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      Hey, book bae!

      

      “Due for Love” was a total pleasure project. I was on the road from Memphis to Louisiana and the idea just randomly came to me. Not wanting to wait until I got back home to my computer, I typed it on my phone! In six hours, I’d written this super random 8,000-word novelette.

      

      My hand and wrist were killing me afterwards, lol, but I absolutely fell in love with the uniqueness of this story. It is a love story, but it’s definitely not a romance. It’s not the typical story you’d expect to get from B. Love or Shenaé Hailey. If that’s what you’re looking for, the traditional story, please do not read this one. If you do not like shorter stories or ones that don’t show the beginning, middle, and end of a couple’s journey, please do not read this novelette. It does NOT end in marriage and babies, so if that’s what you’re looking for, please do not read this novelette.

      

      Still want to take this ride with Serenity and Jamere? Swipe on! Thanks for reading.

      

      Write for you again soon,
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        Because sometimes, love is not enough.

      

      

      

      “Are you okay?”

      Serenity looked up and into the eyes of Sapna. Sapna had been given the daunting task of perfecting Serenity’s eyebrows before her wedding. This couldn’t be just a typical threading. No. Her eyebrows had to be just as perfect as every other part of her face, body, and wedding attire.

      With an assuring smile, Serenity nodded. “Yes, I’m fine.”

      Sapna turned to the left slightly and grabbed the small, black handheld mirror. She handed it to Serenity, then cupped her hands together in the center of her as she waited for her approval. Serenity looked her brows over as intently as she could, not wanting one hair to be missed or out of place.

      “This is perfect, Sop. Thank you.”

      Sapna smiled as she took the mirror from Serenity. Just about everyone in the spa had had a hand in helping Serenity prepare for her special day. From waxing and facials to nails and now her eyebrows. The ladies at Envy Spa made sure to leave no stone unturned. After Sapna led Serenity to the front counter so she could pay, she gave Serenity a small gift bag and told her not to open it until the first night of her honeymoon.

      Serenity spoke one final thanks before heading to the door to exit, stopping at the sound of her name being called. The first time she heard it she continued to walk, because there hadn’t been anyone in the spa that she recognized. But when she heard it a second time… the voice was all too familiar. Shoulders stiff, Serenity turned slowly towards the sound of the voice.

      Haisley.

      Jamere’s ex-wife.

      One of the mothers of his children.

      The thorn in their relationship that just wouldn’t let up.

      Although Serenity had grown close to her soon to be step-children, she loathed one of the women that had given birth to them. Haisley thrived on reactions. She was a scandalous woman who fed her insecurities by wreaking havoc in the lives of others. For the past year and a half, Haisley had tried her hardest to come between Jamere and Serenity.

      Haisley was Jamere’s second wife and first mother of his children. While Serenity understood them having children together tied them to each other for life, she sure as hell wished they could have had a more peaceful arrangement. Serenity hadn’t spoken to Haisley since the engagement, but that didn’t stop her from constantly running her mouth to everyone who would listen and giving Jamere hell every time he got their children.

      Now, on the outside looking in, Serenity appeared to have won. She was the one wearing Jamere’s ring. She was the one he promised to love, honor, and protect. It was Serenity who had packed up all of her belongings and quit her job to move to Virginia and start a new life with Jamere.

      But behind closed doors, things weren’t as easy and perfect as the doting couple made it out to be.

      Serenity already struggled with feeling as if she came second to quite a few things in Jamere’s life, career and children included. Off the promises of his word, she believed the priority and role she had in his life would change when she became his wife.

      If she became his wife.

      Between the drama of his bitter baby mamas and ex-wife, Serenity wasn’t one hundred percent sure if these were things she wanted to deal with for the rest of her life.

      Something had to change.

      “Yea?” Serenity replied, feet sluggishly leading her over to Haisley.

      In true Haisley fashion, she waited until Serenity was standing over her to speak.

      “I heard you’re engaged to Jamere.” All that got was a blank expression out of Serenity because she knew good and damn well what was going on between her and Jamere. Why, Serenity had been the topic of multiple arguments between the two. Haisley even swore Serenity was the reason she wanted Jamere to come to her home to spend time with their children because she didn’t trust Serenity around them, but Serenity wasn’t stupid.

      She knew that was an attempt to have the family unit that Haisley was desperately trying to hold on to. That was one thing she could applaud Jamere on, though. Although he entertained Haisley’s antics more than Serenity would have liked, he never did anything with her or any other woman to cause her to worry about his fidelity. “Are you engaged to Jamere?”

      “You know I am.”

      Haisley chuckled as she sat up in the reclining chair. Her face was covered with a sheet mask, but her lips and lingering smile were free.

      “Tell him to get divorced first.” Haisley’s smile spread, showing off her teeth.

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “It means we’re still married. Tell him to get divorced before he tries to marry someone else.”

      “You’re lying.” Serenity’s grip on her purse tightened. That was the only thing she could think of to keep her from wrapping her hand around Haisley’s neck. “He showed me the divorce papers.”

      “I’m sure he did, but I never signed that final paper. Jamere filed for divorce, but it was never finalized. He still belongs to me.”

      “That can’t be true.” Serenity’s purse slipped from her hand. “He showed me the divorce papers,” she repeated, trying to convince herself that the past eighteen months with Jamere hadn’t been a lie.

      “It’s levels to this shit honey. After our final hearing, there were three other forms that needed to be signed. Jamere signed them but I didn’t, and until I do… we’re still married.”

