side? Miss Lorna, I don’t ask my mama for nothin’. I take care of my three children myself.”

      “Are you working?”

      “No.”

      “Then you’re not really taking care of your children by yourself, dear. You’re getting assistance from the government.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      Lorna met the young woman’s gaze straight on. “Melita, you have a good head on your shoulders. Why don’t you at least take some classes and get a trade?”

      “I hate school, Miss Lorna. I ain’t going to no school. That’s out of the question.”

      “Then why don’t you get a job?”

      “My boo takes care of me and my children.”

      “What happens if you two break up?”

      Melita frowned. “You sound just like Mama. Y’all just don’t understand.”

      “Melita, if you don’t get a job soon, you’re gonna lose your day-care assistance. You know that, don’t you?”

      “I just got it extended for another thirty days,” Melita responded with a smirk. “I do enough looking to satisfy my worker. I can’t help it if no one will hire me.”

      Lorna wanted to strangle Melita. Here was a young, able-bodied woman who could go out and work, but what did she do? Nothing. Because of her cheating, someone who was really deserving of childcare assistance couldn’t get it and was placed on a waiting list.

      Lorna totaled Melita’s purchases. “Twenty-four dollars and fifteen cents is your total.”

      Melita handed her a hundred-dollar bill.

      “Why you looking at that money like that?” she demanded. “It’s real.”

      “I check all the money that comes across my counter.”

      “Miss Lorna, don’t try to be funny with me.”

      Placing her hands on her hips, Lorna eyed the young woman. “Melita, why do you always come in my shop with an attitude? Every time you come in here you try to start something.”

      “No, I don’t,” Melita shot back. “Y’all just think y’all better than me and always giving me those funny looks. You need to leave me alone. You ain’t seen me with an attitude. Humph. I can show you attitude.”

      Lorna made change and handed it to Melita. “You have a nice day.”

      “Just because you own this ba—”

      Lorna cut her off by saying, “Bye, Melita.” Her tone left no room for argument.

      Melita left, muttering a string of curses on her way out of the shop.

      Doris walked out of the kitchen, saying, “One day, I’ma take that girl by the throat and swing her all over this shop. She gets on my nerves with that mouth of hers. Acting like the world owe her something when all she do is sit on her rump collecting a check and getting money from that thug of a boyfriend.”

      Lorna was in full agreement. “I can’t count how many girls just like her come in here. I’m sick and tired of our tax dollars going to folks like that.”

      They fell silent when another customer entered the shop pushing a stroller. Lorna’s gaze traveled to the little bald-headed boy with big brown eyes and dimpled cheeks. She estimated his age to be no more than four or five. His sickly appearance was a sharp contrast to the healthy glow of the deep mahogany complexion of his mother. She was thin but didn’t look like she’d missed any meals.

      Another one of those women, Lorna surmised. She probably spent her check on her waist-length braids, ugly gold earrings and bracelets dangling on her arm. From the looks of it, she spent more on herself than that poor child.

      “Can I help you with anything?” Doris inquired.

      “Just looking,” the girl mumbled.

      Lorna suspected as much.

      A few minutes later, the young woman checked her watch, and said, “Oops, we gotta go, Kendall. It’s almost time for the bus.”

      The little boy gave Lorna a warm smile and slight wave before his mother whirled the stroller around and headed toward the door.

      Doris backed away from the display she’d been working on. “What do you think?”

      Lorna eyed the blueberry tangerine fruit cheesecake. It was their featured cheesecake for the week. “Let’s place it beside the white chocolate raspberry cheesecake and garnish it with some lemon,” she suggested.

      She glanced across the street to the empty space facing her. Up until a few months ago, it had been a deli shop. Now people were heading in the other direction in search of food for lunch.

      Lorna was thankful for her faithful customers, because they provided steady business for her bakery. Not only did she offer assorted donuts, breads, cakes, cheesecakes and cookies, she also sold gourmet coffees, candies, jarred fruits and vegetables.

      A customer strolled inside, forcing Lorna away from her musings.

      “Hello,” she greeted with a smile. “What can I get for you today?”

      “I need to pick out a wedding cake. I’m getting married next month.”

      Lorna quickly assessed the woman standing on the other side of her counter. She wore a navy blue pantsuit and low-heeled pumps. On her shoulder, she carried a basic navy purse—one without a designer logo. Her blond hair was pulled back into a severe ponytail.

      Lorna guessed she worked in one of the nearby law firms. “Are you looking for something really fancy or more along simple lines?”

      “Simple but elegant.”

      After going through Lorna’s portfolio, the bride-to-be selected a cake with faux-embroidery details hand-painted with edible gold leaves, piped in royal blue icing on rolled fondant. She wanted Lorna to use a bouquet of gum-paste flowers for the topper.

