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			Praise for Fortune & Fame

			“The scandalous characters unite again in Fortune & Fame, Murray and Billinglsey’s third and best collaboration. This time brazen Jasmine and Rachel, who has zero shame, have been cast on First Ladies, a reality TV show that builds one’s brand and threatens to break another’s marriage. Sorry, buttered popcorn is not included.” 

			—Essence

			“Priceless trash talk marks this story about betrayal, greed, and stepping on anyone in your way . . . A great choice for folks who spend Sunday mornings in the front pew.”

			—Library Journal

			Praise for Never Say Never

			“Readers, be on the lookout for Victoria Christopher Murray’s Never Say Never. You’ll definitely need to have a buddy-reader in place for the lengthy discussion that is bound to occur.”

			—USA Today

			Praise for The Ex Files

			“The engrossing transitions the women go through make compelling reading . . . Murray’s vivid portrait of how faith can move mountains and heal relationships should inspire.”

			—Publishers Weekly

			“Reminds you of things that women will do if their hearts are broken . . . Once you pick this book up, you will not put it down.”

			—Urban-Reviews.com

			Praise for Destiny’s Divas

			“With Destiny’s Divas, author Victoria Christopher Murray triumphs again. The depth and storytelling mastery in her latest novel demonstrate why she is the grande dame of urban Christian fiction.”

			—FreshFiction.com

			Praise for Sinners & Saints

			“Murray and Billingsley keep things lively and fun.”

			—Juicy magazine

			“Double the fun, with a message of faith, Sinners & Saints will delight readers with two of their favorite characters from two of their favorite authors. It’s a match made in heaven!”

			—Grace Magazine

			Praise for The Deal, the Dance, and the Devil

			“Murray’s story has the kind of momentum that prompts you to elbow disbelief aside and flip the pages in horrified enjoyment.”

			—The Washington Post

			Praise for Sins of the Mother

			“Sins of the Mother shows that when the going gets tough, it’s best to make an effort and rely on God’s strength. It gives the message that there is hope no matter what, and that people must have faith.”

			—FictionAddict.com

			“Final word: Christian fiction with a powerful kick.”

			—Afro.com

			Praise for Lady Jasmine

			“She’s back! Jasmine has wreaked havoc in three VCM novels, including last year’s Too Little, Too Late. In Lady Jasmine the schemer everyone loves to loathe breaks several commandments by the third chapter.”

			—Essence

			“Jasmine is the kind of character who doesn’t sit comfortably on a page. She’s the kind who jumps inside a reader’s head, runs around and stirs up trouble—the kind who stays with the reader long after the last page is turned.”

			—The Huntsville (AL) Times
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			Asia Ingrum

			Dreams Deferred

		

	
		
			Chapter 

			One

			Whoever said that a kiss was just a kiss had never kissed Bobby Johnson.

			He had kissed me again. Seven days ago. On Christmas. And, I’m telling you, I saw stars.

			Now, maybe it wasn’t that Bobby was all that great a kisser. Maybe it had more to do with him being the love of my life, at least until 2007 when he’d made the stupid mistake of breaking up with me and going back to his wife.

			That Christmas kiss had stayed in my heart and on my mind. When I was awake, I thought about it and every time I closed my eyes, I dreamed about it.

			Just like now.

			My body was trying to wake up, but I was floating in unconsciousness. You know, that place where your eyes are wide shut—you’re half awake, half asleep. I was holding on to the sleep part because I wanted to keep dreaming about that kiss.

			My lips were right up against Bobby’s and it was so deliciously good. So good that I started hearing bells—no, not bells, my ears were ringing.

			But then . . . the ringing kept on and on and on, messing up my dream flow.

			Dang! That was nothin’ but my cell phone, and I was pissed. Who would call somebody so early on New Year’s Day? Not that I knew the exact time, but if I hadn’t already eaten breakfast, then it was too early for somebody to be hitting me up.

			My first thought was to let my cell ring. But my eleven-year-old daughter, Angel, had spent the night with Monet, her best friend, so I had to answer . . . just in case.

			So right before the call went to my voice mail, I grabbed my cell from the nightstand. Without even opening my eyes, I mumbled, “This had better be good.”

			“What’s up, Asia?”

			My eyes popped right open.

			“Happy New Year!”

			I pushed myself up, tugging the sheet along to cover my nakedness. “Uh . . . good morning. Happy New Year to you, too, Bobby,” I said to my ex, my daughter’s daddy, the Adonis of my dreams.

			“I guess I woke you up.”

			“No.” I ran my fingers through my hair, trying to look decent, though I didn’t know why. It wasn’t like we were Face-­Timing or anything. “I’m glad you called.”

			“Yeah, I remembered that little superstition you had about a man calling your house first on New Year’s.”

			He remembered that?

			“So, I hope that I was the first.”

			“You are. And now I’ll be blessed for the whole year.”

			He chuckled. “That’s what I wish for you.”

			Then, a moment of silence. I needed something profound to say that would keep Bobby talking. But before I could come up with anything . . . a moan. And not just a regular moan . . . a loud, long, masculine moan that stretched through time and my bedroom . . . and went right through my cell phone, too.

			Dang! I thought, looking down at the body next to me.

			“Oh,” Bobby said. “You have company. I should’ve known. Last night being New Year’s Eve . . .”

			“No, I don’t,” I said as I kicked through the tangled sheets until I was free and away from Rocco. I had on not a stitch of clothing, but I didn’t care. I jumped out of my bed and jogged straight into the hallway. “That was . . . just the TV,” I said. “Yeah, it was the TV. I had it on last night and must’ve fallen asleep.”

			“I’d thought you would’ve been out partying the New Year in.”

			“Well, uh . . .” I didn’t want to keep all of this attention on my lie, so I said, “I’m really happy you called.” Now, that was the truth. Like I said, I hadn’t stopped thinking about my ex since I’d spent Christmas Day at his house with his wife, and our daughter.

			“Well, I don’t want to keep you. Just wanted you to know how much I care for you and how I wish you nothing but God’s best.”

			I sighed and smiled and tingled all over.

			He finished with, “And, I wanted to wish you . . .”

			“Happy New Year,” we said together, then chuckled together, too.

			“Thanks again for being my first, I mean, the first . . .”

			“I know what you mean.” Then, after a pause, he added, “Asia, I’ve been doing a lot of thinking, and in a few days I’d like to come over . . . and talk.”

			I inhaled.

			He said, “After what happened on Christmas . . . we really need to talk.”

			“Okay.” My smile was so wide that my cheeks hurt. I’d been wondering how he felt about that, and now I knew. He was in the same place I was. That kiss had brought back all kinds of feelings, all kinds of memories, all kinds of wonder about why we’d ever broken up.

			“I’ll call you, okay?”

