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Praise for Grown Folks Business


“Hard hitting. Thought provoking. Attention grabbing. Grown Folks Business not only grapples with a marriage shattered by unthinkable circumstances, but it also challenges the essence of our spiritual beliefs. Hands down, Ms. Murray’s finest writing.”

—Patricia Haley, author of No Regrets and Still Waters

“You know a book is good when you hate to see it come to an end. And Grown Folks Business by Victoria Christopher Murray is deserving of every good accolade. Using realism, humor, genuine emotions, and a satisfying conclusion, Grown Folks Business is a well-written novel about a faith-filled woman’s struggles to rebuild her shattered life—a novel that readers should widely embrace.”

—Cydney Rax, Book-Remarks.com

“Victoria Christopher Murray is one of our best and most prolific writers, an excellent storyteller regardless of genre.”

—Eric Jerome Dickey, New York Times bestselling author

“Victoria is an exceptional writer who knows how to deliver a story. Grown Folks Business is a wonderful testament of love, faith, and forgiveness, and readers will find themselves still thinking about the characters long after they’ve turned the last page.”

—Kimberla Lawson Roby,

author of the New York Times bestseller The Best-Kept Secret

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

—Lolita Files, author of Tastes Like Chicken

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

—Jacquelin Thomas,

author of Soul Journey and Saved in the City

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

—Francis Ray, author of Like the First Time,

I Know Who Holds Tomorrow, and Trouble Don’t Last Always

“I get it! Never have I walked away from a story and felt so empowered. Grown Folks Business will make you shout as a witness that there is no greater power than faith.”

—Trisha R. Thomas, author of Nappily Ever After
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Chapter One



“There’s no other way to say this. Sheridan, I’m in love with someone else.”

Quentin’s words made Sheridan pause at the arch that separated the hallway from the kitchen. She glanced at the front door, where she had just kissed their children, Christopher and Tori, good-bye before they rushed to their school vans, eager to meet up with friends they hadn’t seen during the Christmas holiday.

Sheridan stared at her husband before she twisted around to see if there was anyone behind her. Then her eyes rested on the television sitting on the kitchen counter, continuing the search for the source that delivered those words. Surely they hadn’t come from her husband. She moved toward the dining table, where Quentin sat with his hands crossed in front of him, his head lowered, and his eyes away from her.

“What did you say?” she asked, feeling as if she’d walked into the middle of a conversation.

With effort Quentin raised his head. But when he looked at her, his eyes spoke before he did. “I didn’t mean to blurt it out that way,” he continued, and then returned his stare to the table top. “I should have waited, for a better time, a better place. But…I needed to tell you.”

“Quentin,” she started, then paused, surprised by her outside steadiness, which didn’t match her inside shaking. “What are you talking about?”

“I’ve been trying to find a way to tell you.”

She shook her head, needing to clear all thoughts—anything that could be blocking her—interrupting her brain waves from making a direct connection with her mind. She couldn’t be hearing this.

He stood, faced her, and now there was strength behind his eyes. “Sheridan, I don’t want to hurt you. I really—”

“Did you just say you were in love with someone else?”

His Adam’s apple leapt before he nodded. “I didn’t want this.” He paused, but his eyes continued talking, begging her for help. When she said nothing, his voice softened. “I never wanted to hurt you. I—”

Her mind’s cobwebs cleared and his words made a clear path to her consciousness. She held up her hands, stopping him. “You never wanted to hurt me? Oh, yes, you did,” she said, pushing away from him. “What you just said could only hurt.” She took a deep breath. “So, you’re in love…with someone else.” She shoved the words through her throat. “When…” She paused, not sure she wanted to ask questions that would provide answers—the facts she wasn’t ready to hear. But there was something she had to know.

“Who is she?” Sheridan whipped toward him, her hands contracting into fists. She imagined the fight. How she would beat the woman down. Then turn her rage on Quentin.

“We should sit down.” Quentin held out his hand to escort her back to the table.

She ignored his gesture. “Who is she?”

He hesitated before he returned to where he’d been sitting and wiped his hands together. “First, Sheridan, please know this is not about you. I’m the one at fault.”

Sheridan thought of a million retorts, but she held the curses inside.

Quentin said, “You have no idea how long I’ve wanted to tell you.”

She held up her hand. “How long has this been going on? How long have you been seeing her?”

“It’s not like that. It’s not like I’ve been doing anything behind your back.”

She almost laughed. “Something’s been going on behind my back.”

“I haven’t had an affair, at least not the way you’re thinking.”

She looked at him as if he were speaking Portuguese. “How many ways are there to think about an affair, Quentin?”

“What I mean is that this is not about sex. That’s why I know it’s real.”

It sounded like double-talk to her. “So let me get this straight.” Sheridan paced across the tile floor. “You’re in love, but you haven’t been having sex. At least not the way I would define it. But you’re in love and you needed to tell me because…” She stopped, wanting him to finish.

“I thought you’d want to know,” he said. “I’ve wanted to be honest with you for so long.”

“Well, now’s your chance.”

Quentin took a breath as if he thought it might be his last. “I wasn’t looking for anyone. I wasn’t sneaking around. This just happened. It was out of my control.” He paused. “Sheridan, I’ve been fighting feelings for a long time, and I’ve finally faced the truth of what’s been growing inside me. Something I thought was dead but is very much alive.”

Her headache was instant, and the throbbing squeezed life from her. She wanted to listen, to understand, but only a few of his words pierced through her thoughts.

What just happened? An hour ago, they were having breakfast with their children, talking about Christmas and New Year’s and the days in between. An hour ago, they were the Harts living the normalcy of family.

“I always wanted to be honest about this,” he said.

What’s going to happen to us now? her thoughts continued.

“It was not being honest that was destroying me and our life together.”

What’s our life going to be like now?

“I was miserable.”

What am I going to do now?

“I tried to break it, deny it. But nothing worked.”

“You know what?” Sheridan began. She hadn’t heard too many of her husband’s words. Her own questions overwhelmed her. “I don’t want to hear any more.”

Quentin stood as Sheridan rushed by him. “Honey, wait.”

His words felt like a punch in her belly. She turned in slow motion. “What did you say?” Before he could answer, she continued. “You have the nerve to call me ‘honey’? After just telling me you’re in love with another woman. You just call me ‘honey’?”

“It’s not another woman.”

“How could you call me ‘honey’? What does…” She stopped, frozen. Even her heartbeat had ceased.

Finally she took short, slow steps toward the man she’d married seventeen years before. He stood stoically, as if he really meant what he’d said.