      Right before her customer left, more people began to head into the shop.

      Without looking at the clock, Lorna knew it was noon. This was when Nana’s Gourmet Bakery was its busiest. Doris usually left around one p.m., when either Charlotte or Kevin, her part-time employees, arrived.

      Promptly at five-thirty, Lorna began closing up her shop. While Charlotte cleaned up, Lorna wrote out the deposit slip.

      It was almost six-thirty when Lorna and Charlotte finally emerged from the shop and headed to their cars.

      Lorna drove past the Family and Children Services building located in the heart of downtown Woodlake, just one block from her bakery. The bus stop at the corner was crowded with women, men and children leaving the social services building. Lorna couldn’t understand why anyone would want a life like that. These people seemed satisfied living off of a check and food stamps. She just didn’t get it. And she resented the fact that she couldn’t conceive a child while these other women had babies all day long.

      Lorna pulled into the parking lot of her bank and drove up to the night deposit slot. After making sure her surroundings were safe, Lorna quickly made her deposit.

      Back on the streets and heading home, Lorna’s mind wandered back to her musings. She wanted a family more than anything in life. She’d tried adoption once, but the birth mother had changed her mind and come back for the child. Lorna refused to go through that heartache again.

      Lorna was an only child and had been raised by her aunt after her parents’ death. During the summer months, she’d lived with her grandmother, whom she affectionately called Nana, in Woodlake.

      Lorna loved Woodlake, a town for all seasons. The falls were spectacular, the winters compared to scenes from Currier and Ives, the springs an explosion of wildflowers, and the summer months like today, the tenth of June, warm and comfortable.

      When Nana had suffered her first stroke, Lorna had packed up and left Philadelphia, where she’d been living, without a second thought. She’d eventually sold her house, and she’d decided to stay in Woodlake after Nana’s death ten years ago from a second stroke.

      In honor of her grandmother, Lorna had opened Nana’s Gourmet Bakery. The corner shop was successful—so much so that rumors were circulating that her recipes were closely guarded secrets passed from her grandmother, who used to sell her treats out of the house.

      But there were no secrets to Lorna’s baking. She just followed Nana’s advice to take time to nurture each batch of dough as if it were her first.

      Business was going so well for Lorna that she was considering opening up a second shop on the other side of town. She had one full-time and two part-time employees. She could afford to hire more employees to run the shop, but Lorna loved doing most of the baking herself. It was her passion. If she went through with opening another shop, Lorna would promote Doris to manager and hire another full-time person. Doris was the first employee of Nana’s and Lorna trusted her.

      It went without saying that Lorna was pleased with her accomplishments. The only thing missing in her life was the presence of a family.

      She had no one to share in her success.

       

      Lorna loved to walk through the rooms of her house, admiring the creative blending of the past with the present.

      Nana had left her house to Lorna, who, throughout the years, had taken her time redecorating the rooms, making them her own. She’d added rich, vibrant color to the walls and contemporary art pieces to accent the traditional furnishings.

      She was proud of her home and her business. Proud that she hadn’t had to ask anybody for a thing.

      “God bless the child that’s got his own,” Nana used to say to her, and Lorna took it to heart. She didn’t want anything handed to her. Lorna insisted on making her own way.

      She picked up a pillow with hand-embroidered stitching across the front and sat down on the sofa in its place. Lorna’s fingers moved lightly across the silk fabric, her mind traveling back to the day she’d purchased the new living room furniture.

      It was the day she’d met Walter Reynolds, the owner of Reynolds Furniture Store.

      Lorna had been attracted to him from the first moment they’d met. Standing at six feet three inches, with a smooth, tawny complexion, Walter kept his head and face shaved. His greenish gray eyes were the one feature most often remarked on, but what she loved most about him was his deep, sexy laugh. His laughter could ignite a fire within her.

      He was fifty years old and divorced, with two children in college. From what Lorna could tell, he was a good father and son. Walter had been his mother’s primary caregiver until her death two months ago.

      She’d been dating Walter for two years now. He’d never brought up the subject of marriage outside of complaining about how horrible his previous wife had been. Lorna enjoyed Walter’s companionship but wasn’t sure she could give up on the idea of getting married.

      Lorna wanted a family. Her aunt passed last year, leaving her with no other close family ties. She was barren and had accepted that fact as best she could, that there would be no children for her.

      Hopefully, she could still have a husband. Lorna didn’t want to go through the rest of her life alone. Surely this was not what God intended.

      Lorna prayed it wasn’t.
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        orna’s routine was as regular as the days of the week.
       