			“Yeah.” What I really wanted to say was, Come over now, but I’d let him lead this dance.

			He clicked off and I did the same. That three-minute call was like a shot of caffeine straight into my veins. What a way to begin 2014.

			“Baby, what’re you doing out here?”

			Before I could even face him, Rocco was on top of me, kissing my neck with his morning breath. I used the heels of my hands to push him off.

			“What’s up?” he said, backing away. “I want to start off the New Year right.”

			“We did that last night.” As I marched back into my bedroom, I was mad that I’d run out without any clothes on. Because now Rocco was walking right behind my au naturel glory.

			Most of the time I liked using my body to turn men on. In fact, if I had to tell the truth, that’s how I made my living. My job was to maintain my size-four figure, be beautiful, and I got paid for keeping rich men company. I mean, not outright paid. It wasn’t like we went out and they gave me money. But after a couple of dates, the gifts started flowing: diamonds, pearls, furs, shopping sprees at Neiman’s, and vacations anywhere there was a beach and a Ritz-Carlton.

			As far as Rocco was concerned, my job was done. I hoped Rocco wasn’t turned on because I was so turned off. After hearing Bobby’s voice, I didn’t want Rocco anywhere near me. So when he wrapped his arms around my waist and pushed his full-blown nature against my butt, I wiggled away.

			“What’s up?” He held out his arms, beckoning me to come back. “Why you keep doing that?”

			“You have to go,” I said, cutting straight to the chase.

			He frowned like he no longer understood English. “Go where?”

			Did he really want me to answer that? I mean, it wasn’t like Rocco and I had anything going on. It was just that sometime around Labor Day, I realized I didn’t have a guy for the holidays.

			Not that there was any kind of shortage of men in my life. I was still on the circuit and still in circulation. Plenty of athletes had my number locked in their phones. It was just that the calls were fewer. After all, no matter how much I maintained, I was thirty-five, which was ancient in the pro basketball/football/baseball/track groupie arena.

			Now, don’t get it twisted—I wasn’t a groupie. I was more of a trophy girlfriend, who was working on becoming the trophy wife. No matter what you called it, though, it was my only ticket out of my ratchet life in Compton all those years ago. I needed to marry a rich athlete.

			Once I set my mind to it, I’d met Bobby Johnson, the star of the Los Angeles Lakers. He wasn’t my first choice ’cause he was already married. But he’d wooed me so hard that I’d believed he’d leave his wife.

			Clearly, I was wrong. ’Cause six years ago, Bobby decided that he was happy with the wife he had, and didn’t want a new one.

			“So, what’re you saying, Asia? You really want me to go?” I turned around, almost forgetting that Rocco was still here. I watched the new center for the Lakers pimp-strut toward me.

			Now I had the chance to take in all of his naked glory, and boy, was this dude fine. Forget about being ripped in the right places, Rocco was ripped in every place. Everywhere there was a muscle, it was defined. And then, that face. He was Christopher Williams (that old R&B singer from back in the day) dipped in deep, dark chocolate.

			When Rocco wrapped his arms around me, I was tempted to jump right back in bed and let this twenty-four-year-old show me what he could do. But the moment our lips touched, Bobby’s lips came to mind, and again, I pushed Rocco back. “You know I would love to.”

			He gave me a goofy grin that said, Of course you would, who wouldn’t?

			I started to burst his oversize ego bubble, but instead I said, “But you have to go. Angel will be home soon.”

			Everything on that man deflated when I mentioned my daughter’s name. “Oh,” he said.

			All the guys knew that I didn’t date in front of my child. This wasn’t the example I wanted to set, and not the life I wanted her to have. But I wasn’t going to be one of those do-as-I-say mothers. Angel never saw me with all these men.

			Plus these days I never let grown men around my daughter. No way, too many perverts out there and my eleven-year-old daughter, with her sixteen-year-old body, and a face that her agent at Ford Models called the young face of the new millennium, didn’t need to be around testosterone. I did everything to protect Angel Valentine Johnson, the true love of my life.

			“I thought you told me that your daughter wasn’t coming home till later,” Rocco said, squinting as if he was studying me to see if I was lying.

			I tilted my head. “Is that what you thought? Hmm . . .” I turned around so that my back was to him. “Nope. She’s coming home about”—I glanced at the clock: 7:48—“about eight. Oh, my God!” I exclaimed as if I was just noticing the time. “You’ve got to go. She’ll be here at any moment.”

			“Dang!” he said, dashing to gather his clothes that he’d tossed around my bedroom. “Why she coming home so early?”

			“Because . . . it’s New Year’s . . . and . . . we always have breakfast together on New Year’s.”

			There was a part of me that was proud that I could come up with a good lie on the fly. But really, was that a character trait or a character flaw?

			When Rocco started walking toward the bathroom, I said, “Where’re you going? You’ve got to get outta here.”

			“I don’t even have time to take a shower?”

			I shook my head.

			“Well, do I have time to take a leak? A guy’s gotta take a leak first thing in the morning.”

			Those words made my eyes roam down his body. Damn! Maybe I could tell him that I made a mistake. That Angel wouldn’t be home till nine, or ten. Or I could tell him the truth . . . that she wouldn’t be home till sometime tonight.

			But then . . . Bobby. I’d feel like I was cheating.

			So, I let Rocco take his leak, then dress as slowly as any man ever did.

			“Okay.” Rocco slipped his suit jacket over shoulders that looked like he should’ve been playing football instead of basketball. “So,” he said, straightening out his collar, “I’m gonna see you tonight?”

			“We’ll see.” I led him down the stairs and at the door gave him one of those long, slow tongue kisses so that he wouldn’t forget me. But as soon as he said, “Bye, call me,” and stepped out of that door, I closed it and forgot him.

			Taking the stairs two at a time, I dashed back up to my bedroom, grabbed my cell, and clicked on my best friend’s name. Noon’s phone rang and rang, and when her voice mail picked up, I hung up and called back. I didn’t know where she was, and I didn’t care whose bed she was in; I needed to talk to her.

			It took four callbacks before she answered with a growl, “This had better be good.”

			I laughed. Hadn’t I just said the same thing? We were like sisters, with a bond thicker than blood.

			“This is better than good,” I said.

			Noon moaned.

			“Wake up, I have to talk to you,” I whined.

			“Call me later. I’m sleep.”

			“Well, wake up.”

			“I can’t.”

			“If you hang up, you know I’m gonna call you back.”

			“Ugh!” she growled again. “Hold on a second.”

			When she said that, that meant she was with her current man, Brett, and was getting out of bed to talk to me privately.

			“Okay, what’s up?” Noon asked with an attitude.

			That was okay; she’d be all right after I told her this.

			“Well, first, Happy New Year!” I said with glee.

