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CHAPTER 1



Yes! Yes, I’ll marry you!

The words swirled around in my head, dancing with excitement at the prospect of marrying the man I love. The perfect proposal. The perfect man. All the ingredients for a dream come true.

But for some reason, while the words were vibrant in my mind, they wouldn’t come out of my mouth.

Good grief, woman, just say yes!

That little voice that had planned my proposal and subsequent wedding when I was only ten years old and marrying my imaginary boyfriend was in full what-the-hell-is-wrong-with-you mode.

Just say yes.

Still nothing.

I don’t know what was wrong with me. If you asked most women to draft a list of the qualities they wanted in their dream man, Trent Grant would probably meet 99 percent of the requirements on their list. Trent had dabbled in modeling in college and despite an offer from a New York modeling agency, he had opted to go into the Navy instead. He’d served eight years as a sergeant and returned to Raleigh as one of the most sought-after bachelors in town. And he wanted a life with me. And I wanted a life with him. Only my mouth wouldn’t open to say yes.

I knew my fear was based on the fact that Trent wanted forever and I’d learned long ago that forever didn’t exist. And committing to a lifetime was only setting myself up for heartbreak, something I’d vowed I would never let happen again.

“Wow, soooo, is that a no?” Trent asked, as he knelt in front of me. Just the thought seemed to crush his spirit. His thousand-watt smile had morphed into a frown. “You don’t want to be Mrs. Grant?”

The piercing gaze of all of our family and friends reminded me that we weren’t alone. There had to be twenty-five people in the private dining room at Ruth’s Chris Steak House, all of them waiting on my answer. The room had grown deathly silent. The only noise was the slow trickle of the April showers beating down on the roof. The smiles that just seconds ago were beaming now bore hints of nervousness.

I snapped my attention back to the man in front of me. I did want marriage. I did want happily ever after. I just didn’t believe that such a thing was possible.

Still, I managed a smile and said, “O-of course. Of course, I’ll marry you.”

A relieved applause erupted in the room as Trent slid the three-carat ring onto my finger. It was beautiful and I hated that this experience had been marred by my hesitation. If Trent was upset by my delayed response, he didn’t let on. Instead, he stood, then pulled me into him with a force that told everyone just how happy he was.

Trent wrapped his muscular arms tighter around me. Over his shoulder, I saw my father beaming with pride. I thought we’d gathered at this dinner party to celebrate Trent being awarded the North Carolina Man of the Year by the League of Distinguished Men. This proposal was a complete surprise. We’d talked about getting married—one day. I had no idea that day would happen so soon. But apparently Trent and my cousin April had been working overtime to plan a surprise engagement party.

For Trent, we might as well have been the only two people in the room. He lifted my chin and the love I saw in his eyes made any reservations I might have been feeling evaporate instantly.

“I swear, Brooke, I want to spend a lifetime making you the happiest woman in the world,” he whispered.

I smiled, but didn’t reply. Don’t get me wrong, I was happy. Very. I loved Trent. But as I fingered the two rings on my necklace, I remembered the two loves I’d lost, and fear suffocated my excitement.

As Trent basked in congratulatory greetings, I continued fingering the rings—my mother’s wedding ring, which my dad had presented to me on my sixteenth birthday, and an engagement ring from Jared, the only other man I’d ever loved. I wore both faithfully on a small gold chain around my neck.

Several people came over to congratulate me: my friends, my coworkers from the public-relations agency where I worked as a publicist for celebrity clients, and a few of Trent’s family members.

My father approached us, the pride on his face his stamp of approval. “You know I’m expecting you to take good care of my baby girl,” he said to Trent.

I couldn’t help but marvel at how handsome my father was. His silver hair was a stark contrast to his smooth, dark skin. It was hard to believe he hadn’t remarried after all these years, but it wasn’t for a lack of offers. Like me, he had never completely healed from my mother’s death.

“Awww, Mr. Hayes, you don’t have to worry,” Trent said, taking my hand until we were fully intertwined. “I promise you, she’s in good hands.”

