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      “Everybody in here is dying tonight!”

      Nigel, my father, shouted at the top of his lungs. His voice carried through the closed door of my bedroom. I was in the front room hanging out with my mother until I heard him coming down the hall headed to our unit. I retreated to my bedroom and locked the door.  There was a time in my life that I looked forward to him coming home, but that was years ago. Now I dread being in his presence.

      My Uncle Roland and Aunt Grace convinced my parents to let me live with them on Long Island so that I could attend the same school my cousin Roman attended. My mother thought it was a great idea. She wanted a better life for me. My father argued that staying in public housing with him and my mother would build character. Eventually, he conceded and let me move. I was spending the weekend with my parents, but I was ready to go back home.

      “You, me and Paxton! Tonight is the night!” Nigel continued to shout.

      “I’m sick of this Nigel! I’m sick of you making our lives hell!” Giselle, my mother, yelled. “We can’t have a moment of peace with you! Why don’t you take your ass back to where you came from?”

      I don’t know what triggered him this time. Maybe it was my mother questioning where all his money had gone. It could have been someone recognizing him from the past and asking him why he wasn’t playing music anymore. He was a professional trumpeter until drugs and alcohol caused him to lose his music career. Something as simple as my mother’s breathing pattern could have been the trigger. He would ask an ignorant question like, “why are you inhaling and exhaling like that?” Then my mother would respond, “I’m just breathing, Nigel.” He would say, “well stop!” “I can’t stop I will die, duh!” They would argue for the next three days because she was breathing. It would be funny if it wasn’t so stupid.

      “Aye, where is that Lil Nigga at, huh? Aye Lil Nigga, you hiding? Bring your big ass out here and say goodbye to your mother. We goin’ home on the morning train, Lil Motherfucker! The evening train might be too late. Aye, aye, Selle! You ‘memba that song from church? We recreating that shit tonight cause we all about to be up outta this motherfucker! Aye, aye Selle, Imma be like, ‘you get a bullet, you get a bullet, you get a bullet,’” he laughed at his poor attempt at humor.

      “Aye, lil nigga open up this goddammed door!” My dad yelled, as he banged on the door to my bedroom.

      My stomach churned as I stood frozen in place. I looked around the room trying to decide what I would do if he breached the door. Would I hide? There was nowhere for me to hide. I couldn’t fit under the bed, and the closet was too small. Would I fight? My Dad is a large guy. I’m big too, but I don’t think I can take him, yet. Would I scream? We live in the projects, no one would care if I screamed. People scream around here all the time. I had no clue what I would do if he made it through that door.

      “Is this lil nigga in here? I told you not to let him go nowhere. See that's why I have to stay on your ass, Selle, cause you don't listen!” He banged on the door again. “If I have to break down this door to get your ass I will!” I held my breath waiting for the inevitable. He’d never put his hands on me, but he had threatened me and my mother before. He has threatened to shoot us while we slept or cut the gas line and blow us all up but he never followed through with any of it. I was just tired of going through this with him. My mother told me to leave the next time my Dad started acting crazy. I wanted to stay and protect her, but she told me she could take care of herself. His drinking was getting worse and I was afraid he wouldn’t be able to control himself soon.

      “Stop beating on that door. He’s not in there! Stop waving that gun around before you hurt somebody,” my mother screamed.

      “Oh…oh…you…you think I’m playing, Selle? You think I’m not a motherfucking man of my motherfucking word? I said we all going together and I meant that shit! I just need to find my son and the shooting will commence.”

      I picked up the phone next to my bed and dialed my cousin’s number.

      “Blue,” I whispered into the phone. Blue is my cousin Roman’s nickname.

      “Pax?”

      “Yeah, it’s me. My dad is really tripping tonight. I’m scared. What should I do?”

      “Where are you?”

      “I’m hiding in my room. I’m scared to come out. He threatened to kill all of us; me, momma and himself and he has a gun.”

      I was thirteen years old. I didn’t have a way to get back home without the help of my Uncle and Aunt. I knew that they were at church and couldn’t be reached.

      “Pax, get out of your room through the window that we climbed out of when we used to sneak outside. Meet me at the corner of your block. I’m on my way.”

      “Okay.”

      We disconnected the call.

      I didn’t even question what Blue meant by on his way. I trusted that he would figure out a way to get me out of here.

      I did a quick assessment of my room to see if there was anything that I needed.

      “Lil Niggaaaa,” my Dad sang. “Come out here and talk to your Pops.”

      My mother had already told him that I wasn’t here. I didn’t know why he was still calling me so, I didn’t respond. I was too busy planning my escape route. I settled on taking a picture of my parents and me during happier times. The first thing tomorrow morning, I was going to speak to my Uncle and Aunt about my visitation arrangement with my parents. I don’t want to ever come back here. If my parents want to see me, they can come out to Long Island. I hope my Aunt and Uncle agree.

      I peeked out my bedroom door to see where my father was. He was in the kitchen with his back to me still yelling and cursing. After closing and locking the door again, I tried to open the window in my room. It wouldn’t open. I tried again with all my might…nothing. It didn’t budge. My heart began to thump loudly in my ears as I used the back of my hand to wipe the sweat that had formed on my forehead. I looked around my room for something to break the glass in the window. Then I thought, if I break the glass, my Dad will hear it. Will I be able to get out fast enough before he busts through the door? No, I was too big to quickly fit through the window frame. Then I remembered the bathroom window that led to the fire escape. To get to the bathroom, I would have to leave my room and risk my dad catching me. I decided I would risk it. I quietly opened the door and peeked out to locate my Dad. He was still yelling but had his back to my bedroom. I quickly and quietly moved down the hall. My legs felt wobbly, like cooked spaghetti, as I made the short trip from my room to the bathroom. I closed the door, then opened the window which gave me access to the fire escape. I climbed out and made my way down the side of my building until I was on the ground. I thought about calling the police. I’d called them on my Dad once before but my mom was more upset with me for calling the police, than she was with my Dad for acting like an ass. I told her I was trying to protect her, but she wasn’t hearing it. She denied that anything was wrong and my Dad had already left, so the police didn’t file a report.  She told me to never call the police again. So, I didn’t.

      I ran until I got to the end of my block. I looked back to make sure no one was behind me before I tucked myself into a dark corner and waited to be rescued. My stomach was in knots, and I had to use the bathroom, but I stayed in place until I saw my Uncle’s sky-blue Cadillac Sedan Deville turn the corner. At first, I thought Roman had figured out a way to contact my uncle. As I neared the car, I realized it was Roman driving and Ezekiel was sitting in the passenger seat. I didn’t give it a second thought as I climbed into the back seat, buckled my seat belt and Roman pulled off.

      “Was Uncle Nigel still in the house when you left?” Ezekiel turned and asked me.

      “Yeah, he’s in there tripping. I hate coming over here. I hope Uncle Roland don’t make me come over here no more.”

      “Did Uncle Nigel see you leave?”

      “Nope. He was in there screaming at my mom. He didn’t know I was in there.”

      I sat back and watched the passing scenery as Roman expertly maneuvered the car back to our house on Long Island. Roman took his time and parked the car back in the exact same spot he’d gotten it from.

      “Okay, so what do we say when Dad asks how Paxton got back home?” Ezekiel questioned.

      “We are going to say we called him a yellow cab. We both just got paid, so he will believe that,” Roman answered.

      “What do we say when he asks how come Pax didn’t tell Uncle Nigel and Aunt Giselle goodbye?” Ezekiel continued to question.

      “We are going to tell them that…”

      “They were arguing,” I interrupted. “They were arguing and didn’t hear me say goodbye. That’s basically the truth.”

      “Alright, everybody got the story?” Roman looked at both Ezekiel and me waiting for our answer.

      “Got it,” Ezekiel smiled.

      “Got it,” I agreed.

