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Praise for Victoria Christopher Murray

“The Ex Files is a moving-on song in four-part harmony.”

—Donna Grant and Virginia DeBerry, authors of

Tryin’ to Sleep in the Bed You Made

“Once again, Victoria Christopher Murray has crafted a compelling, intriguing, and page-turning story that stays with you long after you’ve finished the book. This wonderful tale of four different women from vastly different backgrounds shows how we can all be bound by the common thread of faith.”

—ReShonda Tate Billingsley, bestselling author of

Everybody Say Amen and I Know I’ve Been Changed

“My girl, Victoria Christopher Murray has done it again! I love her work and this book will bless you, so read it.”

—Michele Andrea Bowen, author of Church Folk, Second

Sunday, and Holy Ghost Corner

“Murray has always impressed me with her ability to live the life of her characters and make them come alive with each turning page.”

—The Indianapolis Recorder

Praise for A Sin and a Shame

“As with Murray’s previous novels, A Sin and a Shame is intriguing and well written. If you loved and hated Jasmine in Temptation, you’ll love and hate her again.”

—The Indianapolis Recorder

“It raises a lot of issues, particularly as the story draws to a close, that are likely to make for some heated debates. As a result, A Sin and a Shame is likely to be a much-talked-about book.”

—Rawsistaz.com

“Riveting, emotionally charged, and spiritually deep…What is admirable is the author’s ability to hold the reader in suspense until the very last paragraph of the novel! A Sin and a Shame is a must-read…. Truly a story to be enjoyed and pondered upon!”

—RomanceInColor.com

“A Sin and a Shame is Victoria Christopher Murray at her best…. A page-turner that I couldn’t put down as I was too eager to see what scandalous thing Jasmine would do next. And to watch Jasmine’s spiritual growth was a testament to Victoria’s talents. An engrossing tale of how God’s grace covers us all. I absolutely loved this book!”

—ReShonda Tate Billingsley, Essence bestselling author

of I Know I’ve Been Changed

Praise for Grown Folks Business

“Grown Folks Business is a wonderful testament of love, faith, and forgiveness and readers will find themselves still thinking about the characters long after they’ve turned the last page.”

—Kimberla Lawson Roby, author of the New York Times

bestseller The Best-Kept Secret

“Christopher Murray is known across genres for her ability to help the reader connect with the characters, offer compassion, and open one’s eyes to all facets of a situation. Because of its subject matter, it should be read by everyone, not just by those merely looking for entertainment, as it offers so much more.”

—Rawsistaz.com

“Grown Folks Business is a worthy addition to this talented author’s body of work. Fans of Ms. Murray will enjoy this inspiring story of forgiveness, compassion, understanding, and love.”

—RomanceInColor.com

“You know a book is good when you hate to see it come to an end. Grown Folks Business is a well-written novel about a faith-filled woman’s struggles to rebuild her shattered life—a novel that readers should widely embrace.”

—Cydney Rax, Book-Remarks.com

“Victoria Christopher Murray provides a richly detailed backdrop to a story of faith, hope, and love in the face of betrayal sure to delight and challenge readers.”

—Jacquelin Thomas, author of Soul Journey

and Saved in the City

“Victoria Christopher Murray has written an explosive story about picking up the pieces when a longtime love goes really, really wrong. Grown Folks Business rattles the relationship cage and gets to the heart of what’s serious and painfully real.”

—Lolita Files, author of Tastes Like Chicken

“A moving and realistic portrayal of a woman’s journey from betrayal to triumph while never losing sight of God’s grace and mercy.”

—Francis Ray, author of Like the First Time, I Know Who

Holds Tomorrow, and Trouble Doesn’t Last Always

“Hard-hitting. Thought provoking. Attention grabbing. Hands down, Ms. Murray’s finest writing.”

—Patricia Haley, author of No Regrets and Still Waters








To my mother, Jacqueline Christopher.

I always knew your heart was solid—made of gold—

but these last few years have shown me that your spirit is the

same. I know you miss Daddy most of all, but you have

stood with a strength that makes me proud to be your

daughter. I will love you always.
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Chapter One




SHERIDAN HART

“I think Daddy has a new lover.”

Sheridan stopped moving; the coffeepot she held frozen in midair.

“Mom!”

Only then did Sheridan feel the heat of the coffee spilling over, onto her hand. “Ouch.” She snatched her hand away and grabbed a paper towel. But as she patted the spillage spreading over the counter, her thoughts were on her daughter. “What did you say?”

Tori shrugged. “I think Daddy has a new lover. Don’t worry, Mom,” she admonished. “He hasn’t introduced me to him. It’s just that Dad’s been a bit different. Kinda happy.”

The world had certainly changed. Here she was talking to her thirteen-year-old daughter about her father’s male lovers. It had been more than three years since Quentin had declared his love for a man. Still, Sheridan couldn’t find a way to call that part of her life normal.

Sheridan could feel her daughter’s eyes, waiting for her reaction. The silence was interrupted by a car horn.

“They’re here.” Tori jumped up from the dining table and Sheridan exhaled. This talk had ended—at least for the next forty-eight hours.

“Okay, sweetheart,” Sheridan said, as she handed her daughter the suitcase that waited by the front door. “Call when you get to Palm Springs.”

“Okay.”

“And don’t forget to get your reading done since you’re missing school today.”

“Okay,” Tori agreed, although Sheridan doubted that she would look at any textbook.

“Have a good time.” She kissed her daughter’s cheek, then opened the door and waved at the three Nelsons—her daughter’s best friend, Lara, and Lara’s parents.

Leaning against the door frame as Joseph Nelson tossed Tori’s suitcase into the trunk, she already wished the weekend was over. She wasn’t looking forward to these days alone. That thought and the chill of the lionlike March morning made her shiver.

“’Bye, Mom,” Tori yelled before she stepped into the car. “Tell Brock I said hello.” Then she added, “And don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.” Tori slammed the car’s door on her words, leaving Sheridan standing with her mouth open, long after the Jaguar pulled away.

Tori was growing up—too much, too fast. Quentin’s stepping out had changed them all.