      

      The first thing she always did each morning upon arriving at the bakery was check her calendar, noting any special order due dates. After that, Lorna did a quick inventory to see if she needed to order any supplies.

      This morning was no exception.

      Although the shop didn’t open for another three hours, coming in around 4:30 A.M. gave Lorna and Doris enough time to prepare the donuts, pastries and other goodies her customers enjoyed as they made their way to work in the surrounding office buildings.

      Since the bakery was located one block away from Family and Children Services, many of the caseworkers frequented her shop, and Lorna knew quite a few of them by name.

      She often donated donuts and cookies for the children in child protective services. She also donated cakes and specialty breads to various other charities and fund-raisers to show how much she cared for her community.

      Though this morning started like all the others, a series of mishaps put Lorna in a sour mood.

      First, she cut her finger opening a box. She quickly rushed off to the bathroom to clean and bandage the wound. Before she could finish, the shrill ringing of a bell sounded, signifying the entrance of a customer. Since Doris was kneading dough for sticky buns, Lorna rushed back to the front of the store to greet the customer.

      On her way, she knocked over a half-full bag of sugar, wasting it all over the kitchen floor. She muttered a curse.

      “I’ll sweep the sugar up,” Doris stated. “Don’t worry about it.”

      Nursing the bandaged finger, Lorna strode up to the marble and glass counter.

      Her expression became strained when she spotted the thin young woman who had been in the day before with the little boy.

      “Can I help you?” Lorna asked, brushing off a thin layer of flour from her apron.

      “Good morning,” the girl greeted in response. “I was wondering if I could order a birthday cake for my son. He’ll be three soon.”

      “Yeah.” Lorna grunted. “You can order a cake. How soon do you need it?”

      “His birthday is in three weeks.”

      “No problem. All I need is at least forty-eight-hours’ notice.” Lorna grabbed a pad and pencil. “What type of theme do you have in mind for the cake?”

      The girl moved closer and lowered her voice although there was no one else in the shop at the moment. “There’s one other thing. Would you be willing to take my EBT card as payment? I don’t have any money right now and my son is sick. I—”

      Releasing an audible sigh, Lorna laid down the pen and pad. “I don’t accept food stamps, miss. You’ll need to go somewhere else for that.”

      “You don’t have to be so rude.”

      “Not trying to be,” Lorna shot back. “I just have to be clear—I’m not an authorized retailer and I don’t have the right type of equipment to accept EBT cards. I suggest you go to the Food Lion down Anderson Street and get your cake.”

      Lorna was a bit shaken by the sight of tears rolling down the woman’s face. She hadn’t meant to come off so short with her, but after a frustrating morning, she wasn’t in the mood to deal with another welfare mother.

      Without another word, the young woman turned and walked to the door. She rushed out so quickly that she tripped and almost fell down face-first onto the sidewalk.

      She gathered herself, wiping away her tears. She never once glanced back to see if Lorna was watching her.

      Lorna walked to the door and watched the slender young woman toss her braids over her shoulders and cross the street, her head held high, to the bus stop. She felt a thread of guilt over making her cry, but she forced it from her mind. She didn’t want to feel bad over her actions, so she tried to convince herself that the girl was just looking for another handout.

      She didn’t accept food stamps and never would. The lazy woman needed to get herself a job. What kind of place did she think this was?

      Still, she couldn’t forget the look on that girl’s face. It haunted her for the rest of the day.

       

      Over dinner that evening, Lorna told Walter about the young woman and her request.

      “Maybe you should consider accepting EBT cards,” he suggested. “Sounds like good business to me. You’re not that far from Family and Children Services, so you’re gonna get some of the clients in your store.”

      “I’m fine with that as long as they bring cash. Nana’s Gourmet Bakery is first class. We’re not just some…some bread store. I don’t want to go through the whole process of applying to see if my shop will be approved—it’s just too much of a hassle for me. I’m fine with the way things are. I don’t need to accept food stamps.”

      He didn’t respond.

      “What?” Lorna prompted. “You have something on your mind. Say it.”

      “Honey, we’ve talked about this before. With you, the topic always ends up on how many children a woman on welfare should have based on stereotypical perceptions of women on assistance. I have to tell you—you come off a little judgmental. There really is a need for the program, you know.”

      “I know there is a need, Walter,” Lorna shot back. “I don’t have a problem with there being a need—I just think that there are too many people trying to beat the system. The people that truly need help can’t get any because of these people lying and scheming instead of working—these women having baby after baby after baby. A lot of these young girls can work, they just don’t want to work. They want a handout.”

      “I agree with you to a certain extent. But even if some of these young mothers got jobs, they still wouldn’t make enough to live on, much less take care of their children. Housing, for one, isn’t cheap.”