			There was a pause, and then, “Chiquita, if that’s why you called me, I swear . . .”

			I didn’t even hear the rest of her sentence. Did my girl just call me by the cray-cray birth name my mama had given me? My mother, who abandoned me when I was two and left me to be raised by my grandmother, had named me after a banana. I was still pissed about it, but at least I was smart enough to have changed my name legally.

			I wanted to insult Noon back, call her by her birth name. But her birth name was Noon . . . Noon Thursday Jones, given to her by her mama who was as cuckoo for Cocoa Puffs as mine.

			So since I couldn’t insult her, I got right to the point. “I’m getting back with Bobby.”

			“Bobby who?”

			“See, you wanna play. Really, I’m getting back with Bobby.”

			A beat, and then, “For real?”

			If Noon had been sitting in the room with me, her eyes would be all wide, and she’d be on the edge of the chair. ’Cause if there was one thing that Noon knew, it was that I wasn’t overly dramatic. I accepted whatever situation came my way.

			Okay, that may be a bit of an exaggeration. But for the most part, once I did all that I could and saw that I couldn’t change a situation, I accepted it.

			“So, when did this happen?” Noon said, all awake now.

			“Can you meet me?”

			“When?”

			“Now. Are you with Brett?”

			“Yeah, but I can hook up with you for a few hours. Where we gonna go so early on New Year’s Day?”

			That was a good question, but then I said, “The malls are open, so meet me at the Beverly Center. Starbucks. In the food court.”

			“The Food Court?” Noon said. “Is that the name of some new restaurant, ’cause you know, I’m not pedestrian like that.”

			“Pedestrian?” I laughed. “Heffa, have you forgotten that we grew up on the same street in Compton?”

			“Shhh . . .” She lowered her voice and chuckled at the same time. “Brett thinks I’m from Kenya.”

			“I’m gonna tell that white boy the truth if you don’t meet me in an hour.”

			“I’ll be there in thirty minutes,” she said.

			We laughed before we both clicked off our phones.

		

	
		
			Chapter 

			Two

			Noon had told Brett Washington (the only white person—besides the first president—that I knew with that last name) that she was from Kenya because she was convinced white men loved exotic black women.

			But she didn’t have to tell that lie. Noon Jones was exotic. She was far from the days when the mean girls at school used to follow us from the yard to the halls taunting her with chants of “Kunta Kinte’s sister!”

			It wasn’t much better for me. They used to bully me, telling me that I thought I was cute because I looked like an Indian.

			I never told Noon this, but as bad as it was for me, I really felt awful for her. I mean, it was horrible enough being outcasts—she, because they said she was ugly, and me, because they said I was cute. But the truth was, I thought those girls were right—Noon was way below average. She had this long neck that made her look like a chicken, and legs to match. And not only was she tall and skinny, but her skin was really dark, like the color of burned charcoal.

			Then she did that caterpillar-butterfly thing. By the time we were eighteen, she was top-model gorgeous, with her oval-shaped face, light brown eyes, and full African lips that people paid top dollar to get.

			But it was her skin that made her so beautiful. Her black skin that looked like it had been polished to a high shine and was as smooth and soft as any piece of silk ever woven. I’m telling you, there wasn’t a model alive who was as gorgeous as Noon.

			That was my thought as I came to the top of the escalator and saw my friend, sitting in the center of the food court. Even from all these feet away, I could see that she didn’t have on a lick of makeup beyond the mink eyelashes that we both wore every single day. And she was still the best-looking woman in the mall.

			“What’s up?” I stepped in front of her. “Happy New Year,” I said, giving her a hug.

			“Same to you, honey!”

			Then Noon’s eyes made a slow journey over my body. She checked out my black skinny jeans, black blazer, and red T-strap stilettos, and I checked out her sapphire-blue leather pants and matching blazer. Then, we nodded our approval.

			Every time we got together, we checked each other. Whether we were partying or strolling on Venice Beach, we kept each other on point. Noon had the same career I had; in fact, she was a trophy girl because of me. So we took our first responsibility to look good seriously. I’m telling you, if I was just going out to pump gas (not that I would ever pump my own gas) . . . but if the world turned upside down and I had to do that, I’d have to pump and be camera-ready at the same time.

			“So let’s get past all the niceties. You and Bobby are getting back together?”

			On the phone, Noon had sounded excited, but, with the way she twisted her lips, I could see that now, she was more skeptical than excited.

			I sat up straight, placed my hands on the tabletop, ready to tell all. “Well . . .”

			Before I could get another word out, Noon said, “ ’Cause after what went down at Christmas, I’m surprised he’s even speaking to you.”

			“Dang,” I said, pushing back in my chair. “What a way to bust someone’s high.”

			She shrugged. “I’m just keeping it one hundred. Christmas was a wreck.”

			“First of all, Christmas wasn’t my fault,” I told Noon.

			Yes, Christmas at Bobby’s house had been a disaster and I’d told Noon most of what had happened: how Bobby and Angel had begged me to let them spend Christmas Day together for the first time, and how I’d only agreed because it meant so much to our daughter, and how I’d known it would be a disaster.

			And I was right. Talk about an effed-up holiday. From the moment I got to Bobby’s, his wife, Caroline, the Dallas-bred socialite, ignored me, embarrassed me, tortured me, and finally sat me at the kiddie table for dinner. I’d tried to keep it classy, but the bottle of Moscato I’d drunk didn’t help, and I practically tore that place and Caroline up.

			“And secondly,” I said, continuing to set Noon straight, “there’s something you don’t know about Christmas.” I took a deep breath. “It was bad with Caroline, but not with Bobby.” A pause. “Bobby and I kissed.”

			She widened her eyes just a bit. “Like a kiss kiss?”

			I nodded. “Like a real kiss! A kiss where our lips met and our tongues danced, then—”

			Noon slapped her hand on the table. “Shut the front door! Where did this happen?”

			“Remember, I got drunk, right?”

			She nodded.

			“Well, I got so drunk, I couldn’t drive and I went up to Angel’s room to sleep it off. Bobby came to check on me.”

			“And he kissed you just like that?”

			“Yup. We talked a little and then he kissed me just like that. And the best part”—I paused, wanting Noon to be sitting on the edge for this one—“Caroline saw us!”

			“Get the freak out of here!” Noon rose a couple of inches out of her chair. “She saw you kissing her husband and you’re not dead?”

			“Please, I wish she would come at me like that; you’d be reading about her beat-down in the L.A. Times. And anyway, it was her fault for spying. She knew she was wrong. That’s why she walked away.”

			“Hold up,” Noon said. “She just walked away?”

			I nodded.

			“She didn’t say anything?”

			I shook my head.

			“Well, what did Bobby say?”

