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ZANE PRESENTS





At the End of the Day is the exhilarating, heart-pounding, and
action-packed follow-up to Nothing Stays the Same—emotional and
sometimes stormy journey of several friends as they encounter and
weather life’s blessings and tragedies.

Beautiful Denise Thomas is going to finally marry the love of her life—the man she should have married in the first place. Harold is the cousin of her ex-husband, Marvin Thomas, and he’s also her baby’s daddy.

 

Sylvia and Kenny Richmond, Mona and Michael Broussard, Claudette and Tyrone Beasley, Trina and Cecil Coleman, and Rachel and Marvin Thomas—the ex-husband—come to New York to witness the beautiful wedding ceremony of Denise and Harold. They aren’t the only witnesses; Michael Broussard runs into an old friend, Dr. Madeline Brooks, at the reception. Michael and Madeline were classmates in medical school, but it appears that they have been more than book buddies. It doesn’t take Mona, Michael’s wife, long to break up the happy reunion.

 

The Thomases’ wedding day is one to remember, but what no one knows is that Denise has discovered a lump in her remaining breast and the happy couple’s new life together may be short-lived.

 

At the end of the day, all that matters is the love and support of family and friends.
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Suzetta Perkins is the author of Behind the Veil, A Love So Deep, Ex-Terminator: Life After Marriage, Déjà Vu, Nothing Stays the Same and Betrayed. She is the co-founder and president of the Sistahs Book Club. Visit her at www.suzettaperkins.com.
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Dear Reader:

It is my pleasure to present At the End of the Day, the third and final installment in the EX-Terminator series, following Nothing Stays the Same.

Author Suzetta Perkins returns with her seventh novel with a cast of popular characters, consisting of couples and friends: the Richmonds, Thomases, Beasleys, Colemans and Broussards. From sexual harassment charges to stage 4 breast cancer to a grand wedding, the novel features all of the elements that make for interesting drama. And, as usual, there’s plenty of that!

Thanks for supporting the work of Suzetta Perkins, popular among book clubs and one of my authors under Strebor Books. I appreciate you giving this book a chance, and if you enjoy it, I hope that you will read the author’s previous titles: Behind the Veil, A Love So Deep, EX-Terminator: Life After Marriage, Déjà Vu, Nothing Stays the Same and Betrayed.

Peace and Many Blessings,
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PROLOGUE


Steam filled the interior of the off-white-colored bathroom as Denise exited the shower and crossed the length of it in bare feet on the black-and-white marble tiled floor to where she now stood in front of the elongated, textured mirror that occupied two walls. She stared at her image—hair wet and dripping and the one lonely breast protruding from her left shoulder. With her arm slightly raised, she examined her underarm but felt nothing.

Denise waddled to the side wall and flicked on the fan, allowing its coolness to reduce her body temperature. She stood in front of the mirror again, pressed firmly down on her hips, and looked at her breast to see if there were any changes in its size, shape, or if there was any scaliness on the nipple area. Her eyes became fixed and then she let out a large sigh.

She rushed to her oak sleigh bed that sat in the middle of her large master bedroom and lay down on the black and gold silk comforter, throwing her left arm behind her back. With the other hand, she used the finger pads of her three middle fingers and made circular motions across her breast. She stopped, and then felt again as she tried to reassure herself that what she felt wasn’t what she thought it might be.

“God, please don’t let this be. I’m getting married next week to the love of my life, and I can’t offer him a semblance of myself. He’s fine with my one breast, but if I take that away from him, he won’t even have half a woman.”
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Rain threatened the New York sky. Rain or shine, there was going to be a wedding. It had been postponed six months because Denise Thomas wanted to share her special day close to her family and in the city of her birth rather than in Birmingham, Alabama, where she now lived with her fiancé, Harold, and their daughter, eight-year-old Danica. New York in December would not lend itself to the fabulous venue she’d chosen for her nuptials; however, on this June day that still held promise, she was going to marry her lover, the man she adored, and the cousin of her ex-husband.

Denise sat in the white Rolls-Royce limousine with its spacious, luxury interior flanked by her mother, grandmother, daughter, and two sisters. She watched as her guests arrived dressed in their finest, although it was the middle of the day, taking in the splendor of the crabapple trees, the beautiful violet flowers, and the rest of the floral extravagance that comprised Central Park in the Conservatory Garden. Conservatory Garden was said to be one of the hidden wonders of Central Park and a favorite place to have a wedding.

And then she saw them, Sylvia and Kenny Richmond—Sylvia dressed in an emerald green lightweight wool and silk skirt-suit with faux-jewel buttons; Rachel and Marvin Thomas—Rachel dressed in a stunning red Italian wool crepe suit that boasted a stand up-collar on her raglan-sleeve jacket over a matching classic skirt; Claudette and Tyrone Beasley—Claudette dressed in a Caroline Rose mushroom-colored long jacket of Italian polyester with an oversized collar and a matching scoop-neck tank and black silk slacks; Trina and Cecil Coleman—Trina in an ultra conservative charcoal skirt-suit with a classic V-neck collar and embroidered front panel; and the ever classy Mona and Michael Broussard—Mona dressed in an Albert Nipon onyx polyester and wool skirt-suit that looked absolutely fabulous on her. They were her special family, and they strolled in the garden like they were New York elitists, each lady’s arm seductively looped in the arm of her husband. They blended well with the movers and shakers that were New York. It was Harold’s family that brought the ’Bama with them, however, it didn’t matter to Denise because this was her day.