      Serenity’s hands went to her temples as her ears began to ring. Did Jamere know? He couldn’t have known. They had divorced three years ago, or at least that’s what he thought. What he’d told her. Her eyes lowered into thin slits as she looked Haisley over. It seemed like there was some type of issue with Haisley or another woman every time Serenity turned around.

      No more.

      Before Serenity could stop herself, she was connecting her fist with Haisley’s face.

      “You let me fall in love with him and you knew he was still married?” she yelled, her voice being the only thing loud enough in the spa to drown out the connection of her fist with Haisley’s face.

      Before she could hit her a fourth time, several sets of arms were wrapping around her and pulling her away. As Serenity yelled to be free, she had become the complete opposite of her name.

      Serenity was led to her car, and Sapna opened the door for her. She helped her get inside, putting her key in the ignition and her purse in the front seat in the process. For a while, they sat there in silence. It wasn’t until Sapna started humming that Serenity was reminded of her presence.

      “I’m so sorry, Sop. I don’t know what came over me.”

      Sapna’s signature smile covered her face. “It’s okay. How do you feel?”

      Serenity sat back in her seat, not sure of how she felt. As angry as she was with Haisley, there was still the matter of Jamere. If she would give him time to get his situation together or take this as a sign that she needed to get out before it was too late.

      “I don’t know how I feel, Sapna, but I’m going to figure it out soon.”
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        * * *

      

      Jamere paced back and forth. His eyebrows were pushed together. Eyes empty. Bottom lip constantly being pulled into his mouth as he chewed it. Every so often he’d mumble something under his breath before shaking his head in disagreement.

      Serenity looked at the time on the Rolex adorning her left wrist. It was the gift he’d given her for her twenty-ninth birthday, and a sign of his wealth and why women like Haisley couldn’t bear the thought of him leaving their lives.

      “Jamere,” Serenity called quietly, wanting to get this conversation over with. They were supposed to get married in two days, and at this point, Serenity didn’t know if she could stomach being around him for another five minutes. True, this wasn’t his fault, but it was yet another disruption of the peace she’d worked so hard to conceive and maintain.

      Looking at her, Jamere’s face covered with relief. He took the necessary steps to close the space between them then kneeled before her.

      “I didn’t know, Serenity. You have to believe me.” Serenity nodded as she cupped his cheek. “I should have checked with my lawyer, but I didn’t think she would do something like this, and even if she did I assumed my lawyer would call me if there were any issues. The last time I talked to him, he told me everything was good to go on my end and once she signed those papers I would be a free man. He didn’t give a fuck after that last payment cleared, but this is still on me because I should have made sure everything was everything.” Jamere took her hands into his. “All I need is a day to get this taken care of, baby. It won’t take any more than that.”

      Normally, Serenity would have been okay with anything Jamere said… even when she wasn’t. But this time… this time was different. This time she was tired. Tired of coming second. Tired of having to prove her place. Her value. Tired of wondering if he truly understood her worth. Tired of love being filled with so much hurt. And pain. And disappointment. And rejection. And angst. And waiting…

      Waiting to come first.

      Waiting to be seen.

      Waiting to be heard.

      No more.

      “I…” She paused, needing more bass and volume in her voice. “It’s too much, Jamere.” He stood and began to pace. “It’s always one thing after another, and… and I can’t help but wonder if these are signs that…”

      “Signs that what, Serenity?” He was back in front of her now, grabbing her shoulders and using them to lift her from her seat. “That we shouldn’t be together?”

      Her words escaped her as she stared into his eyes. All she could do was nod.

      “It’s just too much,” Serenity repeated, heart breaking over the shared truth. “I don’t want to spend the rest of my life like this. Love… it shouldn’t be this stacked. This layered with drama and issues and problems, babe. You can’t tell me this is normal to you.”

      “It is. It’s normal to me.”

      “Well it’s not normal to me. It’s not how I thought my life and marriage would be.”

      Serenity pulled the eighteen-karat diamond ring from her finger. She tucked it into her tightly clasped fist as she took a step away from Jamere.

      “I think we need to take a break, Jamere.”

      His head shook rapidly as he pinched the bridge of his nose. “All gas, baby. No breaks. You know I don’t believe in those.”

      Serenity chuckled as her grip on the ring loosened. “I know, and that’s why you’re in this situation now. You jump from one relationship to the next without taking the time to focus on and work on yourself. Leaving children and broken hearts and pieces of you within every woman you come into contact with that’s just as scarred as you, but I don’t want that for me, Jamere. I deserve better, and I’m just not sure if you’re capable of giving that to me. I thought I could be the woman to make you happy and change you, but that change has to come from within yourself.”

      It was as if her words went in one ear and out of the other, because all Jamere said was, “But I love you.”

      Serenity released a long breath as she lifted her hand in an attempt to give him the ring back. “But sometimes, love isn’t enough.”

      “Okay.” His hands went into prayer position over his mouth before he spoke again. “What about this? What about you give me 24 hours to show you that love is enough?”

      “Jamere, no.”

      She stuffed the ring into his chest, but he still wouldn’t take it. Instead, he covered her hand with his and kept it at his chest.

      “Give me 24 hours to show you that love is enough, and that it’s the perfect foundation for everything else that you need. Everything else that you can receive from me. If you don’t feel like it is we’ll cancel the wedding, but if I can prove that to you, you’ll marry me and leave Memphis like we planned.”

      There was no part of Serenity’s mind that told her agreeing was a good idea, but her heart had a mind of its own. A mind that told her to do whatever she could to hold on to a man like Jamere. One who was handsome, well educated, and bringing in a quarter of a mil a year. A mind that told her that Jamere was the best she could do, and since she was knocking on the door of thirty, she’d better answer. A mind that told her that even though it wasn’t perfect, Jamere loved her the best way he knew how.

