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Pascha St. Claire has nothing to live for.

After five years, her once-loving husband, Raymond, decides to end
their marriage. He’s unable to deal with her mental health, significant
weight gain, or the idea that she cannot seem to birth him a child.
She returns home one night to find her belongings on the curb and
the locks to her home changed. Her pleading falls on deaf ears as
Raymond has made the decision to end their marriage. With no other
option, Pascha is forced to leave and never look back.

When Callum Ellis accepted the reservation for his car service, the
last thing he expected was to pick up a beautiful, weeping stranger.
His heart goes out to her as he drops her off at a hotel. After
discovering her credit cards have been canceled, Callum swoops in
to pay for her stay. Though she wants to protest, Pascha realizes she
is in no position to decline the stranger’s generous offer.

Months roll by and Callum is still unable to get Pascha out of his
head. A chance encounter finally lands him in her presence, and
Callum is determined to make the most of it. Though she initially
declines his interest, Pascha soon finds herself intrigued by the once-
kind stranger. Fear has her recoiling at his advances, but men like
Callum come to restore. Will Pascha continue to avoid the inevitable,
or does she find the courage to love again?
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Pasha
| sighed heavily as| pulled into my driveway.

Today had been draining. After my therapy session, | picked up my prescription and
headed to the waterfront to self-reflect. My anxiety had been peaking for weeks now.
The feeling of impending doom washed over me, and it had yet to leave. | thought
some time by the water would mellow me out because it was my favorite place.
Sadly, it hadn’t. All 1 wanted to do was climb into my bed, pull the covers over my
head, and sleep.

Unfortunately, that wasn't going to be the case. | still needed to cook dinner even
though | was not motivated. Part of me just wanted to order takeout and call it a day.
However, that would only start an argument with my husband, and | had no energy to
argue today. Raymond’'s annoyance at me seemed to spike whenever | came home
from a therapy session. | felt like he was looking to pick a fight when | was the most
vulnerable. It was a horrible thing to feel like my husband couldn’t stand me at times,

Things weren’'t always like this. Once upon atime, he was the most loving and caring
man. He dated me with purpose and intention. | moved out of my parents' house and
into histo fall straight into my role as a housewife. Raymond was ten years older than
me. | met him when | was twenty and he was thirty. My parents hadn’t been a fan of
our age difference. In their mind, a thirty-year-old had nothing in common with a
twenty-year-old.

| didn’t care.



He wasn't anything like the guys my age. He moved differently. He showed me
different, and that made me want him more. He knew he wanted... to flourish in his
career as a cardiothoracic surgeon and have a beautiful family. | was fine with that. |
could handle being a wife and mother. I'd watched my mother do it my entire life.
My father took care of the bills, and she took care of the home. That was easy
enough... until it wasn’'t. Now, | was barely hanging on by a thread.

Reluctantly, | grabbed my things and stepped out of the car. As | made my way up
the driveway, | noticed a pile of suitcases on the front lawn. A frown of confusion
settled on my face when | realized that they belonged to me.

“Wheat the hell?...”

Briskly, | walked up to the pile. Upon further inspection, | discovered that trash bags
filled with my shoes, lotions, hygiene, and beauty products were packed up too.
Frantically, | tried to open the front door. It was locked. | stuck my key in... only to
find that it wasn’'t working.

“Raymond!” | yelled, banging on the door. “Raymond, it's me!”

His car was here, so | knew he was inside. After a few minutes of knocking like a
madwoman, the front door finally opened, and my husband stepped out.

He snapped at me. “ Stop banging on this door and yelling like you’ ve lost your damn
mind!” He stepped outside and closed the door behind him.

| pointed at my things. “What the hell isthis?’

“Look... Ain't no easy way to say this, so I’'m just gonna put it out there. | want a
divorce.”



“Raymond!”

“Don’'t ‘Raymond’ me. You had to have seen this coming, Pasha. We haven’'t been
happy in along time, and it’s largely in part to you. All you do is mope around here.
I’'m sick of the depressed act. You barely cook anymore. You don't clean. You
haven’t fucked me in months, and even before that, it was like watching paint dry. All
you’'ve donein thelast year is eat and get fat. I’m not even attracted to you anymore.”

“l... 1 don't...” | struggled to respond. How could | respond?

“You what? What do you have to say for yourself? Go on, I'm listening.” He crossed
his arms as he glared down at me.

“1’ve been in therapy... | just need some time—"

“Therapy isn’t doing shit. You' ve been in therapy for aimost two years now, and | see
no improvement. You can pay for that out of your own pocket now. That means
you'll need to get ajob. Say it with me, J.O.B.”

“How can you do this to me, Raymond?’ | was crying profusely at this point. “I’'m
your wifel”

“You haven't acted in awife's capacity in so long. When was the last time you felt
happy, Pasha? | can't tell you 'cause | don’'t know myself. | feel like we've been
going through the motions, and I'm tired of that. | take care of you, and for the
longest, you' ve been failing miserably to do anything | ask you to when you agreed to
marry me.”

“You know what’ s going on with me, Raymond.”

“What | know is you use your mental health as a crutch. Y ou got a diagnosis and ran



with it. Enough is enough. Thisisn't the life | envisioned as a married man. I'm tired
of fedling like | settled. Look at you. Your hair looks a mess, and you're out here
looking like a homeless woman instead of the wife of a doctor. | can’t take you in
public. | can't have people over. It's embarrassing. You can’'t even bear me a
chilg—"

| jabbed my finger in his face. “That’s so hurtful and unfair. You know my issues
with fertility. I’ ve tried and tried.”

“Then something is wrong with you.” He scoffed. “I know it ain’t me. The more
weight you gain, the less likely you are to carry. You haven't even tried to lose it,
Pasha.”

“1’ve been depressed, Raymond! Do you know what a struggle it is to get out of bed
in the morning? I’ve had to deal with the death of my parents. I’ ve suffered three
miscarriages back-to-back. | dealt with postpartum depression that came back
stronger after each one. And then... just when | thought my body was finally working
with me, | gave birth to a stillborn son—"

“And | get that, | really do. But you just checked out. Y ou checked out of life and out
of this marriage. | can’t do this anymore, Pasha. Y ou have to go. Get you some real
help and move on.”

My mouth hung open in disbelief. | couldn’t believe this was happening to me. Eight
years |'d been with this man. Five of those I'd been a devoted wife. | catered to him
and his needs. | put him before myself, and he showed his true colors when | needed
him to stand beside me. Last year was the roughest. After giving birth to a stillborn
son, my world was shattered.

| developed postpartum, my anxiety was at an al-time high, and | gained a total of
forty pounds. | wasn’t overweight, but | wasn't the size | used to be. Clearly, | wasn't



his preferred size, either. Things changed between us. Raymond wasn't the loving
and affectionate man he once was. He turned cold and almost hateful toward me. |
kept telling myself once | got it together that things would be better.... If | lost the
weight, things would go back to the way they used to be.

| was wrong. Things would never be the same, and now they’d never have that
chance. | struggled to verbalize my thoughts. My lips were moving, but not a sound
came out. Raymond sighed. Just as he went to speak the front door opened.

“How much longer are you going to be dealing with... this?’

My eyes settled on a petite woman. Her hair was long and straight, and not a strand
was out of place. Her clothes were perfectly pressed and well put together. She was
beautiful, and everything about her was the complete opposite of my current self. My
eyes left her face and dropped to the prominent bulge in her stomach. They bounced
from her to Raymond and back to her again.

“Who isthis?’ | asked just above awhisper.

She stepped out with one hand rubbing her stomach, and wrapped the other around
his arm as she spoke to me.

“Adora... Raymond's fiancée and the mother of his child.” She flashed a glistening
diamond ring at me. “I’'m also the new woman of this house, so I’d like you to get
your shit off my lawn.”

“Raymond...” | whispered. “How could you? Eight years—"

“Please don't start that crying shit,” Adora said, holding up a hand. “I’m not trying to
hear that. It was bad enough | had to listen to it inside.”



“Shut up!” | screamed, jumping at her.

Raymond stepped between us and pushed me back. “I'm not about to have you
fighting her. Y ou' re embarrassing yourself, Pasha.”

“I’'m embarrassing myself?’ | looked around. “Am | being punked? Is this a prank?
Are... Arethere hidden cameras?’

Raymond shrugged. “Look, call yourself a ride, Uber, walk... Frankly, | don't care.
Y ou're trespassing on private property. You have thirty minutes to get your shit off
my lawn, or | will have you forcibly removed. Give me your keys.”

Again, | stared at him in disbelief. This was as much my home asit was his. Maybe |
didn’t work, but | kept this house spotless for years. | kept a hot meal on the table. |
made sure our finances were straight. He was the one that made me a housewife. He
told me he wanted to care for me as long as | could handle that responsibility. | did
that for as long as | could. | was suffering mentaly, and he didn’'t care... He just
didn’t care.

“The keys, Pasha! Y ou know what...” He snatched them from my hand. “The clock is
ticking.”

He and his mistress walked back inside without another word, slamming the door
behind them. | couldn’t move. My body was riddled with shock and emotion. When |
felt my chest begin to tighten, | knew | was having a panic attack. The tightening
feeling was soon accompanied by the struggle to breathe. | began to pace, trying to
calm myself.

Everything | learned in therapy felt useless at that moment. Part of me wanted this
episode to just take me out. | didn’t want to feel anything. | just wanted to be numb.



Numb to the pain.

Numb to the bullshit.

Numb to life in general. If | couldn’'t feel it, maybe it wasn't real. If it wasn't redl, it
couldn’t hurt me. I'd experienced enough hurt... | just wanted to feel nothing...
absolutely nothing.
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Calum

| stared at my computer screen, counting down the minutes until | could go home.
Since being down a driver for the last week, 1’d been filling in to make things run as
smoothly as possible. | was set to end my day in about thirty minutes, and it couldn’t
be over fast enough. | owned and operated Elite Rides, a car shuttling service. It was
something like Uber. | even had a hand in developing an app to run the service
through.

In addition to that, | also own a limo/private car service. After seeing how well the
car shuttling did, | decided that expanding my services in my local area would be a
good idea. | catered to everything from proms to weddings to gala events. A few
high-profile clients used me to take them from place to place around the state as well.
We are currently booked through the year for various events.

We' d been up and running for about six years now, available in fifteen major citiesin
the southern states. At thirty-five, | was blessed to be able to make money in my
deep. | honestly could have easily replaced my sick driver temporarily. However,
sincel lived in the city, it was easier just to cover the shifts myself.

Today, however, was draining. For whatever reason, there was an influx of bookings.
| wasn't upset about that. More bookings meant more business, and more business
meant more money. | was simply tired. My bed was calling me, and | would answer
that call assoon as| left.

The sound of my notifications dinging aerted me to a request.



“| was so close,” | muttered.

With a heavy sigh, | looked up the information for this last ride. After claiming it, |
grabbed the keys to the last SUV on the lot and headed out. Settled in the driver's
seat, | loaded my smooth RB playlist, rolled down the windows, and started toward
my destination. The sun had gone down, and there was a cool breeze blowing. | was
thankful for light traffic because this fifteen-minute ride could easily turn into forty-
five.

When | pulled into the neighborhood, | turned the music down so | could focus. A
minute later, | pulled up to anice, two-story house. | frowned as | noticed the woman
sitting beside a pile of suitcases and trash bags on the sidewak. When she saw | had
come to a stop, she stood slowly. | threw the car in park, climbed out, popped the
trunk, and rounded the front to her. At first glance, she looked timid. Her face was
beautiful, but aside from that, | could see the puffy red eyes and tear-stained cheeks.

“Ms. Sinclaire? My nameis Calum. I’ [l be your driver this evening.”

“Hi...” she said just above a whisper. Her voice was raspy like she'd been crying for
hours.

| pointed to the pile. “Isal of thisyours?’

13 YeS_”

Asking that seemed to trigger her. She buried her face in her hands, sobbing
uncontrollably. | wasn't sure what to do. Did | say something? Should | console her?
| stepped forward and rested my hands on her shoulders to guide her to the car. No
sooner than | opened the back door of the car did the front door of the house behind
us open.



“You still here, Pasha?’ a man asked angrily, stalking toward us.

| frowned. “ She's leaving.”

“Not fast enough.”

He started grabbing her suitcases and throwing them into my open trunk.

“I’'m leaving, Raymond!” she pleaded helplessly. “Just let me go in peace. You've
embarrassed me enough.”

“1 told you thirty minutes.”

He came back for another suitcase, but | snatched it from him.

“1 can put her thingsin my car. Why don’t you go back inside? That’'sasniceas|'m
going to ask you.”

He scoffed. “As nice as you're going to ask me? You're on my property giving
demands?’

“It wasn't ademand. It was a very wise suggestion.”

He poked my chest. “And what are you gonna do if | don’t comply with your little
‘suggestion’ ?’

| looked back at Ms. Sinclaire. “Get in the car, baby.”

She didn’t hesitate to climb into the backseat. | closed the door and turned to see this
man standing right up to me.



“Sir... | suggest you back up. Allow me to get Ms. Sinclaire’s things, and we'll be on
our way. If you want her gone, why hinder the process? Make it make sense.”

He finally took a step back, glaring at me as he did. His gaze focused on the back
window as | put the rest of her things in the trunk. Ms. Sinclaire was crying profusely
at this point. This man had to be her husband or at least her boyfriend. Either way, he
was a complete asshole, and | couldn’'t get her away from him quick enough. As |
moved to close the trunk, | saw her reaching for the door handle.

“Ms. Sinclaire, he’ s not worth it,” | tried to reason.

“You better not get outta that car, Pasha,” he warned her.

She ignored both of our voices. She got out and walked around him and back toward
the house.

“Pashal” heyelled.

Again, she ignored him. Before | knew it, she'd picked up two bricks lining the
walkway. She hurled one through the front window of the house and the other
through the front window of the costly luxury car sitting in the driveway.

“Oh shit!” | grimaced as she picked up another brick and hurled it through the back
window of that same car. At this point, the man | now knew as Raymond was yelling
obscenities. He grabbed her, but she jerked away and slapped him.

“Fuck you, Raymond! | gave you eight years of my life! | was nothing but a good
wife to you, and you did thisto me. Rot in hell, you selfish son of a bitch!”

When avisibly pregnant woman came storming outside, putting two and two together
didn’t take long. Things were about to take another |eft.



“You need to leave!” she screamed.

“Oh, I’'m leaving!” Mrs. Sinclaire screamed in return. “1 wish | could say | feel sorry
for you. You think you have one up on me now... You'll be just like me as soon as
you can't cater to him the way he wants. Enjoy him while you can.”

“I’ll never be you. Not only do | know how to get and keep my man, but | can give
him the one thing you can’t.”

She rubbed her belly with a satisfied smirk. | anticipated Mrs. Sinclaire’s reaction,

and before she could charge at the woman, | scooped her up and put her in the
backseat. Discreetly, | put the child locks on to keep her from jumping out of the car

again.

“Do not move,” | said firmly. “Do you understand?’

Her beautiful face held a deep frown. It softened as tears pooled in her eyes. Her
bottom lip trembled, and the next thing | knew, she fell against me, releasing a gut-
retching cry. | wasn't the biggest fan of physical affection with strangers, yet this
woman had an unnerving effect on me in the short time since | arrived.

“Get her away from here,” Raymond demanded.

| ignored him as | continued to comfort his wife.

“You have to calm down so we can get outta here. | know this shit hurts, but he ain’t
worth it. Don’t give him that kind of power over you.”

“You hear me talking to you?’

Raymond grabbed my arm. Now, why did he do that? | didn’t like people touching



me, especially in an aggressive manner. | closed the back passenger door. Then with
catlike reflexes, | spun around and twisted his arm behind his back, forcing him to the
ground. The pregnant woman screamed at me to let him go.

“Let this be a warning... Don’t ever put your hands on me. Now, as | previousy
stated, Mrs. Sinclaire is leaving. | trust that when | release you, you will show some
decorum and take your disrespectful ass inside so she can leave in peace. Are we
gonna have a problem?”’

“Fuck you!” he seethed.

| twisted his arm tighter. One move, and | could snap it. If he knew what was good
for him, he would heed my generous warning.

“l asked if we were going to have a problem,” | repeated.

“No! Just let me go!”

| released him and took a step back. “Have a good evening.”

Without another word, | retreated into the car and cranked up. As | pulled onto the
road, | saw Raymond being consoled by his mistress in my rearview. | shook my
head. | didn’t know him, yet | could pin him as a weak-ass man with control issues.
That woman might have thought she was getting a prize, but | had a feeling she
would eventually learn that everything that glittered wasn't gold.

I’d been driving around aimlessly for a good fifteen minutes now, just waiting for
Mrs. Sinclaire to calm down enough to tell me where to take her. | didn’t want to rush
her, especialy after that fiasco. Every so often, | glanced at her in the rearview
mirror. It gave me a chance to take in her natural beauty. If | had to guess, she was
around five foot seven, a little on the thick side, which was absolutely fine by me. |



loved athick woman. A little belly, cellulite, or stretch marks never hurt anybody.

Her skin was cocoa-complexioned and blemish-free. Her full lips and beautiful brown
eyes stuck out most to me. | always believed that the eyes were the windows to the
soul. When she looked at me back at the house, | saw a soul that was drowning in
pain. It was more than what she was going through at that moment. Pain like hers was
deep-rooted.

Mrs. Sinclaire cried softly in the backseat. As| pulled to a stop sign, | looked back at
her.

“Hey...” She dlowly wiped her eyes and looked up at me. “Fuck him. | don’t know
the details, but from the looks of it, leaving is the best thing you could have done.”

“l didn’t leave... He put me out. He packed my things, and he put me out of my home.
That... woman is his mistress. Excuse me, his fiancée.” She began crying again.
“How could | not have seen this coming? How could | have been so stupid? All the
comments about my depression being too much... the constant jabs at my weight and
appearance... the loneliness I’ ve been feeling in this marriage for the longest. There
were so many signs! I’'m so embarrassed.”

Her cries echoed in the car as | pulled away from the stop sign. The sight of her tears
was doing something to me. She looked and felt helpless, and it was stabbing at my
soul. Any other time, | would have canceled the service and refunded a client if they
had too much drama during a reservation. My heart went out to this woman.
Something about her just resonated with my spirit. | knew | couldn’t leave her tonight
without ensuring she was okay.

Her cries calmed down as | drove aimlessly through the city. Finally, they turned to
light sniffles and whimpers. I’ d been driving around at this point for thirty minutes.



“Isthere anywhere | can take you?’ | asked quietly.

She sniffed. “A hotel is fine. Whatever is close. I'm sure you're tired of me. | know
thisisn't what you signed up for.”

| sighed. “It's not, but I’'m in it now. | just wanna make sure you have somewhere
safe to lay your head tonight.”

She nodded. “ Thank you. I’'m so sorry—"

“Don’'t be sorry. | can tell you were blindsided. | don’t know you or your story, but
no woman deserves that from aman, least of al her husband.”

“Are you married?’

| chuckled. “No, ma am. I’'m in these single streets.”

“Oh.”

She turned her head and looked out the window. We drove in silence until she spoke
to point out a hotel. | pulled into the parking lot and up to the front entrance. While
she went to grab aroom, | grabbed a luggage cart and began unpacking the trunk. As
| played Tetris, attempting to fit everything, she returned with a distressed ook on her
face.

“Put it back,” she whispered.

“What’swrong?’ | asked, confused.

“He canceled my credit cards... | can’'t pay for the room, and | don’'t have enough
cash to cover it.”



Her lips trembled as she turned away from me. | felt anger surge through me at that
moment. It was enough to make me wish | had broken that nigga’ s arm. What kind of
man puts his wife out of their home and then proceeds to cut off her livelihood?
Whoever that pregnant woman was must have had his nose wide open. She had to be
out of her mind to sit and watch that happen and be okay, let alone feel secure.

Mrs. Sinclaire finally gathered herself. She turned to me with red eyes. Again, my
heart broke for her.

“Isthere anybody you can call?’ | asked. “Parents... afriend?”’

She shook her head. “My parents died in a car accident a few years ago. | haven’t
spoken to any friends in so long that | wouldn’t feel right asking them for help. You
can just take me to a shelter—"

“ Absolutely not.”

“Please, I'm begging—"

“Let’sgoinside. I’ve got you.”

“No, no, you can’t.”

“Mrs. Sinclaire, I'm not leaving until 1 know you're safe. You don’t know me, but |
can be annoying as hell. That’ s the last thing you want. Now, let me help you.”

| didn’t wait for her to protest. Instead, | grabbed her hand and pulled her and the cart
behind me as | headed for the front desk.

“Good evening. My friend here needs a room. What do we need to do to make that
happen?’



The receptionist ran me the pricing while Mrs. Sinclaire stood off to the side, looking
embarrassed. There was no need for her to feel embarrassed with me, but |
understood. If | were in her shoes, | would feel ashamed too. After paying for the
room, | led her to the elevator. The ride to the fifth floor was quiet. The walk to the
room was quiet, and it was quiet as | unloaded the cart. She seemed to be searching
for the right words to say whenever my gaze met hers. Once the last bag hit the floor,
she finally approached me.

“Thank you,” she whispered.

“Y ou don't have to thank me.”

“Yes, | do. You didn't have to do this, yet you did. | promise | will pay you back
once | get on my feet.” She whipped out her phone. * Give me your number.”

“Mrs. Sinclaire.”

“Please? Allow meto retain what little dignity | have left.”

| sighed as | took her phone and programmed my number in it before handing it back
to her.

“The room is yours for two weeks,” | said, reaching into my pocket for my wallet.
Flipping it open, | pulled out all the cash | had on me, about $600, and handed it to
her. “In case you need anything.”

“l can’t... You've done enough.”
She wouldn’t take the money from me, so | walked over to the nightstand beside the

bed and set it there. | would call here in two weeks to see if she checked out. If she
hadn’t, | would just cover another two weeks. | didn’t share that with her, though.



She was going through enough. | just wanted to lift a burden from her.

| grabbed her hand and squeezed it. “ Get you some rest, Mrs. Sinclaire.”

“Please, call me Pasha.”

“Pasha... take care.”

“Thank you.” She pulled meinto a strong, warm hug. “God bless you.”

She kissed my cheek before letting me go, and | walked out the door. | didn’t know
what it was about her, but | felt I’d be seeing her again. Maybe sooner than | thought.
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Pasha
The knock on my door broke me from my zoned-out state on the couch.

Since Callum left, I'd been sitting in this same spot, staring at the wall. He was the
only person who knew | was here; surely, he hadn’t returned. Who could be knocking
at the door? Maybe they had the wrong room. | didn’t want to be bothered anyway, so
| just let them knock. It wasn’t until | heard my name that | paid attention.

“Pasha?’

Immediately, | recognized the voice. It was my best friend, Avyn. Well, | wasn't sure
| could call her my best friend anymore. I’ ve been isolating myself from everybody
for awhile now. | didn’t know what was happening with them; all they knew was that
I’d been a ghost. Avyn used to be my girl. | knew I'd spill everything to her if |
answered this door.

“Pasha, are you in there?’

Again, | remained silent.

“l have akey... I’'m comingin.”

The sound of the door unlocking caused me to groan. | heard the sound of heels
clicking across the floor. When | looked up, Avyn was standing there with tears in

her eyes. That's when | noticed the hotel uniform and the tag that read General
Manager. Of all the hotelsto end up at, it would be the one where she worked.



She rushed over and pulled me into a hug.

“Pash... God, I've missed you. You just ghosted everybody. We've been worried
about you, boo. Tia, Blake, and | have al been worried about you. Every time we
called, you wouldn’t answer. We'd see your car every time we came by the house,
but you wouldn’t answer the door. I’ ve even gone to the hospital several timesto talk
to Ray, and every time, it was the same story: you just didn’t want to be bothered by
us. We' ve been friends since we were thirteen, Pasha. How could you just shut us out
like that?’

She finally stopped talking long enough to allow me to speak. Looking at her in the
face, | felt horrible about abandoning our friendship. | just wasn’t in the headspace to
deal with myself, much less anybody else. | didn’t want to lie to her, but | didn’t need
her pity right now.

“I'm sorry,” | said honestly. “I just needed some time to myself, Avyn. My mental
Isn't where it needs to be.”

“1 get that, Pasha. I’ ve seen you go through alot in the last few years. You' ve been
walking around with your spirit broken, and that son of a bitch has been no help—"

| cut her off. “I don’t want to talk about Raymond.”

“Did he do something to you?’

“No. I just... | just needed a break from life. | promise I’'m fine.”

“Why are you lying to me?’

She stepped back and took alook around the room. My things were still in the middle
of the floor. | hadn’t bothered to unpack or move them. Folding her arms, she looked



back at me.

“You have a lot of things here for a ‘break,” Pasha. | looked at your booking
reservation. It said you’ re here for two weeks. Who is Callum?’

“Avyn, please.”

“No!” sheyelled, her voice cracking. “Y ou’ ve shut me out long enough. If something
Isgoing on, please let me help you. If Raymond is putting his hands on you—"

“He’ s not putting his hands on me.”

“Then why else would you be all packed up in here on another man’'s dime? Are
you... Are you having an affair? That | could understand.”

“No, I’'m not having an affair. Raymond isn’'t physically abusing me. Callum is... He
was an unexpected blessing. Nothing is going on there.”

Avyn shook her head. “I don't like this. Y ou're hiding something from me, and if |
have to run down on Raymond to find out what's really going on with my best friend,
I will.”

Her didike of Raymond started after the death of our son. She didn’'t like how he
seemingly brushed the whole thing off. He took one day off from work to “grieve.”
Anytime | caught him looking at me that day, there was no emotion on his face. If it
weren’'t for Avyn being there to ensure | had anything | needed, | would have been
left to deal with it alone.

At that point, | didn't know how he was feeling. Maybe he was dealing with it in
private. Perhaps he didn’t know how to express his mourning. | just didn’t know and
didn’t want to believe he could be so heartless.



“You don’'t need to do that, Avyn. Please, don’'t go over there.”

| was ready to beg at this point. Avyn frowned as she sighed. Her beautiful face
softened a little. My friend liked to fight, and she would have no problem tearing
Raymond a new one. | wouldn’t have her going to jail over the likes of him.

“1 love you, Pasha. You aren't just my best friend; you're my sister. Your hurting
hurts me, babe. | wish | could take al of it from you and carry it, but | can’t. What |
can do is be there for you. You just have to let me. The girlsand | would do anything
for you, boo. Y ou know that.”

| swiped atear from my eye. “I know... | know.”

“You have my number. If... When you need me, call me. | don’t care when or where.
You call me, and I'll drop everything and come to you.”

She pulled me into her arms, hugging me tight. | wanted to break right then, but |
held it together. If | really let my emotions go, | would be spilling my guts. The last
thing | wanted to do was dig into an open wound by telling her everything that

happened just a few hours ago.

“I’ll let you get some rest,” she said as she pulled away. “I’m about to head home for
the night, but 1’1l be back tomorrow. Maybe you' Il let me see you?’

“Maybe.”

She offered alight smile. Cupping my face, she placed several kisses on my forehead
before walking back to the door.

“Avyn...” She turned back to face me. “ Thank you. | love you too.”



She nodded as she left the room. | fell back onto the couch and curled into a fetal
position. | knew | needed to let somebody in. | just didn’t know how | was going to
come back from this shit. | was on aledge, and | waslikely to jump if one more thing
happened.

It was three a.m.

Since Avyn left, I'd been sitting in the same spot on the couch for hours. I'd yet to
shower and change my clothes. | was sure | had dark circles around my eyes. | was
exhausted, exhausted from the day’s events. Exhausted from crying. Just exhausted
with life. I'd never contemplated taking my life before, and the fact that it even
crossed my mind terrified me.

What did | really have to live for? My parents were gone. | was childless. My
husband was divorcing me and having a baby with another woman. | felt like there
was nobody left in thisworld that truly loved me. | didn’t like myself very much right
now, let alone loved myself. | thought about how different my life could have been.

What if 1'd gone to college? What if | had taken up a trade, joined the military, or
done something that would make me feel like | had a purpose? | had nothing to show
for myself. What money | did have from my parents' death and the sale of their home
was tied up in an account that | couldn’t touch for the next five years.

Since we didn’'t need the money, Raymond suggested that | do a certificate of deposit
and allow the money to draw interest at a higher rate. That was fine. The problem was
my bank didn’t allow early withdrawals before the maturity date, so | was shit out of
luck. 1 had about $800 to my name—and six of that came from my driver tonight.

| thought about that kind soul. He'd never know how much | appreciated him and
what he did for me. The room he booked me had a kitchen area with a sink,
microwave, and a full-sized fridge but no stove. If anything, | could grab a hot plate



from the dollar store and pick up afew groceries. | sighed at the thought of having to
spend the little money | did have. Eight hundred dollars already wasn't a lot of
money. The thought of blowing through it quickly was depressing. What was | going
to do when it was gone?

| looked down at the wedding ring on my finger. Raymond paid a good twenty
thousand for it. If | pawned it, | could get afew thousand back. That would be enough
to get me by for alittle while... at least until | found ajob. | didn’t have many skills
outside of cleaning and cooking.

| shook the thoughts from my head as | finally stood from the couch. After digging
through my suitcases and trash bags, | found my pajamas and body wash. Maybe a
shower would soothe me. I'd go through my things in the morning. Right now, | just
wanted to cleanse myself of the day and try to get some sleep. In the bathroom, |
stripped down and stood in the mirror, staring at the puffy-eyed, pitiful mess looking
back at me.

My hands roamed my body and pinched at my skin. Where | was once toned, | now
had alittle pudge. My breasts didn’t sit up quite like they used to. Once upon atime, |
could proudly walk around with no bra and be okay. Not so much anymore. It was
sad how much my confidence had changed.

| sighed as | pulled a shower cap over my hair. It had been in a bun for the last two
weeks. It was a wonder it hadn’t matted up too badly. Standing under the steady flow
of hot water, | closed my eyes. | thought back to the day my life changed forever...
the very beginning.

| wandered around the hospital. Avyn's father was having surgery, and |, being a
good friend, came along to support her. He was awake and spending time with his
family. | didn’t want to crowd them, so | told her I'd wait in the cafeteria until she
was ready to go. On my journey to the lower-level café, | stopped on every floor just



being nosy.

“Are you looking for someone?’ asked a deep voice behind me.

| jJumped as | spun around, clutching my chest. My eyes widened as | looked up at the
most handsome stranger in blue scrubs and a white lab coat. His badge read Raymond
Sinclaire, MD. Cardiothoracic Surgeon. He stood roughly six feet even, with honey-
colored skin and a neat haircut. His eyes were a deep brown and kind. He was easily
everything | loved in older men.

“You scared me.”

He chuckled. “1 apologize, Ms....”

“Brooks... Pasha Brooks.”

“Ms. Brooks.” He reached for my hand and shook it. “I apologize for scaring you.
You just looked like you were wandering, and | wanted to see if | could be of some
assistance.”

“I’m not lost. Just passing time until my friend is ready to leave. | was actually on my
way to the cafeteria” | gave him a flirtatious smile. “Maybe you could show me
whereitis.”

“1 thought you weren’t lost?’

“1’m not, but you scared me. The least you could do iswak me.”

He gave me that million-dollar smile as he shook his head. “Lucky for you, I’'m on
my lunch break.”



“Then you can join me. See how that worked out?’

“Look at that.” He offered me his arm. “Follow me.”

He led me down to the cafeteria. Not only did he join me, but he paid for my meal.
For an hour, we sat talking and getting to know each other. By the time he had to
leave, | was smitten. Foolishly, | determined that he was everything | dreamed of. |
was honest with him about my age, and it didn’t deter him from asking for my
number. Honestly, at twenty, | could have passed for at least twenty-five. He said he
liked how I carried myself and admired my maturity.

| spent the entire ride telling Avyn about the man who swept me off my feet. Just like
my parents, she warned me about him. What | thought was a flex, she thought was
creepy. They al gave up trying to convince me otherwise once they saw us together.
He was sweet, loving, caring, and gentle. He aways presented himself as a
gentleman. He wined and dined me, bought me expensive gifts, and took me on
expensive trips. He opened doors and pulled out chairs. He always treated me like |
was the most delicate thing in his world. Those actions were what made me submit to
him.

He took care of me. He showed me the type of love | was looking for. It didn’t occur
to me until this very moment that | had been groomed. | barely knew myself at
twenty. All | knew was this fine, older man wanted me, and | wanted him. | was the
perfect, unsuspecting candidate; gullible. | was agood girl. | did what | was supposed
to. | wasn't out partying and drinking. | went to church every Sunday with my
parents.

The furthest I'd gone with a man was allowing an ex to please me orally during my
senior year of high school. | was avirgin when | met him. He told me that | was pure
and perfect. He loved knowing that when he could touch me, he would be the only
man who'd ever done so. When | was no longer perfect in his eyes, he seemed to



despise me.

Now, here we were.

Now, here | was... broken, broken, and touching rock bottom.
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Calum

Two days had passed since my sad encounter with the beautiful Pasha Sinclaire. |
couldn’t seem to get her out of my head. I’d never been so affected by what someone
else had going on. It wasn't my business, but yet, I'd somehow found myself
involved. She was so helpless, and the fixer in me just wanted to do something to
help her. Paying for her hotel stay wasn't a second thought.

What | did think about was going back to check on her. That might have been a bit
much, though. | just wanted to know how she was coming aong. What was her
mental state? Was she eating? Was she taking care of herself? Had she reached out to
anybody for comfort? Surely, she didn’t think she could do this alone. There had to
be someone out there that loved her... someone that cared.

“Hello! Earth to Callum!”

Perfectly manicured fingers snapped in my face. | playfully slapped her hands away.

“Don't do that.”

“1’ve been talking to you for like five minutes, and you haven't said a word. Have
you even been listening?’

“My bad, Bella.” | rose from my slouched position in the restaurant’ s chair, where we
had lunch. “What’s up?’

She kissed her teeth. “I was just telling you that | got a promotion at work. | made a



partner!”

“What! That’s dope. I’'m hella proud of you, sis.”

Bella was my younger sister by five years. When our parents died in a boating
accident when | was eighteen, it left me as her sole caregiver. I'd just started my
freshman year of college and was thrown into being a full-time parent. | ended up
leaving school to get a nine-to-five to make sure we were taken care of. Sure, we had
insurance money, but after paying off my parents house, putting money aside for a
rainy day, and for Bellato go to school, there wasn’t much | eft.

| got ajob at a power plant and worked there until she went off college. With Bella

away at school, | took the time to go back and get my IT degree and my master’sin
business. Things had been on the up and up for us the last couple of years.

Bella was married and had a four-year-old daughter. With her promotion, she was
now the youngest partner at her accounting firm. Not only that, but she was also my
accountant for business and persona needs. Even though she made great money on
her own, | promised to always take care of her. My business was doing excellent
numbers, so if | ate, she would eat too.

“We haveto celebrate,” | said.

“Martin is taking Precious and me out of town to celebrate this weekend. You're
welcome to come.”

“Nah, that sounds like afamily thing.”

“What do you mean? Y ou're my brother. You are family.”

“I know. | didn't mean it like that. | just meant it’s intimate. When you get back, I'll



treat you to lunch and maybe some shopping—"

Her eyes were bright. “ Shopping!”

“Don’'t break my pockets, Bella.”

“Oh, please! You've got it, and I’'m gonna spend it. You know you love spending
your money on me, Callum.”

| grinned as | shook my head. “I knew it was a mistake to spoil you.”

“Y ou created a monster, and Martin feeds the beast. Y ou’re both at fault.”

“Whatever.”

“S0, are you gonnatell me what had you in a daze earlier?’

“Oh, that...” | glanced down, rubbing my hands against my thighs. “Just thinking.”

“ About someone or something?’

“1 guess you could say it was someone.”

“Am | finally gonna get a sister-in-law? Will Precious get the cousins she's been
asking for?’

“Martin has six nieces and nephews. She has cousins.”

“Not from her favorite uncle! Stop deflecting too. Answer the question.”

“The question is absurd.”



“Callum!”

| sighed. “It’s not like that, Bella. Honestly, | had a customer that left a mark on me.
She was just—"

“She? A woman has you in your feelings?’

| gave her a brief rundown of my encounter with Mrs. Sinclair. Anger filled her
beautiful face as | told her about that bastard of a husband and how shit went down
before we left. Talking about it had my blood boiling all over again.

“Oh, he needs his ass beat,” Bella said, shaking her head. “Y ou should have fucked
him up.”

“Everything in me wanted to do more than | did, sis. If it weren't for the
neighborhood and the fact that he looked like he'd call the police, | would have.”

“| take it you're feeling her? That’ s gonna be messy, Callum.”

“I wouldn’t say I’m feeling her, but | am concerned.”

“You can't fix everybody.”

“l don't wanna fix her. | just... | don’'t know, Bella. Something about her just
resonated with my soul. She doesn’t have anybody. We know what it’s like to feel
alonein thisworld.”

She hung her head. Our father grew up in foster care and never knew his family.
Mom, on the other hand, had quite a bit of family. She wasn't particularly close to

some of them, but there was a handful she dealt with regularly. We assumed
somebody would step up to help us when they passed, but that wasn't the case.



After our parents died, nobody in our family wanted to take usin. If a check wasn't
involved, most of them said they couldn’t afford it. A few even thought | would sign
the insurance check over to them, but that wasn't happening. My parents worked
hard, and | refused for Bella and me to be left with absolutely nothing. | sacrificed for
us, and if | had to, | would do it all again.

“1 know,” Bella said, reaching for my hand. “But we' ve always had each other. Y ou
were grown, and you could have thrown me to the wolves to go live your life. You
never left me behind. | know it wasn't easy. | know you gave up a lot to make sure
we could still be a family, and | will always appreciate you, Calum. Your heart is
one of the reasons | love you so much.”

She came around the table to hug me. Her embrace was warm and loving. Anytime
we had these conversations, it made me emotional. | wished that our parents were
here to see what we'd become. | wished they’d had a chance to witness every
defining moment in our lives. | wished they’d gotten to love on Precious because she
was such an amazing, smart, and loving little girl.

| didn’t know Pasha’s full story, but | could see that she was dealing with years of
hurt. My mother aways said that the eyes were the windows to the soul. When |
looked into her eyes, | saw nothing but pain. That was what resonated with me. |
didn’t know how to stay away from her, but the urge to pull up was real.

After getting out of our feelings, Bellaand | had a great lunch.

Even though we spoke almost daily, it was always good to see her. | climbed in my
car and headed toward the car dealership when we parted ways. Since business had
been picking up around here, | was set to purchase five additional vehicles to
transport clients. | already had interviews set up for next week to hire a few new
drivers.



As| drove, | noticed | was coming to the hotel where | had dropped Pasha off. While
my mind was telling me to keep moving, | found myself turning into the parking lot.
My feet carried me inside to the receptionist’s desk, where a woman with a bubbly
personality greeted me.

“Good afternoon. Welcome to Hugo Towers. I'm Avyn. How can | help you?’

“Good afternoon. |, um... | was hoping you could tell me if one of your guests is still
here.”

“| apologize, sir, but | can’t give out information like that. | wouldn’t want to put any
of our guestsin danger.”

“1 understand. The reservation is under my name. Would that be a problem to look
up?’

She hesitated for a moment. “What’ s your name?”’

“Callum Ellis.”

Her eyes widened. “Y ou're Callum?’

“Uh... yes. Do | know you?”’

“No.” She called over one of the other women behind the desk and asked her to take
over. “Mr. Ellis, can | have amoment of your time?’

“Um... sure.”

“Follow me.”



She came from behind the desk and led me through the lobby to one of the back
rooms | assumed were used for conferences. Once inside, she turned to me with her
arms crossed.

“How do you know Pasha?’

“How do you know her?’ | countered.

“She’s my best friend. | went to her room when | saw her name on the reservation
with your credit card. What’ s going on? She won't tell me. | haven’t seen or talked to
her in months. She shut everybody out, and that son of a bitch she's married to
wouldn’t tell us anything other than she didn’t want to be bothered. | need to know
what’'s going on with my best friend. Pasha wouldn’'t just pack up and leave her
home. For reasons beyond me, she loves that man. | just know he did something to
her. Please... I'm begging you. Tell me what you know.”

| could see the desperation in her eyes, along with the tears threatening to spill. It was
clear that she loved Pasha even if Pasha believed she didn’t have anyone. | didn’t
want to be the one to tell her what happened. It wasn't my place, and honestly, it
really wasn't my business.

“1 think you should try to talk to her again—"

“She won't tell me, okay? Pasha... She's delicate. She's always been a good person.
She's always tried to see the good in everybody, even when they don't deserve it.
Raymond isn't who he pretended to be. I’ ve watched that man turn on her when she
couldn’t be her best self because of grief. I've had to be the one to hold her when she
cried. I've had to pick up the pieces he left scattered, and he's her fucking husband.
The fact that you had to pay for her hotel stay tells me something is very wrong here.
I’m begging you. | just want to help my friend.”



The sincerity in her voice was evident. She wasn't asking because she wanted to get
into Pasha’ s business or gossip. She genuinely wanted to help her. Just from the short
amount of time | spent with her, | could tell Pasha would never ask for what she
needed. That was the only reason | finally decided to offer up the information.

“He put her out.”

“What!”

“She booked a ride. When | pulled up, she was sitting on the curb with all her stuff.
He came outside, raising hell about her still being there, and shit just went left. She
threw bricks through windows, and | had to put my hands on him for grabbing me.” |
sighed as | revealed the next part. “There’' s another woman. She's pregnant.”

Avyn’'s hands went to her mouth, and her eyes widened. “ Are you serious?’

“Hand to God.”

“I’m gonnakill him.”

She began pacing and mumbling to herself. | could tell the news had her livid, and
rightfully so. Finally, she stopped and took a deep breath before turning to me.

“Thank you for helping her.”
“It was nothing.”
“No. God sent you there that night. Y ou were a blessing she didn’t know she needed.

Thank you for making sure she had a place to lay her head. Why did you come
back?’



| shrugged. “She was weighing heavy on my heart. | needed to make sure she was
okay.”

She nodded. “ She's not doing well. She won’'t open the door for me, and when | use
my key, she's just been lying in bed. She won't talk. | don’t think she's eaten. I've
been sending food to her room, which always comes back untouched. She suffers
from depression and anxiety. It started after her parents died in a car accident. Then
she had a few miscarriages, and when she lost her son, it just spiraled. Being in that
house with that man... He just wasn’t good for her mental health.”

My heart went out to her. So many major losses, one right after the other, and now to
be hit with a cheating husband and his pregnant mistress... | could see why she
wouldn’t get out of bed. Part of me wanted to go to her room to comfort her, but that
wouldn’t be wise. | didn’'t know her, and she didn’t know me. The exchange might
have been awkward, and | knew | couldn’t stay away from her if | took it that far.

“She’sin my prayers,” | said. “Can | leave you with my number? She has it, but |
know she won't contact me. If she needs anything, please let me know.”

“You can leave your number, but why would you go through so much trouble for a
stranger?’

“Because | know what it’s like to feel helpless. Maybe not in the sense that she does,
but | get it. Everybody needs somebody.”

She smiled. “I can tell you were raised on love.” She grabbed my hands. “ Thank you
for being a good person.”

She pulled me into a hug, and for a moment, | stood frozen. There was the touching
thing again. Luckily, it was brief. She handed me her phone, and | programmed my
number in. We then headed back up front and said our goodbyes before | left the



hotel, praying that Pasha would be receptive to the help her friend would give her.
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Pasha
“I"'m sorry, Mrs. Sinclaire... There’ s no heartbeat.”

| stared at the monitor, willing it to move... to make a sound... something. | needed
them to be wrong. My poor, sweet, innocent baby was gone. His life was snatched
from him before it could even begin.

“Check it again!” | pleaded.
“I have,” the doctor said. “1’ ve checked it three times.”

“He can't be... He can’t be gone. | just felt him moving last night.” Tears poured
down my face as | tried to come to terms with this heartbreaking reality. “Please...
Tell methisisamistake.”

She squeezed my hand as she gave me a sympathetic look. “I’'m so sorry, sweetheart.
We have to induce you.”

| began to cry harder. | was eight and a half months pregnant. She just told me my
son was dead, and now | had to deliver him. Not only that, but | also had to go home
without him. Beside me, Raymond rubbed my back, not muttering a word. | couldn’t
tell if he was as upset as | was, but he didn’t show any emotion. He didn’t offer me
any further condolences. After three miscarriages, we were finally supposed to have
our bundle of joy. Now, that dream was back to what it was... a dream.

“Can | hold him?’ | asked through my tears.



“Of course. You can take all the time you need. We have a bereavement program
where you can take pictures with your baby to take home. We find sometimes it
offers comfort. We're here for whatever you need, Mrs. Sinclaire.”

| nodded, although no source of comfort could ever ease the pain | was feeling. My
child was gone...

| sat straight up, gasping for air. My body was covered in sweat, and | struggled to
breathe. | hadn’'t dreamed of my baby in a while, and now, the memories came
flooding back. Scrambling from the bed, | ran over to my suitcases and the trash bags,
dumping everything out. | frantically searched until | found the locked box that
housed the only memories | had of my son and my parents. Using the key | had on a
chain around my neck, | opened it to make sure Raymond left everything inside. |
prayed he wasn't vindictive enough to tamper with it.

| sighed with relief when | found everything as | left it. If something happened to this,
| would have lost it. Closing the box, | sat back on my haunches, clutching it to my
chest. Burying my face in my hand, | cried for what seemed like the millionth time. |
just wanted to fall apart.

“God give me strength...” | whispered. “I don’'t know if | can make it through this
with my sanity.”

Other than getting up to pee, 1I'd lay in this bed for the last four days. | hadn’t taken
my medication. | hadn’t showered. | hadn’'t brushed my teeth or washed my face. I'd
gotten a total of maybe eight hours of sleep in the last seventy-two hours. My
stomach cramped because | hadn’'t eaten, and | was beginning to smell myself. |
physically did not have the energy to deal with life.

Avyn had been coming by, and all | wanted her to do was leave me aone. |
understood her concern. | understood she wanted to be there for me, but | just didn’t



know how to accept that right now. | depended on someone for the last twenty-eight
years. First, it was my parents and then my husband. My parents were dead, and my
husband was leaving me. At some point, | had to learn to stand on my own two feet.

The last thing | wanted to do was get out of bed, but | needed to get myself together.
If I lay here, my two free weeks would be up, and my situation would only be worse.
| was so tired... so drained... so fucking done. But al | had now was me. | could either
sink or swim. After saying a quick prayer, | stood and placed the box beside the
dresser to prepare for whatever kind of day | was about to have.

Rummaging through my things, | found something to wear before heading into the
bathroom. | turned on the water, then stripped out of the robe I’d been wearing for
four days. | avoided the mirror because | didn’t want to see the pitiful mess looking
back at me. Stepping into the hot shower, | embraced the heat and steam.

| closed my eyes and basked in the soothing stream of water raining down on me. My
body was stiff from lying down for so long. | knew | couldn’t allow myself to get like
this again... | couldn’t afford to. With my eyes closed, | began praying for strength,
clarity, perseverance, and understanding. | had to believe that God had a greater plan
for my life than this. There was something better waiting for me. | just had to climb
over this stumbling block.

Opening my eyes, | grabbed my washcloth and body wash to give myself a good
lather. Once | was done, | thoroughly washed my hair before applying the leave-in
conditioner. My natural curls rejoiced at finally getting the TLC they so desperately
needed. My depression was crippling. At times, it was a struggle to manage self-care.
| knew | needed to get myself together, and | was trying, but damn, it was hard.

Fresh out of the shower, | dried my body and towel-dried my hair before adding
moisturizing products to it. Once | was done, | returned to the bedroom to get
dressed. | settled on an oversized shirt and leggings, grabbed my phone, and opened



the browser to look for a cab. Not so much to my surprise, my service was
disconnected. Raymond and | were on the same phone plan. If he would cut off my
credit cards, surely he would cut off my phone too.

| sighed as | connected to the hotel’ s Wi-Fi to book the ride. Someone knocked at my
door just as | was about to hit confirm. | knew it was nobody but Avyn. Setting down
the phone, |1 went to answer. When | opened the door, she stood there in her regular
clothes. She must have been off today. Her eyes widened as they settled on me.
“You'reup... and dressed.”

“You look better, Pash.”

“Thanks, | guess.”

“Can | comein?| want to talk to you.”

“Canit wait? | need to take care of some things today, Avyn.”

“No, it can’t wait.”

She brushed past me and came into the room. | closed my eyes, silently cursing as |
closed the door. Walking back to the living room area, | found her sitting on the
couch. She patted the space beside her. Begrudgingly, | sat.

“So | met Callum.”

| swallowed hard. “Oh?’



“Yeah. | had to beg, but he told me what happened. Why didn’t you call me, Pasha?
Me or Tiaor Blake? One of us would have come to you, and you know that.”

“1 was embarrassed!” | yelled. “That man put my shit on the front lawn for all to see.
He put me out of my home to move a new bitch in! She's pregnant, Avyn. He's
finally getting what he wanted and has no use for me anymore! Do you know how
that felt? | gave everything to that man. | put him above myself time and time again,
and thisiswhat he did to me.

“1 damn near watched him grow to hate me while | still loved him asbest as| could. |
put so much blame on myself for how fucked up my mental was, but I'm human. |
feel pain just like the next person. | tried to heal and deal with it through therapy, but
it was too much, Avyn... It wasjust too much!”

| broke down crying, and she pulled me into her arms, rocking me. | just accepted it.
There was no way | could keep fighting against her. Avyn was nothing if not
persistent. Now that she knew the truth, she would never leave my side.