“I know that, son.” My dad patted Trent on his back. “And you come from good stock, so I know you understand that marriage is supposed to be forever.”

I forced a smile at my father. He was always talking about how life had robbed him of his forever. My mother had died when I was seven, so my father harbored some bitterness that kept him from finding love again. I guess losing her had tainted me, too. Because growing up, while I dreamed of my wedding, I hadn’t been too psyched about marriage. Then my heart betrayed me and let Jared in.

We’d met at freshman orientation at North Carolina A&T University. Though we’d dated all four years of college, I wasn’t one of those girls who were planning their happily-ever-afters. Then, on my twenty-second birthday, I’d let Jared convince me in forever. I agreed to marry him. And three weeks before our wedding, Jared was killed by a carjacker.

The therapist that I’d started seeing after Jared’s death eventually helped me to heal my heart, but it hadn’t destroyed the belief that the people you love most always leave.

Trent’s mother tapped her fork against her champagne glass, snapping my attention to the front of the room, where she was standing.

“May I have your attention please?” The chatter that filled the air slowly trickled down as we turned our attention to the poised, bubbly, petite woman at the front of the room. “For those of you who don’t know me, I’m Loretha Grant, Trent’s mother. I have known Brooke for four years, since my son came over, marveling about the woman he met at Outback Steakhouse.” She turned to smile my way. “I don’t think you know this, but my son was actually on a date with some scallywag.”

“Mama!” Trent admonished.

Mrs. Grant waved him off. “I didn’t like that girl, but Trent was always hardheaded.”

“Is there a point to this story, Mama?” Trent’s brother, Clark, called out as the room erupted in laughter.

“Hush, boy, and let me finish,” she said. She turned her attention back to me. “Anyway, he told me that night that he tore up the scallywag’s number because he’d met his wife. Of course, I didn’t believe him, but I know my son, when he wants something, he goes after it. And he wanted you, Brooke Hayes.”

Trent pulled me closer to him. “And I got her,” he mumbled.

“And I’m so glad you did.” Mrs. Grant raised her glass in a toast. “Brooke, I can’t wait for you to become my daughter-in-law,” she said. “I know you lost your mother when you were just a little girl, but I hope that you will see me as a second mother. To the happy couple.”

I struggled to keep my smile as everyone raised their glasses in celebration. I liked Mrs. Grant, I really did. But she would never understand the depth of the love I had for my mother. And no one, not even her, would ever be able to replace that.

Trent pulled me to him and called out to his mother. “Don’t worry about that, Ma. I got her. And I have enough love that she won’t miss a thing.”

That made his mother smile even wider, and though I felt a piercing knot in my stomach, I smiled, too, and snuggled closer to my soon-to-be husband, hoping that he was right.



CHAPTER 2



The sounds of the Dells filled the dining room. Lyrics about a house being a heart for love made the atmosphere festive. Pictures of the Grant children in every stage of life covered the walls. The Grant boys at a football game. The girls in dance clothes. The whole family at Easter. The wall was a museum of Grant family love. That, coupled with the incessant chatter of laughter, bickering, and joking made me feel like I was in the middle of a holiday celebration. But this was just a regular Sunday dinner at the Grants’.

It was a life I knew nothing about.

Our family dinners had consisted of me, my dad, grandma, and, on occasion, April and Uncle Clyde, who wasn’t really my uncle but my father’s best friend for forty years. Since my mother’s death, there hadn’t been much cause for celebration in our lives. In fact, the chair my mother had sat in every night at dinner remained empty throughout the years, some sort of shrine, reminding us all that she was gone. My grandmother had tried many times to move the chair, or even sit in it, but my father had been adamant that it was to remain empty.

For years that had made most of our dinners somber. That’s why when I was old enough to work, I made it a point to have my schedule go through dinnertime.

Yeah, the joy that filled the Grant family had bypassed the Hayes residence.

“Carl, you know your daddy likes the breast.” Mrs. Grant popped the back hand of her youngest son just as he stuck his fork into the giant piece of fried chicken at the center of the table. At eighteen, Carl was the baby of the family, and every time I’d been around him, he milked it for all that it was worth. Today, however, it obviously wasn’t paying off.

