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Dear Reader:

Stacy Campbell’s debut project, Dream Girl Awakened, was a highly successful novel complete with twists and turns. Forgive Me is her sequel and as the title suggests, the author explores the quality of forgiveness. Sometimes one can forgive—but they will never forget.

After broken friendships and mishaps, will Victoria Faulk forgive her former friend, Aruba Dixon? Will Aunjanue forgive her mother, Tawatha Gipson, once she is released from prison after five years?

Facing the challenges of marriage and divorce, grief and female bonding, discover if these characters are able to pardon and move on with their lives—together or apart.

Stacy, who listened to her relatives’ stories on her family’s front porch, spins a wonderful tale that surely will appeal to all readers. Everyone can make a mistake. Everyone has faced the decision on whether to forgive.

As always, thanks for supporting Strebor Books, where we strive to bring you the most groundbreaking, out-of-the-box literature in today’s market. If you would like to contact me directly, feel free to email me at Zane@eroticanoir.com. You can also find me on Facebook @AuthorZane and on Twitter @planetzane.

Blessings,
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Publisher

Strebor Books

www.simonandschuster.com
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This book is dedicated in loving memory of Lorraine Byrd Lawrence (5/18/1950-10/15/2013), Sister-in-law extraordinaire and a true friend, and to all the people who feel life isn’t worth living. It is.
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Today is a good day to be released from prison, Tawatha thought. She gathered her duffle bag and wondered what was taking Royce so long to pick her up. She glanced backward at the Indiana Women’s Prison, her home for the past five years. She would miss the few friends she’d made, the Wednesday evening Bible study sessions, and the exchanges among the others who were also confined because of bad love choices.

She still wasn’t convinced about spirituality and all the things she learned behind bars, but she was sure of one thing: her girlfriend, Jamilah, pulled a ram out of a bush and set her free. Not only was she free, but she’d also gained a certain measure of respect from the other prisoners—even after killing three of her four children in a house fire.

“Tawatha,” a voice called out behind her.

Tawatha turned to see Faithia Perkins, a trustee and mother of the group. She’d embraced Tawatha from the beginning of her stint and kept the wolves at bay after Tawatha’s first beating by the other inmates.

“I almost missed you. CO Morris told me you were leaving. I hopped all the way from the infirmary just to say goodbye.”

“I was hoping I’d see you,” said Tawatha.

“I just wanted to give you a hug and tell you to keep your head up. I don’t want to see you back in this place. You’ve got a second chance to get it right, and I want you to make good on it.”

I will not cry, I will not cry. Tawatha opened her arms and let Faithia’s embrace soothe her. She would miss the earthy smell of Faithia’s skin, the gentleness of her hands when she braided her hair, and all the long talks they had about Faithia’s sentence. “I knew saying goodbye to you would be hard. That’s why I snuck out.”

“No matter what happens, you have to move on. Don’t look back; move forward, Tawatha.”

Before Tawatha could shed a tear, Royce’s Mercedes appeared. He smiled when he saw her and dimmed his lights at the sight of Faithia. He pulled alongside the curb.

Faithia watched the handsome, salt-and-pepper gentleman step out of the stylish car. Tawatha had mentioned her former boss would pick her up, but from the look in his eyes, Faithia picked up on more than an employer-to-employee vibe.

“Mr. Hinton, I’m so happy you’re here,” said Tawatha. “This is Ms. Faithia Perkins, a prison trustee, and the only reason I survived in this place.”

Royce folded his arms, raised an eyebrow, and gave Tawatha a tsk-tsk look.

“Royce, this is Ms. Faithia Perkins.” Tawatha corrected her formal introduction of Royce’s name.

“That’s better.” He extended his hand to Faithia.

“I trust you’ll take good care of Tawatha. She’s special to me. She’s come to be like a second daughter.”

“I plan to take the very best care of her.” He took Tawatha’s bag, popped the trunk, and placed it among the surprises he’d planned for her. He opened the passenger door as Tawatha eased into the seat, unsure of where they were heading.

She waved to Faithia one last time and looked ahead as Royce drove away from the prison. There was no need to look back—only forward.

“So, where are we going?” asked Tawatha.

“Well, I figured you’d want to take a shower and perhaps go out to dinner. I remember you loved Olive Garden. I want you to unwind tonight.”

“Did my mother return your calls?”

“She did.” Royce sighed. “She said she’s not ready to welcome you into her home right now and asked that you give her some time.”

Tawatha’s countenance deflated. “So where am I supposed to go? She didn’t write me in prison, and the few times she came to see me, she just stared at me like I was a monster.”