Everything was planned down to the minute. The ceremony was to take no more than forty-five minutes, according to Denise’s wedding planner. Then it would be on to the Roosevelt Hotel for the fabulous reception that would rival any platinum wedding that was showcased on television.

It was time. At the direction of the wedding planner, the bridal party was ushered from the limousine to the elaborate makeshift staging area to await their cues. Denise could hear the beautiful melodies of the string violinists floating in the air and could feel the anticipation of the guests as they waited for her to come down the aisle. Her mother and grandmother were escorted to their seats. Her sisters, who served as maid of honor and bridesmaid, respectively, glided down the aisle, each in knee-length, strapless lavender satin dresses and diamond lily brooches that served as hair accents placed in half-moon clusters in their upswept hair. With long, Shirley Temple curls that hung past her shoulders, Danica, dressed in a beautiful white satin cream dress with ruffles at the bottom, waited to walk in before Denise so she could sprinkle lavender rose petals on the ground.

And then they were playing her music. All eyes were on Denise as she floated down the aisle as if walking on air, savoring every minute and in perfect time with the musicians. Her bronze-colored skin was radiant in a sleek satin organza strapless gown that conformed to her body, accentuating her curves like a fine piece of sculpture. The sweetheart neckline wrapped in a beaded overlay draped her shapely breast and her manufactured one like a freshwater mermaid, while the satin skirt was embellished with a beaded lace overlay accentuated with freshwater pearls, Swarovski crystals and rhinestones with sleek satin-covered buttons that ran the length of the entire back of the gown. A ten-carat diamond Eternity necklace decorated Denise’s neck. Setting it all off was a bouquet of lavender roses mixed with sweet peas and parrot tulips that Denise clutched tightly in her hand.

Denise’s thin lips stretched into an elongated smile when she finally looked ahead and saw Harold waiting for her and Danica standing beside her aunt holding the satin basket that was full of rose petals only moments before. Denise was the happiest she’d be in a long time.

“I pronounce you man and wife,” the minister finally said, clad in his black and purple ministerial robe after a twenty-minute heartfelt ceremony that had guests dabbing at their eyes two or three times. “You may now kiss the bride.”

Harold held his bride and kissed her passionately, Denise not shy in reciprocating. Loud claps erupted from the two-hundred guests who gave their approval of what they had witnessed. And when Harold and Denise finally parted their lips, the clapping intensified, sounding like thunder. The bride and groom turned to the audience, Denise waving her hand for all to see. They jumped the broom, the fairly new tradition in African-American wedding ceremonies, and walked up the aisle arm in arm, ready to start their brand-new life together. As if on cue, the sun peaked and immersed itself fully from behind the cloud that had threatened rain all morning, lighting up the New York sky in a blaze of glory.

“Denise is absolutely gorgeous,” Sylvia said, as she and Kenny, along with the other four couples, filed out behind the wedding party to offer congratulations to the new bride and groom.

“Denise? Shoot, this place is fabulous,” Mona said, still gazing at the floral splendor that made the Conservatory so popular among prospective brides. “Yeah, Denise looks pretty, too. Doesn’t she, Marvin?”

“Okay, Mona, no need to press Marvin’s buttons,” Michael said, giving his wife a tiny jab in the ribs.

“It’s okay,” Marvin said. “Yes, Denise is beautiful and she looks happy, too. See, my boo,” he winked at Rachel, “knows that I love her and only her.”

“Mona, you did comprehend what my boo said?” Rachel countered, flicking her hand in Mona’s direction. “Now shut up and let’s get through this and enjoy the rest of the festivities. We know that Denise is going to show out because she wants us Southerners to know how they do it in the Big Apple. That’s why she didn’t want to get married in Birmingham.”

“Hmmph, I think we look better than the rest of her guests,” Claudette chimed in. “Maybe Denise doesn’t realize that Atlanta is right next to New York when it comes to bourgeoisie.”

Everyone laughed.

“You tell them, Claudette,” Mona said, trying to quiet the laughter.

“Well, New York has a flare of its own that trumps Atlanta, L.A....” Trina began. Sylvia, Mona, Rachel, and Claudette threw their hands on their hips and twisted their bodies to look Trina in the eyes.

“Says who?” Mona huffed. “I’m from New Orleans, and I know we have a zest for the flare, but since I claim Atlanta as home, I’m here to tell you that it rivals all those big cities you named. Why else would everyone want to move there? You can’t tell me that we don’t entertain, that we don’t live in fabulous houses, have as much disposable income, and can rock fashion right along with these wannabe New York socialites. Look at me. I catered an event for then Senator Barack Obama, who is now the forty-fourth president of the United States. What black socialite in New York can say they’ve done that?”

“All right, you’ve made your point,” Trina said. “It’s that...”

“It’s that...nothing,” Mona said, cutting Trina off. “I can compete with anybody, no matter where they come from...Los Angeles, Milan, Paris, and New York.”

Trina rolled her eyes at Mona, while the others stifled a laugh.

“Okay, ladies, this is Denise and Harold’s day,” Sylvia said. “She wanted to have her wedding in New York so she would be close to her family. That’s all.”