			“He didn’t see her and I didn’t tell him. I wasn’t gonna get in the middle of their drama.”

			Noon laughed. “You’re kissing her husband and you’re not in the middle?”

			I waved my hand. “Whatever. These are two different relationships—Caroline and Bobby, and me and Bobby. I can’t be concerned about them when I have me and Bobby to think about. And, I’m telling you, Noon, that’s all I’ve been thinking about since Christmas. ’Cause when we kissed, it felt like we were right back where we used to be.”

			“Really?”

			“It was a love kind of kiss,” I said. “All I’ve been hoping for since then was that Bobby felt the same.”

			“But suppose it wasn’t a love kiss? Suppose it was just a lust kiss? Or an I-hope-you-feel-better kiss?”

			I shook my head. “Nope, it’s none of the above. Because he called this morning and said he couldn’t wait for us to talk about what happened at Christmas.” I banged back in my chair, all smiles.

			Noon stared at me like I was an oak tree. “And?”

			“And what?”

			“That’s it?”

			“What more does there need to be? I mean, how many times in the last six, going-on-seven years has he called and said he wanted to get together?” I didn’t give her a chance to answer. “Nada! Not even once. Not even to talk about Angel. We do all of Angel’s business on the phone. But now Bobby wants us to get together.”

			She nodded. “Okay, but suppose he just wants to talk about all that New York stuff? Suppose he just wants to talk about him and Caroline moving Angel to New York with them?”

			It was a good thing that I wasn’t drinking because my girl would’ve completely ruined my buzz. But she was right—I hadn’t thought about that. New York was another fiasco at Christmas. Caroline had told me that she and Bobby were moving to New York and they were taking my daughter so that Angel could pursue her modeling/acting/singing career. That was what really set me off that day.

			Since Christmas, I hadn’t talked about New York. Not with Angel, nor with Bobby. I figured if I didn’t say a word, it would go away. Now that Noon mentioned it, I wondered if that’s what Bobby’s call was about.

			But then I shook my head. I wasn’t going to let Noon talk me out of what I knew.

			“No,” I told Noon. “This is all about me and him. Trust that.”

			My confidence must’ve convinced her. “So let’s say you’re right and he wants to get back with you. Do you think it would be for anything more than what it was before? You think you’ll be more than his jump-off?”

			It was a good thing I didn’t have a drink in front of me ’cause I would’ve thrown it right in Noon’s face. Well, maybe not, ’cause she’s my girl and all. But it was like she was on a serious mission to bring me down. Calling me Bobby’s jump-off? Really?

			“I was with Bobby Johnson for ten years,” I snapped. “That is not a jump-off. Bobby never saw me as just his chick on the side. If he did, he would’ve just continued our affair and kept me hidden away. But he didn’t want to do that 
to me.”

			Noon shook her head. “Uh . . . that’s a nice little rewrite of history, but Bobby didn’t keep you because his wife told him to get rid of you.”

			I blew out a long breath. I needed to carry a bottle of Moscato with me for times like these. ’Cause Noon was seriously killing my natural high. Why did she have to remind me about every little detail? “What’s up with the negativity?” I asked. “You’re supposed to be my girl.”

			“I am and that’s why I’m keepin’ it real. ’Cause if you really want Bobby back, you need to think this through. You can’t just leave it up to him; men don’t know what they want. You’re gonna have to push Bobby to do what’s right. And I’m here to help.”

			Noon had always admired my relationship with Bobby. While she’d gone from man to man, Bobby and I had ten solid years and a kid. Once Angel was born, Noon thought Bobby should’ve done the right thing and left his wife—since he didn’t have any children with Caroline.

			“Here’s the question . . .” Noon paused as if something big was coming. “Even if Bobby does want to hook up with you again, would he ever leave his wife for you?”

			Lord, I really needed a drink now, but how could I be mad? Because it was a good question. He hadn’t left Caroline before; why would he do it now?

			Noon said, “Caroline has it all; she’s beautiful, she’s smart, she has her own life . . . and she comes from all of that oil money.”

			I started slipping down in the chair. Depression was coming on fast. How had I gotten so carried away? Why would Bobby ever choose me over Caroline? She had everything Noon said, plus more. She was so refined, so classy; if I didn’t hate her, I’d admire her.

			“I’m sure I’m better in bed,” I said, trying to get at least a point on the board.

			“That wasn’t enough to keep Bobby before.”

			I sighed. Forget about getting a drink when I got home; I glanced around the food court. I sure wished Baja Fresh served wine with their burritos.

			“So what am I going to do?” I asked, feeling totally discouraged.

			Noon leaned across the table. “Do you really want Bobby back?”

			I nodded. “You don’t know this, but I never stopped loving him.”

			At first, Noon stared at me like she was shocked, and then she busted out into a laugh that filled the entire eighth floor of the mall. And she wouldn’t stop. Just laughed until she cried.

			“What the hizzy?”

			“Do you think I didn’t know that you still loved Bobby?”

			I pouted. “It was obvious?”

			She nodded like she felt sorry for me. “Just the way you say,” she sang, “Booooobbbbyyy,” as if his name had seven syllables.

			I slapped her arm, but I had to grin. “Really? Like that?”

			She nodded again. “But that’s not a bad thing. Before Bobby and after him, there hasn’t been one man who came close to making you as happy. Bobby Johnson is like in your bones. I’m convinced he’s the love of your life.”

			Noon was wrong. Bobby was more than that; he was my love for life. No matter how many men I dated, Bobby was always in my head and always in my heart.

			“But here’s the thing . . . how’re you gonna get Bobby? What’s gonna make him leave Caroline for you?”

			“I don’t know,” I whined.

			“It has to be something that you have over Caroline.”

			Now I felt like crying. “I have nothing!”

			“Yes, you do.”

			I perked up a little at Noon’s words, but I had no idea what she was talking about.

			She said, “Just think, Asia.”

			I frowned and in my head I scrolled through my assets. I could come up with a few things, but everything I had, Caroline had, too . . . in a double dose.

			“Think, think,” Noon said, encouraging me.

			I closed my eyes as if the answer was somewhere behind my eyelids.

			“Oh, my God,” I said, popping my eyes open.

			Noon smiled and nodded her head slowly.

			Then together we said, “A baby!”

			That was it. I could give Bobby a baby. Like I said, Bobby and Caroline didn’t have any children, though he had never discussed that with me. I just figured his wife couldn’t get pregnant.

			So, if I were to get pregnant again with Bobby’s child, would he leave Caroline? Hell, maybe it didn’t matter. If I got pregnant, Caroline would definitely leave him. She’d forgiven him for having one child during their marriage, and had even done the right thing, accepting and loving Angel.

			But there was no way she’d accept a second baby. Caroline would be up and gone and I’d win the prize.