      “Please, Serenity. I know this isn’t how you saw your life. I know you wanted your first marriage to be your only marriage and that you wanted you and your husband to have your children together, but just because our love isn’t the fairytale you pictured doesn’t mean it’s not real. This is my reality, baby, but I promise you I can give you what you need. You won’t have to worry about Haisley or any other woman. The moment you become my wife, things will change.”

      But they wouldn’t.

      Because as long as he had children to raise and ex-wives to pay… things would always remain the same. But that didn’t stop Serenity from saying, “Okay,” as low as she could, so her mind wouldn’t hear her.

      Jamere’s shoulders dropped. Head flung back. Mouth opened before it formed a smile. He pulled her into his arms and squeezed her tightly as tears filled her eyes.

      “You won’t regret this, I promise. When you see me, pretend as if you don’t know me. We will roleplay and act as if this is our first time meeting all over again. Because we need this moment of vulnerability and transparency. You won’t regret this, Serenity, I promise.”

      Serenity nodded as she held him tighter, fearing she’d break the moment he released her.
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        Because sometimes, love is all you have.

      

      

      

      Serenity caught the tear before it could slide down her cheek. Six hours had passed since she’d agreed to become strangers all over again with Jamere. In that moment, it seemed like the perfect goodbye. As time passed, she became conflicted. Could she possibly end things when it was over after he’d shown this effort?

      “Five more,” Serenity requested, pushing the last empty shot glass towards the bartender.

      He eyed her skeptically before lining five more glasses up and filling them with tequila.

      “You have anyone I can call for you when you’re done?” He asked, wiping up the spilled liquor that hadn’t made it into the glass.

      Serenity shook her head as she pulled one of the glasses toward her.

      “No, I don’t need…”

      The door of the bar opened, right at 8:00 p.m. like Jamere said it would. Her eyes shifted, anxious to see who was coming inside. His left foot entered the bar first, and as soon as it did her pussy leaped.

      He was fine.

      The kind of fine that snuck up on you. His looks may not have been the first thing you noticed about him, but it would for sure be the last thing you locked permanently into your memory. Golden brown skin was covered in a cream linen shorts suit. His stomach was flat, guiding her up to his curly haired chest that was exposed by the first three buttons of his shirt being unbuttoned.

      Just as on his chest, the hair on his head was curly as well. And thick. Jet black in color. So was his beard.

      His upturned eyes landed on her, and as he took her in, the left side of his mouth lifted into a smile. Slowly, he sauntered over to her, making her heart quicken with each step he took. Not wanting to make her ogling obvious, Serenity turned in her seat, knocking the shot back in the process.

      He stood next to her, taking his time getting into the empty bar stool to her right. Before he did, he looked at her once more as his smile widened.

      “I’ll have a Hennessy and Coke and put whatever she’s having on my tab as well,” he ordered and offered, to which Serenity shook her head immediately.

      “Oh no. That’s not necessary. I’ve been here for quite a while and I’m sure I’ve racked up a nice bill.”

      “That’s fine,” was all he said, but he continued to look into her eyes.

      But she wanted him to say more.

      She wanted to hear that voice again.

      That deep, low rumble that made the hairs on her neck stand up.

      “What’s your name, beautiful?” He continued finally, nodding his thanks as the bartender placed his drink in front of him.

      “Serenity. Serenity Pearson. You are?”

      “Keith Stone.” Keith extended his hand in her direction, and the moment she placed hers inside he pulled her closer, kissing both of her cheeks. “Pleasure to meet you, Serenity.”

      “You as well, but I… I shouldn’t be here.”

      Serenity jumped down from her seat, but before she could walk away Keith’s arm was wrapping around her stomach and keeping her in place.

      “I just got here. Why are you leaving so soon?”

      Even with him sitting down, he still had to lower his eyes to look at her. Was he that tall, or was she that short? Probably a mixture of both since she was only five-foot-one.

      “Because I shouldn’t even be here.”

      “Why not? Sit down and tell me about it.” Serenity looked from Keith to the bartender. “I’m a total stranger in a bar that you’ll probably never see again. What harm could it do?”

      Keith smirked before taking a sip of his drink. Returning to her seat, Serenity worked up the nerve to spill her guts to Keith. She started from the beginning, telling him about how her and Jamere met close to two years ago. For about two months they dated as friends before making things official. When they did make things official, the pair became inseparable.

      In the beginning… it was perfect.

      As it usually always is.

      On their one-year anniversary, Jamere proposed, and the title of fiancée brought on more drama than Serenity was prepared for.

      Still, she stuck it out, because there was always something with every relationship, right?

      For the past six months she’d prepared for what was supposed to be the wedding of her dreams. But the closer it got to I Do Day, the less peace she felt. It didn’t matter how much Serenity tried to drown her doubts out as cold feet they screamed louder. And louder. And louder.

      “So I called things off,” Serenity continued, massaging her empty ring finger. “I’m single for the next 24 hours, then I have to decide if this is what I want or not.” She smiled as she looked over at Keith who was listening intently. “It’s stupid. He had the idea to meet as strangers and act like we don’t know each other. For some reason he thinks that will help me see that love is all we need.”

      “I think that’s a good idea.”

      Serenity rolled her eyes and chuckled. “Of course you do.”

      “You don’t?”

      She shrugged and tapped the shot glass as she thought it through. “I do. I just don’t know if it’s too late. Like, I feel like I’m due for love at this point in my life, and I don’t want to be with a man that can’t give it to me because he has so many other obligations and responsibilities.”