“What did you say?” The question squeaked from her.

It was the first time he looked straight into her eyes. “I am in love, but not with a woman. I’m in love with a man. I’ve fallen in love with Jett Jennings.”

She wondered if he could hear the rumbling. The rumbling that began in her soles and rushed through her, filling her with the absurdity of it all. The cruelty of the news. The brutality of its suddenness. Sheridan raised her hand, and with the motion she’d practiced for a year in kickboxing, she served Quentin a right uppercut to his chin, then watched him wither to the floor.

She stared for only a moment before she stepped over him and stomped out of the room.

 

Sheridan was shaking.

“I’m in love with a man.”

Those words played in her mind as she paced the long bedroom.

“I’m in love with a man.”

She felt as if her heart had been pressed with a flaming-hot branding iron—the words permanently seared into her center.

“I’m in love with a man.”

His words continued, taunting her as she marched past the dresser that held the picture of her and Quentin sharing wedding cake almost two decades before. She paused and stared at the pictures next to that one—the one with her, Quentin, and their son just moments after Christopher’s birth. There was a similar picture with Tori. And six other framed photos that chronicled wonderful moments of their magnificent life.

Next to the pictures were the cards—the Christmas and New Year’s cards they’d just exchanged, confessing their undying love and the promise of a bright new year.

“Sheridan.”

His voice pulled her back. When she looked at him, she hoped to see something, some mark of the pain she’d caused when she dropped him to the floor. Something that could at least come close to the crushing blow her heart had taken.

“That’s not the way we should handle this.”

With those words, she wanted to hit him again, but she knew she’d used her free pass. He wouldn’t let her get away with that twice. Even if he was a…She paused in her thoughts. What was he? Was her husband gay?

Her knees weakened, and she dropped to the edge of the bed.

He stepped into the bedroom and sat next to her. “You will never know how much I dreaded this,” he said.

Their shoulders touched when he spoke, and she jumped away from him. She reached for an envelope she’d left on her nightstand.

“Sheridan, as much as I didn’t want to do this, I couldn’t live with this lie anymore.”

She handed him the envelope. “Did you see this?”

He frowned as he took the letter. His glance was quick before he returned his eyes to his wife. His face was furrowed with confusion.

“It’s from Tori’s school,” Sheridan explained. She wanted to start their day over—turn back the clock to before the sun even rose, before Quentin had even jumped from their bed and kissed her as he did every morning. “Tori’s school fees are going up again next semester, and they want us to pick a payment plan.”

“Sheridan…”

“We should pay in one lump sum like we always do.”

“Sheridan…”

She stared in silence before she asked, “Are you gay?” Her voice trembled. She fought to keep her tears from falling.

Quentin’s head barely moved in a nod. “I don’t know what to call it. I know I’ve loved you, but at the same time I’ve been fighting other feelings for years.”

Her eyes widened. “You haven’t wanted me for years?”

“Oh, no. I’ve always…loved you. But…”

“I’m not really who you wanted. You’d prefer…” She stopped, unable to get the other man’s name through her lips. The man she thought was her friend.

He lowered his eyes. “I didn’t want to do anything about what I was feeling because I didn’t want to destroy us.”

“But now you’re fine with destroying me and Chris and Tori.”

“I wish there was some kind of drug, some kind of medicine I could take to wash away these feelings. I’ve prayed—”

She held up her hands. “No you didn’t. Because if you prayed, you would know what to do. If you prayed, we would never be talking about this.”

“Sheridan, believe me. I have prayed, and that’s why I had to tell you. I had to tell you the truth so that we can decide where to go from here.”

She raised her eyebrows. “Decide where to go? Quentin Hart, you’re a smart man. You know where to go.”

He paused as if he’d heard more than just the words she uttered. Finally, he said, “I came to you as a first step. I want us to take our time before we make any decisions. So I was thinking I would sleep in the guest bedroom until…”

“Until what?”

He looked at her, but he couldn’t hold her glance for even a second before he stared at the floor.

Sheridan said, “No.”

“Okay.” He nodded slowly as if he was surprised. “I was only thinking of you. But this is great, because I’d prefer to stay in here with you, keeping everything as normal as possible. It’s better, especially for Chris and Tori.”

“No.”

Quentin frowned.

“I want you out of my house.”

“What?”

“Quentin, are you out of your mind? Not only are you in love with someone else, but you just told your wife you want to be with a man. Do you think I’d want you anywhere near me? Do you think I’d want you near my children?”

“They’re my children too.”

She swallowed a mouthful of air to keep the scream inside. The scream that would inform him that Christopher and Tori wouldn’t be his children much longer. From this point forward the children would belong only to her, not to some man who couldn’t live life in the manner God planned. But she said nothing.

Quentin said, “This is not how we should handle this.”

“You don’t get a vote.”

“I’m not leaving this house. Not until you understand that I love you and I love our children. But I can’t fight what’s inside of me anymore.”

She pressed back her tears. He would not see her cry.

“Sheridan, we can’t make quick decisions. That’s why I have to stay here.”

“Okay.” She spoke as she moved toward her closet. “You stay.” She dragged a suitcase from the chamber. “I’ll pick up Chris and Tori from school, and we’ll stay in a hotel.”

Quentin closed her suitcase. “I think you’re being overly dramatic.”

God’s grace covered her; stopped her from striking him again. “Let me break this down for you, Quentin. Nothing is more dramatic than having the man you’ve loved for seventeen years come to you one glorious morning and tell you your life has been a lie.”

“It’s not like that.”

“Having him tell you that you don’t have anything he wants.” Her voice began to tremble.

“That’s not true.”

“Telling you you’re…not good enough.” She fought her tears.

Quentin reached for her, but she stepped beyond his grasp before he could touch her skin. “I’m not being dramatic, Quentin,” she protested as the first tear rolled down her cheek. “I’m just trying to hold on to some form of sanity. I’m just trying to get from here to tomorrow.”

In the silence that followed, Sheridan stared at the suitcase lying on their bed. Seventeen years of marital memories flooded her. “Please, Quentin,” she whispered as she kept her eyes on their bed. “If you ever loved me, just leave.”

A beat passed. “I’ll go.”

Only then did she look at Quentin. Those were not the words she wanted. She longed for her husband to take back all he’d said. To tell her he loved her, only her, and would forever. But she knew those words would never come.

She pushed through a dense fog as she stepped from their bedroom and walked down the stairs. Everything around her was familiar, but nothing was the same. The furniture, the wall hangings, the carpet felt out of order. Even the house knew the world had changed.