			I wasn’t sure if I wanted to do it, but getting pregnant was definitely something to consider.

		

	
		
			Chapter 

			Three

			So, have you made any progress with Plan B?” Noon asked. That’s what she’d called the plan she’d come up with for me to get pregnant by Bobby—Plan Bobby.

			As I stood at the sink, I peeked over my shoulder at Angel scooping a spoonful of cereal from a bowl. Her eyes were on her tablet as she watched some TV show. I didn’t think she even realized I was there, but still, I pressed the cell phone closer to my ear and spoke the code words to Noon. “This is one of those do-not-disturb moments.”

			“Oh, who’s there?” Noon asked. “Angel?”

			“Yup.”

			But then, “Mom!”

			I turned around.

			“I know what ‘do not disturb’ means,” my too-smart-for-her-own-good daughter said. “But I’m grown now, so you can talk in front of me.”

			Grown? I had no idea who’d told her that, and as soon as I got off this phone, we were going to discuss her definition of grown.

			“Anyway”—I turned my focus back to Noon—“nothing’s happened on that front.”

			“He hasn’t called?”

			“Not yet.”

			“Age has really changed you. The old Asia would’ve had Bobby in bed five times by now.”

			“We just talked about this five days ago.”

			“Okay, so you would’ve had him in bed four times.” Noon laughed. “So what’re your plans? How’re you gonna get him?”

			Again I peeked at Angel. “I’m gonna let nature take its course because I’m convinced no tricks are necessary.”

			“I’m not saying a baby is necessary; I’m saying a baby is insurance.”

			I sighed. What Noon was saying was probably true, but after really thinking about it, I just didn’t want to do it that way. Because there were no guarantees that he’d be happy if I got pregnant.

			The last time I told Bobby I was pregnant, he was sure that I’d tricked him. I had, but that wasn’t the point. I was pregnant and he needed to do the right thing.

			But he was livid. He’d ranted about his wife, he’d raved about how I’d ruined his life.

			That lasted for, like, a day. The idea of having a baby grew on him, and that was when we bought this condo together—with all of his money, of course. And then, once Angel was born . . . on Valentine’s Day . . . he fell in love with his baby girl. I was convinced he would finally leave Caroline and marry me.

			Well . . . that never happened. So, I wasn’t sure it would go down better this time.

			Noon broke through all of my thoughts. “I’m telling you, two children by the same woman? That’s a game changer. Bobby will either leave Caroline, or she will leave him. Either way, you win.”

			“If I decide to do that, I hope you’re right.”

			“If you decide? Haven’t you heard anything I’ve said?”

			“Yeah, but suppose I don’t need all of that? Suppose it’s exactly the way I’ve told you?”

			“About a little kiss on Christmas?”

			“It wasn’t little.”

			“And because of a kiss, he suddenly wants a relationship with you?”

			When she said it like that, it did sound dumb. But Noon didn’t see it, she didn’t feel it. She didn’t know that it was more than just the kiss. It was the way he’d held me, the way he’d made me feel. “Yeah,” and then I lowered my voice even more: “I think he does want me.”

			She sighed as if I was dense. “Just consider Plan B. In case I’m right about why he really wants to talk to you.”

			I couldn’t wait for the day when I’d say to Noon, I was right and you were wrong. “Let me get going. Gotta get Angel off for her first day back to school.”

			“Tell my niece I said hello, and call me later. I can see I’m gonna have to give you a little push.”

			“Okay,” and then I clicked off the phone. I stared at the screen for a moment. Who was right? Me or Noon?

			“Mom!”

			I turned around and Angel was right up under me. “You’re finished?” Before she had the chance to answer, I said, “And what’s this about you being grown?”

			She grinned, a wide toothy grin with braces and all. “I am. Like, I know what you and Auntie Noon were talking about.”

			I tried to keep the shock off my face.

			She said, “You’re seeing somebody new and you like him and you think that he likes you, too.”

			She gave me such a triumphant look that all I could do was bust out laughing. “You are so wrong and that proves that you’re nowhere near grown. But you need to stop listening to my calls. That’s rude.”

			“Sorry, Mom.” But that grin stayed on her face. “But I am grown. Eleven is the new teenager. I might as well be nineteen.”

			I chuckled. “Girl, get your eleven-year-old self to school.”

			She grabbed her backpack, shoved her tablet inside, then swung the bag over her shoulder. When she leaned over, kissed my cheek, and said, “See ya, wouldn’t want to be ya!” all I could do was shake my head. Clearly, I didn’t have to worry about her being grown anytime soon.

			As she walked toward the front door, I rinsed out the bowl that she’d just dumped in the sink.

			I heard the two beeps indicating that the front door had been opened and then, “Daddy!”

			I froze.

			“What’re you doing here?” Angel shrieked.

			“Hey, sweetheart.”

			Oh, my God! Bobby? Here?

			There was no way I could get to my bedroom without passing him, so I glanced at my reflection in the stainless-steel refrigerator. I had nothing on, no makeup, no gloss, my eyebrows weren’t plucked. But at least my lashes were in place.

			I loosened the tie that held my hair in a ponytail and combed my fingers through, letting my hair hang past my shoulders. Then, with my fingertips, I patted my cheeks, smoothed down my eyebrows, and glanced at my reflection again. This was not the way I wanted Bobby to see me. I’d dreamed of greeting him at the door, wearing some almost-nothing negligee.

			But this was as good as it was gonna get. I took a deep breath and strolled out of the kitchen as if the love of my life dropped by every morning. Right as Bobby and Angel came into my view, I heard our daughter ask, “Did you come to take me to school?”

			“Nope,” he said, “unless you need a ride.”

			Angel shook her head. “No, I go in the van. So”—she frowned—“what’re you doing here?”

			“I came to talk to your mom,” Bobby said, looking up and seeing me. His smile was immediate, but not as fast as mine.

			Inside my head, I did that little humph, humph, humph, the way I always did when my eyes took in the full view of this man.

			“Good morning,” I said, bringing the words up from deep in my throat.

			Bobby said his own good morning to me, but Angel frowned again.

			“Mom, what’s wrong with you? You sound like you have a frog in your throat or something.”

			I wanted to smack my grown daughter upside her grown head. So much for her knowing everything. “You better get downstairs.”

			“Okay.” She hugged her dad, then turned to me. “So, you guys gonna be cool?” she asked like she really was grown. Her eyes moved from me to her father, then back to me.

			“Yeah, we’re fine, kiddo,” Bobby assured her.

			“I just want to make sure ’cause you know, you don’t get along.”

			“That’s not true,” Bobby and I said together, then looked at each other and smiled.

			Bobby said, “See, your mother and I are on one accord.”