“Calm down. I anticipated this before I picked you up.”

“What about Lasheera?”

“Ditto. Since Lasheera and Lake adopted Aunjanue, they feel your presence will disrupt her life. This is Aunjanue’s senior year, and well …” Royce’s voice trailed off.

Tawatha sat back in her seat, unable to hide her hurt. She almost wanted him to turn the car around and take her back to prison. She wondered about the kind of life would she have if the people she loved treated her like she didn’t exist. Jamilah was the only crew member who still communicated with her and had her back. To everyone else, she was a child-murdering ogress who should have been given the death penalty.

“Is that okay with you?” Royce asked, interrupting her thoughts.

“What did you say?”

“The arrangement to stay at my place for a while. You won’t actually be staying with me. There’s a carriage house in back of my property. You’re welcome to live there until you get back on your feet. That is the address I gave the corrections system.”

“What about Millicent?”

“Millie and I have been divorced for about two years now. After our daughter died, things were never the same between us. I filed. I don’t think she wanted to admit we were through.”

“I wish you’d told me that. Millicent was always nice to me when she came by the office. I envied your relationship. How long were you married?”

“Thirty-four years.”

“That’s a lifetime.”

Royce drove past the main dwelling to the carriage house. His in-laws had passed nearly four years ago, leaving the house lifeless.

“Royce, this place is beautiful. Are you sure it’s okay for me to stay?”

“Last time I checked, my name was on the deed to both places. Come inside.”

Royce removed her bag and gifts from the trunk. He gave her a set of keys to the house and stepped inside the living room, giving her time and space to take in her surroundings.

“Get some rest and call me if you want to go out later tonight.”

“Royce, I’m speechless. If it takes me forever, I promise I’ll make this up to you.” She hugged him and counted the ways she’d show him just how much she appreciated his kindness.



Chapter 2
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“Baby, don’t fidget. Let me get this tie straight,” said Shandy.

“How many times do I have to tell you that I can knot my own tie, Shan?” James joked and swatted Shandy’s hand.

“And have us looking crazy at this banquet? No way.”

“Oh, I’m representing you now, huh?”

“Don’t you forget it, either.” Shandy kissed James on the lips, grateful for an evening on the town. She hoped that the kiss would be a precursor to a night of passion that kept eluding them.

“Slow your roll, Ms. Fulton. We’ve got all night to be together,” James said, chiding her.

I won’t start with him tonight. I’ll let things unfold. “So how long do you think this shindig will last? When Isaak gets worked up, he can’t stop talking. Even Katrina can’t make him be quiet.”

“If my mentor wants to talk all night, let him. Sitting at his feet made me the success I am, so you won’t hear any complaints from me.”

James raked his fingers through his curly mane as he eyed Shandy. His thoughts worked double-time to concoct another excuse not to be intimate with her. Although they had grown closer over the past four years of dating, he felt something was missing in their relationship. He knew any man would gladly trade places with him. Shandy became his business partner first, then his lover. She’d moved in with him over a year ago and went to work making his house her own. She never uttered her motivation, but he knew the renovation was to erase all traces of his ex-wife, Aruba.

Maybe Shan could erase traces of Aruba, but he couldn’t. Lately, it seemed Aruba was all he thought about. Their divorce ended bitterly after she pursued her friend’s husband and won hands down. Aruba waited for him to get his act together, encouraged him to work, and reassured him she’d always be there for him. She held out for ten years, and then swiped back the promise of forever when she discovered his affair with Tawatha Gipson, a secretary at his former job. Tawatha’s obsession graduated to insanity when she burned three of her children in a house fire to be with him. He marveled at Aruba’s audacity, self-righteousness, and unwillingness to give their marriage a second chance since she crept with Winston as he crept with Tawatha. Who was he kidding? It would have been impossible after the way he’d treated her. If that were not enough, an out-of-wedlock daughter he produced with Tawatha, Jameshia, was still at the forefront of his mind. He always said if he had a child, he wanted to be a part of the child’s life. This wasn’t how it was supposed to be, and he didn’t know how to make things right. The few times he’d visited Aruba in Los Angeles, their son, Jeremiah, refused to talk to him. Little man had grown into a sharp, witty nine-year-old who needed him.

“So, will I have to stage a mutiny for a vegetarian meal tonight?” Shandy asked, coaxing James from his thoughts of Jeremiah and past indiscretions.

“I got that taken care of already. I know how much you detest meat, Shan.”

“Keep eating secretions if you like. I want my man to be healthy.”

“I’m pure meat and potatoes. Always have been, and always will be.”