      Roman put the keys to the car back in their special hiding place. I took a shower and changed into my pajamas. Ezekiel and I went into Roman’s room and watched TV until we fell asleep.
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      My Uncle came barreling through Roman’s bedroom door startling all of us awake.

      “Roman! Have you heard from…”

      He paused his sentence when he looked over and saw me sitting up on Roman’s spare bed.

      “Oh, my God!” He rushed over to me and pulled me into a tight hug. He released me from the hug but held onto my shoulders when he asked, “Paxton, when, how, when did you get here?” He did a quick visual head to toe inspection of my body.

      “Umm…”

      I was trying to remember the story that Roman, Ezekiel and I had put together when we arrived home.

      “I have to call the police.”

      “Police? Uncle Ro, I don’t think that’s necessary.”

      I mean I’d heard of parents calling the police when their children did things that were inappropriate, but I just didn’t believe that this situation called for those drastic measures.

      He scrubbed his hand down his face and said, “Your father shot your mother and then turned the gun on himself.”

      It felt like someone snatched my heart right out of my chest leaving me feeling hollow.

      “He did what? Why would he do that? Is she okay? Is he okay?” I wasn’t sure if I was saying anything out loud until my Uncle pulled me to his chest.

      “I don’t know,” My Uncle said as he hugged me. “They both have been rushed to the hospital. The police called here trying to locate you. They thought maybe he had hurt you too.” We stood in the middle of the room hugging for several minutes. I didn’t know what would happen next, but I was scared. “Come on, put your clothes on. We need to get to the hospital to check on them. Roman and Ezekiel, you both, stay here. We will be back in a few hours.”

      “Yes, Sir,” they both responded.

      As I changed from my pajamas back into my clothes, I couldn’t stop the memory loop that was currently playing in my head. I could hear my dad’s threats and my mother crying. Should I have stayed and protected my mother? But, she told me not to stay. I didn’t think he would hurt her. Are they going to die? Are they in pain right now? Would he have shot me too?

      “Paxton!” Uncle Ro called from the hall effectively pulling me back into the present.

      “Coming,” I responded while I hurried and tied my sneakers.
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      “I was looking at your file, Private Bluette. I see that you consistently score above the perfect score of three hundred on your physical training test.”

      “Yes, Sir. I score on the extended scale.”

      “I also see that you’re a forty out of forty expert on every weapon that you’ve fired to include the M-16, M-9, and the M-249.”

      “Yes, Sir.”

      “No one has beaten you in hand to hand combat?”

      “No, sir. They have tried, but they have not succeeded.”

      “Good, have a seat.”

      I sat down in one of the chairs facing my Brigade Commander’s desk. I was told that the Brigade Commander wanted to meet with me. I was escorted from my training site to his office by one of my Drill Sergeants. I was in the fourth week of my Advanced Individualized training (AIT) at Fort Benning, Georgia. I had chosen to forgo college and join the Army after high school. Up until today, things were going well. I’d graduated from boot camp and won the Distinguished Graduate honor. I beat out every basic training soldier at Fort Leonard Wood to win the award. I was on track to win the same honor once I graduated from AIT.

      Being called to the Brigade Commander’s office for a new soldier is like being called to the Superintendent of the school district’s office. Usually, there are a lot of people that you have to go through before making it to the Superintendent’s office. In the Army, it’s the same way. Typically, you have to speak to your Company Commander, then your Battalion Commander, then several more people before you would ever get to the Brigade level. Brigade Commanders don’t show their faces, period. They are usually just signatures on forms, pictures on walls or names used to incite fear. Something serious had to have occurred for me to be called into his office. I was racking my brain trying to figure out what I’d done. I couldn’t think of anything, but I was going to deny whatever they were accusing me of, even if I did do it. I learned that from my younger brother, Ezekiel. Deny everything!

      I didn’t notice the man standing in the corner of the room until I sat down. I briefly made eye contact with him before I gave my attention back to the Commander, Colonel Perkins.

      The man in the corner came from the shadows and stood next to Colonel Perkins.

      “My name is Colonel Bowman.”

      He didn’t look like a Colonel. He was dressed in a uniform similar to the Army battle uniform, but instead of the normal green camouflage, his uniform was all black. He didn’t wear any name badges or rank.

      I stood up to greet him properly.

      “You can sit back down. I’m not into all of the formalities. I am here because I have a position on my team that I am looking to fill. I command a special joint force unit. That means that I have Soldiers, Sailors, Airmen, and Marines that work for me. I only recruit the best and today, I am here for you. I’ve heard about the name you’ve made for yourself during basic training. I know that you switched jobs. You signed up to work on computers, now you are training as an Infantryman. You are looking for more from the Army than just sitting behind a desk looking at computers all day. Am I correct?”

      “Yes, Sir!”

      It was true. Partway through basic training, I decided that sitting behind a desk and looking at computer screens all day was not for me. I asked if I could change my MOS, (Military Occupational Specialty)-my military job. I was allowed to change it. I didn’t tell my family because I didn’t want them to worry about me. They all assumed that I was in a classroom somewhere learning about computers, but I was out in the field learning hand to hand combat and how to fire weapons.

      “Good, then go to your barracks and collect your things. You will be leaving with me. Do you have any questions?”

      I had tons of questions like, “where are we going? Why should I trust you? How did you find me? Why is your uniform different?” But, I knew better than to ask them.

      “No, sir.”

      “Good, this conversation should not be shared outside of this room. Your unit has been informed that you are leaving. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, Sir.”

      “You’re dismissed.”

      I stood from my seat. Saluted both men and said, “Good afternoon, Sir.”

      They both saluted back, and I turned to leave.

      My drill sergeant was waiting for me outside of the office to escort me back to my Barracks.

      “So, they told me that they are pulling you because you need to be closer to home due to some family issues. I know I’ve been a hard ass, but I hate that we are losing you,” Sergeant Jameson patted me on the shoulder.

      I nodded and kept walking. If that’s the story they are being told, then that’s the story I am sticking with. I quickly packed my bags and then called home as I was instructed to do by Colonel Bowman.

      “Hi, Mom.”

      “Paxton, baby! Roland! Paxton is on the phone.”

      “Hello, Son,” my Dad picked up the other phone line in the house.

      I had graduated from calling them Aunt and Uncle to Mom and Dad. They deserved the title, and no one corrected me when I changed their names. They raised me as their own and never made any difference between my brothers and me. Legally, they are my parents. They were awarded full custody of me after the shooting.

      “Hi, Dad.”

      “We usually hear from you on Sundays. Is everything okay?” My Dad asked.

      “Yeah, everything is great. So great in fact, that I am graduating school early. They are moving me to my permanent duty station.”

      “Moving you? When? Where?”

      “They are moving me later on today. I am going to Nevada.”

      “It’s nice and warm there,” my mother commented.

      “Yes, Ma’am. I will call you when I get settled. They said it may take about a week or so for me to get back to the phone to call you. I will have a lot of in-processing to do.”

      “Okay, baby. We love you.”

      “Paxton, you know that both Grace and I are proud of you. Make good choices. We miss you.”

      “Yes, Dad. I will. I miss you too.”

      “Love you, Son.”

      “I love you both.”

      I hung up the phone and looked at Colonel Bowman. I had a million and one questions floating through my head. I wasn’t afraid or anxious. I was, however, very curious. I was hoping that all of my questions would be answered soon.

      “You ready to roll, Soldier?”

      “Yes, Sir!”

      I grabbed my rucksack and followed Colonel Bowman out of the building.
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      “Aye! Gear up! We are almost at our location.”

      We all started to move with a purpose as we organized our gear in preparation for our mission.

      I was a part of an elite task force. On the books, we did not exist. Off the books, we called ourselves the A-Team, like the old eighties television show. We took care of things that required a bit more finesse than any regular military or law enforcement unit had.

      “DT.”

      “What’s up?”