In the kitchen, Sheridan settled at the table with her coffee. Three days alone, too much time to ponder. Too many hours to think about all she’d lost. In the last three years, she’d lost all the men she’d loved: her husband, Quentin, to a man. Her son, Christopher, to college. And then, worst of all, just three months before, her father, Cameron, to God.

Thoughts of her father were the ones that made her heart swell. And then came the ache. And then, the tears. Emotions that were overwhelming, never ending.

The ringing phone paused her tears and she gripped the receiver, grateful for the reprieve from her growing sorrow.

“Hey, babe.”

His voice alone made her smile, although it didn’t stop her pain. Why had Brock chosen this weekend to be away too?

She said, “I’m glad to hear from you.”

“What were you doing?”

Sheridan wiped her eyes. “Nothing.”

“I was hoping you were thinking about me.”

“Tori just left, so I was sitting here….” She stopped.

“It’s going to be tough without her, huh?”

She nodded. “Tough without her, tough without you. With Mom in San Francisco…I wish…”

“What do you wish?”

“I wish you were here.” She sighed when the bell rang. “Hold a sec.”

She scurried to the front door, eager to shoo away the intruder so that she could get back to Brock. She swung the door open and for the second time in minutes, she stood standing, unable to speak.

Brock grinned, flipped his cell phone closed, then lifted her into his arms. “I’d forgotten that Tori was going away until you mentioned it last night.”

“But what about D.C.? What about your mom?” she asked.

“I told her I’d be there on Monday.” He leaned back. “I couldn’t leave you alone.”

He was the man who made her heart sing, but now, she cried and he held her close.

“That’s not the reaction I expected. Maybe I should go.” He turned, but she grabbed his hand before he could take a step.

“You’re not going anywhere.” With her foot, she slammed the door shut.

He brushed his lips against hers, but when he tried to pull back, she wouldn’t let go. Minutes later, when they broke apart, his eyes searched hers. “Sheridan…”

“Yes.” She kissed his neck and when he moaned, she pressed into him even more.

“No,” he said.

“Please,” she said.

Pushing him against the wall, she gave herself pleasure with the feel of him. “I want you,” the words slipped through her lips before they again joined together.

He carried her up the stairs and she drowned herself in his shoulder-long locks, sinking into his scent. Within minutes, they were one, their melodic moans filling the room.

Sheridan was an emotional knot—lust and loss—tied together. Brock was the release that freed her from her pain. His arms, his lips, his hands—her comfort. But an hour later when he rolled over, still panting, her pain rushed back. Sheridan turned away, folding her knees into her chest.

She could feel it before she heard it—his sigh.

“Please don’t do this, Sheridan.”

She could hear all that he felt. He asked, “Why do you do this?”

She turned over and rested her head against his chest. “I needed you.”

“And I wanted you.” He wrapped his arms around her. “I hate this. I hate the guilt that wraps itself around you every time.”

“Because we shouldn’t be doing this.”

“But you…”

“I know.” She squirmed inside his embrace. “I just needed…” She felt the tears and wondered for how many more days, weeks, months would she cry?

She sobbed, a blend of grief and guilt. He tightened his arms, and she wept more.

Time passed; her tears stopped. Brock leaned onto his side and, with his lips, wiped away the teary residue on her cheeks. “We don’t have to go through this anymore.”

Now she sighed.

He continued, “It doesn’t make sense that we’re not married.”

“I can’t think about that right now.”

“We wouldn’t have these guilt fests if we were married.”

She bounced up in the bed. “You want to marry me so we can have guilt-free sex?”

He held up his hands. “You know it’s not like that.”

“I don’t want to get married just for sex.” She glared at him.

He matched her stare before he leaped from the bed. Without a word, he snatched his pants. As he dressed, her heart cried for him. But her lips wouldn’t move.

He slipped into his jacket and marched to the door. Only then did he look at her. “All I want is to love you always. But we can’t stay this way, Sheridan.” He stood, waiting for words from her.

But she had nothing to give him.

With a shake of his head, he disappeared into the hall.

The front door had already closed before her first tear came. “What is wrong with me?”

She’d wanted Brock to stay. Wanted to hold him again and tell him every word he needed to hear. But it was as if sorrow didn’t allow her to understand anymore. She felt like a speeding bullet aimed toward a place she didn’t want to go. But if she didn’t stop herself, she was sure that soon, Brock would be added to her list of loss too.

She reached for the telephone, punched in the first three numbers to his cell. But then she returned the phone to the cradle. She lay down. And thought about her father. And cried more. And wished that Brock had kept his promise and not left her alone.







Chapter Two



KENDALL STEWART

The words slashed her heart.

Divorce Decree.

The knock on the door pulled Kendall’s eyes away.

“Hey.”

Her hands covered the packet resting on her lap. “What are you doing here, Anthony?”

He strutted in as if he hadn’t heard the venom in her voice.

“I had to pick up a proposal from one of the designers. And…I wanted to check on you.” He slid into the chair like he had an invitation.

She stared at her ex-husband and hated that he looked the same as the day they’d met six years ago—like a supersize order of chocolate decadence. But that was then. Now she had to find a way to look past the mocha-colored skin and light brown eyes, the strong angle of his jaw, and the muscles that made him a man. She had to close her heart to his rhythm—the way he walked, talked. She had to stop all of that and just remember what he’d done. “No need to check on me; I’m fine.”

“Good.”

“I know you got the divorce papers.” She lifted the packet. “Mine were just delivered. And I’m fine,” she repeated, and nonchalantly tossed the package onto her desk.

He nodded, his smile gone. “I know you are.”

“So, why are you here?” she asked again.

He leaned forward. “Because I care.” He paused. “And, I’m sorry about all of this….”

She held up her hands. “You’ve said that before and I’ve heard it enough. No need for sorry anymore because I no longer care.”

He sat as if there was more he wanted to say. But his lips stayed pressed together as if he knew his regret meant nothing.

Kendall stared at him as he stood and walked toward the door. She couldn’t wait for him to get out of her sight. And then the other part of her heart yelled, “Wait.”

When he turned, she realized she had to say something.

“Ah, the meeting with…Lawrence.” She paused. “Lawrence Orbach.”

He frowned. “We have a meeting with the banker?”

“No. We don’t. I do.”