“Mom, why Daddy always gotta have the breast?” he whined.

We all sat at the long dining room table. In addition to fried chicken, there was baked fish for Kendra, fried fish for Clark, macaroni and cheese for Carl, dirty rice for Trent, collard greens for Mr. Grant, corn bread and corn-on-the-cob for Kimala, and a host of other artery-clogging foods for everyone else. And Mrs. Grant had cooked every single dish. The feast in front of us had the Grant dinner table looking like it was Thanksgiving and Christmas. Glancing at the plethora of food, it suddenly dawned on me: I couldn’t remember a time that my mother had cooked. I’m sure at some point she had to have, but I definitely didn’t recall anything like this. That thought made me sad. The older I got, the harder time I had remembering anything about my mother. Twenty-five years had a way of erasing memories.

“When your name goes on the mortgage around here, you can have all the breasts you want,” Trent’s father said as he took his fork, stabbed the large piece of chicken, then picked it up and put it on his plate.

I brushed aside the melancholy feeling that often did its best to overpower me. I loved coming to Trent’s house. The first Sunday of every month his mother was adamant about us all getting together, and even though we’d all had a long night last night at my engagement party, Mrs. Grant reminded Trent and me that we needed to be at her house by 2 p.m. I didn’t mind because time with Trent gave me a glimpse into what it was like to have a big family, which I definitely wanted one day.

My father had an older sister, my cousin April’s mother, who had died many years ago, and he had a distant cousin who visited from time to time. But other than that, our extended family was very small. So I relished being around Trent, his five siblings, and his mother and father. They were the movie Soul Food personified.

“Sorry I missed the engagement last night,” Mr. Grant said. “But when you’re the boss—”

“You gotta pick up the slack when others slack off.” All five of his children spoke in unison. I joined in their laughter because I’d only been around the family three years and I knew Mr. Grant’s infamous quote by heart, too. He ran a construction company and even though he was the boss, he worked from sunup to sundown.

A loud crash made all of our attention turn to the children’s table, which was positioned in the corner of the large dining room.

Trent’s nephew had knocked over a pitcher of Kool-Aid trying to hit his older brother.

“Demarcus, what have I told your bad behind?” Trent’s sister, Kimala, snapped.

“You tell them everything under the sun. You just do nothing about it,” Trent’s other sister, Kendra, interjected.

The two of them were twins but they disputed any theories that twins had a natural bond. I don’t think there had been a time that I’d been around the two of them that they didn’t fight like Tyson and Holyfield.

Kimala’s head whipped around and she raised a finger in her sister’s direction.

“Oh, I’m sorry. Maybe I should raise some Stepford children like you got over there.” She pointed to Kendra’s two eight-year-old girls, who were sitting at the children’s table like they were in a Miss Manners class. Their napkins were folded across their laps, their posture was perfect, and they looked disgusted at the behavior of their cousins.

Kendra didn’t flinch. “It’s called manners. Try it. Your kids might like it.”

Kimala rolled her eyes. “We don’t believe in stifling our children. We allow them to be creative.”

Kendra returned the eye roll and punctuated it with a disgusted sigh. “That’s code for run around batshit crazy.”

“Look, today is supposed to be special,” Mrs. Grant snapped at her children. “Y’all ruining the whole mood. Demarcus, sit your little behind down and finish your dinner before I get my switch.”

Their argument took me back to one of the memories that was still vivid because it was one of the few times my mother had disciplined me.

······

“You’re going to eat this food that I’ve been in here slaving over all day,” my mother scolded.

I sat with my arms folded across my chest, defiant. “I. Don’t. Want. Mashed. Potatoes.”

We were sitting at the dinner table. Just the three of us, which was rare.

“I don’t care what you want,” my mother replied.

“She doesn’t eat mashed potatoes, Sarah.” My father sighed.

“She’s six. She eats what we tell her to eat.”