      “Then work two jobs,” Lorna responded. “I did it. It didn’t kill me.”

      “Then you take them away from their children,” Walter pointed out. “How much time can you spend with your child if you’re working all the time?”

      Lorna felt a thread of irritation. Walter didn’t agree with her. They never saw eye to eye on issues like welfare and unemployment.

      She believed welfare benefits made people lazy and unmotivated to work, while Walter believed that the benefits afforded families a chance to avoid other issues like being homeless or not being able to feed their children. He believed welfare allowed families the chance to stay afloat. However, like Lorna, Walter didn’t believe it to be a long-term solution.

      “What’s going on in that busy brain of yours?” Walter queried.

      “Just thinking about what I have to do tomorrow. I have a wedding Saturday afternoon. I’m doing three cakes for the bride and groom.”

      “Speaking of weddings…my ex is getting married next month in Las Vegas,” Walter announced. “I feel sorry for the dude.”

      “Why is that?”

      “That woman is gonna drive him crazy. Maggie is moody and she knows nothing about saving a dollar. She’ll drive him crazy and run the man into the poorhouse.”

      “You married her—she must not have been too bad.” Silently, Lorna wondered if Walter still loved his ex-wife. He talked about her constantly.

      “She was the same back then, too. I guess I thought I could change her.”

      “Walter, do you still love her?” Lorna blurted.

      He blinked twice. “Huh?”

      “I asked if you still loved Maggie.” Lorna wasn’t sure she was ready to hear the answer. She would be crushed if Walter told her he did.

      “No. Why would you ask me something like that?”

      “I don’t know,” Lorna began. “Maybe because you talk about her so much.”

      “I don’t talk about Maggie that much.”

      “Yeah…you do, Walter. She comes up every time we’re together. I know how vain she is and how much she loves to spend money even though she’s an accountant. I know that even though you hated being married to her, Maggie is your accountant because you trust her. Walter, I know what the woman likes and dislikes. I know how long she’s been dating Charles…I even know the first time Charles spent the night at her house. Why? Because you’ve told me.”

      After a tense moment of silence, he said, “I’m sorry about that.”

      “It’s clear to me that you still care a great deal about Maggie. Just be honest and admit it.”

      “I don’t hate the woman. We just couldn’t make it as a couple. We have children together and so I’m concerned about the men she brings into their life.”

      “Your children are both in college and they live in the dorms,” Lorna pointed out.

      “You’re right,” Walter acknowledged. “I apologize.” He reached over and took her hand. “Can we get back to enjoying our evening?”

      Smiling, Lorna nodded.

      After they finished their meal, she said, “I thought we’d go back to my house for dessert. I made something special just for you.”

      Walter’s eyes lit up. “Not the caramel hazelnut cheesecake?”

      She nodded.

      When Walter let out a loud whoop in the restaurant, Lorna hid her face in embarrassment. “Control yourself,” she whispered. “People are gonna think you’re losing your mind, Walter.”

      He laughed. “Honey, you make me crazy.”

      Lorna released a soft sigh. “Let’s get out of here.”

      Twenty minutes later, they were walking through her front door.

      “We’ll have our coffee and dessert in the keeping room,” Lorna announced.

      While Walter made himself comfortable, Lorna cut two slices of cheesecake and made a pot of hazelnut coffee.

      She joined him on the sofa after bringing in a tray laden with dessert, silverware and coffee and setting it down on the wicker-and-glass table.

      Walter loved her caramel hazelnut cheesecake and nearly swallowed it whole. Lorna had already packaged up the rest of it for him to take home.

      Secretly, she hoped Walter was coming around to the idea of marriage, because she didn’t intend to stay single for the rest of her life. She was smart, a great cook and, like him, owned her own business and several properties. They could be a great team together. If only Walter could see it for himself.

      Lorna wouldn’t push for now, but she would not wait forever.
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        n the fourth of July, Lorna decided to spend her morning
        checking out the holiday sales at the mall. She’d grab something to eat at one of the restaurants, then do a little window shopping.

      Straight ahead, she spotted a young woman with long braids pushing a stroller toward her. Lorna recognized her as the same woman who’d come into the bakery wanting to pay for a birthday cake with food stamps. EBT card, she amended. Even food stamps were now paperless.

      The little boy’s pallor hadn’t changed. He looked very sick, Lorna noted.

      When she neared them, Lorna opened her mouth to speak, but the girl dropped her head and pretended she didn’t see her.

      But the little boy waved and turned around in the stroller, saying something to his mother.

      Lorna couldn’t hear what he was saying, but she was sure it had something to do with her.

      As if drawn by some unseen force, Lorna turned around and followed them into Dillard’s Department store.