“I’ll wear you down eventually,” said Shandy. Literally and figuratively. She wanted to know what he was thinking but was too afraid to ask. When she scooted closer to him at night in bed and rubbed the hair or his stomach, he’d turn to her, eyes still shut, and say, “I miss you, Aruba.” The only thing she knew about their divorce was that Aruba cheated on him with her girlfriend’s husband. She wondered how he could miss a woman like Aruba and why, after all these years, he seemed filled with regret. The last time she broached the subject, an ugly shouting match ensued, James stormed out the house, and he spent two nights in a hotel. There was no way she would mention the subject again. She loved him and wanted to be the new Mrs. Dixon. This summer would be the mother of all tests because his son, Jeremiah, was coming to stay from late-May to August. Her exposure to children was babysitting her niece, Kathryn, whenever she visited Vegas and gave her twin brother, Simeon, a night on the town with his wife.

“Afterward, we can go dancing if you like,” said James.

“What did you say?” asked Shandy.

“I said after the banquet, we can go dancing if you like.”

“Or we can come home and make passionate love until the sun comes up,” said Shandy.

“Is that all I am to you?” James joked.

“Of course not. That’s one of many things I like about you, James Dixon.”

Shandy twirled around in her teal and black evening gown. She had her shoulder-length hair pulled back in a bun and her makeup done at Makeup by Sparkle, the same studio she’d frequented since meeting James. Shandy hoped James would find the look appealing enough tonight. She always looked good on his arms, but lately she had found it difficult to captivate him behind closed doors.

Tonight has to be different. I can’t take this pain much longer.



Chapter 3

[image: Image]

“Lake, are you coming out of the office or do we have to come in and get you?”

“I’m almost done typing this chapter, so give me five more minutes. I promise you won’t starve by then,” said Lake.

“Keep up the jokes and the three of us will leave you here,” said Lasheera.

“When will Dad be done?” Zion asked.

“We’ll all watch Lake march across the stage next spring. He defends his dissertation soon.”

“Will Dad make us call him Doctor?”

“You know Lake isn’t hung up on titles. Go get Onnie so we can go to Cheesecake Factory.”

Lasheera watched Zion walk down the hall to the family room. Tonight’s celebration of Aunjanue’s academic achievements would be bittersweet for the family. Aunjanue’s day was filled with excitement after receiving acceptance letters from Stanford, Spelman, and Bryn Mawr. Those would be added to the pile from Clark Atlanta, Yale, and UC Berkeley. No sooner than she ripped open the letter from Bryn Mawr, her best friend, Tarsha, called to ask if she was watching the news. Before Lasheera could grab the remote from Aunjanue, word of Tawatha’s release from prison flooded the living room. Lasheera didn’t intend for her to find out about Tawatha’s release—nor was she prepared to reintroduce Tawatha into their lives.

“Onnie, honey, let me…turn the television,” Lasheera said as she took the remote from Aunjanue. She turned off the television and went to Lake’s home office. She needed his help with this one.

Aunjanue’s face froze. She watched the anchor describe the jury- tampering technicality that set her mother free. Memories of her siblings, Grant, Sims, and S’n’c’r’ty, rushed through her mind as she stared at the urn holding their ashes on the mantle. Aunjanue plopped down on the sofa as Zion joined her. He held her hand.

“Onnie, what’s wrong?” he asked.

“Remember when I told you about my brothers and my sister, the ones on the photos I showed you?”

“You told me they died.”

As she sought the right words to explain her feelings, Lasheera rescued her. “Zion, go to your room. We need to talk to Onnie alone. Straighten your room before we go to dinner. I’ll call you down when it’s time to go.”

Zion walked away. He hated leaving good adult conversation. What’s so important that I can’t listen in? She’s my sister, too.

Lake and Lasheera joined Aunjanue on opposite sides of the sofa. They held her hands for comfort.

“Did you know she was being released?” Aunjanue asked.

“I did,” said Lasheera. She paused. “We didn’t want to disturb your senior year. You’ve done so well and we didn’t want anything to interrupt your progress.”

“You know how unstable your mother is,” Lake added. “If nothing more, we didn’t want her to harm you in any way.”

“I hate her. I’ll never forgive her for what she did to us. I don’t want to see her, and I don’t care about the baby she had either. She’s nothing to me.” Aunjanue stared at the urn again as she blinked back tears. She’d given Tawatha too many tears already.

As they held her hands, Lake spoke. “You’re safe with us. If she comes near you or us, we’ll take out a restraining order. If she tries to contact you, let us know and we’ll handle her. We’re here to protect you, Onnie. You have to know that.”

“I don’t want to go out anymore. I’m going to my room.” She stood to leave as Lasheera touched her shoulders.