He sighed. “Kendall, you don’t have to do this. This business means as much to me as it does to you.”

“But it’s mine and I want you out.”

The pain that spread across his face was familiar. It was the same every time she said those words, in that way. He opened his mouth, but then surrendered. “Do what you have to do,” he said before he left her alone.

Kendall banged her fist against the desk. She hated when he saw her emotion. Hated that he still got to the weakest part of her.

She should have let him walk out of the office, but she’d stopped him just so she could have a little more time. It wasn’t like she had a meeting with their banker. She didn’t need one. Already knew that she couldn’t afford to buy Anthony out. And in their divorce settlement, they’d agreed to run the business they started five years ago—before they were even husband and wife—together.

This should have been the best time of her life. And it would have been, if Anthony hadn’t tossed a torpedo into the middle of their world—and her dreams—thirteen months before.

It was such a cliché the way he’d ruined their marriage. How she’d come home from a business trip—early, to make up for the argument they’d had before she left. How she’d walked into her home. Her bedroom. And in her bed, her husband. But he was not alone.

Even now, Kendall could hear the screams. But she wasn’t sure who the cries were from. She’d never figured out if they’d been from her. Or Anthony. Or Sabrina.

“Oh, my God!” She did remember squealing those words. She remembered wanting to run, but shock held her prisoner, sentencing her to stare at the sight.

“Kendall!”

She’d heard her husband’s voice, but her eyes couldn’t fix on him. Not even as he bolted toward her. Her eyes were trained on the woman who held the sheet over her bare chest.

“Kendall!” he’d yelled her name again.

It was his touch that freed her from her catatonic state. She’d stumbled down the stairs and out of their home. Even though thick tears clouded her eyes as she screeched out of the driveway, she could see where Anthony stood, at their front door, yelling, wrapped in his barely closed bathrobe.

She’d had only one place to go, which was why Anthony found her.

“Kendall!” He’d sounded relieved as he rushed into her office.

She’d faced him with swollen eyes and a busted heart.

“How could you?” she’d cried.

His eyes were as puffed up as hers and she wondered why. He didn’t have any reason to hurt.

“Kendall,” he’d said softly. “I’m so sorry.”

“How could you?” she’d asked again through tears that threatened to drown them both.

The sorrow in his eyes moved her to the brink of hysteria. “I’m sorry,” he’d said over and over. “We can try…to work through this.” He paused. “It was just this once.”

Like that even mattered.

He’d said, “Please, let’s try.”

She’d said, “Why Sabrina? Why my sister?”

Kendall squeezed her eyes shut now, pushing back that memory. That had been more than a year ago, but just the thought of her husband and her sister could still stop her from breathing. She wished she could push all of that pain into the past. She would have been able to—if only her heartache had stopped right there.







Chapter Three



ASIA INGRUM

Asia squeezed her daughter. “When you get home from school, I’ll have a big surprise.”

“What, Mommy?”

“You’ll see. Now, get going.”

Angel’s pigtails bounced as she took her baby-sitter Tracy’s hand. With a final wave, the five-year-old stepped into the elevator and then, Asia slammed the front door closed. For the last seven months, this was when she’d rush into the living room and, from eleven stories up, watch Angel scurry into Tracy’s car before they sped down Wilshire Boulevard.

But today, Asia raced up the stairs, taking the steps two at a time to the second level of her condominium. Inside her bedroom, she rummaged through the walk-in closet, tossing couture lingerie over her shoulder until she found the silk knit kimono.

She laid the robe, matching thong, and bra on her bed, then dashed into the bathroom. As she turned on the shower, her glance rested on the Jacuzzi tub. She wished she could linger in a bath-salt soak, but Angel had robbed her of time. It began when her heaven-sent daughter wouldn’t get out of bed and then battled over what she would wear. The final war was fought over a banana—Angel wouldn’t eat her Frosted Flakes without one.

Asia had almost cried with relief when, fifteen minutes after she called Nicolas, her building’s concierge, two bananas were delivered to her apartment. She’d given one to Angel and smiled as she thought about what she could do with the other.

Now, as the shower’s water caressed her like summer rain, her thoughts returned to the banana. She and Bobby had used all kinds of toys in their years together, but she couldn’t recall a banana.

Asia shivered, but it wasn’t the thought of fruit that made her shudder. It was the words that, today, Bobby would finally say to her now that his ball-playing days with the Lakers were over.

He’d contracted with the ESPN Los Angeles bureau to co-anchor a sports talk show. He’d be living in Los Angeles permanently. And that could mean only one thing.

She was still a bit miffed that she’d found out about Bobby’s new position with the rest of the world, through a news conference almost two weeks ago. But then, she reasoned he was saving his new job as a surprise—along with the rest of today’s news.

The anticipation made her giddy. She’d been this way since yesterday when he called.

“Asia, I want to come by tomorrow. There’s something…” He’d paused. “I’ll come by right after Angel leaves for school.”

She knew what this visit was about. She couldn’t stop her giggles—thinking of him. Of them. Of their daughter.

She stepped from the shower and patted her copper-colored skin dry. She sucked in her belly. She hadn’t eaten a thing since Bobby called; her size 4 toned and shapely form looked as good as it did when she’d last seen him, three weeks before.

Asia had just slipped into her feather-adorned stiletto mules when she heard the beeps of the alarm indicating the front door opening. A final glance in the mirror assured her that she was ready and she scurried toward the stairs. He was standing at the bottom, his keys dangling in his hand.

Asia sauntered down; her open robe flowed behind her like a wedding-gown train.

It was all that she could do to hold her gasp inside. Ten years, and Bobby still made her heart flutter. It was the way his broad shoulders framed his sculpted chest that even now, through the cotton of his shirt, showcased his muscles. It was the way his legs bowed, just enough to make her whimper, “Umph, umph, umph,” as she imagined his legs around her. It was the way he held his head, tilted a bit, like he was posing for an underwear ad and he knew he had the best face—and body—the camera had ever seen. Each time Asia laid eyes on the athletic Adonis, she was in love all over again.

“Hey, baby,” she whispered, pulling her voice from her throat.