      Keith nodded but remained quiet longer than she expected him to. It wasn’t until he’d finished his drink and she’d taken another shot that Keith decided to speak.

      “Let’s make this interesting. How about you spend an entire 24 hours with a man that’s capable of giving you his undivided attention and whatever else you want and need, then you’ll be able to see if what you have with him is worth it or if you need to let it go.”

      Men and their propositions.

      There was no need for Serenity to even consider his request.

      Just showing up at the bar was more than what she felt she should have been doing.

      There was no way she could go along with any of this any longer.

      “Tonight, we can go over the facts about each other. I don’t think things will get physical, but we can cover sexual health as well. I’ll send you a copy of my license and you can take a picture of my tags before we leave out.”

      “Why? What do you get out of this?”

      The confident expression that Keith had been wearing faded away.

      “Because I’ve been that man that let other things come in the way of love, and maybe I need to experience this myself to learn to value it if I ever have the chance to love again.”

      He seemed sincere enough, and for some reason, her heart urged her to agree. So she did. And they exchanged facts as he said they would. They also made plans for Keith to pick her up at sunrise, and although Serenity had no idea how their 24 hours would end, she most definitely couldn’t wait for it to begin.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Because sometimes, love is all you want.

      

      

      

      Keith was at Serenity’s hotel room a few minutes before the sun rose. Going to sleep and waking up there was another bitter reminder of the reality of her situation. She’d not only quit her well paying job at FedEx, but she’d also gotten out of the lease for her condo on the river. Because after tomorrow, she was supposed to be starting the rest of her life with Jamere in Virginia, now she had no idea where she’d live, work, or do anything else for that matter.

      Before heading out, Serenity looked herself over in the mirror once more. She was dressed down as Keith told her to in a pair of camouflage leggings and a matching crop top. Her jet black lemonade braids were freshly done, baby hair lying flat. Opting out of wearing earrings, Serenity grabbed her gold chain from the bathroom counter and put it on.

      She’d put just a touch of makeup onto her honey brown skin. No cream foundation, just concealer on two stubborn acne scars that didn’t want to leave topped with powder and setting spray. She did give herself a glow with a touch of highlighter on her brows, nose, and cupids bow. A touch of blush and pink lip gloss completed her simple look.

      Staring into her almond shaped eyes briefly, Serenity considered calling this whole thing off, but when Keith knocked again she inhaled a deep breath and left the bathroom.

      As soon as she opened the door, Keith was taking her into his arms for a much needed hug. “Good morning, beautiful,” he greeted before kissing her ear.

      Her grip around him tightened as she purred, “Good morning, handsome.”

      Keith released her and looked down at the bag by her foot. “Did you pack everything I told you to?” He picked it up with one hand and took her hand into the other.

      “I did. Are you still not telling me what all you have planned for today?”

      “Well, I can’t really say. I’m more so going to go with the flow. I wanted you to bring a few different types of outfits just to be sure you’d be comfortable no matter what we decided to do.”

      That made sense, so Serenity rocked with it.

      They walked outside to Keith’s BMW. He opened the door for her then put her bag in the trunk. Their first stop was breakfast, and per Serenity’s request they went to Waffle House. Keith ordered the All-Star Special while Serenity chose cinnamon raisin toast, cheesy grits, and sausage. While she never finished a whole one, Serenity got a waffle as well.

      “Let’s unravel you,” Keith suggested after they’d placed their orders.

      “What would you like to know?”

      “The things that really matter. What you want and need out of life and your partner. How you want to spend the rest of your days. What your hobbies, dreams, and goals are. What you like and can’t stand.”

      Serenity went down the list, answering his questions one by one. She wanted what she assumed everyone wanted out of life - happiness, success, genuine people in her life. She needed peace, and love, and a legacy to leave behind for her future children and grandchildren. As far as her relationships were concerned, Serenity wanted love, honesty, communication, romance, loyalty, fidelity. A true partner in life. One who was her counterpart.

      “Do you think…” Keith paused and looked toward the sky. “What’s his name?”

      Serenity smiled as she lifted her glass of orange juice to her lips. “Jamere,” she replied before taking a sip.

      “Right Jamere. Do you think he’s your counterpart?”

      Her smile fell slightly. This was about truth, and vulnerability, and transparency, right?

      “I did. Sometimes I don’t know anymore. I thought if he was and I was his rib that I would fit him, but it doesn’t seem like I do. I’m nothing like his exes, and I’ve never been the insecure type, but sometimes I wonder if he even really loves me for me and is attracted to me.”

      Keith sat back in his seat and scratched the side of his nose. “For me personally, if I had a type, and all of those relationships failed, I would go after what the opposite of that type was in hopes that it would work. Maybe his type has been wrong for him, and he finally got it right with you.”

      Serenity nodded but didn’t say anything. Silence found them until the food came, then Keith answered the questions and reminded her of the others. She shared with him what her hobbies, dreams, and goals were. How she loved planning parties of any kind and always dreamed of owning her own event planning business. If she could spend the rest of her days making the dream parties of others come to fruition she would have been satisfied.

      “Then your goal should be to open that business up now that you have some free time, right?”

      Keith said it… as if it was that simple. Truth of the matter was…

      “That thought never really crossed my mind. I had my mind set on being a housewife and bonus mom. Now that I’m not sure…” Serenity licked her lips and sighed. “I’m not sure what I’m going to do at this point.”