She opened the door to the home office for the business they shared: Hart to Heart.

This space was crammed with their love. A business built on the sweet words Quentin had written from the moment they met. The poetry he wrote for her, capturing her heart and her business acumen. It had been her idea to start a company—specialty gift cards. After Tori was born, they’d started small and had grown the venture to over one hundred thousand dollars annually: just a pittance compared to Quentin’s income as an ob-gyn, but next to God and their children, Hart to Heart was a cherished venture. Their business was a manifestation of all that the Harts were about—their complete devotion to one another.

There was only one word to describe their business—successful. And now there was only one way to describe their marriage.

Sheridan stumbled to the walnut desk that sat in the middle of the room. She glanced around the walls, which held framed compositions of Quentin’s most romantic expressions. As she thought about all the wonderful words he’d spoken and written through the years, she asked herself if any of those had been meant for her. And when she answered that question, she laid her head on the desk and cried.
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It was an empty canvas of time.

Sheridan had no idea how long she’d sat at the desk, struggling to free herself from the overpowering emotions. But when she heard the front door open, then close, she raced to her bedroom. Behind the sheer curtains, she hid and watched Quentin roll two suitcases behind him. His shoulders were squared, he walked tall; he moved like a natural man.

He opened the back of the Mercedes SUV and slid the bags inside. When he closed the car’s door, he stood still, staring at the front door to their home. Sheridan held her breath. Could this be it? Could this be the moment when he would come and tell her it was a mistake? That all he wanted was to spend eternity with her?

“Please, God. Make Quentin do the right thing,” she whispered.

As if he heard her, Quentin looked up. She stepped from behind the curtains so he could see her. They stared at each other—until Quentin jumped into the Mercedes and rolled the SUV away. She watched until the car dipped around the curve of the cul-de-sac and out of her sight.

She stayed in place, staring at her empty driveway, and then she noticed Mrs. James, standing across the street, staring into her window. Sheridan turned away, before the neighborhood crier could see her tears.

She looked around her room, trying to find a familar space, but her bedroom was a foreign land.

She stumbled to the bed and rubbed her hand along the pillow that Quentin had laid his head upon just hours before. He had held her last night as they slept, the way he always did. The way he had promised he always would, from the day they married.

“The Bible tells us not to let the sun go down on our anger. And every night as we sleep, I will hold you, and you will know there is no anger inside of me. In my heart, there is only love.”

She had melted at his words. Not only because she was sure he’d love her forever, but because she’d never dated anyone like him before—never knew a man who had such a strong relationship with God.

It wasn’t like she’d had many relationships before Quentin. She’d met him when she was only nineteen, while visiting her doctor for a Pap smear. Quentin had been a third year medical student doing rotations at Harbor General. He’d taken her breath away the moment she saw him strut out of her doctor’s office, grabbing her attention from the article she’d been reading in People celebrating Vanessa Williams—the first black Miss America. Sheridan had followed him with her eyes as he glided down the hallway going in the wrong direction—away from her. She wanted to yell for the six-foot, muscle-packed man to return. But all she did was marvel at how fine he was. She’d never seen a man with a bald head before—at least not one as young as this one seemed to be.

When the nurse took Sheridan into the examination room, she’d asked who that guy was in the white jacket.

The nurse had chuckled. “Every girl who has come in here for the last week has asked me that. He’s a medical student working with Dr. Kennedy.”

Sheridan had smiled, but her grin lasted for only a moment when she realized this student might be in the room when Dr. Kennedy examined her. How would she ever get a date with a man whose first vision of her was from down there?

It was almost funny, as Sheridan remembered that time now. She squeezed Quentin’s pillow in her arms. She inhaled, grateful for the faint scent of Armani Man, which he loved. Grateful for the little bit of himself that he’d left behind. She wondered how long it would last.

She rolled to the center of the king-sized bed. She’d been so happy with Quentin that at times it had scared her. But she’d learned to live in the bliss. She’d thought her husband felt the same way.

“I’ve fallen in love with Jett Jennings.”

Sheridan tried to remember the last time she and Quentin had made love, but even when she closed her eyes, she couldn’t. It wasn’t that there’d been a problem; it was just the holidays—the planning and gift buying and entertaining and celebrating. They’d been busy with life. And anyway, she’d learned a long time ago that they didn’t always have to make love; they were in love.

She tossed Quentin’s pillow onto the floor and jumped up from the bed. “You were the one in love, Sheridan. Not Quentin.”

She caught her reflection in the mirror. Her shoulder-length, auburn-streaked hair was tied back; she was ready for her next beauty shop appointment. And the red crewneck sweatshirt and sweatpants hid the way she worked to keep herself in shape—for Quentin as much as herself. She had wanted him to be proud of her. And he had always told her that he was.

“Was it all a lie?” she asked her reflection.

Her reflection stared back as if she were a stranger.

“What is so wrong with me that my husband would want a man?”

Tears rolled down her cheeks as her answer.

She picked up the card Quentin had given her on New Year’s, just four days ago.


What word can I use to describe how I feel about you?

Happiness. Serenity. Joy. None of those are enough.

You are my blessing, my true gift from God.

Happy 2004.



When she read the card on New Year’s morning, she’d held him until her arms got tired. He did it to her every time: every time he wrote, every time he spoke, he left no doubt in her heart that she was the forever love of his life.

“I’m in love, but not with a woman.”

Sheridan shook those words from her head as she tried to remember again, when was the last time her husband had made love to her?

“I’m in love with a man.”

She returned her gaze to the mirror and wondered what Quentin saw when he looked at her. The sweat suit hid her curves—made her look less feminine. Is that what it was? Did she make her husband long to be with a man?

The New Year’s card slipped through her fingers and glided toward the carpet, landing face down.

“I’ve fallen in love with Jett Jennings.”

Sheridan picked up the card and dashed into the bathroom. She tossed Quentin’s words into the toilet. A second later she released the bile that rose within her. She freed herself of her pain until she was drained. Then she pushed herself up from the floor, stared at the emotional waste that filled her toilet, and with a breath, she flushed it all away.








Chapter Two



She really didn’t want to do this.

Sheridan paused at the stove as the first school van stopped in front of the house. This was the late van; the one that brought home the children who stayed for extracurricular activities. Sheridan watched Tori jump out, wave to her friends, then run to the door.

For the fiftieth time, Sheridan wiped her face, hoping to erase all the emotional signs that had plagued her for more than nine hours. And she had counted every one of the five hundred forty minutes that tears had poured from her.