      I answered to the nickname DT, defensive tackle, that I had been given by my squad. The team started calling me DT once they found out that I passed up division one college football scholarships to join the Army.

      I am proficient in hand to hand combat as well as a skilled sniper. I trained for months before I was allowed to be an active part of a mission. Before I was allowed out in the field, I watched and listened at headquarters, preparing myself for my opportunity to be an active part of the team. Once they finally let me participate in the missions, I worked hard to never lose a fight or miss a target. I’m undefeated and all of my targets have gone down.

      “Let’s handle this business right quick and get the hell outta here. I met a nice double-jointed young lady in town,” Hawk winked as he was securing his body armor.

      “How do you know she is double-jointed?” I double checked my weapon waiting for his response.

      “She grabbed her ankle, and put it behind her neck.”

      “While she was standing?”

      “No, she was sitting. While she was standing, she rested one of her legs on my shoulder while still standing on the other one. I asked her how long she could hold that position. She said as long as I needed. Nigga…I fell in love!”

      I laughed at his shenanigans. Hawk was always chasing a woman or being chased by them. He was the ladies’ man of the group. He reminded me of Ezekiel. He had that same carefree personality, but when it was time for business, all the playing stopped.

      “Hopefully this one won’t turn out like the last time,” Ace responded.

      Ace was the highest ranking among all of us and our leader. After leaving AIT with Colonel Bowman four years ago, he took me to Ace. Ace showed me the ropes and introduced me to the rest of the team. Ace is the pilot and one of our interrogators. Ace could fly something as small as a crop duster or as large as a C-5M. The A-Team was his team. We moved when he moved and followed his instructions. We trusted him with our lives, and he trusted us with his.

      “How was I supposed to know she was married and on vacation with her husband? She was the one flirting with me!” Hawk explained.

      “Maybe the huge wedding ring on her finger?” Angus commented.

      Angus is the only female on the team. She is proficient with anything with a blade. She is almost six feet tall, dark chocolate skin and pure muscle. She can bench press more than most men I know.  She’s beautiful but lethal, so most men stay out of her way.

      “Her tongue was too far in my ear for me to notice a ring on her finger. Her husband outweighed DT by at least a hundred pounds! Good thing he had weak knees. He went down like a tree when I kicked one of them. I ran like Forest Gump trying to get out of there,” Hawk laughed.

      “AYE! Shut the hell up and focus. This should be a quick turnaround but don’t get so cocky to assume that things can’t go wrong!” Harlem barked.

      Harlem has a serious, no-nonsense attitude. He is our driver and our most creative interrogator. He can drive anything; motorcycles, tanks, personnel carriers and mopeds. If it has wheels, Harlem can drive it. He has tools that he uses during his interrogations to get people to talk. If he doesn’t have his tools, he is a genius at improvising and turning regular everyday items into interrogation tools.  With Ace and Harlem in the room with a suspect, they always get the information they need.

      “Turn on your earpiece and say something,” Gaige said while he looked at a small device that monitors our communications.

      Gaige is my spotter. His job is to gather information, calculate and feed it to me so that I can acquire my target. He also is the master of electronics. He can hack into any computer system or rewire any gadget to fit his needs. He’s the one with the most energy, so one of us is always telling him to shut up, sit down or be quiet.

      We all said something to make sure our earpieces were working correctly.

      “We are good,” Gaige said.

      “DT, lead us in prayer,” Harlem barked.

      “Whose Father?” I called out.

      The team responded, “Our Father, which art in Heaven…”

      We always recite the Prayer Jesus taught the Disciples, also known as The Lord’s Prayer before we went out on missions.

      “Remember the mission.” Ace began his speech. “Remember their humanity, even if they don’t remember. Remember your humanity even if you really want to forget. Remember those that came before us. Remember those that have to come after us. I am not greater than you. You are not greater than me. We are a team. Not only a team. We are who?”

      “The A-TEAM!” We all called out.

      We remained silent until the truck stopped at our location.

      “NVGs down people. Let’s get this done,” Harlem said.

      I pulled down my night vision goggles and jumped out of the truck.

      “Everyone in position?” I heard Ace say through my earpiece.

      Everyone on our six-person team responded with an affirmative answer.

      Under the cover of darkness, we stormed into the camp of a radical insurgent group. We successfully took down the entire team in a matter of minutes with minimal bloodshed. We captured seven men including the elusive leader. He was wanted by several different countries for murder, drug trafficking, and various other offenses. Several other agencies tried and failed to capture him. It was nothing to us. It’s what we did, and we did it well.
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      “Olivia!”

      I stood in the mirror of my bathroom chewing the inside of my cheeks while listening to his heavy footsteps come closer to my location.

      “Olivia, I know you hear me calling you!”

      I took a deep fortifying breath trying to release the tightening in my chest. My husband, Mason, appeared in the doorway of the bathroom.

      “Did you not hear me calling your name?”

      “I answered,” I lied. “I guess you didn’t hear me.”

      I turned to face him, looking into his dark, empty eyes. I knew this was going to be bad.

      “Didn’t I tell you not to wear that dress tonight? I told you to put on the one I picked out for you.”

      He had chosen a black gown for me to wear tonight but I couldn’t get it zipped, so I chose a different black dress that I had already.

      “Mason, I did try to put on the one you picked out for me, but it was too small.”

      “Maybe if you would stop eating like a fucking pig, then you would be able to fit in the clothes that I chose for you.”

      “I’ve been dieting but…”

      “Are you trying to tell me that I’m wrong?”

      “No, I was just trying to explain…”

      “I don’t need your explanation. You do as I tell you to do!”

      “Mason…”

      SMACK!

      I immediately tasted the bitter, metallic flavor of blood in my mouth. I held my warm cheek that he’d just slapped.

      “Didn’t I just say that I don’t need your explanation?”

      I backed away still holding my cheek. I nodded.

      “You came up in that event looking like a fat, disgusting whore, and I’m just supposed to be okay with it?”

      I shook my head no.

      WHACK!

      He slapped me again. This time on the side of my face that I wasn’t holding.

      “You fucking respond when I ask you a question!”

      I had backed into a corner and couldn’t escape.

      “Mason, I…”

      “Shut up!” He interrupted me.

      “You.” WHACK

      “Are.” SLAP

      “Going.” SMACK

      “To.” WHACK

      “Learn.” SLAP

      “To.” SMACK

      “Stop.” WHACK

      “Testing.” SLAP

      “Me.” PUNCH

      Eventually, my whole body started to hurt. I didn’t really feel the blows landing on my face, neck, chest, and stomach anymore. I didn’t fight back or protect myself hoping that maybe this time would be the last time. Maybe this time he will kill me. Maybe he will finally put me out of my misery. Maybe one solid blow to my head and I will go into a permanent sleep. I hope for this every time. Please God, let this be that time.
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      Twelve Years Earlier…

      “I didn’t think in my wildest dreams that my daughter would ever be a part of the Willow Hill Debutante Ball.”

      My mother and I had just found out that I had been selected from hundreds of other seventeen-year-old applicants, to participate in the Willow Hill Debutante Ball. This was a huge deal in our small town.  Girls from all over the Savannah, Georgia area and beyond submitted applications to be one of the thirty girls selected for the prestigious social event.

      “I mean, we’ve always talked about it, but I never thought that it would really happen for us. Only the richest and most influential families and their daughters participate. Olivia, aren’t you excited?”

      I looked up from my homework and plastered on a fake smile. I watched her move around the kitchen excitedly.

      “Yes, Mommy, I’m excited.”

      My mother has talked about me being a part of this Ball since I can remember. She has a whole scrapbook dedicated to it, from hairstyles to designer ball gowns. I’m happy that this will finally happen for her. I don’t care either way. I just want to see her happy. Happiness seems to elude her, so if I can give her a little something to look forward to, it won’t hurt me at all.