“Yeah, right,” Mona said, pulling her lipstick out of her purse and dabbing a little on her lips.

“I’m not in it,” Kenny said, as Cecil glanced in his direction.

“Me either,” Tyrone offered.

“You all know my wife,” Michael uttered. “She can’t keep her mouth closed and it’s always going to flap a mile a minute. Mona didn’t mean any harm, Trina.”

Trina smirked but changed it to a smile as they approached the newlyweds.

Trina gave Denise an air kiss to each cheek. “You are so beautiful, Denise. God smiled on you today.”

“Thanks, Trina. I feel wonderful—got my soul mate and our daughter standing next to me. Look at this rock?” Denise stuck her manicured hand out for Trina to see.

“It’s beautiful.”

“Five carats, Trina.” Denise smiled. “I’m glad you and Cecil could come.”

“We wouldn’t have missed it for anything in the world.”

“Move the line along,” Mona called out.

“Wait your turn,” Trina shot back.

“Girl, Mona isn’t going to change,” Denise said to Trina.

“Tell me about it.”

Cecil kissed Denise, and he and Trina shook hands with Harold and the rest of the party.

“Look at my girls,” Denise said as Mona, Rachel, Sylvia and Claudette surrounded her, leaving their husbands to stand behind them. “You all look fabulous...came to show these New Yorkers a thing or two.”

“What did I say?” Mona put in, although Sylvia, Rachel, and Claudette ignored her.

“You are a beautiful bride,” Sylvia said as she kissed Denise on the cheek.

“Ditto,” Rachel said, taking her turn to give Denise a kiss.

“I’ve got to give it to you, Denise,” Mona said. “You did it like I would have done it. I think both of us would’ve looked fabulous in that dress, and when you walked down the aisle, you worked it girl...wanted everyone to know that you were the exclusive...the headline news at eleven. I’m glad the rain decided to hold off.”

“Well, thank you, Mona. I’ll take that as a compliment from you. But I’m so glad you are all here to share in my day. I remember each of your weddings as if they happened yesterday. Why are you being so quiet, Claudette? Give me a hug.”

“I wasn’t being quiet, although no one can get anything in edge-wise with Mrs. Mona Broussard flapping her chops,” Claudette said. Everyone laughed. “But you look so beautiful today, Denise. I was thinking that maybe T and I will renew our vows one day and have a big shindig. I can afford it now.”

“Yeah, I heard you have a world-class stylin’ salon up in one of those fancy buildings in Atlanta with clientele that boasts many of Atlanta’s rich and famous.”

“She and T are also rocking in a brand new home that none of us have seen yet,” Mona said, cutting in.

“So you’ve heard about me?” Claudette said with a smile on her face. She was surprised to know that Denise had knowledge of her success.

“Claudette, I would’ve had you do my hair if I was getting married in Birmingham. I love you all.” Denise hesitated. “Are you going to give me a hug, Marvin?”

Marvin smiled as Rachel looked on. He placed a kiss on Denise’s cheek and shook Harold’s hand. “You both look wonderful and happy,” Marvin said, not addressing his comment to only Denise.

Denise wondered how Marvin really felt seeing her and Harold together as husband and wife. She missed Marvin in many ways. He was so caring and loving. He’d do anything for her. Maybe if Marvin hadn’t been so married to his job, they’d still be married, although it was her selfishness, if she was grown enough to admit it, which pulled her away from him. Then again and truth be told, it was her blatant indiscretion, her infidelity, her being caught with Marvin’s cousin, the man who was now her husband, in a compromising position that broke the camel’s back. The only thing Marvin was guilty of was planting the seed for what was now a giant Fortune 500 corporation for which Rachel now received the benefits. She wasn’t mad because in the end, Denise knew that Harold was where her heart truly belonged.
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Heads turned and eyes twinkled as the wedding reception attendees entered the ballroom of the Roosevelt Hotel. A giant ice sculpture carved in the shape of two turtle doves greeted the guests at the entrance. The ballroom was transformed into a fairy tale scene with a mixture of Old World intertwined with the glint and glamour of Hollywood. A gilded twenty-seven-foot ceiling magnified by a magnificent eighteen-tier chandelier, iron-laced balconies with arched windows, grabbed the guests’ attention right away and left some breathless.

Ten-feet topiaries decorated with berries in hues of red, orange and purple were strategically placed around the perimeter of the room to give it a garden effect. Thirty-two round tables with service for eight were draped with egg-shelled-colored tablecloths with silk lavender overlays. Tall-fluted vases stood in the center of each table filled with a beautiful floral splendor of orchids, peonies, hydrangeas, calla lilies and roses. Fine bone china trimmed in silver sat on each table, and next to each place setting sat a menu that described the four-course meal and a miniature photo frame place card holder for each guest.

Everyone gawked at the splendor of the room. Sylvia and Kenny, Mona and Michael, Rachel and Marvin, Claudette and Tyrone, and Trina and Cecil, guided by a hostess, found their tables. Because only eight were able to sit at one table, Denise was smart enough to put Sylvia and Kenny, as well as Trina and Cecil, at one table since they were related, and the others at an adjacent table. Their pride swelled when they saw their names on the silver placards.