“Look at me.” She cupped my face. “I love you... Don’'t you know that? There is
nothing you can’'t bring to me, nothing | won't go through with you. Fifteen years of
friendship are between us. I’ve always had your back. If you can’t count on another
soul inthislife, you count on me... Every. Single. Time. | got you.”

She kissed my forehead and wiped my eyes.
“Come on.” She stood to her feet, pulling me along with her. “We' re gonna pack your
things, and you're coming to stay with me. I’ve got a spare bedroom, and it’'s yours

for aslong as you need it.”
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“You can, and you are. I'm not asking, and I’m not fighting with you. Y ou are going
to let me help you. Period. Now, come help me pack up this stuff.”

She didn’t wait for me to protest. As she grabbed my suitcase and started folding my
clothes, | shuffled from side to side. Maybe this was part of the journey to starting
over. | couldn’t do it alone, and she wouldn’t let me. Maybe Callum was the blessing
| needed to jump-start. Thinking of him made me question how Avyn ran into him in
the first place. Slowly, | walked over to the pile of clothes and began picking them up
to fold.

“Avyn?’

“Yes?

“How did you meet Callum?”’

“He camein here looking for you.”

“What?’

“He wanted to make sure you were okay, Pasha. | could tell he was genuinely
concerned about your well-being. His spirit felt genuine.”

| looked away. “It did. | probably would have gotten arrested if it weren't for him.”
“He said bricks were thrown?’
| shrugged. “Yeah... not my proudest moment. | just... They taunted me. | was so

angry. All I could see was red. They were lucky the windows were the only thing |
broke.”



“| would have aimed for faces.”

“l1 know you would have. I've never wanted to put my hands on someone so bad,
Avyn. I’ve never been a fighter. You know | don’t like confrontation. Y ou know |
don't like feeling angry. At that moment, | was so mad. Mad at him, mad at her...
mad at myself. | felt him loving me less and less. | should have |eft long before any of
this happened. | kept telling myself that if 1 got my mind right and lost weight,
everything would be okay. | was stupid, na?ve, and delusional.”

“No, baby. Y ou were a woman going through two of the worst types of grief, and you
needed support from your husband. It doesn’t matter what part you tell yourself you
played. He failed you as a husband. That’s exactly what | told him.”

“Please don’'t tell me you went to the house.”

“Yes, | did. | went over there and cursed both of them out. | was about to pick up a
brick and finish the job you started on the rest of the windows. He's lucky the police
came.”

“Please don’t go back over there. | don’'t need you getting arrested on my behalf.”

She giggled. “Well, the responding officer may or may not have been my little boo,
so | was okay thistime. But you better believe | want all smoke behind this.”

| shook my head. “I just need to move on. | don’t want revenge. | don’t want pity. |
don’'t want athing from him. Thisring...” | took off the wedding ring and held it up.
“Thisisbullshit. | don’t want anything tying me to him.”

“Well, we can sell this and get you a nice chunk of change from it.”

| grabbed her hand and placed the ring in it. “Take it. I’'ll even give you half for



letting me stay with you.”

“Absolutely not. Whatever comes from that is yours. Y ou know | have afew cousins
on my daddy’s side who can run in there and grab you a few things. He won’'t even
know they’re missing.”

“Avyn.”

“I’'m sorry. I'm just trying to make you smile. Y ou're gonna get through this, Pasha.
My granny always said God will make your enemies your footstool... of course, when
she said that, she was referring to stomping a mudhole in somebody.”

| covered my mouth, attempting to hide my smile.

“You know my granny was athug, right?’

“1 remember. | loved your granny.”

“She loved you too. If she were still here, she would have pulled up right along with
me, and hands definitely would have been thrown. No ifs, ands, or buts about it.”

| knew that to be true. Katherine Timmons, affectionately known as Ms. Kat, was
nothing to play with. She was a sweet firecracker who treated me like one of her
grandchildren. She had the spirit of discernment. If she’d met Raymond, she probably
could have told me what it took so long to see.

“Hey,” Avyn said, jarring me out of my thoughts. She playfully nudged me. “You're
gonna be okay, boo.”

| sighed and nodded. | had to believe that.



| couldn’t afford to believe anything else.



Page 6

Source Creation Date: July 22, 2025, 2:23 am

Calum
It was Friday morning.

I’d been up since five am. because sleep just didn't seem to be my friend. This
wasn't the first time it happened to me. It happened every time | had a problem |
couldn’t fix. This particular problem wasn’'t mine, but | couldn’t tell that to my brain.
A whole week had passed since Mrs. Sinclair checked into Hugo Towers. | hadn’t
been back since the day | ran into her friend.

That didn’t mean the urge wasn't real.

Every time | drove past the hotel, | wanted to turn into the parking lot. I'd taken to
pressing the gas just a little harder, purposefully missing the turn. Her friend hadn’t
called me, so | assumed everything was okay. | prayed for her. | prayed for her safety,
her healing, and her mind. Depression was a hell of a thing to deal with. I’d never
personally dealt with it, but | knew enough to know it was no walk in the park.

Pushing the thoughts from my head, | ended my workout routine. | had time to
myself since | wasn't going into the office today. | thought about picking up my niece
from day care and spending the day with her. She was such a happy child, and | could
use the distraction. As | headed upstairs to my bathroom, | called my sister.

“Y es, dear brother?’ she answered.

“Hey, Bells. Preciousis at day care, right?’



“Sheis.”

“I’m picking her up early.”

“Callum, don’t you go giving her a bunch of sweets. | don’'t need her jumping off the
walls when she gets home.”

| rolled my eyes. “l won't... at least | won't overdo it.”

“Cdlum!”

| laughed at her dramatics. “1 hear you, Bella.”

“You better. Have fun. | love you.”

“I love you too.” We disconnected the call, and | undressed for my shower.

Forty-five minutes later, | was pulling up at Charming Oaks Day Care and Learning
Center. Since | had my niece often, | kept a booster seat handy. Precious wasn't
expecting me, so | knew her little smile would put a smile on my face. Walking
inside, | headed to the receptionist area. | was on her approved list of people who
could check her out, so they knew my face.

The first person to greet me was Charlotte Gaines, the overly perky receptionist with
a bad case of jungle fever. Anytime | came in here, this woman shamelessly flirted
with me. She’'d even tried to slip me her number, which | promptly put in the trash
when she wasn’t looking. | didn’t want to hurt her feelings, but today might be the

day.

“Hey, handsome,” she said, leaning across the desk, pushing her cleavage forward in
the process.



| gave her ablank expression. “Hey, Ms. Gaines.”

“I"vetold you, call me Charlotte.”

“I"d rather call you Ms. Gaines.”

“Speaking of calling... | haven't heard from you. | know | gave you my number.”

“1 must have misplaced it. Anyway, I’'m here to pick up Precious.”

“Well, she’ s back there. You're free to go.”

| started to walk off, but she gently grabbed my arm. Stepping too close into my
personal space, she looked up at me. Her hand moved from my arm to my chest.

“Mr. Ellis... How long are you going to play hard to get? I'm a beautiful, single
woman. You're a handsome, single man. | don’t see why we can’'t enjoy each other’s
company.”

| looked down at her hand and removed it like it was something disgusting.

“Ms. Gaines... Would you like me to be honest with you?”’

“Yes. Isit because I’ m white?’

“It’'s because you're thirsty, and you make it a habit of pointing out how much you
love Black men. You won't fetishize me. I’'m not the man you can take home to your
parents or show off like a trophy. Simply put, I’'m not for you. It has nothing to do

with your lack of melanin but everything to do with your agenda. Now, if you'll
excuse me, | have to get my niece. Good day.”



| left her standing there with her mouth open. As | made my way down the hall to
Precious's classroom, | could hear laughter, screaming, and crying coming from
various other rooms. One of these days, my home would be filled with all of those.
While | wasn’'t old, | was at the age where | was thinking about marriage and
children. My four-bedroom home was too big for just me. | wanted someone to share
it and make memories with.

I’ ve been single for a minute now. The only women | entertained were the ones | had
a mutual understanding with that it was just sex between us. Even with those
parameters, | hadn’t had sex in at least three months, and, ironically, | was okay with
that. | was, however, beginning to get lonely. Maybe that's what Ms. Gaines saw in
me. | chuckled at the thought of her sniffing me out like adog in heat.

Walking up to the half door that led to Precious's classroom, | leaned over the bottom
half. My niece was in her own little world, playing with the toy grocery store items,
She would be aterrible businesswoman. Anytime | played with her, she overcharged
me and provided horrible customer service.

“Psst!” | said in her direction.

She looked around and sgqueal ed when her eyes landed on me.

“Uncle Cay!”

She ran over to the door as fast as her little legs would carry her. | opened it just in
time to catch her running into my arms. She giggled as | smothered her chubby
cheeks with kisses.

“Hey, Princess. | missed you.”

“1 missed you too.”



“Guess what?’

“What?’

“I’'m here to pick you up. You get to spend the whole afternoon with me. How does
that sound?’

“Like fun! Look, Ms. Mary! Uncle Cay came to get me!”

Ms. Mary was an older Black woman with grandmotherly vibes. She walked over
with a smile and shook my hand.

“Good afternoon, Mr. Ellis. How are you?’

“Happy to see my favorite person. Has she been behaving?’

“She’s been an angel as always.”

“Well, | think that deserves atreat.”

Precious' s eyeslit up. “Can | get ice cream?’

“Just don’'t tell Mommy.” She pretended to zip her lips. “ Go get your things, baby.”

| set her down on her feet, and she took off to her cubby.

Ms. Mary smiled. “She's aways so happy to see you. | hear about you more than
anybody else. It's ‘Uncle Cay this and ‘Uncle Cay that.” I’d think you were her

favoriteif | didn’t know any better.”

“According to her, | am. Probably because | don’t have any kids, so she doesn’t have



to share me with anybody.”

“Oh, Lord. What is she gonna do when you finally get married?’

“Give my wifearun for her money.”

We shared alaugh as Precious came back over.

“I’m ready! Bye, everybody! Bye, Ms. Mary!”

“Have a good weekend, Precious. I'll see you on Monday.”

We waved goodbye and headed back up front. Ms. Gaines avoided eye contact with
me as | signed my niece out. It wasn't until Precious said goodbye to her that she
spoke. |, on the other hand, didn’'t say a thing. Maybe our conversation would do
something to quench that thirst.

Precious and | sat in Scoops Galore, the local ice cream shop, munching on small
waffle bowls of cookies and cream ice cream. We' d grabbed something to eat since |
picked her up before lunch. | didn’t want to hear anything about me ruining her

appetite.

“Here, Uncle Cay,” Precious said, holding up a spoonful of her ice cream for me to
try.

While | ordered my plain, she wanted chocolate syrup, sprinkles, and whipped cream.
| wasn't a fan of toppings, but how could | say no to her? Reluctantly, | opened my

mouth and allowed her to feed it to me.

“Isit good?’



“It'samazing,” | lied with a straight face.

“Y ou want some more?”’

“No, thank you, baby. Y ou enjoy it.”

She shrugged her shoulders and went back to eating. Much to my surprise, she ate the
whole thing. | just knew | would be dealing with her being hyper the rest of the day. |
planned to tire her out so she'd fall asleep by the time she had to go home. After
throwing away our trash, | grabbed her hand, and we headed back to my car. She was

already hopping and skipping along beside me.

“How about we go to the park?’ | said. “I’ll see if Uncle Chris can bring Armani to
play with you.”

Her eyes lit up. Chris was my best friend and one of the codevelopers of my Elite
Rides app. Armani was his four-year-old daughter, who was like another niece to me.
Quickly, | shot him atext. He responded immediately, saying they would meet us. As
Precious and | headed to the car, | spotted a familiar face coming out of a stationary
shop. As we got closer, | realized that it was Avyn. She walked toward us, stopping
when she recognized who | was.

She offered asmile. “Mr. Ellis? How are you?’

“I"m good. How are you?”

“1 can’t complain.” She looked down at Precious. “Who is thislittle beauty?’

“Thisis Precious, my niece. Say ‘Hey,” Precious.”

“Hi!”



Avyn waved at her. “Y ou must have aggravated her mother her entire pregnancy. She
looksjust like you.”

“1 get that all the time. We just have strong genes.”

“l see”

“Um... Can you wait right here? | want to ask you something. | just need to put her in
the car.” | pointed out my car, just afew feet away.

“Sure. Go ahead.”

| ushered Precious to the car and locked her in her booster seat. After turning on the
air and giving her tablet to her, | stepped back to the sidewalk where Avyn patiently
waited, tapping on her phone. She tucked it away as | approached her.

“Y ou want to know about Pasha, right?’ she asked.

“If it s not too much trouble.”

She sighed. “I checked her out of the hotel. Y ou should be getting a partial refund in
afew days. She's staying with me now.”

“How is she doing?’

“She’s... She's emotional, but she’s trying to pull herself out of it. | just bought her a
journal to write in. If she won't talk about it, I, at least, want her to get it out
somehow. She was in therapy, but now that Raymond isn’'t paying for it, we have to

figure things out until she can start back.”

“Damn... | hate that for her.”



“Yeah, me too. After you told me what happened, | went over there prepared to rock
an orange jumpsuit.”

| chuckled. “I don’t think orange isyour color.”

She waved me off. “I look good in everything. For her, I'd do hard time.”

“They don’'t make friends like that. I'm glad she’s allowing you to help her.”

“l didn’'t give her a choice. That's my sister. No way was | alowing her to stay in a
hotel when | had a whole guest room collecting dust. She can stay as long as she
needsto.”

| smiled. “I’m glad to hear that.”

“1 guess we don’'t need your number now, huh?’

“l guess not.” That actually disappointed me alittle.

“Well... She could always use a friend, Mr. Ellis. You're already good at that.” She

flashed me a smile and patted my shoulder. “Y ou know how to find me if you ever
want to contact her. | have to get going. You and your beautiful niece have a good

day.”
“You too.”
She walked away, and | headed back to my car.

“Who was that?’ Precious asked immediately. She was just as nosy as her mama.

“A friend.”



“Is sheyour girlfriend?’

“No, baby.”

“Ms. Gaines wants to be your girlfriend, Uncle Cay. She told Ms. Mary you were so
fine.”

| snorted. Ms. Gaines was out of line and out of her lane.

“You ready to go to the park?’

“I’m ready!”

| backed out of the parking space and headed toward Greenbriar Park. My thoughts
drifted back to Pasha. | hoped she was having a decent day.
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Pasha
| hadn’t left Avyn’ sapartment since moving two weeks ago.

She’'d been trying to get me out for some fresh air, but | got plenty of that on her
balcony. Most days, | sat out there just looking up at the sky. | talked to my parents as
though they could hear me. | prayed. | contemplated life thus far and how | would
pull myself out of this slump. Two days ago, while Avyn was at work, Raymond’'s
lawyer officially served me with divorce papers. | guessed that Avyn told him |
would be with her.

When the carrier left, | locked myself in my new bedroom and lay in bed, crying my
eyes out for an hour. When | finished, | looked over the documents. | knew Raymond
wanted to give me practically nothing. | was sure it was at the encouragement of his
lawyer that he offered anything at all. He was willing to pay for my lawyer and
offered alump sum alimony payment. It was nothing like | deserved, but it was more
than | had. | knew this tactic wasto get rid of me as soon as possible.

Somehow... in between the crying, the feeling of despair, and the cloud of
hopelessness... | found peace because signing these papers meant | was free from
him. | was free of the hatred in his stares. Free of the coldness of his words. Free of
the impossible expectations to be perfect at all times. I’d lived in turmoil for so long
that freedom that granted me peace of mind was worth more to me than any monetary
supplement from him.

The sound of the front door opening broke me from my thoughts. | stood from the
patio and walked back inside. Avyn greeted me with a smile.



“Hey! You're up!”

“Y eah, just soaking up some sun. It feels good out.”

“It's been a beautiful day.”

| noticed the gift bag in her hand. “What’ s that?’

She looked down. “Oh! | got you something. Nothing big, but | hope it can serve its
purpose.”

She handed me the bag, and | slowly took it. After sitting on the couch, | opened the
bag to find a medium-sized box with a beautiful pink bow on top. When | pulled off
the top, there sat a beautiful, black, leather-bound notebook. Gorgeous embroidery
spelled my name across the front.

Avyn grabbed my hand. “I know you don’t want to talk about things, but | don’t want
you to keep your feelings inside. | need you to be okay. This is a self-reflection
journal. | had it specially made just for you. Y ou can write your feelings, make a goal
list, and do daily affirmations in it. It doubles as a planner also. | literally have my
entirelifein mine. | would lose my head if | lost it.”

| smiled softly. “Thank you, Avyn. This was a very thoughtful gift. | promise I'll put
it to good use.”

| pulled her in for ahug, and she released the biggest breath of relief. | knew she was
worried about me, but she never forced me to talk. There’d been alot of silence here
the last two weeks. | was trying my best to stay out of her way and not be a bother. |
made sure | cleaned up after myself and kept the place spotless.

“Have you had agood day?’ she asked me.



“It’s been a better day compared to others.” | hung my head for a moment. “I, um... |
got served two days ago. Thisisreally happening, Avyn.”

She gently rubbed my shoulder. “Itis.”

“This is the first time I've ever been on my own. | don't know what to do with
myself. | can’t continue to live like a housewife, and | will never have anybody else
take care of me again. If | don’'t take anything else away from this, I'll take away the
idea of always being self-sufficient.”

“Amen to that,” Avyn mumbled. “ Sorry, boo.”

“No, it's okay. | admire how you've aways made your own way in the world.
Nobody can ever say they gave you anything. You've aways worked hard. That's
commendable and respected.”

“Thank you, girl. So... Is he offering anything?’

“To pay for my lawyer and a lump sum aimony. I'm going to request he be
mandated to continue to pay for my therapy for aslong as | attend.”

“Good for you. Y ou should go after that house too.”

“l don’'t want that house, Avyn. We don’'t have any children, so there's no reason |
should want it. There are too many sad memories there. He and his bad energy can
have it. Besides, the taxes are so expensive that I'd lose it anyway. The same with the
car.”

“1 would tell you to sell them both.”

“That man would never let me have it in peace. He owned that house before | came



aong. Even if | didn't want to live there, I'm sure he'd find a way to keep it from
selling. | just don’t want the hassle. I’ m starting over, and | will do this on my own.”

She smiled. “Well, I’'m glad to see the fighter moving in your spirit. I’'m gonna help
you help yourself.” She reached into her bag and produced a piece of paper.

“What'sthis?’ | asked, taking it from her.

“An application. The hotel is looking for someone new in housekeeping. The
application is just a formality since I'm the one doing the hiring. It's a livable wage,
and you can ride to work with me. Don’'t expect any special treatment now just
because | like you more than most of them,” she added with a giggle.

“Thank you, girl.”

“| told you | got you. I’ve aso got some good news!” She reached into her purse and
pulled out an envel ope.

“What' s this?’

“That is an official offer for your wedding ring. | went to seven different jewelry
stores, and that was the best offer | got. If you accept it, you only have a week to
change your mind.”

| opened the envelope to find a tentative offer of $12,000.

“Are you serious?’

“A pawn shop would have never given you that much.”

“How did you manage this?’



“1 may or may not have shown alittle boob.”

| playfully smacked her arm. “Avyn!”

She laughed loudly. “I’'m playing, girl. Y ou remember Ahmed from high school. His
family owned like half of the Palace Plaza.”

“l remember. He used to have a crush on you.”

“He still has a crush on me. We' re supposed to go out tonight.”

“So you traded a date for my ring?’

“1 secured you an offer for a date. Ahmed isn’t the same as we knew. That’s a full-
grown man now, girl.”

“1 thought the cop was your boo.”

She giggled. “He s one of them.”

We talked for alittle longer before she headed to her room to nap, and | went into the
kitchen to cook dinner. | had to find some way to earn my keep because she refused
to take my money. | used her water and electricity, ate her food, and took up space. |
needed to show my appreciation somehow. Cooking tonight would be it.

“You haveit smelling good in here!”

| looked up to see Avyn standing in the entry of the kitchen. I'd been so focused on

preparing the meal that | hadn’'t seen or heard her come in. She came around to the
stove to peek into the pots.



“What are you cooking?’

“A creamy Cagjun chicken pasta.”

| proceeded to cut a piece of the chicken for her to sample. It was no surprise that she
was eager to taste it. She closed her eyes and chewed when | popped it into her
mouth. A satisfied moan fell from her lips.

“Mmm... That’s so good.”

“Thank you. When | cook, | do alittle something.”

“Aunt Virginiadid keep you in the kitchen growing up.”

| chuckled. “She did. She aways told me that the way to a man’s heart is through his
stomach.”

My mother told me many things about how to be the perfect housewife. | realized
now that that really only applied to my daddy. He was a good man... a different
breed. She did what was expected of her regarding caring for him, me, and the house.
He did what he was supposed to do as the head of the family, but he also wasn't
afraid to pick up the slack should she need help. He never complained. He never
belittled her if something wasn’t done. He simply did it himself. My father was the
definition of giving grace. He understood that while they both had duties, my mother
was also human, and she got tired like anybody else.

“1 guess | must be aman then,” Avyn mumbled.

“It'sdone. I'll fix you a plate—"

“You don’t have to serve me, Pasha. I’ m fully capable of making my own plate. Asa



maitter of fact, you sit down, and I’'ll make your plate too.”

1 B ut_”

“No buts. Sit.”

She ushered me over to the dining room table and pulled out a chair. Reluctantly, | sat
and waited while she made both of us a plate and drinks. She placed both in front of
me, then seated herself and reached for my hands. Bowing our heads, | closed my
eyes as she said a prayer.

“Lord, we want to thank you for this meal and bless the hands that prepared it. May
we consume it as nourishment for our bodies... thank you... Thank you for bringing
my best friend back to me. | pray that you uncloud her mind and clear her heart to
receive all the blessings you have in store for her. In Jesus' name, amen.”

“Amen,” | whispered. | swiped atear from my eye before she could see it. “That was
beautiful.”

“1 may act like a heathen at times, but God knows my heart.”

We settled into our meal, and she told me about her day. She told me she had lunch
with Tia and Black, and they asked to see me. | decided that | was finally ready to
have visitors. | did miss them. It wasn't so long ago that the four of us were
inseparable. Maybe alittle girls' night would lift my spirits. | agreed to see them, and
Avyn suggested inviting them over tomorrow night.

“Oh! | meant to tell you something!” She did alittle shimmy in her seat.

| giggled. “Why are you dancing?’



“Guess who | saw today?’

“Who?’

“Your angel.”

| raised an eyebrow. “My angel ?’

“Calum.”

“Oh... How is he?’

“He's doing good. He asked about you. He wanted to make sure you were doing
okay. | think he may be alittle smitten with you, girl.”

“Avyn, the man saw me on the most embarrassing night of my life. If he feels
anything for me, it’s pity.”

“1 don’t think so.”

“Look at me... A man like that would want nothing to do with awoman like me.”
“First of al, what you aren’'t going to do is down yourself. You are a naturally
beautiful woman, Pasha. Inside and out. If there are a few things you're unhappy
with, change them. But do it for you and you alone.”

“1 just want to feel like myself again.”

“And you will. | have faith in that. This might be the end of something ugly, but it’'s
the beginning of something absolutely beautiful. Just you wait and see.”



We continued talking and eating while she told me about her plans for the night.
Once we finished eating, we cleaned the kitchen and watched television for a while.
When it was time for her to get ready, | retreated to the guest room. | decided on a
nice, calming bubble bath to relax and reset. | lit a few tealight candles and played
music while the tub filled. After stripping down, | eased my body into the water.

“Mmm... That's nice...”

Resting my head against the back of the tub, | closed my eyes and allowed the music
to soothe me. Once upon atime, this was one of my favorite things to do. My parents
had a huge garden tub in their bathroom at our home. | used to lock myself in their
bathroom for hours, listening to music and refilling the tub when the water grew cold.

While | soaked, | thought about what my next steps would be when my divorce was
final. | knew | didn’t want to stay with Avyn for too long. She was a single woman,
and | knew she needed her privacy, if for nothing but peace and quiet. The first thing
on my list was looking for an apartment and a car.

While | was stuck in my head, Avyn came in and told me she was about to head out.
When | looked at the clock, | realized I'd been in the tub for at least an hour. |
decided to drain the water and take a shower. Once | finished my hygiene, | changed
into my pajamas and climbed into bed. For a moment, | lay there looking up at the
ceiling.

The gift bag from earlier caught my attention, causing me to sit up. Removing the
journal, | flipped through the pages, landing on a page of aspirations.

What' s your aspiration in life?

| thought about it for a moment. What was my aspiration? Given everything that life
had thrown at me and all | was dealing with, only thing came to mind... to be happy.
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Calum
“Look at me, Uncle Cay!”

| looked up to see my niece preparing to climb up the mini rock wall of the playhouse
with Armani on her heels. She was such alittle daredevil at times.

“Be careful, Precious!” | called over to her. She grinned and nodded as she took the
first leap. | held my breath until she made it to the top. “That little girl is going to
give me a heart attack, man.”

Chris chuckled. “Just wait until you have one of your own. | thought having boys was
rough, but Armani is no better. She runs right with her brothers. I'm glad she's
fearless, but | just want her to be dainty and girly for alittle bit. My nerves can only
take so much.”

“Yeah, well, maybe I'll get to experience fatherhood one day.”

“You realize you actually have to date and get to know somebody first, right? Well,
not necessarily, but | don’t see you having a child with a woman you aren’t married

to.
“I’m glad you know that.”
“When are you gonna get back out there then, man? Y ou can’t use Bella as an excuse

anymore. She's married and well taken care of. You're financially stable, and you've
got everything going for you. Ain’'t no excuse.”



“I’'m not making excuses. | believe the woman I’'m meant to be with will show up
when the timeisright.”

“The Bible says faith without works is dead. She’'s not just gonna drop in your lap.
Y ou gotta put yourself out there.”

“Dating is hard, Chris. Some of these women only see dollar signs when it comes to
me. They see a successful, young, Black man with money and think it's a come-up. |
struggled to get here. I'll be damned if | let somebody come in and reap the benefits
for all the wrong reasons.”

“1 get it. Hey, Evahas afew single friends. Maybe you should let her hook you up.”

“1 think not. You know | love Eva, but I’ve met her friends. They aren’t exactly my
type.”

“Why? Because you can't fix them?’

“Why do you and Bellathink | need to fix people?’

“Why do you feel like you need to?’

“I don't.”

Chris ran his hand down his face. “I’ ve known you for a minute, Callum. | know you
became a full-time parent at eighteen, and while it was the hardest thing you ever had
to do, you did it with pride. Y ou put your dreams and education on the back burner to
make sure you two were straight when nobody else could or would. | know that even
though Belle is married to a good man, you keep her on your payroll, so she is
forever good just in case shit doesn’'t work out. My point is, not only do you like to
fix broken things, but you also like to prevent them from being broken again.”



| was quiet momentarily when he said that because it was true. Once you make it out
of the struggle, you do everything possible never to struggle again. I'd liketo say I'd
become a bit of an empath. The trauma of losing my parents and being thrown into
adult roles early on made me sensitive to others needs. | didn't have a savior
complex or anything like that. | just felt like it was my duty to help those in need if it
was within my means.

| understood what it was like not to have anybody and be forced to depend on
yourself, even when you may not be your best option. There were times after losing
my parents when | was so burned out from having to pour into not only myself but
my sister. She needed me, and | needed both of us. | knew that if | gave up, we would
both suffer. | could never make Bella suffer. She was only a kid back then. Hell, |
was still akid, my damn self.

| sat back against the bench and blew out my breath. “I guess now would be a bad
timeto tell you about the woman | met then.”

Chris sat up in his seat and leaned forward on his elbows. He chuckled and shook his
head.

“Haveat it.”
For the next twenty minutes, | told him the story of Pasha while we watched the girls
play. His face played many of the same expressions mine did as | experienced it

myself. When | finished, al he could do was shake his head.

“You know, you see this in movies, but it's always crazy to hear about it happening
inred life.”

“Tell me about it. Thisisright out of aTyler Perry joint.”



“You said you’ ve been thinking about her... What’ s up with that?’

| sighed. “I don’t know, man. | guess... | just want to know how it ends. | want her to
be okay, you know?’

“1 get that. Seems like you've already become emotionally invested. What are you
gonnado if you ever see her again? Pursue that?’

“1 wouldn’'t push it that far, Chris. At least, | don't think that | would. | mean, she's
gonna need lots of time and probably more therapy to get through this. She was
already dealing with depression and anxiety. This probably set her back.”

“l can only imagine.” He looked at me curioudly. “I fedl like this has somehow
embedded itself in you. | know you well enough to know that once you get a thought
in your mind, you like to see it through. Just be careful. Don’t get weird, man.”

My brows furrowed. “What do you mean?”’

“Don’t go looking for her or show up at her job. Coincidently, seeing her in public is
one thing, but looking for her will give that woman stalker vibes. Hell, you might
even catch a charge. You did your due diligence as a good citizen. The Lord will
bless you for that. Just let the cards fall where they may.”

“1 hear you, Chris.”

Even though the urge to check on Pasha was strong, | would fight against it. The last
thing | needed was to have my concern misconstrued as something it wasn't. | knew
when to leave well enough alone... even when | didn’t want to. Maybe our interaction
was only supposed to be for that one night. Perhaps | had done my good deed, and it
was time to go about my business.



“What did you do to my baby?’ Bellaasked as| carried Precious into her house.

We'd spent a good three hours at the park with Chris and Armani. They played to
their hearts' content. When she was good and tired, | took her back to my house and
put on her favorite movie. She cuddled up in my arms, and before long, we fell fast

asleep.

“I'll never tell,” | jested, laying her on the couch. | covered her with a blanket and
kissed her forehead before hugging my sister. “How was your day?’

“Ugh! It wasaday! Comein the kitchen, and I’ [l tell you about it.”

| followed her into the spacious kitchen. The delectable scent of whatever she was
cooking pleased my senses. My lunch was gone, and | knew I'd stay for dinner. Bella
retrieved two glasses from the cabinet, then pulled out a bottle of wine from the

fridge.

“l don’'t like how you treat me like one of your girlfriends,” | said, gesturing to the
items. “Y ou love to wine and gossip with me.”

Sherolled her eyes. “First of al, you love thiswine. | bought it just for you, so you're
welcome. Second, you' ve always been my best friend. If | can’t gossip with you, who

can | gossip with? So, sit back, sip your wine, and shut up.”

“Have you forgotten that I'm the oldest? Don't be talking to me recklessly. I’'ll come
over there and put you in a headlock.”

“Remember, you taught me how to fight. I'll kick your ass.”

We stared at each other for a moment before breaking into laughter.



“What's up, Bells?’

“So we got this new client today. | think he has this vendetta against women. It’s like
he thought | was incompetent or something, Callum. Every suggestion | made, he
wasn't happy with it. He spoke over me, refused to make eye contact with me, and
wouldn’t even shake my hand. He only agreed to sign a contract because my male
coworker stepped in and finished the pitch. The pitch | worked so hard on. He said
the exact same thing | did, but it was accepted because it came from a man.”

| frowned. My sister was highly competent at her job. She was the youngest partner at
her firm, and that, in itself, spoke to her abilities.

“I"'m sorry you had to encounter an asshole today, Bells. You know you're a beast
with numbers. You could easily start your own firm. | guarantee your clients would
follow you.”

“1 wouldn’t want there to be bad blood. That company has done alot for me, Callum.
Days like today, | just wished they’d had my back. | understand not wanting to lose
out on a major moneymaking account, but it shouldn’t be at my expense. For the first
time, | felt undervalued and underappreciated. He made me feel like | wasn't good
enough to sit with the big boys at the table.”

“You are good enough. You're more than good. Don't ever let anybody make you
feel less than. Look at where we were and where we are. The odds were against us
after Mama and Daddy died. All we had in this world was ourselves. We could have
fallen by the wayside or run with the wrong crowd because we didn’t have parental
guidance. We didn’t do any of that. Y ou made it through school and college at the top
of your class. You climbed the corporate ladder quickly, doing what it took some of
those people years to accomplish. You earned and deserved that title as a partner.
You wouldn’t have been presented with the opportunity if you weren't competent.
I’'m so proud of you. If nobody else ever tells you that, you'll always hear it from



me.

She swiped atear from her eye. | hated to see her cry. In my eyes, she would always
be that little red baby our parents brought home from the hospital. 1'd spent my life
protecting her and making sure that she was happy, and | would die doing the same
thing. Getting up from my seat, | rounded the counter and pulled her into my arms,
wrapping her up in a hug.

“I’'m glad we've always had each other,” she said softly. “You aways know how to
get my mind right.”

“That’s what big brothers are for.” | kissed her forehead, then released her. “What are
you cooking? Y our daughter ran me ragged, and now I’m hungry.”

She giggled and shook her head as she turned back to the stove. “I’m making gumbo
and rice. | already set a place for you at the table.”

| looked back at the dining room; sure enough, there were four place settings.

“Can | help with anything?’ | asked.

“Nope. Just keep me company since you let my child fall asleep. | would fuss if it
weren't a Friday night, and we're going away for the weekend. You're still invited to
come.”

“As| told you, | don’t want to intrude on family time.”

“And as I’ ve told you, you are my family. You know, if you'd just get married and

have akid or two, we wouldn’t need to have these conversations when | invite you to
go on vacation with us. | have afriend or two | could hook you up with.”



“Negative. Why would you want me to date your friends?’

She looked over her shoulder at me and smirked. “Because at least | know | like them
and won't have to fight anybody. Y ou know | don’t play about you.”

“1 will pass on your friends. Christried to slide Eva s friends on me too.”

“1 like Eva; her friends are cute, but | don’t see them as your type.”

“That’swhat | said. I’'m good, though. Eventually, my rib will be placed in my path.”
“Well, don’t go hungry while you're waiting. I’m not saying be a man whore, but you
should date. She's not just gonna fall out of the sky, Callum. | want some nieces and
nephews to love on, so you need to hop on it.”

“I hear you. We'll see what happens.”

“Don't just ‘see’ about it, ‘be’ about it. Don’t play with me like | won't set you up on
ablind date.”

| shook my head. It wouldn’t be the first time she' d done that.

We continued to talk while she cooked. Precious was awake when my brother-in-law
came home and wanted to play again. | obliged her while we waited for the food and
then ate dinner with them. | returned to my house around eight that evening, and the
difference was so noticeable. The silence was deafening, and the house felt too big
for me. For thefirst timein alongtime, | truly felt lonely.

But what could | do but wash my body and climb my lonely ass into bed?
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Four Months L ater

Pasha

| looked around the empty space that was to be my little studio apartment. I'd been
working, doing overtime, and picked up a second job to save enough money to move
into my own place. Living with Avyn had been wonderful. She was encouraging; she
was my shoulder to cry on and my voice of reason. There were so many times when |
wanted to give up, but she pushed me to keep moving forward.

Asgreat as it had been living with my best friend and rebuilding our friendship every
day, | most certainly felt like | was a burden to her. She always assured me she loved
having me there, and | was welcomed for as long as | needed to stay. Again, |
appreciated that, but | needed to go.

Today was aday | had been anticipating for a while now. I’ d been touring apartments
for two weeks, and nothing quite felt like me. Then Avyn told me that her building
had a vacancy. It was perfect because I'd grown familiar with the area and didn’t
have to change my routine when getting to and from my second job.

“Does everything look good?’ asked Marie from the leasing office.

| turned to her with a smile. “Everything looks perfect.”

“Awesome! Well, | have your leasing agreement right here on the iPad. I'll review
everything with you, you'll pay your deposit, and then we' re good to go!”



We stood at the small bar area while she went over the agreement as thoroughly as
possible. Once she was done, | signed it and handed over my money order for the
deposit. My excitement peaked when she handed over my keys. This wasn't just an
apartment. It was a home that I’ d secured al on my own.

Someone had taken care of me my entire life. Someone always had the power to
say,”You wouldn’t have that if it weren't for me.” Not anymore. Now, | was taking
care of myself. At twenty-eight years old, | felt like | was finally beginning to live for
the first time. | had to admit it felt good.

After securing the keys on my key ring, | locked up and headed upstairs to Avyn’'s
apartment. When | walked in, she looked like she was just getting home. She stood at
the kitchen counter, sifting through mail.

“Hey, boo,” she said, glancing up. “Did you sign your |ease?’

“1 did! I’ll be out of your hair soon.”

She dropped the mail and gave me her attention. “Don’t do that. You have always
been more than welcomed here, Pash.”

“1 know, | know. I’'m joking. | really appreciate you, Avyn. Y ou’ve been an angel.”

“1t was nothing, girl. I know if the tables were turned, you would do the same for me.
I’m so happy things are looking up for you.”

“Yeah... metoo. It'sbeen along journey, and it’s not over yet.”
While | would have liked my divorce to be over and done, it was at the point of

things getting nasty. Raymond expected me to be docile about everything. He
expected me not to contest the divorce, and he would just be able to ride off into the



sunset with his pregnant mistress. That’s why he offered to pay for my lawyer.

He and his lawyer had compiled a team of legal representation they were willing to
pay for. The problem with that was the fact everybody on the list was someone that
he knew and would likely screw me over.

My friend Blake' s sister, Sandra, was a divorce attorney. She took my case pro bono.
Not only that, but she also was fighting to get me everything she said | deserved. She
filed a motion going after Raymond for adultery, abandonment, cruelty, isolation, and
emotional distress. She was seeking alimony and was trying to have him continue to
pay for my therapy. When my wedding ring was pawned, | took that money to pay
for my therapy. Maybe | could have put it off, but | did what | felt was best for me at
the time. | needed to maintain that relationship for my sanity.

Raymond was livid the first time we went to court. He couldn’t control the narrative,
and he couldn’t control me. He walked into the courtroom expecting to see his friend
standing beside me as my representative. The smile on his face dropped when Sandra
appeared at my side. She was one of the top divorce attorneys in the state. If he had
made a valid effort to realy get to know my friends, he would have known she was
Blake' s sister.

He managed to get my number from the court documents, and every so often, he
called me from a blocked number, harassing me. I'd recorded his rants to present in

court per Sandra s advice.

“Hey...” Avyn grabbed my hand, causing me to break out of my thoughts. “It may not
be over, but I’'m so proud of your handling everything.”

“I'mtrying.”

“How about we go do some shopping? Somebody has a new apartment that needs



furnishing!”

| smiled. “I can’t go overboard now. This is a case of only having enough for the
deposit.”

“Actually...” Shereached into her purse and handed me an envelope.

My brows furrowed. “What’ s this?’

“Just alittle love offering from the girls and me. We know you’ re saving for a car and
didn’t want you to dip into those funds. We wanted to at least help you get the
essentials... pots and pans, towels, cleaning supplies... stuff like that. Oh, and you can
take the bedroom furniture from the guest room. I’m getting a new one for my room
and moving the old onein there.”

“Avyn... That’stoo much. You' ve already given me more than | could ask for.”

“You didn't ask. | offered, and you'll take it even if | have to drag it downstairs
myself. What am | saying? | don't do manual labor. I'll call up Mr. Officer to help
move it. He' s been asking to see me anyway.”

| shook my head. “ So you’ re gonna put him to work?”’

“I'll work him out afterward.” She winked at me as she slung her purse over her
shoulder. “Come on. I’'m sending the girls a text. They can meet us for drinks when
we're done. You have every reason to celebrate right now. I'm not taking no for an
answer.”

| rolled my eyes. “Okay, okay. Just let me grab my purse.”

| headed to the guest room. After swiping my purse from the dresser, | started for the



door. That's when | saw my journal on the dresser. | realized that | hadn’t reflected
on my daily feelings. Every day, | wrote one word that described how | was feeling.
It helped me with keeping track of my moods. Flipping to today’s date, | uncapped
the pen and wrote the word... grateful.

That was the first and only thing that came to mind. Today, it was the most befitting.
Avyn and | had been in Splurge, a superstore in town, for almost two hours now.

God was really on my side today. Almost every item | would need was on sale or
clearance. Avyn and | had to grab another shopping cart to carry it al. We finally
made our way into a checkout line. Because it was Splurge, only a few lanes were

open, and they were backed up along with self-checkout.

“l don’t know why we love coming to this ghetto-ass place,” Avyn said, examining
her nails.

“It'saone-stop shop,” | answered.

“Y eah, where you can catch a sale, a headache, hands, or a bullet.”

| giggled. “Why are you so dramatic?’

“You know I’'m extra. It’s been that way since we were chaps. Nothing has changed.”

Her gaze drifted to the crowd around us. A smirk spread across her face as she
nodded to the left of me.

“Speaking of things not changing, your angel still looks as beautiful as ever.”

| looked up to see the face of my rescuer. | hadn’t seen him since he dropped me off



at the hotel four months ago. I’ d often thought of him, hoping he was blessed for his
kindness. | amost forgot that | needed to pay him back with everything going on.
Well, | hadn’t forgotten. | just wanted to be in a better position.

He must have felt our eyes on him because he looked in our direction. A smile spread
across hisface. Avyn waved at him, and immediately, he began walking toward us.

“Why would you wave?’ | whisper-yelled.

“Why not? | told you months ago that man wanted to check on you. Act right!” She
plastered a smile on her face as he approached us. “Mr. Ellis. How nice to see you.”

“Good afternoon.”

He extended his hand, and she didn’'t hesitate to shake it. When he turned to me, his
smile brightened.

“Mrs. Sinclaire. It's nice to see you.”

“Mr. Ellis. It' s nice to see you too.”

“How are you? How is everything?’

“Well... Things are better than where we left them. I’ m still going through the divorce
process, but things are looking up. | signed alease for an apartment today.”

He looked at the items in the carts and smiled. “ That’s great to hear. I’ m really happy
for you. I, uh... I’ ve thought about you.”

“You have?’



“Yes.” He looked down at his feet. “When | left you, something stuck with me. |
guess | worried that you would be okay. Now that I’ ve seen you, maybe my mind will
rest.”

“If you worried, why didn't you ever reach out? | know Avyn told you where |
worked.”

He chuckled. “Well, given the circumstances, | wasn’t sure how you would take me
checking up on you. | didn’t want to come off as creepy.”

Avyn tapped my arm. “Don’t give the man the third degree, Pasha.”

“I'mnot!” | cleared my throat. “| appreciate your prayers and concern.”

“It's no problem. If you need any help moving, I’'m available.”

“Oh, | don’t—"

Avyn cut me off. “That would be wonderful! Isyour number still the same?”’

“Itis.”

“Great. I'll text you the address tomorrow morning.”

| looked at her like she had two heads. What the hell was she thinking?

“Tomorrow is good. I'll see you then.”

He left us with a smile and continued along his merry way. | slapped Avyn’'s arm.

“What are you doing?”



“ Setting the stage for you to get a good man.”

“1 don’t want a man. Period. Have you forgotten that I’ m in the middle of a divorce?’

“l haven't. If Raymond can move on while you two are together, you can move on
now. I’m not saying jump in headfirst, but you could always use afriend.”

“That’swhy | have you.”

“And | love you. But | can’t offer you the kind of friendship he can. You know what
I’m talking about.” She wiggled her eyebrows at me.

| scoffed. “Y ou think | would sleep with that man?’

She snorted. “ Shit, | would.”

“1 can’t with you.” | folded my arms. “Are you really going to give him your address?
What happened to you calling Mr. Officer to help us?’

“I"'m gtill calling him. The more manpower we have, the better. You know | don’t do
that kind of manual labor. | just got my nails done, and I’ m not trying to break one.”

| rolled my eyes as | turned back to the slowly moving line. | wasn't sure if | wanted
this man to know where | lived. What if he showed up unannounced? What if he was
really on some creepy shit? He knowing where | laid my head didn’'t sit right with
me. | had enough of a messy situation and didn’t know what kind of drama he could
have with him. The last thing | needed was some woman to roll up behind him,
threatening to fight me over aman that | didn’t even want.

“Get out of your head,” Avyn whispered in my ear, causing me to jump.



| wish | were able to do that. I'd been in my head for so many years that | didn’'t
know what it was like to live worry and stress free. | knew Avyn meant well, but | got
the feeling that this wasn't going to be anything like she was hoping for. | prayed that
Mr. Ellis didn’'t have any ideas about me. He was there to help—nothing more,
nothing less.
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Calum

“Areyou sure it's agood idea to go over there?’ Chris asked as | made my way over
to Pasha' s apartment building.

Avyn sent me the address early this morning and told me they would be ready to start
moving by eleven.

“It' safinetimeto ask, Chris. I'm already on the way.”

“1 don’t know about this. | don’t want you to get your feelings hurt. | know you still
think about that night, man.”

It was true. | did think about that night. Four months had passed, and | still thought
about it every time | passed that hotel. | thought about it whenever | went to my
contacts and saw Avyn's number. Chris told me months ago that the situation

somehow embedded itself inside me.

| wasn't sure why, but it had been my experience that | had to see it through when |
felt strongly about something. It never let up on my mental if | ignored it.

“I’m just helping her move, Chris. Nothing more, nothing less.”
“1f you say so. Areyou still coming over for the barbecue later?”

“Yeah, I'll be there. There's not much to move. At least that's what was said this
morning.”



“All right, well, I'll seeyou later, man.”

“Seevyou later.”

The call disconnected, and the music | previously listened to resumed playing
through my speaker. This was my Saturday morning cleaning playlist. It was filled
with some of my parents' favorite music, an ode to them of sorts.

Every Saturday morning, my mother would have Bella and me up, cleaning the whole
house. We knew that time was when Betty Wright's “Clean Up Woman” came
blaring through my father’s stereo. Even though the song wasn't about cleaning, it
was just like a wake-up call. Since | was about to help Pasha move into her place, |
needed to get in acleaning mood like | did when | cleaned my own house.

Ten minutes later, | pulled up in front of the apartment building. It was located in a
semi quiet part of town, close to the university. | assumed mostly college students
dwelled here since almost every person | saw walking in and out carried a backpack. |
climbed out of my truck and headed inside to the tenth floor, where Avyn said she
lived. | counted the numbers on the door until | came to ten twenty-one. Taking a
deep breath, | knocked. A few seconds later, the door opened, and Avyn greeted me
with asmile.

“Hey, Callum. Comeonin.”

She opened the door wider to alow me entry. Stepping in, | noted how spotless it
was. Everything was neat, organized, and color coordinated.

“You have aniceplace,” | said.

“Thank you.”



“Baby, | think we can play Tetris with this furniture—Callum Ellis.”

| grinned when | redlized the voice belonged to a good friend at the police
department.

“Malcolm Holbrook.”

He came over and shook my hand. “What the hell are you doing in this neck of the
woods?’

“You two know each other?’ Avyn asked, folding her arms.

“We go back a few years,” Malcolm answered. “How are you, man? How’s the
family?’

“Bellais good. Preciousis growing like aweed and spending all my money.”

He chuckled. “Admit it. You love spoiling her.”

“l do. That'smy lil’ baby.”

“How do you know my lady?’

“He's actually a friend of Pasha's,” Avyn answered. “Say hello to your help for the
day.”

He shook his head. “I forgot... You don’t do manual labor.”

She smirked. “I’m glad you know this. Anyway, Pash is downstairs doing some last-
minute cleaning. She wanted the place spotless before we moved anything.”



| raised an eyebrow. “ She’s moving downstairs?’

“Yes. An apartment became available, so we hopped right on it. It works out since we
carpool to work together.”

“That makes sense. I’ m glad she accepted your help.”

“She didn’t have much of achoice. | can be quite pushy.”

“That’ s an understatement,” Malcolm mumbled with ady smile.

“1 can aso be petty,” Avyn said firmly.

Malcolm kissed her cheek. “I’'m joking, love.”

“Mmm-hmm. Why don’t you take Callum to the guest room, and you two can figure
out how you will move everything.” She grabbed two huge rolling suitcases and
headed for the door. “She’'s in apartment eight seventeen. Don’t get to chitchatting
and take all damn day.”

“1 hear you, woman. Go on.”

Sherolled her eyes as she walked out the door.

“1 swear she gives me hell sometimes, man. Women.”

He shook his head as he led me down the hallway to the guest room. Upon entering, |
was surprised to see it so clean since someone was moving out.

“S0, how long have you been seeing this friend?’ he asked.



“Oh, um, technically, we aren’t seeing each other like that. | helped her out a few
months back. | saw them at the store yesterday and offered my assistance with
moving.”

He smirked. “ Sounds like somebody is trying to get in where hefitsin. | ain’'t mad at
you. Pasha is a beautiful woman,; after al she's been through, she could use a good
man.”

13 I ) m not_”

“Calum, | know you well enough to know you don't do hookups. You saw
something in her. Just know you’re gonna need a lot of patience with that one. She's
closed off and doesn’'t say too much. Avyn loves her to death, though. She won't
admit it, but she's sad she’s moving out. However, she's determined to be a
supportive friend. She'll cry about it later.”

“How long have you two been seeing each other.”

“About ayear. Nothing is official... but that’s my lil’ baby. Maybe one of these days,
I’ll get her to commit to me.”

He sighed, and | could tell that was probably an ongoing battle he'd clearly been
losing. We made small talk as we followed each other’s lead in maneuvering the
bedroom furniture out into the living room. We decided it was best to get everything
out first to save time. | compared the elevator's size with the furniture's size and
figured we could get it all in two trips.

After moving the first load down the hall, we packed it in the elevator and headed
down. When we got to Pasha' s apartment, the door was slightly gjar.

“Knock, knock!” Malcolm yelled, pushing it open with his foot.