      My mother is a domestic for Mr. Velmar Belton and his family. Mr. Belton owns a paper manufacturing company that has been in his family for generations. They are one of the richest families in Willow Hill. My mother’s job is to manage the entire house. She cooks, cleans, organizes parties, and oversees the other staff. She had worked for them since before I was born.

      “I wish your father could be at the Ball to see you,” my mother said breaking our short silent period. I rolled my eyes when she looked away.

      It ain’t like he’s dead. He’s right across town with his wife and his kids. I am my father’s secret child, a product of my mother settling for a man with a bunch of empty promises.

      They have been together for at least seventeen years. For seventeen years, she has been a secret. He has told her more than once that he is going to leave his wife, but he hasn’t. He has two other children with his wife that are younger than me.

      My mother believes him, or I think she forces herself to accept his stories. They have this weird on again, off again relationship. He tells his family he is going away on business so he can spend a few days with my mother. They never leave the house because if they do, someone will find out their secret. He gives my mom money to help take care of me, but I’ve never been out in public with him either. I’ve seen my siblings around town, but I was instructed not to speak to them. My sister who is almost a year younger than me, we are eleven months apart, looks exactly like me except her skin is darker. My brother is tall and slim like my father. My father used to tell me that he was going to let me meet my siblings because he wanted us to have a relationship but that has never happened, along with a thousand other promises that he’s made me. At seventeen, I have enough broken promises to last me a lifetime. I’ve learned not to believe anything that he says.

      “This Ball is going to put you out front, baby. All the nice rich young men will see you. You will marry you a rich man for sure!”

      Marrying rich was my mother’s goal for me. She didn’t want me to be a doctor or a lawyer. She wanted me to be a doctor or a lawyer’s wife. She wanted me to be a part of high society. She dreamed of me having tea parties and being a proper southern lady. All I’ve ever wanted, for as long as I can remember, is to teach. I want to inspire young minds. I want to help mold future leaders. I want to be that teacher that people never forget because I inspired them to be better. Hopefully, I can make my mother happy while being happy myself.

      “We are going to go dress shopping this weekend. We have to get a jump on all of the other families shopping for their daughter’s dresses.”

      “Yes, Ma’am.”
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      “Olivia, come on out, Baby. You are going to be late for the Bachelor’s Brunch!”

      The Bachelor’s Brunch was an event held a week before the Ball. At the brunch, the debutantes selected our escorts for the event. The suitors that were invited to participate were selected from Military Academies and Ivy League Universities. I wasn’t really looking forward to this part. At first, I thought that working with my debutante coach was the hardest part of this process. He taught me how to walk, curtsey, dining skills, table manners, and ballroom dancing, but the thought of walking up to a complete stranger and telling them that I wanted them to be my escort to at the Ball made me sick to my stomach. When the potential escorts question my pedigree, what am I supposed to say? My dad has a family across town, but his family doesn’t know about me. My mom is the maid over at the Belton’s? Not that I was ashamed of my mother, but we don’t fit into this whole debutante world.

      “I’m coming, Mommy.”

      I took another glance at myself in the mirror before meeting my mother at the front door. My mother picked out my dress. She’d chosen a black, short-sleeved, a line dress that stopped right above my knees. I wore a single strand, imitation pearl necklace, and matching post earrings. My hair was up in a French roll with a curly ringlet on each side of my face by my temples. I wore black patent leather pumps with a one-inch heel.

      “Oh, my heavens! Olivia, you are beautiful!” my mother beamed as I approached her.

      “You sure are,” Mrs. Belton agreed.

      “Thank you,” I smiled.

      “Alright, let’s go and find you an escort!”

      Since Mr. and Mrs. Belton were my sponsors for the ball, Mrs. Belton accompanied me to the Bachelor’s Brunch. Mrs. Belton looped her arm in mine and led me out the door.

      “Olivia, I know that I’ve already said this, but you really do look darling.” Mrs. Belton said as we pulled up to the restaurant where the brunch was being held.

      “Thank you, Mrs. Belton. Thank you again for sponsoring me.”

      “Oh please! You are smart and beautiful. I couldn’t make it day to day without your mother. It’s the least we could do. Come, sweetheart, let’s find you an escort.”

      Mrs. Belton has always been very nice to me. Even though my mother is her hired help, she doesn’t look down on me or treat me like I’m second class. Both she and her husband are good people.

      She led me around the room introducing me to the families that I’d only heard of on the evening news or read about in the newspaper. Mrs. Belton simply introduced me by my name, Olivia Callahan. She didn’t say, “my maid’s daughter,” or “the poor girl we are sponsoring.” She made me feel comfortable.

      “Oliver Renou!” I heard Mrs. Belton exclaim.

      I froze hearing that name. Mrs. Belton took my hand and led me to the man and his family.

      “Oliver, this is a good friend of my family. Olivia Callahan, meet Mr. Oliver Renou. His wife, Armelle, and his daughter, Octavia. Octavia is one of the debutantes this year also.”

      “Nice to meet you Olivia, what a beautiful name for a beautiful girl,” Mr. Renou extended his hand. I shook his hand to play along with this charade.

      I wanted to say, “You named me, daddy.” But instead, I said, “Thank you, Mr. Renou. Nice to meet you Mrs. Renou. Octavia, you are beautiful. Congratulations on being one of the selected debutantes.”

      I smiled through my entire speech.  This was the first time I’d ever spoken to my sister. The first time I’d ever been this close to her.  I wanted to grab her and give her a tight hug and introduce myself as her sister, but I knew I couldn’t. I wondered if she noticed that we have the same eyes? Can she feel that I love her even though she doesn’t know me?

      “Congratulations to you too,” Octavia smiled. “You are very pretty. Good luck on your escort selection.”

      “Thank you, Octavia, same to you.”

      “Oh Randy,” Mrs. Belton called out to someone across the room. “Oliver, Armelle, it’s good to see you. Come on Olivia, I want you to meet someone else.”

      I wanted to cry as Mrs. Belton led me away to meet other people. I wanted to look back to see if my Daddy was watching me. I wanted him to help me pick my escort the same way he was helping Octavia. I kept glancing at him, watching the way he interacted with his family. He seemed to love them as much as he told my mother he loved us. I wish that we could have that love and public affirmation, but I knew that was not something to wish for because it was never going to happen.

      “Olivia, I’m going to introduce you to the young man that I think would be the perfect choice to be your escort,” Mrs. Belton said as she looped her arm in mine.

      We walked arm in arm to some young men that were standing in a group.

      “Mason Lafayette, this is Olivia Callahan. She is one of the debutantes this year.”

      I wasn’t sure to whom she was speaking until he spoke up.

      “Olivia,” Mason took my hand and kissed the back of it. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      Mason was an average size and average height guy. He looked young like he was still in high school but I knew that none of the potential escorts were still in high school. His dark, thick, wavy hair was cut low and faded on the sides. He had blemish free, mocha skin and his neatly trimmed goatee framed his thin lips.

      “Nice to meet you too, Mason,” I smiled.

      “I’m going to leave you two alone. I will see you in a bit, Olivia,” Mrs. Belton said as she walked away.

      “Olivia, would you like to sit down?”

      Mason motioned to an empty chair at a table next to us.

      “Yes, thank you.”

      We chose chairs next to each other and sat down.

      “Tell me a little about yourself, Olivia.”

      “I’m seventeen. I’ve never been to anything like this before. I’m very nervous.”

      He chuckled.

      “I’m twenty-one, I’ve been to tons of these events. Don’t be nervous. You hold all the cards.”

      We talked and laughed the rest of the evening. Mason was charming and handsome. We talked until I built enough courage to ask, “Mason, would you be my escort for the Ball?”

      He smiled a megawatt smile and said, “It would be my pleasure, Olivia.”

      We exchanged telephone numbers before the brunch was over. He walked me over to Mrs. Belton and kissed the back of my hand.

      “It was a pleasure meeting you Olivia. I look forward to being your escort at the ball.”