My father took my plate and scooped my mashed potatoes onto his plate. “There, Princess. Now eat your pork chops.”

My mother slammed her hand on the table. “Why must you undermine everything I do? That’s what’s wrong with her. You spoil her and give her whatever she wants,” my mother snapped. “And she knows you will take her side so she manipulates you.”

“She’s six,” my father repeated. “She doesn’t even know what manipulate means.”

A mist covered my mother’s eyes as she glared at my father. “We finally get a moment to ourselves with your mother gone and I try to do something nice for this family and nothing is ever good enough.”

“Now you’re being dramatic,” my father casually replied, sliding a forkful of spinach into his mouth. “If you’d cook more often, you’d know that your daughter doesn’t like mashed potatoes. Or spinach.” He winked at me and I smiled. My daddy knew me so much better than Mommy.

“Stop spoiling her!”

Now I was wishing that I’d just eaten the mashed potatoes. I hated to give them any more reason to fight.

My father calmly set his fork down and pinched my cheek. “First of all, she’s my princess and if I want to spoil her, I will.” He directed his attention in my mother’s direction. “Secondly, you’re misdirecting your anger. You’re mad at me and taking it out on her.”

I didn’t know what misdirecting meant, but it made my mother look at him like she wanted to take that fork he’d just set down and poke him in the eye with it.

Her voice was firm as she said, “I made dinner. I turned down the gig and I’m playing the dutiful housewife.”

My father went back to eating. “I think it’s pretty sad that you feel like that’s a role you have to play . . .”

······

“Brooke!”

I snapped out of my thoughts as Trent gripped my arm and shook it.

“Oww,” I said, jerking my arm away. “That hurt.”

“Sorry,” he replied. “Mama was talking to you and it’s like you zoned out.”

I shook away my memories and turned to her. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Grant. I didn’t hear you.”

Her anger with her grandson was now replaced with one of her infectious smiles.

“I was just saying, how does it feel to be engaged?”

“It feels wonderful.” I shivered. Why had that memory affected me so?

“Let me see that ring,” Kimala said, reaching for my hand. I extended my arm and she almost snatched my hand off trying to get a good look at my ring. She studied it for a few seconds, then said, “That doesn’t make any sense. That had to cost a grip. I thought you didn’t make that much money,” she said to her brother.

Trent narrowed his eyes at her. I knew that Kimala was the bold one of the family, but that question even caught me off guard.

“First of all, you don’t need to worry about how much I make,” Trent said.

Kimala shook her head like she wasn’t convinced. “I know your little tech job ain’t paying money like that.”

“Ignore her, little bro,” his brother Clark said, reaching for another scoop of macaroni and cheese. “Congratulations, you two. When is the wedding?”

Trent reached up and took my hand from his sister. “I don’t know but we’re going to set a date soon. I want to do it quickly.”

Mrs. Grant’s eyes widened in surprise as her hand went to her mouth to cover her squeal. “Oh, my God. Oh, my God. Are you pregnant? She’s pregnant,” she exclaimed, without giving me time to answer.

More chatter broke out across the room, with Demarcus singing, “Uncle Trent is gonna be a daddy, him and Brookie did the nastyyyy.”

I ignored Demarcus, and the fact that no one chastised the seven-year-old, and said, “Hello! Can everyone slow down for a second. I am not pregnant.”

No one seemed to be listening to me, though. Trent thought it was funny as his family went ballistic with excitement. Mrs. Grant’s eyes teared up as if this would have been her first grandchild and not her eighth.

“Oh, my goodness. Oh, my goodness,” she exclaimed, clapping her hands together. “I would have rather you two got married first. But a baby is a blessing no matter what. That explains why you’re looking a little plump. I told Charlie you were pregnant, didn’t I, baby?”

I decided to ignore her dig—because I’d been around her long enough to know that she didn’t really mean anything by it.

“You called it, babe,” her husband replied.

“I. Am. Not. Pregnant,” I said as loud as possible.

“Oh.” His mother lost her smile and the chatter died down. “It’s just Trent said you were going to get married quickly,” she said, confused.