“Hi, Mom. I’m home,” her nine-year-old screamed, the way she always did. But only today did Sheridan notice how Father Knows Best–ish her daughter sounded.

Sheridan sniffed back her emotions, plastered the best smile she could onto her face, and waited for Tori to bounce into the kitchen. “Mom, that smells good,” she said as she raised herself on her toes and kissed her mother’s cheek. “Yeah, chicken fajitas. My and Dad’s favorite.”

Sheridan had forgotten that part—how Quentin loved the whole-wheat fajitas as much as the kids.

“Are you hungry?”

“Yeah. Lunch was horrible today,” Tori said, as if she knew how to whip up a meal. She dumped her backpack onto the floor. “I think the real cooks are still on Christmas holiday.”

“How was dance practice?” Sheridan asked, pretending this day was normal.

“Okay. We got our assignments for the recital and I got the best part,” she chatted. “But I’m not telling what it is. The show’s in April. You and Dad are coming, right?”

Sheridan swallowed. It was a typical question about their typical life. “Now, sweetie, have we ever missed one of your special moments?”

Tori grinned. “Nope,” she said, swinging her thick braids from side to side.

“Go change and get started on your homework. We’ll eat in about an hour.”

“Okay,” she said. She grabbed her bag and said, “We’re eating early. Will Dad be home by then?”

The question made Sheridan stop. She hadn’t expected her lies to begin until dinner: casually, she would tell the children their father would be gone, but for only a few days. Simple lies for the most complicated event in her life.

“Mom?”

“Your dad had to go away on business.”

“He didn’t tell me that this morning.”

Sheridan could hear the frown in Tori’s voice. “No, he didn’t, sweetheart, because this was an emergency.” Sheridan turned and faced Tori as if that were the truth.

“Is everything all right?” Tori asked with her frown still in place.

Sheridan nodded. “It was just some medical stuff. But he said to tell you that he loved you and…” She couldn’t think of anything else to say.

She had her first victory when her daughter’s smile returned and Tori sang, “Okay. I can’t wait for him to get home. I learned a new chess move and want to test it out.”

Sheridan breathed, but she knew Christopher would never be that easy. Her son was curious, destined to be a journalist or a lawyer.

Fifteen minutes later, the inquisitive one barreled through the door. “Mom,” he bellowed.

“Chris, why do you do that?” Sheridan asked the way she always did when he came shrieking into their house.

He grinned the way he always did. “What? Don’t you just love hearing your number one son’s voice? Maybe I should sing for you.”

Sheridan held up her hand. “Please don’t.”

“Why not?” Christopher pretended to be offended. “I was thinking about dropping out of school and hooking up with Alicia Keys. Can you imagine me and Alicia hitting that keyboard together?”

It was Sheridan’s first enjoyable moment of the day. Together she and Christopher laughed, and then together they said, “So, how was your day?”

Sheridan still marveled at how much her firstborn was like her. So often they said the same things, thought the same way. Their only difference was that while Sheridan preferred sweats, Christopher had developed a penchant for his father’s preppy look. Today he could have posed for an ad from Junior Sportsman magazine, with his khaki pants and white golf shirt underneath the brown bomber jacket he’d received for Christmas. He even wore the brown loafers, although they weren’t Gucci like the ones his father favored. But Sheridan knew even that was coming soon. Like Quentin, Christopher had acquired a taste for all things designer, while none of that appealed to her.

“You first,” Sheridan said, knowing she’d never tell Christopher the truth about her day. “How was the first day back?”

“Cool. I’m lovin’ that next year at this time I’ll be a graduating senior on my way to Harvard or Hampton.”

For the first time since Quentin had sucked the blood from her heart, Sheridan’s smile was genuine. She was so proud of Christopher: his grades were almost perfect; he was the president of the junior class and captain of his golf team; his guidance counselor had already told him he’d probably be valedictorian. And he didn’t give her or Quentin one ounce of trouble or worry—if she didn’t count the distress she’d felt from the moment Christopher had passed his driving test. There was no doubt he was the second love of her life.

“Now your turn. How was your day, Mom?”

Her momentary joy dissipated. “Not much happened,” she said before she could think about it. “Just the usual.” She almost laughed at how crazy that sounded.

“What time is Dad going to be home? I need him to help me with my chip shots. We have a father-son tournament coming up.”

His simple words twisted her heart, threatening to wring the last of her tears from inside.

“Oh, I forgot to mention it, Chris. Your dad is out of town.”

Sheridan returned to the chicken strips and green peppers and onions sautéing in the pan. She knew she wouldn’t stand a chance if she looked at her son.

“Out of town? Where? Why? What happened?”

Sheridan knew for sure now—Christopher Hart was going to be an award-winning journalist. She shrugged, hoping the motion would diffuse his concern. “He’s just covering for one of the doctors at some convention.”

“Where did he go?”

She hadn’t thought of that. “I don’t know.”

“Mom, you always know where Dad is. What’s going on?” His tone let Sheridan know he wouldn’t stop until he got an answer that satisfied him.

“Chris, why are you asking me so many questions?”

“Because something’s not right.”

It was going to take more than words to convince him. “Chris, what’s the big deal? Your father rushed out of town. I know he’ll call me tonight. And if I need to reach him, I’ll call his cell.” She stopped, wishing she hadn’t mentioned that. She didn’t want Christopher or Tori suggesting they call their father. “Anyway, like you always say, ‘It’s no big deal.’ ” She turned to face him with as wide a grin as she could muster and playfully jabbed his arm.

He didn’t share her smile but retreated. When he picked up his bag and almost moonwalked out of the room, Sheridan exhaled. She couldn’t think of a time when she’d lied to her children, but she didn’t regret doing so now. She needed time; they needed time: she wasn’t about to blow up their world with this awful truth tonight.

The vision of Quentin in their bedroom, explaining why life had to be this way, returned to her mind, and she was surprised when fresh tears pushed from behind her eyes.

What was she supposed to say to her children? What would life be like for them once this news got out? Why did Quentin leave? What did she do? She sniffed back her tears. Crying wasn’t giving her the answers. She needed to go to the source. Find out from Quentin what she’d done, how she could fix it now and bring him home. She looked at the clock. In a few hours, Quentin would call, she was sure of it. And they’d talk then. She took a deep breath. She could make things right. By this time tomorrow, her husband could be back where he belonged.

 

The black machine stayed quiet, as if it were punishing her with its stubborn silence. It was after ten and Sheridan couldn’t believe Quentin hadn’t called. He hadn’t called to check on her or the children. He hadn’t called to tell her he’d made a terrible mistake. He hadn’t called to say he was coming home.