      “I’ll share with you something that my grandmother shared with me and it changed my life.” Keith placed his arm on top of the table and extended his hand towards her. After she placed her hand inside he continued. “Sometimes, discomfort and pain are the only ways God can get our attention. The only way he can get us to move. While this may not have been the plan you saw for your life, there’s no doubt in my mind that God has you positioned exactly where you need to be. Just trust him and go down the path that gives you peace.”
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        * * *

      

      After breakfast, they stayed at Waffle House for a couple of hours just to talk. Then, they went to the movies, because Jamere hated going to the movies, and that was something Serenity hadn’t been able to do for a while. So for the next six hours, they bounced from one theater to the next, and Serenity’s heart was overjoyed.

      Not once had Keith been pulled away for a more pressing matter. He wasn’t in his phone every five minutes. And he didn’t wear his boredom on his face the entire time they did something she loved.

      And as happy and content as Serenity wanted to be, she couldn’t help but remember that this was a one-time 24 hour thing. Tomorrow, things would be back to normal. And whether she was with Jamere, Keith, or any other man… real or an extension of Jamere’s imagination… their worlds wouldn’t revolve around her. She realized she needed to be content with what her man gave… just as long as that giving came from a place of sincerity and priority. Because that’s when it would matter most. When it was a choice. When he said no matter what… he was going to make her a priority and give her the love and attention she needed.

      After they left the movie theater, they headed to Shelby Farms. That was yet another thing she’d wanted to do but hadn’t been able to with Jamere. He wasn’t big on being outdoors, so the thought of spending hours riding a boat, horses, or bikes did not appeal to him at all. Keith, however, was down for doing every bit of it.

      “That doesn’t even make sense,” Serenity yelled through her laugh. “You can’t sit there and tell me that Martin and Living Single are even in the same lane. You can’t compare them because they’re totally different.”

      Their conversation stemmed from a post Serenity saw on social media asking which feud was crazier - Max and Kyle’s or Martin and Pam’s. While they agreed it was Martin and Pam because it was mostly sexual tension and physical attraction between Kyle and Max, they didn’t agree on which one was the better show.

      “Man, say.” Keith shook his head as he grinned. “Ain’t no sitcom better than Martin. Period.” Before Serenity could reply, the sound of Keith saying, “Oh shit. They about to get me,” cut her off.

      “What? Who?”

      Keith swerved into the other lane and dipped off onto a side street as police sirens blared.

      “Shit,” he grumbled, increasing his speed.

      “Are we seriously running from the police right now?”

      Serenity looked back as the police car turned onto the same street. Keith made a quick sharp turn before speeding through a neighborhood and coming out on the opposite side of the park. When the coast was clear, he sat back in his seat as if nothing happened.

      “What was you saying?”

      Serenity stared at him before bursting into laughter.

      “Yo. You legit just ran from the police!”

      “I apologize.” Keith chuckled with a shake of his head. “Back in the day I was a little troublemaker. My record wasn’t clean, so I used to run every time they tried to stop me. It’s a habit now.”

      “At least you know the city like the back of your hand now.”

      Keith took her hand into his and kissed it. “That didn’t scare you off?”

      “No. It was actually a little fun. Don’t do it again though.”

      Keith agreed through his chuckle. They made small talk as they drove through the park, parking by a section that appeared to be blocked off for a party.

      “This is our lucky day,” Keith told her as he cut the car off. “We get to crash this family reunion and eat some free food.”

      Serenity’s eyes lit up as she took in the gold cursive written James Family Reunion that was plastered on the white shirts.

      “OMG. I’ve always wanted to crash a family reunion like they did in Poetic Justice! Could this day get any more perfect?”

      She quickly unbuckled her seatbelt as they came up with an excuse as to why they were included in the small handful of people that didn’t have on their customized shirts. Keith played it cool and blended in effortlessly, shaking hands with a few men until he found one willing to strike up a conversation. Pulling Serenity into his side, he introduced her as his woman before placing a kiss to her forehead. She felt herself relaxing into him more, deeply inhaling his scent.

      “It’s family time, baby. Don’t hang under that man for too long,” was said behind Serenity.

      When she turned and saw a group of three older women cheesing at her she smiled. The one she assumed the voice belonged to took her hand as she asked, “Now who you?” And that was confirmed by the sound of her voice.

      “Oh. Um. I’m Serenity. Keith’s date.”

      “Keith?” Her face scrunched up. “We got a few Keith’s but they don’t look like him. Who he belong to?”

      “Uhhh…” Serenity looked back, hoping Keith would save her, but he was too busy laughing and accepting the beer that was being handed to him. “I’m not sure. He told me his parents’ names last night when we met but I was a little… um…”

      “Drunk?” The oldest looking woman out of the trio asked with a smile as she held up her red cup.

      “Just a little tipsy.”

      “That ain’t nothing to be ashamed of, baby. We James’s drink!”

      Serenity laughed, accepting the red cup that was handed to her. She sniffed it but stopped trying to figure out what it was when the woman that had grabbed her told her, “Don’t try to figure it out. That’s got every liquor you can think of inside.”

      She followed them over to their table, where they talked and got to know each other. In no time at all, she began to feel as if she was truly a part of their family.

      Games were played, the music was blasting, and they were cooking up some of the best barbecue she’d ever had before. Eventually Keith stole her away and they danced to a few songs, quietly leaving before anyone could notice. Not that either of them wanted to. But if they intended to ride a couple of horses or do anything else at the park for that matter they needed to get to it before the sun went down.

      The two cups of everything but the kitchen sink liquor that Serenity consumed had her feeling good. And light. And free. And…

      “I have to pee,” she blurted, using Keith’s hand to lead him over to the restrooms.

      “You want me to come in and help you out your clothes?”