Trent took a sip of his sweet tea, then said, “Mama, it’s just quickly because I love her and I want us to go ahead and get married.” He hesitated, and looked at me. “Before I reenlist.”

“You’re going back?” Clark exclaimed. An Afrocentric militant, Clark was opposed to all things military and made no secret of his disdain for his brother’s commitment to this country.

All of us looked at Trent in shock. But no one was more shocked than me. Trent hadn’t said a word to me about reenlisting. When he’d gotten out of the Navy, he’d taken a civilian job doing technology work for a local computer company. It was a great job, with great benefits, so I had no clue why he would want to leave it and reenlist. Not to mention that I had no desire to go live on a military base.

“Man, Uncle Sam got you whipped,” Clark said. “The black man needs to be fighting for rights right here in our own country, not fighting some foreigners who haven’t done anything to us.”

“Oh, Lord. Please don’t get Little Malcolm X started,” Kimala said.

Trent must’ve known I was getting upset because he squeezed my hand and said, “It’s just something I’m considering. But for now, I want to focus on marrying my love.”

“Well, y’all don’t need to be doing a big ol’ wedding,” Mr. Grant said. “Kendra did that, spent a luxury RV on a wedding, and was divorced a year later.”

“Thanks, Dad, for reminding me,” Kendra quipped.

He shrugged, unfazed. “I’m just saying. Don’t make a bit of sense to spend all that money so a bunch of other folks can see you tie the knot.”

“We’d have something small, if we don’t elope.” I managed a smile even though it was taking everything to keep my attitude in check. At this point, we needed to discuss if there would even be a wedding.

Trent leaned in, gently kissed behind my earlobe, and whispered, “Don’t be mad. I’m not going to do anything without talking to you.”

Trent knew this was not something I was even willing to discuss. The reason why it had taken me months to even go out with him was that I had no desire to be that woman who opened the door to uniformed officers telling her her man had died while serving his country.

I knew that death was inevitable, but I didn’t believe in opening the door to usher death in. As a sergeant, at the first sign of battle, Trent would be gone. And I’d drive myself crazy with worry, waiting on that call that my future had been snatched away. Again.

No, thanks.

“Well, let’s change the subject,” his mother announced. “I don’t want to ruin dinner with heavy stuff.”

I wanted to pull Trent aside so we could discuss this in detail, but he said, “Me either, Mama. Brooke has made me the happiest man ever and that’s all I want to think about.”

He kissed me again and just like that, I relaxed and smiled.

For now.

Because this conversation definitely wasn’t over.



CHAPTER 3



It was ironic that the place I’d met my future husband was the place I was now sitting, contemplating how I’d ever see this marriage through. It had been a week since Trent proposed. Between that and the I’m-thinking-about-reenlisting-but-I-hadn’t-decided-yet, I hadn’t exactly been a blushing bride-to-be. In fact, we’d had a big blowup this morning about the reenlisting. I saw paperwork that he’d been filling out for housing at the base in Norfolk and I’d gone ballistic. That’s why April had all but dragged me out to dinner, so I could “get away from the drama.”

“Hey, Mark,” I said, leaning in to look at the Outback name tag of our waiter. “Can you bring me another margarita, with salt?” Since my mother had been killed by a drunk driver, I had detested alcohol for years. In fact, I didn’t start drinking until my midtwenties, and even now, seldom indulged. I guess that’s why April was sitting across from me with a perched eyebrow.

“You want to slow down?” April asked. “We haven’t even had dinner and you’re on your second drink.”

“Nope,” I replied, giving Mark a would-you-hurry-up look.

“For someone that just had an amazing proposal, you sure don’t act like it.” She ran her hand across her belly as she sipped on lemon water. “Oooh. These babies are having a Gymboree session.”

I smiled at the sight of her. Her little boy had swollen her petite frame to twice her normal size. But nobody who knew her sweated it. April was a health nut, so there was no doubt that any weight she gained from the baby would be gone in less than a month.