His eyes glided over her, beginning at the fire-hot-red polish on her toes. She tossed her bone-straight hair over her shoulders and posed, hands on her waist. His eyes ingested all of her before she strutted forward and leaned into him. She felt the beat of his heart (and other parts), but after a moment, he eased away.

She chuckled. He was ready to get right to it. And so was she. Three weeks—too long.

“Asia.” Bobby cleared his throat. Turned away. “We need to talk.”

She frowned and followed him into the living room. Settling onto the couch next to him, she asked, “Baby, what’s wrong?”

“Asia, we’ve been together for a long time.”

It came back to her—the reason he was here. Anticipation made her shake once more. She tried to keep her smile small as she glanced at her left hand. She wondered if he’d brought the ring with him, or would they shop for it together?

He continued, “I never meant for things to go on like this for so long.” Finally, he looked at her.

She pouted—just a bit—the way she knew he liked. “Baby, it’s okay. The past doesn’t matter. It’s about what’s happening now.”

His forehead creased as if he didn’t understand.

She couldn’t help it—her smile was broad. “Baby, I know what you’re going to say.”

His frown deepened.

She said, “I knew it as soon as you said you wanted to come over.” She cupped her hands over his. “Baby, I know this is hard, but it’s best for Caroline.” He flinched; she’d broken their silent rule—his wife’s name was never to be spoken. “And it’s best for me and Angel.”

His eyes thinned; still not understanding.

“Bobby, Angel is going to be so excited when we tell her we’re getting married.”

He snatched his hands away from her. “No!” He stood, paced.

“Baby, what is wrong with you?”

With a breath, he said, “You don’t understand.” Another beat. “I’ve decided…to stay…with…my wife.”

Asia frowned and wondered when Bobby had stopped speaking English.

He continued, “With this offer from ESPN, I’m ready to make a change.”

Still she could not understand.

“I want to honor…my wife.”

His words took her breath away. She didn’t move, couldn’t move, until he called her name.

“Are you okay?”

“What did you say?” she asked as if she dared him to repeat the nonsense he’d just spoken.

He turned away and spoke over his shoulder. “I owe this to…my wife.”

“Owe it to your wife?” Asia sprang from the couch. “What about me, Bobby?” she asked, getting in his face. “What do you owe me?”

“You’ll never have to worry. I’ll take care of you.”

“You think that’s enough?” Her head rolled with each spoken word.

“Of course, I’ll take care of Angel too.”

“Damn straight since she’s your daughter.” Asia stared at him. “I cannot believe this.” She crossed her arms. “I thought you were coming here to tell me you wanted to get married.”

He looked at her as if she were now the one speaking a different dialect. “I never made you that promise.”

“How can you say that?”

“You always knew about my wife, where I stood.”

“I knew that I was the woman you wanted. I knew that I was the woman who gave you a child. Bobby, this doesn’t make sense. What was all of this about?” Her arms flailed through the air as she looked around the massive living room.

“This”—he paused and lowered his voice—“was about taking care of you.”

“I thought this was about you loving me.”

He stared—a moment passed—he turned away.

Asia’s mouth opened wide. “Bobby, you’ve been screwing me for more than ten years.”

“Why are you acting like you didn’t know the deal? Like you didn’t know that one day our affair would end.”

“An affair is a couple of times. Maybe a year. Maybe two. We have a daughter. We have a commitment,” she screamed.

“I never committed anything to you.”

His words paralyzed her. She couldn’t breathe, couldn’t speak. Couldn’t move, couldn’t think.

“Asia,” he began, “don’t let this turn ugly.”

Still, she stayed silent.

“I’ll take care of you and Angel. We’ll arrange something that’ll work for both of us.”

Still, she stood frozen.

“I think…it would be best…until everything is settled…over the next few weeks, if we…just let the attorneys do the talking.”

She began to thaw.

He said, “Actually, for a little while, it might be better if we don’t see each other.”

She flexed her fingers—imagined each one pressed around his neck.

“And when you think about it, this is really going to be better for you, Asia.”

Her legs trembled.

“You’re a beautiful woman.” He moved closer to her. “There’s someone out there for you.”

It was the ten years she’d spent waiting for him that sent her fists flying against his chest. She screamed, “You son of a—”

“Stop it!” He grabbed her. “What are you doing?”

“What are you doing?” she cried.

“The right thing,” he freed her, “for both of us.”

“This is not right for me.” She tightened her robe. “How could it be? I’ve spent ten years, being here, being there, being anywhere you wanted me to be. Doing anything you wanted me to do.”

“You were paid well for it, Asia.”

This time, she planned to kill him. But his six-foot-ten-inch frame stopped her hands before she could reach his neck.

“Stop it,” he said, holding tight to her wrists.

She twisted inside his grasp, waiting for the moment when she could scratch his eyes out.

Still holding her, he pushed her down onto the couch. “We’re not going to do this. Both of us have too much class to end up on the front page of some tabloid.”

She growled.

He said, “I’m serious. I don’t want anything to happen here that later we’ll regret.” He held her down, until her breathing steadied. “I’m going to let you go now,” he said softly, “but I’m not going to let you hit me. Do you understand?”

She didn’t respond and he clutched her wrists tighter.

She squirmed. “You’re hurting me.”

“I guess you understand. Don’t…” He left his warning there. Slowly, he eased his fingers from her.

She glared at him as she massaged her wrists.

“You’ll get a call from my lawyers in the next few days,” he said, once he was sure she wouldn’t budge. “But, Asia, understand that it’s time to move on.” His eyes stayed on her—even as he backed away.

She stayed, bonded to the couch, continuing to rub where he’d hurt her on the outside. Not able to touch the place where he’d slain her on the inside.

“Good-bye, Asia.” And then, he was gone.

Asia didn’t move. She needed all of her energy to think, to come up with a plan. A way to make Bobby Johnson pay big time for messing with Asia Ingrum.







Chapter Four



VANESSA MARTIN

If he closed her husband’s coffin one more time, Vanessa was going to scream. And then the funeral director did it again. Then again. Over and over until Vanessa couldn’t take it anymore.

She opened her mouth and her eyes at the same time. Her head swayed from side to side before consciousness returned. She pushed herself up and drank in her surroundings. She wasn’t at church. She was home. In her bedroom. The funeral had been over for hours.