Avyn and Pasha appeared from around the corner. Our eyes briefly met as we
maneuvered the heavy dresser through the space to the area designated for the
bedroom. It sat behind a floor-to-ceiling bookshelf that served as the partition that
separated the living and sleeping quarters. | was just about to ask where she wanted
it, but then | noticed the Post-it Notes on the wall labeling the designated furniture

spots.

| pointed it out to Malcolm, and we put the dresser in place.

“Good morning,” | said, offering her awarm smile.

“Good morning. Thank you again for coming to help. I'm sure you had better things
to do today.”

“On the contrary, | didn’t have any plans. I’'m all yourstoday.”

“Well, I’ll try not to keep you too long.”

| didn’t mind. She could keep me all day. She looked cute in her track pants, plain
white tee, and a baseball cap with her curls sticking out from under it. In seeing her
yesterday, her spirit felt lighter. There wasn't that dark cloud of sadness cast over her.
Her eyesweren’t red from crying. She had afaint air of happiness.

“1t’ s no problem. How are you feeling about all this?’

She smiled softly. “I’'m happy I’'m in a position to do better for myself. I've never
lived alone, so it’'ll take some getting used to. But it’s mine, and nobody can put me

out when they feel likeit.”

“Amen to that. For what it's worth, I’m proud of you. | don’t know you, but you were
heavy on my spirit for along time, Pasha. | don’t think I've ever prayed so hard for



someone | didn’t know.”
Again, she smiled. “Well, I've never thanked God so much for a stranger. You
blessed me that night. | had no idea where | was going or what | would do. You

provided me with a place to rest my head and your kindness...”

She paused momentarily to swipe the tear in the corner of her eye. She closed them
and took a deep breath before continuing.

“Because of you, I’ ve reconnected with some of the only people who truly love me. |
needed them more than | realized.”

“I love that for you.”

“l know Avyn said the room was partially refunded, but 1'd like to pay you back the
rest—"

| held up a hand to stop her. “You’'ll do no such thing. | told you, I’'m not worried
about the money.”

“At least et me pay you for today.”

| gently took her hand. “Pasha... It's okay. I’'m happy to be of service. Thisis a big
step for you. | just want to support you.”

She squeezed my hand. “Thank you.”

We stared at each other for a moment. Damn, | could get lost in those eyes of hers.
She was so beautiful... so resilient and deserving, and she didn’t even know it. | knew
so little about her, yet looking into her eyes, | wanted to know everything. Suddenly,
Malcolm cleared his throat, breaking us out of our trance. We looked over to find him



and Avyn giving us curious looks. | didn't realize | was still holding her hand until
she let mine go.

“You ready to get the rest of this stuff?’ Malcolm asked.

“Yeah.”

| left Pasha with a smile as we headed back into the hall to grab the items we left
beside the elevator.

Malcolm chuckled. “1 see why you agreed to come help out.”

| feigned ignorance. “1 don’t know what you mean.”

He kissed his teeth. “You're aterrible liar, Callum. Not only that, but you also wear
your emotions on your sleeve like a badge of honor. Y ou're attracted to Pasha.”

“l mean, she's beautiful; you said that yourself.”

“Nah, man. | see her beauty as awoman. You... You see it as something you want to
experience for yourself. What happened between y’all?’

“Nothing. | just... If you'd seen her that night, you'd understand, Malcolm. She was
broken. | watched her husband speak to her like some nigga on the street. He kicked
her out of her home and moved his pregnant side chick in. The pain and hurt | saw in
her face that night was nothing like I'd ever seen. I’ ve thought about that woman so
many times over the last couple of months. I’ve prayed for her heart and her mind. |
don’t know what it is, but | couldn’t seem to shake her.”

“Damn, man. That’'s deep. Who knows. She could be the one. Sometimes, heartbreak
is a setup for a hell of a breakthrough. | don’t know what or how you’'re gonna do it,



but good luck with that. | meanit.”

| didn’t say anything as we approached the furniture. | knew it was too soon to pursue
anything with this woman. After all, she was in the middle of what | could only
assume was a nasty divorce. She didn’t need me trying to push up on her, and | would
never be that insensitive or disrespectful. However, | did want to offer her friendship.
If she was open to that, maybe, just maybe, it was a start.
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Pasha
| looked around at my little apartment with a smile on my face.

While | still needed a kitchen table and living room furniture, it was aready
beginning to feel like home. | can admit that when | woke up this morning and came
down here to do alittle last-minute cleaning, the first thing | did when | walked in the
door was cry. But they weren't tears of sadness. They were more like tears of joy.
This moment had been along time coming.

While Avyn said | could stay with her as long as | wanted, | knew | needed to kick-
start my independence and get my own place. A place where | could call home. A
place where | didn’t have to worry about being put out of at the drop of adime. This
was my place of comfort and peace. At the end of along day, | could come here and
leave my burdens at the front door.

“l can’t wait to see this place fully decorated,” Blake said, throwing herself across my
bed.

She and Tia had come over about an hour ago bearing bags of groceries to stock my
fridge, freezer, and pantry. | couldn’t believe how my friends had blessed me. They
made it clear that they would be here for me. All | had to do was let them.

“1t’1l probably be awhile, but the important thing is, I'min here.”

Tia embraced me for the third time. “I’m so happy for you, Pash. Your growth thus
far has been beautiful. | know you’ re gonna come out of this stronger than ever.”



| prayed for the same thing. I’d been wallowing in grief for so long that feeling happy
was foreign to me. It heightened my anxiety, and the intrusive thoughts of something
snatching this happiness away played in my head like a broken record. My therapy
sessions were filled with tears, but Dr. Thomas was a godsend. She was as patient
with me as she had been for years. She told me that slow progress was still progress,
and | needed to believe | deserved my happy ending.

A knock on the wall broke my thoughts. We looked up to see Callum standing there
with asmile.

“Pardon my interruption. | was just about to head out and wanted to say goodbye.”
“Oh, okay. Well, let me walk you to the elevator.”

| didn’t miss the smirk on my girls faces when | stood from the bed and walked out
of the space. | followed Callum out of the apartment and down the hall to the
elevator. He pressed the button and turned to me while he waited.

“Thank you again for all your help today,” | said softly.

“It was no problem. Y our place is coming together.”

“Slowly but surely.”

“You'll get there.”

He stared at me for a moment, seemingly contemplating his next words. His hand
went to the back of his head, and he took a deep breath.

“l, um... | was hoping | could leave you with my number personally. Y ou know, just
In case you ever need anything fixed or need aride to or from work. | know you don’t



have a car right now, and it’s a hassle asking for rides.”

“Oh, um... Well, | worked my schedule around Avyn’s, so aride is no problem right
now. But thank you.”

“Okay.” He nervously scratched his head. “Can | still leave my number?’

“Calum, you're anice guy, and | appreciate everything you've done. But I’'m just not
ready to entertain another man. | don’t know when or if | ever will be.”

“1 just wanted to offer you friendship. No pressure.”

| was hesitant. | wasn't sure if having him as a friend was a good idea. Even though |
told him | wasn't ready for anything, what was stopping him from pushing for
something more? Still, he' d been such ablessing. | didn’t want to seem ungrateful.

“Okay,” | found myself agreeing.

| reached into my pocket and pulled out my phone. After unlocking it, | handed it to
him. He quickly programmed his number and handed it back to me.

“You don't want mine?’ | asked.

“I’ll let you be comfortable with reaching out to me. Whenever you fedl like talking,
I’ [l make time for you.”

| nodded as | slipped my phone back into my pocket just as the elevator dinged. “Get
home safe.”

“I will.”



The doors opened, and he stepped inside. | stepped back and watched as they closed
on him before returning to my apartment. | walked in to find Avyn and Malcolm
kissing in my kitchen. In the four months | had been staying with her, he' d been over
weekly. For someone who was openly dating a few different people, he appeared to
be her favorite. He seemed nice, and | couldn’t fathom why she wouldn’t commit to
him.

| cleared my throat, causing them to part ways.

“My bad, boo,” she said, wiping her mouth. “We got carried away. | guessit’stimeto
take him back upstairs and reward him for a hard day’ s work.”

“Please don’t let me stop you.”

She giggled. “At least you don’t have to hear me anymore.”

“1 will not missthat. You get so loud.”

She winked at me. “That’s how you know he' s doing hisjob.”

“Baby,” Malcolm said, elbowing her, “Pasha doesn’t want or need to know that.” He
offered me a handshake. “ Congratulations on the new place, Pasha. We're gonna get

out of your hair.”

Avyn pulled me in for a hug, squeezing me tightly. “I’'m so proud of you and love
you so much.”

“1 love you too, Avyn. Thank you for all you've done for me.”

“No need to thank me. You're my sister. I'd do anything for you. I’'m gonna miss

you.



| giggled. “I’m only two floors down, girl.”

“l know! But now, | can’t just walk across the hall to your room. Don’t be surprised
if you wake up, and I’m in your bed.”

“You're always welcome.”
She kissed my cheek, then grabbed Malcolm’s hand and left. | headed back into my
bedroom space with Blake and Tia. The moment | stepped in, they looked at me with

curious faces.

“S000...” Blake said, dragging out the word, “Where did you find that handsome
hunk of man candy?’

“Who, Calum?’

“Um, yes! Girl, he' s beautiful.”

| rolled my eyes. “He helped me out a while ago. We ran into him in Wamart
yesterday, and our big-mouthed friend accepted his offer to come help out today.
Low key, she wastrying to set me up.”

Tiasmirked. “Well, our friend has good taste. Y ou deserve alittle fun.”

“I'll tell you like | told her, I'm not trying to see anyone. | just want to get my life
together. He did give me his number and said he wants to be friends.”

“Nothing is wrong with being friends,” Blake said.

“What if he pushes for more?’



Tiapulled me to sit between them on the bed. She linked her arm through mine.

“There are good men out there, Pasha. Men who would respect a friendship until you
feel like you wanted more or even if you didn’t. You can’t be afraid, boo. | know you
don’'t want to spend the rest of your life alone. You're only twenty-eight. There is
plenty of time. | just don’t want you to go through the rest of your life being afraid of
men and what they might do to you.”

“I’m not just afraid of what they would do to me. I’'m afraid of what | might allow.”

Blake shook her head. “You are so much stronger than you give yourself credit for,
Pash. With everything you went through, you are still here, baby. | know you wanted
to give up. | know you wanted to end things, but you fought it. Y ou won the battle so
many people have lost. | admire you for never taking that route.”

They had no idea how many times | wanted to end my life over the years. There were
times when | had razor blades to my wrists in the bathtub. There were times when |
had a handful of painkillers ready to swallow. There was atime when | had a loaded
gun to my head. I’d been so deep in my depression that | couldn’t foresee any way
out other than ending my life. Then | thought about my parents.

They would be so disappointed in me if I’d done that. | thought about my baby and
how he wouldn’t want his mommy to die because he didn’t get to live. Even when |
felt like | didn’t have much to live for, | chose to live for the three of them because
they couldn’t live for themselves. My life as | knew it had ended, and now, | had a
chance at a new beginning, and this one would be what | made it.

The sun peeked in through my window bright and early Sunday morning. My eyes
slowly opened, and | looked around, remembering | wasn't at Avyn’s anymore. There
wasn't the sound of her gospel music blaring through the speakers. | laughed to
myself, thinking of how she used to tell me she attended Bedside Baptist with



Reverand Pillow. She maintained the idea that she was a holy hellraiser; she may be a
sinner, but she knew God and had a personal relationship with Him.

Tossing back my covers, | stood and headed into the bathroom to relieve myself.
When | finished, | washed my face and brushed my teeth. Heading back into the
bedroom area, | grabbed my journal and a pen and went into the kitchen to make a
cup of coffee. While it was brewing, | threw two dlices of bread into the toaster and
cut up an avocado to top it. Once everything was done, | grabbed it all and placed it
on the floor in front of my living room window. | opened the curtains to let the
sunlight in before taking a seat.

After taking a few bites of my toast and a sip of coffee, | opened the journa to
today’ s writing prompt. Write a letter of encouragement to your mind. | pondered the
sentence. There were so many things | could say to myself. Taking a deep breath, |
picked up my pen and began writing.

Dear Mind,

It's me, your human. | know we' ve been going through it for a while now, but things
are improving. | know | haven’'t been kind to you. | know |’ ve burdened you with so
much, and it’s been unfair. It's time we started taking in some of the encouragement
given to us. We have to believe in ourselves. Take a look around. We aren’t where
we were four months ago. Y ou need to know that your greatest gift is you. You have
resilience that can’t be broken, no matter how many timesit’s been tested.

You are uniquely equipped to carry your burdens. Trust yourself. You will let
yourself down. You will make mistakes, but forgive yourself and turn your tragedies
and failures into triumphs. Life may knock you down nine times, but you’ve got to
get up ten and keep fighting. Persistence is key. You are not a quitter. You are not
weak. Y ou are not unworthy.



You deserve to embrace the fact that you alone control your life. You deserve to
allow yourself to feel and be heard. There comes a point in life where self-loathing
and self-doubt become torturous and no longer healthy. Thisis that point. Remember
what drives you. Remember what makes life worth living, even in the worst of times.
Take adeep break. Inhale. Exhale. Y ou've got this.

Sincerely,

Pasha

| closed the journal and set it aside. That was the kindest I’d spoken to myself in a
long time. It felt good and uplifting. | lifted my head toward the sun, allowing it to
warm my face. Today was a brand-new day. Today, | would do something just for me
because | deserve it and am worthy of having a good day. Pulling out my phone, |
booked an Uber for pickup in the next hour. After finishing my toast and coffee, | put
my dishes in the sink and returned to my room to find something to wear before
hopping in the shower.

| took the time to cleanse my body and complete a makeup routine that | hadn’t done
in at least a year. | did my lashes and eyebrows and applied a light beat to my face.
For my hair, | pulled it up into a sleek, curly puff atop my head and even added
earrings. | smiled as | looked in the mirror at the once-familiar reflection of myself. |
felt pretty, and that had become foreign to me. Going to my closet, | sifted through
my clothes, determined to put on something other than sweats and an oversized T-
shirt.

| settled on a pair of khaki joggers that hugged the curves | was trying to embrace, a
white T-shirt that | tucked in, and my favorite pair of canvas shoes. Digging through
my keepsake box, | pulled out my mother’s silver necklace with a small diamond
pendant and matching bracelet. | also pulled out my father’s favorite wristwatch.
They wore these when they passed away, and | hadn’t had the heart to touch them



since | placed them in the box.

The watch didn’t work, but | didn’'t care. Today, | wanted to fedl close to them, so |
would proudly wear the pieces. Standing in front of the mirror, |1 looked myself over
with a smile. | even snapped a picture or two because | felt that cute. Then the
notification chimed, letting me know that my Uber was waiting outside. Grabbing my
crossbody and keys, | headed out the front door to see what adventure awaited me.
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Calum

| usually spend my Sundays with Precious and Bella, but since they were out of town
again, | decided to leave the house for a little while and enjoy the fresh air. I'd been
up since early this morning, getting in my workout routine and meditating. It was
something | found calmed my nerves when | was dealing with emotional turmoil after
my parents passed away.

Every morning for the last couple of years, |I’ve woken up at sunrise and gone to sit
out on my patio. The neighborhood | grew up in was quiet, and there wasn't much
movement at six am. Out there, it was just me and the sounds of nature. My mother
used to meditate al the time. Back then, I’d aways ask my father why she was sitting
looking up at the sky so early. He said she was centering herself and finding peace
and balance. Asakid, | didn’'t understand, but as an adult, | fully reaped the benefits.

Since it was such a lovely day, | decided to go to the local farmers' market in the
town square. Every Sunday, people came to sell fresh produce and handmade goods.
It was the perfect opportunity to sow back into the community. Most Sundays as a
kid, we ventured here as afamily. Some days, | still scooped up Bella and Precious to
come out here.

| arrived a little after ten and parked my car. Grabbing my sunglasses, | got out and
treaded through the crowded streets. My first stop was always Ms. Carol, an older
Black woman who sold homemade treats.

“Calum!” She came from around the table to greet me with a grandmotherly hug.
“How are you, baby?’



“l can't complain, Ms. Carol. How are you?’

“Well, the good L ord allowed me to live another day, and I’ m just fine with that.”
“Amen. What do you have for me today?’

“Oh!” She tipped back around the table and opened the cooler | knew she kept her
secret stash in. She pulled out a small bag with about five cookies in it. “Cookie

Monster Cookies.”

They were crispy, blue chocolate chip cookies loaded with chocolate chips, chopped
Oreos, and melted chocolate in the center.

“Ms. Carol, you're trying to make me fat,” | said with a light chuckle. “You know |
can't eat just one of these.”

“That’s why there are five in the bag.” She pulled out a second bag and handed it to
me. “Take that to Precious. Where are she and Bellatoday?’

“They went out of town. How much do | owe you?”’

“It'son metoday. | haven’'t seen you in awhile. Consider it agift.”

“Now, Ms. Carol—"

“Aht-aht! Respect your elders.” She turned to get a bag, and | slipped a twenty into
her tip jar. “Y ou have agood day, and keep cool in this hot sun.”

“Yes, maam.”

| leaned over to kiss her cheek. Bidding her goodbye, | continued through the crowd,



stopping at a few tables. After a while, the urge to try one of these cookies got the
better of me. | grabbed a bottle of water from a vendor and sat on a nearby bench.
Thefirst bite of the cookie caused me to rel ease a deep moan.

“Shit...” | mumbled.

| had to hold the cookie away from me and look at it. There was a very strong
possibility that Precious wouldn't get her bag if | had to keep them at my house.
Before | knew it, I’ d scarfed down three cookies.

“Must be good,” | heard.

| looked up to see Pasha standing in front of me with a warm smile on her face. | had
to do a double take. She looked nothing like she did yesterday. | mean, she was still
beautiful yesterday, but today... Today, she was radiant. From the hair to the makeup
to the way her outfit accentuated her ample curves. She looked like she had a good
night’s sleep and woke up feeling refreshed.

| swallowed the cookie in my mouth and extended the bag to her.

“Try one.”

“Oh, | couldn’t. You looked like you were enjoying that, and | don’t need a cookie
anyway.”

| stood and stepped closer to her. Reaching into the bag, | pulled out a cookie and
handed it to her. “Tasteit,” | insisted.

She hesitated momentarily before breaking off a piece and popping it into her mouth.
| watched her eyes widen as she chewed.



“Oh my God...”

“It's good, right?’

“That’ s probably the best thing I’ ve ever tasted.”

“You want the rest?’

She plucked the remaining cookie from my fingers and took another bite. A few
crumbs landed on her lips, and the urge to reach out and swipe them was real. She
licked her lips to capture them.

“Thank you,” she said softly.

“You're welcome. Y ou look nice. Something about you feels different today.”

She blushed. “WEéll, for one, | woke up happy and well rested. | feel good.”

“1t shows. What brings you out?’

“Oh, | just wanted to get out for a little while. Soak up the sun. | hadn’t planned to
come here when the Uber dropped me off in town. | saw the crowd and decided to see
what was going on.”

“You've never been to the farmers market?”

She shook her head. “1’ve been a bit of a hermit the last couple of years. My anxiety
has me wanting to run for the hills right now.”

“Stay in the moment and work through it. Y ou took a big enough step by coming out
here. Y ou deserve to enjoy yourself.”



She looked around. “There's just so many people. | wasn’'t even supposed to come
over here. | could feel myself beginning to panic, and you were afamiliar face.”

“Well, I'm glad my face had a calming effect. I’d be happy to walk around with you
if you' re comfortable with that.”

She was hesitant, but she nodded. | offered her my arm, and she gently wrapped her
fingers around it. Something about her touch was practically electrifying. We stared
at each other for a moment. She was so damn beautiful. If this was what she looked
like before her husband, | could only imagine that she hadn’t always been this shy,
timid woman who retreated into her shell. | was dying to see her bring that back out.

“Lead theway,” | said, motioning in front of me.

She began walking, and | trailed along beside her. For a while, we walked in silence.
Every so often, | stole a glance at her, hoping that my staring wasn’'t coming off as

creepy.

“Do you come here often?’ she asked.

“On occasion. Usually, | bring my sister and my niece with me.”

“Is she your only sibling?’

“Yes. They are really my only family. Well, them and my brother-in-law. His family
welcomes me, but Bella and Precious are my heart.”

“You don’'t have any other family?”’

“1 do, but after my parents died when | was eighteen, nobody could or would take us
in. | gained custody of my sister, and all we had was each other.”



“You lost your parents?’

“They, uh... They died in a boating accident. They went on this yacht to celebrate one
of their friends' birthday, and the boat capsized. According to those that survived, my
mother went under, and my father jumped in to save her, and neither of them came
back up.”

“Calum... I'm so sorry. Were they... Were they ever recovered.”

“They were. | was able to give them a proper burial. They are resting peacefully in
Oakview Cemetery.”

Her eyes widened. “My parents are buried there.” She swiped atear from her eye. “I
wanted to bury my son next to them, but Raymond didn’t think | could handle it.”

“Avyn mentioned that you lost a child. She wasn't gossiping. | want you to know
that. She was just trying to explain what was going on with you.”

“It's okay. | know she meant no harm.” She swallowed hard before she spoke again.
“It was a year ago. | was almost nine months. One morning, | woke up with terrible
cramps. | thought it was normal and would ease up after awhile, but it didn’t. | was
in so much pain, and | could tell that something was wrong. | begged Raymond to
take me to the hospital. He insisted that | was probably having Braxton Hicks
contractions, but | knew it was something else. By the time we got there, my baby
was gone. The cord... He got tangled up in the umbilical cord, and there was nothing
they could do.”

“I"'m so sorry, Pasha,” | said softly. “You’ve suffered so much in the last couple of
years. First, your parents, then your child... now, this. You're stronger than most
people. I'm not sure | would have survived everything you'’ ve been through.”



“Most times, | don't feel strong at al.” She shook her head. “But I'm still here. That
has to count for something, right?’

“That counts for everything. Don't take that lightly. You may be bruised and bend,
but you are not broken.”

She smiled softly. “ Thank you, Callum. Y ou might be a good friend after all.”

| chuckled. “I can be a great friend. So, friend ... How about we focus on having a
good day? No more sad talk. You came out of the house, and I’'m gonna make sure
you make it worth your while. Have you eaten?’

“Just toast and coffee for breakfast. | am alittle hungry.”

“There’'s a few food trucks in the back parking area. How about we grab something?
My treat.”

“1 can pay for my own food. Y ou’ ve done enough for me at no cost.”

“One thing you'll learn about me is I'm a very generous person. The food is on me.
Comeaong.”

She was reluctant to follow me but did so with no further protest. Running into her
might turn out to be the highlight of my day. | was on a mission to ensure she |eft
here with nothing but smiles.

Pacha and | ended up grabbing a walking taco from one of the food trucks and cups
of lemonade to drink. She seemed a little shy about eating in front of me, and | could
tell it came from her husband commenting about her weight. Again, | didn’'t have a
problem with her weight. | loved thicker women. My mama was a thick woman. My
sister is athick woman. There was no way |’ d ever disrespect a woman based on her



body type when two of the women | loved most shared it.

We' d been walking around for about an hour when we stopped to take a break in the
shade. The sun was beating down on us, and we felt the heat. We'd stopped to get
some Italian ice to cool us off.

“1 should have worn shorts,” she mumbled, fanning herself.

“Right. I’'m hopping in the shower as soon as | get home.”

“Metoo.”

“How was your first night in the apartment?’

She smiled. “A little lonely, but so peaceful. Avyn came back for alittle while after
Malcolm left. She said we had to christen the new place by having drinks and a little
girls’ night. I’ ve missed that.”

“She seems like agreat friend.”

“She is. I've known her since we were kids, and she's always been a good friend.
She's dways gone out of her way to care for me. | felt bad about shutting all my girls

out, but most of all, her. I’'m just glad to have them back.”

“I"'m glad you have that too. We hate to admit we need people, but there is power in
support.”

“Who supports you, | mean, besides your sister?’

“1 have friends that have become like family. They keep my head on straight.”



She shoved a spoonful of the Italian ice into her mouth. “I don’t see you being too
much of a hothead.”

| chuckled. “These days, I’'m not. It takes a lot to get me out of character, but | will
act up over people | care about and the principle of things. Right is right, and wrong

iIswrong. Ain’t no way around that. As my friend, that’s extended to you.”

“l think I’ ve already gotten a glimpse of that. Since you won't allow me to pay you
for your help, | feel | should do something to show my appreciation.”

“You spending time with me today is appreciation enough. That is worth more than
any monetary gain.”

She blushed. “ Something tells me you' re a smooth talker... but you' re genuine.”

“I'm very genuine. | don’'t say things that | don't mean, and | don't do anything
looking for something in return. My kindness comes from the heart.”

“1 wish there were more people like that.”

“My mother aways told me you must be the change you want to see in the world.
Who are you, Pasha? Before the hurt and the pain, who were you inside?’

She stabbed at her Italian ice, seemingly pondering the question. Finally, she
shrugged.

“1 was once a fun-loving, carefree, and happy person. | enjoyed spending time with
my friends and family. | loved getting my hair and nails done. | don’t know... I'm

trying to rediscover that part of me.”

“WEell, thisis a good start. | mean, this is the most sincere way. You look beautiful



today. | thought you were beautiful the moment | saw you, but today, you look like
you feel it too.”

Shyly, shelooked away. “1 felt a boost of confidence this morning.”

“Let that continue to work for you. You're glowing, and it has nothing to do with the
heat from this hot-ass sun.”

She laughed out loud, and | think it was possibly the most beautiful sound | had ever
heard. It would be my honor to be the source of that for her. | couldn’t put my finger
on it, but something about her felt so right with my spirit. | knew God would never
send me another man’s woman, but that didn’t mean | couldn’t walk with her on her
healing journey until | could make her my own.
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Pasha

| was beginning to appreciate coming out today. For awhile, when | first stepped out
of the Uber, my anxiety was on ten. | was feeling out of place. All | wanted to do was
get back in the car and go home. When | saw Callum, my feet gravitated toward him,
even though my mind told me to go the other way. Even behind his sunglasses, |
couldn’t mistake him. 1’d stolen many a glance at the handsome, six-foot chocolate
man yesterday. | watched his muscles flex as he and Macolm lifted the heavy
furniture. | watched him lift his shirt to wipe the sweat from his brow, exposing his
toned abs. | noticed the single dimple in his left cheek and the whiteness of his teeth
when he smiled.

Even if | didn’t want to be attracted to him, he was as beautiful on the outside as he
seemed to be inside. His eyes were kind, and he presented himself as a genuine
person. But what did | know? My horrible judgment of men began and ended with
Raymond. | never wanted to be the type of woman who held all men to the same
standard as the one who broke my heart and tried to break my spirit.

We'd been walking around for about two hours now. The sun was blazing, so we
took several breaks to find shade and drink water to stay hydrated. We ventured away
from the farmers’ market and strolled down the Main Street strip. Currently, we were
gitting in the courtyard in front of a popular restaurant beside the large fountain. The
cool breeze coming off of the water was very refreshing.

“This makes me want to get in the water,” | said, leaning back and closing my eyes.

He chuckled. “I can dways dip you in there.”



My eyes flew open. “You wouldn’t dare.”

He laughed. “1 wouldn’t, but | know what you mean. It's a good beach day.”

“God, | haven't been to the beach in so long.”

“Me either. Maybe we could go one of these days.”

| was quiet. Being in town was one thing, but going out of town with him was a
different story. Even if | got to know him better, | didn’t want him to think this was
going further than our friendship. | wasn't sure if I'd be comfortable with him seeing
me in a bathing suit anyway. Hell, | wasn't sure if I’d be comfortable seeing myself
in one. | avoided my naked body in the mirror. How could | put it on display for the
world to see?

Just as | went to say something, my eyes landed on the last person | wanted to see
while trying to have a good day. There was Raymond and a very pregnant Adora
walking hand in hand toward the restaurant.

“Canwe go?’ | asked, standing.

Callum frowned in confusion. “What’s wrong?’

“Please? | don’t want him to see—"

“Well, well, well. If it isn’t my soon-to-be ex-wife.”

| closed my eyes, refusing to look at him, at them. It was enough seeing him in court.
| didn’t want to see him here.

He chuckled. “Y ou actually look like somebody today.”



Callum stood and advanced toward him.

“Calum, please...” | begged, only for it to be disregarded.

“Am | gonna have to put my hands on you every time | see you?’ he asked, stepping
toe-to-toe with Raymond.

“Y ou need to back up.”

“And you need to move along. Thereisn't areason in the world that you need to stop
and talk to her. Are you not standing here with the woman you wanted? Pasha
shouldn’t bother you like that if you were.”

“That fat bitch couldn’t bother meif shetried.”

Callum had hemmed him up before | knew what was happening and slammed his
body against the fountain’ s seating.

“Let him go!” Adorayelled. “I’'m calling the police.”

“Go right ahead,” Callum said.

He turned to Raymond, who struggled to free himself of his hold. His attempts were
useless. Callum leaned into him.

“| can see that my interactions with you will consist of me teaching lessons. The first
time, you learned not to put your hands on people. This time, you learned not to be
disrespectful. What's it going to be next time? I’'m aways in the mood to bring you
up to speed on shit that you should already know.”

He brought his face close to Raymond’ s and forced him to look at me.



“When you see her, you don’'t say anything. Don’t look in her direction. Don’t even
breathe hard. If | catch wind that you have been out of pocket with her, things will get
very ugly for you the next time | see you. Please don’t make me see to it that thereis
anext time.”

He yanked Raymond to his feet and shoved him away. Turning to Adora, he shook
his head.

“Y ou should be embarrassed and ashamed. Not only are you walking around proud to
be pregnant by another woman’s husband, but he can’'t even defend himself. Both of
you are pathetic.”

Without another word, he grabbed my hand and pulled me away from them. We
walked in silence until we were around the corner from where we started. Then
Callum pulled me over to a bench and sat me down.

“Areyou okay?' he asked softly.

| nodded. “Thank you for defending me.”

“1 don’t play that name-calling or body-shaming.”

| shook my head. “He aways went out of his way to make me feel bad about the
weight I’ve gained. | carried and lost his child. | could never be that heartless toward
someone | claimed to have loved. He always looked at me like he was just disgusted.
It was like he took pride in making me hate myself.”

Callum grabbed my hand and squeezed it. “That’s on him. Y ou are beautiful, Pasha. |
have a feeling that deep down, the inside matches the outside. | can see the visible
change in you. Four months ago, you had this look like you were broken. Like your
mind and spirit were just done with life. | don’'t see that in you anymore. Your walk is



lighter. Your head isn’'t down. There was joy and happiness in your eyes yesterday.
Y ou deserve that. If | have to put hands on that man every time | see him for him to
know he doesn’t get to break you again, so be it.”

| looked at him curiously. He seemed to be a passionate man, a man who always did
the right thing and looked out for the underdog. | just wasn't sure why he was being
so nice to me. He didn’t know me. I’d only been in his presence three times, and each
time, he'd looked at me like he saw something | didn’'t seein myself.

“What's your deal with me?’ | asked.

“My deal?’

“Why are you so nice to me?’

“I’'m aniceguy.”

“And you just want to be my friend?’

“1 can offer you friendship until your friendship is what you no longer want.”

| raised an eyebrow. “Meaning?’

“I’m on your time.”

“And if | said never speak to me again?’

He chuckled. “Wéll, that would hurt my feelings, but I'd respect it and leave you
alone. I’m not here to take anything from you, Pasha.”

For some reason, | believed him when he said that. There was nothing for him to gain



from lying to me. He didn’t seem to be playing with my emotions or cashing in on
my vulnerability. There were some people you meet in life that ssmply had genuine
spirits. Callum seemed to be pure, not without flaw, but a man of pure intentions.

| nodded slowly. “I believe you,” | said softly. | nervously rubbed my hands together.
“I think I’ ve had enough for today. | want to go home now.”

“Can | giveyou aride or call one of mineto take you?’

Options? He' s thoughtful .

“1’m okay with you taking me.”

He nodded and stood, reaching for my hand. | slipped my palm in his and stood to my
feet. Hand in hand, we walked back to his truck in complete silence. He helped me
inside and buckled my seat belt before closing the door. | sat nervously as he rounded
the driver’'s side and climbed in himself. When he cranked up, the smooth sounds of
Anita Baker's “Sweet Love’ filled the space between us as he pulled out of the
parking space. | smiled softly.

“My mother loved this song,” | said aloud.

“Mine did too. | have awhole playlist of her and my father’ s favorites. | usually listen
to it while I’m cleaning. Y ou know, that Saturday morning cleaning vibe.”

“1 remember those days. My mother had me up early every Saturday. Avyn woke me
up with gospel music on Sundays. It was a little weird not hearing it this morning. |

already miss her.”

“Good thing all you haveto do is take the elevator up when you want to see her.”



“I"'m sure I'll see her all the time outside of work.”

“You work at the hotel 7’

“Yes. | do housekeeping. | also work part time at a grocery store. | wanted to save
enough to afford my apartment, and | still have to pay for my therapy.”

“How’ s that going?”’

“Well, | had to sell my wedding ring to cover the cost. | knew | couldn’t afford not to
go, so | paid a year in advance. What | didn’'t spend, I’'m saving up to buy a car. |
don’t want to keep hounding Avyn to use hersif | need to go out.”

“1f you need aride, you can always call me. If | can't makeit, I'll send adriver.”
“You've aready extended your kindness enough, Callum. | can’t ask you to do that.”

He chuckled. “Good thing you aren’'t asking.”

| shook my head. “I get the feeling that you are the type of friend that doesn’t take no
for an answer.”

“l can accept a no. Sometimes, | may overstep. I'll apologize if | hurt your feelings,
but if it's coming from a place of love, | will do it anyway.”

“You and Avyn would get along just fine.”

“1 aready like her.” He pulled up to my building and in front of the door. “This is
your stop.”

“Thank you again... for everything.”



“There’'s no thanks needed.” He grabbed my hand and kissed it. “I hope you have a
good rest of your day.”

“You too.”

| climbed out of his truck and headed up to the door. He waited until | was safely
inside before pulling off. Aside from the run-in with Raymond, today had been a
good day. Callum had been an unexpected addition, but | couldn’t say | didn’t enjoy
my time with him. | didn’t have any male friends. | hadn’t had one since | wasin high
school. He wasn't like any man I'd ever met, and | wasn't sure if that scared or
intrigued me. Only time will tell.

I’ d been back in my apartment for about an hour.

| busied myself with making Sunday dinner. Growing up, | helped my mother cook in
the kitchen, and there was always more than enough food. | never knew how to cook
for just one person, so | was sure there would be leftovers | could take to work for the
next day. | was knee-deep in cutting up potatoes for my potato salad when | heard the
locks of my front door disengage. There was no need to ask who it was because Avyn
was the only person with a key.

“Areyou decent?’ she asked, coming through with her eyes covered.

| giggled. “Like that would have stopped you.”

“You'reright. | was just being courteous.” She hung up her keys and bounced over to
me, pulling me in for a hug and a kiss on the cheek. “Y ou look happy today. What’s

buttered your biscuits?’

“I"ve just had agood day. It was amost perfect.”



“Almost?”’

| gave her a quick rundown of my morning out, and she listened intently. She smiled
as | told her about Callum, but | could see her fists clenching when | mentioned
Raymond.

“See, | like Callum more and more. He should have drowned Raymond in that
fountain. He' stoo damn old to be body-shaming anybody. The niggais pushing forty,
and he' s acting childish right now. Didn’t Callum hem him up the last time?’

| nodded. “He did. And he said if he hasto put his hands on him every timeto let him
know he doesn’'t get to break me again, then so beiit.”

Avyn shuddered. “Whew! That’s a good man, Savannah,” she said, mocking Waiting
to Exhae. “I"'m claiming him for you, boo. That right there is going to be your man.”

“He' sjust my friend, Avyn.”

“Please! That man doesn’t want just to be your friend. What did you think he meant
by being your friend until you no longer wanted friendship, Pash? He's leaving the
door open. As soon as you give him the green light, he will make you his woman.”

“1 don’t know about al that.”

“Well, | do. | seeit in his eyes. Malcolm vouched for him. He says he’s a good guy
with good intentions. He's not one of these men who runs game or tries to sleep with
every woman he encounters. He's all about his sister, his niece, and his money. He

an't for the streets.”

“How does Malcolm even know him?’



She kissed her teeth. “Girl, that man knows a little of everybody. Apparently, Callum
provides car services for the policeman’s ball and several other city official events
from time to time. They’ ve been friends for years.”

“It'sasmall world.”

“| see double datesin our future!”

“You are way too excited about this.”

She laughed. “So, what if | am? You deserve a good man, Pasha. You put up with
that mess for too long. If you can come out of this marriage with a healthy, loving
relationship with agood man, I'm all for it.”

“So when are you going to get a good man, Avyn? | hear about Malcolm more than
any of these other guys you casually date.”

She blushed. “I do like him, okay? He' s been asking to be official for awhile.”

“What’ s stopping you?’

“Full transparency? I’ m scared, Pasha. Seeing what you went through... | don’t think
I’d have the mental capacity to handle that. When | love, | love hard. And if you
break my heart, I'm gonnaend up injail. He' sacop. Girl, they would throw the book
at me. I’m too pretty to be somebody’ s prison bitch for the rest of my life.”

| couldn't help but laugh at her. Although she was making fun, | knew she was
serious. I'd seen her heartbroken before, and | even feared for that man’s life. We
were in our early twenties, and she was dating this guy who had about four years on
us. She was so in love, and when she caught him cheating on her, she beat him pretty
badly.



| set my knife down and grabbed her hands. “You deserve a good man too, Avyn.
You're a good person with an amazing heart. Don’t let fear keep you from being

happy.”

She smiled. “Hi, Pot, I'm Kettle.”

| playfully rolled my eyes as | dropped her hands. “I can't with you. Serioudly,
though. I’ve watched you with Malcolm over the last couple of months. | could tell
you are into him more than you let on. He seems like a good guy.”

“Just like Callum.”

“1’d feel weird dating while I'm going through a divorce. | mean, it won't be over for
awhile.”

“If Raymond can parade around town with his tramp, so can you. Just tell me... Are
you attracted to him?’

“I mean... He's attractive. Very attractive. And | like his energy. | can't say I'm
attracted to him so soon. We'll see how this friendship pans out, and I’'ll get back to
you on that.”

| almost regretted that as soon as | said it. The smile on her face was bright and wide.
| knew | could expect to be asked for an update after update from her and the girls
because she was sure to relay the message.
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Calum
“Ready or not, here | come!”

| crouched down in the dark corner of the closet | was hiding in. | was on uncle duty
since Precious’'s day care was closed for a small renovation this week. So far today,
we'd colored, had a tea party, and she had me take her to get a manicure and
pedicure. The women in the shop couldn’t get over how cute she was. Now, if | had
been interested, | would have worked that in my favor too.

Many of them were smiling in my face and telling me what a good uncle | was to
babysit. | got compliments on my looks, and afew of them asked if | was single. One
even dipped me her number before she left. My niece had unofficially become my
wingwoman, and she didn’t even know it. Alas, | threw the number away. She was a
beautiful woman, but again, | wasn't interested.

After we left the nail shop, we got food and ice cream, atreat | was now regretting.
She was hyper, and | had to burn some of that energy off. Or so | thought. Back at my
house, we'd jumped rope, roller-skated, and had a dance battle. Currently, she had me
playing hide-and-seek. It was the first time | got to sit down since we'd been home,
and | was grateful for the break.

“Uncle Cay!” | could hear her little feet running across the hardwood floors. “Where
are you, Uncle Cay? I’m gonna get you!”

She giggled as she ran out of the room. | smirked to myself. As akid, | used to play
hide-and-seek for hours with Bella. | moved quietly enough to change spots every



time she got too close. Just when she thought she had me, | was gone. When she
finaly gave up, she would always go get our mother to find me. Every time, she
found me in my closet. Eventually, Bellagot hip to it and found me with ease.

| heard Precious's footsteps outside of the room again. This time, it sounded like she
was talking to someone. | frowned, thinking | know she didn’'t let someone in my
house. Just as | was about to come out of hiding, | heard her loud and clear.

“Mommy, | can’'t find Uncle Cay. We're playing hide-and-seek, and he got me
good.”

| waited for a moment, knowing my sister was about to give me up. | heard her
laughing on the speakerphone.

“Callum, you will not get my baby like you used to get me!” she yelled, causing me
to stifle a laugh. “Check the closet in his office, baby. That's his favorite hiding

spot.”

| heard the pitter-patter of little feet come back into my childhood bedroom, which
was now my office. Then | heard the doorknob rattle and twist until it opened. When
Precious’s eyes landed on me, she grinned.

“1 found you!”

“You cheated, too. How are you gonna call your mama on me? The rules don’t say,
phone afriend.”

She giggled. “Thank you, Mommy.”

“Anytime, baby.”



“You'reasnitch, Bella,” | said, climbing out of the closet.

“Why would you torture my baby like that?’

“That was a solid fifteen minutes of rest. She's wearing me out. No more sweets
today, Precious.”

Bella laughed. “That’s what you get. You're trying to tire her out, and she's getting
the better of you.”

“It'smy turn, Uncle Cay. Close your eyes!”

She handed me the phone, and | closed my eyes.

“You ready?’

HY$! ”

“One... two... three...”

She took off running. | opened my eyes and turned my attention back to the phone.

“Is she behaving?’ Bella asked.

“Y ou know we don’t have those problems.”

“Martin is going to pick her up. | have to work late.”

“1 got you.” | pulled the phone from my ear and shouted, “Ten, eleven, twelve!”

“You know she'sjust going to give herself away, right?’



“Of course, | know. The giggle box can’t help herself. | might make her sweat this
time.”

“Well, you two have fun. Give her kisses for me.”

“I will. Loveyou.”

“Love you too.” | hung up and shoved the phone in my pocket. “Twenty! Here |
come!”

| left the room and began the search for my niece. Within a minute, | knew she was
hiding under my bed. | could hear her giggle when | walked into the room. True to
my word, | decided to make her sweat a little. | left the room and went into the
kitchen to grab us both some water to hydrate once | found her. As | turned the
corner, someone knocked on my door. | abandoned my original path to answer.

“Who isit?

“William.”

| frowned. My cousin and | hadn’'t spoken in years. Ever since | cursed out half the
family at my parents will reading, most of them didn’t bother with me much. His
mother was one of them. She forbade her children from speaking to me again. It was
hard at first. Sometimes, we'd see each other, and it would hurt not to say anything.
Over the years, it got to the point where we barely acknowledged each other's
existence.

My hand lingered on the knob before | twisted it open. William stood on the other
side with a pained look on his face.

“You good?’ | asked.



He shook his head. “Dad died.”

My eyes widened. His father was my mother’s youngest brother. William and his
father were very close, so | knew this was eating him up.

“I’m sorry to hear that, William. Comein.” | stepped aside and allowed him in. “Give
me a second.”

| headed to my bedroom and |located Precious.

“Gotchal” | said, dropping to the floor. She squealed as she scrambled from under the
bed.

“1 almost got you!” she declared.

“Yeah, you did. Hey, Precious, | have avisitor. Can you sit in here and watch TV for
me for alittle bit?’

11 Okay-”

She climbed onto the bed and relaxed into my pillows. Grabbing the remote, | turned
on her favorite movie and left the room. William stood in front of the fireplace,
staring at the old family photo perched on the mantle. His head turned dlightly as he
looked back at me.

“It doesn’t seem like it’s been seventeen years,” he said.

“Yeah... It doesn't.” | took a seat on the couch.

“This place doesn’t look the same asit did when | was akid.”



“1 renovated afew years ago. | could never move out, so | made it my own.”

“It looks good.”

“Thanks. So... Was Uncle James sick?’

He slowly turned around with his hands in his pocket. “Lung cancer. | guess all those
cigars caught up with him. It's been a quiet three days.”

“He died three days ago?’

“Yeah. Nobody was sure if you would have wanted to know, given the parameters of
your relationship with the family.”

“l guess. Have arrangements been made?’

“The funeral is Saturday at one. Everybody is meeting up at the house around

eleven.

“Okay. Well, I'll talk to Bella and make her aware.”

He nodded. “Y ou know we miss y’all, Callum. Y ou have to know none of us wanted
to cut you off. It'sjust... We were kids, man.”

“1 don’'t blame you. | blame the adults involved. William, a lot went down behind the
scenes that you don’t know. | could understand those who couldn’t take us in because
they couldn’t. | can't hold that against them. What upset me were the people who
flat-out said no if they couldn’t cash out on it. People were fighting over money they
thought my parents had... money left to me and my sister... money that | refused to
sign over. That's what the falling out was about. Bella and | would have been left
with nothing if | did that. My parents wouldn’t have wanted that any more than they



wanted us to split up. Based on those two facts alone, | don't regret anything | did or
said.”

“1 get it, Callum. | know | wished I’d reached out after | left home. Me, Jessa, and
Mo talk about that all the time. We' ve been keeping up with you, though. | see you're
doing well for yourself. Bellatoo. We're proud of you. | know your parents would be

proud too.”

He stood and headed for the door. His hand lingered on the knob momentarily.
Turning, he looked back at me.

“Whether or not you come to the funeral, we' d like to see you and Bella more often.
Lifeisshort, and we are family.”

| nodded as he walked out the door. Then | pulled out my phone to call Bella

“Princess, Mommy is working—"

“It'sme.”

“Oh! What’' s wrong? Why do you sound like that?’

“l just got avisit from our cousin William. Uncle Jamesis dead.”

“Oh... Wdll, I’'m sorry to hear that.”

“The funera isthis Saturday at one. He said everyone is meeting at the house around

eleven.

“Y ou thinking about going?’



“I don’t know, Bells. He told me he misses us.”

“Well, we used to be close to them before Aunt Sheila nipped that in the butt.”

“1 know... How would you feel about going?’

“I’ll go if you go, and | want Martin to be there. Somebody has to be able to hold you
back if anything happens.”

“Maybe you're right. | won't go to the house beforehand, but I'll go to the funeral
and buria.”

“Okay.” She sighed heavily. “This just takes me back to Mama and Daddy dying.”

| knew exactly what she was talking about.

It was two weeks after the funeral. My father’s lawyer had gathered us together to
read his final will and testament. Bella sat beside me on the couch in my father’s
office with her head resting on my shoulder. She hadn’'t been herself in days, and |
honestly hadn’t either. Our house had become a revolving door of relatives coming in
and out. Mr. Charles wasn't keen on discussing my father’s personal matters in front
of everyone, so he brought usin here.

“I’'m so sorry for your loss,” he said softly. “Your parents were good people. | have
known your father for a long time, and he spoke so highly of both of you. He was
very proud of you.”

“Thank you, Mr. Charles,” | said quietly.

“Let’s get to it then. Your father had an accountant who kept track of his expenses.
He'll be available to help you figure out what you need to do with the money he left



you and your sister.”

“He left us money?’

“Well, upon his death, everything was supposed to go to your mother had she
outlived him. With both of them gone, it defaults to you and Bella. Between his
insurance policies at work, retirement benefits, and their personals, there is a total of
about $400,000. Since you are of legal age, Callum, that goes to you. Thisisjust my
opinion, but that is alot of money for you to hold on to at such ayoung age. Maybe it
would be better to put it into an account and alow one of your relatives to oversee it
until you’re older.”

| didn’t trust that. My relatives were acting suspiciously. They've been over here
every day like they were looking for something. | even caught my aunt in my parents
bedroom, searching for something in the closet. She clamed she was looking for
something of my mother’s that she wanted for a keepsake, but | didn’t buy it.

“No. If | did that, Bellaand | would have nothing. None of them are willing to take us
in without financial compensation. | get that. Taking on an extra mouth isalot. | can
take care of myself, but | have to think about Bella. | have to make sure she's okay,
not just for the time being.”

| looked down at my sister. Sadness had become a permanent fixture on her face.

“1 want to adopt her, Mr. Charles.”

“You're eighteen, Callum. You're barely an adult.”

“But I’'m legally an adult. They have to consider me, right?’

He sighed. “Y ou can be her foster parent at eighteen. There are several requirements,



though. You have to have a stable source of income and a place of your own, for
example. You can't take Bella on campus with you.”

“We can stay here. Thisis our home.”

“Your parents still owe quite a bit on this house, Callum. It would take a chunk of
that money to pay it off.”

“Then do that. Pay it off and put the house in my name so nobody else can take it or
sell it. Put some money aside for Bella and the rest in a savings account. I'll... I'll
take some time off from school. I'll get ajob. I'll do whatever it takes. They just have
to give metime. They can give me time, right?’

He gave me a sympathetic look. “There is a grace period. This won't just be on you.
Thisfalls on both of you.”

| sat up and turned to my sister. Cupping her face, | kissed her forehead.

“Listen to me, Bella. If | do this, you have to work with me. You have to keep up
your grades and listen to what | tell you. | want us to stay together, and | know Mama
and Daddy would want that too. We can make this work, but you must do your part,
you understand?’

She nodded, tearsin her eyes. “1 understand.”

She was only thirteen at the time. It was alot asking her to help me keep us together,
but we had no other option if someone in the family didn’'t take her. Mr. Charles
talked to us a bit more about what we could expect with the process of fostering
Bella. When he left, | sent her to her room so | could get everyone out of our house. It
was unusually quiet. | searched until | found my two aunts, my uncle, and a few of
my mother’s cousins in our den. | was about to make myself known when my aunt



Sheila spoke.

“James and | have three kids. If we take them, we should get that money. What are
any of you gonnado but run through it anyway?’

“Hal Like you wouldn’t?’ That was my aunt Glenda. “Y our husband has a good job.
You don’'t need the money, Sheila. You're just greedy. I, on the other hand, am
raising two kids by myself. | could use that.”

“You live in a two-bedroom apartment, Glenda. Where the hell are they gonna
Seep?’