“Onnie, don’t let her spoil this night. I want you—”

“Give her space,” Lake said. “I’ll order us some take-out. She needs to be alone with her thoughts, baby.”

“Are you sure you don’t want to go out?” Lasheera asked Aunjanue once more.

“Positive. I’ve lost my appetite.”

Lake and Lasheera watched Aunjanue as she headed toward the stairs. Lasheera hadn’t spoken to Jamilah, their other bestie, since she took up Tawatha’s cause and fought to have her released from jail. Of all the first cases on the planet, she didn’t understand why Jamilah wanted to set Tawatha free again. Justice be damned. I’ll kill her if she comes near Aunjanue.



Chapter 4
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Darnella tapped on Aruba’s door again. The tray of baked chicken, green beans, seasoned rice, and fresh-squeezed lemonade remained untouched next to the latest Ebony she had placed outside Aruba’s door.

“Aruba, you haven’t eaten since this morning. Please open the door, honey.”

Darnella wasn’t sure what troubled her more, Aruba’s silence or her inability to comfort her only child. Aruba moved to back to Georgia six months ago following the death of her second husband, Dr. Winston Faulk. Darnella knew the marriage was ill-fated because Aruba stole Winston from her friend, Victoria. Friend. Darnella cringed at the thought of all the secrets and quiet time the women shared as her daughter set her sights on taking Victoria’s place. Sure, Aruba’s husband, James, wasn’t pulling his weight at the time. His chronic unemployment and lackluster desire to keep a job were enough to work any woman’s nerves, especially a mother-in-law who hated seeing her daughter Hebrewing to keep the household going. However, Darnella would never have suggested man-stealing as a remedy for a bad marriage. That’s why the Western world had divorces. News of the betrayal devastated Darnella the night her mother, Maxine, called to tell her that Aruba’s birthday party had turned sour as Victoria revealed to guests and friends that Aruba had been cheating with her husband. Where did I go wrong raising her?

Darnella’s mind wandered to Winston’s funeral eight months ago. His health deteriorated shortly after they’d moved to Los Angeles five years ago. News of his Lou Gehrig’s disease took everyone by surprise; he was a noted cardiologist who’d been wooed to Cedars Sinai and was the perfect picture of health. Darnella believed in reaping and sowing, but to see her daughter reap the consequences of her choices was heartbreaking. First, they downsized from a gorgeous mansion to a small townhouse. Afterward, Winston’s confinement to a wheelchair left Aruba with no choice but to be his caretaker around the clock. Several nurses came in to assist with his care, but Darnella watched Aruba massage Winston’s limbs, adjust his feeding tubes, brush his teeth, and keep his skin bathed and oiled to prevent chafing and bedsores. Jeremiah took a backseat to Winston’s care. Two neighbors and their children made sure Jeremiah had playtime, video games, and a loving environment to vent whenever he questioned Aruba’s love for him.

Winston succumbed to the disease two days short of their third wedding anniversary. The funeral was a sea of doctors, lawyers, family members, and curiosity seekers. Darnella’s shoulders slumped at the memory of Victoria, Winston’s ex-wife, rubbing her daughter Nicolette’s hair and whispering in her ear as they wept arm-in-arm on the front pew. They both declined a final viewing of Winston’s body. Darnella later overheard someone quoting Victoria as saying, “I only want to remember the good times.”

Darnella shooed away those thoughts and refocused her attention on Aruba. Aruba seldom came out of her bedroom, and when she was alert, she picked at her food and stared out the window at the flower gardens in a camisole and panties.

“What a tangled web we weave,” muttered Darnella.

Darnella stared at her watch. She’d give Aruba five more minutes before entering the room.

She headed toward the den and called out, “Lance, is Jeremiah still across the street at Mama’s with George’s grandchildren?”

Lance, her husband of almost forty years, looked up from the latest issue of Auto World. “Yes. I walked over there a few minutes ago and those boys were upset that Maxine had them watching CNN. She only allows one hour of video games, then nonstop CNN HLN. After that, you know it’s on to reading the New York Times.”

“If you can play games, you can learn.” They repeated Maxine’s words in unison.

Darnella sat next to Lance on the sectional and laced her hands with his.

“Did Aruba eat?” asked Lance.

“Her food is still sitting outside the door. I’ll have to reheat it. I didn’t want to just barge in, but I’m getting anxious about her behavior.”

“She’s been through so much, Nella. I feel bad about how all of this ended.”

“I feel responsible for this. If I hadn’t …”

Lance covered her lips with the tips of his fingers before she could rehash her past indiscretions.