      Lorna ventured over to the children’s section when the young woman stopped in the aisle to talk to another mother.

      All these young girls with babies, thought Lorna. Don’t they know anything about birth control?

      “Shonda…girl, you were on my mind,” she heard her say. “Where you been?”

      “Hey, Brittany. Hey there, Kendall.”

      Lorna fingered the delicate lace trim of a beautiful satin christening gown as she eavesdropped on their conversation. She made a mental note that the young woman’s name was Brittany.

      “How ya been doin’?”

      “I’m doing okay,” Brittany responded. “Just tired.”

      “You dealing with a lot.”

      Lorna stole a peek at the children. Brittany’s son was smiling and talking to the other child, a little girl.

      She turned her attention back to the two women.

      “What are you gonna do for Kendall’s birthday? Is he still going to the doctor?”

      Shaking her head sadly, Brittany confessed, “He’s in between treatments now. I’m glad because I’d hate for him to get treated on his birthday. I don’t know what I’ma do for his birthday. I just don’t have the money right now to have a party.”

      Lorna felt a tremor of regret over how she’d treated Brittany. She’d had no idea the little boy was so ill. When Brittany had mentioned that her son was sick, Lorna had just assumed she’d been lying—trying to use sympathy to get a cake.

      The two women talked for a few minutes more before Brittany said, “Shonda, give me a call later. I need to get Kendall home. He’s getting tired.”

      The women embraced before going their separate ways.

      Brittany peered down at her yawning son. He gave her a tiny smile before settling back in his seat and closing his eyes. “Let’s go home, little man. It’s almost time for your nap.”

      Lorna gazed at the little boy, who still held onto his red truck even in sleep.

      Brittany planted a kiss on her son’s forehead before pushing the stroller toward the mall exit doors.

      “Lorna…”

      Surprised, she turned around. “Hey, Walter. What are you doing here? I thought you hated the mall.”

      “I…I came out here to pick up a couple of suits,” he said, nervously.

      Lorna met his gaze. “What’s wrong with you?”

      Before he could respond, Lorna heard a woman’s voice behind her and turned.

      “Walter, honey…I was just looking for you…”

      Stunned, Lorna looked over her shoulder at Walter. He was here with another woman. “Walter?”

      He gave a slight shrug in response.

      Lorna turned to face the woman standing in front of her. She looked to be no more than thirty years old. She tossed her long curly mane over her shoulders and eyed Lorna from head to toe.

      After a moment, she held out her hand. “I’m Jasminah, a good friend of Walter’s. You are…”

      Shaking Jasminah’s hand, Lorna found her voice. “I’m Lorna. It’s nice to meet you.” After sending a sharp glance over her shoulder to Walter, who was looking quite uncomfortable with the situation, she faced Jasminah once more. “Very nice to meet you.”

      Lorna pretended to check her watch. “Well, I must be going. You both enjoy your day.” She heard Walter call her name, but she kept going. Tears were forming in her eyes, and she refused to give him the satisfaction of seeing how much he’d hurt her.

      As she neared the exit doors, Lorna broke into a run, wanting to put a wide gap between herself and Walter.

      Her heart was broken.

      Lorna had never considered the possibility that Walter was seeing another woman. She’d foolishly believed she was the only one in his life.

      “I can’t believe I was so stupid,” she whispered while unlocking her car door. She climbed into her car and turned on the engine. With tears rolling down her face, she drove out of the parking lot.

      A kind of numbness, like a blanket of warm air, soon engulfed her. Maybe this was just a bad dream. Walter wouldn’t deceive her like this.

      Not the Walter she knew.

      But then, maybe the truth was that she didn’t know him at all.

       

      Walter showed up at her door an hour later. The first words out of his mouth were, “It’s not what you’re thinking, Lorna.”

      Folding her arms across her chest, she asked, “What am I thinking, Walter?”

      “You think I’m involved with Jasminah.”

      Lorna took a deep breath. “Aren’t you?” The words came out in a harsh whisper.

      He didn’t respond.

      “Walter, I don’t think we should do this. It’s not like we’re committed to one anoth—”

      “Lorna, I care a great deal for you,” Walter quickly interjected. “I haven’t seen Jasminah in months. She called me last night, and when I mentioned going shopping today, she invited herself along. I’m sorry.”

      “You don’t have anything to be sorry about.”

      “I hurt you. I can see it on your face. Honey, I made a mistake.” Walter wrapped his arms around her. “A big mistake.”

      Lorna shrugged off his embrace. “I can’t do this right now. Walter, you’re single. Do whatever you want to do. I have no control over you, and like I said—we’re not exclusive. Basically, we’re just friends.”

      “It’s more than that and you know it.”