Vanessa swung her legs over the bed’s edge, stood, and smoothed the duvet. Then she did the same to the white flowered dress she’d worn to the funeral. The knit hadn’t wrinkled at all—she looked almost as fresh as she had this morning when she’d marched into the church with her head high and took that first seat in the first row. The chair of honor for this occasion.

As she turned, she noticed her reflection in the full-length mirror. Her waist had narrowed; her hips were much more slender. She’d dropped at least fifteen, maybe even twenty pounds in just over a week. A month ago she’d been ready to have her sister-in-law purchase those illegal diet pills. But she wouldn’t need them now. Death was the ultimate appetite suppressor. She hadn’t eaten a morsel since she’d received that horrific call.

“Mrs. Martin?”

“Yes?”

“This is the coroner’s office.” The man hadn’t spoken another word before the scream rose from her center.

Now she pressed her hands against her ears. She’d lived that moment every time she closed her eyes. She didn’t want to think about it while she was awake.

She stepped from the bedroom and paused. She could hear muffled voices, but it didn’t sound like many. Good. She’d get rid of whoever was left so that she could do what she had to do.

Soundlessly, she moved down the stairs, through the living room. Outside the kitchen she stopped, listened.

“I’ve tried to talk to her; I want her to spend a few days with me.” Her mother’s southern accent seemed thicker through her sniffles and Vanessa wondered if she’d been crying all of these hours. “But she keeps telling me no.”

“Vanessa will be fine.” This time it was the rhythm of her mother-in-law’s Jamaican brogue that Vanessa heard.

“She’s my daughter, Dorothy,” Wanda Fowler stated. “I know her better than you do. And I’m worried.”

Vanessa didn’t have to be in the room to see her mother’s expression. She imagined how Wanda’s lips had turned down. The way her eyes rolled. The way her cheeks were sucked in—to show her disapproval of Dorothy’s words.

“Well, your daughter is strong. My son always said so.”

With a fake smile, Vanessa sauntered into the kitchen. “I didn’t think you guys would still be here.”

“Where are we supposed to go?” her mother asked and sniffed.

Vanessa did her best not to sigh. Her grief was enough—she couldn’t carry her mother’s as well.

“I was just waiting until you woke up.” Dorothy spoke softly. “Did you rest well?”

“Of course she didn’t,” Wanda answered before Vanessa could. “How can she rest? Her husband…he’s…” She stopped; shook her head as if finishing was too painful.

“I did sleep a little,” Vanessa said, ignoring her mother’s theatrics.

Dorothy Martin smiled. While Wanda Fowler had worn her sorrow like a new suit, Dorothy, who’d lost her only son, stood anchored like the Rock of Gibraltar that she always was from the moment she’d heard the news.

“You still look tired,” Wanda said, rubbing her daughter’s arm.

Dorothy said, “Why don’t you guys come over to my house? There’s still plenty of food and I’m sure a houseful of people. You know how my people are,” she said with a chuckle.

“That’s a good idea, sweetheart,” Wanda said. “Go upstairs and change. And I’ll drive you over to Dorothy’s.”

“Or you can ride with me,” Dorothy said.

It drove Vanessa crazy, the subtle battles between her mother and mother-in-law. They’d never had an all-out war in the fifteen years of their children’s marriage, but the small clashes were just as annoying—if one said black, the other swore white. Her husband, Reed, had been the referee—she didn’t know how it would be now.

“You know,” Vanessa began, “what I really want is for you to leave so I can be alone.”

This could have been a first—mother and mother-in-law agreeing. If she’d had any joy inside her, Vanessa would have laughed at their matching expressions.

“That’s not a good idea,” her mother said.

“And it’s not necessary,” Dorothy added. “Come over to my house for a little while. Eat something, and then I’ll bring you back here.”

“No.” Vanessa lifted her mother’s sweater from the couch and handed it to her. “I really want to do this my way.” She grabbed her mother-in-law’s purse and gave it to her.

Seconds passed before Dorothy said, “Well, if this is what you want.”

Vanessa nodded, then glanced at her mother, who stood strong as if she had no plans to leave.

“I don’t know why you’re doing this,” Wanda said, and her eyes watered.

Because you’re getting on my nerves, was what Vanessa screamed inside. “It’s been a long week, Mother,” she said. “I’m tired and I have to get used to this anyway.”

“You don’t have to get used to it all at once. All alone.”

Vanessa closed her eyes for a moment, soaked in those words: All alone.

Wanda continued, “Sweetheart, listen to me. I know.”

“Mother, you know everything.”

Wanda pressed her lips together, crossed her arms. Stood, stared, waited for her apology.

Vanessa sighed. “Just give me tonight. And if I’m not good, I promise I’ll call you.” She looked at Dorothy. “I’ll call both of you.”

“There’s no need to bother Dorothy with this,” Wanda said as she slipped into her sweater. “If you need someone to be here with you, it’ll be me.”

“Call me whenever you want to.” Dorothy hugged her daughter-in-law.

Vanessa was surprised at the way Dorothy held her. The Martins weren’t known for their affection, but she’d had more hugs from her in-laws in the week since Reed’s death than she’d had in all the years of their marriage.

Dorothy kissed Vanessa’s cheek. “I’ll call you later.”

Her mother’s hug was much warmer. The Fowlers were a touchy-feely family. And tragedy just made Wanda love harder.

Vanessa stood at the door as the mothers in her life marched to their cars. Without a word to each other, they sped away, but not before waving to Vanessa. Her mother raised her hand with her thumb to her ear and her pinky to her lips. Call me, she mouthed.

Vanessa nodded, making sure she kept her smile wide. The moment the Camry and the Explorer were out of sight, she closed the front door.

Her smile stayed as she returned to the kitchen and wiped invisible crumbs from the granite-top counters. She was still beaming as she fluffed the already plump pillows on the couch in the family room and then did the same to the ones in the living room.

As she climbed the stairs, the seventeen hundred square feet of silence screamed at her, but she ignored the quiet and kept the veneer of cheer.