She grabbed the telephone and punched numbers into the handset. She tried to control her breathing as the telephone on the other end rang. After two rings, it was answered.

“Hey, girl, I was just going to call you,” Kamora said. “I’ve gotta tell you about this bozo I had dinner with last night. The love handles on this guy were thicker than twenty-two-inch tires.”

Sheridan couldn’t find her laughter. “Do you have time for your best friend?” she asked with tears in her voice.

“What’s wrong?” Kamora’s cheer was gone.

That question released the floodgates. “Kamora, you’re never going to believe…” Sheridan paused through her sobs. This would be the first time she’d say it aloud to someone other than her reflection. But if she didn’t let it out, she’d burst.

“What’s wrong?” Kamora repeated with urgency.

“Quentin…”

“You’re scaring me,” her childhood friend cried. “He wasn’t in an accident, was he?”

Sheridan almost wished it was something like that. An accident. Something simple. Something she could fix. Something she could understand.

“No, Quentin’s fine, but still, can you come over?”

“Is Quentin home?”

“No,” she managed to say through the cries that rose from her center. Her husband would never be home again.

“Give me fifteen minutes.”

Ten minutes later, Kamora stood at the front door, with a shopping bag in her hand.

“What’s that?” Sheridan asked, still wiping water from her eyes.

Kamora held up the brown bag. “Some wine, girl. Three bottles. The way you sounded, I knew you needed something.”

“I don’t drink,” Sheridan whispered as she closed the front door and led Kamora up the stairs to her bedroom.

“Don’t you think I know that?” Kamora hissed. “But even Jesus understood the importance of wine in serious situations. Girl, why do you think his first miracle was changing some ghastly well water into one of life’s finest liquids?” She held up one of the bottles, then used her foot to close the bedroom door behind her. “Anyway, this is plum wine. There’s more plum than wine in this.”

Sheridan wanted to laugh, but instead the tears came again, and she wondered if this emotional hydrant would ever drain completely.

“Sweetie,” Kamora said, resting the bottles on the nightstand. She wrapped her arms around Sheridan. “What’s wrong?”

Sheridan sniffed. “You’re never going to believe this.”

Painful seconds passed as this morning’s episode played itself out for the thousandth time in her mind.

Sheridan sat on the edge of the bed and squeezed her hands together. She didn’t want to say it, but at the same time she couldn’t wait to put the words out there. “Quentin left me.”

“What?” Kamora exclaimed as she knelt in front of her friend. “I don’t believe you.”

“It’s true.”

“Why would he leave you? This doesn’t make sense.”

Sheridan looked at Kamora, and her tears spoke for her.

“He left you for someone else?” Kamora whispered.

Sheridan nodded.

“Oh, my God. I cannot believe this.” Kamora stood and paced. “Not Quentin Hart, Hope Chapel’s Man of the Year. How could he do this?” She paused. “Sheridan, why didn’t you tell me you guys were having problems?”

“I didn’t know.”

Kamora sat next to Sheridan and squeezed her friend’s hands. She took a deep breath. “Are you sure, sweetie? I’ve heard every wife knows when her husband is seeing another woman.”

“But what about when he’s seeing another man?”

Kamora frowned, then paused, then smiled. “Oh, okay. I’ve gotta give you your props, girl. In the middle of all of this you still got jokes.”

When Sheridan stayed silent and stared unsmilingly, her hands slipped from Kamora’s grasp. Kamora’s copper skin almost paled to pink, and she squinted as her eyes searched the room. “Where’s the wine?”

“Let me get some glasses.”

Sheridan stood, but Kamora pushed her back onto the bed. “No need for glasses, honey. This kind of news deserves wine straight from the bottle.” She twisted the top off one of the bottles, turned it upside down, and swallowed a long gulp. She opened another one and handed it to Sheridan.

“Okay,” Kamora began as she slipped to the floor and leaned against the wall, “I’m ready.”

Sheridan was surprised at her calmness as she lay across the bed, sipped wine, and unfolded the story, talking without pause for almost thirty minutes. It was easier than she thought. After all, as she spoke, she realized this couldn’t be her life. She was living these moments for someone else, and when she awakened, she and Quentin would have a good chuckle.

“And when he told me it was a man, I hit him,” Sheridan said.

Kamora laughed.

Sheridan said, “Knocked him to the floor with one of my best Billy Blanks moves.”

“Aren’t you glad I made you take that class?”

Sheridan nodded. “And I haven’t even gotten to the worst part yet.”

Kamora frowned. “There’s more? Wait.” She turned her bottle of wine upside down, emptied what was left into her system, and then wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “Go,” she said, signaling Sheridan to continue.

“It’s Jett Jennings.”

Kamora frowned. “What’s Jett Jennings?”

Sheridan sat up on the bed and pulled her knees to her chest. She took another sip of wine, and waited for Kamora to understand.

A moment later, Kamora’s eyes widened. She crawled toward the bed, with her empty bottle in her hand, and then climbed up to sit next to Sheridan. “Your superfine husband is kicking it with that giga-gorgeous man?”

Sheridan nodded. “But I think it’s more than kicking it. Quentin said they’re in love.”

“I didn’t know Jett was gay. Man.” Kamora shook her head as if she was trying to get this news to go down as well as the wine. “But then again, I didn’t know Quentin was gay either.”

When Sheridan flinched, Kamora said, “Oh, honey, I’m sorry. This is just a little too much to take.”

“Tell me about it.”

Still shaking her head, Kamora said, “Remember when I told you all I wanted in life was to marry that man? When I met him at your Christmas party last year, I was willing to take my last breath if God would bless me and let me be with him just once.” Kamora paused and fanned herself as if her body temperature had risen. “Whew! He was so fine I wanted to eat him with a spoon. I even started watching golf because of the brotha. I was going to do anything to make him my husband. But I couldn’t get him to look twice at me.”

“Now you know why.” Sheridan took another sip. “But it’s a good thing he wasn’t searching for a wife so that he could hide in the closet, you know? I mean, can you imagine what would have happened if you had married him? Both of us would be sitting here tonight drinking wine.” She paused. “Wait a minute. That’s what we’re doing anyway, huh?”

Kamora giggled and bounced back on the bed. But her laughter was soon gone. “Sheridan, this is some serious stuff.”

“I know.”

Kamora sat up. “What about the kids? What did Chris and Tori say?”

“Do you think I told them?” Sheridan shook her head. She had to take another sip at the thought of her children. “They think Quentin is away on a business trip. I couldn’t handle telling them yet.”