A band played light jazz as people found their places. Ice sculptures that held large cocktail shrimp were located on either side of the ballroom. Bottles of champagne sat on each table and were quickly replaced when empty.

“Denise outdid herself, sisters,” Mona said, still looking around and taking it all in.

“I would have expected nothing less,” Rachel said, as she planted a kiss on Marvin’s lips. “You’re jealous because you didn’t have anything to do with this shindig.”

“You’ve got that wrong, Rachel. Every now and then I have to take time out for myself and let someone cater to me. No pun intended.”

“Hmmph, if Denise had asked, your behind would have been right up in here orchestrating,” Claudette said. Rachel and the guys laughed.

“What are you laughing at, honey?” Mona asked, giving Michael the I know you aren’t agreeing with Claudette look.

“Because it’s true, baby. And you know yourself that Claudette knows what she’s talking about.” Michael laughed some more.

“What are you all laughing at?” Sylvia asked from her table.

“Don’t try and get in grown folks’ business,” Mona cackled. “It was nothing anyway.”

“It must have been about you,” Sylvia said, watching the others at the table trying to contain their laugher. “But I’ll mind my own business.”

“Mona is a trip,” Trina whispered to Cecil, Sylvia, and Kenny as two other couples joined their table. “I wanted to pop her a good one this afternoon.”

“You’ve got to ignore her,” Sylvia said. “She’s crazy, but she’s good people.”

“Would anyone like some champagne?” Kenny asked. “I’m pouring.”

The whole table said yes, and he poured a round.

“May I have everyone’s attention?” said the wedding coordinator. “Our wedding party has arrived. I will announce each person as they come in, and they will be escorted to their seats. Please stand when the bride and groom are announced.”

Denise’s mother and grandmother were escorted to a reserved table. Her sisters, Danica, and the groomsmen were seated at the head table. Harold’s and Denise’s families took up four or five more tables. Everyone stood as Harold and Denise were announced. They looked so happy, and Marvin was happy for them.

“I’m going to say hi to my sisters,” Marvin told Rachel. “You can come if you want to. I’m sure everyone is wondering why I’m sitting away from the family; I think they understand why. I’m sure that’s why Mom and Dad didn’t come.”

“You go on, baby,” Rachel said. “I’ll speak to them later.” Marvin walked away.

“You think Marvin is thinking about the day he and Denise got married?” Mona asked.

“Why would you say that, Mona?” Rachel asked disgustedly.

“I’m sorry, boo. I didn’t know that you were still bothered by Marvin and Denise...”

“Mona,” Claudette began, “we don’t want to hear it. Of course, it bothers Rachel. She went through a lot, and I don’t care how long ago it was. My God, for an educated woman, you’ve got meal for brains sometimes. No pun intended.”

“Hmmph. Michael, did you hear how Ms. Claudette shut me down?”

“Seriously, Mona, let’s enjoy the evening without all of your commentary. Marvin is a good man. He is married to, and loves, Rachel. End of story.”

“Pass the champagne. Maybe I should have sat with Sylvia and Trina. Can’t have any fun.”

“Mona, this is a happy occasion for Denise,” Rachel said on the defense. “She is marrying the man she truly loves and Marvin knows that. Sometimes you need to keep your mouth shut and stop making something where there is nothing. Now pour me some champagne. I’m going to enjoy myself. I didn’t get all dressed up to be sitting here talking about stuff that happened in the past. I’m ready to have fun.”

“I’ll do the honors,” Tyrone said. “Hold your glass out, baby,” he said to Claudette. “I’m ready to party, too.” Claudette gave Tyrone a big, wet kiss.

“I’m ready to eat and get my party on, too,” Claudette said.

Mona sat sulking until she took her first sip of champagne.

 

It was an animated crowd, each enjoying the meal and all the festivities that surrounded a fabulous wedding reception. Besides the meal, the guests were given champagne sorbet served in a lighted ice sculpture. Denise threw her bouquet and Harold shot the garter, both ending up in the hands of some of Harold and Marvin’s relatives. And next was the cake.

The white cake with the embossed floral design had a garden theme. It had seven tiers with flowers in red and purple hues cascading around the cake. Denise and Harold cut the cake and daintily stuffed a piece in each other’s mouth. And then there was a toast to the bride and groom by Harold’s brother that made everyone weep.

“We’ll now have the first dance by Mr. and Mrs. Harold Thomas,” the wedding planner announced. Everyone clapped for Denise and Harold.

Harold and Denise glided across the room. They stopped and fell into a warm embrace as Peabo Bryson serenaded “Tonight, I Celebrate My Love.” Sparks flew between them as Denise locked her eyes onto Harold’s and he the same, each placing kisses on the other’s lips, oblivious to the two hundred and something guests that looked on. They were in a world of their own, not to be separated by anything or anyone. They held each other tight and danced like it was their last dance. And then the music died, bringing them out of the world they had temporarily been transported to.

Danica stepped on the dance floor and asked to dance with her father and mother. Harold twirled Danica around and then held both of his girls as they danced to the band’s rendition of “Fantastic Voyage” by Lakeside. Everyone clapped and soon the floor was flooded with old-school dancing.

Tyrone, Michael and Cecil made a trip to the men’s room and then headed for the open bar, glad to be away from the women. As Michael sipped on his Bourbon while watching the dancers on the floor, he felt a nudge on his arm. He looked up in surprise.