In the guest bathroom, her smile dimmed a bit when she opened the medicine cabinet. There weren’t as many bottles as she thought. But she gathered the three prescriptions and then strolled toward her bedroom.

Inside the master bathroom, she lined up the bottles on the counter before she opened the cabinet. In here, her wide smile returned. As she placed these five bottles next to the other three, she wondered why she and Reed had kept these prescriptions long after their headaches and toothaches and muscle aches were gone.

“The Lord works in mysterious ways,” she said to herself.

She leaned against the wall, folded her arms, and stared at the bottles lined side by side like soldiers.

This was enough for what she had to do.

She wondered if Reed had taken this same care when he planned his death. Knowing her husband, he’d probably spent weeks organizing it all. She closed her eyes and once again imagined his last moments. The gun to his temple. The way he’d probably looked at his watch and counted the seconds. The way she hoped he’d said good-bye to her. Then, hello to God.

“No,” she screamed, and opened her eyes.

Sadness stared back at her from the mirror and she forced the ends of her lips to turn upward. There was no need for sorrow. All she needed to do was embrace the joy that came from knowing that—as soon as she got the word from God—she and Reed would be together again, married forever.







Chapter Five



SHERIDAN

Relief swept through Sheridan as the phone shrilled. She glanced at the clock—it was barely seven. She reached for the telephone but pulled her hand back when she squinted at the caller ID.

She lay back, waiting until she was sure the message had been left. Then she called her voice mail.

“Sheridan, this is Pastor Ford. Sorry to call so early, but I was on my way to The Woman’s Place. I wanted to meet with you briefly this afternoon, but if not today, then definitely first thing Monday. Give me a call as soon as you can. Love you.”

Sheridan wasn’t returning that call—at least not today. She stayed away from Pastor Ford the morning, the day, the night…after. After what she and Brock had done yesterday.

The thought of him brought back her misery. She’d been up the entire night, spending the hours staring at the telephone, wondering why it wouldn’t ring. Wondering even more why she wasn’t dialing.

Now she still couldn’t believe he hadn’t called. Yes, he’d left angry. But they’d argued before—actually, a lot lately. Yet he always called. And he had postponed his cross-country trip to make sure she wouldn’t be alone.

She tossed the covers onto the floor. She needed to do something about this.

Thirty minutes after she jumped from her bed, she was showered and dressed. She reached for her keys and paused as her glance rested on the program that sat tucked in the corner of her dresser mirror. Her father’s face, wide with a smile, stared back at her. His photo warmed her; it was the words above his picture that made her body cold—Homegoing Celebration for Cameron Collins.

She closed her eyes—it was there inside where she could hear his voice, feel his kisses, reach out and touch his love. Grief began its swell, but with a shake of her head, she demanded that sorrow stay away. She tucked her keys in her hand, dashed out the door.

Backing out of her driveway, she realized she had no destination in mind. Her car wandered with her thoughts. She wondered what she’d be doing now if she hadn’t driven Brock away yesterday. They would have still been together—of that she was sure. They wouldn’t have made love again—they never did it twice. But he would have stayed and held her through the night. Then, this morning, she would have awakened with a smile instead of despair.

Why were they arguing so much? Sheridan tried to remember when this part of their relationship started. It seemed the closer they got, the more Brock talked about their being together permanently, the more she resisted.

“Is that what’s happening?” She glanced at her reflection in the rearview mirror. “No,” she told herself. But her eyes told a different story.

She pulled into the Starbucks’ parking lot, and grabbed her cell phone. She needed to talk. But as she dialed her best friend, Kamora, she stopped. She didn’t need to meet over coffee to know what her friend would say.

“Girl, you need to do the do. Marry that man before someone else swoops him up.”

She clicked off the phone and turned out of the parking lot. As she sped toward the freeway, she dialed again.

Brock answered on the first ring.

“I’m sorry,” were her first words.

He said nothing.

“If you want me to beg, I will. I’ll get down on my knees and—”

His chuckles stopped her. “Somehow, I can’t imagine that sight.”

“Is that what you want? For me to beg?”

“Not even close.” His smile was no longer part of his tone. “I just want…I don’t know why we fight so much recently.”

“It’s not really fighting,” she said, ignoring the fact that she’d asked the same question minutes before. “We’re just getting closer. There’s bound to be bumps in the road.”

“It feels like more than that to me.” He paused. “Like there’s another reason. Something we’re both missing.”

“Don’t look for anything, sweetheart,” she said as she exited the freeway. “I’ve just been so overwhelmed recently, especially with losing my dad. I never imagined having to live the rest of my life without him and sometimes that thought makes me crazy.”

“I know,” he said, his tone now soft with love. “And I hope you know that I’m always here for you.”

“You’ve been beyond great.” She edged her car to the curb and turned off the ignition. “Everything you’ve done—like changing your trip this weekend. All of it means a lot to me.”

“We didn’t get a great start to this weekend.”

“Actually, the start was great and we still have today and tomorrow.” She got out of the car and rushed up the sidewalk. “Let me make it up to you.”

His chuckles were back. “How are you going to do that?”

“I’m not totally sure, but I have some ideas.”

“Hold on a sec,” he said. “Someone’s at my door.”

She was already laughing when Brock opened the door.

“Get in here.” He pulled her inside the Compton home he’d inherited from his grandmother.

She said, “I want to make yesterday up to you.”

His laughter stopped, although he still held her. “No, we’re not…”

“I’m not talking about that,” she said, kissing him. “I can love you without making love to you. Just being with you is enough.” She paused. “Is it enough for you?”

And with his lips, he told her that was more than enough for him.







Chapter Six



KENDALL

Kendall couldn’t imagine where the noise was coming from. She shook her head, opened her eyes. Froze. A second later, she shot straight up.

The pounding started again. “Kendall, are you in there?”

Her heart hammered to the beat of the banging on the door. She jumped from the sofa, tossed the comforter onto the floor, and tried to stuff it and the pillow under the couch.

She glanced at the clock, couldn’t believe she’d overslept. Usually when she made The Woman’s Place her home, she was up hours before the first employee arrived—showered, dressed, and behind her desk. But last night she’d had a fitful rest. Her ex-husband had visited her in her dreams, made himself at home, and brought the memory of all that used to be right with them. It wasn’t until the first morning’s light peeked through her window that she’d finally slept.