“We could move in here. Callum’s gonna be away at school. He isn't gonna be able
to keep up with the mortgage. What does an eighteen-year-old need with that type of
money? He's gonna blow it. | say we talk him into signing the checks over. We give
him acut and split the rest.”

| couldn’t believe what | was hearing. My parents were barely dead two weeks, and
they were already fighting and plotting on money that wasn't even theirs. I'd entered
the room, and before my better judgment could kick in, | cursed out everybody and
let them know that none of them would see a dime of that money. They had to listen
to my thoughts on how disgusting they were as human beings, let alone a supposed
“loving” family. Before | put them out, | told them that Bella and | were better off
without them. | guess they took that to heart. In seventeen years, nobody made a
move to apologize or make amends.

That was fine by me.
| wasn't wrong. Cutting them off was hard. There were times | needed them, and my

pride wouldn’t let me go back on my word. | sucked it up and did what | had to do to
push through. | refused to touch the money | had set aside for Bella or our rainy-day



funds. God forbid anything went wrong with the house and | couldn’t fix it. Like |
said, it was hard, but we came out of it better than we were—no thanks to my family.

Maybe | would go to the funeral; maybe | wouldn't.

| sighed. “At least we're both grown now.”

“And | canfight,” Bellatossed in.

| shook my head. “Nobody is fighting anybody. If we go, we'll go to pay our
respects, then leave.”

She kissed her teeth. “Oh, al right. | guess | can do that.”

“Ill let you know what | decide by Friday.”

“Okay. Are you gonna be fine? | know how you get when you think about back

then.

“l promise I’'m good. Besides, | have Precious. How can | be sad around a ball of
sunshine?’

“l guess you can’t. Please call meif you need me.”

“I will.”

“Youwon't, but okay. | love you.”

“1 love you too.”

We disconnected the call, and | stood from the couch. Walking down the hall, |



entered my bedroom.

“Okay, Precious. How about—"

| stopped when | saw that she was knocked out in my bed. She had the right idea. |
was exhausted, and the old saying was to sleep when the baby slept. Well, Precious
wasn't a baby, but she was my baby. | lay my body across the end of the bed and
closed my eyes. In no time, | wasjoining my niece in a peaceful slumber.
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Pasha

“Aye, Ms. P, let me show you this new dance!”

| sat out back in the break area at the grocery store where | worked part time. I'd been
here for about two months now, and | was still getting used to working with a bunch
of kids who had after-school jobs. They were so different from my girls and me at
their age. All they wanted to do was take pictures and videos or dance. | couldn’t be

annoyed with them because they were just having fun.

Tucking my phone away, | looked up at Marshawn, the bag boy working my line
today.

“Goon,” | sad.

He put on some music | was familiar with and started moving and gyrating. | covered
my mouth to stifle alaugh. The song he was listening to was something from my era
of music, but the dance was nothing like the original.

“Whatchu laughing at, Ms. P?’" he asked, grinning.

“Marshawn, where did you learn this dance?’

“Theinternet. It's popular. Y ou gotta get with the times, Ms. P.”

“First of all, that dance is so far left from the original. I’m not sure what that was, but
it wasn't it. Second, exactly how old do you think | am?’



He shrugged. “ Y ou ain't no spring chicken, as my grandmawould say.”

| scoffed. “Whatever. | may not be a spring chicken, but I'm not old enough to be
your mother.”

“My mamavis thirty-five, and I’m sixteen. She was barely old enough to be my mama
when she had me.”

“Well, that’s not my business. Come on, break’s over. We only have about an hour
left until closing.”

He kissed his teeth. “All right. Don’'t start speed-sliding me those groceries like you
do, either,” he said, grinning as he opened the back door.

“Well, don’'t bag so slow.”

We headed back to our register. While | had no customers, | took the time to
straighten up a little and wipe down so | didn’'t have too much to do after counting
down my register. Marshawn stood in the bagging area, scrolling through videos on
his phone and trying to copy dance moves. | shook my head. He was so easily
entertained.

“Pasha?’

| heard my name being called. When | looked up, embarrassment flooded my face.
Raymond’s best friend Carlos and his wife Emily were at my register. We used to
have dinner with them at least twice a week. I’d been on vacation with these people.
They knew things about me, and seeing them right now was overwhelming. Still, |
was at work, and | had a job to do. Pulling back my emotions, | began scanning their
items.



“Did you find everything okay?’ | asked, avoiding eye contact.

“Yes...” Carlos answered slowly.

“Do you have aloyalty card?’

His wife handed hers over, and | scanned it before handing it back to her.

“Um... We heard what happened,” she said quietly. “I’'m so sorry.”

“Don’'t,” | said firmly.

“We didn’t know,” she continued. “It wasn't until he brought her over for dinner that
we even had a clue things were over between you two. We've cut contact with him,
Pasha.”

“Well, | hope you didn’t do that on my behalf.”

“We did it on principle and morals. He was wrong on al fronts, and we can’t
condone that type of behavior. You were always such a sweetheart. I'm sure you're
no saint, but 1 do know you didn't deserve that. If we knew, you would have been

welcomed in our home.”

| paused for a moment, finally able to look at them. Their eyes held pity, but more
than that, they were sincere.

“Thank you,” | said softly.

“Are things okay for you?' Carlos asked.

“Things are fine. I'm taking care of myself.”



“Do you need anything?’

“No. | may not have everything | want, but | have everything | need.”

Emily smiled. “Good for you. If you ever need anything, please... don't hesitate to
reach out.”

| knew | would never do that, but | decided to appease them so they could move on
out of my line. | didn’t feel like talking about my not-so-recent past with them. Not

here. Not now. Probably not ever.

“Thank you,” | said, diding the last of their items across the scanner. “Y our tota is
forty-four twenty-three.”

He swiped his card, and Marshawn handed them their bags.

“Take care, Pasha.”

| nodded, once again avoiding their eyes. It wasn't until they were gone that | could
finaly breathe again. | expelled a deep breath as | clutched my stomach.

“You okay, Ms. P?” Marshawn asked. | knew he’ d been listening.

“I'mfine.”

The next thing | knew, he was beside me, wrapping his arms around me in a brief
hug.

“What was that for?’ | asked, wiping my eyes.

“You just looked like you needed a hug.”



“Thank you, Marshawn. That was really sweet.”

“No problem. Aye, yo, Ms. P?’

“Yeah?’

“For what it's worth... Any man that would leave you is a damn fool. You fly as
hell.”

| shook my head. “ Thank you.”

“You know I'll be eighteen in a couple of years—"

| laughed out loud. “Not gonna happen! When you're eighteen, I’'ll be thirty. That
might be grown, but not grown enough.”

He grinned as he headed back to the bagging station. “It made you laugh, though.
See, I'm useful.”

“l guess you are. Get back to work.”

We worked with minimal noise for the rest of my shift. Five minutes before it was
time for me to go, | shut down my register and counted out. After taking everything
to the back, | clocked out and went out front to wait for my ride. Avyn had to work
late, so | scheduled a car to pick me up while | was on break. | had only been waiting
a few minutes when they rolled around to the front of the grocery store. | quickly
climbed into the backseat and strapped on my seat belt. | was set for at least a twenty-
minute ride back to my apartment. Soft music played in the background.

| scrolled through my phone, checking messages from the girls. They’d been in our
group chat trying to make plans for this weekend. | wasn’'t sure if | would be in the



mood to do much, but if they wanted to go out, | might oblige them. | hadn’t gone out
with them in so long, but | hadn’t forgotten how they liked to party. These days, | was
more of adesignated driver. | wouldn’'t drink excessively but wouldn’t ruin their fun.

As | backed out of the message thread, | saw the thread belonging to Calum. I'd
texted him so that he could have my number, but we had yet to have a conversation
outside of the one we had this past Sunday. | smiled as | thought about that day. I'd
realy enjoyed his company, and even if it wasn't a good look, | took great
satisfaction in watching him hem up Raymond. He could have easily walked away
when he saw me, yet he chose to be an asshole—a disrespectful asshole at that. |
couldn’t feel bad about him continuously getting hands put on him.

| hovered over my keyboard for a moment before typing a short message and pressing
send before | chickened out. A few seconds passed before the little bubbles popul ated
on the screen.

Callum:Hey, beautiful. I’'m happy to hear from you.

Me:How are you?

Callum:I’'m aive. Not in the best headspace, but I’ [| be okay.

Me:What's wrong?

Instead of responding, he called me. When | answered, | could hear in his voice that
something was bothering him.

“Hey, love,” he said.

“Hey... What’ s the matter? Y ou don’t sound so good.”



“I'm just dealing with a situation right now. Um... My mother’s youngest brother
died, and I’'m struggling with whether | should go to the funeral.”

“I"m so sorry.”

“It's okay, redly. | haven't seen that man in years. We haven't spoken since | was
eighteen.”

“Wow. Why not, if you don’t mind my asking?’

“There was a big blowup over money my mom'’s side of the family thought they were
entitled to when my parents died. It didn’'t have to go the way it did, but | overheard
some things that had me looking at them sideways.”

“That’ s horrible. Fighting instead of grieving?’

“That was the day | decided that my sister and | would be okay with just us. We
didn’t need people who weren’'t genuine with their motives. They would have spent
that money and left us with nothing. My dad always told me | had to be cautious of
certain family members. He had this discerning spirit about him. | guess growing up

the way he did, he had to learn to be extra observant of those around him.”

“It's sad that the people you think wouldn’t do you like that are the very people that
would do you like that.”

“Itis... but enough about me. How are you, beautiful? How was your day?’

“It was okay. I’'m on my way home from work.”

“Any plans for when you get there?’



“Just relaxing. | think I’m gonna light some candles, run me a nice bubble bath, and
read a book. | haven't read in awhile, and | just bought myself a Kindle. Maybe that
will be my escape from reality for alittle while.”

“Nothing wrong with that. Hell, that sounds like a good idea.”

| giggled. “I can’t see you as a man who likes bubble baths.”

He chuckled. “Maybe not the bubbles per se. But | will put some lavender oil in the
water and turn on the jets. All | need after that is some music and acigar, and I'm in

chill mode.”

“That’s the vibe I’'m going for tonight. Maybe not the cigar. I'll take a glass of wine,
though.”

“Don’t get too tipsy by yourself, now.”

| giggled. “I know my limit.”

He was quiet for a moment. “It's good to hear your voice,” he said softly. “I was
beginning to think this friendship would be afigment of my imagination.”

“Well, you said you were on my time.”

“Always. You'll never have to worry about me pressuring you, Pasha. Your voice
and feelings will always matter.”

| teared up at the sound of that. | sniffled. “Thank you.”

“No need to thank me.”



“No... You don't know how much of ablessing you’' ve been to me, Callum. Even asa
stranger, you extended kindness, which is so rare nowadays. | feel in my heart that
you are agood person... agood soul.”

“1 just try to put out what | want to get back. Nothing more, nothing less. My sister
and my friends think | have this savior complex or something, but it’'s nothing like
that. | just believe in showing the kind of love | wish someone had shown me when |
needed it most.”

| could tell he harbored alot of pain from his past. | couldn’t imagine losing both my
parents as a teenager and then becoming a parent to my sibling. He was still a kid
himself. Eighteen was barely an adult. He needed somebody to care for him.
Somebody to stand up for him. Somebody to love him. His heart could have hardened

after that experience. Instead, it had seemingly bloomed into the beautiful heart it is
today.

We continued to talk as the car pulled up to my building. I climbed out and headed up
to my floor.

“You're home?’ he asked as | jiggled the keysin the lock and pushed the door open.

“Yes. | just walked in.”

“1’m glad you made it safe. Do you work tomorrow?’

“No, I’'m off al day. You?

“I"'m on uncle duty this week, so no work for me. | mean, | don’'t do real work
anyway. The business basically runsitself, and my team handles the rest.”

“lsn’t that the best way to work?’



“Most of the time. | do enjoy my time with my niece, though. She keeps me on my
toes.”

“Do you want children?’

“One of these days. If the good Lord sees fit to send me a wife, | will give her as
many as she allows me to. Would you... Would you ever want to try again?’

| swallowed hard as | lay back across my bed. “I don’t know. I’'m afraid. | know what
happened to my son wasn't my fault, but that doesn’t stop me from wondering if
there was anything | could have done differently. | love children and want to be a
mother, but having another baby would fedl like I’m replacing him. | never really got
to say goodbye the way | wanted to.” | squeezed my eyes shut, fighting back tears. “|
just don’'t know. Maybe with the right person, | would consider it.”

“That's fair.” He was quiet for a moment. “1 should let you go. I'm sure you want to
get out of your work clothes and relax alittle.”

13 Yeah.”

“Be good to yourself, Pasha. You aren't where you were. Always remember that.
Good night, beautiful.”

“Good night.”
| disconnected the phone and tossed it on my bed. He was right. | wasn't where | had

been. | wasn't there, and | couldn’'t allow my pain and fears to take me back there. |
had to move on eventually, but how?
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Calum
Bella, Martin, and | sat outside the church where my uncle' s funeral was being held.

It had been against my better judgment to come, but | thought about William and my
other two cousins. When | lost my parents, they were there for Bella and me before
shit went down. They spent many nights at my house through the whole planning
process, offering us comfort. That was the only reason | told Bella that we would go.

“How long are we gonna sit here?’ Bella asked from the passenger seat.

“1 was waiting on William.”

“ Are we walking in with the family? Are we sitting with them?”’

“1 don’t particularly want to sit with them, but | want him to know we are here.”

Just as | spoke, the family cars pulled up. After coming to a stop, the drivers got out
to open the doors. | motioned for Bella and Martin to exit the car. William stepped
out of the first car along with Mo, Jessa, and their mother. Dark shades covered their
eyes, but | could still see the sadness in their body language. | knew what they were
going through all too well.

Slowly, we made our way over to the family. Mo was the first to notice us. He tapped
his brother and sister and pointed. William abandoned his stance beside his mother
and came over, pulling Bella and me into a tight hug. Mo and Jessa followed him,
and before | knew it, they were surrounding us.



William slapped my back. “Thank you for coming, man.”

“We amost didn’t.”

“1 couldn’t have blamed you if you hadn’t.”

“We came for you three. When this was us, you three stuck with us as long as
possible.”

He nodded.

Jessa smiled at Bella. “You are hardly the same little girl that used to steal my
clothes.” She looked up at me and cupped my face. Her fingers went to my ears, and
she giggled. “You grew into these.”

A smile spread across my face. “You grew into that head, Li’l Lollipop.”

Mo snickered, and | turned to him. “What about you, boy? Did those braces fix those
buck teeth?’

He flashed me a perfect white smile. “It didn’t, but my surgeon did.”
“Get away from them!” my aunt Sheila snapped as she stormed over.
She pushed her children aside and stepped into my space. My aunt Glenda was right
behind her. Both of them glared at me with frowns on their faces. Bella let go of
Martin’s hand and stood in front of me, giving them the same look right back. It was

William who stepped between the three of us.

“Mama—" he started, but she lifted a hand to stop him.



“What right do you have to show up here? You spoke your piece and made your
decision seventeen years ago. How dare you come here?’

“1 came because your son asked meto.”

“Well, I'm telling you to leave. James wouldn’t have wanted you here.”

Jessa spoke up. “Now, Mama, you know that’s alie. Daddy said a long time ago that
he missed these two and wished things were different. He talked about it alot in his

final days. That's why William asked them to come.”

“Your father was delirious in his final days. He could have said anything, and he
surely never said anything to me about it.”

Mo shook his head. “Because he knew you wouldn’t listen.”

Glenda scoffed as she looked at me. “As disrespectful as he was to both of your
parents, you went behind their backs and invited them. If you wanted to make things
right, you should have done it when your father was here to get an apology.”

| chuckled. “I’m not apologizing for anything. | meant every word that | said.”

Bella looked around William. “Listen, Sheila. We came to pay our respects. Nothing
more, nothing less. All of thisanimosity isn’t necessary.”

“I’m not talking to you, Bella.”

“But I’'m talking to you. I'm not that thirteen-year-old girl who had to stand back and
let my brother argue with you by himself. I'm grown and a mother myself. Nothing is
stopping me from whipping your ass right in front of this church if you get out of
pocket today.”



“Little girl—"

“Hold on there,” Martin said, pulling Bella away.

Glenda laughed. “I’m sorry, who are you?’

“That’s my wife, and | don’t play about her.”

“] don’t care what you do or don’'t play about!”

Bella jumped in front of Martin. “Slow your roll talking to him. That’s my husband.
Y ou know, one of those things you couldn’t seem to get?”’

Shit. Maybe bringing Bella wasn’t the best idea. She didn’t bite her tongue, and she
never could stand Glenda, even when we were kids. | did not doubt that she would
put hands on her in front of this church.

“Can we please just get through the funeral?’ Jessa begged, tears dliding down her
cheeks. “My father is lying in there. He wasn't perfect, but | loved him, and | just
want to give him a proper burial. Please... Let'sgo inside.”

Silence fell among us. My aunts glared at us but allowed Mo and William to lead
them away. Jessa turned to us. She took off her sunglasses and wiped her eyes.

“I"'m sorry,” she whispered. “I’m really happy to see you both.”

She kissed our cheeks and followed her family back to the rest of them. | stood there
for a moment watching. Seventeen years had passed, and nothing had really changed.
Maybe we shouldn’'t have come here. Part of me was hoping to mend things, but it
was clear that there was nothing to mend, at least not with Sheila and Glenda. I'd be
open to fixing things with our cousins, but that was about it.



“Get back inthe car,” | said to Bellaand Martin.

“You don’'t want to stay?’ he asked.

“Nah, man.”

All | wanted to do was get home and away from this suit. | didn’t want to think about
family. | didn’t want to think about death or a funeral. All | wanted right now was
peace of mind.

After dropping Bella and Martin off at home, | headed toward my house. | was deep
in thought when | came upon the cemetery where my parents were buried. | hadn’t
been to visit them in a while, and today, | needed to be close to them. All the
contemplating I’ d done the last few days had them heavy on my mind.

| thought about how | would have retired them both from work now that my business
practically ran itself. |1 thought about sending them on many much-deserved
vacations. | thought about them with Precious and how much they would have loved
to spoil her. | could see my mother letting her get away with shit we would have been
punished for. | could see my father dlipping her money when Bella and Martin
weren't looking. She would never know them. My kids would never know them.

It was sad, and the feeling was very overwhelming.

Pulling into the parking lot, | pulled off my jacket and button-up, leaving me in my
undershirt and slacks. | climbed out of the truck and treaded through the gate and the
familiar path to their grave sites. We were lucky enough to get them plots right next
to each other. Once a month, Bella and | came out to ensure everything was clean.
We'd bring fresh flowers and just sit with them for a while. Even if no words were
spoken, we just sat there.



| approached the graves slowly. Closing my eyes, | said a quick prayer, then stooped
to kiss their headstones. | stepped in between the spaces and took a seat on the
ground.

“1 know it’s been alittle while,” | said, pulling at afew blades of grass. “I’m sure you
were looking down at the mess that took place a little while ago. | went there with
good intentions, | swear.”

| chuckled. | felt like akid again, trying to explain myself to avoid getting in trouble.
There were afew times that worked in my favor growing up. | must have sat between
my parents for a good thirty minutes. | didn’t say much. Honestly, | just wanted to be
close to them. | could always feel their spirits surrounding me when | came here. |
just wanted to bask in that for a little bit. Once I’d gotten my fill, | stood and dusted
off my pants. These would probably have to go to the cleaners because | was sure
there were grass stains.

| trekked the path back toward the front gate. As | was walking, | saw a woman
sitting on a bench in front of two large headstones. With her were flowers and what
looked to be party balloons. White bricks sectioned off the plot she occupied. Upon
closer inspection, | realized that the woman was Pasha. That’'s when | remembered
she told me her parents were buried out here as well. | guess we both needed to be
near our parents today.

| slowly walked over so as hot to alarm her. When | stepped on atwig, it cracked, and
her head snapped in my direction.

| raised my palms. “It’s just me.”

“Calum.” She quickly wiped her teary, red eyes and sniffled. “You went to the
funera?’



“1 went, but | didn’t stay. | should have listened to my first mind telling me to stay
home.”

She stood and walked over to me. “ That bad?’

“Bad enough.”

She reached out and gently rubbed my arm. “I’m sorry.”

“It'sokay. If it's meant to be worked out, eventualy, it will.”

“Were you visiting your parents?’ she asked.

“Yeah... They’ ve been heavy on my mind since | got the news of my uncle's passing.
| figured I’d come see them.”

“Areyou feeling better?’

“I am.” | looked behind her at the balloons and flowers. “What' s the occasion?’

“Oh, that? Well, the flowers are for my mom. The balloons are for my dad. Today
would have been his birthday. Every year, | bring a cupcake and sing them Happy
Birthday. | know it’s silly—"

| shook my head. “It'snot silly at all. If it givesyou comfort, it has a purpose.”

“Most days | come out here, it's for comfort. Today, | just needed to talk to my
parents.”

She sat back on the bench and patted the spot beside her. | sat and wrapped my arm
around her shoulder.



“1 got acall from my lawyer yesterday,” she said softly.

“Oh?’

“Raymond’'s lawyer subpoenaed my financial records. He's trying to reduce the
amount he wants to pay me for alimony. Y ou know the crazy thing, Callum? | never
wanted anything from this man. | was willing to leave this marriage with what | came
with because none of the material or monetary things would have made me happy. |
just want to be free of him. I'm already tired of going to court. I'm tired of him
calling and harassing me from blocked numbers. I'm tired of it al.”

She dropped her head in her hands. She wore that same look of defeat 1'd seen her
with the first night, and | didn’t like that. | reached out and pulled her hands away.
Cupping her chin, | brought her eyesto meet mine.

“In this life, you have to do what brings you peace. You do that for you, not for
anyone else. You don't strike me as the type of person that seeks revenge.”

“I"'m not. | don't have it in me to do people the way they do me. | never have. I've
always been unconfrontational. | don’t do drama. | like to stay out of the way. |
would have gone through this divorce with my head down and my mouth closed.
Nothing | gain from it will ease my pain in the end, so what’ s the use?”’

“Then stay true to yourself. Talk to your lawyer. They may have al the training and
legal expertise, but you know what’'s best for you. You know what you can live
with.”

She nodded. “I will talk to her.”

| wiped her eyes and leaned in to kiss her forehead. “Do you need a ride home?’



“Yes, but can we just sit here for alittle bit? I’m not ready to go yet.”

“Sure.”

She picked up the bag next to her and dug through it to produce a cupcake in a plastic
container. She also dug out a candle and a lighter. Opening the container, she stuck
the candle into the cupcake and lit it.

“Happy Birthday, Daddy. | miss you and Mama so much. I’ve been struggling, but
I’m trying to keep the faith that everything will be okay...”

She sniffled, and my immediate response was to pull her close. She rested her head
against my shoulder as | gently stroked her arm.

“Please kiss Mama and Jordan for me. Let my baby know that there isn’t a day that
goes by that | don’t miss him or wish he was here. Let him know that I'm... I'm sorry.
I’m so sorry...”

She blew out the candle and set it on the bench beside her. Much to my surprise, she
turned to me and wrapped her arms around me. The moment | encased her in my
embrace, she broke. Tears stained my shirt, and audible cries echoed in my ears. My
heart hurt for her, like hurt to the point where | could physically feel the pain she
carried. All | wanted to do was carry it for her.

“l got you,” | whispered, stroking her back. “I’'m here as long as you need me.”
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Pasha
Today was going to be aday.

Today, | had a mediation meeting with Blake's sister, Sandra, Raymond, his lawyer,
the judge, and me. | wasn't looking forward to this, but | was ready to get it over
with. | needed it to be over. Sandra was very disappointed in my decision to forgo
everything we had previously decided to go after. Maybe | was stupid. Maybe | was
crazy. But thiswas what | wanted.

What | didn’t want was to deal with Raymond ever again. | didn’t want to look over
my shoulder if | got half of everything because he could be spiteful. | could see him
putting sugar in my gas tank if | was granted the car he’ d bought me. | could see him
hiding money if he was forced to pay me. | could see myself being harassed regularly
for simply existing in aworld where | had the things | was entitled to.

| didn’t want that. | took Callum’'s advice and decided it was time to protect my
peace. Speaking of Callum, God knew what he was doing when he crafted that man.
He was making it hard not to be his friend. He was so sweet, understanding, and
affirming. My heart could get into serious trouble with him, and | was beginning to
think I might enjoy theride.

“Are you sure you want to do this?” Sandra asked as we waited outside the judge’s
chambers.

11 Y%.”



“After what he's done, you deserve everything we asked for. You're waking away
from alot, Pasha.”

| shook my head. “I have full faith that I’m walking into something greater, Sandra.”

She squeezed my hand. “I was really going to enjoy nailing his smug ass and that
lawyer to the cross.”

| giggled. “I know you were. That’swhy I’ m requesting he pay your fees.”

“I’ll take that. I’ d never charge you, but he can absolutely run me my money.”

We shared a laugh as approaching footsteps caused us to turn our heads. Raymond,
Adora, and his lawyer strolled down the hall and took seats across from us. Raymond
glared at me as he rubbed Adora's stomach. She looked like she was due any day
now, and | couldn’t hide my discomfort from seeing her. She was carrying alife with
him. While | wished no harm to her innocent baby, | didn’t want to see them together.

| took a deep breath and closed my eyes. They remained closed until the bailiff called
us into the judge’s chambers. We stood until Judge Parker entered the room and
motioned for usto sit.

“Good morning,” she spoke to the room. “Today, we are here to discuss the
mediation for Sinclaire vs. Sinclaire. Mrs. Sinclaire, you filed a motion going forward
after citing Mr. Sinclaire for adultery, abandonment, cruelty, isolation, and emotional
distress. You were also seeking aimony and to have him pay for your therapy,
correct?’

“Yes, Your Honor.”

“May | speak, Your Honor?’" Sandra asked. “My client has made some decisions |



want to present to the court.”

Judge Parker raised an eyebrow and sat back in her seat. “Y ou may proceed.”

Sandra clasped her hands together as she spoke. “Mrs. Sinclaire has informed me that
she wishes to withdraw her petition.”

“Do you careto explain, Mrs. Sinclaire?’ the judge asked me.

“Yes, maam.” | stood to my feet and smoothed over my blouse. Taking a deep
breath, | turned to face her. “Y our Honor, I’ ve spent the last few years of my lifein a
state of grief and depression. | lost my parents, and | lost my child. I’ve watched my
once-loving husband grow to hate me because those two losses changed me. He made
his disdain for me very obvious. There is nothing | want more than to be done with
this man and move forward with my life. He can haveit all. | only ask that he pay my
attorney her fees and my therapy. That's it. He can keep the alimony and have all the
assets.”

She looked at me and then at Raymond, who held a confused look on his face.

“Areyou sure, Mrs. Sinclaire? Once | make the ruling, there is no changing it.”

“I"'m sure, Your Honor. I’ve spent my entire life being taken care of. First, by my
parents, then by my husband. It's time | stand on my own two feet. | will never give
anybody else the power to say | wouldn’t have this or that if it weren’t for them. I've
thought about this. I’ ve prayed about it, and now, it’s out of my hands.”

She smiled softly. “Very well then. It's so ordered. Mr. Sinclaire, you will pay Mrs,
Sinclaire' s attorney and therapy fees and retain ownership of all assets. No alimony is
ordered. Divorce will be granted upon the signature of both parties after thirty days.”



“Thank you, Y our Honor,” Sandra said.

She nodded as she turned to Raymond. “Mr. Sinclaire, you should count your lucky
stars. Any other woman would have taken you for all you are worth. Given the
substantial amount of evidence, | would have been inclined to give it to her.” She
turned to me. “Mrs. Sinclaire, | hope you go on to have a prosperous life. | pray that
you find healing and you continue to do the work to better yourself. | pray that you
find love in yourself and the courage to allow someone else to love you too.”

“Thank you, Y our Honor.”

She nodded. “Court is adjourned.”

She banged her gavel, and we al stood to leave the room. Raymond and his lawyer
walked up ahead of us. As Sandra and | stepped into the halway, his lawyer
approached us with a smug look.

“1 was prepared to fight you, Ms. James,” he said, extending his hand.

She looked down at it, then back up at him stoically. “Mr. Davis, you and | both
know you wouldn’t have had a chance if things hadn’t taken aturn. Asthe judge said,

your client should thank his lucky stars.”

Raymond’ s head snapped around. He started toward us. Adora tried to hold him back,
but he snatched away.

“Ms. James, your client was smart to withdraw her petition. Her mental health is her
weakness.” He glared at me and smirked. “ She will always be weak.”

| smiled. “You know, Raymond... | may be alot of things. But in thirty days, | will no
longer be your concern or your problem, and you will be nothing to me. That'sawin



initself.”

| spun on my heels and strutted away from him with a smile. | didn’t regret my
decision. | was stepping into a new era... a brand-new Pasha. For once in my life, |
was responsible for myself, and gaining my independence felt so... damn... good.

“Cheers to my girl for being thirty days shy of being a free woman!” Avyn yelled,
raising her glass.

| sat in her living room with her, Blake, and Tia, sipping wine. When | called her with
the good news after court, she was so happy for me. I'd taken myself out for a
predivorce celebratory lunch and eaten to my heart’s content. | then did a little
shopping and got my nails and feet done. | was feeling pretty good by the time | got
home. I’d taken a nap only to be awakened by Avyn calling and telling me to come
upstairs.

When | walked in, she and the girls greeted me with confetti cannons and a round of
congratulations. There was a banner and balloons, and they even got me a cake. The
topper made me laugh. It was a woman in awedding dress holding her groom'’s head.
Avyn commented that Raymond was lucky it was just the topper and not him.

| smiled brightly. “1 really appreciate this, you guys.”

Blake waved me off. “Of course, we had to celebrate with you. Sandra said you
strutted out of there with your head held high. We are so proud of you, pooh.”

“1’m proud of myself.”

Tia clapped her hands. “We have gifts!”

“You guys!” | whined. “You didn’t have to get me anything!”



Blake rolled her eyes. “We have just a few things to welcome you back to single life.
We know you won’t jJump into a ho phase, so we got you some thingsto... ‘alleviate
yourself.”

| didn’t have to wonder what she meant by that. They all pulled gift bags from behind
the couch and handed them to me. | placed my wineglass on the table and reached for
them. The first bag was from Blake. Inside was a sexy black lingerie set, warming
massage oil, and a black rose vibrator.

| shook my head. “Blake.”

She raised a hand to hush me. “1 don’t want to hear it. This is self-care. By the way,
setting number three is my favorite on that one.”

| giggled. “I can’t with you.”

Tialaughed. “ Just wait until you see what Avyn got you.”

| rolled my eyes as Tia handed me her bag. Inside was this heavenly bottle of
pheromone perfume, a sexy lace bra and panty set, and nipple clamps attached to a
collar with achain.

| held the clamps to my breast. “These are gonna hurt.”

“That’s the point,” she said sarcasticaly. “Combine that with the rose, and you will
have to change your sheets!”

“Y'al are some freaks.”

“And we are trying to put you up on game,” Avyn said, handing over her bag. “How
this...” She blew abreath. “Thisright here is almost as good as the real thing.”



| opened the bag and fell back laughing. Inside was a ten-inch dildo with a suction
cup base. The thing looked so redlistic, from the shade of brown to the prominent
veins al the way down to the girth.

“Avyn!”

“Girl, I’'m telling you! Stick that bad boy to the wall, a chair, or a table, and have the
time of your life. It doesn’t complain, it doesn’t go soft, and it always gets the job
done. Now, you combine this, the rose, and the nipple clamps, and you can really

have a party. | might just be able to hear you all the way up here.”

| had to laugh. “What am | gonna do with y’all? Thank you for this. They made me
laugh, but I’ m sure they will get some use.”

Blake kissed her teeth. “They better.”

Tiasmirked. “They won't have to get used if she would call that fine-ass Callum.”

The mention of his name made me blush, and a smile spread across my face.

“Look at her cheeks!” Blake yelled, pointing at me.

“Stop!” | pleaded.

“You know you think that manisfine, girl.”

“1 do. He's the reason | decided to let Raymond have everything. He told me to do
what would bring me the most peace.”

“S0 you have been talking to him?’ Blake asked.



“l have. He'sa good friend. He listens. He's encouraging and sweet.” | smiled. “He's
comforting.”

“Have you told him about today?’ Avyn asked.

“No. | haven't talked to him today.”

My phone rang just as | said that. | pulled it from my pocket to see none other than
Callum calling me.

“It'shim,” | said.

“Well, answer it!” Blake urged.

“And put it on speaker!” Tia added.

| shook my head. “Y’all are nosy.”

“Andis,” Avyn boasted. “ Answer the phone.”

| sighed and took a deep breath. Answering the call, | placed it on speaker.

“Hello?”

His smooth, deep voice came through the speaker. “Hey, beautiful.”

| blushed like I did whenever he called me that. “Hey, you.”

“1 just wanted to check in with you. | know you had a big day today. How did it go?’

“It went well. | let him have everything. All | asked was that he pay for my attorney



fees and my therapy.”

“How are you feeling about your decision?’

“Likeaweight islifted off my shoulders. In thirty days, I'll be a single woman.”

“1 love that for you, Pasha. I’'m so proud of you, love.”

“Thank you. And thank you for being alistening ear. | appreciate you.”

“1 wouldn’t be your bestieif | didn’t listen.”

| giggled. “My girlswon't take too kindly to you calling yourself my bestie.”

“Girl, we do not care,” Avyn shouted. She immediately covered her mouth. “My bad,

boo.

Callum laughed. “Good evening, ladies.”

“Heeeey!” they sang.

“I’m sorry. They were just throwing me alittle celebratory get-together.”

He chuckled. “1 hope you’ re having fun. | didn’t mean to interrupt.”

| shook my head as though he could see me. “No, you're fine.”

“We should have invited you,” Blake said.

Avyn leaned into the phone. “Callum, you have to take a celebratory shot for my
girl!”



“| can do that. Hold on.”

We could hear him shuffling around and then the sound of glasses clinking. | heard
him pouring something.

“We wanna see you takeit,” Tiasaid, causing my eyes to widen.

Callum chuckled. “1 got you.”

The phone vibrated with a video call request. The girls eagerly urged me to answer.
Gathering myself, | accepted the call. When the video populated, | gasped. There he
was in al his shirtless glory. His chest was smooth, and his muscles were toned and
defined. Tattoos were etched into the parts of his skin | hadn’t been privy to seeing.
The girls leaned into the camera to get alook, and their mouths dropped. | don’t think
I’d ever seen any of them speechless.

Callum raised his shot glass. “ Cheers to you, beautiful.”

He tossed back the shot, and the slightest bit trickled down his chin to his throat.

Tiafanned herself. “That shouldn’t be so erotic,” she mumbled. “Whew, chile!”

“When you're officialy free, you have to let me take you out to really celebrate,”
Callum said, wiping his chin.

“O-okay.”

“I’m gonnalet you go. | don’t want to intrude on your fun. | just wanted to make sure
you were good.”

“Thank you. Good night, Callum.”



“Good night, baby.”

The call ended, and | finally felt like | could breathe again.

Blake slapped my shoulder. “Girl, if you don't get that man, | know something.”

Tia agreed. “Right! He would only have to call me baby or beautiful one more time,
and it would be awrap.”

“Look at her blushing,” Avyn pointed out again. “Ooooh, | can’t wait for thisto come
full circle. I'm putting it in the atmosphere. That’s gonna be your man, and he will
give and show you everything you’ ve been missing.”

They started talking over each other. | sat there, still staring at the phone. Was | ready
for that? My marriage had been dead for along time. | simply existed with Raymond
for the longest time. | no longer wanted just to exist. | wanted to live. | wanted to live
for my parents. | wanted to live for my son... | wanted to live for me.

| thought about Judge Parker’s words. “I pray that you find love in yourself and the
courage to allow someone else to love you too.”

What if Callum wanted to love me at some point? What if | wanted him to love me at
some point? Would | be ready for that? Would | accept it? Sabotage it? | wasn't sure
about any of that.
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Calum
“Calum Ellis! Don't you go to jail behind some woman!”

| sat beside my niece at Bella's kitchen table as she watched cartoons on her tablet.
She insisted | watch with her while her mother cooked. It wasn’t doing me any good
because she had her headphones on, so | couldn’t hear the show if | tried.

“I’m not going to jail.”

“1f you keep putting your hands on that man, that’s exactly where you will be. | don’t
want to haveto bail you out.”

“But you would.”
“Of course, | would. | wouldn’t let you sit injail. You're too pretty for that.”

| rolled my eyes. Three weeks had gone by since the incident in town. My friendship
with Pasha was making strides. She'd finally texted me to give me her number a few
days after our impromptu hangout in town. We texted back and forth sparingly, but
since seeing her at the cemetery, it had become adaily thing.

We' d been talking about twenty minutes ago when Bella s nosy self looked over my
shoulder. She just had to know who | was talking to, which made me smile. | gave
her the rundown on my budding friendship, and while she didn’t object to me putting
hands on Raymond Sinclair, she knew my temper.



“Are you sure you want to get involved with a married woman, Callum? | mean, isn't
that like one of the Ten Commandments?’

| sighed. “It is, but hell, he did it first. And technically, she’sjust my friend.”

“A friend you are clearly attracted to.”

“Yes, I'm attracted to her. But I’'m not doing anything wrong. At least | don’t feel
likeit. I’'m acting within the friend capacity.”

“For the next month. When she'ssingle, | feel like you will make a move.”

| shrugged. | hadn’t decided if | was going to put myself out there like that just yet. |
wanted her to tell me she wanted more. | told her | was on her time, and | meant that.
I’d move however she moved.

“Well, what does she look like?’ Bella asked.

| knew she couldn’t resist looking for more details. | went to my camera roll to the
one picture I'd snuck of Pasha when we were in town. Standing from the table, | went
over to show her.

“Oh my! She's gorgeous!”

“Sheis”

“1 don't see this staying a friendship too long. | know you.”

“Why does everybody keep saying that? First, Chris, then Malcolm, and now you.
Am | that predictable?’



She giggled as she opened the fridge. “Y ou are, dear brother. It's okay, though. It just
means peopl e can expect you to be exactly who you are. No surprises, no gimmicks.”

She rummaged through the fridge. A frown appeared on her face.

“Shoot. | need heavy cream. Would you mind running to the grocery store around the
corner for me?’

“How do you invite meto eat, then send me on errands?’ | jested.

“Becauseif you want this food, you'll go.”

| chuckled. “I’m going, I'm going.”

| headed out of the kitchen and to the front door.

“Bring back something sweet for dessert too! Ooooh, and some wine!”

“l got you!”

Just as | opened the door, | ran smack into Martin.

“Whoa, there!” he said, dapping me. “Where you running to? | know you aren’t
leaving before the food is done.”

“Never that. Your wife is sending me to the grocery store. I'll be back shortly.”

He nodded and continued into the house. As| was leaving, | caught a glimpse of both
my sister and my niece going to greet him. | smiled softly. | could only imagine what
it felt like to come home to that every day. As kids, we greeted my father the same
way. Every day, he came home to hugs, smiles, and kisses from us and our mother.



He always said no matter what kind of day he was having, coming home to a warm
welcome made all of it worth it.

| made it to the store in five minutes flat. Climbing out of the truck, | headed inside
and got a basket with my mental list. | quickly grabbed everything Bella asked for
and approached the register. As | was rounding the corner, | collided with someone,
damn near knocking them down.

“I’m so sorry, ... Pasha?’

She looked up at me, rubbing the arm that had rammed into my chest.

“I'm sorry. | wasn't looking where | was going. | didn’t think | would run into a
human wall,” she added with asmile.

| chuckled. “I apologize. Are you okay?’

“1 don’t think you knocked anything out of place.”

“Good. I'd never forgive myself if | hurt you.”

“How areyou?’

“I’m good. When you said you worked at a grocery store, | didn’t know it was this

one.

“Yeah... I’'m just about to get off.”

“Oh? Do you have any plans?’

“Other than finding me something to eat, no.”



“Would you like to have dinner with my family?’

“Oh... Callum, | don’t know. | would hate to impose.”

“It’ sno imposition. | haven't seen you in awhile, and I'd love to catch up.”

She hesitated for amoment. “Well... only if it’s okay with your sister.”

| shot Bella a quick message, and she immediately responded with eye emojis but
told me to bring her.

“It's al good. I’'m gonna check out, and then I'll pull my truck up to the door. I'm
sorry, did you need aride?’

“Yes. Avyn is working a double, so | was going to Uber home. Thank you. I'm just
gonnago clock out, and I'll meet you.”

“Sounds like a plan.”

We parted ways, and | headed to the register. Since it was amost closing time, there
weren't many people there. | got through the small line rather quickly and returned to
my truck. When | pulled around to the front door, Pasha was walking out. She
quickly hopped in, buckled up, and we returned to the house.

“How was your day?’ | inquired.

“Considering | work with a bunch of teenagers on the weekend, it was okay. Most of
them are pretty responsible. They like to ask me what | know about certain music and
celebrities they’'re into. And they like teaching me dances they’ve learned online.”
She giggled as she shook her head. “I’m not sure how old they think | am, but they
seem like okay kids.”



“My niece loves to dance. She's begging my sister to sign her up for it.”

“Can she dance?”’

“Surprisingly, my baby has a little rhythm. She must get it from me and her daddy
because Bellais stiff.”

She laughed out loud. “Don’t do her like that!”

“Can you dance?’ | asked.

“I’'m afraid you' d find me stiff too.”

“See, we have to get you up to speed. You can’'t be making me look bad if | ever get
you in aposition to dance.”

She giggled. “1 can do my little two-step.”

“Nah, baby. Y ou have to move your hips alittle.” My eyes inadvertently traveled the
length of her frame. She wore these fitted khaki pants that hugged every curve in
ways that made me envious. When | looked back up at her face, she shook her head,
then playfully mushed me.

“Eyesontheroad, sir.”

“I’m paying attention,” | said, my eyes still on her.

“You are no Paul Walker, and | value my lifein thiscar.”

| grinned as | refocused my eyes on the road.



“I should warn you, my niece loves people, so she will ask you a million questions.
You'll beforced to be her friend by the end of the night.”

“1 wonder where she gets that from?”

“You got jokes? You don’'t like being my friend, Pasha?’

She smirked as she shrugged. “Maybe. We'll see.”

11 Bet.”

| pulled into the driveway of my sister’s home and shut off the car.

Pasha' s eyes widened. “Wow... Thisis beautiful. What does your sister do?’

“She’s an accountant. She made a partner a few months ago. Her husband is an oral

surgeon. Don't be surprised if he compliments your teeth. It s his thing... Well, one of

them.”

“Duly noted.”

We climbed out of the truck, and | grabbed the bags from the backseat. Before we
reached the front door, Bella opened it with a smile.

“Hi!” she said excitedly, pulling Pashain for a hug.

It seemed to take her by surprise, but she hugged her back.

“I’'m Bella, Callum’s sister. It’s nice to meet you.”

“I’m Pasha. It's nice to meet you too. Thank you for having me at the last minute. |



told Callum | didn’t want to impose.”

“Oh, girl, it's okay. There's plenty to share. Now | don’t have to worry about greedy
here eating me out of house and home.”

| rolled my eyes and mushed her forehead with my finger. “Don’t act like you don’t
like not having to store leftovers. You see how she does me?’ | said to Pasha, who
simply smiled.

“You stick around long enough, and you' Il see what a disposal system heis, Pasha.”
“Oh, I’ve seen him put away cookies like it was nothing.”

Bellalaughed as she opened the door wider to let usin.

“You have a beautiful home,” Pasha complimented as we stepped inside.

“Thank you. Precious!”

My niece came running around the corner, her head full of beads bouncing around.
She stood at my sister’'s side, gripping her leg as she looked up at Pasha with wide
eyes and asmile.

“Precious, thisis Uncle Cay’ s friend, Ms. Pasha. Say hello.”

“Hi! She's so pretty, Uncle Cay. Is she your friend friendor your girlfriend?’

Pasha giggled. “I'm just his friend. And thank you. You're so pretty yourself. | like
your beads.”

“Thank you. My mommy did my hair. She could do your hair like this.”



| chuckled. “Baby girl, | think she’s alittle too old for that hairstyle.”

“Huh-uh! Ms. Caresha at my school has beads on her braids.” She motioned for
Pasha to come close, then whispered very loudly, “Ms. Caresha thinks Uncle Cay is
cute.”

Pasha laughed. “Does she?’

“Precious, what have | told you about gossiping?’ Bella asked, shaking her head. She
looked up at me. “This is your fault for aways picking her up early. Got those
women lusting after you in front of my baby.”

“How isit my fault that one of the teachers thinks I’ m cute?’

“Because I’'m sure you walk in therelooking likea S.L.U.T.”

Pasha stifled alaugh.

“Mommy, what’ s that spell?’ Precious asked.

“Nothing, baby.” She took the bag from me. “Pasha, would you like to help Precious
and mein the kitchen?’

13 Sl_jre.”

Precious grabbed her hand and pulled her away, already talking her ears off. Bella
turned to me, catching me staring at Pasha as she talked away.

“She’s even prettier in person. And she's thick like you like them. | saw you staring
at her ass.”



“Say what now?’

She playfully punched me. “Don’'t act dumb.” Her face turned serious. “Promise me
you'll be careful in this friendship, Callum. | know your heart, and | don’t want you
getting hurt.”

“1 promise | will be careful. Scout’s honor.”

She smirked. “You know | do have that one picture of you in your Boy Scouts
uniform with those ashy-ass knees. Maybe I’ll show it to her.”

“Please don’t make me disown you.”

She laughed out loud. “Martin isin the den. Go join him, and don’t come interrupting

us.

“I might listen.”

She playfully slapped my arm before running off. | headed into the den, where Martin
was sitting nursing a beer.

“What’ s up, man?’ | said, dapping him.

“Not much. Who is this you brought into my house?’

“A friend, man. Just afriend.”

“That ain’t what my wife said.”

“1 was gone all of fifteen minutes, and she’s already gossiping with you?’



He chuckled. “You know that woman can't hold water. I'm expecting pillow talk
about thistonight. If | don’t get any sleep, I’ m beating your ass.”

“Fair enough.”

He took asip of hisbeer. “So? Who is she?’

“Her name is Pasha.”

“And are you into this Pasha?’

“1 might be, but friendship isall | can offer right now.”

“Bellatold me about her situation. Who's her husband?’

“Raymond Sinclaire.”

“You kidding me? | know him. | work with him from time to time when | pick up

shifts at the hospital. Damn, man. | didn't know he was like that. I'm definitely

giving him the side eye the next time | see him.”

“You can side-eye him. | might just have to put hands on him again.”

“All right, Tyson.”

“1 got bail money.”

He chuckled. “I know you do. He's not worth it, though. | can’t be bringing my baby
to see her favorite uncle in an orange jumpsuit.”

“1 would miss Precious and our middle-of-the-day uncle and niece dates.”



“Right. Who else will hype her up on sweets and then drop her off to us? I’'m sure
she’sin there vetting her potential auntie right now.”

“Potential auntie?’

“You don’'t bring women around, Callum. If you brought her, you feel something.
Even if it's soon. One thing I’ve learned about you is you are very sure of yourself,
and you are intentional. | respect that. So, if you're bringing her around, we'll make
sure to treat her like family. Come on and introduce me.”

“Your wife said to stay out of her kitchen.”

“I"'m not afraid of my wife,” he said, standing. “She’'s only five foot two.”

| laughed as | got up to follow him into the kitchen. Bellawas short, but he and | both
knew she wore the pantsin the family.
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Pasha

| could tell Callum had been talking to Bella about me because she was being super
friendly. It made me wonder what he'd said. It wasn’t that she was trying to be in my
business, more so, she knew something | didn't. Precious, however, was just as
friendly as he told me she would be. Right now, | was following her instructions on

how to set the table. It was the cutest thing because she was so serious.

“Uncle Cay’s plate goesright here,” she said. “He always sits next to me, but you can
have my spot tonight.”

| smiled. “Areyou sure? | hear he' s your favorite uncle.”
She giggled. “Heis. But | can share him tonight.”

“Well, thank you, Precious.”

“Ms. Pasha, do you have kids?’

“Precious, that's personal,” Bella immediately interjected. She offered me a
sympathetic look, and | knew Callum had mentioned me losing my son.

“It's okay,” | said quietly. | turned back to Precious, stooping down to eye level with
her. “I had ababy ayear ago, but he didn’t make it.”

“So he'sin heaven?’



11 Y%.”

She looked sad for amoment. “I’m sorry.”

“Y ou have nothing to be sorry about.”

“Mommy and Uncle Cay’s mommy and daddy are in heaven too. | bet they look out
for him.”

Her innocence made me smile.

“That would be nice. I'm sure between them and my mom and dad, he has a lot of
people caring for him.”

Her eyes widened. “Y ou lost your mommy and daddy too?’

“I did.”

She looked back at Bella, tears brimming in her eyes. “Mommy, that’s so sad. She's
al alone.” Sheturned to me and threw her arms around my neck. “I don’t want you to
be alone.”

| picked her up and gave her areassuring hug.

“I’m not aone. | have somereally great friends that are my family.”

She pulled back and looked at me. | swiped the tears from her eyes.

“Like Uncle Cay?’

“WEell, your uncleisadifferent kind of friend. I’'m still getting to know him.”



“He's my best friend. He can be areal good friend to you too.”

| smiled. “Y ou think so?”

“Yeah! He can take you for ice cream, and you can have sleepovers and watch
movies and go to the park! All kinds of stuff!”

Her excitement was infectious, and | couldn’t help but laugh.