      She stared at him, aghast. “What I know is that you never once mentioned you were seeing someone else. We’ve been going out for over two years.”

      Walter stood with his head bent as if in contemplation, lightly stroking the bridge of his nose between his thumb and forefinger. “What do you want from me, Lorna? I need to know.”

      She didn’t hesitate. “I want you to leave.”

      “Lorna…What about the barbeque? I told Chris and Janie we were coming. C’mon, babe…we—”

      She cut him off. “No, Walter. I…please, just leave.”

      He studied her a moment before doing as she requested.

      Lorna burst into tears after Walter left. She’d wasted so much time with him. How could she have been so stupid?

      But what if he was telling the truth?

      The fact remained that he’d been seeing someone during the first year of their relationship and he’d kept it a secret. He’d still betrayed her.

      When the telephone rang half an hour later, Lorna glanced at the caller ID.

      It was Walter.

      She didn’t answer. As far as she was concerned there was nothing left to talk about.

      Lorna turned off the ringer and spent the rest of the day in bed, just staring off into space.

      She’d invested her emotions in a man who didn’t deserve her, but her heart refused to evict him. She loved him more than she’d ever loved another man.

      She wasn’t sure she would ever get over Walter, but she had to try.
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        iss Lorna, you gon’ be able to come to my wedding?”
       
      

      “I don’t know, Amanda. I have two other weddings to attend that day. I’m gonna try, though,” Lorna said, escorting her customer to the door.

      She didn’t want Amanda hanging around the shop running her mouth about her upcoming wedding. Lately, that’s all the girl could talk about—you’d think she was the only bride-to-be in the entire world.

      Ever since Lorna’s breakup with Walter a couple of days ago, her mood veered to anger whenever anyone mentioned getting married.

      “Now you have a nice day and tell your parents hello for me.”

      “I will. Mama’s planning to drop by the bakery because she wants to show you the flowers she wants you to put on the wedding cake. She says only fresh flowers will do.”

      “Okay then.” Lorna urged Amanda out the door. “I’ll see you next time. Drive safe.”

      “Miss Lorna, I really want you to come,” Amanda pleaded in that whining voice of hers. “Mama says my wedding gon’ be the talk of the town.”

      “I’m certainly gonna try. You don’t want to be late for your fitting. Your wedding dress has got to be perfect…can’t walk down the aisle looking like anything.”

      “Miss Lorna, you right about that. I wanna look good in my dress.”

      “Then you better hurry.” Lorna practically pushed the girl to her car. “The last thing I need in my face right now is some blushing bride…,” she mumbled, walking back into the shop.

      Doris and Kevin eyed her but didn’t say a word. They knew it was better to keep quiet whenever Lorna was in a funk.

      From the window, Lorna spied one of the caseworkers, Claire Johnson, walking with Brittany. When they neared the bakery, the two women split up.

      Claire strolled into the bakery. “Hey, Miss Lorna. How you doing?”

      “I’m doing okay,” she responded, trying to muster up some cheer. “Can’t complain, I guess. Claire, what can I get for you today?”

      “I’m craving your white chocolate cheesecake. I’d like two slices, please. I know my coworker is gonna want some, too.”

      “I saw you walking with Brittany. How is her little boy doing?”

      “I didn’t know you knew Brittany. She’s such a sweet girl. Out of all my clients, I like her the best. I never have any problems out of her. That lil’ boy of hers—Kendall…now that’s a little sweetheart. He’s doing as well as can be expected.”

      “He’s very sick,” Lorna murmured.

      “Yeah,” Claire agreed. “I keep him in my prayers. I really admire Brittany’s strength and determination. She had to give up her job and her dream to go to college so that she could take care of her son.”

      “She wanted to go to college?”

      Claire nodded. “All she’s ever wanted to do. I’m telling you, Miss Lorna, this girl truly wants to make her way in the world. Just needs someone to give her a chance. A real chance.”

      From the way Claire talked, Brittany wasn’t lazy or trying to get a free ride. Lorna desperately wanted to know more about Kendall’s condition, but didn’t want to press Claire for more information. Besides, Claire liked to run her mouth anyway. She would probably slip up and tell her if Lorna remained silent.

      To Lorna’s disappointment, Claire didn’t make a slip. She purchased her cheesecake and went back to Family and Children Services, leaving Lorna to her curiosity.

      The door to the shop blew open when two heavyset women stormed in.

      “Afternoon, Miss Lorna,” one of them greeted.

      Lorna responded, “Hello, ladies. What can I get for y’all today?”

      They wanted two slices of the white chocolate cheesecake. Lorna cut thick slices, set them on translucent paper, and folded it carefully.

      “Isn’t that Brittany Spencer over at the bus stop?” one woman asked her companion.