“I’m sure she’s in there, Pastor Ford,” said Janet, the Spa’s manager. Her voice was muffled, but Kendall still heard the words.

With her hands, Kendall tried to press the wrinkles from her sweat suit.

“You have keys, right?” This time it was Pastor Ford’s voice.

“Yes.”

Kendall wiggled her fingers through her hair, wiped her eyes, and with a breath, opened the door just as she heard keys jiggling on the other side.

“Pastor Ford, I’m sorry, I didn’t hear you,” Kendall said. “I was…in my bathroom.”

She was sorry about her words before the lie had left her lips. If there was one person who could tell a lie from the truth, it was Pastor Ford.

“I’m glad you’re okay.” Pastor Ford sauntered inside.

Kendall nodded at her manager, then closed her office door. “Pastor, do you have an appointment this morning?”

“My standing Saturday-morning massage, but today, I’m going to get a pedicure and…” Her voice trailed off as her eyes wandered to the comforter only half hidden beneath the couch.

Kendall cringed. She should have taken more time to hide the signs that showed that she preferred sleeping here rather than at home alone.

“I came a bit early,” Pastor Ford continued as if she’d never stopped speaking. She sat on the sofa and pushed the comforter out of her way. “I wanted to have a couple of minutes with you. Do you have time?”

No, was what Kendall wanted to scream. But she’d never say that to her pastor. She nodded and forced her lips into a large grin.

Pastor Ford motioned for Kendall to join her. “I haven’t seen you in church in the last few weeks.”

Kendall was relieved that her pastor was too busy to keep better tabs. It had been far more than a few weeks. It was difficult to attend services under the watchful eyes of church folks who would wonder—aloud and silently—where was her husband.

“I know.” Kendall bowed her head. “I’m sorry.”

Pastor Ford waved her hand. “Don’t apologize to me. I’m not the one who expects you to be there.”

“I’ve just been busy.”

“Too busy for God, huh?”

It was the love she had for her pastor that held her back from saying what she thought about God right now. “Work, and other stuff, sometimes gets in the way.”

Pastor Ford covered Kendall’s hands with her own. “I know this has been a tough time.”

Kendall put strength into her eyes and attitude inside her voice. “The only thing that’s been tough, Pastor, is my club’s expansion—I didn’t expect all the hours. But I’ll do better. With getting to church—and everything.”

Pastor Ford’s eyes moved to the comforter again. Without looking at Kendall, she said, “I saw Anthony yesterday. He told me your divorce”—her eyes met Kendall’s—“was final.”

“Yes,” Kendall said with her biggest smile. “At least that’s one thing off my plate. Now I’ll have more time—”

“Kendall, why are you pretending?” She held up her hand. “And before you deny anything…” Pastor Ford picked up the pillow, then tossed it onto the couch. “This can’t be easy; it wouldn’t be for anyone. But you’ve got to reach out. I’m here, God’s here.”

You, maybe I could trust. But, God? “I’m not pretending, Pastor. The only thing that’s wrong is I haven’t done a good job of balancing my life. But I’ll work on that. In fact, I’ll be in church tomorrow,” Kendall said, standing.

Pastor Ford raised a single eyebrow and motioned for Kendall to sit back down. “I’ll be glad to see you in church. But, I came by to tell you that I want to see you in my office on Thursday, at seven.”

“For what?”

“I’ll explain on Thursday.” Before Kendall could tell her that she needed more than that, Pastor Ford said, “Just be there, Kendall.” This time it was the pastor who stood, signaling the meeting’s end.

Kendall was filled with a million nos, but she didn’t have the strength to battle the look on her pastor’s face—the way her brown eyes were soft with her ever-present compassion, but at the same time, the way her chin pressed forward as if she dared Kendall to say anything but yes.

Kendall nodded, but inside she was already planning the excuses she’d use when she called her pastor an hour before seven on Thursday.

The pastor said, “So, I’ll see you then?”

Again, Kendall nodded—better not to speak the lie aloud. She knew what this was about—her pastor probably had some cockamamy plan to bring her and Anthony together so that they could have an amicable divorce. Or worse, she could have arranged some kind of sick family reunion with her and her sister and Anthony. She wasn’t going to sit through either one of those scenarios.

“And, Kendall”—Pastor Ford paused for a moment—“please don’t make me come looking for you.” The smile stayed on the pastor’s lips but not in her tone.

Kendall stood in place, not moving even when she was alone. Okay, maybe she wouldn’t be able to get out of the meeting. But when she got to that church, if there was any sign of her ex-husband or her ex-sister, her pastor’s meeting would be cut short. Very short.







Chapter Seven



VANESSA

Another night. Alone. Another dream.

Vanessa tossed in her sleep, struggling to find Reed, needing to see his face like she had every night since he’d left for heaven. She opened her mouth, wanting to call for him. But no sound came. And neither did Reed.

But then she heard him. She dashed toward the voice. In the bathroom—that’s where he was. But when she rushed into the room, all that was there were the bottles—the orange containers that she’d lined on the counter. But now there were not six, seven, or eight bottles—there were hundreds.

The bottles moved, metamorphosing into bodies. Now the containers had ears, eyes, mouths. And the bottles laughed. And danced. And their eyes watched her, taunted and teased her.

It was a song; they sang, If you do it, you won’t hurt anymore. Her head ached with their mocking.

She stepped toward the counter. Reached toward one bottle—it leaped into her hand. She dumped its contents into her palm, lifted the pills to her mouth, and then…there was nothing.

Vanessa looked at her hand; the pills were gone. She frowned. She needed those pills. It didn’t matter. There were more.

But the bottles had moved, formed a new line, were now in the shape of a heart.

She grabbed the first bottle—it slipped through her hand, touched the ground, and then, poof! it was gone. The same with the second, third, fourth, fifth bottle. Each bottle fell away—until there were none.

Vanessa shouted, “I want the pills. Give me the pills!”

“No.”

It was a soft voice. Vanessa searched the bathroom—under the cabinets, inside the shower. But there was no one.

“Give me my pills!” she yelled.

“No.” Gentle. Guiding.