“Dr. Michael Broussard, is that you?” the woman asked, holding a glass of champagne.

Michael leaned back to get a good look; her steel-gray eyes held his gaze. He combed over her flawless medium-brown face that was made up tastefully, although, Michael hadn’t remembered her wearing that much makeup ever. The woman’s hair was swept up on her head and trimmed with a diamond hair clip. She wore a black-and-white, sleeveless after-five dress with a bulging neckline that served a nice helping of breasts that one couldn’t ignore. The rest of her body was pure delight, although Michael dared not stare too long. “Madeline...Dr. Madeline Brooks.” He smiled, “Fancy meeting you here.”

Madeline took a sip of her champagne. “Friend of the bride or the groom?”

“Both. How about you?”

“Denise is my cousin. I’m happy for her; she deserves it.”

“It’s a small world. And I agree that she does deserve it.”

“So what have you been up to, doc?” Madeline asked, moving closer to Michael.

“Well, I’m practicing in Atlanta—Emory University Hospital. Doing well.”

Madeline looked him up and down and smiled. “Michael, you are doing well, and I see you still have that smile and those dimples I remember. Now...I like your dome, although I couldn’t have imagined you without hair, but it certainly looks good on you. You remind me a lot of the actor Morris Chestnut with a few years on you.” Madeline puckered her lips and smiled. “You know what women say about a man who is bald.”

“I’m not sure what they say, Madeline, but I do know that while some things haven’t changed, nothing remains the same.” Madeline looked at him with dreamy eyes and took a sip, which made Michael nervous. “So where are you practicing?”

“I’m still in New York. You won’t believe this; I was thinking of moving to Atlanta.”

“There’s room enough for everyone,” Michael said, shifting nervously from side to side.

“Since you’re in New York, do you perhaps have time for a night cap and a little catch up...for old time’s sake?”

Michael smiled again. “You’re as beautiful as I remember, but I’m...”

“Hello, my name is Mrs. Mona Broussard, Michael’s wife,” Mona said with a severe frown on her face, cutting in on the conversation.

Madeline smiled and put out her hand that Mona refused to shake. “Madeline Brooks, Dr. Madeline Brooks. Michael and I were in medical school together at John Hopkins. I couldn’t believe my eyes when I spotted him at the bar.”

“I don’t know what he’s told you, but we are a happy family. We have one child, Michael Jr., and we’re very happy.”

“Okay, Mona,” Michael said. “It was nice seeing you again, Madeline.”

“You, too, Dr. Broussard...and Mrs. Broussard.” And Madeline walked away, glancing back every now and then.

“Madeline? And what took you so long to tell her about us? You were over there yapping with her for more than five minutes. Who was that woman, Michael?” Mona demanded.

“Okay, Mona, that’s enough. We were in med school together as she said. Nothing more, nothing less. Guess what?”

“What?”

“She’s Denise’s cousin.”

Mona put her hands on her hip. “Denise’s cousin?”

“Look, I didn’t know that until tonight, Mona. I only went to the restroom and purchased a drink. I had no idea I was going to run into her. She’s only a friend. Now get over it because she means nothing to me.”

“So why are you acting like you’re irritated?”

“Because I am. Woman, you know I only love you and Michael Jr. You’ve got that fine house back in Atlanta, shoot, you’ve got me, and you tell me all the time that I’m fine. Since I’ve met you, I’ve looked at no one else. I don’t know why you acted out.”

“I’m sorry, baby. I guess I look at too much reality TV and she is beautiful, young, and fresh.”

“I’m your reality, and don’t forget it.”

“Kiss and make up, Dr. Broussard? I love you.”

“I love you, too, Mona Broussard. Now give me a kiss.”

“All right, the bride and groom are going to lead the Soul Train line,” the announcer said. “If you want to get on board, it’s time to get on.”

The Soul Train line was one hundred persons deep. Harold and Denise led the way with Danica at their heels. Harold did some old school moves and Denise wiggled her hips in a sexy, sensual way that made the men howl. And then she collapsed to the floor.

Harold immediately dropped to the floor and picked up Denise’s head. “Denise, what’s wrong, baby? Denise!” he shouted.

The music stopped and the room became deathly quiet. Denise’s mother nearly ran to where Denise was lying...where Harold was trying to get her to wake up, while Danica stood around crying.

“Call nine-one-one,” Harold yelled. “Now!”
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The reception came to an abrupt halt. The guests stood around gawking or holding their chests in fear. Upon realizing what happened, Michael and Madeline ran to where Harold was on the floor holding up Denise.

“Harold, let me look at her pupils,” Michael began. After closer examination, he let out some air. “She’s passed out. Madeline, do you have any smelling salt?”

“Yes, I have some in my clutch. I’ll get it.”

“Is she going to be all right?” a frightened Harold asked.

“From what I can see, yes,” Michael replied. “Today has been an exceptionally overwhelming day for her. I’d chalk it up to too much excitement.”

“Whew,” Harold said, wiping his brow. “I don’t know what I’d do without her.”

“I’ve got the smelling salt,” Madeline said, pushing through the crowd.

Michael took it and waved it under Denise’s nose. She reacted, and then opened her eyes to a very thankful husband and guests.