      Serenity blushed as she handed him her purse. “No, but if things keep going as well as they are, you can tuck me into bed later.”

      “Bet.”

      She giggled the entire walk into the restroom. Balancing herself against the walls of the stall, Serenity sang to herself before bursting into a fit of giggles.

      “I’m so happy,” she realized, snatching tissue off the role. “This is all I’ve ever needed. Just… for him… to focus on me. Why is that so much to ask for?”

      But it shouldn’t have been.

      She shouldn’t have had to call off their wedding for Jamere to see that he wasn’t fully taking care of her needs.

      Not wanting her thoughts to ruin her mood, she returned to her singing hoping that would drown every one of them out.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Would you like to come in?” Serenity asked, sticking her key card into the lock. “If you have something else to do…”

      “I devoted my entire day to you. I’d love to come in.”

      “I know why you said you wanted to do this, but why are you really doing this? How does this make you want to value love more? It’s been one day. This doesn’t change anything.”

      “It doesn’t?”

      Keith closed the door and leaned against it, as if her answer would determine if he came all the way in or not. Did it? “It definitely changed somethings for me. Maybe you just don’t want to accept that yet.”

      Maybe.

      With a curt nod, Serenity walked down the short entryway hall, telling him to make himself comfortable while she showered. Before getting inside, she checked her phone for the first time in hours, and the numerous calls and text messages about the wedding caused her to power it off. Stepping into the shower, Serenity allowed the steam and heat of the water to relax her. She submerged herself underneath it, as if it would wash away all of her doubts and fears.

      It felt so good she temporarily forgot there was a man waiting for her on the other side of her door. Serenity washed quickly, then oiled her body down and dried off. After wrapping a smaller towel around her head, Serenity got out and slipped into the only pair of pajamas she had that covered her body fully.

      When she left the bathroom, the sight of Keith half asleep made her smile. He opened his eyes halfway and smiled before they closed again.

      “Sorry I took so long,” Serenity offered.

      “It’s cool. Come lay with me.”

      With no hesitation, Serenity made her way into bed. Next to his side. Onto his chest. Her hand slid up and down his six pack while his caressed her back.

      “You smell so good,” Keith complimented, hand lowering to her ass. He gave it a squeeze, then let it rest there.

      “Thank you. For everything. I hate to admit this, but today was really therapeutic.”

      “Yea?”

      “Yea.”

      “How so?”

      Serenity lifted herself and rested her weight on her elbow so she could look into his eyes.

      “It opened my eyes to the fact that… I…” Her eyes watered as she sat up fully. Keith did the same.

      “You don’t have to talk about it if it’s too hard.”

      “I guess I’m just… coming to grips with this and it’s a lot harder than I expected it to be.” She took his hand into hers and swallowed. “But this was necessary, and eye opening, and life changing, and… just thank you.”

      Serenity bent down and placed a quick kiss to his lips. She smiled softly at the feel of his hand cupping the back of her neck.

      “I need more than that, Serenity.”

      Biting down on her lip, Serenity giggled until he pulled her down and his lips covered hers. What started out as a few harmless pecks turned into slow, erotic tongue tangling that had Serenity moaning as Keith’s hand exploded her body.

      Keith pulled away to say, “As much as I would love to be inside of you, I don’t want you to think that’s what today is about. I would be more than okay with holding you until you fall asleep.”

      While Serenity would have been okay with things going to the next level, the fact that he wanted to wait made her want him more.

      “I would love to cuddle the night away with you.”

      She rested her head on his chest, memorizing the rhythmic beat of his heart, because there was something… something in the pit of her that told her this would be the last time she heard it.
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        Because sometimes, love is all you need.

      

      

      

      Serenity had been up long enough to wash her face and brush her teeth before there was a tap on her door. Since she hadn’t ordered room service, Serenity had no clue who was on the other side of the door as she walked over to it. She looked out of the peephole, cursing under her breath at the sight of Jamere.

      Jamere.

      The man she was supposed to be marrying in a matter of hours.

      Serenity let a few seconds pass before she opened the door. Not much time had passed since they’d been apart, but Serenity took the time to familiarize herself with every part of him. His tall, muscular build. Walnut brown skin. Low cut fade. Stubbly beard. Full skin colored lips. Piercing brown eyes. He unfolded his tattoo covered arms and took a natural step in her direction, still remaining outside of the room.

      “Hey, good morning,” Jamere spoke.

      “Good morning.”

      “I’m sorry about the other night. I meant to be at the bar at eight as expected but Rittany called talking about her boyfriend put her and the kids out. So I had to meet her to get my daughter. I know I should have called and told you but…”

      “It wasn’t a priority to you. Because when it comes down to your kids… nothing else matters. And as much as you don’t want to accept it, I don’t even matter. Not in those moments. Not even enough to warrant a phone call.”

      “Baby, I’m sor-”

      “Stop,” Serenity gritted, eyes sealing shut as she inhaled a deep breath. Her eyes opened as she exhaled. “Stop apologizing for loving your kids and being there for them.”

      “I’m not apologizing for that. I’m apologizing for not communicating with you. But I’ll do better.”

      “Ren, you good?”

      At the sound of Keith’s voice Serenity’s heart dropped. She was hoping he was a heavy enough sleeper to not hear her and Jamere but that obviously wasn’t going to be the case. When he approached her at the bar, Serenity was sure it was fate. That wasn’t the first time Jamere hadn’t shown up like he said he would, but it was going to be the last time Serenity waited around for him.

      “Yes,” she answered softly as Keith gathered his clothing from on top of the desk.