“I hear you. Girl, this is grown folks’ business. I don’t know how you’re going to tell those babies.” Kamora paused. “Chris is going to flip.”

Sheridan took a sip of wine.

Kamora continued, “He’s going to get the business once this news gets out.”

This time it was two sips that Sheridan took from her bottle.

“And poor Tori,” Kamora sniffed. “That little girl is going to be heartbroken.” She was almost crying now. “How are your children going to handle this?” Kamora wailed.

Sheridan turned up the bottle and swallowed until the liquid burned her throat. “You know,” she began, needing to talk about something other than her children, “I used to worry about Quentin leaving me for one of his patients.”

“I remember,” Kamora slurred.

“But when he didn’t after the first few years, I got comfortable.”

“As well you should.” Kamora hiccuped. “He was faithful to you for all those years, girl.”

Sheridan frowned when her friend lifted her empty bottle to her lips. She said, “Still, it was hard at first. I didn’t exhale until Quentin walked through the door every night. But I never thought it would be as bad as this. I thought the worst thing would be if Quentin left me for a white woman.”

“Girl, I hear you. That would’ve been awful.” Kamora licked the lip of her empty wine bottle. “But look at it this way. This could have been way worse.”

“I don’t know how,” Sheridan cried.

“Quentin could have left you for a white man.”

Sheridan squinted, as she pondered Kamora’s words. Then she chuckled. Then she giggled. Then she laughed. Kamora joined her, and their laughter turned hysterical. They laughed until tears came and their watery eyes reminded Sheridan of her pain. Kamora felt it too, and they cried.

“Kamora, what am I going to do? My husband is gay. A homosexual.”

“I don’t know…”

Sheridan frowned and lifted her finger to her mouth, signaling for Kamora to be quiet.

“What’s the matter?” Kamora’s whisper sounded like a roar.

“I heard something.” Sheridan stood and wobbled a bit before she eased toward her door. She straightened her back and peeked into the hallway. Her master bedroom was at one end of the second floor, more than fifty feet away from the other bedrooms.

She stepped into the dark and glanced at Tori’s, then Christopher’s door. It looked as if the lights were out in both bedrooms.

When she returned inside, Kamora asked, “What was it?”

Sheridan shrugged. “I thought I heard something.” She flopped onto her bed. “But it was wishful thinking. I wish I heard Quentin coming home.” Her tears returned. “Kamora, how could I love a man for seventeen years and not know that everything he’s said to me is a lie?”

Kamora cried with her. “Girl, Quentin lied to all of us.”

Sheridan paused. Would her parents and the rest of her family and friends feel as cheated as she did? “What am I going to say? How am I going to explain this?”

“There are no words.” Kamora sniffed as she opened the last bottle of wine.

“And what about church?”

Kamora frowned as she took a sip from the new bottle. “What about church?”

“How am I supposed to go back there? You know the news will leak out, and then…”

“Yeah, you know how church folk can be. Maybe…” Kamora stopped.

“Maybe what?”

Kamora shrugged. “Maybe you should find a new church home. You could always start going with me, but really I think you’re going to be all right,” she said. “You know why?”

Sheridan shook her head, wishing the pain—in her heart and in her head—would go away.

“Because God is going to help you through.”

Sheridan looked at the wine bottle sitting on her nightstand. Her bottle looked empty. “I don’t think God is too happy with me right now.”

“Honey, what Quentin has done is not your fault.”

Whose fault is it? Sheridan wondered. But she kept her questions to herself.

“You should go home so we don’t wake the kids.”

Kamora stared at her for a moment. “Are you mad at me?”

“Of course not. Thanks for coming over and supporting me.”

“This is just what we do.”

Sheridan wondered why her friend was screaming.

Kamora grabbed the edge of the bed and pulled herself up, still balancing the bottle of wine in her hand. But when she stood, she wobbled.

Sheridan frowned. “Maybe you should stay here.”

“You don’t think I’ll make it home?” But before Sheridan could answer, Kamora glanced at herself in the mirror. “Oh, no,” she said. “Ssshhh.” She put her finger over her mouth. “Don’t wake the kids.”

Sheridan wanted to tell Kamora that she was the one being loud. But her aches—more mental than physical—kept her silent. Sheridan opened the door and peeped into the hallway. When she was sure it was clear, she said to Kamora, “You know where everything is.”

“Some host you are,” she said, handing Sheridan the last bottle of wine.

Sheridan waited until Kamora tiptoed down the long hallway and then closed the door to the guest bedroom. Alone, she looked down at the sweat suit she’d worn all day, then pushed away the comforter on the bed before she slipped between the sheets. She turned off the light but, a moment later, turned it back on—the way she did when Quentin was working late. She wanted her husband to know that even as she slept, she was always waiting for him.

Sheridan lay back and stared into the space. She tried to capture every relevant moment of her life with Quentin—the way they lived and loved, laughed and cried. It hadn’t always been easy, but it had almost always been wonderful. No matter what was going on in life, she knew she always had God and Quentin. There was no place she had to go in this world without her husband. He was her protector, her security, her strength.

She held up her hand and watched her diamond wedding band sparkle in the bedroom light. She had just had the ring cleaned; it had been Quentin’s idea when they’d been shopping two days before Christmas.

“I want your ring to shine as bright as the love I have for you that’s inside of me.”

Her husband had never left any doubt that his heart was filled with love. She just hadn’t known—until today—that his devotion was not meant for her.

What did I do, Quentin?

She twisted the band, removing it from her finger, swallowing her emotions.

She fondled the ring between her thumb and forefinger and then tucked the wedding band under her pillow. When she closed her eyes, stubborn tears, refusing to obey her command to stay away, seeped through her lids. She sat up and took a long swallow of the still half-filled bottle of wine. Then she turned off the light. And when she closed her eyes, she slept.








Chapter Three



Someone was tap-dancing on top of her head.

“Mom.”

Now the stilettos were stabbing holes through her skin.

“Mom.”

The pain deepened as Sheridan struggled to open her eyes. When the morning light accosted her, Sheridan slammed her eyes shut.

“Mom, are you all right?”

She forced her eyelids apart. With the little strength she had in her arms, Sheridan pushed herself up. “Chris, is something wrong?”

He frowned as if those weren’t the words he expected. “I was going to ask you that. Why are you still in bed? Are you sick?”

She glanced at the clock, frowned, and then asked herself the same questions. But as she slipped her legs from under the covers, yesterday’s memory rushed to her consciousness. And then her head pounded. “I was up late last night, Chris,” Sheridan explained as she tried to massage the pain from her head. “I was working.”