      Lorna’s ears perked up.

      “Yeah…that’s her,” the other women responded.

      Her friend gave her a puzzled look. “Why you say it like that?”

      “’Cause I don’t care too much for her. Girl, Brittany think she all that. She get a check and food stamps, but she think she so much better than the rest of us.”

      “She like that?”

      “Uh-huh. Don’t get me wrong…I feel bad for what she got to deal with, but don’t go round acting like you so much better. Least my kids got a chance of living a long time. She don’t know if her boy gon’ see tomorrow. I’d be there for her if she weren’t so stuck up.”

      “I heard he has leukemia.”

      Lorna dropped the knife she’d been holding. The loud clanking sound drew the customers’ attention to her.

      “You all right over there, Miss Lorna?”

      “I’m fine,” she answered, picking up the knife and moving it out of her way. “Your order’s ready, ladies.”

      The two women picked up their slices and carried them over to one of the tables near the window, where they sat down.

      “How he get leukemia?”

      “I don’t know. Might be something in Brittany’s family or in Trader’s family. You know he her lil’ boy’s daddy?”

      “Yeah…I knew that.”

      The two women continued to discuss Brittany, but Lorna was no longer listening. It was hard to digest the fact that the little boy with the bald head and dimpled cheeks was fighting such a deadly disease.

       

      Lorna felt the urge to make up for how she’d treated Brittany. She decided to make a special birthday cake for the little boy and prayed it wouldn’t be his last. Just last year, a very good friend of hers had lost a daughter to the same dreadful disease.

      She also knew of a person in her church who’d testified that God healed them of the disease. Lorna had heard that after being in remission for seven years or more, a person could be considered cured. She said a silent prayer for Brittany’s son.

      When Lorna got home that night, she walked into her kitchen and went to work, measuring out flour and sugar.

      After the cake was done and Lorna was in the midst of icing the layers, it occurred to her that she didn’t have a clue where Brittany lived. She picked up the phone to leave a message for Claire at her office, but she changed her mind. Claire would never give out Brittany’s address. She would lose her job, for sure.

      Lorna had another thought. She could give the birthday cake to Claire, who would make sure Brittany got it.

      The next day Lorna left the shop at four-thirty and went to Family and Children Services to see Claire and drop off her gift.

      Inside the building, she paused at the information desk, saying, “I’d like to see Claire Johnson, please.”

      The woman checked her directory. “She’s on the third floor. Room 301.”

      Lorna navigated to the elevators and pressed the Up button.

      A few seconds later, she was joined by another woman with two children in tow.

      The group rode up to the third floor and got off.

      Lorna followed them to the caseworkers’ suite of rooms and stood in line for the sign-in sheet.

      When it was her turn, Lorna said, “I’m here to speak with Claire Johnson.” In a louder voice, she added, “I’m a friend of hers and I have something to give her.” She didn’t want anyone there getting the wrong impression about her.

      “I knew I recognized you. You’re the lady from Nana’s Bakery.”

      Lorna nodded. “I’m the owner,” she announced proudly.

      “Just have a seat. I’ll let Claire know that you’re here.”

      Lorna found an empty chair and sat down. She’d never been inside the building before and felt uncomfortable.

      She glanced around.

      It seemed like everyone was watching her. A couple of people started whispering.

      
       Surely they can’t believe that I’m here because I need food stamps? I don’t need any help.

      Lorna breathed a sigh of relief when Claire came to get her.

      They headed to her office.

      “Claire, I need you to do me a favor,” Lorna told the caseworker as soon as she was seated. She quickly went over her idea.

      “I can’t believe you’re doing this for Brittany and Kendall. This is so sweet,” Claire stated. “That little boy is going to love it, Lorna. Kendall loves himself some trucks.”

      “I thought he might. The last time I saw him he had trucks on his shorts, trucks on his socks and a truck in each hand.”

      Claire laughed. “I’ll call Brittany and let her know the cake is here. Thank you so much for doing this, Lorna. You have a heart of gold.”

      “Could you give her this note, too? I just want the child to know that I’m thinking of them.”

      When Lorna walked out of the building, she spotted Walter standing beside her car.

      “You’re not stalking me, are you?” she asked.

      “I was on my way to the shop when I saw you turn in here. I figured I’d wait for you to come out of the building. You applying to accept food stamps?”

      Chewing on her bottom lip, Lorna shook her head no. “I told you I would never consider accepting them. You don’t listen.” She unlocked the door to her car. “Well, I need to be on my way.”

      “Have dinner with me.”

      Lorna glanced up at Walter. “Why?”