      I smiled so hard that my cheeks were hurting. I’d never had an extensive conversation with a male before, let alone a guy that’s almost out of college.

      I followed Mrs. Belton out of the event and to the car.

      “So, what did you think of Mason?” Mrs. Belton asked as soon as we pulled away from the restaurant.

      “I thought he was nice.”

      “And handsome?”

      I giggled, “Yes, Ma’am, and handsome.”

      “Good. Did you ask him to be your escort?”

      “Yes, Ma’am, I did. He agreed.”

      “Wonderful. He is from one of the most prestigious families in the county. He’s a great catch. We are going to find you the prettiest dress so you can be the most beautiful girl at the ball.”
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      I was sitting on a bench in the yard of my college looking over some homework when I heard someone call my name. I looked in the direction of the voice and saw Mason walking towards me. It had been at least a year since we’d seen or spoken to each other. He looked to have gained some muscle since the last time I saw him. His hair had grown out some on the top, but he still wore it low on the sides. I was happy to see him.

      “Olivia, I heard you were accepted here. How have you been?”

      He sat down next to me on the bench.

      “I’ve been good,” I smiled.

      “How are you getting along with the school work?”

      “All of my classes have been easy except for my Women in African American Culture class. The professor is impossible to please.”

      “Is it Professor Johnson?”

      “Yes! Did you take one of her classes?”

      “Yes, and she is very hard to please, but you have to take meticulous notes on her lectures and then when you write your papers, use some of her words. She will then label you a genius,” he smiled.

      “Thank you, Mason. I will try that. How have you been?”

      We sat and talked for what seemed like hours. He told me that he’d been accepted to grad school so we would be attending the same school. We started talking regularly. He told me that he liked me from the moment he met me, but he wanted to wait until I was out of high school before he tried to pursue anything with me. Once I told him that I was interested in him, we started dating.

      Our relationship progressed well. Mason introduced me to a lot of things and people that I would not have been privy to had it not been for him. We were from two different worlds, but he didn’t mind introducing me to his. Everyone in his circle of family and friends welcomed me except his mother. She didn’t like the fact that I didn’t have a pedigree. Well, I didn’t have a pedigree that could be discussed. To her, I was just the maid’s daughter, and she made sure she reminded me of that fact every chance she got. I was never ashamed of my mother or her occupation. I didn’t want to disrespect his mother by telling her to shut up about my mother, but after dinner at her house one night, I mentioned it to Mason.

      “Mason.”

      I was seated at my vanity table in my small apartment I’d moved into my last year of undergrad.

      “Yes?”

      “I really don’t like the way your mother always has something to say about my mother and her occupation. I don’t think that it’s right.”

      “That’s just how she is. She doesn’t mean any harm.”

      “I don’t know. I think that she is trying to imply that since my mother is a maid, then I come from nothing. That’s not true.”

      “No, it’s not. Don’t let her ruffle your feathers. Sometimes she can say things just to see how far she can push you.”

      “Well, I don’t like being pushed. It would be nice if you would say something to her.”

      “I’m not getting in the middle of anything between you and my mother.”

      “It’s your place to…”

      WHACK!

      I immediately grabbed my face where his open hand had just landed.

      He towered over me and said, “Don’t tell me where my place is. You learn yours!”

      He stormed out of my apartment.

      I don’t know how long I sat there holding my face, staring at the door he’d stormed out of. I don’t remember when I started crying, but I do remember that I didn’t stop crying until I fell asleep.

      I woke up the next morning to the smell of breakfast cooking in my kitchen. I got out of bed and walked into the kitchen to find Mason making all of my favorite breakfast foods.

      “Good morning! I was wondering when you would wake up.”

      I didn’t respond. I looked at him like he had two heads.

      Did you forget you hit me?

      “Come, sit down. I will bring you your plate.”

      I slowly sat down and watched him prepare my plate. I started to think that maybe I had dreamt the entire episode. Maybe he didn’t slap me. Maybe I didn’t cry myself to sleep. I brought my fingers to my cheek and felt the slight tingle of pain still lingering. No, he slapped me.

      He sat my plate down in front of me and sat next to me. We ate in silence until he finally spoke up.

      “Livi,” He turned to me while gently lifting my hand from the table into his. “I didn’t mean to strike you last night. I’d had too much to drink, and I lost control. I didn’t even realize I’d hit you until I sobered up. I’m sorry, babe. That will never happen again. Do you forgive me?”

      Did I forgive him? Could I forgive him? What would that say about me if I stayed with a guy that would put his hands on me? But he did say he had too much to drink, so maybe that was the reason. If I forgive him, that will make me the bigger person, right? He said it would never happen again and I believe him.

      “Yes, Mason, I forgive you.”

      “Are you sure? I would understand if you didn’t. That was not acceptable behavior.”

      “Yes, I’m sure.”

      “Thank you, Livi. I will never let alcohol take me there again, I promise.”

      Olivia

      My mother put together a small gathering at her house and invited a few people over to celebrate my graduation from undergrad. Mason pulled out a ring and asked me to marry him during the gathering. A blaring siren went off in my head like the noise that comes through a phone when there is an amber alert or inclement weather. Then a voice in my head said don’t do it. I looked around at my family and friends, all of whom were nodding their heads yes for me, so I said yes because it seemed like the right thing to do. Mason and I were married in a small backyard ceremony at his parent’s estate. His mother wasn’t very excited about our marriage but I had learned to ignore her.

      I pursued my Master’s degree while teaching math at the same high school I’d graduated from. I moved into the vice-principal position at the same school, after I completed my Masters. Mason assumed the role of Chief Operating Officer of his father’s international shipping company. I also took care of some of the bookkeeping for the company. I was a wiz at math and enjoyed working with numbers almost as much as I enjoyed teaching. There were some important accounts that Mason didn’t want the company’s bookkeeper to handle, so I took care of those.

      “Mason, I was looking over the books and noticed a discrepancy between the accounts that I handle versus the accounts in the other books.”

      I had been working the special accounts without having access to the main accounts. I thought that was strange so I asked the bookkeeper for access for comparison purposes.

      “What are you talking about? Why are you looking at the other books?”

      “I just wanted to compare to make sure that we were on the same page since it is the same company.”

      “I never told you to look at the other books.”

      “Well, I did, and the accounts that I handle have a large influx of money quarterly that I cannot account for. I didn’t see it in any of the other accounts in the other books.”

      “That’s your problem, Olivia. You think you are so smart. I never asked you to do anything but log the numbers and add them together. That’s it. What goes on in those other accounts is none of your business.”

      “Mason, I was just trying to make sure…”

      My words were cut off because he’d wrapped his hands around my throat so tight that I couldn’t breathe or form a thought. I started clawing at his hands with my nails, trying to get some air. I had never been so afraid in my life. I learned quickly that it’s not hard to cut off a person’s air supply. I thought I was dying.

      “Don’t talk back to me. I told you what I wanted you to do, and that’s all you need to concern yourself with. Don’t make me have to say this to you again!”

      He released me, and I fell to the ground gasping for air.

      He stood over me and yelled, “Do you understand me, Olivia?”

      I nodded my head and never asked another question about the accounts.

      We could go months without a physical confrontation, but then there would be other times where, in Mason’s eyes, I couldn’t do anything right. Since my skin is so light and I bruise so easily, he would not hit me in my face, at first. He would punch me in my chest or in my stomach. He would push me down or choke me. After each incident, he would apologize and buy me a gift or do something special for me. He would ask for forgiveness. I would grant it, and the cycle would start all over again. After a while, he wouldn’t even apologize. It was like he felt that I deserved to be hit.

      I was visiting with my mother one day. We were in her kitchen talking and snapping peas. I reached to get something from the counter and winced in pain. A couple days before, Mason had become angry with me because I didn’t thank him for coming with me to an event at the school. He felt I was being ungrateful and punched me in the ribs, repeatedly. I was having a hard time taking deep breaths. I thought one of my ribs might be broken.