“I heard you and Aunt Kamora.” He paused and lowered his head. “Was she helping you with something?” he asked without looking at his mother.

Sheridan glanced at her son and frowned. Why wouldn’t he look at her?

“Was Aunt Kamora helping you with something?” he repeated, still keeping his eyes away from her.

“Yes.” She wanted to say more, tell more lies about something wonderful that she and Kamora had been doing.

“Okay. Go back to sleep; I’ll get Tori ready.”

“But I need to fix breakfast.” This time she moved her legs gingerly, but the pain stayed with her. Her temple throbbed, threatening to push her back onto the bed.

“I’ll fix Tori some cereal and you can go back to sleep. You look…tired.”

She wanted to protest. Assure her son that she could take care of him and Tori. But then she thought of Quentin.

“Okay,” Sheridan said, laying the comforter over her body with as much gentleness as she could. “I’ll be here when you get home.”

Her eyes were closed before Christopher stepped out of the room. She had to sleep to forget the wine. To forget Quentin.

But the dancing on her head began again, and moments passed before she realized that the assault was external. She grabbed the ringing telephone.

“Quentin?” she whispered as she squeezed her eyes shut.

“Sheridan.”

The urgency in her mother’s voice overrode the throbbing in her head. Her eyes opened. “Mom?”

“Honey, I need to speak to you.”

Sheridan couldn’t believe it. How did her mother find out about Quentin already? Impossible. But then she remembered how when she was a child her mother knew everything. Growing up, she was convinced that God tattled on her. But she thought God had long ago stopped that. He was supposed to be on her side—especially now.

“Mom, I…was going to call and tell you.”

Her mother spoke over Sheridan’s words. “Honey, when Quentin gets home from work tonight, can the two of you come over here? Without the children.”

Sheridan blinked. Her mother didn’t sound as if she knew.

“Sheridan.”

And then she heard it—slight tears in her mother’s voice. “Mom, what’s wrong?” Sheridan gripped the receiver.

“Your dad and I need to talk to you and Quentin. It’s important.”

“Mom, uh, Quentin is out of town. On business. It was an emergency.” She felt the need to make it a complete lie. “But I can come over.”

“How long will Quentin be away?”

Forever. “I’m not sure.”

Her mother sighed. “All right, but we really wanted to see both of you.”

“Mom, please tell me what’s wrong.”

“It can wait, honey.” The cheer Sheridan was used to returned a bit to her mother’s voice. “We’ll talk when you get here.”

“Give me an hour,” she said and then hung up.

When Sheridan swung her legs over the side of the bed, the hammering shifted from her head to her heart.

She pushed herself up and then looked back at the bed. It beckoned her to return. And she wanted to—she was exhausted from sorrow. But her mother needed her.

She took cautious steps from her bedroom to the guest room down the hall. She tapped on the door, but when there was no response, she knew Kamora had already made her way home. Kamora often used wine to wash away her concerns, so Sheridan was sure that Kamora had awakened alert this morning. Kamora’s methods were something the two friends constantly debated. This morning Sheridan knew she’d been right all along. Drinking didn’t solve a thing.

Sheridan moved in slow motion toward the master bathroom. The Jacuzzi tub summoned her, just as the bed had moments before. But she willed her eyes away and focused on the shower, twisting the faucet handles to full blast. Then she stripped and stared into the mirror.

Sadness had partnered with gravity and dragged her skin downward. Her eyes drooped, her cheeks sagged, the corners of her lips hung low. Every emotion she’d lived was engraved inside the creases on her face. She turned away before her eyes could begin to tear.

She placed her body under the showerhead. The pulsing liquid heat was soothing, freeing her from yesterday’s memories and today’s questions. But like a recurring nightmare, the pain-filled scenes returned and played in her mind. She remembered every horrible second—Quentin here, Quentin gone.

She twisted the showerhead to full blast and closed her eyes. She inhaled, then exhaled. Again. And again. The water was her conditioner, washing away the dirt with the pain. She stayed until calm pervaded her. She stayed until she knew she’d be able to walk without swaying and think without crying.

Stepping from the shower, she reached for her toothbrush. But a millisecond later, she snatched her hand back. Startled, she stared at the stand. There was only one toothbrush in place—the one with the pink handle. The blue-handled toothbrush was gone. She grabbed her toothbrush, and resisted the urge to open the medicine cabinet and take in other signs that her marriage was no more.

Inside their bedroom, she jumped into a gray sweat suit, keeping her eyes away from the dresser that now only held her bottles of perfume. She didn’t dare look at the bed, still unmade, with only Quentin’s pillows still in place. She grabbed her leather jacket from her closet and held her breath to keep his scent away. She hurried from the bedroom, dashed down the stairs and out of the house. She needed to get away from all that reminded her that her old life was now new.

Inside her Explorer, she sat for a moment, staring at the house, soaking in the same sight Quentin saw when he pulled away from his family.

How could he do this?

Sheridan eased her car from the driveway and eyed Mrs. James in her rearview mirror. Her neighbor didn’t wave; she just glowered the way she had for the past ten years. Moments later, thoughts of Mrs. James were forgotten as Sheridan zigzagged through the subdivision, and tried not to notice the bare Christmas trees like the one she’d taken down with Quentin and the children just this weekend. At the stoplight, she tried not to see the man and woman who strolled in front of her SUV. But her eyes betrayed her and her glance followed the couple, huddled close, their love apparent.

The light turned green, and she sped away. But then at the corner, her eyes met with the Sizzler where, fewer than sixty hours before, Quentin, having decided she should have a cooking reprieve, had taken them all to dinner. And then a block and a half away, she passed Blockbuster, where on New Year’s Day Quentin had surprised her with six DVDs and they’d laughed and cried their way through hours of comedy and drama. She swallowed the lump in her throat as she remembered that time they’d spent in bed, sharing emotions with the movies’ characters. That was what she loved about Quentin; his sensitivity, never hiding his feelings behind some macho bravado.

Was that one of the signs she’d missed? As she turned onto the freeway, she asked herself for the millionth time what, when, where, how did this all happen? The questions were overwhelming.

She eased into the left lane.

My husband wants a man in his bed.

An eighteen-wheeler barreled down the 405 freeway behind her.

What did I do to drive him into a man’s arms?

She sped up.

When was the last time we made love?

Sheridan slowed her car. It would be declared an accident; everyone would say how tragic it was. But before time could pass, Sheridan thought of Christopher. And then, Tori. And her mother. And father.