“Sounds like you two have alot of fun together,” | said.

“So much fun!”

“Okay, Precious,” Bellasaid. “Don’t talk Ms. Pasha's ear off. Why don’t you go in
the living room and watch TV for alittle bit?’

“Okay, Mommy.”

She kissed my cheek before | put her down, then ran off.

“She' s the sweetest thing,” | commented.

“She’s like her daddy when it comes to meeting new people. He' s very friendly. Just
don’t be alarmed if he looks at your teeth. It s kinda his thing as an oral surgeon.”

| snickered. “Callum has warned me.”

“S0000..." She dragged the word out as she stirred her pot. “Y ou and my brother?’

“He'sjust afriend.”



“Callum doesn’'t have female friends. Y ou must be pretty special.”

“Well, | wouldn't say that.”

“If you saw how he was smiling while talking to you earlier, you would.” She
smirked as she looked at me. “Y ou two would make a beautiful couple. And I’'m not
just saying that because that’s my ugly-ass brother.”

| laughed. “He' s quite handsome.”

She pretended to gag. “He's okay.”

“Well, Precious s teachers seem to think so.”

“I"'m learning that her teachers are thirsty. He pays them no mind, though. Precious is
all he sees when he has her. They make me sick sometimes, girl. She'll literally forget
about me when she’ swith his big-head ass.”

“Isn’'t that what uncles and aunties are for?’

She kissed her teeth. “I guess.”

The sound of approaching footsteps caused her gaze to shift. When Callum and, who
| assumed to be her husband, walked in, she stopped stirring the pot and placed her
hands on her hips. Callum raised his palmsin surrender.

“1 told him,” he stated. “He said he wasn't afraid of you.”

His brother-in-law slapped his arm. “Bruh!” He glared at him for a moment before

smiling, walking over to his wife, and sliding his arms around her. He placed a kiss
on her lips.



“l didn’t say that, baby.”

Callum smirked. “Punk ass. Pasha, thisis Martin. Martin, thisis Pasha.”

“It' sniceto meet you,” | said, smiling warmly.

“Nice to meet you... Y ou have nice teeth.”

Both Callum and Bella laughed.

“Told you,” they both said.

Martin looked around, confused. “What?’

Bella pecked hislips. “Nothing, my love. Why are you in my kitchen?’

“1 just came to speak since neither you nor your brother introduced me to our guest.”

“Well, you' ve met her. Now get out.”

Martin shook his head. “Y ou see how she does me? I’ m going. Give me akiss.”

He pulled her closer, pressed his lips to hers, and then kissed her all over her face.

She broke into a fit of giggles that ended with her snorting and covering her mouth.

She playfully slapped his chest.

“Stop making me ugly laugh!” she exclaimed. “Get out of my kitchen.”

“Yes, maam.”

He grabbed two beers from the fridge. Then he and Calum headed back in the



direction they came from.

“Areyou two likethis all thetime?’ | asked.

“Yes, girl. He makes me fedl like ateenager again... hopelessly in love.”

“That’ s beautiful. Y ou make a nice couple.”

“Thank you. He's my college sweetheart. Callum wasn’'t happy when | brought him
home, but he loves him now.”

She went back to stirring her pot. | took a seat on the stool in front of the island. |
could see that she and her brother were as close as he said they were.

“Can | ask you something?’ | said.

“Sure.”

“How was he as a parental figure? He said he raised you after you lost your parents.”

She smiled softly. “He was strict, but at the same time, he was very loving,
understanding, and hands-on. He never missed any of my big moments. He was
always right there encouraging me and being my biggest cheerleader. He put his life
on hold to make sure we could stay together. When everyone backed out of taking us
in, he stepped up. He left school and got a nine to five. Sometimes, | could hear him
crying and praying to God that things would get better and easier, and that broke me,
Pasha. The love | have for him goes past him being my big brother. He took care of
me when he was still akid himself, and | have so much respect for him.”

She reached across the counter and took my hands.



“He told me about your situation. And it wasn't to tell me your business. It was to
make me aware of the parameters of your friendship. | say that to say this. If you ever
find yourself catching feelings for him or no longer wanting just a friendship, you
will have a good man. He's not perfect, but he's one of the best men | know. | stand
ten toes down behind that.”

“1 hear you.”

“S0... Tell mealittle about you.”

| gave her a short rundown. | found that she was really easy to talk to. She, like her
brother, had a genuine spirit. | could tell that she was a good person and probably
someone | would enjoy being around. About fifteen minutes later, dinner was done. |
helped her plate everything, and then she called the household to eat. As we made our
way to the table, Callum pulled up my chair and alowed me to sit. | offered him a
grateful smile. He grabbed my hand as we bowed our heads to pray. While Martin led
thetable in prayer, | snuck aglance at Callum. | just couldn’t get over how handsome
he was and how good he had been to me. | knew that if | kept being around him, it
would make just being hisfriend very hard.

Dinner was great.

Cdlum’s family was very welcoming and gave me all-around good vibes. Precious
quickly became my little friend, just as her uncle said she would. | couldn’t help but
love her sweetness and innocence. She asked me questions like she was conducting
an interview. It was amazing how articulate she was for a four-year-old. By the
night’s end, she’'d fallen asleep in my arms.

“I'll take her,” Martin said, standing from the couch. “It's way past her bedtime
anyway. Thank you for joining us, Pasha. Y ou’ re welcome anytime.”



“Thank you for having me.”

He smiled as he scooped Precious up and carried her upstairs.

“Areyou ready to go?’ Callum asked from beside me.

“Yes. The food was good, and | enjoyed the company, but the ‘itis’ is kicking in. My
bediscaling me.”

He stood and reached for my hand, pulling me to my feet. Bella stood and walked us
to the door.

“It was so nice to meet you, boo,” she said, pulling me in for a hug.

“1t was nice meeting you too. | appreciate your hospitality.”

“We have to get together without this one.” She gestured to her brother, and he
looked at her offended.

“How are you gonna steal my friend?’

“’Cause | can. You take care, Pasha. You have my number. Don’'t be a stranger. I'll
see you thisweek, Callum.”

“Youwill. Loveyou, sis.”
“1 love you too.”
They shared a brief embrace, and he kissed her forehead. Then he grabbed my hand

and led me out to his truck. After helping me in, he rounded the driver's side and
climbed in himself. | settled into the comfort of his leather seat with a smile. He



looked over at me when he closed his door.

“You good?’ he asked.

“I’m great. Thank you for tonight. | haven’t felt a genuine family vibe in along time.
| mean, | have my girls, but that’s different. Thiswas... | don’t know. It made me feel
all warm inside. | needed that.”

“I’'m glad | could provide that for you.”

He cranked up and backed out of the driveway. The ride back to my apartment was
made in comfortable silence, aside from the smooth RB playing through the speakers.
| glanced at Callum, and thoughts of his sister’s words ran through my mind. | didn’t
feel she was trying to cover up for him. As she spoke about him, the look in her eyes
was one of love and adoration. There was no way to fake that. On the outside, maybe,
but not inside.

We pulled up to my apartment building about twenty minutes later. Much to my
surprise, he pulled into a parking spot instead of in front of the door.

“Can | walk you up?’ he asked.

“Sure.”

We climbed out of the truck, and he walked around to offer me his arm. | accepted,
and we headed into the building. We spent the ride up to my floor, stealing glances at
each other and smiling. | couldn’t seem to get myself together. Why was | acting like
a schoolgirl with this man? We stepped off the elevator and made our way down the

hall to my door.

“Thisisme,” | said, pressing my back against it.



“Itis.”

“Thank you again for tonight.”

“Pasha, if you thank me one more time, you’ re gonna know something.”

“Well, | don't know what else to say!” My cheeks were heating up because | was
blushing so hard.

“Say you'll spend some time with me this Friday.”

“Are you asking me on a date?’

“1’m asking you to let your friend take you out and show you a good time.”

“Just as friends?’

“Just as friends.”

| pondered his request. | had nothing to do once | got off from the hotel. The girls
hadn’t mentioned making any plans, so my evening was wide open. | found myself
nodding.

“Okay. | get off at six.”

“Dress comfortably. We're gonna do something fun.”

“Something fun like what?’

“l guessyou'll have to wait and see.”



“I don’t know if | like surprises.”

He chuckled. “Just trust me. You're in good hands.” He lifted my fingers to his lips
and kissed them. “Can you do that for me?’

“O-okay.”

He smiled. “Good. I'll see you Friday. Be ready at seven thirty.”

“Okay.”

He leaned in and kissed my cheek. “Good night, Pasha.”

“Good night.”

| unlocked the door and stepped inside as he made his way back down the hall. |

couldn’t stop smiling as | sauntered into my bedroom. | aimost jumped out of my skin

when | saw Avyn sitting on my bed, grinning like a Cheshire Cat.

“Y ou scared the hell out of me!” | exclamed.

“I bet | did.”

“What are you doing here?’

“1 was waiting for you. But | see you were preoccupied.”

“Were you... Were you at the door?”’

Her smile widened. “1 may have seen him kiss you, and you let him.”



“It was on my cheek!”

“It didn’t look like that. Y ou walked in here blushing and whatnot. Let me find out!”

| rolled my eyes. “It’s not that serious.”

“ S0, enlighten me on what it is. Where have you been?”’

“He asked me to have dinner with him and his family.”

“Oooooh!” She patted the space beside her on the bed, and | climbed up. “How did it
go? Wait, first, how did that even happen?’

“1 was getting off work, and | literally bumped into him when he came to pick up
some things for his sister. Everything went well. She's super nice, and so is her
husband. And their daughter is just the most adorable little girl | have ever seen.
She' s so sweet and well mannered.”

“Awww, sounds like you had areally good time.”

“I did.”

“That’ s twice you' ve been in his company since moving in here.”

“He asked to take me out on Friday.”

Her eyes widened, and her mouth dropped. She scrambled to her knees and tackled
me on the bed.

“You have adate!”



“It’ s not adate! Just two friends hanging out and enjoying each other’ s company.”

“Bullshit. Y'al can call it what you want. Friend date. Date date. That's a date, pooh.
Please let me help you get ready. The girls can come over, and we can get you all
glammed up.”

“Pump your brakes. It's not that kind of party. He said to wear something
comfortable.”

“Comfortable can still be cute, and cute you will be. I'm so excited for you, Pash. |
like Callum for you. Whether this stays a friendship or branches into something more,
I’m happy that somebody is making you smile these days.”

She threw her arms around me and hugged me. It wasn't until | felt the tears seeping
through my shirt that | realized she was crying. | held back and looked at her.

“What’'s wrong?’

“To see you living a little after being down for so long... It's beautiful to watch.
When Raymond isolated you from us, | worried about you so much, Pasha. | cried for
you. | prayed for you. | wanted so bad just to come and snatch you up out of that
house. You could have stayed with me forever, and | wouldn't have cared. That's
how much | love you and want you to be happy.”

“1 love you too, Avyn. I’'m grateful every day that | ended up at your hotel. I’'m not
sure where | would be right now without you.”

We embraced each other in a loving hug. | could feel the emotions running through
her. Avyn wasn't the most emotionally expressive person with everybody. Even
Blake and Tiadidn’t get to see her the way | did. For her to express full-out emotion,
she had to be feeling it heavily. At this moment, | realized just how much my traumas



impacted her too. | never wanted to cause her distress, and | didn’t want that for
myself ever again.
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Calum

“What do wehave on the upcoming books?’ | asked, surveying my small meeting
room.

Angela, my booking manager, scrolled through her tablet. “Friday, the fifth, is a
dinner at the mayor’s mansion. Saturday is the charity gala. Then, for two weeks after
that, we have four weddings.”

| nodded. “That’s solid income for the month.”

Chris cleared his throat. “I’ve made a few changes to the app to help it run a little
smoother and faster. They should take effect by tonight.”

Palmer, my lead supervisor, spoke up. “We may need to task a few more drivers for
the weddings. | was looking for the forms, and two of them are on the same day.”

| nodded. “Whatever you need to do to make it work. Anything else?’

Angela shook her head. “Not on my end.”

Chris shook his head. “Nah, but let me rap to you right quick.”

“Seeyou later, gentlemen.” Angela excused herself, leaving Chrisand | alone.

“You seem like you’' rein agood mood,” he stated.



“I’min agreat mood.”

“Would this have anything to do with Pasha?’

| smirked. “Maybe.”

“| take it things are going well?’

“They are moving along. She had dinner with the fam afew nights ago.”

“Oh really? How was that?’

“Good. She and Bella got along great, and Precious fell in love just that quickly. She
ended up falling asleep in her arms.”

He chuckled. “1 swear, if baby girl doesn’'t do anything else, she’'s gonna make her a
friend.”

11 FaCtS.”

“You still on thisfriend bid, too?’

| sat back in my chair and locked my fingers behind my head. “I'm still offering
friendship. I’'m not gonna push up on her like that. | really just want to enjoy her
company. We have good chemistry, man.”

“You seem sure of yourself. | hope it works out for you in the end. Just be careful. |
don’t want things to get messy for you. That is still somebody’s wife until the ink is

dried on those divorce papers.”

| heard what he was saying, but the last thing | was worried about was things getting



messy for me. Raymond Sinclaire had proven himself to be a weak man. He took
more pride in trying to bring down his soon-to-be ex-wife than trying to defend
himself against me. | would, however, be careful with Pasha. | would hate for any of
the backlash to fall on her for my actions against that bastard.

“1 hear you, man,” | said, sitting up.

“Well, since you're determined to see this through, you can bring her to our game
night next week.”

“1 almost forgot about that.”

“1 invited Malcolm too. He supposed to bring somebody.”

“Would you believe that he's dating Pasha' s friend? | forgot to tell you that. | learned
that when | helped her move.”

“Well, damn. It's a small world. Shit, maybe you two were meant to cross paths after
all.”

| hadn’t thought about that, but maybe he wasright. | firmly believe in people coming
into your life when they are supposed to. It could be for a season, or it could be for a
lifetime. | wanted to know what it was about this woman who grabbed ahold of me
and wouldn’'t let go. The night we met was supposed to stay just that. My concern
should have remained my concern. But something about her embedded itself in me. It
was more than worry that filled me when | looked into those pretty brown eyes for
thefirst time.

Chrisand | talked for alittle while longer before he had to leave for another meeting.
| was pretty much done for the day, and it was only around noon. After locking up
my office, | said goodbye to everyone and headed out to my car. Settled in the



driver’s seat, | unlocked my phone. The first thing | saw was the text thread between
Pasha and me. Our most recent conversation was from yesterday. I'd sent her a
picture of Precious and me together after | picked her up from day care.

We' d gone shopping, and she asked me about Pasha, so | suggested we send her a
picture. That birthed an hour-long video call with her because Precious kept asking
me questions about her. She was her mother’ s child through and through because she
was nosy too. By the time we got back to my house, | decided just to let her ask them
herself.

We camped out on my couch while Pasha rested comfortably in her bed. Since she’'d
been off from work, she said she was just lounging around reading a book. Precious
loved books and insisted on showing her favorite one at my house. She was learning
to read, and what she couldn’t read, she made up a story using the pictures. It was
adorable to watch. Pasha listened attentively as she read her the book, using different
voices for the characters. The child reminded me so much of her mother that it was
crazy. Bellahad awild imagination as akid, and so did Precious. Sometimes, | had to
look at her and wonder where she was learning some of the things she said.

| chuckled at the memory as | went to her contact and pressed the call button. She
answered on the third ring. | could hear the sound of her shuffling about before |
heard her voice.

“Hello?’

“Hey, beautiful. How are you?’

“Hey, I’'m okay. I’'m at work right now, but | go to lunch in about fifteen minutes.”

“1 was on my way to grab something to eat. Y ou wannajoin me?’



“Um... sure. Lunch would be okay. I’ [l meet you outside.”

“Okay. See you soon.”

“ See you soon.”

We disconnected that call, and | pulled out of the parking lot. | headed over after

stopping to get gas and run my car through the wash. | pulled up just as Pasha was

walking outside. Throwing the car in park, | got out to open her door.

“Thank you,” she said, offering me a smile as she climbed in.

| nodded and closed the door before returning to the driver’s seat.

“Do you have ataste for anything in particular?’

“1 could go for some tacos.”

“Tacositis.”

“1 mean, if you want something else, I’'m open. | just really love tacos.”

| merged into traffic as | responded. “You'll learn that I'm not a picky eater. If | don’t
do anything else, I’'m going to eat. Bella can vouch for that.”

“1 watched you inhale that food the other night. | believe you.”

| chuckled. “Don’t play me like that.”

“You played yourself.”



“Whatever. How’ s your day been?’

“It's been decent. Nothing is fascinating about cleaning hotel rooms. However, you
would be surprised by the things people leave behind. Just this morning, | found
vibrators, butt plugs, and nipple clamps... al in one room.”

“Have you found anything that makes you want to be afly on the wall in that room?’
She giggled. “Not yet, but I’'m sure it's coming. Some of my coworkers have been
there so long they say nothing shocks them anymore. | like the job, though. It’s quiet.
| can work independently, and it’s simple. For my first job, | didn’t think I'd like it.”
“If you could do anything else, what would it be?’

She shrugged. “1 don’t know. I’ ve always imagined my life as a homemaker. Most of
the women in my family stay at home and take care of the house and the kids. I've
never pictured being anything else before now.”

“And now?’

“I can admit, | like earning my own money. | like not having to ask for permission to
spend it. Nobody is clocking my pockets. Now, | don’t think | will ever like paying

bills.”

| laughed. “I promise you won't. But I'm glad you're looking at the positives in life
right now. Starting over can be hard, but it can aso be beautiful.”

She plucked at her fingernails. “It can. I'm learning a lot about myself. | don’t think
I’[l come out of this the same woman, and I’ m okay with that.”

| nodded as | pulled into the parking lot of Mexi Grill, a spot that serves some of the



best tacos in the city and the surrounding area.

“1 think different versions of yourself are needed to survive life. Life will humble the
hell out of you.”

“You can say that again.”

| shut off the car and got out to open her door. When | offered her my arm, she
wrapped her fingers around my bicep and followed me inside. The place wasn’'t busy,
so we were seated relatively quickly. | ordered a shot of tequila, and she ordered a
margarita to start us off with. While the waitress went to put the order in, Pasha and |

chitchatted.

“Are you going to give me a hint about what we are doing tomorrow night?’ she
asked.

“Nope. | think I’'m gonnalet you suffer until we get where we are going.”

“Maybe | should just stay home them,” she jested.

“1 know where you live. | can always pull up on you. How can you stand up a face
like this?’ | gave her a playful pout and sad eyes. “Y ou wanna break my heart, Pash?

| thought we were friends, baby.”

| didn’t miss the subtle biting of her bottom lip and the moment she caught herself
doing so. She playfully elbowed me.

“We are friends.”

“Best friends?”



She giggled. “I think Avyn would fight you for that title.”

“1 think | could take her.”

We laughed as the waitress returned with our drinks and took the order for our food.
We both decided on the five-taco platter with Cajun fries. As the waitress left, Pasha
sipped her margaritaand did a little happy dance.

“Are you good to drink that before you return to work?’ | asked.

“Yes. | made sure to order the mocktail version. | won't be getting fired today.”

She took another sip before setting down the glass. We talked a bit while waiting for
our food to be delivered. Ten minutes later, the food arrived and was placed in front
of us. After aquick prayer, we dug in. The sounds of Pasha moaning after every bite
were doing mein.

“Did you eat breakfast this morning?’ | asked.

“l didn’t, and I’'m starving. These are so good.”

She eyebaled my plate, and | knew what was coming next. Just like most women,
she wanted to “try” mine, and she made it known in the most innocent way.

“What' s that one?’

“A fish taco.”

“Ooooh. I've never had afish taco.”

| chuckled. “Would you like to try it?’



“Just alittle bite.”

| wiped my hands, then cupped her chin. Picking up the fish taco, | held it to her lips.

“Open.

She gasped for a moment, her eyes widening at my request. She swallowed hard
before her lips parted, and she allowed me to feed her a bite of the taco. Watching her
plump lips wrap around the tasty morsel was so sexy... She was so sexy. The scrubs
she wore hugged her curvesin all the right places. She was simply the type of woman
who was beautiful no matter what she was doing or wearing. At least in my eyes, she
was. | had it bad for her... real bad.

“How’s that?’ | asked, grabbing my napkin to dab the avocado ranch dressing that
fell on her chin,

“It'sgood... real good. Y ou should try my birria.”

She dipped it into the sauce. Grabbing the napkin, she held it under my chin and fed
me a taco bite. Our gaze never wavered as | chewed the same taco that was on my
plate. For some reason, hers tasted so much better than that one. | would say she was
flirting with meif | didn’t know any better.

“How’sthat?’ she asked, dabbing the corners of my mouth.

| grabbed her hand and held it tight. “ Perfect.”

My eyes dropped to her lips. It took everything in me to fight the urge to lean in for a
kiss. | promised myself and her that | wouldn’t push up on her. That | would let her
come to me when she felt like she wanted more, but damn, it was hard. She was right
herein front of me, but still so far out of my reach.



We continued eating and conversing, neither of us bringing attention to the obvious.
Our plates were clean when we got ready to leave, and | had a nice little buzz from
the shots I'd consumed. Hand in hand, we walked back to my truck like it was the
most normal thing for us. | helped her in, then climbed in myself. The drive back was
quiet, but not an awkward type of quiet. It was aquiet lie... We both knew something
was brewing, yet we didn’t dare speak on it. Back at the hotel, she directed me to pull
around to the employee parking.

“I’'m sure Avyn is being nosy because she's already texted me. | don’t want her to
make this more than it islike she already has. | just want to enjoy your company.”

“Well, | hope I’m at least making this worth your while.”

She palmed my face. “You are... You're seemingly perfect, Callum. The part of me
that’s afraid is just waiting on you to cut me so | can see how bad it hurts.”

“What’ s the rational part of you saying?’

She dropped her hand and looked down at her fingernails. “That you're the person
you portray yourself to be, and | have no reason to be afraid.”

“Stick with that one. | respect whatever you feel. Just know I’'m not out to cause you
harm or distress.” | tucked a stray curl behind her ear and leaned closer. “I want to
know you, Pasha. Every single thing that makes you who you are.”

“I’m bruised... dlightly broken.”

“Soam|.”

“What are two bruised, slightly broken people supposed to do together?”



“Heal.” | kissed her cheek and sat back in my seat. “I hope you have a good rest of
your day, Pasha.”

“Y-you t-t0o,” she stammered.

She quickly climbed out of the truck and sprinted inside, looking back momentarily at
me before closing the door.
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Pasha

“l can’t miss this air of happiness surrounding you,” Dr. Thomas said with a light
smile.

Today, | had atherapy session before | headed in to work. I'd mentioned it to Callum
while we were at lunch yesterday, and much to my surprise this morning, | woke up
to a message from him, letting me know that a car would be waiting to take me to my
appointment, so | didn't have to bother Avyn. Not only that, but the driver was also
available to me all day—that man.

He made me smile more than | had in years, and all he was doing was being himself.
| couldn’t pretend that | didn’t like him because | did. Way more than | should have.
That was the part that scared me. Here | was a few weeks shy of being a free, single
woman, and | was already attracted to another man. It terrified me too.

“I, um... | met someone,” | said quietly.

“Oh! Wdll, tell me about him.”

“You remember the driver | told you about? The one that picked me up the night
Raymond put me out?’

“The one that paid for your hotel stay... Yes, | remember.”

“Well, Avyn and | ran into him at Walmart a few weeks ago. He offered to help me
move into my apartment, and we’ ve been building a friendship.”



“How does that make you feel ?’

“Nervous. I’ ve had the same friends for aslong as | can remember. And then the part
of methat’'s afraid is screaming at me to cut him off before | fall, and he hurts me too.
Thethingis... | don't think he's like that. He' s been so genuine, so sweet, patient, and
caring. | just... | fedl likeit’ stoo soon.”

“How does this gentleman make you feel ?”

| pondered the question. “Seen... heard... beautiful. He calls me ‘beautiful’ every time
| talk to him. He compliments me. He just... He looks at me like I'm the most
beautiful thing in the world to him. | feel like | can just be myself when I’'m with him.
| can be vulnerable, and he doesn’'t judge me for having a moment. It’s... nice.”

She smiled. “He sounds like a wonderful addition to your circle.”

“Heis.”

“How are divorce proceedings going?’

| sighed. “Well, I’ll be a single woman again in a few weeks. I'm excited about the
next chapter in my life. | haven’t decided what | want to do yet. | don’t want to work

at the hotel and grocery store forever. | was thinking about going back to school.”

A smile spread across her face. “That's great! Have you been looking at any
programs? Areas of study?’

“Last night, | was looking up this phlebotomy program. Of all the ones | looked at,
that one was the most interesting to me.”

“That’s aquick program, and you can get hired pretty easily.”



“I’m alittle nervous about stepping out there. I'm sure I’ || be one of the oldest people
in class.”

“You're never too old to learn something new. My mother earned her bachelor’s
degree at forty-five. I'm sure she never imagined becoming friends with a bunch of
twenty-somethings, but they loved her. To this day, they still come to her home for
dinner, and she’swell into her sixties. Sometimes, you just click with people.”

That was an understatement, and the thought brought me back to Callum. We clicked,
and at times, it scared me. But every time | tak to him, every time I’'m in his
presence, every time he touched me, whether it was a hug, or a forehead kiss, or
whatever... | felt achill crawl up my spine. Comfort and more spread throughout my
body. And when | looked into his beautiful brown eyes, | saw nothing but
genuineness and sincerity.

We were set to go out this weekend, and | was a little nervous about that. My girls
kept telling me that this was a date date, and | kept trying to convince them it was not.
They weren’t having that, though. They liked him, and they liked him for me. | was
trying to figure out how they came to that conclusion when they hadn't realy been
around him. They said that they could see the difference in me since he and | became
friends. | couldn't see where | was different, but who was | to say they didn’'t see
something in methat | couldn’t seein myself?

| continued to talk with Dr. Thomas for another forty-five minutes before our time
ended. After scheduling my next appointment, | headed out front. The driver that
picked me up was waiting beside the SUV. | smiled and thanked him as | climbed
into the truck. When | spoke to Callum last night, | told him about the therapy
appointment | had today. The last thing | was expecting was for him to send a car to
make sure | got to work afterward.

| immediately pulled out my phone to send Callum athank-you once again.



Me:Thank you again for theride. Y ou didn’t have to do that.

Callum:l know | didn’t, but | wanted to. | know you don’t like to ask for help, but I'm
the type of friend who will provide it any way | can. | would have picked you up
myself, but | am on aplay date with Precious and my friend' s s daughter.

MeTell my little friend | said hi.

Callum:l will. She's only asked about you fifty times today. | guess you're gonna
have to come back over for dinner, huh?

Me:Lol. I might be able to make that happen.

We continued to talk as his driver took me back to work. When he pulled up, he got
out and opened my door for me. | tried to tip him, but he assured me that it was al
taken care of. | left him with asmile as| headed into the building.

Callum:You made it okay?

MeYes. | just walked in. Thank you again.

Callum:No problem, love.

“Hold it right there!” Avyn said, stopping me as | was walking to clock in.

| paused. “Is something wrong? Am | late? Did | do something wrong?’

A smile spread across her face. “Y ou have adelivery.”

My brows furrowed. “ Of what?’



She stooped down, and when she stood again, she held the most beautiful crystal vase
of red roses. My eyes widened, and my smile mimicked hers as | took the
arrangement. | put them to my nose, inhaling deeply.

“Somebody was thinking about you, friend,” Avyn said. “ Read the card.”

“Have you aready read the card, Avyn?’

“1... might have snuck a peek.”

| shook my head as | placed the vase on the counter and pulled the card out.

Hey, Beautiful,

| just wanted to brighten your day alittle. | hope these make you smile that beautiful
smile. | look forward to seeing you tomorrow.

Calum

| couldn’t stop blushing and smiling. He really sent me flowers just because.

Avyn giggled. “Look at you! That man readlly likes you, boo. And was that one of his
people dropping you of f?’

“It was. | mentioned | had a therapy appointment to him last night. | didn’'t expect
him to send me transportation. He' s so thoughtful .”

“1 know you better make the most of this date tomorrow.”

“It'snot adate!” | protested.



“Is he picking you up? Did he plan it? I's he paying?’

| avoided her eyes. “Yes, yes, and yes.”

“Thenit'sadate. Embraceit. Y ou can put these in my office until you get off.”

She left me with asmile. | picked up the vase, carried it to her office, and then headed
to clock in. Before | did so, however, | took a moment to call Callum. His thank-you
deserved to be heard, not read through a text message.

“Hey, beautiful.” | could hear the smilein hisvoice.

“Mr. Ellis, you are something else.”

“What did | do?’

“You know what you did.” | giggled. “Thank you for the flowers. They are beautiful
and my favorite. Nobody has sent me flowersin forever, let alone ‘just because.’ Y ou

trying to make me feel specia or something?’

“You are special to me, Pasha. | don’t know what it is... but you've got it. Y ou’' ve got
me. | just wanna see you smile.”

| blushed. “Well, mission accomplished.”

He chuckled. “Have a good shift. A driver will be there to take you home when you
get off.”

“Thank you.”

“Anytime, baby.”



We disconnected the call. | rested my back against the wall, a huge smile on my face.
As hard as I’d been trying to fight it, | had to accept that | liked this man. Maybe |
didn’t want to. Maybe | shouldn’t have, but | did.

The Next Evening

| stood in front of my full-length mirror, turning from side to side, making sure that |
looked okay. Callum told me to dress comfortably but still wouldn’'t indulge me in
just what we were doing. | wasn't sure if | was too comfortable in the black cargo
joggers, orange halter-styled body suit, and white canvas shoes.

“How long are we going to play this narrative?’ Blake asked.

She, Avyn, and | were in my apartment as | got ready to go out with Callum. | think
they loved being able to come here as much as | loved having a place of my own to
come to. It felt like old times, back when I lived with my parents. They were always
at my house.

| frowned as | stepped out of my closet. “What narrative?’

“That you’ re not dating the man you' re dating?’

| sighed. “I’vetold y’all—"

“l know what you've told us. ‘He's just a friend.” | call this bullshit. That man has
been very, very intentional, okay? He's given you control of the narrative. He's been
building your confidence. He shows initiative, courtesy, and respect. You better

snatch him up, Pasha.”

“Y’dl find it so hard to believe that maybe he just wants to be friends. | mean, | don't
take him for shy. He wouldn’'t have any problems telling me he was into me if he



really was.”

“You better learn to read between the lines, girl.” She rolled off my bed and stood
before walking to the closet door. “I have to go to work, but please, send me
pictures.”

“1 will.”

She headed for the front door but called over her shoulder, “ And take a shot for me!l”

| nodded my head. “1 will!”

Avyn appeared in the doorway with abowl of Ramen. She stood against the wall with
one leg crossed over the other, munching on the noodles. She shook her head at me.

“How many times are you going to look over yourself? You look fine, girl.
Everything is sitting up, right and tight. The body is giving honey. Mr. Ellisis going
to love you.” She snapped her fingers.

| gave her aside eye. “I’m not about to play with you. Areyou sure | look okay?’

Sherolled he eyes. “ Pasha, please don’t make me smack you.”

“I'm sorry! He refused to tell me what we were doing. All he said was to dress
comfortably. | don’t know if thisisagood level of comfortable for me.”

“Evenif itisn’t, you look cute. Didn’t Beyonce tell you that pretty hurts?’

| shook my head. “Somehow, | don’t think this is what she meant. Anyway... do |
look, you know... fat?’



She pushed off from the wall and placed her Ramen bowl on the dresser. She then
turned and walked over to me. She turned me back to the mirror with her hands on
my shoulders. Her arms came around me, and she hugged me tightly.

“You are absolutely beautiful, pooh. You deserve to embrace your body.” Her hands
went to my stomach. “You created and carried a life. You battled depression and
anxiety along with losing a child and your parents. Nobody would look the same after
the kinda trauma you had. You may have gained a little weight, but you are not fat.
Most men, real men, appreciate a woman with meat on her bones. I’ ve seen the way
Calum looks at you. He likes al of this.”

She playfully pretended to hump me from behind. | couldn’t help but laugh as |
pushed her off of me.

“My point is, fuck other people. My good sis Sheryl Lee Ralph said it best. People
don’t have to like you. They don’t have to love you. They don’'t even have to respect
you. But when you look in the mirror, you better love the person you see. Remember
your affirmations.”

| nodded. “I hear you.”

Someone knocked on my door. | looked over at the clock on the wall.

“That’ s probably Callum. Would you mind getting the door? | need a minute.”

“I"ve got you.”

She left the space, and | took a few deep breaths. Grabbing my crossbody, | stuffed

my phone, keys, wallet, and other essentials inside. | could hear Calum laughing
with Avyn, and my heart began to race.



“Calm down, girl...” | told myself.

After strategically spraying on my perfume, | left the bedroom area and walked out
into the living room. My breath hitched as my eyes landed on Callum. He wore black
shorts, a short-sleeve white button-up, and a pair of black sneakers. A simple gold
watch and chain were his jewelry of choice. His outfit was simple, but God, did he
look delicious.

He looked up from his conversation with Avyn. | didn’t miss how his eyes perused
me from head to toe. He licked his lips, and a smile spread across his face. Stepping
away from Avyn, he came into my space and pulled me into a hug. God, he smelled
so good. | closed my eyes and alowed his scent to engulf me.

He kissed my forehead. “Y ou look amazing. Orange is certainly your color.”

| blushed. “Thank you.”

“Areyou ready?’

“Ready to see what you are about to get me into since you’ ve been secretive.”

He chuckled. “It wasn't a secret. | just want you to have fun without thinking about it.
We are gonnarelieve some stress.”

“Mmm,” Avyn moaned in the background. | shot her alook. “My bad, girl. I'm just
gonna head upstairs. Y ou two kids have fun and don’t stay out too late. Y ou have my
girl in at arespectable hour, sir. Nothing is open late but legs.”

“Avyn!” | exclaimed.

She laughed as she headed out my front door. | shook my head.



“1’m sorry about that. She has no filter.”

“l promisg, it's okay. | like her. She' s unapologetically herself.”

“Always.”

He offered me his arm. “ Shall we?”

| linked my arm through his. “We shall.”

| wasn't sure what this “friend date” would entail, but | was ready for whatever it had
in store.
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Calum

It was becomingharder and harder to hide my attraction to this woman. | found her
beautiful even when she wasn't at her best, but seeing her lately... that just did
something to me. Growth and happiness were beautiful on her. | knew she was still
dealing with a lot, but she had so much to be happy about these days. Seeing her
genuinely smile did my heart al the good in the world.

The first stop of the night was a Riot Room. | knew she had stressors because | was
dealing with stressors of my own. This was the perfect place for us to release some of
that tension.

“Is this one of those smash rooms or whatever you call it?’ she asked, looking
around.

11 Y%.”

“God, | needed this. | can’t tell you how many times I’ ve just wanted to break some
shit.”

“Well, you can break all you want here.”

| got us checked in, and we were led to our room. She didn’t hesitate to suit up in the
vest, gloves, and a face shield. After a brief rundown of rules and expectations, we
were |eft alone. She eagerly grabbed a bat and went to work. When she smashed the
first item, she took a deep breath. | could tell that felt good to her.



“Stay withit,” | said. “You can fuck up as much shit in here as you want until you get
it out.”

“Thisiswhat | wanted to do the night you stopped for me.”

She dragged the bat around the room until she found what she sought. It was amirror.
She raised the bat again.

“For al the times he called me fat.”

Whack!

“For al the times he made me feel ugly and worthless.”

Whack!

“For all the times he made me hate myself!”

Whack!

All the mirror pieces shattered and fell to the floor. She moved around the room,
smashing the bat into various objects. She had stopped talking and was now
channeling all of her anger. Her hits became harder and more forceful. | could only

imagine that it was that man’simage in her head every time that bat connected.

After a few minutes, she dropped the bat and leaned over, resting her hands on her
knees, panting heavily.

“Feeling better?’ | asked.

“That was liberating. | didn’t realize | had that much rage built up.”



“Look at how long you had to hold it in.”

She stood upright and wiped the sweat from her brow. “I’m ready to go again. Are
you going to join me? | know there has to be something you're angry about...
something you want to get out.”

| had enough to be upset about. After my uncle's funeral, my aunt Sheila and aunt
Glenda popped up at my house to check me about coming and then leaving. They
accused me of trying to start trouble, and that wasn’t the case. | wouldn’t have waited
seventeen years if | wanted to start trouble. The whole visit started a big argument
and a slew of unwanted pop-ups at my house.

One of the cousins who had been present during my parents’ will reading showed up
on some “putting me in my place” type of energy, and we almost came to blows. If it
weren't for Martin stepping in, things could have gone completely left. One thing |
didn’t play about was disrupting my peace. Coming to the place where | lay my head
and starting drama was a big hell no. Not only that, but this was also my parents
home, and nobody was going to disrespect that.

Picking up the sledgehammer I’ d chosen as my weapon of choice, | crashed it into an
old computer monitor. Pieces flew everywhere. Damn, that felt good. Pasha and |
looked at each other and gave a simple nod before we tore that room apart. Nothing
went untouched. By the time we finished, both of us were breathing heavily. She
dropped the bat and came over to me.

Gentle brown eyes stared up at me. Slowly, she wrapped her arms around me and
rested her head against my chest.

“Thank you, Callum. | didn’t know how badly | needed that.”

| embraced her warmly and kissed the top of her head. “I’ve got you. Whatever you



need, I’ ve got you.”

We stood like that for awhile until she pulled away.

“How about we go get something to eat?’ | suggested. “I don’t know about you, but |
worked up an appetite.”

“Metoo.”

“There' s this food truck that has the best tacos you'll ever taste. It’s down at the park.
And there' s thisfestival type of thing going on.”

“1’m good with that.”

“Well, let’ s get out of this stuff, and we can head on over.”

“Okay.”

We quickly left the space and undressed to head to the car. | was surprised when
Pasha linked her fingers through mine for the short walk. She looked up at me with a
smile, and | swear my heart swelled in its cavity. | lifted her fingers to my lips and

kissed them. Maybe thiswasn’'t a date date, but it sure as hell felt like one.

Pasha moaned, and her eyes closed as she took the first bit of the nachos |
recommended. | looked up to see an almost euphoric expression on her beautiful face.

“Good?’ | asked.

“That... Whew! That is amazing. I’ ve never had nachos so flavorful.”

“They are based in Charleston. | found them during a day trip with Bella and



Precious. When | tell you | can taste this every time | think about it, | swear I'm not
lying.”

“They gave me so much! | don’t know how I’'m gonna eat this and the rest of this
food!”

We had a spread of nachos, chicken on a stick, and loaded fries. | really hadn’t eaten
all day because | wanted to prepare my stomach for this.

| chuckled. “I know what you mean. Just make sure you save room for something

She stifled alaugh. “Y ou sound like my late grandfather. It didn’t matter what he ate.
When he finished, it was always, ‘Now | need something sweet,” to follow.”

“We are eating for the culture, baby.”

She smiled. “I’m having agood time.”

“That’s al | wanted.”

“You know...” She cleared her throat. “My girls seem to think something is going on
between us.”

“Do they now?’
“I’ve told them we are just friends, but they don’t believe me.” She looked up at me,
her eyes piercing mine. “They seem to think you've been dating me, and |I've just

kindabeen blind to it.”

| swallowed my food and took a sip of my drink. After wiping my mouth, | leaned



across the table alittle, and she did the same.

“1 will say this... I’ ve been very intentional in my treatment of you. Make no mistake,
| respect you as a woman. | value your friendship, but | believe that we were placed
in each other’s path for a reason. | don’'t know what it is, but | haven’t been able to
get you out of my head since the first time | met you. You are so beautiful to me,
Pasha. Beneath the hurt and pain, | know there is an equally beautiful soul, and | just
want to nurture it the way it deserves to be nurtured.”

She blushed and covered her face. | slid closer to her and pulled her hands away.
“You don’t have to be shy with me. You don’'t have to be afraid or worry. I’'m not
here to hurt you. | simply want to restore what was once broken by someone who
never deserved you. | haveto ask... Do you feel anything between us?’

“Yes,” shewhispered. “You just... You feel good to my spirit. | can’t deny that.”

“Then don't.” | cupped her face. “Whenever you're ready to explore this, I'll be
waiting for you.”

A tear dlipped from her eye, and | swiped it away.

| smiled softly. “Don’t cry.”

“I can't help it!” She fanned herself. “I wasn’t looking for this, and now, here you
are.” She gripped my wrists as she gazed into my eyes. “I’'m afraid to fall for you, but

more than that, I'm afraid | won’t be able to stop myself.”

| wanted to reassure her. | wanted her to fedl that everything | could put into this was
genuine. | brought my face close to hers.



“Can | kissyou?’ | asked.

Her breath hitched in her throat, and for a moment, she was still. Then slowly, she
nodded her head. Gently, | pressed my lips to hers. | didn't grip or grope her. |
wanted this kiss to be sweet, sensual, and comforting. She relaxed, and | felt her lips
part. When her tongue slipped into my mouth, | swear it was the sweetest thing I'd
ever tasted. A soft moan escaped her lips, and the sound caused her to pull back and
place her hands on my chest. Her eyes remained closed.

“1 could lose myself with you,” she whispered.

| pressed my forehead to hers. “1I’ll never let you get lost.”

She opened her eyes. Her hands slid up my chest to my face. She stared at me for a
moment before wrapping them around my neck and pulling me into atight hug.

“Just hold mefor alittle bit,” she said softly.

| slid my arms around her waist and pulled her in closer. “Aslong as you need.”
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Pasha
| couldn’t believe I’ d kissed this man.

More than that, | couldn't believe how much | liked it. His lips were so soft and
sweet. When that moan escaped my lips, | had to end it. My mind told me to stop, but
my body screamed to keep going. | felt aquiver in my lower region. | felt pal pitations
in my heart. | felt my nipples hardening against the pasties | wore beneath this
strapless bra.

| hadn’t been aroused in so long... touched in so long. My hormones went into an
absolute frenzy. I'd never needed a cold shower so badly. How we could dlip back
into casua conversation after that was beyond me. One thing was for sure: | couldn’t
wait to get back to my girls and tell them everything.

The food truck festival was quite an experience. We'd eaten to our hearts' content,
and now, we were talking around visiting other vendor tables. Like the farmers
market on Sundays, this one had a host of homemade goods. | picked up a few pairs
of earrings and necklaces, a few scarves, and a handwoven purse that was too cute to
pass up. Callum swooped in when | tried to pay for my items, telling me that as long
as| wasin his presence, I'd never haveto go in my wallet.

The lady selling the purse smiled at that one. “You better keep him, girl,” she
whispered to me. All | could do was blush. I'd been doing that all damn night. The
man had me smiling so much that my cheeks hurt. | couldn’t deny how happy | felt
being with him. Raymond hadn’t crossed my mind not one time, and the silence in
that was so beautiful.



We' d been walking around for about an hour when we came upon a band playing
iIsland music. Couples had stopped to dance to it. When he pulled me toward the
band, | started to protest.

“Callum! | can’'t dance!” | said, laughing.

“1 got you. Just let me lead, and you follow.”

| didn’t have time to protest again before his arm snaked around my waist, and he
pulled me into his chest. My body melted into his, immediately relinquishing all
control. Slowly, he swayed, and | followed his movements. A smile spread across his
face.

“There you go... move your hipsalittle.”

| did as he said. It felt alittle awkward at first, but | was soon able to catch the beat
and keep up with him. Just as | caught a good rhythm, he spun me out and back in,
pinning my back to his chest. His arms came around me once more. His head nestled
against mine as he softly kissed my temple and cheeks.

“1 could hold you like this all the time,” he whispered in my ear.

“I might let you.”

He chuckled. “Y ou smell so good, Pasha. So sweet. So... delectable.”

His hands gently caressed my midsection. For a moment, | felt self-conscious and
tried to pull away.

“No,” he said firmly. “I appreciate every inch of you, baby. Every single part of you
Is so beautiful to me.” He dropped a kiss on my shoulder, causing me to expel a deep



breath.

For the remainder of the song, | allowed him to hold me like that as he swayed me
from side to side to the music. | felt so much comfort and peace in his arms. When
this night came to an end, | was sure I’d be able to feel his body close to mine, even
when we parted ways. The song ended, and he released me but grabbed my hand.
“How about that dessert?’ he asked.

“I"'m ready. | think I’ve walked that food down.”

“It’ sashort trip around the corner. We can walk or drive.”

“1’m okay with walking.”

“Let'sgettoit then.”

Hand in hand, we waded through the crowd. About ten minutes later, we came upon a
bakery called Ms. Carol’s.

“Is this the lady who made those cookies you inhaled at the farmers market?’ |
asked, remembering the logo on the front.

He laughed. “First of all, don't come for me like that. Second, yes, thisis her. She'll
be closing soon, but | told her we were stopping by.”

He pulled the door open and guided me inside. The bakery was small, but it was cute.
It gave Grandma’'s Sweets vibes, and when Ms. Carol walked out to greet us, |

understood why. She smiled wide as Callum pulled her in for a hug.

“There’ s my favorite customer,” she said, patting his back.



“Hey, Ms. Carol. Thank you for staying open for us.”

“Of course.” She pulled back and cupped his face. “When you told me you were
bringing a lady friend, | just had to meet her.” She turned to me and reached for my
hands. “Let me get alook at you... Ooooh, she's just as beautiful as you said she was,
Calum.”

| smiled. “Thank you, ma am.”

“And she has manners! | love her for you aready. What' s your name, baby?’

“Pasha.”

“Pasha? Oh, that’s pretty!” She patted my hand. “Come on, sugar. |’ ve got something
special just for y’all. Callum, lock that door.”

He did as she requested as she led me to a table with three different desserts for us to
sample. The first was a strawberry crunch cookie, then an Oreo cheesecake parfait,
followed by what she called a cinnamon roll cake. The portions were big enough for
us to share, but the way Callum was eyeballing that cake, | wasn’t sure about that.
Everything looked so good and smelled even better.

“You spoil me, Ms. Carol,” Callum declared.

Ms. Carol grabbed two bottles of water and brought them to us. “Oh, hush. Y ou know
| love you.” She kissed his cheek.

“You know | love you back.”

“Has he shown you how hardheaded he is yet?’ she asked me. “He has stopped in
here faithfully twice a week for the last five years. Every time he comes to the



farmers market, | try to give him something on the house, and every time | turn my
back, he slips me money anyway.”

| giggled. “I think that’s sweet.”

She looked at him lovingly. “It is. He always says he won't take advantage of my
kindness. He will make some woman a very lucky, happy spouse one day.” She
looked between the two of us. “You two make a beautiful pair. Are you from around
here, honey?’

“Yes, ma am. Born and raised.”

“Who are your people?’

“Oh... Well, my parents were Virginia and Soloman Brooks. They passed away afew
years ago.”

“I’m so sorry! Please forgive me.”

“It's okay,” | assured her. “It's overwhelming at times, but | know that when I'm no
longer here, | get to be with them again.”

“To be absent from the body is to be present with the Lord. They are in good hands.”

“Yes, maam.”

We sat in the bakery chatting with Ms. Carol for a good hour. Once we finished with
those delectable desserts, Callum offered to help her wipe down the front. It turned
into him wiping down while she and | talked. He didn’t complain. He simply smiled
and went about his business. | thought the way she spoke about him was so sweet,
and | could tell she cared for him.



“1 have to ask,” she said when he went to the back to grab amop, “You realy like my
boy?’

| blushed. “Yes, maam. | wasn't expecting to, but he makes it hard not to like him
with him being the person heis.”

She smiled. “He's a good boy, and he has the purest heart. | know he'll be good to
you, sugar. Promise me you'll be good to him too. He deserves all the love he pours
into others. Promise me you'll treat him right.”

“l promise.”

She smiled as Calum came back out. “Okay, you've worked enough,” she said,
standing.

“1 don’t mind mopping for you,” he protested.

“I mind. You're on adate, and I’ ve stolen enough of your time. Take this pretty lady
and get on out of here.”

“Ms. Carol—"

“You heard what | said.” She took the mop from him. “Go on. Enjoy the rest of your
evening. | hopeit’sagood one.”

Callum shook his head as he walked over to me. “Y ou ready?’

“Yes. Thank you again, Ms. Carol. I'll be back to feed my sweet tooth.”

She laughed. “1’ll be waiting for you, baby. Y'all have a good night.”



We said our goodbyes. Then Callum grabbed my hand and led me to the door and
back out onto the street.

“1 think it’s safe to say she likesyou,” he commented.

“1 like her too. She reminds me of my grandmother.” | looked up at him. “She’s very
fond of you.”

He smirked as he slipped his arms around my waist. “I’m avery likable guy.”

“You are. Isthat how you woo women, Mr. Ellis?’

“l don’t know about wooing these women you speak of. |I've been single for a few
years now.”

“30, there' s never been a potential Mrs. Ellis?’

“Nope. Not even close. If there were a potential Mrs. Ellis, there’ d be no potential for
you and me. | like the possibility of there being ayou and me.”

He leaned in and kissed me. Once again, my body went on a rampage against me. |
felt weak in the knees, and if he hadn’t been holding me up, | was sure | would have
fallen right to the ground. When he pulled away, he wiped the corners of my mouth.

“Yeah... | like that possibility alot.”
Jesus, be afencel
Cdlum and | took the short stroll back to the food truck festival area. While the

crowd had thinned out a little, there were still many people. The music was still
going, and we couldn’t walk past it without him pulling me into another dance. As



awkward as | felt | looked, 1'd quickly fallen in love with dancing with him. He was
light on his feet but playful at the same time, and it made me laugh.