      “So we can talk. We really need to sit down and have a long talk. About us and our relationship. I was wrong to not tell you I was seeing Jasminah when we first started dating. But you’ve got to understand—I didn’t know where things would go with us. When we started getting closer, I ended it with her. That’s the truth.”

      “We’re friends, Walter. Let’s just leave it at that.”

      “I want more and I believe you do, too. Otherwise, you wouldn’t be acting this way.”

      Walter was never one to skirt around the truth. He was right. Lorna wanted more from Walter. “Where do you want to go?”

      “Let’s go to our favorite restaurant. The one on Linden Avenue.”

      “I’ll follow you in my car.”

       

      
       Why am I doing this?

      Lorna knew the answer. Because she still held onto a shred of hope that she and Walter would end up together.

      “I didn’t know you were so jealous,” Walter whispered while they waited to be seated at a table.

      “I didn’t know I had a reason to be,” Lorna countered. “I actually never considered you were seeing anyone else.”

      “Jasminah and I could never have what we have, Lorna. She’s young and materialistic. It’s all about the dollar for her.”

      “Then why did you go out with her?” Lorna wanted to know.

      “Because she made me feel good about myself. She stroked my ego. But it didn’t take me long to figure out what she was really after.”

      They were led to their table by the maitre d’.

      The waiter arrived shortly thereafter, greeting them and taking their drink order.

      “How much did she get you for?”

      Walter laughed. “An apartment full of furniture.”

      Smiling, Lorna said, “I never knew you were so easy.”

      Their waiter returned with two glasses of sweet tea, sat them on the table, then pulled out a pad to write down their food choices.

      “I’ll have the shrimp scampi,” Lorna stated. “With a baked potato, sour cream and butter only.”

      “I’ll take the tilapia special, and I want the rice pilaf instead of a baked potato.”

      “Lorna, what’s on your mind?” Walter inquired after the waiter walked away. “You look so sad.”

      “There’s a little boy diagnosed with leukemia. I told you about his mother—she was the one asking about the EBT payment. If I’d known at the time just how serious the situation was, I would’ve worked something out with her.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that. It bothers me when kids suffer from these terrible diseases.”

      Lorna agreed. “It seems so unfair. His birthday is coming up soon.”

      “Are you making a cake for him?”

      “I already did,” she confirmed, “and gave it to the caseworker. I felt like I needed to do something nice for him.”

      “I’m sure she appreciated it.”

      “I feel bad over the way I treated her.”

      The food arrived.

      Lorna sampled her shrimp scampi while Walter sliced off a piece of his tilapia, sticking it in his mouth.

      “We need to talk about us,” Walter announced after taking a sip of his tea.

      Lorna nodded and sat back in her chair, bracing herself for his next words.

      “Honey, I’m real sorry over the way I handled things between us. I never meant to disrespect you or hurt you in any way. And I want you to know that I have been faithful to you for a little more than a year. That’s the truth.”

      “I know we never really talked about dating exclusively. I just assumed it was understood,” Lorna responded. She ate the last of her shrimp and pasta dish.

      “I’m very serious about you, Lorna. I love what we have and I don’t want it to end. I hope you feel the same way.”

      “I do. But what about Jasminah? What are you going to tell her?”

      “I’ve already told her on more than one occasion that we can only be friends. She knows.”

      “Uh-huh…,” Lorna muttered. She added more pepper to her baked potato. “If she knows, why did she call you the other night?”

      Shrugging, Walter answered, “I don’t know. Maybe she thought that after some time passed, I’d be willing to resume our relationship.”

      “You aren’t?”

      “I only want you, Lorna. Is that clear enough?”

      Later, once Lorna was home alone, she danced through her house. Maybe all was not lost where Walter was concerned. He’d finally made a commitment to her, and she was thrilled.

      He would make a wonderful husband. They had a great deal in common. They both enjoyed old movies, long walks in the park and romantic dinners by candlelight. Lorna loved the way Walter serenaded her with love songs. He wasn’t that great a singer, but she cherished his efforts. Walter was the type of man she’d always dreamed of. She wanted to live the rest of her life married to Walter, and if she played her cards right, she would have him.
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        en days had passed since Lorna had given Claire the
        birthday cake, and it was becoming clear to her that she would most likely never hear from Brittany.

      “Oh well…I tried,” she mumbled to herself. Lorna looked up and saw Kevin standing in the doorway of the kitchen.

      “You have a visitor,” he announced.

      Assuming it was Walter, Lorna paused long enough to check herself out in the bathroom mirror before walking to the front of the store.

      But instead of Walter, Brittany waited for her dressed in a pair of tight denim jeans and a pink T-shirt.

      Brittany stared sullenly at her, her chin assuming a defiant tilt. “Mrs. Hamilton…,” she began.
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