      The entire time he dressed Jamere stared at her and Serenity avoided his gaze until Keith walked over to them.

      “Who is this, Serenity?”

      “Jamere, Keith. Keith, Jamere.”

      Keith gave her a hug and said into her ear, “You have my number. Call me if you need me and remember what I said. Choose the path that gives you peace.”

      “Thank you again. For everything.”

      Keith released her and stared into her eyes for a few seconds before walking out of the room.

      “You cheated on me?” Jamere asked, closing the door behind him.

      “I’m single, and not that it concerns you, but I didn’t have sex with him. We only kissed.” Jamere’s head plunged as he released a hard breath. “Listen to me, Jamere.” She lifted his head with her palm. “He helped me realize that… for the bulk of our relationship, I’ve been jealous of you.”

      Jamere took her hand into his as he repeated, “Jealous?”

      “Yes. Of the bond that you have with your siblings. Your children. You’re living your purpose. Doing what you were called to do and what you’re passionate about and making good money while doing it. I don’t have any of that. Because I’ve been existing instead of living.”

      Her eyes watered as she leaned against the wall weakly.

      “Because I’ve worked jobs that mean nothing to me and been in relationships trying to be loved by men when I’ve struggled with loving and accepting myself. Yes, your exes cause a hell of a lot of drama, but for the most part you’ve handled them well, and Haisley’s stunt was out of your hands. The truth of the matter is, I won’t be satisfied with you or any other man until I’m satisfied with me.”

      Jamere’s voice was strained as he asked, “What are you saying, Serenity?”

      Even though tears were streaming down her eyes she smiled because for the first time in a really long time she felt peace with what she’d decided to do.

      “Yesterday, Keith did everything I asked you to do. He made me a priority, took me to the movies, crashed a family reunion. Hell, we even ran from the police. But none of those things mattered because I wasn’t doing them with the man I wanted to be doing them with. I wasn’t doing them with you.” She took Jamere’s hands into hers. “But I can’t settle for less than I deserve. I have my issues, and you have them too. You suck at communicating and prioritizing. Period.” Jamere nodded in agreement. “That doesn’t negate the fact that I know you love me, but if I settle for less now you won’t have a reason to do better by me later. So, I think we should continue on with the wedding being canceled.”

      Jamere pulled his hands out of hers but she continued.

      “I need time to focus on me and become a better version of myself, and whether you want to accept it or not… you do too. And you need to realize that even though I love you, you aren’t irreplaceable. As much as I love you, I have to love me more. And if you can’t give me what I need I have to leave. In no way do I expect you to be less active in your children’s lives…” They had had this conversation so many times she became drained before she could even finish it. That’s what messed with her most. Being so hurt by something that he didn’t see anything wrong with. And that disconnect… it had slowly become their bonds undoing.

      “You just want me to be more active in yours too,” Jamere finished for her, for the first time.

      “Yes. Exactly.”

      Serenity waited with bated breath for him to reply. It didn’t really matter what he said because this was what she needed. Desperately. Before she took on any man’s last name… she had to figure out her own identity first.

      “How long do you need?”

      “A year.”

      Jamere nodded softly. His head tilted as he looked her over.

      “I can give you that.”

      Serenity smiled as he closed the space between them.

      “I don’t expect you to wait for me, Jamere.”

      “But I will, because I want you to wait for me. You’re right, I got a hell of a lot of issues. In my past, I left women instead of seeing to them, but I can’t do that with you because I love you. And I honestly want to spend the rest of my life with you. So if that means we have to go a year without talking or a year going to counseling as friends while we work on ourselves individually… that’s what we’re going to do.”

      Her eyes watered again, but not out of sadness. Out of happiness. Because although this wasn’t what she expected him to say, Lord knows it was what she wanted to hear. But was it what she needed? Because just as quickly as she was filled with happiness was as quickly as her heart dropped. And ached. And that happiness of the moment that was happening did nothing to negate the fact that she hadn’t felt joy in a while.

      Jamere pulled her into his arms before her tears started to fall.

      “So I was right?” He asked, smile evident in his voice. “Love is enough?”

      Serenity laughed quietly as she held him tighter. “No, baby, you were wrong.” His grip around her loosened, allowing Serenity to weakly pull herself from his embrace. “Or maybe you’re right.” She chuckled as she wiped her face. “Maybe love is enough, but… I just… can’t do this, Jamere. It doesn’t feel like the love I need. What I want. What I was expecting. I can’t be with you just because you look great on paper. Because I’m knocking on thirty. I owe myself more. Yes, I’m due for love, but maybe that means I just need to love myself more. I can’t even accept the thought of us getting together in a year. If it happens, great. But right now, I just need to focus fully on me.”

      He took a step away from her.

      “That’s fair. You can’t stop me from waiting and working on myself to be the man you need, though.” Jamere placed a kiss on her cheek before looking her over once more with a long exhale and walking away. His hand wrapped around the doorknob as he asked, “Why did you wait so long to say something, baby? Why did you let it get to the point to where it would be this hard for me to fix?”

      Serenity wiped her face as she shrugged. “Because… I would have rather been with you and your issues than be alone. But I can’t deal with that toxicity anymore. It’s not even your fault. That was my choice.”

      Jamere’s head tilted as his shoulders hung. “You know what the fucked up part of it all is?” Her head shook, as if he could see her. “I love you enough to admit that I ain’t the best thing going for you, Serenity. You do deserve better. And I have been half assing with this because you let me.” Jamere turned to face her. “But I don’t want to let you go. Just let me work on me while you work on you, and if I don’t earn you… I will gladly make room for the next man to give you what I can’t.”