“What happened?” Denise asked.

“Mommy, Mommy,” Danica cried, embracing her mother.

“Baby, I’m all right. I guess too much excitement for one day.”

“Oh, baby, you scared me,” Harold said, kissing her all over the face. “I’m pulling your Soul Train card. We’ll let the others dance the night away.”

“Good idea, baby.”

“Get the Soul Train line going,” Harold shouted. “My wife only fainted.”

The music started again and Denise followed Harold and her mother to the table where her relatives were sitting. “Sorry to frighten you,” Denise said after a minute.

“Baby, we’re glad you’re all right and that there were doctors in the house,” Harold said, stroking her face.

“Is Mommy going to be all right?” Danica asked, as if she hadn’t heard what her father said.

“Yes, baby, Mommy is going to be all right.” Denise held Danica to her heart. “Yes, Mommy’s going to be all right.” A tear fell from Denise’s face.

“Did someone call an ambulance?” the rescue crew called out, rolling a stretcher behind them.

Harold got up and met them. “Yes, we did. My wife passed out, but thank God we had two doctors in the house. It appears she’s going to be all right.”

“Okay, then,” the head rescuer said, “if you don’t need us, we’re going.”

Harold shook the man’s hand. “Thank you for coming. Glad we didn’t need you.” And the rescue squad was gone.

“Hey, cousin,” Madeline said, coming over to where Denise was seated. “Glad you’re all right.”

Denise gave Madeline a big hug. “This is my day. I wanted it to be perfect because this is what Harold and I deserve. I love that man to death.”

“I can tell,” Madeline said, giving Harold a wink. “You’ve been holding on to him pretty tight. I didn’t know you knew Michael Broussard.”

“I knew his wife, Mona, first. She is a big-time caterer in Atlanta. She used to cater events for Marvin’s company when I was married to him. Mona is crazy, but that girl knows her stuff, and she is an excellent cook. She recently catered a fundraiser for Barack Obama.”

“Get out.” Madeline let that roll around in her brain.

“Mona met Michael catering this huge fundraiser for a big philanthropist in Atlanta. I forget their names, but they own a television station or something in Atlanta.”

“You must be talking about the Gordons. I know Kohara; she’s a breast cancer survivor and a true champion of breast cancer awareness. She has fundraisers all the time.”

“Yes, that’s her,” Denise said, wanting to change the subject. “So how do you know Michael Broussard?”

“We were in medical school together.” Madeline looked into the crowd and saw him cuddling up with his wife. “He’s as fine now as he was then.”

“Well, he’s happily married and you don’t want to go up against the big, bad wolf. Mona will eat you alive.”

“I’ve met her. Doesn’t seem like his taste in women.”

“Well, Michael Broussard loves him some Mona. They’ve been married for almost six years. And they have one child.”

“Yeah, I was given the bio earlier this evening.” Madeline sipped her champagne.

“As I said, they are happily married.” Denise watched Madeline with interest. “I know you’re not going to try and stir up anything.”

“No, not intentionally. I’ve already hit that.” Denise’s mouth flew open. “Close your mouth, cuz. And it was very good.”

“Look here, Madeline, don’t you go meddlin’. Those are dear friends of mine. Mona’s teeth are worse than any shark’s bite. Ask anyone.”

“I’m not scared of her,” Madeline replied in a daze, still looking over at Michael. “She’s not even competition,” Madeline said under her breath.

“Here’s some punch for my ladies,” Harold said, handing a glass to Denise, Madeline, and Danica. “What are you ladies talking about? It must have been heavy from the look on Madeline’s face.”

“She’s got a Jones for Michael Broussard.”

“You need to leave that alone,” Harold retorted.

“Remember, I saved your wife’s life tonight.”

Harold gave Madeline a look. “I’d expect nothing less.” Harold dismissed Madeline and looked at Denise. “Are you all right, baby?”

Denise kissed Harold. “I’m fine, baby. Glad to have you by my side. Today is still perfect.”

“It certainly is, Mrs. Harold Thomas. Let me go over and talk to Marvin. He’s been a little standoffish tonight.”

“You love him, don’t you?” Denise asked.

“He’s my cousin, my best friend. I can’t imagine how he may have felt today seeing me marry his former wife. I thought we had moved on, but maybe the wound was too deep to forever forget. I’ll be right back.”

“So you don’t think I can give Mona a run for her money?” Madeline asked Denise when Harold left the table.

“It’s on you. I hate to see you end up in one of her Cajun concoctions because that woman will slice and dice you to your very core if you mess with her husband. I wouldn’t play with that fire because I already know how that story is going to end.”

“Denise, do you have to be so dramatic? I was only reminiscing. Michael made it perfectly clear to me in so many words that he was unavailable, and I’m not a home wrecker.”

“That’s better,” Denise said, finally smiling.

“But make one wrong move Mona Broussard, and it’s on,” Madeline muttered under her breath. “I’m moving to Atlanta.”
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The plane ride back to Atlanta was uneventful, except for the ladies recounting over and over the excitement that Denise caused by passing out.

“She passed out because she realized she was a Thomas for the second time.” Mona laughed and smacked Rachel’s hand.

“No, she passed out,” Sylvia began, “because it dawned on her what that bourgeoisie affair was really going to cost Harold and what she could’ve done with that money.” Everyone laughed. “I’m not mad because I had the time of my life. It was definitely first-class all the way.”