“Thank you for forgiving me, Lance. I’m so sorry I hurt you.”

“Nella, that was over twenty years ago. We were both young and foolish. I did my dirt, too. Let’s move past that time.”

“I can’t help wondering if Aruba knew about …”

“Please don’t say his name. I’m not defending our daughter, but James wasn’t exactly the best husband. She got confused and lost her way.”

Darnella pulled Lance closer. She looked at him and marveled how good time had been to him. At fifty-nine, he was better-looking now than when they met in high school. He was still “The Towering Wonder,” the nickname he was given as Harlem High School’s standout forward. Women were always drawn to his smooth, dark skin, muscular frame, and a smile that made them strike up a conversation just to see his teeth. His eyes had the same mesmerizing effect. The Stanton men were generational legends in the conquest department. She realized why Aruba was so drawn to James. He was like her father in so many ways.

“When is Aruba’s next appointment?” Lance asked. He rubbed Darnella’s shoulder.

“She has a checkup next Tuesday with her podiatrist in Augusta.”

“You know what I mean.” He stared at her and raised his eyebrows. “You didn’t make the appointment, did you?”

Darnella sighed. “She won’t agree to seeing a psychiatrist.”

“Nella, this isn’t up for debate. She’s gone past being in a funk. Something’s wrong with our daughter that’s beyond our control. She needs to talk to someone. I’m not saying she needs to take medication. I ain’t with people taking all these antidepressants anyway, but something has to give. She won’t eat or bathe. She barely talks to us, and she acts like Jeremiah isn’t even here. I’m tempted to reach out to James for help. At least for Jeremiah’s sake.”

“We will do no such thing!” Darnella snapped.

“Nella, that’s the man’s child.”

Darnella pursed her lips and snatched her arm from Lance’s grip. They’d visited Indianapolis last year for Black Expo and were amazed at how successful James’s business had become. Make that businesses. As she lay arm-in-arm with Lance at the downtown Hyatt, she wanted to vomit at all the Dixon’s Hair Affair television commercials. He now had four locations. One location doubled as a salon and a barbershop. He had a children’s shop that catered to boys and girls; a shop that catered to senior citizens only with press-and-curls, haircuts, and Wednesday Bible studies; and he had opened an all-natural hair salon that very week, which was billed, ‘the curly girl’s cure for kinks.’ ” Darnella fidgeted for the remote control to turn up the volume when she saw James being interviewed about his meteoric rise to success. Sitting next to him was that bony Shandy Fulton. Darnella watched them finish each other’s sentences and discuss how they operated as a team. She rolled her eyes as they rattled off the addresses of the locations. Aruba should be sitting there, Darnella muttered under her breath. He wouldn’t be there if it wasn’t for our daughter. Darnella flipped the channel before Lance could protest. Aruba was wrong for cheating, but his whorish ways played a part in her daughter’s actions. Darnella burned over the realization that James was living the high life off the seed her child had planted. Now, Aruba was barely coherent and couldn’t enjoy the harvest.

“As far as I’m concerned, James doesn’t ever have to see Jerry again,” said Darnella. Her anger rose at the memory of the commercials and the interview.

“James has been reaching out to Jerry since the divorce. Look at how he went to California all those times to see about him.” Lance believed divorce shouldn’t equal child abandonment.

Darnella sighed. “We were having a great time until the thought of James got my blood pressure up. It all seems so unfair that he’s moved on and is doing well. I don’t want to give Jeremiah any false hope.”

Lance nodded in agreement but said, “You should know by now life isn’t fair. Besides, who knows what the future holds? I think they could have a great father-son relationship if you stop blocking him.”

“I suppose you’re right. It’s taking me more time than I thought to get over this situation. I’ll try to be more sensitive, but it feels so…I don’t know Lance.”

“Baby, I’m going to check on Aruba. I’ll let you sit and stew a spell,” said Lance. He rose and kissed Darnella on her cheek.