Before | knew it, we'd been out there for another hour. It was after midnight by the
time we returned to his truck.

“You aren't as tiff asyou said,” he jested.

| playfully smacked his arm. “Whatever. | haven't had this much fun in a while,” |
said as he opened the passenger door. “Don’'t go spoiling me with a good time, Mr.
Ellis. | might get used to it.”

“You should.” He helped me into the truck and buckled me in. “Simple pleasures
make me a happy man. And seeing that smile on your pretty face... that just makes

my day.”

He playfully planted several pecks all over my cheeks, causing me to giggle like a
schoolgirl until that obnoxious snort came out. That made him laugh.

“Wait until | tell Bellayou're a snorter too!”

“Get inthetruck!” | exclamed.

He snuck another kiss before closing the door and rounding the driver's side. | sat
back with a smile on my face. When he climbed in, | looked at him admirably.

God... If you sent me this man, please don’t let him break my heart, | prayed.
It was crazy. I’d never prayed about a man before, not even Raymond. Callum was

nothing like I'd ever experienced. He did a number on my heart and mind. If he was
for me, | needed the Big Guy to hear my prayers. | couldn't survive another



heartbreak... | just couldn’t.

Twelve thirty on the dot, we pulled into my building's parking lot. After finding a
spot, he got out and came to my side to help me out. Hand in hand, we walked into
the building. On the elevator, | stood in front of him with his hands resting on my

shoulders.

“You know what?’ he stated. “We didn’t take a single photo to commemorate this
evening.”

“We didn’t.” | turned to face him. “I think your contact deserves a picture at the
point.”

| pulled out my phone and snapped a picture of him. When | showed it to him, he
took the phone and pulled me close to him.

“Smile, baby.”

| put on my best smile as he snapped a picture of both of us. | had to admit, it was
cute. We did make a nice-looking pair.

“1 think you should use that one,” he said. “Y ou make me look good, woman.”
“Ooo0h, you are laying it on thick, Mr. Ellis.”

| laughed as the elevator stopped and the door dinged open. He grabbed my hand and
pulled me out, leading me down the hallway toward my front door. When we reached

it, | turned to him, pressing my back against the door.

“l guessthisisgood night.” | looked up a him. “I had areally good time.”



“Me too. Thank you for agreeing to my taking you out. Maybe next time, | can take
you on aformal date.”

“I"d like that... alot.”

| stepped closer to him, abold move for me. My hands slid up his chest to his face, an
even bolder move. The boldest move of al was me standing on my toes, wrapping
my arms around his neck, and pressing my lips to his. | went as far as opening my
mouth to receive his tongue to caress mine. My hands caressed the back of his head
and neck as the kiss deepened.

It wasn’t until the elevator dinged and the doors opened that we finally came up for
air. Kelli, the neighbor | sometimes spoke to and had a casual conversation with,
smirked as she walked past us to her door.

“Oh, please, don’t let me stop you,” she said, winking at me.

| knew my face wasred. “Hey, Kelli,” | mumbled, palming my forehead.

“Hey, qirl... Bye, girl!” She disappeared into her apartment, her cackling echoing in
theair.

“1 should probably get going,” Callum voiced. “Kissing you is dangerous for me.”
Even as he said it, he leaned in for another peck to my lips. “Sleep well, beautiful.”

“You too.”

| turned and slipped my key into the lock. Once it disengaged, | pushed the door open
and stepped inside. When | turned back, | caught the tail end of a smile as Callum
walked away. Closing the door, | leaned against it. My fingers went to my lips. |
could still feel his against mine. | felt the gentle pulling as he sucked on the bottom



one. He was right. Our kissing was dangerous for both of us.

| treaded into my bedroom and stripped down to get into the shower. Thirty minutes
later, on my phone, | scrolled to the picture Callum and | had taken on the elevator.
While | was smiling and looking at the camera, he was smiling and looking at me.

My nail glided over his handsome face. God did his big one with this man. | went
through the motions of assigning the picture to his contact. His message thread
popped up, and | found myself scrolling through it. There were countless words of
affirmation and encouragement sprinkled throughout our messages. He was funny
and loved to send me dad jokes. So much of him reminded me of my father, and |
loved my daddy to pieces.

| ended up swiping the video call button. It rang three times before he answered
shirtless and dripping in water droplets. For a moment, all | could do was stare at
him.

“Pacha? Y ou okay, love?’

The sound of hisvoice startled me. “Huh?”’

“You froze up on me.”

“I’m sorry. | got distracted. | just wanted to make sure you got home safe.”

He smiled. “I’m home. Fresh out of the shower and getting ready for bed.”

| lay back against the pillow. “Okay, well, | guess I'll let you go then. I’'m about to
lay it down myself.”

“Wait. How would you feel about having dinner at my house on Sunday? I'll have



Bella and the family come over. We can invite Malcolm and Avyn. | have another
friend | can invite too. Just afamily dinner, nothing big.”

| was glad he suggested inviting more people. | wasn't sure | was ready to be alone
with him in his home yet.

“That sounds nice.”

11 Great.”

“Should | bring anything?’

“Just you, baby.”

| smiled. “Okay. Well, I’'ll see you Sunday.”

“See you then. Good night.”

“Good night.”

| ended the call and tossed the phone onto my dresser. My eyes closed, and all | could
see was hisface. | could feel hislips and hands all over me. My hands glided over my
body, pretending that they were his. What was he doing to me? | knew what |
imagined him doing to me. A moan slipped from my lips as my hands palmed my
breasts. My nipples were aready so sensitive that when | pinched them, | gasped.
“Ooooh...”

A hand slipped beneath my shirt and between my thighs. | found nothing but a slick

center and a throbbing clit. It had been so long... too long. Using my middle and ring
fingers, | massaged small circles around the sensitive bundle of nerves. The sensation



caused my back to arch from the bed.

| hissed. “ Shit...”

Blindly, | reached and felt around in my dresser with a free hand. When my fingers
touched the items | was looking for, | pulled out the dildo and rose gifted to me by
my girls. Neither had been put to use yet, but they’d been cleaned and ready to go.
Slowly, | eased as much of the dildo into my wetness as | could handle.

Closing my eyes, | imagined that this was Callum. | imagined that he was slow
stoking me while those beautiful brown eyes that made me swoon gazed into mine. |
imagined my legs on his shoulders while he fed me inch after inch, forcing me to take
al of him with every stroke.

“Oh... oh, my God...”

| panted heavily as | worked the dildo in and out of my wetness. My legs spread
farther apart as | reached for the rose and turned it on to setting three, which Avyn
told me was her favorite. The moment | placed it on my clit, my body violently began
to jerk. | gasped as the powerful sensation forced my back to arch from the bed once
again. Over and over, | filled my center with the beautiful, ten-inch monster. The
more | stroked myself, the wetter | became.

“Shit!” | cried out, feeling my orgasm creeping up on me.

It hadn't even been five minutes, yet this little combo had me ready to tap out.
Between the vibrations on my clit and the stretching of my tight walls, | couldn’t hold
back much longer. | closed my eyes and fully let the sensations flowing through my
body engulf me. Audible cries filled the space as my body expelled one of the most
powerful orgasms I’ d ever had of my own doing.



Even as my body quaked and shook, | couldn’t pull the rose away. When that second
orgasm hit me, | felt like | lost al control of myself as | squirted, something I’ d never
done before. | fell back against the pillows, panting with tears streaming down my
cheeks. Stars burst behind my eyes as | gazed up at the ceiling.

Damn it! Now | have to change my sheets.
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Calum

Bella eyed me as we moved about my kitchen. | knew she was wondering about the
permanent smile on my face. When | told her to come over for afamily dinner today,
the first thing she asked was who all was coming. Once | ran the list to her, she was
okay. She said she hoped | wasn’t trying to play peacemaker in our current family
drama. | assured her that dinner would be with the family we created, not the one we
were born into.

“Why are you smiling so hard? Does this have anything to do with that date you
won't tell me about?’

| chuckled. “Y ou are so nosy.”
“And you know this, so | don’'t know why you insist on torturing me. Give me the
details. Did you and Pasha have a good time? What did you do?’ She gasped. “Did

you kiss her? Oh my God, you kissed her. That’s why you' re smiling so hard!”

| shook my head. “Yes, we had a good time. We went to ariot room to relieve some
stress, then to afood truck festival, then to Miss Carol’s for dessert—"

She smacked my arm. “Y ou went there and didn’t bring me anything back!”
“Bella, you were the last thing on my mind that night.”

“1 see how you do me. So... Did you kiss her?’



“Why are you in my business?’

“Again, you are my business.”

| rolled my eyes. “Yes, we kissed. A couple of times, in fact.”

She squealed in excitement. “ She' s comfortable with you. | love that for her.”

| scoffed. “What about me?’

“Of course, | love that for you too. But after everything that she’s gone through, I'm
just happy that she's allowing herself to get close to someone again. | know that
couldn’t have been easy for her.”

“It wasn't easy at al. But | knew that beforehand. | just remained consistent.”

“Preciousis so excited to see her today. She's been asking when she could come back
over for dinner.”

“Not my niece trying to steal my woman before | make her my woman.”

“My baby says she wants an auntie and cousins. We' ve discussed this, Callum.”

“Please don’t make me put you out of my house before everyone else gets here.”

“First of all, half of this house will always be mine. You can't get rid of me. Besides,
what would you do without me?’

“Have aparty.”

| bent down to grab a pot from the cabinet, and she got me in a headlock. There we



were in the middle of the kitchen, tussling. Now, | would never let her know she got
the better of me, but she had a pretty good grip. Even the sounds of approaching
footsteps did not make her let up.

Martin laughed as he stepped into the kitchen. “Children, children!” he said, clapping
his hands. “No fighting in the kitchen. You're setting a bad example for the little
one.”

We |looked up to see Precious grinning.

“1 wanna play!” she squealed as she ran over, jumped on my back, and tickled my
sides.

Even at my big age, | was ticklish, and baby girl loved to capitalize off that. | started
laughing, and the three of us hit the floor. Bella pinned me down while Precious
continued to tickle me. Martin just stood there, watching with a grin on his face. The
man didn’t make the first move to help me. When the doorbell rang, he waked off
like he didn’t witness me being assaulted.

“1 concede!” | yelled.

“1 don’t know what that means!” Precious yelled back.

That only made my sister laugh harder. She used to do the same shit to me when we
were kids. Sometimes, we got so loud that my parents would run in, thinking that we

were trying to kill each other.

“What is going on?’ Chris asked, appearing in the archway with Armani on his hip
and Evaand their sons at his side.

Martin chuckled. “Please tell your friend that he is too big and too old to be ticklish.”



Chrislaughed. “Y eah, man. And how did you let Bella'slittle self pin you down?’

“ She caught me off guard, man.”

Martin shook his head. “Y’all are the two biggest kids when you get together.”

“Well, | think it's sweet,” Evasaid. “My siblings that | would be fighting for real.”

| scooped Precious up from the floor, then reached out a hand to help Bella up as
well. “Why don’'t you and Eva take the kids and go find you something to do? The
guys are going to cook tonight.”

Eva laughed. “Y ou know what that means, Bella. They’re about to gossip. And you
talk about women. Men gossip just as much, if not more, than we do. You just cal it
‘shooting the shit.””

“Ooooh! Swear jar, Mommy!” Armani exclaimed.

“Ugh! | was doing so good! Remind me when we get home, baby girl. Come on,
Bellaboo. We can let the kids play outside while we sip wine and gossip ourselves.”

“1 think | like that idea. Nobody wants to hear their funky little gossip anyway.”

She mushed my head before going into my fridge and grabbing a bottle. After getting
two glasses, she and Evatook them out to the back patio with the girls. Just the other
week, | bought a playground set for Precious to play on while she was here. She and
Armani were sure to work up an appetite.

“Is Macolm coming?’ Chris asked, going into the fridge for a beer.

“He said he's on the way to pick up the girls now, and they’ll be here shortly.”



“So, did him and ol’ girl make it official?’

| shrugged. “Man, | can’t really tell you what’s going on with that. All | know ishe's
waiting around for her to commit.”

“More power to him.” Chris popped the cap on his beer and took a long swig. “So
you and Pasha? Is that athing now?”’

“It’s... something I’'m not quite sure what, but it's not what it used to be. She let me
kiss her, so | think it’s safe to assume we're moving in some kind of direction.”

Both of their eyes widened, and Martin was the first to speak.

“How did that even come about?’

“She told me that her friends are convinced that something more is happening
between us. | let her know that I’ ve been very intentional in the way that | handle her.
| didn’t just go for thekill. | asked her if | could kiss her.”

| bit my lip, reminiscing about the number of kisses we shared Friday night. Every
kiss was better than the last one, but the one in front of her door was the best. She
initiated that one. She took charge and went after what she wanted. How could | not
oblige her?

Chris smirked. “Look at him over there thinking about it now.”

“He' s been smiling since we got here,” Martin reveaed.

“You know, you are just like your wife... in my business.”

He playfully slapped my back. “It’s all love, bro. If you're happy, I’'m happy. The



only time | see you smile like this is with my baby. If someone else can make you
feel like that, then I’'m al for it.”

“So when is this divorce gonna be final?” Chris asked. “Have you had any more run-
ins with the soon-to-be ex-husband?’

“She told me it would be final thirty days after they last went to court. That was about
aweek and a half ago, so she will be a single woman in two and a half weeks. And,
no, we have not had any run-ins with that bastard. Maybe it’ s the fact that she let him
keep everything that keeps him from calling her on a blocked number like he had
been.”

“l don’'t even know that man, and | want to put hands on him,” Chris stated. “If Eva
and | ever broke up, she could have whatever she wanted. | may bring in the money,
but she is the one that makes the household run as smoothly asit does. If something is
off with her, something is off with me. Y ou have to take care of your home first in
marriage. That’s the problem with a lot of unions. There's no communication, only
expectations.”

“You right about that,” Martin agreed. “Bella and | share everything, no matter how
ugly it is. It's aways gonna be us against the world in our house. Ain't no divorce.
Y ou mad? Come talk this shit out, and let’ s see how we can work this out together.”

| knew he wasn't just saying that for my benefit. He loved my sister differently than |
did, but with the same intensity. Nobody could ever play in his face about her. |
didn’t have many married friends, but these two were the type I'd surround myself
with. We shared like-minded views on marriage and relationships. | knew if | were
ever on the wrong side of right, they would call me out on my shit and tell me to get
myself together. Men held other men accountable for their actions. Clearly, nobody
ever held Raymond Sinclaire accountable. But it was cool, though. | had plans to
show his soon-to-be ex-wife everything she' d been missing, and then some.



Dinner was well underway with cooking when Malcolm finally showed up with Avyn
and Pasha. From my kitchen window, | saw them pull up. Turning my pot down to
simmer, | headed out to greet them. When | stepped onto the front porch and saw
Pasha get out of the car in that floral jumpsuit, my heart began racing. Her hair was
beautiful inits natural, curly state. Her face held a light beat of makeup, and she wore
the same necklace and wristwatch I’ d been seeing her in lately.

My baby was gorgeous.

When she saw me, she smiled. | made my way down the steps to greet them.

“Nice of youtojoinus,” | jested with Macolm.

“My bad, man. | got off work alittle later than planned.”

| nodded as | hugged Avyn. “Thank you for coming.”

“Thank you for having me. | told Malcolm | could have driven us over here, but he
insisted on picking us up.”

Malcolm waved her off. “I told you | would, and | always keep my word.”

| slid past them to Pasha and took her handsin mine. “Y ou look amazing, love.”

She blushed. “Thank you. Y ou sure thisisn’'t too much?”’

“Nah, this...” | stepped back to get another good look at her, “Thisis perfection.”

| pulled her into my arms and leaned in to kiss her. She didn't hesitate to kiss me
back. For a moment, | forgot all about our friends standing right there.



“That’s my girl,” Avyn said, faking tears. “That’s my girl!”

Pashaand | parted ways, both of us grinning at her.

“Don't start, Avyn,” she warned her.

“What? I'm just here for this beautiful-ass couple. Thank you for making my boo
smilelike this.”

“She deservesit,” | said, looking back at Pasha. “She deserves everything.” | pecked
her lips again and grabbed her hand. “Come on, | want to introduce you two to
everybody.”

| led them inside. As soon as we walked into the house, everybody scrambled like
they’d been doing something they had no business doing. | chuckled, knowing they
had probably been watching us from the window. Precious ran right up to Pasha and
jumped in her arms.

“Hey, friend!” she said, wrapping her little arms around Pasha’ s neck.

“Hey, friend. | missed you!”

She kissed her cheek before she placed her back on her feet. | smiled at their
interaction.

“Y'dl, thisis Avyn and Pasha. Pasha, you aready know Martin and Bella. But thisis
my friend, Chris, his wife, Eva, and their daughter, Armani, and their sons, CJ and

Evan.

Both Pasha and Avyn offered warm smiles. “It’ s nice to meet you all.”



“Yes,” Avyn agreed. “ Thank you for having us.”

Bella clasped her hands. “Well! Since we were told to find something to do with
ourselves while the men cook, ladies, why don’t you join Eva and me out back for
some wine?’

“Say less!” Avyn held up abag. “We brought wine too.”

Bellagiggled. “I like you already. Come on.”

She, Eva, Armani, and Precious all walked off toward the back. Pasha tried to follow,
but | held her back.

“Wait a minute,” | said, pulling her into my chest. “Can | get a moment alone with
you?’

She blushed. “ Okay.”

The fellas grinned and shook their heads as | led her to my bedroom. Closing the
door, | motioned for her to sit on the bed. She took a seat and crossed her legs. | took
notice of the new polish on her fingers and toes. Today, she was sporting hot pink on
both.

“1 like this color on you,” | said, picking up her hand.

“Y ou noticed?”’

“1 notice everything about you, baby. I'm paying attention even when you think I'm
not.”

She smiled as she palmed my cheek. “I... | missed you. Is that weird?’



“Nah. | missed you too. I’ ve been anxious for you to get here, and now | don’t wanna
share you.”

She giggled. “Y ou have a houseful of guests.”

“1 can send them home with to-go plates.”

“Callum!”

| chuckled. “I’'m playing. Can you stay alittle longer tonight? 1’1l take you home.”

“1 can. I’'m off tomorrow. | don’t have any plans other than car shopping.”
“You'refinaly ready?’

“l am. | have enough for a down payment or something | can pay cash for. | was
going to ask you to come with me if you weren’'t busy. | don’t know much about cars
and don'’t want to get swindled because of that.”

“Of course. | got you.”

“Thank—"

| gave her alook that cut her off. She giggled as she shook her head.

“| appreciate you.”

She leaned in and cupped my face, softly kissing my lips. | pulled her into my lap,
and my arms went around her waist, pulling her closer. | captured her lips once more

as my hands roamed her body respectfully. When she started grinding on me, |
couldn’t will my dick not to brick up in response.



“Pasha... baby... You are gonna start some trouble if you keep doing that.”

She giggled as she wrapped her arms around my neck and kissed me deeper. The
grinding hadn’t stopped, and now my dick was straining against my pants. My hands
migrated to her ass, giving it a gentle squeeze, followed by a hard slap. She moaned

against my mouth, and that shit turned me on so damn bad.

“I know y’all better get out here!” Bella called from the door, forcing us to break
apart. Pashalooked at me, and | looked at her before we both burst into laughter.

“We're coming. Damn!” | hollered at the door.

“Figuratively or—"

“Bella Jane!”

She cackled as | heard her footstepstrail off. | shook my head.

“Let’ s get back out there before the rest of them start coming looking for us.”

| sat up and stood with her in my arms. She clung to me as though she thought |
would drop her.

“Don’t worry... | can hold you just fine, baby.”

Kissing her lips, | placed her on her feet. We headed back out front with everybody,
only to be greeted with grins and shakes of the head. | guess | really had been single
for awhile. | never brought women around that | wasn’'t serious about. | was serious

about Pasha. The more time | spent with her, the more | wanted to spend with her.

| cared for her.



Darel say... | wasfalling for her?
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Pasha

| headed out to the patio area where the women were gathered, sipping wine and
watching the girls play. When | stepped outside, they all turned to look at me with
grinson their faces.

“What?’ | asked, taking a seat and crossing my legs.

“Oh, nothing,” Avyn looked me over. “Nothing looks out of place.”

“That’s because nothing happened!” | exclaimed. “We just talked... and kissed a
little.”

She squealed. “Keélli told me that man was slobbering you down in the hallway after
your date. Y ou should have let himin.”

Bella pretended to gag. “Um, hello? That’s my brother, and that’s nasty. Pasha, | like
you, boo, but | don’'t want to think about Callum getting busy with anybody. That
man raised me, for goodness' sake.”

“1 get it. Don’t discuss my nonexistent sex life with your brother with you.”

“Thank you! However... on arelated note, you deserve to get some, girl.”

“Hell yeah, she does,” Avyn agreed. “Allow that man to pop that proverbial cherry
again. Y ou know you want him.”



Bellagiggled. “Besides, | heard that moan when you were in his bedroom. Unless my
ears were mistaken, | heard an ass dlap too. | know those anywhere!”

| palmed my forehead. | was going to die of embarrassment before | got a chance to
devour whatever the guys were cooking.

“Bella, don’'t embarrass her,” Eva said, coming to my defense. She offered me a
smile. “You look like agood girl. Don't follow this heathen.”

Avyn laughed. “ She has her own personal heathen right here.”

Evashrugged. “I tried, girl.”

If they knew about my solo sessions with Callum in mind for the past two nights,
they would absolutely think that | was a heathen too. The suction cup bottom on that
dildo had really come in handy. Masturbation had been foreign to me for years now. |
wasn't in a headspace to be aroused. | didn't want Raymond to touch me, but |
couldn’t say no, and it was so unenjoyable for me.

Sometimes, | would fake it, and when | couldn’t force myself to do that, | just lay
there. He didn’t care enough to get up, so why would | care enough to pretend for his
ego? My mental health caused my sex drive to suffer. Being in that house day in and
day out, all alone or with him, feeling alone, did a number on me. It took me awhile
to redlize it because | was so hurt, but leaving me was the best thing Raymond could
have done for me.

Being without him healed so much of what was broken inside of me. | woke up to
peace these days. | went to bed with a clear mind most nights. | didn’t have to deal
with constant belittling or degrading comments. Maybe | had a ways to go with fully
accepting myself, but | was sowly faling in love with this version of me. This
version breathed easier. She walked lighter. She showed confidence on the outside,



even if the inside didn't quite match yet. She was growing and doing more for
herself, by herself, and | was so damn proud of her.

| picked up an empty wineglass and grabbed the bottle that was chilling.

“I’m not that innocent,” | finally responded, pouring myself a serving.

They all looked at me with smirks. | was thankful that Eva changed the subject.

“S0, how long have you two been friends?’ she asked.

“Since we were kids,” Avyn answered. “ She's more than a friend. She’s my sister.”
She reached out and grabbed my hand to kissiit.

“l love that,” Eva said. “Y ou two are lucky to have each other. | can barely stand my
biological sister.” We shared a laugh. “So, Avyn... How long have you and Macolm

been athing?’

“Oh, we aren’'t really athing. Our relationship is one of convenience and has been for
about ayear now. | mean, | like him, and he likes me, but we aren’t a couple.”

“But he wantsto be,” | added. “ She wants to be too, but she’s scared.”

“Throw me under the bus, why don’t you!” Avyn exclaimed.

| laughed. “I’'m not throwing you under the bus. | gently placed it on top of you.
You've encouraged me to explore things with Callum for a while, and now I'm

returning the sentiment.”

“Malcolm is a good guy,” Bella stated. “My brother has good taste in friends. They
don't lie. They don't cheat. They don’t put their hands on you. They are all about



their families and their careers, just like him. That could be your husband, girl.”

Eva s eyes glistened as she spoke. “ Ooooh, you two would have the cutest babies!”

“Babies?’ Avyn shook her head. “Y ou're sipping alittle too much over there.”

Eva laughed. “I’m sorry. | have baby fever. Armani is getting older, and Chris and |
have been trying again. Pasha, do you want kids?’

The space fell silent. | swallowed hard.

“1, um... | had a son. He passed away before birth.”

Her hand flew to her mouth. “Oh my God! I’'m so sorry! | didn’t know!”

“It's okay,” | assured her. “Yes, | want children. It just has to be with the right man,
thistime. | can’'t take another man like my husband.”

Her eyes widened. “ Y ou're married?’

“1 assumed Callum told your husband everything. But yes. I’'m about two weeks shy
of being officialy divorced.”

“And we are going to celebrate!” Avyn said, pouring another glass of wine. “For
everything you’'ve endured, you deserve this freedom... well, at least until you and
lover boy make things officially official.” She tapped my glass and then took her
drink to the head. “Damn, that’ s good. What is that?’

“It's called Celestial Rose,” Bella answered. “My mother used to drink this all the
time, and 1I'd always beg her to let me have a sip. Calum let me taste it for my
eighteenth birthday, and I’ ve been in love ever since. He aways has a bottle here for



me.

“Y ou two seem so close,” Avyn commented.

Eva giggled. “You two missed them tussling in the kitchen earlier. She had himin a
hell of a headlock while Precious tickled him.”

Avyn laughed. “That big oI’ man isticklish?’

“Is he!” Bella exclaimed. “He used to take me to the nail shop. With our mom
passing, he always tried to do things with me that our parents would have done.
Anyway, one time, he decided to get a pedicure with me, and he damn near kicked

that lady in the face.”

| stifled alaugh as | reminded myself to keep that tidbit of information to test out. We
continued talking until the patio door opened, and Callum stuck out his head.

“Dinner isready.”

We all climbed to our feet and gathered the multiple bottles of wine from the table.
Bella and Eva caled the girlsin to wash their hands. After washing my own, Callum
motioned me over to where he stood with a plate in his hands.

“What can | serve you?’ he asked, motioning to the spread on the counter.

My mouth watered at the sight of the rice, collard greens, fried chicken, honey-baked
ham, macaroni and cheese, yams, and corn bread.

“Y'al made all of this?’ | asked.

“Yes, maam,” he said proudly.



“Everything looks so good!”

“Are you shocked | can cook? Look at me. | don’'t missameal, baby.”

| giggled. “I'll take alittle of everything. Thisfeelslike a holiday meal.”

“Well, it's a special occasion. The woman | care about is meeting the people | love
most. Hopefully, we can do this more often.”

“I"d like that.”

“Then it’s done.”

He started fixing my plate, and all | could do was watch him. | could get used to
being served. | was always the one cooking and serving Raymond. He never lifted a
finger to serve mefirst. When Callum was done, he grabbed my hand and led me into
the dining room, where he pulled out my chair and placed the food in front of me as|
Sat.

“Tea, lemonade, or water?’ he asked.

“Can | haveteaand water?’

“Sure thing.”

He tried to walk away, but | grabbed his hand.

“Hey... Thank you.”

He smiled as he leaned in and pressed his lips to mine. “Y ou’ re welcome, baby.”



| settled in my seat as he walked away and waited for everyone else. The dining room
table could comfortably fit eight people. A little table with chairs was set up off to the
side for the kids. As they sat waiting patiently, Precious smiled at me before coming
over.

“Miss Pasha?’

“Yes, baby.”

“Do you like Uncle Cay now?’

“Would that be a problem?’

She shook her head. “No, ma am. He told my mommy hereally likes you.”

“Oh, hedid, did he?’

She grinned and nodded. “Y ou look so pretty today! Uncle Cay keeps watching you.”

| looked back to find Callum’s eyes on me. He smiled as he continued to fix his own
plate. | smiled and turned back to Precious.

“Well, | think your uncle is a very handsome man, and | can’t stop looking at him
either. But don't tell him | said that,” | added in awhisper.

She covered her mouth and giggled. “ Okay.”

“What are you two whispering about?’ Callum asked, placing both plates and the
drinks down.

“Nothing!” Precious said, grinning. “Miss Pasha, did you know Uncle Cay was



ticklish?’

“A little birdie might have mentioned it.”

“Don’'t you dare, Precious Gisselle,” Callum warned her.

Precious crept around my chair to her uncle. Before she could pounce on him for
another tickle attack, he grabbed her up and tickled her instead. She erupted in afit of
giggles. Armani decided she didn’t want to be left out and came running over. Callum
grabbed her up with a free hand and began smothering their faces with kisses. It was
so adorable the way he was so playful with them.

“Tickle him, Ms. Pashal” Precious squeal ed.

“Baby, don't you—"

My fingers were in his sides before he could get the words out. He couldn’t stop me
because that could result in him dropping both girls. A loud laugh erupted from his
throat as he tried to wiggle away. Everybody else trickled into the dining room,
shaking their heads and laughing.

“All right, girls,” Bellasaid. “Y ou can torture your uncle later. It’ stime to eat.”

| stopped tickling him, and Callum placed them back on their feet. They both kissed
his cheek before going to their table.

“You know I’'m gonna have to get my lick back for that, right?’ he asked, smirking.

“I"'m not ticklish, sir.”

“I’ll figure out something.”



A devilish grin appeared on his face, and | felt my flesh heat up. Suddenly, | was a
little nervous to be alone with him tonight after everybody left. Did | want to be? Yes.
Would | be able to control myself? That | wasn't sure of.

Dinner was excellent, and time seemed to fly by. Before | knew it, everyone was
packing up to leave, seeing how they all had to work the next day. | had such a great
time with everybody. They welcomed Avyn and me with open arms. We'd even
exchanged numbers with Eva and Bella, who were actively planning a kid-free girls
night. My social life was vastly improving. Avyn and | had agreed to come to game
night at Chris and Eva's the following weekend. Judging by this group, | knew things
would get loud and possibly competitive.

“Alone at last,” Callum said, closing the front door.

He ventured over to the couch where | was laid out, nursing a full stomach. The itis
was kicking in, and my eyes were getting heavy. | felt the couch dip under his weight
as he did behind me. A strong arm wrapped around my midsection, and soft lips
kissed my temple.

“Did you have agood time?’ he asked.

“1 had a great time. Y our friends are hilarious and down to earth.”

“They’re okay.”

| giggled as | turned over to face him. Propping my head up on my hand, | traced his
eyebrows with my nail.

“I'mjeaous,” | said, admiring his features.

“Of?’



“The fact that you were blessed with perfect eyebrows and full lashes.”

He chuckled. “I got it from my father.”

“Do you look like him or your mother?’

“I’'m his twin. | never had to wonder what 1’d ook like when | got older. Bella looks
like both of them.”

“l look like my mom. | banned her from coming to my school. The boys gawked at
her. So did the male staff.”

He chuckled. “ So your mom wasa MILF?’

| frowned. “That’s nasty. | guess | see how Bella feels thinking about you being with
women.”

He chuckled. “ She said that? What were y’ all talking about?’

“1"d rather not repest it.”

“Mmm-hmm.”

His hold on me tightened, and the next thing | knew, he rolled onto his back and
pulled me on top of him.

“Callum! I'm too heavy for this!”
“Woman, if you don’t lay your ass down and get comfortable. | told you, | can handle

you. All of you. Every inch, every curve, every pound. None of what you’ re thinking
fazes me. You could smother me, and | promise, I'd be okay.” He cupped my face.



“Let me make this clear. | love a thick woman. Y our body is beautiful to me, baby. |
won't have you feeling self-conscious about it around me.”

He pecked my lips and then rested my head on his chest. My body finally relaxed
against his. Before long, | heard the soft sounds of him snoring lightly. My eyelids
were so heavy, and | was so comfortable that, eventually, | drifted off to sleep right
along with him.
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Calum

My eyes opened,and it was pitch black in my house.

Looking down at my smartwatch, | saw that it was almost eleven. Pasha was still
resting comfortably on my chest. It hadn’t been my intention to fall asleep, but that |
kicked in and took me out. Grabbing my phone, | went to the app that controlled the
lights and turned the one on in the hallway. A dim glow illuminated the space.
Angling my head, | looked at Pasha while she slept.

God, she was beautiful.

| couldn’t help but touch her. My hands gently caressed her arms and back before my
fingers threaded through her curls, massaging her scalp. A soft moan escaped her
throat as she dightly stirred.

“Baby...” | called softly. “ Baby?”

She moaned again, and | swear it was the sexiest thing I’d ever heard. My dick
twitched in my pants. Her eyes fluttered open, and she looked down at me.

“You let mefall aslegp,” she mumbled.

“1 fell aslegp before you, so who let who fall asleep? Come on. Let me get you
home.”

She pushed herself up and into her straddling position, grazing my hardness in the



process. She sat back in my lap, staring down at me. Her hands fingered the hem of
my shirt, and she bit her lip, seemingly contemplating her next moves. Slowly, she
pushed my shirt up, revealing my tattooed chest. The entire piece was a dedication to
my parents.

“This is a different view other than video calls,” she said softly. Her nails trailed
along the ink etched into my skin. “They’ re beautiful.”

“Thank you.”

“Are these your parents?’ she asked, tracing their names.

1 Y%.H

“Does it till hurt? Wait, that was stupid. | meant, does it get easier... to lose them?
It's been much longer for you than it has for me.”

“It never really gets any easier. | miss them every day. I've just learned to live
without them.”

Her eyes met mine. Crooking her finger, she leaned in and beckoned me to meet her.
| partially sat up, and the moment | was within reach, her lips found mine. Our kiss
was soft and sensual but soon turned lustful. She slipped her tongue into my mouth
and caressed mine with it. As the kiss deepened, she started grinding against me, just
like she had earlier in my bedroom. My dick was painfully erect within a minute or
two.

“Pash...” | mumbled against her lips.

“Yes..”



“Baby, you have to stop.”

“l don’t want to stop. I... | want you, Callum. | want you so badly.”

She sat back on my lap. Then she slowly pulled the sleeves of her jumper down and
dlipped her arms out. Beneath the top portion was a sexy, black lace bra. Her nipples
were hard and straining against the fabric. My eyes trailed her top half. Unlike me,
she was free of tattoos. Her smooth cocoa skin was flawless. Reaching behind her,
she unhooked the bra and pulled it from her shoulders.

| could tell she was nervous by the way she covered herself. She had to know she
didn’t have to do this. As bad as | wanted to do it, | wouldn't if it meant she'd be
uncomfortable later. Temporary pleasures would always be fleeting.

“Please?’ she whispered, barely audible.

“There’ s no going back after this, Pasha.”

“l know.... | want to move forward. My body craves you, Callum. There is only so
much | can do to help myself before | need the real thing.” She leaned in and kissed
my neck. “| need the real thing... please. Make love to me.”

| answered her by removing her hands from her breasts. Two perfectly kissed
chocolate nipples stared back at me. | licked my lips as | dipped my head and kissed
them, one, then the other. She shuddered as | took the first one between my lips,
suckling it. Her hands went to the back of my head as mine went to her ass. She
moaned softly as | gripped it and slowly grinded her against me.

“Callum,...” she whimpered. “ That feels so good.”

My dick was fighting to free itself from these pants. The friction of her warm mound



grinding against it was pure torture. Securing her in my arms, | stood from the couch
and carried her to my bedroom. Inside, | placed her in the center of my bed. Her top
half was exposed, but | needed to see dl of her,... touch all of her.

“Turn over for me, baby,” | instructed.

She rolled onto her stomach, and | located the zipper holding the fabric together. |
pulled it down slowly, planting kisses on her exposed flesh. Her skin was so soft and
supple. She smelled so damn good that it was intoxicating. | maneuvered the jumpsuit
down over her hips, with her lifting up dightly to assist me. When that black lace
thong made an appearance, | bit my lip. Her ass was perfect and round, swallowing
up the flimsy fabric.

“Mmm...” | moaned as | caressed the soft mounds. “ Shit.”
| gave her cheeks a hard slap before smoothing the sting over with my hand. She
whimpered dlightly as | stooped to kiss the red-tinted areas. When | pulled off the

jumper the rest of the way, | found the seat of her panties soaked.

“Look at you,” | mumbled, pulling the fabric to the side. Her lips glistened with her
essence. “Damn, baby.”

When | ran my finger through her dlit, she gasped. “Callum... please!”

Sucking her juices from my fingers, | allowed the taste and her smell to linger on my
palate so | could commit them to memory. Eagerly, | removed the thong and tossed it
aside. Rolling her over onto her back, | gazed down at her with admiration.

“God, you're so beautiful,” 1 whispered, pulling my shirt over my head. “ So perfect.”

She watched intently as | unbuckled my belt and unbuttoned my pants. Her hands



roamed the softness of her body, gripping and groping various areas of flesh. Her
pretty brown eyes trailed my six-foot-two frame as | pushed my pants down over my
hips. They pooled at my ankles, and | kicked them off.

As | advanced toward the bed, she backed toward the headboard and lay flat on her
back, spread eagle. | climbed on the bed and made my way between her legs and up
to her lips.

“Can | taste you, Pasha?’ | asked, kissing her neck. “Can | offer you everything |
have to pleasure you?”’

As | spoke, my hand slipped between her legs to cup her mound. The heat radiating
from her center was calling me. Her chest heaved as she nodded. Using my ring and
middle fingers. | parted her lower lips and stroked her clit.

“Callum!” she whined.

“1 need to hear you say it, baby. Tell methat | can taste you.”

She gasped. “Y ou can... You can taste me!”

| wasted no time, leaving atrail of wet kisses from her neck to her breasts, down her
stomach, and against her inner thigh. She writhed beneath me. Her breathing was
labored, and her body trembled dslightly.

“Relax,” | coaxed as | came face-to-face with her sweet-smelling, clean-shaven, juicy
honeypot. Closing my eyes, | dove in headfirst. Slowly, my tongue licked and lapped

at every ounce of natural nectar that was expelled from her.

“Cdlum...”



Her back arched from the bed, and her hand found its way to the back of my head. |
locked my arms around her thighsto hold her in place as | feasted on her.

“Oh God!” she cried out. “You fedl... Oh God, you feel so good!”

My taste buds were having a party. She was so swest.... So delectable.... So fucking
insatiable. | found solace between her thighs, so much that | wanted to pack up and
take residence there. | just knew that once | buried myself within her walls, that was
it.

| slid my middle and ring finger into her wetness as | made love to her swollen clit
with my mouth. Every time my fingers retreated, they were soaked even more. My
slow thrusting increased to the point where every stroke was audible. They weren’t to
be drowned out by the sounds of her moans or cries of pleasure, however.

“I’m coming... shit! I’'m gonna come!”

Crooking my fingers, | tapped against her G-spot. If she was going to come, | wanted
her first orgasm to be worth it. Again, her back arched. Her legs trembled. Her mouth
opened, and out poured the most beautiful cry of pleasure as she came hard. She lay
before me, panting heavily. | climbed to my feet and removed my boxers, alowing
my dick to spring forward. Moving to the nightstand, | plucked a condom from the
box.

She turned her head dlightly to look at me. Her eyes dropped, then widened. She bit
her lip as she watched me rip the condom open and roll it down over my length.
Joining her in bed, once again, | hovered over her. Her hands came to my face, and
her eyes searched mine. She looked like she wanted to say something.

“Talk to me, Pasha. What' s on your mind?”’



Tears brimmed in her eyes as she spoke. “Promise me.... Promise me you won't hurt
me,... that you won't break my heart.”

| swiped at the tear that slipped down her face. Taking her hand, | placed it over my
heart.

“1 will never hurt you or break your heart, Pasha. I’'m falling for you. | want to love
you.... How can | ever hurt you?’

She pulled my head to hers and kissed me passionately. | pulled her legs around my
waist, and the head of my dick lined up perfectly with her entrance. | teased her a
little by rubbing it up and down her dlit.

“Putitin,” she begged. “Please, putitin.”

She didn’t have to ask again. | dlid into her tight, wet walls, causing her to gasp and
sink her nailsinto my flesh.

“Ooooh...” She moaned, and she took every inch.

| fed her long, deep, and powerful strokes. Every thrust caused her to gasp as she
clung to me. Dropping the bends of her knees into the crooks of my arms, | pushed
them forward, spreading her wide and sinking deeper into her. My strokes remained
slow and steady. She asked me to make love to her, so | wouldn’t rush it. | wanted
her to experience every intricate moment of pleasure. She buried her face in the crook
of my neck. The sweet sounds of her moans propelled the thrusting of my hips.

“Ca-Calum... right there....”

“Right here, baby?’ | thrust upward, stroking her G-spot. Her nails sank into my
flesh.



“Yes! Yes! Ooooh!...”

“Can | haveyou, Pasha? Tell meyou’'ll be mine.”

“I"'myours.... God, I’'m yours!”

“Mmmm. | love the sound of that. Y ou know how much you deserve the love | want
to give you? How much you deserve to be worshiped like the queen you are? If you
let me, | can give you the world. Can | give that to you?’

“Yes! Ooooh shit! | feel it coming! I’'m gonna cum!”

She spiraled into a fit of heavy pants as she clung to me for dear life. Her walls
contracted around my shaft, forcing my eyes to close. | could feel my nut rising to
meet hers. With a final thrust, her walls contracted, squeezing me to the point of
eruption. My seeds spilled into the condom at the same time that her juices
overflowed. She fell still and silent, and when | looked down at her, her beautiful face
was contorted in pleasure.

Finaly, she expelled a breathy gasp. Tears spilled from her eyes and down her
cheeks. Before | knew it, she was in full-blown tears. | rested the weight of my body
on top of her and wrapped my arms around her. | wasn’t sure why she was crying, but
| knew that pressure had a calming effect. Within a few minutes, her cries turned to
whimpers, then to sniffles. Then there was nothing.

Lifting my head, | looked down at her. “Are you okay?’ | asked softly.
“Yes. That wasjust intense. It's been along time since I’ ve enjoyed someone making

love to me. I'd gotten used to just lying there and taking it that | forgot what real
pleasure felt like.”



“You will always experience real pleasure with me. Even if | don't get mine, you'll
always get yours.”

She traced my bottom lip with her thumb. “How would that be fair?’

“I’'m not a selfish lover. I'm gonnatake care of you in every capacity.” | pressed my
lips to hers, kissing her softly. When she dlipped her tongue into my mouth, my dick
hardened inside her.

She moaned softly. “Can we go again?’

| smirked. “We can go aslong as you can stand it, baby.”

Though this was unexpected, it was damn sure a hell of aride.
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Pasha

The bright morning sun beat down on the side of my face. | slowly opened my eyes
and quickly realized | was not in my own bed. A quick glance around told me that |
was in a man’'s bed. Not just any man, though. Callum Ellis. Panic might have set in
any other time, but today, | ssmply relaxed into the comfort of this king-size mattress
and stared at the ceiling with a smile.

Last night had been everything.

Hehad been everything. The way my body responded to him was insane. After years
of feeling like a cum rag because | was having sex when | didn’t have the desire, it
felt so good to have my needs taken care of for once. He was intentional. He was
gentle. He was ssimply... perfect.

The sound of my phone ringing broke my thoughts. Callum must have plugged it up
last night because | don’'t remember ever leaving his bedroom once we got in here.
Sitting up, | grabbed the phone from the charger. Not so much to my surprise, it was
Avyn.

“Hello?’

“Um... Miss Ma am? Where are you?’

“What do you mean?’

“Well, I’'m standing in your apartment, and you are nowhere to be found.”



“Well...”

“Oop! Bitch!... Did you not come home last night?’

“Well—"

She screamed in my ear. “I knew it!”

| giggled. “What do you know because you haven't let me answer, Avyn?’

“Answer thisvideo call. | need to look at your face.”

She didn’t allow me to protest before the video call came through. | answered after
two rings.

“Yes?

She squinted at me, moving her head around like she was looking at something.
When a smile spread across her face, | prepared myself for her foolishness.

“You got some,” she stated. “And don’'t act slow. You know precisely what I'm
talking about. Y ou let that man have his way with you, didn’t you?’

| couldn’t hide the redness in my face from blushing so hard.

“Would you be surprised if | said | initiated it?’

“No, | wouldn’t. That's what he wanted, for you to come to him when you were
ready. | need details—every single, intricate, nasty detail.”

“It wasn’t nasty, Avyn. It was beautiful... so damn beautiful.”



“Aww, pooh! | love that for you. | realy do. You two look so good together. |
watched the way he looked at you and loved on you yesterday. That man is smitten.”

“He told me he wants to love me, and because of that, he could never hurt me.”

“Girl, you're gonna make me cry. When you two get married, just remember, | ook
good in nude colors.”

| shook my head. “I'm two weeks shy of being divorced. I’'m not thinking about
being awife again so soon.”

“Maybe not yet. But you will. You talked about being somebody’s wife our entire
lives.”

“l know. But circumstances have changed. | don't want to be just a wife. I'm a
woman. | want something of my own. | want my own accomplishments, and | want to
keep making my own money. | like that. It feels too good to make my own money to

ever return to anything else.”

“I hear that. | wouldn't mind a little sugar daddy that doesn’'t want any sugar,
though.”

| kissed my teeth. “Y ou need to go on and give Malcolm the chance he deserves. I've
watched you with that man, Avyn. He adores you. I’d even go as far as saying that he
lovesyou.”

She huffed. “I’'m gonnatalk to him.”

“When?’

“Soon.”



“Before game night.”

She huffed. “Okay, fine.”

“Don’t sound like that. Stop playing hard to get and claim your man. That’s what you
would tell me.”

Sherolled her eyes. “Y ou know, sometimes, | hate that you know me so well.”

“To know you isto love you.”

The door to the bedroom opened, and Callum stepped in dressed in nothing but his
boxers and carrying a tray of food in his hands. A smile spread across my face as he
approached me and set the tray across my lap.

“Good morning, baby,” he said, leaning in.

“Good morning.”

| forgot all about Avyn being on the phone when he leaned in and captured my lips.
The kiss he gave me was soft and sweet but still laced with so much lust.

“Well, damn!” Avyn exclaimed. “Arey’al trying to entice me?’

Callum and | looked at the phone and grinned.

“My bad,” he said, wiping my lip with his thumb.

“Don’t mind me. I’m gonna let you two go. Let me know how the car search goes,
Pash. If you get one, you better roll by and let me seeit.”



| giggled. “I will. Loveyou.”

“l love you too. Bye, Callum.”

“Bye, Avyn.”

| disconnected the call and set the phone back on the dresser. My mouth watered as |
looked down at the spread of sausage omelets, toast, fresh fruit, apple juice, and
coffee. My stomach was definitely empty right now.

“Thislooks so good. Thank you.”

“You're welcome.”

He unrolled the silverware and proceeded to feed me. There was something so
intimate about a gesture like this. This man had a way of giving me all types of
butterflies.

“How did you sleep?’ he asked.

“Very peacefully. I'm well rested for today.”

“Do you know what kind of car you' re looking for?”’

“Something good on gas, not too many miles, no accidents or body damage. I’ m okay
with a midsized car or small SUV. Honestly, | just want to get from point A to point

B.”

He chuckled. “I get it. If you want, | can take you to the dealership where | purchase
the cars for my car service. We have a good relationship.”



“Okay. We definitely have to stop by my place first. | wasn't anticipating sleeping
over last night.”

“1 know. | don’t regret it, though.”

“Me either.” | blushed as | avoided his eyes. “Last night was amazing. The second
time around... Whew!”

The second round had me acting out of character. Round one was sweet and sensual
lovemaking. Round two brought out the rough, nasty version of him. He took me
from behind with my face in the mattress and my ass in the air. | was sure his nearest
neighbor could hear me screaming in the wee hours of the morning.

Callum chuckled. “Well, I'm glad | could be of service. Eat up, and | can serveyou in
the shower before we leave.”

| blushed as he held a piece of the omelet to my lips. Part of me wanted to say forget
the food and take me now. But | didn’'t say that. Instead, | continued to allow him to
feed me, all while imagining this shower session in my head.

That round in the shower almost made me want to stay in today.

However, | was determined to get this car. So, after we got out, Callum gave me one
of his shirts and a pair of sweats to wear so | didn’t have to do the walk of shame
back into my apartment. It didn’t matter because we ran into Kelli as we stepped off

the elevator. She looked between us and smiled.

“Well, at least | didn’'t have to hear you through the wall last night,” she said. When
Callum frowned in confusion, she added, “Don’t worry, she was alone.”

| was mortified. Callum thought it was hilarious. When we got into my apartment, he



insisted | show him what had me cumming and crying loud enough for my neighbor
to hear it. | wasn't doing that. | made him wait in the living room while | got dressed.
| felt terrible because | still hadn’t gotten a couch yet. Well, I’d purchased one, but it
was on back order.

He sat patiently while | found something to put on. Thirty minutes later, we pulled up
to Platinum City Car Sales. His guy met us at the door and introduced himself as
Ryan. He took us straight to the lot to look around. He asked me the typical questions
like what | was looking for, how much | was hoping to pay a month, and what kind of
down payment | had. | would have loved to find something | could pay cash for, but
looking around thislot, | knew | wouldn’t find it here.

“What’swrong?’ Callum asked, noticing the look on my face.

| sighed. “I don't think this will be the place. Everything here is nice, but I’'m sure it
will be more than | can afford. Can we look somewhere else?’

He was quiet for a moment, seemingly thinking about his next words.

“What isit?’ | asked.

“What if | just bought you the car?’

“No. This has to be something | do on my own. And we don’t know each other well
enough for me to agree to that, Callum. Thank you, but no.”

“1 knew you’'d say no, but it was worth a shot.” Again, he was quiet, and then a smile
spread across his face. “Can | take you somewhere?’ he asked. “| wanna show you

something.”

“What isit?



“Just trust me, okay?’

| sighed again. “Okay.”

He thanked Ryan for his help before taking my hand and leading me back to his
truck. | sat in the passenger seat, quietly watching the scenery as he drove. We ended
up back at his house. When we pulled into the driveway, my brows furrowed in
confusion.

“Why are we here?’ | asked.