“Sylvia, I can’t believe you’re buying into this Denise back-stabbing mess,” Claudette said. “But if you ask me, Denise wanted to show our Rachel what it was like to wed a real Thomas.”

“Shut the hell up, Claudette,” Rachel stammered. The ladies were in an uproar, including Rachel. Even other passengers on the plane glued their ears into the conversation.

“Well, I need a drink,” Kenny said. “I can’t believe you women can’t go anywhere without causing any drama.”

“Drama? And the Drama Queen Award goes to,” Rachel began, “to...Mona Broussard!” Mona stood up and took a bow.

“She won that hands down,” Claudette said.

“But you saw how I took care of Dr. Madeline Brooks, didn’t y’all? Got all up in my man’s face with that low-cut dress, showing those ancient titties. She might have been pretty and all, but she’s got age on her. Anyway, Michael only has eyes for the Drama Queen.”

“Got that right, baby,” was all Michael would say.

“But I saw that Madeline woman stealing glances at you after the fact,” Tyrone put in.

“Ohhh,” Kenny said, slapping Michael with a high-five. “You’re the man of the hour.”

“Cut that crap out,” Mona said. “And no one asked you anything, T.”

“Cecil, Trina, are you sleep back there? I know you’ve got twenty cents to add,” Kenny said.

“I’m not touching that with a ten-foot pole,” Trina said. “I’ve had enough of Mona for one weekend.”

“Okay, sistergirl,” Mona said. “I was a little rough on you, but you know I love you, Trina.”

“You promise to make me a big pot of gumbo and some jambalaya when we get back to the ATL?”

“Okay, Trina. I said I was sorry. You’ve lost your mind. Besides, what you want is expensive. Do you know what a pound of crab cost? But that sounds like a plan—girl’s night out at Trina’s house. I’ll do it. Good idea, Trina.”

“We best be invited,” Marvin said. “I’ll give you fifty dollars if you make enough for the men.”

“I’ll add another fifty,” Cecil said. “We’ll need enough to last the whole night.” Everyone laughed.

“You’re eating also Michael, Kenny, and Tyrone. How much are you all putting in the pot?” Mona hollered.

“Just our fingers, baby,” Michael said, and the whole plane roared.

“But you have to remark on how beautiful Denise and Harold were on their wedding day,” Rachel admonished. “They were so happy.” She turned and looked at her husband. Marvin smiled. “I think this time, Denise did it right.”

“I couldn’t agree more,” Mona said, with a faraway look as if recapturing the moment in her mind’s eye. “I couldn’t hold back the tears when they said I do.”

“I didn’t know Denise that well,” Trina said, “but she looked radiant and sure as hell knew how to throw a wedding party.”

“Amen to that,” Cecil chimed in.

“She’s come a long way,” Claudette said.

“She sure has done that,” Sylvia said, reflecting. “I laugh every time I think about the time she busted into our EX-Files meeting.”

“Now that was hilarious,” Mona put in.

“Not to everyone,” Marvin interjected. He pulled Rachel toward him and kissed her. “My baby was about to beat Denise’s ass, but she’s a lady.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Mona called out.

“You won Drama Queen all by your damn self, Mona,” Claudette laughed. Mona pointed a wicked finger at Claudette.

“Denise has endured a lot more than we’ll ever know,” Sylvia said. “And Marvin is a class act. Won’t you agree, Rachel?”

“He is. When Denise announced that she had breast cancer, my Marvin was Johnny on the spot, ready to come to her rescue. Even though I was mad as hell, it was a turning point in mine and Marvin’s relationship because, at that moment, there was no doubt in my mind what kind of man Marvin really was. I’ll always love him for that.”

“Yeah, and then the EX-Files rallied around Denise during her operation,” Mona spoke up to make sure her point got across.

“But she fought a valiant fight,” Sylvia said softly. “She beat breast cancer and Marvin and Harold were there to help her through. And fast-forward to yesterday. Denise deserved her day. It was beautiful in every way.”

“You’re right, Sylvia,” Rachel quipped. “It was beautiful.”
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“Hey, baby, how are you feeling?” Harold asked as he unwrapped the towel that had draped his wet body, letting it fall to the floor, after which he plopped down on the bed next to Denise.

Denise looked up at Harold with hungry eyes and sat up on her knees. She placed her arms around his neck and kissed him gently, tasting his tongue and sopping up all the energy he cast her way. She gazed upon the man who was now her husband, his taunt body a true work of art, even for his forty-two years. His chest rose from his body like hills made for hiking, its thick terrain a treasure for anyone who wanted to make the climb.

Denise allowed her hands to climb across and down Harold’s chest until she felt the bumps in the road which she squeezed, causing his manhood to swell at the bottom of the hill. Denise smiled.

“I guess you’re feeling much better, Mrs. Thomas,” Harold said, as he took in the swell of her one breast, not in the least bit disturbed by her missing one. Denise smiled again.

Harold pulled Denise to him, reducing the gap between them. Their bodies melded together like liquefied gold, each shouting the other’s name as the heat between them intensified. They pawed and caressed each other like they were new discoveries—a new archeological find, leaving no road unturned.