Darnella sat back and thought about how inquisitive Jeremiah had been lately. His mood turned somber whenever the boys in the neighborhood had outings with their fathers. They were gracious enough to take Jeremiah along, but he often bounded home with questions like, “When is my daddy coming to see me again?” or “If I joined the soccer or football team, do you think my daddy would fly from Indianapolis to see me?” Darnella didn’t have the heart to tell Jeremiah, Lance, or Aruba that James called weekly to check on Little Man, the nickname he’d given Jeremiah when he was younger. She also didn’t tell them about the generous checks James mailed to their home so Aruba and Jeremiah would be comfortable. They came like clockwork on Saturday mornings, and like clockwork, she removed those checks from the mailbox, deposited them into a Cubby Bear account she’d established for Jeremiah, and pretended James didn’t exist. The only snafu she had experienced with her charade was Jeremiah’s uncanny resemblance to James. Jeremiah had received an equal mix of his parents’ good looks. His medium-brown complexion, light eyes, mop of curly hair, and natural swagger often made adults and children do a double take. Amy Russell, Jeremiah’s classmate who lived two houses down, declared Jeremiah was her boyfriend as she snuck a kiss during a patio cookout. Marshall Washington, owner of The Banana Man Fruit Stand, an organic fruit vendor in the neighborhood, often asked, “Ain’t that boy Ethiopian or Middle Eastern? I know he ain’t black.” Darnella always responded nonchalantly, “Does it really matter?”

When she looked at Jeremiah, she prayed a silent prayer that when he grew up, he’d have self-control, wouldn’t be easily swayed by women’s wiles, and that he’d be a man who worked hard and smart. She picked up the picture of Jeremiah sitting on the coffee table and smiled at her grandson’s handsome face. She stroked the photo and caressed Jeremiah’s face. She leaned forward to set the photo back.

“Nella, help me!” Lance screamed.

Darnella dropped the photo, shattering glass on the floor. She ran down the hall to Lance. His screams grew louder as she neared Aruba’s room.

“Baby, get up. Get up, baby.” Lance hovered over Aruba’s slumped body on the left side of the bed.

Darnella darted next to Aruba’s body, fell to the floor, and checked her pulse. She called 9-1-1 as Lance commanded Aruba to move.

“Nine-one-one. What is your emergency?”

“Please send someone now! I think my daughter is dead.”



Chapter 5
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Victoria strolled arm-in-arm with Emory into The Capital Grille in Buckhead. They had spent so many nights at his house or hers poring over recipes and cooking new items that he insisted they go out on the town tonight. She agreed to The Capital Grille since this was the spot of their first date.

She stood next to Emory’s hulking frame and couldn’t believe she had actually given another man, not to mention love, a serious chance. It seemed like yesterday she had attended the funeral of her ex-husband, Dr. Winston Faulk, in Los Angeles. She knew she had taken his love and generosity for granted, but she never imagined a friend would swoop down and break up their relationship. That friend, Aruba Dixon, plotted and schemed until she had her man, a new ring, and an upgraded lifestyle in L.A. But God didn’t like ugly, and He wasn’t too fond of cute either. Victoria thought of the irony of Winston’s Lou Gehrig’s diagnosis and how Aruba spent their short-lived marriage taking care of him. She didn’t get to enjoy the new lifestyle because most her days were spent in and out of the hospital with Winston. Although the L.A. digs were reconstructed for accessibility, Winston fell victim to a host of infections and was frequently hospitalized. Victoria almost felt sorry for Aruba. Almost. Serves her right. Backbiting tramp.

As Victoria stood next to Emory, she blocked the memory of the letter Aruba had written her. In it, she apologized for breaking up her marriage and asked if they could at least be cordial for the sake of her daughter, Nicolette, and Aruba’s son, Jeremiah. When Victoria didn’t respond to the letter, Aruba called several times. Once, Aruba called from an unknown number. The moment Victoria answered the unrecognized number and heard Aruba’s voice, she ended the call and wondered when Aruba would get the hint they would never be friends again. I’ll forgive her when Hollywood stops making porn. She was so stuck in the past she didn’t realize they had been seated.

Emory held her hand and asked, “Have I told you how beautiful you are tonight?”

Victoria glanced at her watch and gazed into Emory’s eyes. “About ten times on the way here. Do you have something to confess?”

Emory rolled his head back in laughter. He shifted in his chair at the sound of Victoria’s sweet voice and gazed lovingly at the woman he had fallen for two years ago. Victoria was the toughest conquest he had pursued, but that was fine with him. He’d grown tired of women throwing themselves at him because of his prominence and wealth. In fact, his status seemed to turn Victoria off. Fascinated by the beautiful young woman who moseyed into Haute Love two years ago with the sexiest legs he’d ever seen, Emory Wilkerson knew he had to have her. She seemed out of place in the nightclub. His heart went out to her when he realized she had no rhythm and struggled to dance to the thumping house music blaring through the club. He walked toward her to ask for the next dance when he recognized her sidekick and his former client, actress Marguerite Mason-Richardson. Marguerite’s wedding to megachurch pastor, Foster Richardson, had been big news in the Atlanta Journal-Constitution and the New York Times wedding sections. Foster’s position as Associate Pastor at Canaan West Baptist Church evolved into his appointment as the Senior Pastor after the former pastor, Bishop Hosea Johnson, retired and moved back to Boston. When Marguerite dated Foster, she brought a sense of style and compassion with her from L.A. Soon, Canaan’s membership swelled to over ten thousand members, and naturally, Canaan made sure their beloved pastor wed in style. Emory knew he’d scored another feather in his culinary cap when Foster reached out to him for his catering services. Emory’s excitement over being handpicked by Marguerite to cater the affair was the ticket to launching his second baby: Wilkerson’s On-the-Go Eatery Services. Emory, a sous-chef and Food Network producer, created WOTGES to help busy professionals enjoy individually portioned meals that were low in salt, fat, and sugar. The heat-within-fifteen- minute meals caught on with celebrities as well. Within no time, Emory had formed a team to deliver his goods throughout the Atlanta metropolitan area. Throughout the last year, he pondered the thought of Victoria being a part of his ventures.