      “What’s wrong? Why are you wincing like that?”

      I broke down and started crying before I could get the words out of my mouth. I hadn’t told anyone about the things that I’d been going through with Mason. I felt like it was time to tell my mother.

      “He hits me, Mommy. Mason hits me!”

      I cried while she held me and rubbed my back. I knew she was going to be livid when she found out Mason hit me. I’m her only child, she has never let anyone put their hands on me.

      “What do you do to make him hit you?”

      I moved from her arms and took a step back to look at her. I blinked a couple of times to make sure that I was looking at my mother. Did I hear her correctly? What did I do to make him hit me?

      “I don’t do anything, Mommy! I’m not his child. I’m his wife.”

      “I know that but, you’re smart, Olivia. Very smart. Maybe sometimes the way you speak to him makes him feel like you think you are better than him. You have to always build your husband up. Never try to outshine him. Some men have a different way of responding when their wives belittle them.”

      “Mommy, I don’t try to outshine him or belittle him. I support him.”

      I couldn’t believe the advice she was giving me. I thought she would be ready to throw hot grits on him or something.

      “I don’t want to stay with him. I want to leave.”

      “Here child! Hush all of that foolishness. You are married to a man. A rich man that takes care of you. He may be a little rough around the edges, but half a man is better than no man at all. There are a lot of women who would kill to be married to Mason. I’m not saying that it’s right for him to hit you but you have to look at your role in the whole situation. Sometimes we as women can provoke men to anger. You have to be careful. Try to be more submissive.”

      I didn’t necessarily agree, but I knew that Mason was stressed with running his family business. I could be a little more compassionate.

      I tried the more compassionate route, and it worked for about a month, and then he started again with the hitting and verbal abuse.

      Olivia

      I woke up to the sound of a steady beeping noise. I could hear the evening news being reported on a television or radio. It smelled like someone had recently cleaned with bleach. Opening my eyes was hard. My eyelids felt heavy and the effort it took to pry them open almost made me give up. I forced one open and then the other one. The light was so bright that my head began to hurt. I closed my eyes quickly, took a deep breath and tried to open them again. This time, I was able to squint to survey my surroundings. There was a television mounted on the wall over a whiteboard with something written on it in black and red marker. I couldn’t make out the words. I looked to my left and saw an array of machines with buttons and different colored lights and numbers. Am I in the hospital? I remember Mason being upset with me because I wore a different dress to the event. I remember him hitting me and the last thing I remember was wishing for death. Maybe this is the afterlife? That hope was shattered when I looked to my right and saw Mason standing with his back to me looking out a large window.

      “Mason…”

      He turned around suddenly and quickly walked over to my bed.

      “Olivia, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I promise I am going to get help this time. I promise. Please give me another chance. I’m sorry. If I had known, I would have never put my hands on you.”

      “Where am I?”

      “You are in a private hospital. Doctor Scotch is taking care of you.”

      Doctor Scotch was the family physician. He took care of everyone in the family. Apparently, he also cleaned up their messes.

      “Why did you say, if you would have known? What are you talking about?”

      “I’m talking about the baby, why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Baby?”

      “Yes, Livi.”

      “I’m pregnant?”

      He grabbed my hand and held it as he said, “Livi, we lost the baby.”

      “Lost?”

      Just as I began to process what Mason was saying to me, the hospital room door opened, and Doctor Scotch walked in.

      “Ah, Olivia. It’s good to see you awake.”

      “Doctor Scotch, I was pregnant?”

      He looked at Mason and then to me. “Yes, Olivia. You were almost into your second trimester so around three months.”

      “My baby is gone?”

      I don’t remember his response. I became hysterical. He had to call in a nurse to put something into my I.V. to calm me down. I was pregnant, and Mason caused me to lose it. God, why didn’t you let me die too?
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      After serving eight years in the military, I got out and returned home. I missed my family, and things in my family were rapidly changing. Michaela, Roman’s wife, was diagnosed with cancer. The family rallied around her, and she made it through the first diagnosis. About a year later the doctors found more cancer. This time, the prognosis was not good.

      I started college, majoring in Accounting and Business Management. As a teenager, I took a stock market course and fell in love with the idea of investing small amounts of money and watching them grow. A stockbroker that attended our church took me under his wing and helped me learn how to invest and work stocks. My brothers and I have earned quite a bit of money through stock investments.

      I was leaving my last class for the day when I received a call from an unknown number.

      “Who is this?” I asked after connecting the call.

      “Do you remember your log on for the system?”

      That was a voice I hadn’t heard in a couple years. I stopped in my tracks and surveyed my surroundings. There was nothing out of the ordinary. Nothing I hadn’t observed a thousand times before. I moved to the side of the building before responding, “yes.”

      “You will find some instructions there. Do it ASAP.”

      The call disconnected.

      I rushed to the Veteran’s center to use their computer. They had private rooms we could use, unlike the regular computer labs where you sat directly next to someone. I found an empty room, closed the door and navigated to the designated website. The Team always used this site to get information about our missions. I thought my account would have been deactivated by now. I navigated to the only message in the system. It read:

      Voice message…30 seconds to insert earphones…message will not repeat…

      I grabbed a pair of earphones that were on the desk and plugged them into the portal. I immediately heard: Huddle…2354 Delancey street…asap…be aware of your surroundings…Message deleted.

      I navigated out of the system. The computer prompted me to restart it, effectively deleting any trace of me being there. I left the Vet center and went straight to my car, paying close attention to my surroundings. I drove around the area of my college for a while making sure no one was following me before I navigated my way to the lower east side of Manhattan.  I had no idea what was going on, but I knew never to question directions from the team even if I wasn’t a part of it anymore.

      I parked my car in a garage several blocks away and made my way to the address on foot. The building looked like it had been abandoned for some time. As soon as I approached the door, it opened. I walked in and saw the entire A-Team standing in front of me.

      “DT,” everyone still called me by my given nickname as we embraced.

      “DT, we intercepted some chatter. Somehow the identities of the team may have been compromised. We cannot be positive, but we think it’s coming from that cartel that we busted up several years ago in El Salvador,” Ace explained.

      “What makes you think that our identities have been compromised?”

      “We distinctly heard our code names in the transmission. They don’t know our government names, but it appears that they are working on it. Apparently, there was a camera hidden in the house that we missed. They heard us calling each other by name. We have reason to believe you are the first target. One of the last transmissions came from New York.”

      “New York?”

      “Yes. Manhattan to be exact,” Ace finished.

      Gaige held his hand open. There was a small, brown device resting in his palm.

      “Take this. It’s a much smaller version of the earpieces we used in the field. Keep this in your ear at all times.”

      I took the small earpiece from his palm.

      “Give me your cell phone,” Gaige held out his hand.

      I reached into my pocket and retrieved my cell phone. I handed it to him. He took it and walked back over to his workstation.

      “Give me all the details, Ace. I need to know what we are dealing with. My family still doesn’t know what I really did in the military. I would love to keep them out of this.”

      “As do we, but you know how this can go sometimes, the family is looked at as the easiest way to get to you. As much as we want to keep them out of it, it’s not going to happen.”

      “Details, Ace,” I paced as the team filled me in. I had murder on my mind. There was no way someone was going to come into my city and harm my family.

      “After you left, the leader of the group that we arrested was tried and convicted. One of the guards that was responsible for his transportation to and from the lockdown facility told his supervisor that the inmate started talking about finding the team that brought down his cell. Of course, that didn’t raise any eyebrows until one day he mentioned a hidden camera at the compound that would have been impossible to find. The cleanup team that came in after us didn’t report anything about finding a well-hidden camera. We thought that maybe he was blowing hot air until we intercepted a call between two people on our watch list. That’s when we heard about the hidden camera again. Apparently, the video feed to the camera was disrupted, but the microphone picked up everything. That’s how they got our names. Again, we don’t care about names because none of our code names resemble our real names. The thing that really concerns us is that they talked about being on their way to New York and possibly finding DT. Apparently, that damn accent gave you away.”