      Serenity found herself agreeing with him yet again. Except this time, she knew that no matter what happened, she was going to put herself first.
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      Nineteen Months Later

      

      “Even with all the children I’ve had, this still blows my mind, Serenity.”

      Jamere’s hand rested on Serenity’s stomach as her baby boy kicked. “You can’t tell me there is no God. How else would you explain this shit, man?” His head shook as he dropped his hand.

      “Yea.” Her smile widened as her hand replaced his. “Creation of any kind has always been proof of His existence to me. But this?” Her head shook. “A small little human being being inside of another… Jesus.”

      The bell atop her door chimed, gaining both of their attention. Her event planning boutique had been open for about four months, and Serenity couldn’t have been more proud of herself. Or fulfilled. Not only had she given birth to her dream career, but she was two months away from giving birth to her first child.

      It may have been hard to do but taking time to herself was the best thing she’d ever done.

      “What’s going on?” Keith spoke, extending his hand for Jamere to shake.

      “Can’t call it. I was just dropping off the balance due for Serenity to plan my baby girl’s birthday party. You know I can’t let nobody else do it now. She got all my kids spoiled.”

      Keith smiled as he wrapped his arm around Serenity’s shoulder. For her year long search of self, Keith was there at her side every step of the way. As a friend. As her support system. As the man that was slowly falling… no… growing just as deeply in love with her as she was with him. And the moment her year was up, they consummated their relationship and Keith Jr. was conceived.

      Jamere had stuck around too. As he promised, he worked on becoming a better version of himself. In the process, he realized the amount of neglect he’d subjected Serenity to. It wasn’t because he didn’t love her or care for her, he simply had too many things on his plate, and love wasn’t a priority.

      Not in that moment at least.

      He’d realized, a lot of his issues with women stemmed from the issues he had with his own parents. And that he probably wouldn’t have a healthy relationship with any woman until he fixed the relationship he had with them and himself. As he promised, Jamere graciously stepped to the side and allowed Serenity the space she needed to develop her relationship with Keith, but he supported her business and journey in any way he possibly could.

      “Don’t I know it. I let her plan my mama’s party last month and she’s still raving about it. Talking about I can’t take her out to dinner for her birthday again because that’s not good enough. She got my mama acting bougie on me, now I gotta foot the bill every year.”

      “Well, you’re my baby daddy, so I’ll give you a discount,” Serenity teased, wrapping her arms around Keith.

      “Baby daddy? I promised you that you would have my last name before our son got here. I meant that shit, Serenity.”

      Serenity’s smile lowered as the throbbing in her chest matched the throbbing between her legs.

      “I know that look. Let me get out of here.” Jamere dropped the envelope of cash onto her desk as he laughed.

      “Bye, crazy. And I can tell by the thickness of that envelope that it’s more than what I told you. I’ll give you the rest at the party.”

      “As many kids as I got, just put it towards the next party.” Jamere tossed her a wink and Keith a nod over his shoulder before leaving.

      Serenity waited until he left to sigh and return her eyes and attention to Keith. “Hey, baby,” she purred, lifting herself on the tips of her toes to give him a proper greeting. Keith pecked her lips once, moaning into them as he kissed her again and squeezed her ass.

      “How my big baby doing?”

      Serenity smiled as his nose brushed against her neck.

      “Good.”

      He placed a kiss to her neck before asking, “And my lil’ baby?”

      “Better.”

      “May I take you to lunch? Or do you have someone else coming in?”

      “No, I’m good for the afternoon. Brittany should be back from her lunch break soon, so if anyone comes in she can take care of it. Let me grab my coat and purse from the back and I’ll be ready to go.”

      If you would have told her that close to two years after she called off her wedding with Jamere that he would be one of her best friends and best supporters as she created the life she’d always wanted for herself, she would have laughed until she cried.

      But that was life. And love. Both had a funny way of showing you that you weren’t always in control. But the moment you took control… you had the power to create something magical.

      When Serenity walked back into the front room and saw Keith on one knee, ring box open in his hand, she gasped as her purse and coat fell from her hands.

      “Wha–whachu doing?” she asked, voice trembling as she covered her mouth.

      Keith grinned, covering his mouth as he chuckled. “Making a believer out of you.” He pointed in front of him as he told her, “Come here.”

      Slowly, Serenity made her way over to him. Over to the man that helped her heal and become whole. The man who showed her that it was okay to love and trust the most sacred parts of herself with a man who understood their value and gave as much as she did.

      He took her left hand into his and looked up into her eyes. “I wanted you to have the special proposal you deserve, but I also wanted this time to be different from the first. Because I want our engagement to end with a marriage that lasts for the rest of our lives.” Keith inhaled deeply as his head lowered briefly. He swallowed hard, giving her a brief glimpse of the not so confident side of him that he always kept hidden. “I knew I loved you when you laughed at me running from the police and crashed a family reunion with me.” They both shared a soft chuckle as Keith used her hand to pull her even closer. “And I know I’ll love you a million times, ways, and days more. Will you marry me, Serenity?”

      Her head nodded with no hesitation until she managed to get out a quiet, “Yes,” before her lips trembled and snapped shut. Tears fell from her eyes as Keith slid the ring onto her finger. Once he had it on securely, he stood and took her into his arms, and Serenity’s body shivered from not being able to get into his chest fast enough.

      Sometimes, love wasn’t enough.

      Sometimes, love was enough.

      Sometimes, love was all you had.

      Sometimes, love was all you wanted.

      Sometimes, love was all you needed.

      All that mattered… was that above all… you loved yourself. Because if you did, everything else fell into place.
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