As the beast in Harold roared within him, he mounted his prey and greedily stroked her fires. They’d been lovers for many years, but today was extraordinary. They had climbed some large mountains together and got over them intact. And yesterday was like bread from heaven when Denise finally became his wife and formed their perfect union. Harold filled Denise’s cup until it overflowed, then lay limp as the sweat poured from his body.

With her eyes wide open, Denise ran her hand through Harold’s silky and curly mane. Splashes of silver were sprinkled throughout his hair like new, baby sprouts after a seed has been planted. She could hear Harold’s heavy breathing, which indicated he’d fallen asleep. Tears fell from her eyes as she fought back the urge to scream out loud.

How was she going to tell her husband that she’d found a lump in her good breast? Hadn’t she gone through enough? Hadn’t she paid the price for her sins? They were supposed to be enjoying the rest of their lives together with their daughter, Danica, and now...now when she had faith enough to believe that she and Harold had weathered the storm and found peace in the valley, it had come down to another test...possibly cancer. Even after being faithful in getting her mammograms each year—well, maybe that wasn’t the total truth—but she didn’t want to believe that this was her fate.

She wiped her face and resolved to fight the demon that possessed her body. She fought a valiant fight before and won, and with all of her sisterfriends to help her through, she was going to make it. But Denise wasn’t sure she could tell them. And her poor daughter. Danica was the love of her life; there was no way God would take her away from her baby.

Harold stirred and rolled over. “Oooh, I fell asleep.” Denise smiled at him. “Girl, you are so radiant today, and you sure put a hurting on me. Our lovemaking has never been so intense. Your body shook like a tree in a hurricane.”

“And baby, you came like a super-active volcano, or was it an earthquake?” Denise laughed.

“How did it sound?” Harold teased.

“Rumble, rumble, rumble, rummmmmmmmmmmmble!”

Harold laughed.

“Are you laughing at my interpretation of your climax? I really thought King Kong was in the room,” Denise said as she broke out laughing.

“I’ll say this one thing, you sapped all of my energy, girl. I mean it, Denise. We were acting as if this was going to be the last time we would make love to each other.”

Denise shot up and flew from the bed with Harold right behind her. She went into the bathroom and closed the door before Harold was able to get a foot inside.

“Did I say something wrong, baby?” Harold asked from outside the door. “Let me in, Denise. Tell me what’s wrong.”

Silence. Harold put his ear to the door.

“Come on, honey. Tell me what’s going on. I’m sorry if I said anything that offended you.”

After a few minutes, Harold returned to the bed and sat on it with a puzzled look on his face. He was glad Danica was with Denise’s sisters. He sighed. “Something isn’t right,” he muttered to himself. “I’ve got to find out what it is.”



6


“Hey, Sylvia, this is your girl, Rachel.”

“Girl, I know who this is. Your name is written all over my caller ID. Whatcha got cooking, sistergirl?”

“Since the kids are at pre-school, why don’t we go shopping and have a little lunch somewhere?”

“That sounds good, unless you’re going to act a fool. Don’t have time for any of your mess today. I still haven’t gotten over our shopping trip a year ago that ended up with the po-po sticking their guns and nightsticks up in your face. Could of gotten us both killed.”

“If you had stayed your ass in the car, you wouldn’t have ended up in my mess.”

“Rachel, please. I was in it from the jump. If I had somewhere to dump your ass, I would have done so before we got to the bank that day.”

“Girl, that was a crazy day. I cussed out Marvin and his secretary, Yvonne...”

“And don’t forget the cashier at Macy’s,” Sylvia reminded her.

“That heifer deserved to be cussed out...acting like I was a common criminal because my card was declined and I made her try it again two or three more times.” Rachel and Sylvia laughed.

“But that’s behind us now,” Rachel continued. “Marvin and the company are back on their feet, thanks to your man, Kenny.”

“I would have never thought that Marvin and Kenny would have been a business match,” Sylvia said. “But their partnership has survived because they believed and had faith in each other. They do have a good support staff.”

“Watch and see if Harold doesn’t come and join the group. I think he hinted to Marvin a couple of times during his and Denise’s wedding reception that he’d like to rejoin the company.”

“That would be great, I guess. Has Marvin told Kenny?”

“I’m sure he will. You’re Kenny’s wife. Why don’t you ask him?”

“I will,” Sylvia said. “Look, I was also thinking about you. If Harold and Denise should relocate to Atlanta, are you going to be okay with them being so close?”

“Sylvia, if you’ve noticed anything at the wedding, you should’ve been able to discern that Denise is now a happily married woman. She now has the man of her dreams. Somehow I feel that she and Harold were always a good fit; unfortunately, Marvin met her first, fell in love, and married her. And then as fate would have it, Marvin catches Denise with Harold. But God is good because now that good man Denise threw away is my man. I love Marvin so much, Sylvia.”

Sylvia smiled. “I know you do, sistergirl, just like I love myself some Kenny Richmond. We all have been fortunate to find the man of our dreams. Mona—she made the catch of the day when she caught Michael. And then there’s Claudette and T getting back together the way they did. There’s something about love.”

“Poor Ashley.”

“Yeah, she’s our sistergirl, too. Hopefully, something good will happen so that she’ll get released from prison early. I wonder what Claudette would do if Ashley wanted her child back?”
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