“This.”

He pressed the button for the garage, and it opened. Sitting inside was a black SUV.
“What'sthis?’ | asked curioudly.

“Thiswas thefirst car | bought myself when the business started picking up. |’ ve kept
up the maintenance on it. All the tires are good. | drive it once a week to keep it up.
It's paid for. The taxes are up to date, and the titleis clean.”

“Areyou... Are you offering to sell me your car?’

“Yes.” He opened the glove compartment and pulled out a set of keys. “Sitinit. Take
alook around, take it for atest drive, and let me know what you think.”

| hesitated for a moment before taking the keys from his hand. Getting out of the car,
| walked into the garage and looked over the vehicle. It was in perfect condition. The
tires looked almost brand new. It was shiny, like it had recently been washed and
waxed. When | opened the door, | was greeted with that fresh car scent. It was free of
dirt or debris and looked like it had been thoroughly detailed.



There was a touch screen panel, a sunroof, and leather seats. When | switched it on, it
ran so smoothly. | turned on the air and was immediately greeted by a cool breeze. |
put it in reverse and carefully backed out of the garage. Calum stood behind his
truck, hands shoved in his pocket. He nodded, motioning for me to take the car for a
spin. Carefully, | backed out of the driveway and onto the road. As soon as | was far
enough away from the house, | called Avyn and placed the phone in the cup holder.

“Hey, pooh,” she answered. “How’ s the car search going?’

“The dedlership we visited was expensive, so that was a no. Avyn.... This man
offered to buy meacar.”

“Aww, shit, now! Y ou must have put that thing on him heavy, girl!”

| shook my head. “I said no. | want to buy this car myself.”

“1 know, | know. Y ou want your independence.”

“He brought me back to his house. The man wants to sell me hiscar.”

“The one he drives?’

“No. It was one in his garage. He said it was the first one he bought when business
took off.”

“Well, what’ s wrong with that? Isit anice car?’

“Itis. It's perfect.”

“I’m not seeing the problem then, Pash.”



| sighed. “What if he changes his mind about me? What if he decides he redly
doesn’t want to be with me and wants it back?’

“Pasha, don’t do this to yourself. That man cares for you. | see it in his eyes, baby.
He's not Raymond. Just from being around him a few times, | can see he's good
people. I'm positive that he only wants to help you. Go through the legal channels
today and take the car. He said he would sell it, not give it to you. You're still doing
thisyourself. He' s just offering you an option.”

“I'm afraid of this relationship, Avyn. He asked me to be his last night. Granted, he
was inside me when he asked, but | think he meant it.”

“I know hedid.”

“How?’

“Because | heard him tell the guys that he was falling for you last night. You were
outside with the girls, sipping the second round of wine. | went to the bathroom, and
as | was coming around the corner, he looked at you with so much adoration. They
were joking, telling him he looked like he was in love, and he openly admitted that he
was falling for you. He didn’t even know | was standing there.”

| knew she was telling the truth. He spoke those exact words to me last night.

“This is crazy, Avyn,” | said as | drove into a parking lot to turn around. | briefly
stopped the car. “1 wasn't supposed to fall for this man.”

“Maybe not. But sometimes, God puts the people we need right in our path. We don’t
have to search for them. Sometimes, it’s just that easy. Wait!... Did you say you were
falling for him?’



Tears stung my eyesas| answered. “Yes.”

“Awww, baby. That’s beautiful, Pash. Y ou deserve that.”

“It hasn’t been long enough—"

“My daddy fell for my mama the moment he saw her in those bell bottoms, crop top,
and those two Afro puffs. He asked her to marry him a month after they met, and they
have been together for thirty-five years. It happens. You met him when you needed
more than what the girls or | could give you. Just let him be that for you, and don't
question it, boo.”

| swiped at the tears streaming down my face. | was so afraid to fall for Callum, and
he gave me every reason to do so,—no helmet, no safety net required. He was a good
man. He was patient, caring, and kind. He was selfless and encouraging. He made me
laugh and smile, and, God, did he do wonders for my mind and body. | was the only
thing standing in the way of fully embracing what was growing between us.

| sniffled. “You'reright.”

“I know | am. Now, dry your pretty eyes. Put on a smile, and go handle your
business. | love you.”

“1 love you too.”

| disconnected the call and took a few minutes to gather myself before heading back
to Callum's. When | got there, he was sitting on the bed of his truck, waiting
patiently. As | stopped beside the truck, he hopped down and came over to open the

door.

“Well,... What do you think?’



“I love it. You've kept it up very well. How much do you want for it? | have six
thousand left over from selling my ring.”

“Let’ssay two, and we call it even.”

| hesitated. That wasn't much for awhole car in this condition.

“That feels like robbery, Callum.”

“If you would take the car, | would just giveit to you, Pasha. | have no use for it. And
| honestly don’t want your money. I’ m sure there are better things you can do with it.
This is me compromising and respecting your wishes to purchase a car for yourself.”
He grabbed my hands, gently massaging them with his thumbs. “Please.... Let me
help you, baby.”

| closed my eyes and took a deep breath. He was throwing me a lifeline, and | would
swallow my pride and accept it.

“Okay,” | whispered, tears streaming down my face. “Okay.”

He pulled me into his arms and held me tightly. All | could do was sob against his
chest. He'd been so good to me, and part of me felt like it was so unreal to have him
in my life. He didn’t want anything from me. He did nothing with expectations of
something in return.

“I'm sorry I'm such amess!” | wailed.

He chuckled. “You aren't a mess. And even if you were, |I'd still be right here.” He
lifted my head and wiped away my tears. When he was done, he kissed my lips. “I
see you, Pasha—all of you. You've got me, baby. Whatever you need from me, it's
yours. Until you are comfortable accepting it, I'll work within your limits. Y ou never



have to be uncomfortable taking anything from me that | willingly give because it
comes from my heart.”

He pressed his forehead to mine. For a moment, we stood there, eyes closed, simply
basking in each other. God, | was going to fall head over heels in love with this man.
| knew it, | feltit, and | had to accept it.

“Thank you,” | whispered.

“What have | told you about thanking me, woman?’

| couldn’'t help but laugh. “If | have to get used to this, you have to get used to me
expressing gratitude. | don’t know any other way to be.”

“l understand. Come on. Let’s go take care of this, and then I’ m taking my girl out to
lunch. I’'m sure you'll want to personalize your car too. Just... none of those big-ass
eyelashes, okay?’

| laughed. “What do you have against the lashes?’

“On people? Nothing. | take that back. | feel the same way about lashes on cars as |
do about excessive lashes on people. They look silly.”

“1 agree with you there.” | looked back at the car. “I probably won’t do too much to
it.”

“Well, it syours.”

“1t’ s not mine until | hand over the funds and you hand over the title and bill of sale.”

“Let'sgettoit then.”



He went into the glove compartment and grabbed the title and registration. After that,
we climbed into the truck, headed to the bank, and then the DMV. | was sure we
would be there for a while, but | would have officially bought my first car once we

walked out!
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Calum

The smile on Pasha’ s face when we walked out of the DMV with the title to my SUV
officially in her name was priceless. She smiled all through our lunch date, and she
was still smiling when we got back to my house. When we stepped over the
threshold, she led me to my bedroom, stripped both of us down, and gave me the ride
of my life. Gone was the shy, timid woman. Present was this strong, confident sexual
prowess.

| loved seeing her genuinely happy. She deserved so much more, and | wanted to give
it to her. The $2,000 she gave me for the car would sit in my safe until | could find a
way to sneak it back to her. | didn’t want the money. | didn’t need it, and | was sure
she could use it for something.

A few days had passed since the exchange. I'd seen her every day since then.
Whether it was me taking to her lunch or seeing her after work, every day we were
together. | loved being in her presence. | loved how comfortable she’'d become,
curling up in my lap while we watched TV or simply held a conversation. The side of
her I’ d been waiting to see was shining through.

Today was Friday, the day of the dinner at the mayor’s mansion. Whenever there was
an event involving city officials who booked my car service, | always included armed
security for an additional fee. | met with the drivers and the security team to discuss
the protocol for tonight’s event.

I’d just finished and was gathering my things to leave when someone knocked on my
office door. | looked up to see William standing there. | hadn’t seen him since the



funeral and hadn’t spoken to him since he called, apologizing for his mother showing
up a my house.

“What can | help you with?’ | asked, motioning for him to sit.

“1 wanted to speak with you.”

“About?”’

He sighed as he sat while | continued to stand. “1 know we can’'t just put everything
that happened behind us, but I'd like to try to work through it.”

“1 don’t think that’s going to happen. | made peace with that at your father’s funeral.
It's definitely not going to happen after our family members collectively decided to
come to my house and show their asses. | don’t want or need that type of negativity in
my life. | said | was okay with possibly building a relationship with you, Mo, and
Jess again, but after that, | think it’s best if we keep things asthey are.”

“1 just feel like family should be better than this, man.”

“William, Bella and | have spent seventeen years isolated from ‘the family.” You
know what we' ve done in that time? We built a family of our own. They may not be
blood, but they have been solid.”

“1 understand that. And I’'m sorry it had to come to that.”

“That’s the thing. It didn’t have to come to that. A bunch of greedy people decided
that a dollar was more important than family. My father warned me long ago that |
had to watch out for certain people in our family. He always told me that he prayed
every night for God to allow him and my mother to live to see Bella and me reach
adulthood. | always wondered why he said that.”



| took a seat across from him and laced my fingers.

“Y ou want to know an interesting piece of information | learned about five years ago,
William?’

He looked curious. He didn’t say anything, but he nodded his head.

“When our grandmother died, she left her children quite a bit of money. Now, Aunt
Glenda and Uncle James blew through theirs. She spent hers tricking off on men who
wanted nothing more than her generous hand. Y our mother helped your father spend
his living lavishly, and now they have nothing to show for it. My mother put hersinto
atrust for Bellaand me.

“Not even my father knew about this, but her siblings and your mother did. Y ou see,
when | overheard them talking about the money they all thought they should get to
share, | assumed that it was the insurance money. But, no. It was the trust. A trust |
didn’t know about until | found the paperwork when | remodeled the house a few
years back. It was under aloose board in the back of their master bedroom closet.”

My grandmother died when | was thirteen. The trust was opened when | turned
fourteen. That paperwork sat in a box under the floorboards for an additional fourteen
years because the only person who knew it was there was gone. When | found it, the
first person | called was Bella. She verified everything with the bank. We went
through the legal channels and came out with several hundred thousand dollars
apiece. We invested it over the years, and it blessed us tenfold.

| sat back in my chair. “Y ou know what your mother said to me when she came over
spewing all that animosity? She said it was too bad that | wasn’t on that boat with my

parents.”

His eyes widened, and it caused me to chuckle, though nothing was funny.



“Imagine that,” | continued. “My own aunt wishing death upon me over money.
Now, that shit hurt.”

“Cdlum... I'm... I’'m sorry, man.”

“Don’'t be. She said what she said, and | fully believe she meant it. | would never ask
you to go against your mother. Regardless of what | think of her, she's the only
parent you have left, and | know you love her. You won't be jeopardizing your
relationship on my behalf. There's no love lost between us, but I'm standing firm in
protecting my peace.”

He looked hurt by my rejection. | hated to have to do it because, once upon atime, he
and his siblings were my favorite cousins. Sheila was his mother. As spiteful as she
was, | believed she would cut him off for having anything to do with me. | knew what
it was like to be without my parents. Having someone be dead to you without them
actually being dead can hurt about as bad as if they were already gone.

William stood and extended his hand. “I’'m sorry, | truly am. | hate that this is your
decision, but I'll respect it. For what it's worth, I've always wished things were
different.”

“Yeah,... metoo.”

No other words were spoken between us. He dropped my hand and left the office. |
sat back in my chair, covering my face with my hands. | thought back to that
conversation with my aunt that day.

I’d been sitting in my living room watching TV when | heard a car door close
outside. | walked over to the window to see Sheila and Glenda marching up the front
steps. | sighed heavily as | unlocked and opened the door.



“Can | helpyou?’ | asked.

They barged right past me and into the house.

“Why, yes, won't you comein?’ | said sarcastically as| closed the door.

“We won't be long,” Sheila said, glaring at me. “I just want to know what made you
think it was okay to come to my husband’ s funeral, starting trouble?’

“l didn’t come to start trouble. | came to pay my respects.”

She scoffed. “Pay your respects? After the way that you disrespected all of us?’

“You mean after the way that all of you stood in my parents’ house two weeks after
their death, fighting over who should get their money? Or after | caught you in my
parents’ bedroom going through their things? Or after al of you flat-out said you
wouldn’t take us in without compensation? If | disrespected anybody, | promise it
was warranted.”

Sheila rolled her eyes. “We all had children of our own. Did you really think we
could take you in without some kind of payment? Raising kids ain’t cheap.”

“And | completely understand that. | would have gladly given you money to make
sure that my sister was okay while | was in school. None of you talked to me. None
of you asked how we could make this work. None of you asked anything. And after
hearing what was said, do you honestly think | would leave my only sister in the
hands of people who didn’t give a fuck about her? Sheila, you were my uncle’ s wife,
not even my blood, so you had no say-so at all. That's why | cursed you out. You
spoke for you and your husband, and he allowed that shit. All you wanted was the
money.



“Glenda, not only did you want the money, but you also wanted my parents’ house.
Y ou were aready prepared to kick me out and move in here. Where was | supposed
to go when | came home from school ? Did you expect me to sleep on the couch when
| had awhole bedroom?”’

Glenda shook her head. “ Sacrifices had to be made if you wanted your sister to be
taken care of—"

“Sacrifices?” | yelled. “My parents sacrificed their lives! That's the only way
anybody would have gotten that insurance money!”

Sheila laughed. “It wasn't just insurance money. Y ou think we didn’t know about the
trust fund?’

My brows furrowed.

“Oh, you're confused now?’ Glenda asked. “You were willing to throw us a few
dollars to care for Bella while you blew through your trust fund? You wanted to
saddle us with the responsibility of raising akid for five years while you went off and

lived your best life.”

| laughed. When | say laughed, it was a good, hearty laugh. They looked angry at my
reaction. Sheilaraised a hand to slap me, but | grabbed it.

“Don’'t even think about putting your damn hands on me. My parents didn’t hit me,
and I'll be damned if you start.”

She glared at me and snatched her arm away.

“According to my mother’'s letter, my grandmother left all three of her children
money. Sheila, you and your husband ran through his trying to keep up with the



Joneses. Glenda, you decided to be a damn sugar mama to men who dropped you as
soon asthey got all they could get out of you. My mother, being the smart woman she
was, invested hers in her children. Y ou were gagging on audacity and entitlement if
you thought for a second that either of you would capitalize off that money.”

| walked over to my front door and opened it.

“James is dead. I’'m sure he had a nice insurance policy, so, Sheila, you'll be okay.
Glenda,... you like to trick. Maybe you' Il find a man who’ s willing to trick off on you
one day. Now, get out of my house.”

They stood there for a moment, stewing in anger.

“Get out!”

Slowly, they walked toward the door. Sheila stopped in front of me. Her evil eyes
trailed me from head to toe.

“Your mother always thought she was better than the rest of us. | never liked her. It's
too bad you weren’'t on the damn boat.”

That stung. It didn’t have to come to that.

“I’m sorry you feel that way,” | said, not showing any emotion.

“Stay away from my children.”

“Well, you made sure they stayed away thislong so... | have no problem with that.”

When they were good and gone, | sat on my couch and had along cry about that shit.
It was the moment | knew | could never have a relationship with my family again. |



accepted it. It iswhat it is at this point.

| arrived at Pasha’ s around seven to pick her up for game night.

After that visit from William, | just wanted to see her face. I’d already called and
spoken to Bella about it, but somehow, seeing Pasha aways put me in a good

headspace. | lightly tapped on her front door. A few seconds passed before she
opened it with asmile.

“Hey, you.”

“Hey, baby.”

| stepped in and pecked her lips before | pulled her into my arms for a hug. When she
tried to pull away, | held her tighter.

“Not yet,” | said softly.

She didn’'t question me. She simply wrapped her arms tighter around my frame and
stroked my back. She didn’t know how much | needed this hug.

“1 got you,” she whispered, kissing my cheek.

For a while, she held me while | worked through the flight of emotions surging
through me. When my nerves finally calmed, | pulled back and looked down at her.
She cupped my face, gently stroking my cheeks.

“Better?’ she asked.

“Much better.”



“Do you want to talk about it?’

| nodded. She led me over to her new couch, and we sat down. After a heavy sigh, |
gave her the rundown of everything that had transpired after the funeral. She listened
attentively as she held my hand.

“1’m so sorry they treated you like that, Callum. You didn’t deserve that at all.”

“It's fine. It hurts, but I'll be okay. | created a family with people who show me
nothing but love and no expectations in return.”

“Y ou' re blessed to have them.”

“1’m blessed to have you as a part of that.” | leaned in and softly kissed her lips. “You
make me happy, Pasha.”

She smiled softly. “You make me happy too... very happy. You know, this whole
thing makes me want to reach back out to some of my family. When my depression
settled in after my parents died, | withdrew from so much of the world. They
understood, and for a long time, they continued to reach out to me. But over time, it
stopped. I’ ve always felt bad about that. | didn’t want to project the way | was feeling
onto anybody. | just wonder if they’d be open to arelationship now that I’ m getting it
together.”

“If you want to try, | will support you. Don’'t let my situation deter that.”

“1 know there's a family reunion coming up. They host one at the same time every
year. Maybe I'll go.”

“Maybe you should. If it's on your heart to restore your relationships, | say it's worth
atry. You never know until you put yourself back out there.”



“You're right.” She sighed. “I’m ready to get going. Malcolm is picking Avyn up
since she had to work alittle later.”

“1 heard she finally gave my boy a chance.”

She giggled. “Shedid. It's about time. | told her to stop playing with that man.”

“Between you and me, | think he shed atear or two.”

“Awww! That’s so sweset!”

“It’s something. Come on, let’s go. Chris aready texted me asking if we were on the
way when | arrived.”

“Well, let’s not keep them waiting.”

“Bookend!” Avyn yelled.

“That’sit!” Pasha confirmed.

“Wait aminute!” Bella exclaimed. “How the hell were we supposed to guess that?”’

We were playing Pictionary. It was Pasha, Avyn, Malcolm, and | versus Martin,
Bella, Chris, and Eva. So far, our team was up by five points.

| chuckled. “It was easy, Bella There's the bookcase, the books, and the bookends
holding them up.”

“Who uses bookends? Y ou don’t just line the shelf from corner to corner? That’s that
fancy shit.”



“Don’t be asore loser.”

She frowned as she stuck her middle finger up at me. | laughed it off as | stood to
grab the marker for my turn.

“Good one, baby,” | said, pecking Pasha'slips.

“1 guessed the word,” Avyn reminded me.

“You did good, love.” Malcolm kissed her cheek, and it made her smile.

| shook my head as | plucked a card from the stack. The word was spaghetti. | was a
horrible artist, so | prayed that somebody on my team could see through the less-than-
stellar drawing | was about to make.

“Bowl!”

“Food!”

“Uh... uh... dammit...”

There was the snapping of fingers as Martin tried to get his words together. My team
sat quietly, watching while the others were yelling out answers.

“Pastal” Evayelled.

“Pasta?’ Chris questioned. “ That looks like a pile of hair.”

“Why would he draw a pile of hair, Christopher?’

While they went back and forth, | drew the meatballs and a horribly constructed fork.



“Spaghetti!” Pashayelled.

“That'sit!”

The other team groaned.

“I’m tired of this game,” Bella declared. “Pick something else. Y’all are working up
my blood pressure, and | need adrink.”

She stood, and the rest of the women rose and followed her to the kitchen, cracking
jokes along the way. Chris and Martin turned to Malcolm and me.

“Y'al are on your way to being banned from Game Night,” Martin informed us.
“How do you both bring newbiesin and they whip our ass? | don’t like that.”

“Well, look who you have on your team,” | retorted. “A pile of hair, Chris?’

He laughed. “In my defense, you draw like athree-year-old.”

“That’s okay. My baby knew what it was.”

They all grinned at me.

“This man.” Martin shook his head. *Y ou’ ve been waiting to claim that title. Look at
that smile on hisface.”

“1’m happy for you, man.” Chris reached out and slapped my hand. *Y ou two do look
good together. And she’'s almost completely single.”

“Yeah, man. Only alittle while longer. | want to do something special for her. Maybe
take her away for a weekend or something. She's done a lot of growing in the last



couple of months. | wanna celebrate that with her. | want to celebrate her.”

Malcolm raised an eyebrow. “If | didn’t know any better, I’d say you werein love.”

| smirked. “I might be inclined to say you're right... ailmost. | care deeply about her.
My feelings are strong as hell. I'm not sureif it’slove yet, but it’s the closest thing to
it.”

Martin chuckled. “He's being modest. Looking at you two, | can see it won't last
long. Serioudly, man. | wish you the best of luck. I’ve been around a long time. I've
witnessed you love and care for your sister like she was your own child. You pour
into her and my daughter, and | have so much respect for you, man. Y ou deserve to
get a happy ending, finally. Pasha too. If you can find that with each other, I'm all for
it.”

Malcolm and Chris nodded in agreeance.

| pinched the bridge of my nose, fighting back tears. “| appreciate that, man.”

The girls returned with drinks for all of us. | noticed that Eva had been sipping on
water and juice all night. She was sitting next to Chris at this moment, talking softly

with smiles on their faces. | wasn’t the only one who noticed.

“What are y’all whispering about?’ Bella asked. “There’'s been a lot of these lovey-
dovey moments tonight.”

They looked at each other, and he nodded.

Eva surveyed the room. “Well... We were going to wait a little while before we
announced it, but... We're having a baby!”



| felt Pasha tense, then relax next to me. | looked over, and she held a smile on her
face, but there was sadness in her eyes. She offered congratulations along with
everyone else, but | could tell that the news was a gut punch. It was nothing personal
against Chris and Eva. It was simply areminder. | reached out and grabbed her hand.
Pulling it to my lips, | kissed it.

She offered me atimid smile, but | could tell she was breaking inside.
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Pasha
| felt sick tomy stomach.

| didn’t want to ruin our fun, but the news of Chris and Eva expecting was like alow
blow. It had nothing to do with them. | was happy for them. The ability to bring life
into the world was a joyous occasion and deserved to be celebrated. | sat there and
toasted them with everyone else, but | couldn’t take it when the conversation shifted
to baby talk. | excused myself to the kitchen to grab another drink.

Callum and Avyn followed shortly. When they found me, | was struggling to open a
bottle of wine. Tears were stinging my eyes as | tried to pry the cork out. Avyn took
the bottle from my hands and set it aside while Callum wrapped his arm around me
and led me outside. The moment the cool air hit my face, | felt a wave of nausea hit
the pit of my stomach and quickly made its way up through my esophagus.

| sprinted away from them and over to some bushes, where | spewed out my guts.
“Get her some water and atowel,” | heard Avyn say to Callum.

In an instant, she was at my side, holding my hair back. She gently rubbed my back
until 1 was at the point of dry heaving. Callum was standing with a cold towel to wipe
my mouth and face when | stood. | tried to hold back the tears as they tended to me,
but they just kept coming. Before | knew it, | was on the ground with my kneesin my

chest, bawling like a baby.

“I'm sorry... |- tried to hold it in!”



“It's okay,” they both said, hovering beside me.

| didn't know why this pregnancy announcement hit me like this. I’d been around
Precious and Armani. I’d spoken about wanting to try again in the future. Why did
the announcement do me like this?

“It’s okay, Pash,” Avyn whispered, kissing my temple. “We' ve got you.”

“We'reright here,” Callum assured me. He sat on the ground behind me, wrapped his
arms around my waist, and gently rocked me.

The harder | tried to calm down, the worse it felt.

“l... 1 can't... | can't breathe. | can’'t breathe...”

“You're having a panic attack,” Avyn informed me. “Look at me, Pasha.”

| tried to focus on her face, but my body wouldn’t cooperate.

“Listen to the sound of my voice,” she said softly. “Tell me three things you see.”

| panted heavily as | looked around, trying to focus my attention elsewhere. “Um...
trees... f-flowers... a p-playground s-set.”

“Good, good.... Close your eyesfor me.”

| did as she said and closed my eyes.

“Tell me three things you can hear.”

| listened. “C-cars on theroad.... Crickets.... An owl.”



“You're doing so good, pooh. Keep your eyes closed and focus on your breathing. |
need you to move three parts of your body for me.”

| focused my attention again. First, | stretched and flexed my fingers. Then my toes,
followed by my neck. Slowly, my body began to relax. Cam settled, and
embarrassment set in. | hadn’t had a panic attack in so long that | almost forgot what
it felt like. Avyn had seen me at my worst with those, but this was new for Calum. |
wasn't sure what he thought of it, and | couldn’t bring myself to look at him right
now. Looking past Avyn, | could see everybody standing on the back deck, looking
out with concerned faces.

“1 want to go home, Avyn...” | said quietly. “I can’t go back in there after this.”
Callum gently rubbed my arms. “Baby, nobody is going to judge you.”

| ignored him. “Please,” | begged her.

“Okay. I'm sure Malcolm will let me borrow his car.”

She stood and beckoned him over. They spoke quietly for a moment before he
handed over his keys. She came back over and helped me to my feet.

“Just give her some time,” she said to Callum, who | was sure was confused. “I’ll let
you know when we make it back.”

She led me away from him. Eva stepped forward in front of me when we got closer to
the group.

“I’m so sorry, Pasha.... | wasn't thinking.”

| shook my head. “No. No, this was good news, and I'm so happy for you. It's just



me. It’s nothing to do with you. Thank you for having me tonight, but | think it’s best
if | leave.”

She didn’t try to protest, and it wouldn’t have done her any good. She simply pulled
me in for a hug and kissed my cheek before allowing Avyn to lead me inside. Avyn
grabbed her purse and mine, and we headed out to Malcolm’s car. As we settled in, |
saw Callum standing in the doorway. He looked hurt, and | hated that. | knew he
wanted to console me, but | just needed to go home and gather myself right now.

Back in my apartment, | sat in the tub in the bubble bath Avyn had ready for me. She
stepped out to call Callum and let him know that we were here, and | was okay. Only
| was far from okay. My heart was aching in its cavity, and the drive back was filled
with loud and deafening silence. | cried the entireride. | cried in the elevator. | cried
for twenty minutes in my bed while Avyn lay there with me, gently rocking me and
wiping my tears. Eva' s announcement did a number on me.

It made me sad because | knew that being with Callum meant | would be around
everybody in attendance tonight. I’d have to watch her belly grow. I'd probably find
myself touching it. I’d have to listen to her picking out baby names or talk about her
pregnancy journey, al while | sat there, childless... a childless mother, mourning the
loss of three pregnancies and the death of a child.

The redlization was too much for me. | might have held it together if Callum hadn’t
grabbed my hand. It was like a knee-jerk reaction for him when the words left Eva's
mouth. It was as though he felt the shift in my spirit when the feeling hit me. | was so
embarrassed about breaking down like that in front of everyone.

| never wanted Eva or Chris to fedl like | made their moment about me. That wasn’t
my intention. Their baby was a beautiful blessing, and | wish them a happy and
healthy pregnancy. | just couldn’t wholeheartedly share in their moment.



A knock at the door interrupted my thoughts. It crept open, and Avyn stepped in with
a coffee mug.

“1 made you some tea,” she said softly. She placed it on the edge of the tub and sat on
my countertop. “Talk to me, Pash.”

“1 want my baby, Avyn.”

“1 know, pooh.”

“l don’'t understand how | can be blessed with something so beautiful, and he be
snatched away from me before | could really love him. | know they say God doesn’t
make mistakes, but | can't believe he would want this. There had to have been
something | could’'ve done, Avyn. There had to be. | refuse to believe that God
wanted me to lose three babies and then turn around and give birth to a stillborn. |
refuse to believe that | deserve thistype of pain. It had to have been me.”

My tears started up again. Avyn began to get down from the counter and approach
me, but | stopped her. | had to get it out of my system.

“Pash.... None of those losses were because of anything you did. The doctors all said
that.”

“Then somebody is lying!” | screamed. “Something's wrong with you. You're
sabotaging these pregnancies. You didn’t eat right! You didn’t take care of yourself.
It was me, Avyn! Mel”

“Did he say that to you?’

“Yes! Over and over and over again!”



She hopped down from the counter and came over to me against my protesting. | tried
to push her away, but she kept coming to the point where she climbed into the tub
with me, clothes and all, and wrapped me up in a hug that | so desperately needed. |
cried profusely against her, letting out anguished cry after anguished cry. | cried for
me. | cried for the babies|'d lost. | cried for my son. | needed to purge because it was
eating me alive.

Avyn pulled back and cupped my face.

“You listen to me. Raymond was a narcissistic, evil, selfish son of a bitch. He
manipulated you for years, Pasha. Y ou were good to him until you could no longer
fulfill his desires. That is not on you. The loss of those innocent babies is not on you.
| was with you through every single pregnancy. You did everything you were
supposed to do, baby.—Everything. Losing them was not your fault. Your
miscarriages were developmental. Your stillborn was... was an accident, something
completely out of your control. It wasn’t you, and you have to stop believing that. Do
you hear me?”’

| nodded with tears streaming down my face. | heard her. It didn’'t make it any easier
to accept. Not when | had my own husband in my ear, blaming me every chance he
got.

“I"d like to be alone,” | whispered.
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“Please. | just want to shower and go to bed, Avyn. | promise I’m okay.”

“You are shutting me out again. | won't let you do that. | love you, and I’'m gonna be

right here whether or not you like it. | don’'t care if | have to camp out in your living
room. Y ou are not getting rid of me tonight.”



She stood from the tub and stepped out. After grabbing a towel and wrapping it
around herself, she left the bathroom. | sighed as | sank under the water. This was
going to be along night.

By the time | got out of the shower, | wasn't feeling any better. | actually felt worse.
On top of my grief, | felt deep, immense anger. | wanted to break something... hit
something... fuck up something. | knew exactly who | wanted to direct that anger
toward, but there was no chance of me getting out of my apartment tonight.

| heard voicesin my living room when | walked out of the bathroom. Peeking around
the corner, | saw Blake and Tia. They were all dressed in their pajamas and had made
themselves comfortable on my couch. | remained quiet as | went into my closet to
change into a pair of leggings and an oversized T-shirt.

Back in my bedroom, | plugged my phone into the charger and placed it on the
dresser before turning back the covers and climbing into bed. Just as my head hit the
pillow, my phone gave a notification. | saw it as | picked it up to see a message from
Callum.

Calum:Avyn already assured me that you were safe and going to bed, but | needed to
reach out to you. | care for you, Pasha. | know you know that. | know you may need
some time, but I’m right here, baby. Please don’t shut me out.

| wanted to respond, but | couldn’t. My heart wasn't in the right place right now. |
knew that it was al in my head. Sleep was the last thing on my mind. | rolled onto
my side and stared out the window at the lights from the city surrounding me.

Every so often, one of the girls came to check on me. When | heard their footsteps, |
pretended to be asleep. As soon as they were gone, my eyes flew open. This went on
for two hours until they finally al fell asleep. The apartment was quiet and dark aside
from the light above the stove.



Easing out of bed, | went into my closet and closed the door. | got my keepsake box
down and sat in the middle of the floor. Lifting the lid, | pulled out the blanket my
son had been swaddled in. Holding it up, | buried my face in it. It no longer smelled
like him, but I could never forget his scent.

| set it aside and picked up the small container that housed his umbilical cord and
wristband. Jordan Michael Sinclair... my little sunshine. | picked up the photos the
hospital so graciously provided me with as part of their bereavement program. Tears
whirled in my eyes as | looked at his handsome little face. He looked so much like
my father. Even in his cold state, he ssmply looked like he was sleeping peacefully.
Only it wasn't a peaceful sleep. It was an endless slumber.

| put the items on the floor and picked up the final object, his little urn of ashes.
Lifting it to my lips, | kissed the cold metal.

“My sweet baby boy... Mommy misses you so much. It's so unfair that you can't be
here.”

Again, | felt the tears streaming down my face. They weren't just tears of sadness. |
felt so much anger and rage thinking about the way Raymond left me to grieve by
myself. He didn’t leave physically, but mentally and emotionally, he abandoned me.
In front of other people, he was the most loving and doting husband in the world.
Alone, he was cruel and standoffish. For weeks after our son passed, he looked at me
in disgust.

Every time | cried, he'd make me feel worse by telling me | should have done this or
that, and our child would be here. When he decided he wanted to try again, | was
barely six weeks postdelivery. | wasn't sexually or mentally ready to try to have
another baby, and | adamantly refused him. He cursed me from here to hell and called
me everything but a child of God. How could he think 1'd be ready after the loss |
experienced?



As | sat there stewing in my anger, | thought of all the things | wanted to say to him
that | never said. | thought of all the pain | wanted to inflict upon him. He was
basking in the joy of another woman carrying his child while mine was sitting here
with hisashesin an urn.

| placed the items back in the box and put it on the top shelf. After dlipping on a
hoodie and my sneakers, | left the closet. | walked carefully to the front door so |
wouldn’'t wake the girls and grabbed my keys. After quietly unlocking the door, |
dlipped into the hallway, took the elevator down, and quickly went to my car.

My mind raced as | drove through the semiquiet city streets to the place that was once
my home. It was after midnight when | arrived. The light in the living room was on,
and Raymond’'s car was in the driveway. Memories of coming home to my things
sitting on the front lawn filled my head. | saw Adora proudly standing in my
doorway, laughing at me. | felt embarrassed knowing my neighbors could probably
hear and see everything. Anger coursed through my veins as | climbed out of the car
and stormed up to the front door, banging on it.

| could hear movement on the other side before it swung open. There stood my soon-
to-be ex-husband, his mistress... and their baby. She'd given birth. | stared at the
beautiful, curly-haired little girl swaddled in a pink blanket. For a moment, | was
stunned.

“What the hell are you doing here this time of night?” Raymond snapped, breaking
my stare.

| blinked and refocused my gaze on his angry face. “| have something to say to you.”
Adora scoffed. “You show up here after midnight, banging on our door while my

child is slegping, and you think you're gonna talk to him? | get that you don’t have
any children, but please, consider those of us who do.”



“The only thing saving you from my fist meeting your face is the fact that you are
holding that baby. Consider that, bitch.”

“Adora, take my daughter upstairs and wait for me, baby,” Raymond instructed.

She frowned.

“You should listen like you’ ve been trained to do,” | said, folding my arms.

“Bitch—"

“Adoral” Raymond raised his voice. “Go—now.”

He leaned in and kissed her, then motioned for her to leave. Reluctantly, she backed
away and took the stairs. Raymond stepped out onto the front porch and closed the
door.

“What, Pasha? What did you have to say that was so important it could—"

| hauled off and slapped the shit out of him will all my might. He stumbled backward,
his body hitting the door with a thud. When he realized what had transpired, he tried
to come at me, but | raised my foot and kicked him as hard as | could in the groin.
That took him to his knees.

“You bitch...” He seethed through gritted teeth.

| stood over him and bent down. Grabbing his face, | forced his eyesto meet mine.
“1... fucking... hate you. | hate you for all the mean and nasty things you said to me. |

hate you for making me hate myself. | hate you for making me grieve the loss of our
son alone! | gave you the best of me, and when my best wasn't up to your standards,



you discarded me like trash. You used me until you couldn’t use me anymore. | was
your wife,... your wife, Raymond. Through sickness and health, until death do us
part. That's what you promised me! Where were you when | needed you? Where
were you when | needed a shoulder to cry on? A listening ear? Comfort from my
fucking husband? | was dying inside, and you were out here sticking your dick in
other women and getting them pregnant!”

| slapped him again.

“Do you know how many times | wanted to take my life and end it all? That's how
bad my depression was, and you did nothing to make things better for me! | catered
to you day and night for years. | fed you, cleaned your house, and washed your dirty
drawers. | gave you my body when | didn’t even fed like it, and you, in turn, made
me feel like my body was disgusting. This is the same body that tried to carry four of
your children! This is the same body that was poked and prodded with needles for
fertility treatments to bear you a child. How dare you shame me. How dare you
disrespect me!”

“You were weak!” he spat, shoving me away. He climbed to his feet and towered
over me as he glared at me. “I knew it from the moment | laid eyes on you. Y ou were
nothing but a young girl trying to play a woman’s game with an older man. Y ou were
the perfect submissive, and it was so easy to make you one.”

| shoved him, but it did nothing but cause him to laugh.

“You want the truth, right? That’s what you came here for, right? You want to get
some shit off your chest. Don't grow a backbone now, Pasha. That man has you
feeling yourself. He gave you alittle bit of confidence, and you thought it would be a

good ideato come over to my house!”

He backed me down the steps.



“Look at you. You're nothing. You don’t have shit, and you will never be shit. As
soon as he leaves you, you'll be back to your same old, tired, depressed self. I’'m sure
you'll find something to eat your way through it like you aways do. Who knows,
maybe this time, you'll actually have the nerve to take the coward’ s way out. Y ou cut
off your family. Your parents are dead, and so is your son. Who would really miss
you?’

| saw red.... Burning, hot, fire red. If | could get away with murdering him where he
stood, | would gladly do it. The smirk on his face as the last words left his mouth
made my blood boil. | looked down at the bricks lining the driveway. It would be so
easy to pick up one and smash it into his head over and over until there was nothing
but bloody brain matter splattered across the lawn.

But | couldn’t do that. He' d already stripped me of so much. | wouldn’t allow him to
rob me of my freedom too. | stepped toe-to-toe with him.

“The hell you wished for me is the one you will burn in, Raymond. | promise you
that. You can tear me down and try to hurt me with your words, but that says more
about you than it ever will about me. You are insecure. You get off on being a
narcissistic son of a bitch because it somehow makes up for what you lack. You are
selfish and heartless, and you will never be deserving of real love or happiness. One
of these days, you' Il get what’s coming to you. You’'ll reap what you sow.”

| backed away from him and returned to my car with his laughter and obscenities
ringing in my ears. | fought back the tears stinging my eyes. He wouldn’t be the cause
of another tear—not from me. | amost let the devil use me to do his dirty bidding.
My mother always told me that injustice never profited. Raymond may have won this
battle, but he was waging awar against his own karma.

When | got back to my apartment, | walked in to the girls sitting on my couch,
worried looks on their faces. The moment the door opened, they all jumped to their



feet.

“Where have you been!” Avyn yelled at me. “You just left! No note, no text,—no
nothing! Y ou left your phone here. Anything could have happened to you, Pasha.”

“l want to be alone,” | stated, hanging up my keys.

“No, you don’t need—"

“l want to be alone!” | screamed. “1 love y’dl, but | need peace and quiet and time to
myself right now! Please, get out!”

They looked at me like | was crazy, and maybe | was crazy. But | needed this. |
needed time to process the surge of emotions flowing through me. | didn't want to
blow up at them. | didn't want to be comforted. | just needed to feel it. | spent too
much time burying my feelings deep inside myself. If | didn’t feel every bit of this
starting right now, | was going to fall right back into my depressive state. | couldn’t
afford that.

| cleared my throat. “| apologize for yelling. | promise, on my son, | will text you and
let you know I'm okay. | just... | need to be alone. Please, understand that.”

A look of reluctance filled their faces. Quietly, they gathered their things and headed
for the door.

“I’ll put in some vacation time for you at work,” Avyn said. She turned back once she
was on the other side. “We love you, Pasch. Remember that.”

She didn’t give me a chance to respond before she closed the door. | looked around
the now-empty apartment. | was alone,... just like | was used to being.



Page 30

Source Creation Date: July 22, 2025, 2:23 am

Calum
Two Weeks Later

It had been two weeks since I'd last seen Pasha, and | felt the void. | missed her
terribly. She'd only texted me that she needed some time to deal with a few things
and that she was sorry. She wouldn’'t answer my calls. She wouldn’t open the door
when | showed up at her apartment. I'd gone over the day after game night, pleading
with her to at least lay eyes on her. She never responded.

Defeated, I’d gone upstairs to Avyn’s apartment to talk to her. She gave me the spill
on what happened after they left. | understood why she chose to remove herself from

the space. What | didn’t understand was why she was adamant about doing this alone.

“Calum, you have to snap out of this,” Bella said, turning off my television. “You’'ve
been moping around here for two weeks. | know you miss her—"

“l don’t just miss her.”

She placed her hands on her hips. “Y ou love her, don't you?’

“Yes, | love her. | got to watch her grow into her own woman. | witnessed her
confidence expand. | watched her go from being homeless and helpless to taking care

of herself. How could I not fall in love with the growth in her?’

“1 knew this was coming. | should have put money on it.”



“Very funny, Bella”

“I"'m just kidding. | need to see you smile. You haven't been roasting me like usual.
Precious misses her favorite uncle. You haven't picked her up early as much, and
she’ s noticed.”

“I’'m sorry, Bell. I'll get her tomorrow. | miss my baby.”

“1 think you should continue to let her know you’'re here, but give her some space.
Sometimes, we want to deal with hurt alone to feel it fully. Feeling is healing,
Callum. Deciding to heal is a persona journey. When you deep dive into your
feelings, it can take you to dark places. Y ou don’'t want to pull people down with you.
Y ou don’'t want anybody distracting you in doing the work you need to do.”

“Are you an accountant or a psychologist?’

She giggled. “I took afew psych classes, and | read. My point is you have to give her
time to do what she needs to do for herself. Sometimes, the most important part of
healing has to be done alone. | know she cares for you. | might even go as far as
saying she loves you. If fate can put you in each other’s paths twice aready, the third
time has got to be the charm.”

Sitting there, | wondered if | had pursued her too soon. Did | do too much too soon?
Every part of me that I’d given her was genuine. Every word was true. Every hug,
kiss, or lovemaking session was from my heart. | sighed, praying my sister was right.
Maybe she needed something that only she could give herself. | was patient. | had
faith that what we were building was solid enough to hold up while she got herself
together.

| turned into the parking lot of the hotel where Pasha worked. While | was sure she
wouldn’t be here, | prayed that Avyn was. She told me Pasha had promised to let her



know she was alive and well while she took the time to herself. | just wanted to know
if she was okay. | hadn’t seen Avyn since the Sunday after game night. She told me
the same thing Bella had... give her some time.

| headed inside to the front desk.

“Hi, isAvyn here?’ | asked the receptionist.

“Um,... sure. Give me a second.”

She disappeared into the back and returned shortly with Avyn in tow.

“Calum? Hey, how are you?’ She rounded the counter and gave me a warm hug.
“1"ve seen better days,” | answered.

“You look like shit.”

“Then | look like | feel. Do you have a minute?’

“Yeah.” She led me into the same space where we first talked about Pasha. After
closing the door, she motioned for me to sit down.

“Y ou want to know about Pasha?’
“| do. Damn, thisfeelslike d§avu all over again.”
“l know.” She sighed. “I haven't laid eyes on her in two weeks. She took a personal

leave of absence from here and the grocery store. She’'s not at her apartment, and |
don’t know where sheis, but she assured me she’' s alive and well.”



| shook my head. “Thisis crazy.”

“She reached a breaking point, Callum. | honestly feel like this would be good for
her. She's never had time to just work on healing alone. It’s been circumstance after
circumstance. Now, she's free of that bastard.” A look of disgust presented on her
face. “She went to confront Raymond.”

“What? When?’

“Game night. Remember | told you she left the apartment, and we didn’t know where
she went?’

“Y eah, but how do you know she confronted him?”’

“Because | ran into him at the gas station, and he all but cursed me out about it. He
told me | needed to keep my bitch on a leash because next time, he was pressing
charges. Malcolm had to put me into the car because | was about to tag his ass.”

My brows furrowed. | was upset that she went over there and did God knows what.
She was lucky she' d gotten away with throwing bricks through that man’s windows.
Going back there was pushing it.

“Did she say anything about it?’ | asked.

Avyn shook her head. “She refused to talk about it. The only thing she responded
with was she said what she needed to say, and she was done with him.”

“Good.”

“Y ou know their divorce was finalized.”



| ran my hand over my head. “I know. I've texted and called her, but she won't
respond. | miss her, Avyn. | feel like my heart just upped and walked away from me.”

She looked at me curioudly. “Y ou love her, don’t you?’

| chuckled lightly. “Isit obvious?’

“Is fat meat greasy? | knew this was bound to happen. From the night | found her
reservation in your name, | knew you'd be someone specia to her. God broke the
mold when he made you, Mr. Ellis.... Just don’t tell Malcolm | said that.”

| chuckled. “I won't.”

She stood. “I promise, I'll try to get her to call you when | talk to her.”

“Thank you, Avyn.”

“It’ s nothing. Y ou brought my bestie back to me. It'sthe least | can do.”

She pulled me in for a hug before we exited the room and went our separate ways.
Back in my car, | settled into the driver's seat and pulled out my phone. Going to
Pasha' s and my text thread, | hit the button to send her a voice message like I’ d been
doing for fourteen days now.

“Hey, baby.... It's day fourteen. | miss you, Pasha. My days and nights have al
seemed to run together at this point.... I'm worried about you, baby. | know you told
Avyn that you're okay, but | can’t believe that until | lay eyes on you or at least hear

your voice. Just please... Call me or come home.”

| gripped the phone as | swallowed the lump in my throat.



“l love you, Pasha. That's not how | wanted to tell you, but | love and miss you.
Come home.”

| sent the message and placed my phone in the cupholder. Silently, | said a prayer. |
hoped wherever she was, she was safe and taking care of herself.
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Pasha

| stood on the balcony of my hotel, sipping a glass of wine as | looked out at the
ocean. The cool breeze and sunshine felt wonderful against my skin. For the last
week and a half, I'd been down in Charleston, South Carolina, clearing my head and
my heart. After signing my divorce papers, | immediately packed a bag and left the
city. | desperately needed a getaway, even if it was only an hour from home.

| had planned to come here and release my son’s ashes into the ocean. | walked along
the beach the night | arrived to find a good spot. I'd said a prayer and tried to free his
little soul, but I’d only been able to dump a small amount of his ashes. If I'd released
al of him, that was it. I'd never have him close again, and | didn’t want that. That
night, | sat along the shore and cried my eyes out.

| knew letting go was hard. | knew it would be impossible to let go completely. But |
didn’t think saying goodbye would cause me so much distress. Since that night, I'd
mostly been in my room. | practiced yoga and meditation. | prayed for strength and
healing. My son’s ashes sat in the urn on the desk next to my journal. I’ d been writing
init every day. | wrote to my parents, my son, my girls, Callum, and myself.

Calum.... | missed him terribly, but | couldn’t talk to him right now. | missed being
in hisarms. | missed his hugs and kisses. | missed his comfort. Every day since that
night, he’'d sent me messages telling me how much he missed me. He sent beautiful
affirmations and words of encouragement. He pleaded with me just to hear my voice.
It was hard ignoring him, but | needed my space.

Avyn only heard from me because | promised her 1I'd be in touch. | sent an “I'm



alive, and I'm fine” message every three days. She has dipped in a few other
messages, and 1’d respond to what was necessary, but that was it. | needed to grant
myself the peace by any means that had been disrupted the last few years of my life.

| left the balcony and headed back inside to the desk. After sitting, | went to my
contact information and sent Dr. Thomas a video request. It was time for my therapy
session, and she graciously agreed to do avirtual chat. The screen populated, and her
face suddenly appeared. She held awarm smile.

“Good morning, Pasha.”

“Good morning.”

“How are you feeling this morning?’

“1 feel okay. | was up at sunrise to meditate and do some reflective journaling.”
“Meditation? That’s new for you. How is that going?”’

“Well. It's peaceful and helpsto clear my mind, if only for alittle while.”

“How are you feeling after finalizing your divorce?’

| smiled softly. “Free. | know | shouldn’t have confronted Raymond the other week,
but | needed to get that off my chest. Even if he didn’t care, it was important to me
that he knew what he did to me and how he made me feel. Being free of him lifted a
world of weight off my shoulders.”

“1 imagine so. Have you accomplished anything you wanted to do since being away?’

| sighed. “I’m becoming more in tune with myself, slowly but surely. | haven't cried



in four days, so that's a plus. Um... | still haven't been able to let go of al of my
son’s ashes. | released alittle, but | can’t bring myself to do the rest.”

She offered a sympathetic smile. “That’s okay, Pasha.”

“It haunted me for days, Dr. Thomas. | saw him in my dreams, and even there, he was
dead. | touched him and held him. | cried for him the same as | did when they placed
him in my armsin the hospital.”

“Dreams like that have several meanings. I’'m no expert in dream interpretation, but
In your case, | think it means you have yet to let go of your grief. You have to find a
healthy way to let go so that you can heal, Pasha.”

| shook my head. “I can't let him go. He'll think | forgot about him. | could never
forget him, Dr. Thomas.”

“You don't have to forget him. But | can't imagine he would want his mommy to
continue to blame herself. He wouldn’t want you to walk around carrying all of this
guilt. His death was not your fault, Pasha. | saw you throughout your pregnancy. Y ou
told me how careful you were about what you ate, how you exercised regularly, took
your vitamins, and went to al your appointments. Y ou were careful. What happened
to him was a horrible accident, and there was nothing you could do.”

Tears stung my eyes. “How do | tell my brain that? How do | let him go when | have
nothing left of him but a few items from the hospital and his ashes? | wanted to bury
him. | wanted a place where | could go visit him and sit with him like | do my
parents.”

“It's not too late to do that.”

| shook my head. “I don’t have the money for that. There's the plot, the headstone,



fees... | can't afford it. | told Raymond | wanted a burial, and he told me it would be
too much for me. It was what | needed, and he just ignored it because he didn’t want
to deal with me and my emotions.... He controlled everything. | was so stupid to stay
with him for so long.”