She stood in the center of the room, spinning, searching for the one who was speaking. “Where are you?”

“In your heart,” the voice said over and over. Again and again.

And then the pills came back. At first, the bottles just mocked her—laughed and teased. But then the containers jumped her, a vicious attack.

Vanessa screamed; bolted up straight in the bed. Her skin glistened with sweat. She panted, as if she’d just run a race, as if she’d just fought a fight. In the dark, her eyes searched for the bottles. Her ears strained to hear the voice.

Nothing.

She clicked on the lamp, turning the dark into light.

Still, nothing.

It was only a dream.







Chapter Eight



VANESSA

Vanessa pulled open the wooden door of the church wearing the smile that she’d fixed on her face the moment she’d slid into her car.

“What are you doing here?” Charlotte, a woman who had been an usher from Hope Chapel’s beginning, accosted Vanessa the moment she stepped inside.

“What do you mean?” Vanessa took one of the programs that were almost slipping from Charlotte’s hand. “I’m here every Sunday.”

“I know, but Reed…” Charlotte’s wide eyes now became sad and the ends of her lips turned down. “Vanessa, I’m so sorry,” she offered softly. But then as quickly as compassion came, it was gone and in its place was the glow of morbid curiosity. “You know,” Charlotte began again, this time leaning in close. “I didn’t feel right asking at the funeral, but do you know why Reed…did what he did?”

Vanessa lost her smile.

Charlotte continued, “I mean, suicide, that’s so serious. Why did he do it? Was he just tired of living?” She fired her questions like an award-winning journalist. “Were you two having problems?”

With each question, Vanessa’s mouth opened wider.

“Charlotte, I always knew you were an idiot.” Louise stepped from behind Vanessa and took her hand, dragging her friend away.

“Thank you,” was all Vanessa could say when she finally spoke.

Louise shrugged. “That’s what best friends are for.”

“I didn’t know what to say.” Vanessa shook her head. “I should have been able to handle that, but I was so surprised.”

“Hmph,” Louise started as she led Vanessa to a seat. “You couldn’t have handled that—no one knows how to handle stupidity.” Once seated, Louise added, “But at least one of Charlotte’s questions made sense. What are you doing here?”

“Why shouldn’t I be?”

“Because you need some time. And you need to give dummies like Charlotte time to move on to the next piece of gossip.”

Vanessa shook her head. “I don’t need time away from God. I need to stay close to Him.” The dream she’d had last night flashed through her mind. She shuddered.

Louise peered at her friend for a moment, then with a small smile, she wrapped her arms around her. “You know I love you, right?”

Vanessa nodded, but opened her bulletin, keeping her eyes away from her friend. She’d been shaken by Charlotte, and didn’t want to become more rattled by Louise’s emotions. She had to keep all tears away.

She breathed with relief when the Praise Team strolled onto the stage. But when she stood to join in the worship, Vanessa could feel the stares. And she could hear the whispers. And she certainly knew their thoughts. They were all like Charlotte—without care or concern. They all just wanted the juicy details of her tragedy.

Vanessa raised her head higher and clapped her hands to the music’s beat. No one would see her distress. No one would see on the outside what stirred inside her head.

As she sang, her eyes settled on the pulpit—and on the space below. She froze, imagining the forty-eight hours before, when Reed’s coffin had lain in that place.

She dropped into her seat. She hadn’t thought about this. Hadn’t thought that every time she stepped into this sanctuary, she’d be reminded of her husband’s final services.

You’re going to be all right, the small voice spoke.

Her head responded, If you do it, you won’t hurt anymore.

Louise glanced down. “Are you okay?”

Vanessa nodded. “Just tired.” With all that was within her, she plastered happiness on her face and stood again. She clapped, and sang, and swayed, and the tears flowed inside.

If you do it, you won’t hurt anymore.

When Pastor Ford sauntered onto the pulpit, Vanessa’s eyes roamed around the church, soaking in the familiar place. She’d had wonderful times in this sanctuary, listening to the preaching and the teaching, meeting with friends during good and bad times.

If you do it, you won’t hurt anymore.

And she wondered if she would ever be in this place, alive, again.



“Remember,” Pastor Ford began as she motioned for the congregation to stand, “there’s a reason why we sing ‘Speak to my Heart.’ That’s where He is. That’s where He’ll talk to you. And, it’s right there—in your heart, where you have to listen.”

The pastor bowed her head for the benediction, and Vanessa pondered her words. Thought about the voice that she felt in her heart. Thought more about the relentless voice that pounded inside her head.

“Have a blessed week,” Pastor Ford said with a wave of her hand. “And hug someone on the way out.”

Vanessa turned to the woman sitting on the other side of her. “Have a blessed week.”

“You too, Vanessa,” the woman whispered when they hugged.

Vanessa stood back, surprised that this woman—whom she’d only seen once, maybe twice—knew her name. She smiled, but before she could turn away, the woman added, “I’m so sorry to hear about your husband.”

“Thank you.” Vanessa whipped around, ending the conversation before it began. She’d taken just one step into the aisle when the woman tapped her shoulder.

“Vanessa, I hope you don’t mind me asking, but I’ve been so curious. Didn’t you see any of the signs from your husband before he…killed himself?”

Slowly, Vanessa twisted back toward the woman. For the second time that morning, she’d been shocked into silence. “What?”

The stranger repeated her question.

“Excuse me,” Louise interjected and grabbed her friend’s hand. “I cannot believe these people,” Louise muttered as the two marched toward the back doors.

“Vanessa!”

They turned, poised for battle right in the middle of the sanctuary. But both relaxed when they faced the smiling face of Etta-Marie, Pastor Ford’s assistant.

“Hey, girl.” Etta-Marie wrapped her arms around Vanessa. “Good to see you.” She smiled at Louise before she continued, “Pastor Ford wants to see you.” Not waiting for a response, she turned; Vanessa and Louise followed her through the still exiting crowd.

“Pastor will be right in,” Etta-Marie said once they were in the pastor’s office. “You know how folks are after the service. They want to be all in her face. I’ll go get her.”
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“Wonderful. . . .
A compelling, intriguing,
and page-turning story.”
—ReShonda Tate Billingsley