I couldn’t wait to be a mother, to carry a child in my womb. Nurture and love them. There was something special about motherhood and for April, she was wearing it well.

“I can’t believe you still have three months left,” I said, grateful to get the attention off me.

“Girl, the doctor is talking about putting me on bed rest for the rest of my term. I am not about to go lay up in the bed all day so Sam can drive me crazy.”

April’s husband, Sam, worked from home. On the outside, they had the perfect marriage, but like any seemingly perfect marriage, behind closed doors they had their issues. Sam wanted April to be a stay-at-home mom, and April wanted to have it all. Her career as a pharmaceutical sales rep and motherhood.

“Anyway, don’t try to change the subject,” April continued. “We were talking about you—and your lack of excitement at getting married.”

I downed the rest of my mango margarita, then set the glass back on the table. “I am excited. Trent is everything I’ve ever dreamed of.”

And he was. When we first met, I had no desire to strike up a relationship with a military man. And I’d known that because he was wearing his uniform in Outback, which I thought was real cheesy. I’d accused him of trying to finagle a free meal. Even though I’d given him my number, and we talked almost daily, he was still in the Navy and I was, therefore, uninterested. But then he’d gotten out, come home, and won my heart.

April narrowed her eyes, studied me, then said, “So why then do you not look like a happy bride? I remember the day Sam asked me to marry him. You would’ve thought I won the Powerball, the Mega Millions, and the Big Apple scratch-off. But you’re acting like you’ve been sentenced to an arranged marriage. What’s up with that?”

I had been asking myself that same question. If I loved Trent, why was I hesitant to get married? I was thirty-two. What woman didn’t want to be married by thirty-two? Was it my aversion to forever? And if so, why had I paid that therapist all that money if I was still scared of love?

······

“Come on, Brooke. You’ve got to let him go.”

“No, no, no,” I sobbed, rocking back and forth like a woman on the verge of losing it. I hadn’t moved from my seat since they’d lowered my fiancé into the ground. The cemetery groundskeeper was standing off to the side. He and his workers had empathetic expressions. I’m sure they’d seen their share of people who couldn’t let go. And my name would just be added to the list.

I was supposed to be having my bachelorette party today. Instead I was putting my fiancé in the ground.

“Baby, the car is waiting,” my father said.

“Why? Why do I lose everybody I love?” I cried.

My father took my hand. “You still have me.”

“And me,” April added, taking my other hand. The two of them hadn’t left my side since I had gotten the news of Jared’s death. I had taken it especially hard because I felt like it was my fault. I’d begged Jared to come over. I was feeling emotional about my mother not being at my wedding. He had so much to do but he’d come because I called. And on his way to my place, some thugs decided they wanted his Mustang. His pride and joy. And if I knew Jared, he resisted.

One fatal bullet altered the course of my life.

“You have to let him go,” April said, gently squeezing my arm.

I knew they were right. All of the guests were gone. Even Jared’s mother had left. I took a deep breath and stood just as a light sprinkle started.

God was joining me in my mourning.

I summoned up my strength and inched closer to the hole where Jared’s body would spend eternal life. I tossed my one red rose into the hole and watched as it landed on top of Jared’s casket.

“I will never love again,” I mumbled.

······

“I am happy about marrying Trent,” I said, struggling to bury the memory of Jared. “It’s just . . .” My words trailed off as my hand instinctively went to my necklace.

April reached over and patted my other hand. “You’re missing Jared and Aunt Sarah?”

I nodded. “You would think after all these years, it would be easy. But it’s like I have a hole inside of me. I worked hard to heal that hole.”

“Death is a part of life,” she reminded me.

I sighed, knowing she was right. But if I didn’t have that soul-loving love, I’d be better equipped to handle death.

“It’s not just the forever thing with Jared,” I continued. “I mean, do I really want to love someone like my dad did—to the point that you can’t function once they’re gone? And then, a wedding day is something you’re supposed to share with your mother. It breaks my heart all over again that I won’t get to do that.” I swallowed the lump in my throat and fought back the tears welling up inside me.