			I chuckled and then hugged her. Not that I didn’t love my daughter, but it was time for her to go. “Have a great day, sweetheart,” I said, holding back my urge to shove her out the door.

			When she closed the door behind her, Bobby turned to me, jammed his hands inside his jeans pockets, and shifted from one foot to the other.

			It took him a few seconds to say, “I hope you don’t mind me dropping by. I thought they’d call up, but the concierge on duty has seen me picking Angel up and dropping her off and I guess—”

			“It’s fine,” I said, interrupting him. I hoped my tone and my smile put him at ease. He needed to understand, I wanted him here. “This is a good time.”

			He blew out a breath like he was relieved.

			“Come on.” I reached toward him like I was going to take his hand, but I didn’t touch him. I just led him into the living room.

			He paused at the arch for a moment, then took the two steps down into the massive sunken room. “Wow!”

			“Oh, that’s right. You haven’t been here since I redecorated.”

			He shook his head and took in all the living room furniture that I’d bought right after he broke my heart. He and I had decorated this condo, but when he left me, I called the Salvation Army to come and get that old stuff. Once I’d thrown away Bobby’s furniture the way he’d thrown me away, I brought in everything new.

			“No, I haven’t been here since . . .” He stopped as if that was a full sentence. “I guess I always meet Angel downstairs.” Still looking around, he added, “But this is really nice,” as he sat on the sofa.

			“Thank you,” and then just to lighten the moment I added, “and thank you for paying for it.”

			His eyes brightened as he laughed lightly, though he still sat on the edge as if he was ready to make a quick escape if he had to. “You know I’d do anything for you, Asia.”

			I’m telling you, at that moment you could’ve just scooped me up with a spoon.

			But then he had to go mess it all up, and correct himself: “Anything for you and Angel.”

			That was my first clue that this conversation wouldn’t be going the right way. His words felt like a reminder—that he’d always take care of me since I was the mother of his child.

			But then, I reasoned, of course he would mention Angel. Because he would do anything for her, too.

			I kicked off my sneakers, then tucked my feet underneath my butt. “So, what did you want to talk about?” I asked, though my eyes weren’t on his. I was focused solely on his lips; those lips that I loved to kiss.

			Bobby looked away and stared at his clasped hands.

			Now, I knew Bobby Johnson. And these little moves, this nervousness, this was just Bobby stalling, trying to put the right words together so that he wouldn’t get anything wrong.

			There was only one reason for Bobby to be nervous. It was because he wanted to be with me and he didn’t know how to say it.

			When he finally looked up, in his eyes I saw the same love that he’d always had for me. “So, you’ve been good, Asia?”

			“Yeah. What about you?”

			It felt strange the way we sat with each other, talking as if we hadn’t spoken in years, when in actuality, we talked on the regular. Of course, it was always about Angel. Before.

			After Bobby nodded for a while, he said, “Yeah, I’ve been good. Things have been working out. I wasn’t sure what life was going to be like after basketball . . .”

			“You were great on ESPN,” I jumped in.

			That turned his smile into a grin. He pushed back from the edge of the couch and leaned against the cushions. “Being a commentator was great. I loved that gig, but six years was enough.”

			“Yeah, I read that you gave that up. And now you’re doing the Magic Johnson.” I chuckled. “Buying up all of Los Angeles.”

			He laughed. And my heart did that skipping thing. His laughter took me back to when Bobby and I would sit together, talk together, and laugh just like this.

			“Well, it’s good to be in the same category as Earvin,” he said, calling Magic by the name that only those who were close to him used. Then his tone turned suddenly somber. “And, I’m following Magic in another way. I’m venturing into New York.”

			The mention of New York made my shoulders rise. There were two problems with those two words: First, I didn’t want to talk to Bobby about New York. And second, I was starting to get this little inkling that maybe Noon had been right.

			When I didn’t say anything, Bobby kept on: “I want to do real estate projects in Brooklyn and Queens. I’m looking at Bed-Stuy and Jamaica.”

			“So”—it took everything I had in me to ask—“you’re moving to New York? Is what Caroline told me true? That you want to take Angel with you?”

			He looked at me for a moment. “No, I’m not moving to New York . . .”

			I exhaled.

			“At least not permanently,” he added.

			That made me hold my breath again.

			“I’m an L.A. boy . . .”

			“By way of Texas.”

			“Yeah.” He chuckled. “But L.A.’s in my blood now.”

			“So, not permanently. What does that mean?”

			“I’m gonna go back and forth. Be bicoastal.”

			I nodded slowly. “And what Caroline said? About you guys moving and thinking that you could take Angel with you?”

			“I’m really sorry about that; she shouldn’t have said anything to you.”

			“You apologized already . . . on Christmas.” Then I paused because I wanted the next word to stand on its own. “Remember?”

			He looked straight in my eyes when he said, “Yeah, I do.”

			So . . . he did remember our kiss.

			But then he said, “I’m really sorry about the way Christmas went down. Caroline shouldn’t have said anything and I told her that because nothing’s been decided.”

			“You talked to her about what she said to me?”

			He nodded.

			“What did she say?” I asked for no other reason than that I wanted to know if she’d mentioned seeing our kiss. Not that I cared one bit about Caroline Fitzgerald Johnson; I just wanted to know how she was going to play this.

			“She agreed. She said it just slipped out, and she’s really sorry.”

			Yeah, right. The only thing she was sorry about was that I’d told Bobby . . . and, oh yeah; she was probably sorry that Bobby and I had kissed, though it seemed like she was going to pretend that it never happened.

			Bobby said, “But that’s why I wanted to talk. I wanted to talk about what Caroline said . . . about Angel going to school in New York.”

			Oh. My. God. Bobby didn’t want to talk about us; he wanted to talk about taking my daughter away from me.

			“It’s not going to happen, Bobby!” I snapped. Every bit of my emotions came out in those six words. I was mad, I was hurt, I was heartbroken. He was trying to take my daughter away from me and he didn’t want me?

			“I don’t want you to be upset,” he said.

			“Then don’t mention this again.”

			He shook his head. “I can’t do that because our daughter is so talented, she deserves for us to have this conversation. She deserves this chance.”

			“You think I don’t want to give her the chance to pursue her dreams? We’re in Los Angeles, for God’s sake. She can do whatever she wants right here . . . with me, her mother, by her side.”

			“I understand what you’re saying. But, we all need to sit down and talk about this. Come to some agreement.”

			I stood up and crossed my arms. It was time for Bobby to go.

			But he didn’t make a move, so I said, “There’s nothing to talk about, not now, not ever.”

			With a sigh, he stood, too. When he reached toward me and put his hand on my shoulder, I flinched. Not that I didn’t want Bobby touching me. It was just that I’d expected that the next time I’d feel his hands against my skin, he’d be my lover.