“Sweetheart, don’t you think the restaurant is empty tonight? I’ve never known it to be this quiet,” said Victoria.

“Good point.” Emory called the waiter over to their table. “Is there something going on tonight? It’s usually not this empty.”

“Sir, we’re expecting a special party tonight. As a matter of fact, I was about to ask the two of if you wouldn’t mind moving.”

“But we have reservations,” said Emory.

“It’s okay, Emory,” said Victoria. She rubbed his massive hands and winked at him. Her divorce had taught her to relax. Victoria remembered the time she would have insisted a manager be brought out to fire the waiter. Time had taught her to enjoy small moments and to be grateful. “Where would you like us to move?”

They stood as the waiter led them to what appeared to be a private dining area in back of the restaurant.

“See, we’ll have more privacy,” said Victoria as she rubbed his back.

Victoria followed Emory closely. She loved the way he complimented her, and lately, he accompanied her to the gym to get rid of the twenty-five extra pounds she had gained over the past year. Try as she might since the divorce, she couldn’t stop eating. Gone were the vegetarian meals her former nanny, Alva, prepared for her each day. Victoria fell for the South’s beauty along with its cuisine. It was nothing for her to scarf down a rack of ribs, coleslaw, steak fries, and half a German chocolate cake in one sitting. Her daughter, Nicolette, chastised her about the food and gently reminded her of Michelle Obama’s Let’s Move campaign. Thanks to home training, Victoria avoided licking her plate clean. Emory suggested healthier portions of food. She ate them in his presence; however, when he went home or flew out of town on business trips, her toxic inner foodie took over and she couldn’t help herself. She knew change was imminent when Emory surprised her with a membership to LA Fitness for Christmas. Victoria reasoned that real-life adjustment caused her excessive eating. The former stay-at-home mom now utilized her social work degree by working Monday through Friday for a health care agency. Although she’d been employed three years, she never adjusted to waking up early, getting Nicolette fed and off to school, navigating the hellacious Atlanta traffic, reporting to management, and obeying office rules. Nicolette’s soccer practice, dance lessons, and general day-to-day movement made Victoria’s head swim. Her wisely invested, $3 million-dollar divorce settlement was the only remnant of her past life. Gone were the nanny, multiple credit cards, and endless spending sprees from her past life. Were it not for Canaan, and her associate, Yvette Hankerson, she wouldn’t make it each day. Victoria wanted to embrace Yvette, but Aruba Dixon taught her that associates beat friends any day of the week.

“After dinner, perhaps we can visit some friends,” said Emory.

“What did you say?” asked Victoria. Engrossed in past thoughts, she didn’t hear anything Emory said. She held his hand and fell in stride behind the waiter.

The waiter opened the doors to a private area in the restaurant. When he stepped back, Victoria’s eyes widened as a sea of familiar faces smiled and said in union, “Welcome.” She looked at Emory, unsure of what was going on. He planted a kiss on her cheek.

“This is a special party for the most beautiful, magnificent lady I know,” said Emory. Emory extended his arm as if to encourage Victoria to mingle with their relatives and friends.

Victoria’s aunt, Marguerite, stepped toward her with a glass of wine. “Do you know how hard it was keeping this secret? Foster just about put masking tape on my lips to keep me from speaking.”

“What is going on?” Victoria whispered to Marguerite.

Marguerite opened her mouth to speak but was interrupted by her sister, Lillith. “It’s about time you got here. My knee has been bothering me, and I was wondering when Emory would get this thing going. I have plans tonight with one of my gentleman friends, and I can’t hang here too long,” she said.