      “Really?”

      “No,” he chuckled. “Just trying to lighten the mood. We’re not sure how they came up with New York. There may be a mole in the organization. General Bowman is working that angle.”

      “The Colonel finally got promoted, huh?”

      “Yeah, he did. I think the powers that be thought that giving him more rank and visibility would slow him down but it didn’t do anything except speed him up with more power,” Ace chuckled. “He will let us know what he finds. Right now, the only people we can trust are each other. We will protect this family,” he pointed to everyone in the room, “and your family, like we always have, got it?”

      “I got it.”

      “We would do the same thing if it were any of us. If we would have heard Ace, then we would have been in Saint Louis,” Hawk added.

      “Man, my family hasn’t been the same since my mother died. My pops married a woman that I swear is plotting his downfall. My brothers and I left home as soon as we could. I joined the military, the other two left and went to college. I don’t call home unless I have to. I just spoke to my Pops the other day, and he told me my little sister left home without telling them where she was going.”

      “Like ran away?” Angus asked. “How old is she?”

      “She’s eighteen. She just graduated from high school. I’m sure my pop’s wife has everything to do with why my little sister left.”

      “Do you know where she is?” Angus questioned.

      “Yeah, it wasn’t hard to track her down. She’s here in New York attending school. I’m going to give her some space. My brothers and I will figure out how we want to handle it when I get back home.”

      “I’m here if you need me to keep an eye on her,” I responded.

      “I will hit you up if that’s necessary. Right now, I think she’s cool.”

      Gaige handed me my cell phone.

      “I installed some encrypted software so our communications won’t be traced. This should be our only means of communication outside of the earpiece.”

      “Cool, got it.”

      I left our meeting with a ton of weight on my shoulders. It was never my intention to bring danger to my family’s front door. It really was the last thing we needed right now. Michaela was not doing well. She’d made the decision to stop the chemo and radiation. None of us agreed with her decision, but we all understood, except for Blue. Watching her decline was slowly killing us all, but Blue seemed to be going down with her.
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      I used my key to enter Michaela and Blue’s house. I could hear Blue playing his acoustic guitar in Michaela’s room. I waited until he stopped playing before I entered her room.

      Her eyes were closed but slowly opened when I entered the room.

      “Pax,” she said hoarsely.

      “Hi Sis,” I smiled. “What up, Bro?” I squeezed Blue’s shoulder.

      “Pax.”

      He looked like he hadn’t slept in days and his short locs were now hanging around his ears.

      “Why don’t you go and get something to eat, Rome. I will keep Sis company.”

      “I’m good. I don’t need to go anywhere.”

      “Roman,” Michaela softly said. “Please go outside and get some sunshine or something. You’re depressing me, and I’m the one that’s sick!”

      She gave a small half smile.

      “Why do you keep trying to get rid of me?”

      “I’m not trying to get rid of you. I just want you to take a break.”

      Roman looked at her and then at me.

      “Okay, but I will be back.”

      He kissed her on the forehead and walked out of the room.

      “Sit down, Paxton. Get comfortable. I need to talk to you.”

      I sat down in the seat that Roman had just vacated.

      “I’m dying Paxton. You know that, right? You are the only one I can be totally honest with.”

      I nodded my head trying to contain the tears that were threatening to fall.

      “Roman is not doing well. He thinks that there is something that he can do to make this go away, but it’s not going anywhere. Soon, I won’t be here, and I need to know that you will make sure Roman moves on. He has to find another wife. She will give him the long-lasting love that he deserves. I was the beginning, but I’m not the end for Roman. He will find her, and he will know when he has. Please nourish that relationship. Don’t let him give up on her because he’s trying to hold on to me, okay?”

      I leaned back in my chair and looked down at the ground, “Okay, Kay. I will.”

      “Look at me, Pax. Promise.”

      I looked up and met her eyes. They didn’t have the brightness they used to have prior to the cancer. The twinkle had diminished, but it wasn’t completely gone.

      “I promise.”

      “Good, now on to you. You have so much unresolved guilt about what happened to Giselle.  That was not your fault. The only thing that would have happened differently if you were there is that you probably would have been shot too. You have to release yourself from that burden. It’s too heavy to carry with you to your destiny. You will never make it. You will get tired and give up, but you can’t give up, so you have to release it.”

      I’d never discussed the guilt that I carried after leaving my parent’s house that night. I often felt like if I had stayed, I would have been able to talk Nigel down. Maybe I would have been able to get Giselle to leave the apartment.

      “Pax, you have prayed the prayer over and over asking for forgiveness for trespasses as you forgive others of their trespasses. Now, you have to forgive yourself for whatever you thought you did wrong. Let the past stay in the past. You have to be better for yourself and for Roman. He’s going to need you.”

      Michaela was Roman’s wife, but our relationship felt like she was my blood sibling. I was not looking forward to living in a world where she no longer existed.

      “I don’t know how to let go of the past. I think about it a lot.”

      “You have to refuse to let your mind go there. You have to combat thoughts with words. You have to change your thought process audibly. When those negative thoughts pop into your head, you have to combat them with words of affirmation. Second Corinthians says to bring your thoughts into captivity. That means you can teach your thoughts to obey. You speak your deliverance into the atmosphere then the atmosphere will adjust to your words. Death and life are in the power of your tongue. Let me show you. Your mind says, ‘You can’t do it.’ Then you say out loud, ‘I can do all things through Christ who gives me strength.’ Your mind says, ‘I will never succeed.’ Then you say out loud, ‘I am the head and not the tail. I am above only and never beneath.’”

      “That’s a lot easier said than done but I understand, Kay. I will work on it.”

      “Good. Now play me something so I can rest.”

      She knew that I didn’t do anything with music anymore. Nigel had taught me to play several instruments, and I gravitated to the guitar, but I never played anymore. I knew that I couldn’t say no, so I picked up the acoustic guitar resting next to me. I played something soft until she closed her eyes.

      I put down the guitar and kissed her forehead.

      Paxton

      Ezekiel and I convinced Roman to leave his house for a couple hours. He had taken on the role of caregiver for Kay and rarely, if ever, left the house. The family stepped up and kept the kitchen stocked and house clean so that he could tend to Kay, but he needed a break. Since some of Kay’s friends were visiting with her, we used the opportunity to get Roman out of the house. We were taking him to the hair salon to get his twists freshened up and his beard trimmed. He looked like a cave man.

      Roman volunteered to drive probably so that he could leave when he was ready. I didn’t care as long as he was out of the house for a while. I sat in the passenger seat, and Ezekiel was in the back seat. We rode enjoying light conversation. I’m sure Kay was in the front of all our minds but it felt a little like old times, before the military and before Kay became sick.

      “Pax, what was that girl’s name that you dated with the tangled eye?” Ezekiel asked.

      “What in the hell are you talking about? I never dated a girl with a tangled eye.”

      “Oh yes, you did! Blue, remember? We chuckled every time she came around because we didn’t know which eye to look at when we spoke to her?”

      “Yeah, I do remember her! Her name was something that started with a T, Tangie, Telisa, I can’t remember, but I knew it started with a T because Zeke started calling her Tangled instead of her real name.”

      They both chuckled. I was racking my brain trying to figure out who they were talking about. I dated so many girls in high school.

      “We told you that she had a wandering eye, but you acted like you never saw it. She had a sister that was a year younger than her…” Zeke was feeding me details to jog my memory.

      “Oh, wait. You are talking about Tarnequa Ellis! Yeah, her eye did confuse me sometimes, but her body was nonstop!”

      “That’s true,” both of my brothers agreed.

      “I ran into her a couple years back. She got that eye fixed, and she is still bad as hell.”