			“I want the best for our daughter and I know you do, too. All I’m asking is for us to sit down . . . me, you, Angel . . . and Caroline.”

			Hearing his wife’s name was the final stake that stopped my beating heart. For thirteen days, I’d been thinking that Bobby was about to get rid of her, but he just wanted to talk about getting rid of me.

			“We’re going to have to talk about this at some point, Asia.”

			He said that as if it was a threat. As if I was afraid to have this talk. Well, I wasn’t afraid. There were a million ways I could say no, and I could say no a million times.

			I pushed Bobby’s hand off of me and stomped toward the front door, thinking that Bobby better get the hint if he wanted to walk out of here on his own two feet. ’Cause as hot as I was, I would’ve been able to lift him up and throw him out.

			Bobby was right behind me when I opened the door. His eyes drooped with sadness and I wondered why. He didn’t have a dang thang to be sad about. All of this hurt today belonged to me.

			As he passed by me, I looked away, staring at the floor. I didn’t even want to look at him. Not because I was so mad. I just didn’t want him to look at me and see the tears welling in my eyes. Because then he would know this wasn’t just about Angel. He would know he’d broken my heart once again.

			“I’ll give you a call,” he whispered before he stepped over the threshold.

			And my answer to him: I slammed the door in his face.

			Then I leaned back against the door. How could I have been so dumb? How could I have thought that Bobby would ever want me?

			I slid down until my butt met the carpet. “Stupid, stupid, stupid,” I cried as I banged the heels of my hands against my forehead. “Just stupid.”

			Tears burned my eyes, but I fought hard to keep them in check. Really, there was nothing to cry about. It wasn’t like Bobby was leaving me again.

			But the tears came anyway. Because it was clear now, Bobby was never coming back.

		

	
		
			Chapter 

			Four

			Mom, are you sleep?” Angel whispered from my doorway.

			With a quickness, I clicked on the nightstand light. “No, baby. What’s wrong?”

			She scurried across the room in her red-and-white one-piece footed pajamas and jumped into my bed the way she used to. When she tucked herself under my arm and rested her head on my chest, all kinds of memories rushed me. The best times of my life were when Angel and I would be just like this, cuddled together, watching cartoons, eating ice cream, or just having one of our girl talks about fashion.

			I pulled her closer. “You couldn’t sleep?”

			“I kept falling asleep, but then I kept waking up.” She sighed as if the world weighed heavy on her.

			“What’s wrong?” I asked, wondering what tween angst I had to deal with now. Were girls picking on her, bullying her the way I’d been? I understood adolescent envy, and for young girls, there was a lot to envy about Angel.

			“I just have a lot on my mind,” she said.

			I chuckled. “Angel, you’re eleven. You shouldn’t have anything more on your mind than what you’re going to wear to casual Friday at school tomorrow.”

			“I’m not that shallow. I may not be grown, but I’m really mature for my age.”

			“Okay,” I said, chuckling. I didn’t know why my daughter was so determined to be grown. “What’s on your mind?”

			She released a long-drawn-out sigh. “My future.”

			In that instant, I knew where this conversation was going. I’d been able to avoid it with Angel for two weeks since I’d first heard this nonsense from Caroline. And I certainly hadn’t said anything about the talk I had with Bobby. To me, this was a closed subject, though it felt like my daughter was about to kick it wide open.

			Angel began, “Dad said that you guys talked about me going to New York. That’s why he came by the other morning, right?”

			I spoke slowly because everything I said had to be on point. “That’s right.”

			She lifted her head from my chest and looked straight at me. “Mom, I really want to do it. I want to go to school in New York.”

			I’d said no to Bobby, but saying no to Angel wasn’t going to be so easy. And clearly saying no to Bobby didn’t mean much since he’d still gone behind my back and talked to Angel anyway.

			“I don’t want you to be mad at Dad,” she said, as if she’d heard my thoughts. “It’s just that today, I asked him if he had talked to you and he told me he did and that you weren’t happy about it.”

			“He shouldn’t have done that,” I told her. “He shouldn’t have talked to you about what he and I discussed. This is grown folks’ business.”

			“I know, but Dad treats me differently than you do. He treats me more like an adult.”

			“And that would be wrong since you’re a child.”

			“Well, maybe not like a grown, grown, grown adult, but he treats me like I’m mature, so we talk about everything.”

			The next time I saw Bobby . . .

			Before I could plot out all the ways I was going to handle him, Angel said, “Mom, why don’t you want me to go?”

			“It’s not necessary.”

			“But it is! Because my whole life I’ve wanted to be a singer, and a dancer, and an actress, and a model. And I know that if I want to do all of those things, I have to be really trained. And the School of Performing Arts is the best place in the world for me to get my training.”

			“I think ‘the best place in the world’ is a slight exaggeration. We’re in L.A., this is the home of actors and models and dancers and singers. Look at all the classes you’re taking.”

			Angel looked at me as if I had a “Big Dummy” tattoo on my forehead. “Okay, Mom,” she said. “I know you’re spending a lot of money on everything for all of my lessons and classes and I’m really grateful. But these classes right here—they’re amateur hour compared to the training I’ll get in New York at the School of Performing Arts.”

			I had to shut my mouth and look at my daughter for an extra minute before I answered. She was starting to sound—a little grown.

			“What do you know about the School of Performing Arts?” I asked, trying not to sound like I was getting an attitude. And believe me, I was getting an attitude because I (with Bobby’s checkbook) paid a lot of money for her dancing classes with Debbie Allen, her acting classes with Raquel Wendy Robinson, and it had cost a small fortune for Bobby to fly in one of the best photographers in the country for Angel’s modeling portfolio. I was doing everything to help my daughter pursue her dreams, and everything that she wanted and needed was right here in Los Angeles.

			Angel scooted away from me and crossed her legs yoga-style. Her face glowed as she said, “Mom, you should see the school. It’s amazing.”

			“You’ve been there?” I asked, wondering when Bobby and Caroline had snuck Angel to New York.

			“I haven’t, but I know a lot about it. Mom Caroline and I used to watch this old TV show called Fame. It was about all these kids who wanted to grow up to be all kinds of performers, and after every show, Mom Caroline always said that I was better than all of those actors. She said that she thought that would be a good school for me.”

			When Angel said Caroline’s name, my ears perked right up. “So, it was a TV show about the high school?” I asked, crossing my arms.

			“Uh-huh. There were all these cool actors and a long, long, long time ago even Janet Jackson was on it. She was way younger then, but, Mom, so many famous people graduated from that school. Like Robert De Niro and Al Pacino and Ben Vereen and Jennifer Aniston.”

			How did my child know all of this?

			“I did my research,” she said, anticipating my question. “I’ve been reading everything I can. I looked on the Internet and Mom Caroline found out a lot of stuff about the school, too. She even had them mail me some information.”