“You were dependent on him, and he knew that. Narcissists have a way of making
you fed like you'll have nothing without them. But you are not under him anymore.
Y ou have your own now, and you did that. If you want to bury your son, you can do
that now. Many funeral homes do this free of charge.”

“They do? | didn’t know that.”

“l can give you a list of places | know that do the service. You may have to pay a
small plot fee depending on where you want him to be, but you can bury your son in
peace.”

| began to cry. Had | known this information, | would have done it alone. My baby
deserved to be laid to rest. | wanted him with my parents. | wanted him where the
three people | loved most could all be together until | joined them in the afterlife. Dr.
Thomas and | spoke for another thirty minutes before | got off the phone. After
talking to her, | felt | needed to nap.

Getting up from the chair, | walked over to the bed and climbed under the covers. As
soon as my head hit the pillow, | got atext notification. Picking up the phone, | saw
that it was Callum. When | opened the thread, a voice message populated. | hovered
over the play button for a moment before pressing it. His deep voice came through,
and | could hear its sadness.

“Hey, baby.... It's day fourteen. | miss you, Pasha. My days and nights have all
seemed to run together at this point.... I'm worried about you, baby. | know you told
Avyn that you're okay, but | can’'t believe that until | lay eyes on you or at least hear



your voice. Just please... Call me or come home.”

There was a slight pause, and | thought the message was done until he said something
| wasn't expecting.

“1 love you, Pasha. That's not how | wanted to tell you, but | love and miss you.
Come home.”

My body shot up from the bed. | stared at the phone. Did he just say that? | pressed
play again, listening carefully to the message.

“1 love you, Pasha...”

“Helovesme,” | parroted.

My heart fluttered. | hadn’'t imagined hearing those words would make me feel so
good. He told me he wanted to love me. If | was honest with myself, | was a little
afraid of loving him. | was afraid to give my heart to another man and have him do
what Raymond did... or worse. But Callum was different. His spirit felt different with
mine. He was sweet, caring, loving, gentle, and so intentional.

| hated being away from him. It killed me not to speak with him. So many times, |
wanted to pick up the phone when he called me. | knew | was wrong for shutting him
out, but | needed this. If | knew his heart the way | felt it did, he would understand,
and he wouldn’t hold it against me. Still, hearing him tell me he loved me made me
vulnerable.

| looked back down at the phone. With trembling fingers, | picked it up and pressed
the call button. He answered on the first ring.

“Baby.”



“Calum...”

“Baby, where are you? Are you okay? God, it's good to hear your voice, Pasha. I've
been so worried about you.”

“I'm okay. | just needed to get away and clear my head. I'm sorry | abandoned
you—"

“No, don't apologize. Y ou know what you need better than anybody. | can’t hold that
against you. | just... | missyou.”

“1 miss you too.” Tears spilled down my cheeks. “Did you... Did you mean it? When
you said you love me.”

“Of course | meant it.”

“Say it.”

He didn't hesitate. “I love you, Pasha. | love your smile. | love your voice and the
way you say my name. | love your eyes and the way you look at me so innocently.
They make me want to protect you from all the bad in the world. | love the way your
body feelsin my arms when | hold you. | love kissing you, making loveto you. | love
your strength and resilience. With all that life has thrown at you, you're still here, and
I’m so proud of you for still being here. | love your friendship with Avyn and how
she's willing to go to bat for you every time. She's a little crazy, but they make the
best friends.”

| giggled when he said that. My girl had afew loose screws, but they were the reason
| loved her so much.

“I’'m in love with every part of you, baby,” Callum said. “Y ou never have to wonder



about that.”

“... Can you come to me?’ | asked through my tears.

“All | need isan address, and I'll be there.”

| quickly rattled off the name and address of the hotel along with my room number.
The overwhelming need to be in his arms overtook me. How was | supposed to go
about my day after he told me something like this?

An hour and forty-five minutes later, someone knocked on my door. After getting off
the phone, I’ d showered and washed my hair and was now dressed in biker shorts and
an oversized T-shirt. I'd flat-twisted my hair and pinned it in a low bun. After
checking myself in the mirror, | headed to the door. My hand lingered on the knob for
amoment. With adeep breath, | opened it.

There stood Callum dressed in a pair of shorts, a T-shirt, and slides with a duffle bag
in his hand. When his eyes landed on mine, he dropped the bag and pulled me into his
arms. My hands went to his face, gently stroking his cheeks. | searched his eyes for
any signs of anger or disgust. The only thing | saw in them was love.

“1 loveyou too,” | whispered. | pecked hislips. “I love you too.”

| did love him. | loved him for everything he was and everything | was when | was
with him. He' d been so good to me. He' d been patient, kind, and understanding. He's
been a source of strength, a listening ear, and a shoulder to cry on. How could | not
love him?

We shared a sensual kiss before | pulled him inside. He grabbed his bag and followed
me into the bedroom. After dropping it next to the bed, he took my hand and pulled
me out onto the balcony. Taking a seat on the chaise, he pulled me down between his



legs. His arms came around my waist as he kissed my temple.
“I"ve missed you, love,” he said.

“1"ve missed you too.”

“How’ s your mental, baby?’

“I'm getting there, Callum. I’ve been allowing myself to just feel every emotion
without fighting it. | think I’ve stifled a lot of my pain because | was made to feel
ashamed of how | responded to it. The hardest part has been dealing with the grief of
losing my son. When Eva revealed she was pregnant, it was like he grabbed ahold of
me and wouldn’t let go. All | have left of him are a few things from the hospital, a
few pictures, and his ashes.”

| paused for a moment and closed my eyes. | could feel myself becoming emotional.
After adeep breath, | continued.

“1’ve gone through that box so many times. I’ ve touched and smelled his things, and
it never had a hold on me like it did this time. It haunted me for days. | couldn’t eat; |
couldn’'t sleep. Every time | closed my eyes, | saw my baby’s face. | see my parents,
and they’re both telling me | need to release them all so that | can readlly start to heal.”

| sat up and turned to face him. He grabbed my hands and kissed them.
“I want to bury my son properly. | think if | give him a proper homegoing service, it
will give me closure. Dr. Thomas, my therapist, said many funeral homes will do it

free of charge.”

“Really? | didn’t know that.”



“Me either. She said there may only be a small fee for the plot.”

“I"ll take care of whatever the cost is.”

“| can’t ask you to do that—"

“You didn’'t ask. | told you, whatever you need from me, it's yours. | don’t wanna
hear any protests. Please.... Let me do this for you. You want him next to your
parents, right?’

“Yes,” | whispered.

“I’ll make it happen.”

| looked up at him. Where had this man been eight years ago? Why couldn’t he have
been the man | ran into instead of Raymond? | might have saved myself from so
much heartbreak. | often wondered where my life would have taken me if 1'd never
met Raymond. But on the other hand, | could have met someone worse instead of
better. | could have been dealing with physical or sexual abuse on top of mental and
emotional. Whatever the reason for Callum and me meeting later in life, | was
grateful to have him now.
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| stayed with Pasha for three days before she decided she was ready to come home.
During that time, | sat back and watched her during the early morning hours when she
thought | was asleep. Frequently, she'd sit out on the balcony and meditate or pray. |
wondered what was going through her head during those times. | didn’t ask, and she
didn't elaborate. | figured her talks with God were personal and something she
needed for herself.

While she prayed for herself, | prayed for her. | asked God to touch her, heal her
heart, and protect her mind. It’'s hell trying to leave past trauma behind. Some things
aren't easy to let go of, her son being one of them. When | told her I’d pay for the
costs of the funeral, | didn’t think twice about that. | thought about my parents and
how | wouldn’'t have had any peace if their bodies hadn’t been recovered after their
accident.

| couldn’t imagine not being able to give them a proper burial or being able to visit
them. While cemetery visits could be emotional, they gave me comfort. Sometimes,
sitting out there with my parents granted me peace. | knew they were watching over
Bella and me and were proud of what they saw. We'd lived up to everything they’'d
hoped and dreamed for us, or at least | hoped we had.

“All right, Mr. Ellis, thisisthe final total.”
Today was Thursday, and | was meeting with the advisor for the cemetery.

Y esterday, Pasha and | visited the funeral home to inquire about a small service. The
whole ordeal took a lot out of her, so | told her | would handle everything else. |



roped in Avyn to get flowers and their friends together. My friends would be here to
support her on Saturday as well. They were al on board to be there for her when |
told them what we were doing.

Whipping out the envelope with the cash Pasha had given me for the car, | paid for
the plot. | couldn’t think of a better way to return it to her. When | told Mr. Smart the
story, he was generous enough to knock a substantial amount off the price. He told
me that he would have just given it to us for freeif he could have. | appreciated that.

“Thank you, Mr. Smart. Y ou don’t know how much this means to my girlfriend.”

“1 can only imagine. | pray that this brings her the peace she' s looking for.”

“Thank you.”

| stood and shook his hand, then left the building. | climbed in my car and headed to
Pasha's. For some odd reason, traffic was backed up for at least a mile. When I'd
finally made it past al the hangups, | saw that there had been an accident. A car had
slammed into the back of an eighteen-wheeler. It was a mangled mess. The streets
were lined with fire trucks and police cars. The sight of the coroner van alerted me
that someone hadn’'t made it. | said asilent prayer as| drove past.

The ten-minute drive turned into at least forty-five. It was nearing twelve when |
made it to Pasha's. While she’d come home, she was still on a leave of absence from
work until the following week. Pulling into the parking lot, | grabbed a spot and
headed inside, up to her floor. Stepping off the elevator, | went to her door and lightly
knocked. She opened it afew seconds later.

“Hey, comeonin.”

She left the door open and hurried off. When | stepped in, she was at the stove



cooking. The small space smelled terrific. After hanging up my keys, | headed to
where she stood at the stove. Wrapping my arms around her waist, | kissed her
temple. Shetilted her head up and offered me her lips.

“l missed you,” she said softly.

“1 missed you too. What are you cooking?’

“Pepper steak and rice. Y ou hungry?’

“I’'m starving. | didn’t eat breakfast.”

“Well, it'salmost ready. | just need the sauce to thicken up alittle.”

She turned the eye down to smmer and covered the pot with a lid. Turning in my
arms, she wrapped her arms around my neck and hugged me tightly. Bending my
knees a little, | stooped to pick her up. With her legs around my waist, | turned and
placed her on the counter. She continued to hug me as | placed kisses on the side of
her face.

“Where' s your mental today?’ | asked, gliding my hands up and down her back.

“A seven.”

“That’ s better than yesterday.”

“1 had a good cry this morning. | journaled about it, and | felt a little better.” She
pulled back, looking at me with sad eyes. “How did everything go?’

“Everything is paid for and set for Saturday. How are you feeling about it?”



She sighed. “It’slong overdue. He' Il be with my parents, and that’s how | want it.”

“I"'m sure they are taking great care of him. He's probably the most spoiled little boy
running around the pearly gates.”

She smiled softly. “They would have spoiled him rotten, especially my father.”

| chuckled. “My parents would have loved Precious. Spoiled wouldn’t have been the
word.”

“Like you don’t spoil her?’

“I"'m guilty. She's the closest thing | have to a kid of my own. She can get whatever
she wants out of me, and she knows that.”

“The perks of being an uncle. My aunts and uncles were the same way when | was
growing up. Mama and Daddy may say no, but TiTi and Unc always came through.”

“Have you given more thought to this family reunion?’

She sighed. “I’'m gonna go. | logged into FlexSpace for the first time in years. We
have this group where they drop all the information, so | know where it will be.” She
smiled a little. “I went scrolling through my profile, and so many family members
have tagged me in old memories or written on my wall expressing how much they
missed me or my parents.”

“They never forgot about you. | think this will be good for you. A found family is
great, but blood will always feel different.”

“Are you regretting cutting off yours?’



| shook my head. “I did what was best for Bella and me. My father told me a long
time ago that there were snakes in my mother’s family. | learned that the hard way.
Nobody will ever get the chance to burn me once, let alone twice. I’ ve got my tribe,
and I’ ve got you.”

| leaned in and pecked her lips.

“I loveyou,” she whispered.

“Say that again.”

Shegiggled. “1 said, | love you, Mr. Ellis.”

“1 love you too, Ms. Brooks.”

She revealed that with her divorce, she decided to go back to her maiden name. She
said the decision gave her part of her identity back, a part of her that she’d lost along
time ago. | loved that for her.

Settled in the living room, Pasha and | enjoyed the food she made. It was so good that
| went back for a second helping. Then theitis kicked in. | found myself stretched out
on the couch between her legs with my head resting on her breasts. We' d started off

watching a movie before | drifted off to sleep. | wasn’t sure how long I'd been out,
but | was awakened by Pasha tapping me.

“Cdlum.... Calum!”

My eyes slowly opened, and | looked around. “What’s up?’

“Look!”



She pointed at the television. A news report about the accident I'd passed earlier was
on the screen.

“That’s him,” she whispered.

“Who?’

“Raymond.”

“Wait... You serious? | passed this on my way here earlier.”

| sat up, and so did she. Grabbing the remote, she turned up the volume.

“In other news, a horrific scene from the sight of a crash downtown. An accident took
place around nine thirty this morning, leaving one dead. Thirty-eight-year-old Dr.
Raymond Sinclair, a surgeon at Baptist Hospital, tragically lost his life when he
crashed head-on into the back of this eighteen-wheeler—”

Pasha swallowed hard. “... He's dead.”

| could tell she wasn’t sure how to feel about the news. He was horrible to her, but |
couldn’t picture her wishing death on him. She didn’t have that kind of hate in her
heart.

“Areyou okay?’ | asked, grabbing her hand.

“I'm... I'mfine. Just in shock.” She swallowed hard again. “Thisis crazy.”

13 It iS.”

She reached for the remote and turned off the television. “I don't even have words



right now. | mean... When | told him he’d reap what he’'d sown, | didn’'t mean this.
He' sreally dead.”

“What’ s going through your mind right now?”

She shrugged. “Isit bad that | don’t feel remorse?’

“Given what you'’ ve been through with him, no. | mean, it's sad he lost his life, but |
don’t think I’d be able to shed atear.”

“The only person | feel even the dightest bit of remorse for is the baby. She's the
innocent party in all of this, and now, she has to grow up without afather.” She shook
her head as she rested against me. | wrapped an arm around her, gently stroking her
arm.

“All you can do is say a prayer for her.”

“You'reright. God have mercy on her.”

We sat in silence for the longest time. | wasn't sure what was running through
Pasha's head, but the news was a lot to swallow. Their divorce was fresh, and now
the man who contributed to a lot of her pain was dead. | could only imagine that it
was a bittersweet feeling. On one hand, she couldn’t celebrate his death. On the other
hand, she had no reason to be sad that he was gone.
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Raymond’s untimely demise came as a shocker. | felt for his daughter, who had lost
her father, and his parents, who had lost their son. But | couldn’t find it in my heart to
feel any remorse for him. | also didn’t have the energy to focus on him at all. Today
was Saturday, the day of my baby’s funeral. All of my focus and energy had to pour
into that.

When | went to bed last night, | was unsure how | would feel in the morning. |
thought | would be overcome with emotion. | thought | would wake up in tears and
not even want to go to the ceremony. However, what | woke up with was peace.
There was comfort in knowing that my son was finally going to be laid to rest. There
was comfort in knowing | had a place to visit him with my parents.

| spent the night at Callum’s. The morning was a quiet one. | was sure he didn’t know
what to say to me, but he expressed his love in subtle ways. There were the forehead
kisses, the gentle hand squeezes, and light hugs from behind as | got ready. Currently,
| was in his bathroom, putting the finishing touches on my makeup.

When | finished, | closed my eyes and said a quick prayer. | asked God to continue to
give me the strength to make it through today. | was thankful for Callum and his
initiative in this process. The trip to the funeral home to inquire about an urn vault
took a lot out of me. When he volunteered to take over the rest of the planning, |
didn’t stop him. | needed him, and he unselfishly provided me with histime.

The funeral home had provided a beautiful powder-blue marble vault for my baby.
Inside, his remains would be safe from moisture or any disturbances in the ground



once he was laid to rest. As Dr. Thomas said, they offered me the service for free,
expressing their deepest sympathy for my loss.

Opening my eyes, | looked at myself in the mirror. It was time. After taking a deep
breath, | left the bathroom and walked into the bedroom. As | made my way into the
living room, | could hear voices. When | rounded the corner, | was surprised to see al
of Calum’s friends, Bella, Martin, and Precious, all dressed in black. When they
noticed me, everyone stood. Callum came to me and reached for my hands.

“1 hope you don’t mind, but they all wanted to support you.”

| looked around at everyone. | didn't mind them being here at all. Their support
touched my heart.

“Thank you,” | said softly.

Precious, Armani, CJ, and Evan approached me with flowers. | stooped down to take
them and hugged and kissed them on their cheeks.

“Thank you.”

They al kissed my cheek before returning to their parents. | made my rounds,
greeting and hugging everyone.

“Areyou ready?’ Callum asked.

| nodded. We al left the house and dispersed into our respective vehicles. Avyn and
the girls were meeting us at the cemetery. | settled into the soft |eather seat and closed
my eyes. For the duration of the fifteen-minute drive, | stayed like that. | just needed
amoment to myself to mentally prepare for what | was about to do.



Callum alerted me when we pulled up to the cemetery. He got out of the car and
walked around to my side to let me out. The funera home director was aready
waiting for us. | watched as he opened the trunk of his SUV and pulled out the vault
housing my son. My heart fluttered. Thiswill be the last time | ever got to hold him.

“l need aminute,” | said, looking up at Callum.

He nodded and let go of my hand. | made my way over to the director. He offered me
awarm and sympathetic smile.

“Good morning, Ms. Brooks. It’s an honor to be able to do thisfor you.”

“Thank you.” | hesitated for amoment. “Can | hold him?’

“Of course.”

He gently placed the vault into my hands. The moment | held it, | felt a heavy weight
in the pit of my stomach. Tears sprang forward to my eyes. Bending down, | pressed
akiss on top of the vault.

“I’m not ready to say goodbye to you, but | know thisis something | have to do. You
have your grandma and grandpa, and there's no need to be afraid. | know they’'re
gonna take good care of you. | know they’ll shower you with all the love | wish |
could’ve given you.... | need you to know that | love you and am sorry you couldn’t
be here. You can finally rest now.”

Again, | kissed the vault before placing it back into the director’s hands. Walking
back over to Callum, he received me with open arms. For a few moments, he held me

and gently rubbed my back.

“Areyou ready?’ he asked softly.



| nodded. He grabbed my hand, and all of us followed behind the director. As we
neared the plot where he would be buried, | noticed a group had gathered. Not only
had my girls shown up, but their families had shown up as well. All of them held
roses in their hands. Pastor Richards, who'd given my parents’ eulogy, stood in front
of the plot. My heart swelled once again. The love being shown today was
unmatched. When we came to a stop, Pastor Richards came to hug me.

“I’m so sorry for your loss, Pasha. | had no idea.”

“Thank you, Pastor.”

He kissed my cheek before reclaiming his spot. The funera director placed the vault
on the small table. Everyone grabbed a spot in the available seating. Once we were all
settled, Pastor Richards began. He spoke about God's love for us and the love we
should have for each other as his children. He talked about grief and how we couldn’t
allow it to consume us. Then he said something that made perfect sense.

“Grief isaform of love. It is the pent-up love you can no longer give or share; it is
the loss of the love you can no longer receive.”

That summed up exactly how | felt. It was devastating carrying around love for
someone who wasn’t here to receive it. Of course, there were ways to express that
love in other ways, but it would never feel as good as it would if that person were
physically here. | listened with an open heart and tried to soak up the words. | knew
I’d forever feel this pain, but if | could leave here feeling a little lighter today, that
meant progress.

When it came time to place the vault in the ground, | held my head high. | wouldn’t
cry at this moment because this was what 1'd wanted for my baby. Callum squeezed
my hand as he'd been doing every so often throughout the service. Pastor Richards
asked usto bow our heads as he led us in prayer.



“Lord, | ask for comfort in this young mother’s pain. Bring her an abundance of your
healing mercies. She may grieve because she cannot see him any longer, but we know
to be absent from the body is to be present with the Lord. We rejoice, knowing that
little Jordan feels no pain and bears no sickness. He is at peace with his Heavenly
Father. | ask that you cover Pasha in your love. Let her know that your grace and
mercy are everlasting. In Jesus name, we pray. Amen.”

“Amen.”

Everyone stood while | remained seated beside Callum, who held a protective arm
around me. One by one, they greeted me with love and condolences. Avyn’s parents
were the last to come to me. They had been like my second family practically my
whole life. Mrs. Timmons reached for me, pulling me into her arms. She embraced
me in a motherly hug. | hadn’t had one in so long, and to receive it from a woman
who had been like a second mother to me was overwhelming.

That was the moment | broke. My tears and cries came in full force. My knees felt
weak, but she held me up like only a mother could.

“It's okay, baby. I’ ve got you, and God' s got you.”
For the longest time, she held me, whispering prayers over me. Mr. Timmons gently
rubbed my back in a soothing manner. When | finally composed myself, hiswife held

me away from her.

“We love you, Pasha. We've aways loved you, and you will always have a family
with us.”

“Thank you,” | whispered.

“We have something for you,” Mr. Timmons said.



He stepped behind my parents' graves and stooped down. When he came back, in his
hand was a beautiful marble slab with my son’s name, sunrise, and sunset engraved
on it. There was aso a little teddy bear etched into it. Mr. Timmons was a mason.
The fact that he did this meant so much to me.

“Thisis... beautiful,” 1 whispered.

“We wanted you to have something to mark his burial plot,” he explained. “| wasn't
sure if you would get a headstone, and | know those things take time. So | got right to
work when Avyn told us about the service.”

“Thank you. Y ou don’t know how much this meansto me.”

He placed the slab in achair and pulled me into awarm hug.

“I'm so sorry, baby girl,” he stated. “I know you would have made an excellent
mother. Y ou had to parent my hellraiser throughout your friendship.”

That made me laugh alittle. “ She's not so bad.”

He pulled away and kissed my forehead. “Everybody is welcome to come to our
house for the repast. We' ve taken care of food and everything.”

“Thank you both. You didn’t have to do that.”

“No, baby.” He cupped my face. “Y ou should be around people who care about you
today. Your mother and father would have done the same if it were Avyn in your

shoes.

| nodded. “They would have. They loved her.”



“And we love you.” Mrs. Timmons gently rubbed my arm. “I'll let everyone know.
Y ou take as much time here as you need.”

“Yes, maam.”

They both hugged and kissed me once again before leaving me. | reclaimed my seat
next to Callum. | rested my head against his shoulder, and his arm immediately came
around me.

“Thank you for all you've done,” | said softly as | watched the digger fill the small
hole.

“Thereis no need to thank me. | love you. There' s nothing | wouldn’t do for you.” He
kissed my temple.

“Can we stay herefor alittle while?’

“Aslong as you need.”

| rested against him. We stayed until the last dirt was placed on the plot and smoothed
over. The director picked up the marble slab and put it on the grave. | stood and
walked in front of al three plots. Three-fourths of my heart was buried here. | would
never understand why it had to be them. I’d never understand why they had to go, and
| was left here to fend without them... but | was still here.

| had to live for them if | couldn’t live with them.
| still had life. | had love in abundance. | may have been bruised. | may have bent, but

| wasn't as broken as | once thought. The good Lord had kept me for a reason. It was
my time to make the most of thislife | had left.



More people than | expected were at the Timmons' home.

In addition to the family that came to the service, many of Avyn’'s aunts and cousins
were at the house preparing food before we arrived. They all greeted me with open
arms and warm hugs. | was taken care of from the moment | stepped into the house. |
couldn’t move unless someone were there to ensure | didn’t need anything.

“Everyoneis so nice,” Callum commented.

“They are. It's been like this since | met them. When my parents passed away,
Avyn’'s family was right there to help me grieve.” | looked around at al the people.
“Thisiswhat | miss. To be surrounded with unconditional love and support.”

“Well, you have a chance to have that back,” he stated, kissing my forehead.

“l have to get it back. You know what | realized while | was away? | needed to do
part of this journey on my own to prove to myself that | was strong enough. But just
like it takes a village to raise a child, it also takes a village to heal. | don’t want to be
broken, Callum. My grief and depression took over so much of my life. | don’t want
it to have that kind of power over me moving forward.”

“1 have faith in you, baby. Where you fall, I'll be right there to pick you up. You have
me for aslong as you want me.”

“l don’'t think | could ever not want you, Callum. Y ou’ve been a blessing since day
one. | don’t know if we were meant to cross paths, but I’m so grateful that you were
the one to rescue me that night. You are the best type of unexpected gift, and | love
you so much.”

| pulled his head to mine and kissed him passionately. It was a brief kiss because the
sound of someone clearing their throat interrupted us. We looked up to see Mr. and



Mrs. Timmons. They took a seat across from us.

“Pasha,... | don't believe you introduced us to your friend here,” Mrs. Timmons said
with asmile.

“Oh! I'm so sorry. Mr. and Mrs. Timmons, thisis Callum Ellis, my boyfriend.”

Calum extended his hand. “It’s very nice to meet you. We didn’t get a chance to be
formally introduced earlier.”

“It’s nice to meet you,” Mrs. Timmons said. “My daughter told me what you did for
Pasha. Thank you for being here for her.”

“No thanks are necessary.”

“l guess| don’t need to ask if he’'sgood to you,” Mr. Timmons said.

“He' svery good to me,” | confirmed with alight smile.

“Then he's okay with us.” The smile slowly faded from his face. “We, um... We
heard about Raymond. How are you handling that?’

“Honestly, it's sad that he lost his life, but | don't feel any type of way about it. It
might sound horrible to say, but | dealt with enough from that man. He made life so
much harder for me thislast year and a half. | can’t say I’'m sad he’s gone, but | can't
give any of my focus to that. I'll pray for his family, but I left al of him behind the
day | signed those divorce papers. He was dead to me long before now.”

Mrs. Timmons nodded. “Well... I'm glad you're okay in that department.” She
reached for my hand. “Again, I'm so sorry about the loss of your son. You held it
together gracefully today. It takes strength and courage to bury a child. No mother



should ever have to do that. I’ m so happy you finally got to lay him to rest.”

“Me too. He's right where he should be... next to his grandma and grandpa. | felt so
much peace this morning, knowing that they would be rightfully reunited. | couldn’t
have done this without Avyn and this beautiful man right here.”

| grabbed Callum’s hand and squeezed it. He blushed at me calling him beautiful, but
it was true. He was a beautiful soul inside and out. | would always stand on the fact
that God broke the mold when he created this man. | never expected to find love like
this.... Not this soon and maybe not ever. He was everything | could ever want, but
more than that, he was exactly what | needed, and to think | was afraid to let him
pursue me. He gave me the courage to love him with how he treated me.

| wasn't sure how long | would have him, but as long as he was mine, | would love
him fiercely, unselfishly, and with my entire heart.
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Two Months Later
| sat on the edge of her bed, watching Pasha get ready.

It was Saturday and the day of her family reunion. My baby was so nervous. I'd
convinced her to reach out before the event so she wouldn’t go in blind. It took some
persuasion, but | finally got her to agree to post in the group on FlexSpace. She was
transparent in telling them her story from beginning to end. In the message, she
detailed her struggles with her mental health, the demise of her marriage, as well as
her divorce and journey to starting over.

It was no surprise to me that they responded with love and support. Family, real
family, would never hold her response to grief against her. They showered her with
words of encouragement and condolences. Thelir response was a little overwhelming,
but it was precisely what she needed.

Since then, she'd seen a few of her cousins and two of her aunts. The smile on her
face when she returned from her lunch dates with them was beautiful. She was
glowing, and | loved that for her. | was glad at least one of us got to mend our
familial relationships.

“Do | look okay?’ she asked again.

“Baby... I'm gonna tell you the same thing | told you five outfits ago. You look
beautiful.”



She looked back at me. “You didn’'t have to do me like that.”

“You did it to yourself, woman.” | stood and stepped behind her in the mirror,
wrapping my arms around her. “Y ou are perfect and look perfect in whatever you put

on.

She looked up at me with a smirk. “You’re just saying that because you're ready to
go,” shejested.

“1 am ready to go because we have an hour and a half drive. But | also mean it. You
look amazing.”

She' d lost about twenty pounds in the last two months. She still had her thickness, but
it was more toned. She'd lost her stomach, but her breasts, hips, and ass all remained
the same. | wasn't mad at that. | loved her body before, and I still love it now. The
high-waisted shorts she wore stopped midthigh and showed off their thickness. The
crop top showed off a dliver of stomach flesh.

She completed the outfit with sneakers, a smple pair of studs, her mother’ s necklace,
and her father’s wristwatch, which 1'd since gotten repaired for her. Since it was a
little hot out, she pulled her curly mane into a sleek puffball. | loved that style on her.
It always presented the perfect, unobstructed opportunity to kiss her neck.

“| dolook cute, don't |7’ she asked.

| shook my head. Her confidence was growing, and | loved it. | loved that she was
beginning to see herself as the beautiful woman we all knew she was, inside and out.

“Come on, woman,” | said, patting her thigh. “You know | like to be on time.”

“And you know a Black event never starts on time. You're only on timeif you're late



to these things.”

| shook my head as | headed out of the bedroom area to the front door. A few seconds
later, she joined me. For a moment, | just admired her. She’d come such a long way.
She'd upped her therapy sessions for a while. She was journaling more. She'd be
active with her yoga, exercise, and meditation. | was so proud of her will to live and
be better.

“What?" she asked, looking up and catching me.

“What do you mean ‘what’? | can’t admire you?’

She smiled. “Of course, you can.” She stood on her toes and pressed her lips to mine.
“Comeon, let’sgo.”

“After you, my love.”

After stopping for gas, our total trip time ended up being two hours.

Thisyear, the family reunion was being held on ayacht. It wasn't asmall one either. |
was sure her family paid a pretty penny to rent this big baby out for the day. There
were three levels and a pool on board. Pasha told me we would be on the water all
day. | wouldn't object to that. The weather was beautiful, the perfect day to be

outside.

| climbed out of my truck and went to the passenger side to let her out. Hand in hand,
we walked toward the boat.

“Pashal” came aloud squeal from in front of us.

We looked up to see a young woman, probably Pasha's age, running toward us. She



damn near knocked her down as she ran into her arms for a hug. They were both
squealing and talking over each other. When they finally parted, the woman looked
up at me.

“Who' s this?’

“Journey, thisis my boyfriend, Callum. Callum, thisis my cousin, Journey.”

“Her once-favorite cousin,” Journey stressed, elbowing her. She extended her hand to
me. “It’s nice to meet you. You did good, girl. Where did you find him, and does he
have a brother?’

| chuckled. “It’s nice to meet you, Journey. Unfortunately, | don’t have a brother.”

“A friend?’

“None that are single.”

“Well, damn.” She shook her head and blew out a heavy breath. “Anyway! It's so
good to see you, Pasha. We've really missed you. Family reunions aren’t the same

without Uncle Solomon and Aunt Virginia cutting up on the dance floor.”

“Wait,” | interrupted. “So, your parents could dance, but all you have is your two-
step?”’

She playfully shoved me. “Don’'t come for my two-step! And, yes, my parents had
serious moves. They just didn’t pass their rhythm down to me.”

Journey laughed. “They sure didn’'t. But don’t worry. I’m gonna loosen her up a bit.
Wait until you see her hit this cupid shuffle.”



“Yall il play that? Pasha asked.

“Every year, boo.”

Journey linked her arm through Pasha' s and pulled her ahead as they continued to
chat. | trailed behind. | came for moral support, so | didn’t feel any type of way about
that. She was with her family, the people who loved her as much as | did. I’d never
stop her from enjoying this reunion with them.

As | boarded the boat, | was greeted with more squealing women. It was clear this
was a family thing amongst the women.

Pasha was swarmed with a mixture of younger and older women, all smothering her
with hugs and kisses. Her smile was bright and wide. | could feel the joy radiating
through her.

“Oh!” Journey exclaimed, looking back at me. She came over and grabbed my hand,

pulling me over to the group. “This handsome specimen is Pasha's boyfriend,
Callum.”

She began rattling off everybody’s names, and it was hard to keep up. At least ten
women surrounded us.

| smiled and extended my hand to each of them. “Good morning, ladies. It's very nice
to meet you al.”

They all smiled and said hello.

“Well, he is quite the looker,” said the woman | remembered as Aunty Trudy. “| see
you, niece. Y ou better hold on tight to this one.”



Pasha slipped her arms around my waist. “Trust me, | am. He's not going anywhere,
and neither am I.”

She tilted her head up, and | pressed my lips to hers. The women giggled and
whistled.

Aunt Trudy clapped her hands. “All right now, let’s get this party started. Callum, |
hope you can hang. Things might get alittle wild on this boat. We don’t know how to
act when we get together.”

| chuckled. “I’m ready for whatever, Ms. Trudy.”

“Don’'t say | didn’t warn you, handsome.”

She playfully winked at me. The group turned to walk ahead, with Pasha and me
trailing behind.

“l feel at home,” she said, looking over at me. “I needed that push to do this. | won't
say the words you’ ve banned me from saying, but you already know what | want to

Say.

I’d put her on a ban from saying thank you to me so much. | didn’t need thanks.
Anything | did for her was out of love or necessity, never for recognition. It was hard
for her, but she’ d been doing better by ssmply accepting it and moving on.

“Anytime, baby.”

“When we get back, | have something special for you.”

“Something specia ?’



“Mmm-hmm. Something lacy, black, and very sexy.”

“Three of my favorite words. I'll be patiently waiting.”

| was lying. | had the image in my head already. As soon as we hit the door, those
clothes were coming off.

Ms. Trudy wasn’'t lying when she said her family didn’t know how to act when they
got together. By the time | was introduced to everybody, most of them were already a
few drinks in, and it wasn't even noon. | wasn't mad, though. They were funny and
entertaining. She introduced me to her uncle Peter, and the man practically took me
under his wing. | knew he was good and tipsy when he started calling me “nephew”
and slapping my back as he talked to me.

He'd taken me around the men in the family, and, of course, they had a lot of
questions for me. | didn’t mind. Now that they were privy to Raymond’ s treatment of
Pasha, | understood the vetting process they put me through. Nobody was
disrespectful; they were ssimply concerned, and | respected that.

Around one, we settled in the dining area to eat lunch. There was a mouthwatering
buffet spread of everything you could think of. Pasha and | sat with Journey and a
few of her other cousins. The only sound that could be heard was smacking and
moaning at the taste of the food. Whoever prepared the meal did ahell of ajob.

“1"m not gonna be any good after this,” Pasha commented, rubbing her stomach.

Journey giggled. “Dancing is up next. You' Il work that off. Callum, can you dance?’

“l can. I’ve been trying to teach your cousin here a few moves. She's not so stiff
anymore.”



Pasha poked me in the ribs. “Y ou’ve been coming for me since before we left, you
know that?’

“It'sall love, baby.”

| leaned in and pecked her lips, causing her to smile.

“Y'al are just too cute,” Journey commented. “It's so good to see you smile again,
Pash. | can tell he makes you happy.”

She looked at me. “He makes me very happy. Y ou have no idea.”

“l seeit onyou, girl. You're glowing.”

She did have this glow about her. It was the glow of a woman who'd gone through
tragedy and was finally finding her happiness again. It was the most beautiful thing

I’d ever seen. Words couldn’t express how much | loved this for her,... how much |
loved her. Life was changing for her, and it was only up from here.
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Pasha
Today owed me absolutely nothing.

Spending time with my family was fun, refreshing, and so very needed. | thought
things would be awkward, but once Callum and | got there, it felt as natural asif 1I'd
been around all along. We quickly fell back into the flow of old relationships as
though no time had passed. The only thing missing was my parents. Much to my
surprise, there was a memoria service to honor the family members we'd lost over
the years. My parents and my son were both included.

That made me tear up alittle.

All in al, I had a great time. Journey was aready planning a cousins gathering. She
said she wanted to get drunk and act up without the watchful eyes of our elders. |
probably wouldn't get too drunk, but | told her to let me know the details, and |
would be there.

Callum and | arrived back at my apartment around midnight. The moment we stepped
inside, | began stripping out of my clothes. | wanted to give him a proper thank-you
for pushing me to go to this reunion. He eagerly followed the trail of clothes | left
behind on my way to the shower. As he undressed, | hopped in and turned on the
water to the perfect temperature for both of us. He always complained that | liked that
water set on hell, so | had to find a happy medium.

The shower door opened, and he stepped in behind me. | felt his eyes on me as |
lathered my body. His hands came to my waist, and he pulled me against him,



planting my ass against his hardness. | moaned softly as he cupped my breasts and
teased my nipples.

“We can skip the lingerie,” he whispered in my ear. “It will only be in my way. |
prefer you just like this.... Easy access.”

“Well then...” | turned around in his arms, pressing my front to his. “Allow me to
clean you up so | can get you dirty.”

He smirked as | grabbed his body wash and the second loofah to bathe him. Slowly, |
sensually cleansed every part of him, paying particular attention to his dick. He
looked at me lustfully as | stroked it.

“Pash...” He groaned as my grip tightened. “Don’t tease me, woman.”

“You want me?’ | asked, stroking faster.

“$0... fucking bad.”

“Then come and get me.”

| released him, then opened the shower door and stepped out. He still had to rinse off,
and it gave me just enough time to towel dry and head into my bedroom. By the time
| was climbing into bed, he stepped into the room, naked as when I’d left him in the

shower. He licked his lips as he approached where | lay waiting for him.

“What am | gonna do with your beautiful ass?’ he questioned, running a finger
between my breasts.

“1 can think of afew things.”



His lips crashed into mine as he climbed into bed and made himself comfortable
between my legs. | rolled him over onto his back and straddled him.

“That’s what we' re doing tonight?’ he smirked.

“Thisis exactly what we're doing.”

He pulled me close to him and kissed me again, this time slowly and sensualy. |
began to grind against him, causing his dick to harden beneath me. Within seconds,
he was at full attention. | was already so wet for him that his length was saturated
with my juices. As | kissed him, | reached between us and guided him into me.
Mutual moans of satisfaction passed between us as he sank into my walls.

| gasped as they expanded to accommodate him. “ Shit!”

| hovered slightly as | worked him in and out of my wetness. His hands gripped my
ass, spreading my cheeks apart to allow him to go deeper.

“You're so wet...” He mumbled, kissing the tops of my breasts.

“All for you, baby. Y ou see what you do to me?’

“Mmm... | fedl that shit.”

He gave my ass a hefty slap, causing me to gasp. His lips latched onto my nipples,
forcing whimpers from my throat.

“Ooooh, that feels so good!...”

| settled into a slow, sensual ride. My walls contracted around his length with every
rise and fall of my hips. Bending his knees, he thrust upward to meet me. With each



stroke, the tip of his glorious dick kissed my cervix.

“Calum...” | whispered. “Y ou feel so good, baby...”

“Takeit,” he commanded, thrusting harder. “Y ou can take it, can't you?”

“Yes... aaaah,... fuck!”

“You' re wetting me up, baby.”

“Ooooh... You're so deep!”

Gripping my cheeks, he pounded me from below. My ass clapped and slapped against
his thighs, creating arhythm all its own.

“Don’t stop! God, don’t stop!”

He flipped me over onto my back and draped my legs over his shoulders. Without
missing a beat, he continued thrusting, forcing me to take those glorious strokes.

“Oh God!” | cried out, pressing my head into the pillow.

My chest heaved as tears sprang from my eyes and fell down the sides of my face.

“Shit! Ooooh... I’'m gonna cum... I’'m gonna cum!”

He chuckled. “Y ou tapping out on me, love? Y ou said you could take it.”

“| cantakeit. | can—"

He began thrusting wildly into me, stroking my G-spot as he did. My body was



riddled with pleasure. | felt him in my stomach. | felt him in the curling of my toes.
When he hit that one spot, | cried out so loud that | knew Kelli heard me through the
walls. At that point, | was done for. | felt my orgasm building, and when he gave the
final death stroke, | released awaterfall, drenching his stomach. That didn’t stop him.
He continued to stroke me through my orgasm until his collided with mine. His seed
shot deep inside of me as his body stiffened on top of mine.

“Fuck!”

A deep, guttural growl emitted from his throat before his body relaxed. He looked
down at me. Grabbing his face, | pulled him into the sexiest kiss while his manhood
throbbed inside me.

“I loveyou,” | whispered to him.

“1 love you too.”

Callum and | lay intertwined in my covers two rounds later, with my arm and leg
tossed over him. He gently stroked my back as | rested my head on his chest.

“1 never want thisto end,” | said softly, looking up at him. “Being with you, | mean.”
“It never has to end,” he said, meeting my gaze. “As long as you want me, I'll be
here, no ifs, ands, or buts about it. | want you forever, Pasha. It doesn’'t have to be
right now; it doesn’t even have to be within the next year, but one day, you will be
my wife and the mother of my children.”

| sat up and looked at him. “What if... What if | can’t give you children?’

“l have faith that when the time is right, the good Lord will bless your womb and
cover you to carry my child. Even if that isn’'t the case, there is more than one way to



become a parent. No matter how it happens, you and | will raise a beautiful family
together. We'll have a beautiful life together, filled with so much love and happiness.
Can you see that, baby?’

| nodded. | could see it, but more than that, | wanted it. | had enough heartbreak and
was ready for my happy ending. Maybe it wouldn't be painted the way | envisioned,
but as long as | ended up happy, | would take that. | believed | could have endless
happy endings and beautiful beginnings with this man. He'd proven that real love
existed.

Love that was rooted in mutual respect.

L ove that was patient and kind.

Love that wasn't prideful.

Love that was, above all e se, unconditional.
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Calum
“Pasha LeAnn Brooks.”
“That’smy best friend!” Avyn screamed.
“Go, Pash!” That was Blake.
“That’smy girl!” That was Tia.
“Go, Auntie P!” Of course, that was Precious.
We were rolling deep today. Not only were both of our friends in attendance but so
were many of Pasha's family members. We were in the auditorium of South Tech.
Today, my baby was graduating with her certificate in phlebotomy. She'd completed
her coursework. She’d done her internship and passed her boards. Today, she was
walking across the stage as a certified phlebotomy tech, and in two weeks, she’'d be
starting her first official job at an oncology center.
We'd braved long study sessions and sleepless nights. We'd braved the stress of
school, work, and maintaining our relationship with each other, family, and friends. It
wasn't an easy journey for her. At times, she wanted to give up, but we were all right

there to give her that extra push she needed. Now, here she was.

My heart swelled with pride as our eyes connected in the crowd. She smiled and blew



me a kiss, which | didn’t hesitate to return. | snapped as many pictures as possible of
her receiving her certificate before returning to her seat. Anxiously, we sat through
the remainder of the program. Pasha wasted no time finding us when it was over. |
spotted her coming toward us and quickly made my way through the crowd to her.
When | reached her, | scooped her up in my arms and spun her around.

“1’m so proud of you, baby,” | said, kissing al over her face.

“Thank you. You know, this certificate is just as much yours as it is mine. You
pushed me when | needed it most. | couldn't have done this without you.” She
pressed her lipsto mine. “Oh!”

| took a step back. “What’swrong.”

She unzipped her robe and placed my hand on her slowly protruding stomach. | felt a
slight movement, and a smile spread across my face.

“She’s moving...”

“She was so active throughout the entire program. | guess she wanted me to know she
was proud of me too.”

We were currently twenty weeks pregnant with a healthy baby girl. It came as a
shock when we first found out Pasha was expecting. She cried. She said she wasn’t
ready. She was terrified of losing another child. But as her belly began to grow, she
fell in love. She forced the feelings of fear and doubt away and embraced the blessing
growing inside her. We were having a baby, and we couldn’t be any more excited
about that.

“Congratulations, Mommy,” | said, pecking her lips.



“Thank you, Daddy.”

We shared a passionate kiss right in the middle of the hustle and bustle of the crowd.
It wasn't until our families made their way over that our lips parted.

“All right now,” Bellasaid, smirking. “That’s how we got this one. Hey, TiTi’s sugar
piel” She stooped to kiss Pasha s belly before pulling her into a hug. “1’ m so proud of
you!”

“Thank you.”

Everybody else made their rounds, hugging, kissing, and congratulating my baby. |
gripped the box in my pocket, waiting for the moment they were all done. I’d been
waiting so long to ask her this question, and | prayed she was ready to say yes. She'd
been a free woman for less than a year, but | knew in my heart that she was meant to
be mine. | couldn’t let another moment pass without asking her officially to do so.
“Baby?’ | said softly.

She turned to me, studying my face. “Is everything okay?’

| smiled. “Everything is perfect. | wanted to ask you something.”

Pulling the ring from my pocket, | dropped down on one knee. Her eyes widened, and
her hand flew to her chest.

“Calum...”

| took her free hand in mine.

“Pasha LeAnn Brooks.... | love you. | think | was destined to love you from the



moment | laid eyes on you. You are the embodiment of strength, resilience, and
perseverance. Life took so much from you, yet you are still here, standing tall. I've
watched you overcome every obstacle and jump over every hurdle. When people
tried to count you out, you made a liar out of them. I’'m so, so proud of the woman
you've become and so in love with the woman and mother you will be. | know it
hasn’t been long, but, baby, | can’t see me being with anybody but you. | love you
with all my heart and soul. If you do me the honor of becoming my wife, | promise to
spend the rest of my life making you and our daughter as happy as possible. Will you
marry me, Pasha?’

| opened the ring box and presented her with the three-carat, princess-cut diamond
ring. Again, her eyes widened. She looked around at our family and friends, who
eagerly nodded. A crowd of spectators watched in adoration.

“Yes,...” shewhispered, nodding. “Yes.”

| slipped the ring from the box and onto her finger. The moment | stood, she threw
herself into my arms and crashed her lips into mine. Cheers and claps erupted around
us. When she pulled away, she playfully slapped my chest.

| chuckled. “What was that for?”

“You couldn’'t let me make it through the day before you made me mess up my
makeup!”

| laughed out loud as | pulled her in close and whispered in her ear. “By the end of
the night, it was going to be ruined anyway.”

“All right, nasty!” Avyn said with her bionic ears.

We shared a laugh. Pasha and | shared yet another kiss. “How about we go grab



something to eat? I’ m sure both of my babies are hungry.”

She smiled. “Y ou read our mind.”

Hand in hand, we left the building with our family in tow. This was the end of yet
another journey, but the beginning of something beautiful.



Page 37

Source Creation Date: July 22, 2025, 2:23 am

Pasha
Five Months Later
Mikalya Jordan Ellis.

My beautiful baby girl came into the world screaming at eight pounds, seven ounces.
She was named after her father and her big brother. The moment the doctor placed
her in my arms was the second time | knew real, unconditional love. The chubby,
brown-eyed baby with a headful of jet-black curls was the spitting image of her
daddy.

| would have laughed if someone had told me a year and a half ago that | would be
where | am today. I’d come out of a bad marriage. | was drowning in grief and
depression. | had nothing to live for. Then God sent me an angel named Callum. He
healed my broken heart. He restored my belief in love and gave me the courage to
love again after being so broken.

It had been a long road. The work 1'd done on myself was far from over. | was still
seeing Dr. Thomas, though I'd dropped my visits down to once every other week. |
still journaled every morning. | still meditated and did yoga. | found that both brought
me peace and tranquility. Callum had even taken to practicing with me; strangely
enough, it brought us closer as a couple.

| was active in my healing journey. | had the love of my friends and family. | was a
mother, and my angel was now my husband. Callum and | got married at a small
ceremony a month after he proposed. There was no need to wait. | knew | wanted to



be with him, and he’d proven time and time again that he wanted to be with me too.
The love we shared was beautiful and healing all on its own. How lucky was | to be
able to call him my husband?

| looked at him, pacing the room as he held our daughter. My heart swelled with
pride.

“She’'s so perfect,” he said in utter amazement. “| can’t believe we made her.”

| smiled. “You’ re going to spoil her.”

“Damn right, | am.” He grinned as he fingered her curls. “Daddy’s baby can have
whatever she wants. Ain't that right, princess?’

He walked over and placed her in my arms. | looked down at her with those big,
bright eyes. | was surprised she was awake. Then again, as much as Callum had
talked to her in the womb, she was probably trying to look at him like, “There's that
motormouth.”

“Hi, Princess,” | said softly, fingering her chubby cheek. “You are a miracle, you
know that? You're named after two of the greatest loves of my life, and you will be
nothing but great.”

| kissed her forehead. “God,... | never know how strong this love could be so soon.”

With my son, | had to bottle up al the love | wanted to give him that | never could.
Mikayla was my blessing, my rainbow baby. This was my chance to shower her with
every ounce of love, attention, and affection she so rightfully deserved. | would pour
into her. | would honor and protect her. She would know love because of her father
and me. She would be respected. She would be celebrated because life was a gift.
Every day we got to live was a day we would never have again.



“Who couldn’t love this face?’ Callum asked, sliding into the hospital bed with me.
“You only say that because she looks just like you,” | jested.

He grinned. “Well, you love my face.”

“1 love everything about you, Mr. Ellis.”

“And | love everything about you, Mrs. Ellis.” He looked down at Mikayla. “1 guess
we better soak up as much of her as possible. Everybody is on the way to meet her.
Y ou've got quite the family, MJ.”

“Quite the family, indeed.”

If 1I"'ve learned nothing else, I’'ve learned that love and family are two of the most
important things anyone could possess. | thought | lost both of those things when |
lost my parents and my son. Life and time have given me both back tenfold. My

daughter had an amazing biological family and an equally amazing extended family.
She was surrounded by love. She was the embodiment of the courage to love.

The End