Victoria looked at her mother. In Lillith’s mind, she stopped aging at thirty, and her outfit was an indicator of her fantasies. She donned a tight, red mini dress that needed relief from hugging the rolls of fat on her stomach. Five-inch stilettos help boost her short stature, but rings on each finger and too much perfume reminded Victoria why she kept her distance from her mother. She held tightly to the cane she’d been carrying since suffering a mild stroke. “And before you ask, Emory asked me for those photos of you when you were little,” said Lillith. She tossed her shoulder-length weave to one side and flashed Victoria a wide, veneered smile.

Victoria hadn’t noticed the wide-screen television displaying images of herself and Emory on dates, as children, with friends, and alone. She looked to Emory for an answer, but he worked the room with his usual magnetism as he greeted guests.

“Go on and say hello to everyone,” said Lillith as she grabbed a glass of Moscato from one of the servers. Lillith bopped her head to the rhythm of the smooth jazz playing.

Victoria worked the room greeting people from her church, the gym, and her office. Two co-workers, Jasmine and Cassidy, gave her the thumbs-up sign and nodded their heads in Emory’s direction. When she approached Yvette and her husband, Carl, she hugged her, enjoying the warmth and sincerity of Yvette’s joy.

“You look so lovely tonight, Victoria,” said Yvette. “I told Carl if I had to pretend I didn’t know what was going on for another week, I’d die.”

“I’ll let it slide this time, but you know I don’t like secrets. The last time I was at a surprise party…” Victoria’s voice trailed off.

“What happened?” asked Yvette.

“I don’t have enough time or liquor to tell you about it,” said Victoria.

Yvette observed Victoria walk away with the sullen face that appeared when the past came up. They’d been acquaintances three years, going back and forth to each other’s homes, double-dating, and attending Nicolette’s games. Yet, there was something missing from their time of fellowship. Yvette couldn’t put her finger on it. The few things Victoria shared, she kept them in confidence. She was quick to listen, slow to speak. She wanted Victoria to know she could trust her, but somehow, she couldn’t get the message across.

“Carl, did you see her face? I wish I knew what made her so sad sometimes,” said Yvette.

“Give her some time, baby. Didn’t you say she was divorced?”

“Yes, but I don’t know much about it. Whenever the subject comes up, she becomes evasive or stops midsentence about the topic of divorce. I want her to know she can talk to me about anything—especially after tonight.”

Carl and Yvette smiled at each other and reflected on the reason they’d all gathered at the restaurant.

Emory stepped to the makeshift stage built a week ago for the occasion. A server handed him a microphone as guests gathered together in a semi-circle. His business partner, Pearson Loft, escorted Victoria to the stage.

Emory held Victoria’s hand. He gazed into her eyes and lifted her chin with his free hand. “Your birthday is two weeks away, but I wanted to do something special for you because you deserve so much. You’re beautiful, intelligent, and everything I prayed for in a woman.”

Victoria looked around at their enthralled guests, still unsure of Emory’s motives. He captured her attention once again. “I can’t erase all the things that happened to you in the past, but I wanted tonight to be a new beginning for you, for us.”

Emory slowly removed a Tiffany ring box from his pocket and got down on one knee. “Victoria Faulk, will you do me the honor of becoming my wife? To share my world, to share my life, to share my vision?”

Victoria’s blank stare caught Emory off-guard as did the fresh tears flowing down her face. He knew the surprise would overwhelm her, so instead of waiting for her yes, he slid the ring on her finger.

She took several deep breaths, snatched her arm away, and yelled in a voice unfamiliar to Emory, “How could you be so insensitive?” She plucked the ring from her finger, tossed it at Emory’s feet, and ran from the restaurant into the street.

The stunned guests looked at each other, then Emory. Lillith, satisfied that her chit-chat with Victoria two weeks ago had been effective, sipped her Moscato with a smirk, and checked her text messages to see if Bobby responded.



Chapter 6
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Tawatha held her urine six hours before realizing the unlocked guest bathroom was safe. Glued to the sectional with her legs crossed, she feared moving. Royce texted to let her know he’d ordered Jimmy John’s for her, but she refused to open the door for the deliveryman when he rang the bell. After five rings, he left the food on the doorstep. She sat on the sofa thirsty, hungry, and angry. Royce remembered her favorite sandwich from her Hinton and Conyers days, yet fear kept her stuck to the sofa. What if the deliveryman recognizes me from the news? She had been out of jail for eight hours and hadn’t decompressed. She waited for a guard to call out her inmate number. She listened for a catfight between inmates whose families didn’t visit, or whose families didn’t put money on the books. She waited for the hard bang of a steel door closing, which was accompanied by the clanking of keys. She looked around and found only tranquility. Royce had taken great care to make sure her surroundings were soft, genteel. If only I could move.
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