			I was beginning to smell a rat. A refined, rich, well-dressed rat! “And where is all this information?”

			“At Dad’s. Mom Caroline kept it, but after we got it, we talked to Dad and told him that I really wanted to go there. And he said that it sounded like I’d thought it all out in a mature way, so that’s why they’re changing their whole life around. Just for me.”

			I wanted to ask my daughter why she’d done all of this with Caroline. Why hadn’t she talked to me? But it was beginning to sound like this hadn’t been Angel’s idea alone.

			“That’s all good, but why move across the country when you’re living where all the movies are made? If you need better acting lessons and dance classes, we’ll find them, but—”

			“No, Mom.” She sighed like I didn’t know anything. Then she went on to school me. “Most movies are filmed in Atlanta or even Canada now because of tax breaks.”

			How did Angel know this?

			“L.A. used to be the film capital of the world, but not anymore,” she said, shaking her head as if she were an expert.

			“And really, as an actress, I think I’d like to try theater rather than film because it’s live acting and you get to interact with the audience, and get immediate feedback. Being on the stage, being on Broadway, now that’s real, real, real acting.”

			It had to be all over my face—I was in awe. My child was weeks away from being twelve, but just like Bobby said, she’d put a lot of thought into . . . her future.

			Was going to New York really the best thing for my child?

			No!

			Especially not if it had been Caroline’s idea.

			“Well,” I began, “you’ve given me a lot to think about and we still have a couple of years—”

			“It’s not that far away,” she said, not letting me finish. “There’s a lot to do. It’s a public school, you have to be a resident of New York, so Dad has to pull some strings. He said I might have to do my last year of middle school in New York.”

			What!

			She continued, “And I have to get prepared to audition.”

			After a moment I said, “I’ll think about all of this . . .” I kept the rest of the words to myself—and my answer would still be no.

			“Thanks, Mom!” She kissed my cheek. “You’re the greatest.”

			I opened my arms expecting us to snuggle once again, but she didn’t even notice. She jumped up, and then the same way she’d come into my bedroom, she scurried right back out.

			She stopped suddenly, though. Right at the door, she turned around. “Mom, this is really important to me. Probably the most important thing that will ever happen in my whole life. I’ve been dreaming about this forever.” She pressed her hands together as if she was about to pray. “So please, Mom, really think about it enough to say yes!”

			I nodded ’cause I didn’t want to lie out loud.

			“Really, really, really. Please, please, please,” she added before she dashed to her own bedroom.

			I just sat there, staring at the now-empty doorway. But I still imagined her there, and heard all the words that she’d said to me. Her voice, her tone, the way she pleaded—that was a child. But the thought that she’d put behind her words—there were grown people who didn’t do that much thinking and planning. She was thinking and planning for New York the way I’d schemed to hook up with a pro ballplayer. And, I had succeeded.

			But I didn’t want Angel to go. If she were in New York, what would that mean for us? We wouldn’t be together during her high school years, and I wanted to be there for her first date, when she got her driver’s license, and even when she had her first heartbreak. I wanted to spend those years cheering her on through every triumph, and wiping her tears through any trials.

			But if she were in New York, my time with her would be limited to holidays and maybe part of the summer—if she wasn’t too busy to come home. Angel would be spending all her time with Caroline, and I had this feeling that Caroline was doing more than just being the kind stepmother.

			I clicked off the lamp on my nightstand and slid back down in the bed, but didn’t close my eyes. Inside the darkness, all kinds of questions swirled around me. What if Angel really wanted to do it? What if this wasn’t Caroline’s idea and it was all Angel? Could I eventually find a way to say yes? If I said no, would I be holding her back?

			The seconds turned to minutes, and with each new hour, new questions came to mind. I never closed my eyes because my thoughts were too loud. So, I just stayed awake and tried to make sense of the noise.

			My mind never quieted, I never slept. Somewhere around four in the morning, I let insomnia have the victory. I sat up, grabbed my cell phone, and sat in the dark, waiting for more time to pass. It was way too early to make any telephone calls. I’d have to wait for a more decent hour—like seven.

			But I was never one to do things decently and in order. By the time the digital numbers on my clock flipped to six, I was already pressing the phone icon on my cell.

			“Sheridan,” I said to the groggy voice who was one of the most important people in my life. “I really need you. Can we talk?”

		

	
		
			Chapter 

			Five

			I glanced down at my ringing phone. Dang! Was Noon really up this early? My mouth stretched into a wide yawn as I pressed ignore, exactly the way I’d done at least a hundred times over the last three days.

			That’s how long it’d been since I’d seen Bobby . . . and last talked to Noon.

			From the time I met Noon in middle school, we’d never gone more than one day without speaking to each other, and on every voice-mail message, Noon reminded me of that.

			My hope was that the blush of her new love with Brett would keep her away from my front door; and it did, but it wasn’t enough to make her stop calling me.

			When my cell rang again, and Noon’s name popped up, I yawned and powered off my phone. My best friend’s I-told-you-so’s, and then her trying to convince me to do Plan B were going to have to wait. Right now I had the issue of Angel to handle.

			I shoved my phone inside the pocket of my sweatshirt. This wasn’t something I did often because of Angel. But it was just a little after seven; Angel was just getting up and Ms. Martinez, my nanny/housekeeper, was there to make sure she was fed and off to school.

			I jumped out of my car, then scooted up on the hood. The heat of the engine warmed my butt, but that was okay. This was winter at the beach, I could use the heat. And, I could use some prayer . . . which is why, for the first time ever, I called this prayer meeting.

			Me, calling a prayer meeting. With Sheridan Goodman and Kendall Stewart. Six years ago, who would’ve thunk it?

			When my aunt hooked me up with Sheridan, Kendall, and another woman, Vanessa Martin, all those years ago, I thought that she was suffering from early-stage dementia. Really? My Aunt Beverly, who was a pastor, really wanted me to get together on the regular and pray with those old women?

			But I can admit that I was wrong, she was right. Because after just a few weeks, praying with the three of them became a part of my week that I looked forward to.

			But then tragedy dealt us a huge blow. Vanessa, probably one of the sweetest, gentlest, kindest women I will ever know, committed suicide. I cried so hard that day that my chest actually ached. I guess that was true heartache, and with Sheridan and Kendall going through the same thing, we really bonded after that.

			Not that I would ever tell them—especially not Kendall—but the time I spent with the two of them back then really helped me through the pain of losing Vanessa . . . and Bobby. And since then, it always helped to be around grown women who made sense and who prayed.

			Not that I was dissin’ my girl Noon, but she was just as scandalous as I was. Sheridan and Kendall approached life with at least some semblance of God and I needed people like that around me.
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