The boom of the truck’s horn startled her. She floored the accelerator and screeched into the next lane. Car horns blasted, but she kept her eyes straight ahead, ignoring the obscenities hurled at her.

She breathed, as her heart rate slowed to normal. She couldn’t believe she’d even considered that. Her children needed her. Her parents needed her. No, she’d have to find another way. Do something else to deal with the shame of it all.
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Sheridan squeezed her mother tighter than she could ever remember holding her.

“It’s all right, honey. Everything is going to be all right.”

Sheridan nodded, grateful to hear those words. Her mother had no clue how she was soothing her daughter; she just always seemed to say the right thing.

“Where’s Daddy?” Sheridan asked, closing the front door of the home where she grew up.

“In the bedroom.” Beatrice Collins took her daughter’s hand and led her into the living room. The space had barely changed in thirty years. The golden-colored couch with two matching chairs and the walnut coffee table all sat in the same place as when she had entertained her high school friends here almost every day more than twenty years before. “Cameron,” Beatrice called, “Sheridan’s here.”

“So, honey, Quentin is away?” Beatrice asked as she sat on the couch and patted a space for Sheridan to sit next to her.

Sheridan sank into the ease of the old sofa and nodded, not wanting to lie to her mother again.

“You guys didn’t mention that on Sunday.”

“We didn’t know,” she said, glad she was able to speak some truth. “Daddy.” She jumped up and hugged her father, needing his comforting embrace. As she looked over his shoulder, the pictures on the fireplace mantel smiled at her. Photos of her and Quentin and the children—all in yesterday’s life.

“So, Daddy, Mom,” she began, turning away from the memories, “what did you want to talk about?”

Cameron sat in the chair across from the couch and Beatrice joined him, resting on the full chair’s arm. When she put her arm around her husband, Cameron said, “We wanted Quentin to be here. Your mother said he’s away.”

This time she lied with silence.

“I don’t really want to tell you this alone.”

Sheridan’s heart took an extra beat. Her husband would never be by her side again, never be there to comfort her, or protect her, or love her.

Her eyes moved from her father to her mother and then back again. “Daddy, you’re scaring me.”

“Oh, no, baby. There’s no need for that.”

Beatrice stood and sat next to Sheridan again. She glanced at Cameron.

He said, “I have prostate cancer.”

Sheridan gasped.

“Now, it’s not that serious,” Cameron continued.

“How can you say it’s not serious?” Sheridan asked through the lump of fear in her throat.

Cameron leaned forward and squeezed his daughter’s hand. “Because it’s not. The doctor told me they found it early. With radiation—”

“Radiation?” Sheridan squealed.

“It can be treated,” Cameron finished.

“But radiation?” Sheridan looked from her father to her mother. “That sounds serious.”

“Well, my doctor is very optimistic,” her father said.

“In fact, when the doctor told us your father had prostate cancer…” Beatrice paused and chuckled, and Cameron joined her. Sheridan looked at her parents with wide eyes. There was nothing funny about this. “Your father told the doctor he was fine with it,” Beatrice continued. “He said he’d lived a blessed life and was ready to see Jesus.”

Now Sheridan was sure that everyone in her world was spinning on a different axis. Her father was talking about meeting the Lord face-to-face and her mother didn’t seem concerned.

Cameron said, “But the doctor told me at my age I would die of something else before the prostate cancer.”

Sheridan looked from her father to her mother. Their chuckles continued, even through the words—cancer, radiation, die—that made her want to cry. It took minutes for Cameron and Beatrice to notice their daughter wasn’t laughing.

“Honey,” Beatrice said, “the key is they found this early.”

“Really?” Her question was full of hope.

Cameron nodded. “For eight weeks, I’ll have daily treatments, and in the end, I’ll be fine. Anyway, you know what I believe,” her father said. “Jesus is the name above all names—and that includes cancer. The devil has no power over me.”

Sheridan took a deep breath. “So, you’re going to be all right,” she said, trying to keep her voice steady.

“Ofcourse, sweetheart.”

“Yes, your father will be healed, and he will shout God’s glory from every rooftop.” Beatrice chuckled again. “You know how your father is.”

The smile that Beatrice and Cameron exchanged was one Sheridan had watched her parents share over the years. It was their secret code, a nonverbal language that only they spoke.

“Okay,” Sheridan said as casually as she could. “When does this all begin?”

“My doctor’s going to call me.” Cameron patted her hand. “I wanted you to know, sweetheart, because I want you to be here for your mother. Now, we haven’t said anything to your brother yet. We will, but not until we know more. I don’t want him taking off from work and rushing down here. There’s no need for that.”

“He’s going to be upset when he finds out.” Sheridan squeezed her hands in her lap to stop their trembling.

Beatrice waved away Sheridan’s concern. “Don’t worry about your brother. I’ll take care of him.”

Sheridan knew her mother would do just that. She was a daddy’s girl, but her brother could win a gold medal as a mama’s boy.

“The main thing, Sheridan, is there’s nothing to worry about. I’m going to be fine.”

Sheridan put strength into her voice. “Well, that’s good. I’m going to use the bathroom.” She made sure she smiled before she rushed away.

Before Sheridan stepped into the lavatory, the fragrance of spring rain accosted her from the potpourri on the sink. Only the morning daylight filtered through the small window once she closed the door. But Sheridan didn’t need light to move. Everything was still the same in the sea-blue room. The same rug covered the white tiled floor. The same plastic shelves sat above the commode, holding toiletries and old perfume bottles that gleamed as if they’d just been shined but were probably as old as she was. The small space hugged her with its familiarity. And she felt safe—to release the tears she’d been holding and hiding from the moment her father had uttered the words “prostate cancer.”

Sheridan didn’t care what her father said; he might be prepared to go, but she wasn’t ready. Not now. Not ever.

She slid to the floor and let her tears flow.

Please, God. Don’t take my father. Please, God.

And then she remembered her prayer from yesterday. How she had asked God to make Quentin do the right thing. And how Quentin had driven away from her as soon as she had said the prayer.

The memory made her sobs deeper, and she almost choked trying to keep her cries silent. She couldn’t let her mother and father hear. If they did, they’d try to comfort her, and then they’d see the burden weighing on her and realize her tears were for something far beyond her father.

How can this be happening? To lose the two most important men in her life…

She prayed, “Dear God, please, God,” until she couldn’t say it anymore. After minutes she stood and turned on the water. She washed her face. And dried her tears. And prepared herself. Some way, somehow, she’d find a way to get through this. She had no other choice.
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