April’s mother, my daddy’s sister, had also died when she was just a little girl, but her stepmother had done an awesome job and had become my de facto mother. Unfortunately, she and April’s father had retired to Florida, so we didn’t get to see them both much.

“Well, you know Aunt Sarah is up there looking down on you, proud as Michelle Obama’s mama on Barack’s Inauguration Day. She’ll be there with you on your wedding day.” April leaned in and tapped my heart. “She’ll be right there.”

That made me smile. Even though she was younger than me by two years, April had been the voice of reason all my life. And just that quickly, she had me feeling better.

“Now, come on, let’s find a dress,” April said, her mood shifting into planning mode as she grabbed a stack of magazines out of her tote bag. She set them on the table, brushed her spiral honey-blond curls out of her face, and flipped open the pages of the first magazine.

“I don’t need all of that,” I said, pointing to the stack of bridal magazines. “I told you I’m thinking about eloping.”

“Girl, please.” She studied me, I guess trying to see if I was serious. When she realized that I was, she said, “I cannot believe you are seriously going to elope. Who elopes these days?”

“People that don’t want the pomp and circumstance of a wedding,” I replied.

“Everybody wants a big wedding,” April said.

“No. Your wedding was big enough for everyone in our family.”

“It was kinda big, huh?” She laughed.

I was April’s maid of honor. And she’d had ten bridesmaids. Her wedding had been the thing fairy tales were made of. I didn’t need all of that.

“It’s just me and my little small circle of friends,” I replied. “Plus, it would look bad with Trent’s side of the church packed and my side only having you, Dad, Grandma, and a couple of other people.”

“I told you, you need to get some friends.”

“I have friends. I just like to keep my circle small. Women can’t be trusted.”

“It’s that negative mentality that keeps women from thriving and supporting each other,” April chastised.

“Okay, okay, not all women,” I admitted. “Just some.”

Mark interrupted us when he came to set my drink on the table. “Ready to order?” he asked.

We placed our orders for the steak salad, then tossed around more honeymoon ideas. Even though my mind hadn’t been right at first, by the time our salads came, I was completely on board.

In one of the magazines, I had just found the perfect dress—an ankle-length number that was just right for an informal ceremony, when my cell phone rang. I picked it up, frowned, and put it back down.

“Who was that?” April asked.

“I don’t know. Unknown number. Ain’t nobody got time for that,” I joked.

She laughed, then minutes later, her phone rang. She glanced at the phone, then pointed it toward me. The caller ID read the same, “Unknown.”

“I can answer unknown numbers because I don’t owe anyone.” She winked as she pressed TALK. “Hello . . . What? Grandma, calm down.” April sat straight up in her seat. “Yeah, she’s here with me . . . what’s going on?”

My heart dropped as I watched terror spread across my cousin’s face.

“Okay . . . yeah . . . Duke Memorial? Got it, we’re on our way.”

“Oh, my God. Is Grandma all right?” My heart felt like it was preparing for an Olympic track meet. My grandmother had been living with us since I was four. She’d moved in after my grandfather died and had been there ever since.

April grabbed her purse, pulled out three twenties, and tossed them next to our plates. “We have to go.” She pushed away from the table.

“What’s going on, April?” I demanded, standing along with her. “What’s wrong with Grandma?”

April took a deep breath and calmed herself, but her eyes were filling with terrified tears. “Grandma is fine.” She reached across the table and took my hand. “It’s your dad. They rushed him to the hospital.”

I didn’t wait for her to finish. I grabbed my purse and raced out of the restaurant.



CHAPTER 4



I channeled my high school track days as I raced through the doors of Duke Memorial.

The nurse at the front desk greeted me with a smile as if I had just stopped in my favorite restaurant to place an order for food. “Good evening, may I help you?” she said.

“Yes, I’m looking for my father, Jacob Hayes, they just brought him in.”

My panicked expression wiped her smile away as she turned and began pecking on her keyboard. She leaned in and peered at the screen. “Graham, Green, Hamilton, Hayes. There he is. Yes, he’s in room 212. Right down—”
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