      “Straight?” Zeke leaned forward.

      “Yeah, I almost asked her what was good until her husband and daughter came around the corner.”

      “Awe, man! She’s married?” Roman laughed.

      “It was a sad day,” I hung my head.

      We all laughed.

      “I remember I ran into this chick that I used to kick it with…”

      As Ezekiel started telling his story, a white van caught my attention through the side view mirror. To everyone else, it looked like a regular van, but the grill of the van caught my attention. It reminded me of the vans the Team used for our missions.

      “Are you all close?” I covered my mouth and turned my head when I spoke, hoping my brothers wouldn’t notice. I told the team that we were going to get Blue out of the house, they agreed to shadow us.

      “We are a couple cars behind you.” I heard Harlem say through my earpiece.

      “Cargo van, to my right.”

      “She was so loose, I promise I almost fell all the way in…” I heard Ezekiel still telling his story. Neither one of my brothers were aware that anything was going on, but my heart was beating out of my chest. If there really is something about to pop off, I have to protect both my brothers. I have a small gun hidden in my back, but I don’t know if that will be enough firepower to protect them from whatever is coming.

      “We are right behind them, DT. If they try anything, we will…”

      I saw the passenger window of the van roll down, and the tip of a gunpoint out as they were approaching our car.

      “Situation! Situation, get down,” I yelled. I managed to throw myself over Blue while grabbing Ezekiel’s neck and forcing him down into the back seat. “Don’t move until I tell you to move.” I pulled my gun from my back ready to die protecting my family. I rolled over and saw my team swarm on the van. They managed to take down the driver and move the van onto a side street before my brothers knew what happened.

      “We are clear,” I heard Angus say into my earpiece before I allowed either brother to move.

      “I’m sorry, Rome, Zeke.” I moved so they could sit up.

      Roman grabbed my neck and touched his forehead to mine.

      “It’s alright, brother. We got you. You’re going to be alright. Do you hear me?”

      He was referring to my diagnosis of post-traumatic stress disorder. I went with it because I never wanted to tell them what I’d brought to their doorstep.

      “Hawk and Angus will still shadow you, DT. The rest of us are going to go and have a little chat with our new friends.”

      “Cool,” I said out loud. Essentially responding to both Roman and Ace.
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        * * *

      

      I walked into the warehouse after spending several hours with my brothers. Ezekiel and I had convinced Roman to get his hair done and have lunch with us. I’m glad we did it but the entire time I was with them, I was anxious to get finished so that I could meet the team to find out what they had learned. I walked into the far corner of the room and found two men tied to chairs. One man was unconscious on a table, and another one was hanging from the exposed beam by his wrists.

      Ace and Harlem had all of their tools they used for interrogation set up on another table. I could only name the knives, but there were a lot of other metal tools that were speckled with blood.

      “These are the men that tried to hurt my family and me?” I questioned as I examined each man carefully.

      “Well, these two were in the van. We found these two holed up in a condo after their friend,” Gaige nodded to the one unconscious on the table, “told us where we could find them.”

      I could feel the darkness slowly creeping in. It’s how I describe the feeling I get when I am so angry that it’s impossible to control myself. The first time I experienced it, someone pushed Roman down and made him scrape his elbow. We were still in elementary school. I punched that kid so hard in the stomach that he threw up his lunch. I am very protective of what’s mine. Mess with me, okay. It takes a lot to get me upset, but when you hurt my family, I can go from zero to a thousand in one point two seconds.

      “My family was their target?”

      Angus nodded her head.

      I turned around and grabbed one of the men tied to the chair around his neck and lifted him and the chair off the ground. He started squirming and moving his neck trying to free himself from my grip.

      I spoke while I looked up at the man’s pale skin starting to turn a shade of blue, “You thought you could come into my city and harm my family? You thought you were big and bad enough to take me on?”

      I tightened my grip on his throat after each question. I could feel the man’s life seeping through my fingers as I held onto his neck. I started to hear whispers of people saying, “Let him go.” “This is not how we handle things.” The voices started to get louder, and I realized that my team had been trying to free him from my grasp the entire time. The fog was lifting, and the realization of a dying man in my grasp made me immediately drop him.

      He fell to the floor with a thud and landed on his side, still tied to the chair, gasping for air.

      “The General found the mole. As we speak the rest of this team is being taken down, for good. You and your family are good,” Ace said.

      I looked around the room at my team. I nodded my appreciation, turned on my heels and left the warehouse. True to their word, I never received another threat.

      Olivia

      It had taken a while for me to move forward after losing my baby. I cried a lot. I questioned a lot. I thought that a baby would finally give me the chance to have someone in my life that loved me unconditionally. My baby would always acknowledge me in public, unlike my father. My baby wouldn’t want me to be prim and proper to fit into a society that I wasn’t born into, unlike my mother. My baby would see me through the lens of love, unlike my husband, who looked at me with pure hate in his eyes. Then, I decided that a baby with Mason would have been a disaster. I don’t think he should ever procreate. One Mason is enough. I took precautions to ensure I never got pregnant again.

      I had arrived at the Belton’s house looking for my mother. I hadn’t seen her for several days and wanted to spend some time with her.

      I rang the doorbell, and to my surprise, Mrs. Belton opened the door.

      “Olivia!” she smiled.

      “Ummm, Mrs. Belton, hi. What are you doing answering the door? I thought my mother was here?”

      “Despite what you may think Olivia, I know how to open the door. I’m not that rich. I mean I am pretty rich, but, you know what I mean,” she laughed.

      “I didn’t mean any disrespect…”

      “Child hush and come in this house! You can visit with me until your mother comes back. She was expecting you but had to run a quick errand. She will be back soon.”

      She pulled me into the house and closed the door behind me. She looped her arm in mine, and we walked onto the sun porch in the back of the house.

      “Have a seat. I have some sweet tea and some cookies that I baked. Try my cookies and let me know what you think.”

      I sat down while she poured me a cup of tea and placed two cookies on a saucer in front of me.

      “Thank you,” I smiled.

      She settled herself in the chair across from me then said, “So Olivia, tell me what’s been going on?”

      “Well, nothing much. I am finishing up my Doctorate. I think I want to transition to the executive levels of education.”

      “Wow, sweetheart, that is great! What are you hoping to accomplish?”

      “I’m the vice principal now, but I would love to move into the district office where I can affect policies and curriculum. I want to make changes to the way all children are instructed and not just the ones at my school.”

      “I’m proud of you, sweetheart. Your mother is also. She talks about you all the time.”

      She smiled. “I hope you don’t mind but to be honest with you, I sent your mother away on a task because I wanted to speak with you one on one.”

      The feeling of dread and fear swept through me immediately.

      “Oh, my goodness, is mommy okay? Is she sick or something?”

      “No, no. This has nothing to do with your mom. Mabel is fine. She’s my best friend even though she’s my employee. She’s my confidante as I am hers. She told me that you told her that Mason hits you, is that true?”

      I felt the tears coming. After what I’d just experienced with losing the baby, I couldn’t sit through another “he is just a man” speech. I couldn’t bear to hear that “he beat your baby out of your body because men just have a way about themselves.”

      “Yes,” I finally answered. “It’s true.”

      I braced myself for her response. I had already decided that when she started talking foolishness, I was going to leave. I was going to stand up and walk right out. I don’t care if she is my mother’s friend/employer.

      “Mabel also told me that she told you some stupid shit, excuse my French, about men, have a way about themselves or some bull, right?”

      I looked up and met her eyes, “Yes, she did say that.”

      “Well, let me tell you something, black woman to black woman. If a male puts his hands on you in anger, he is not a man. If he can call you a name that makes you think less of yourself or belittles you, then he doesn’t love you. Why are you staying with him?”

      Finally, someone understands!

      “I want to leave Mrs. Belton. I do so bad! Now more than ever, but I’m scared. I want to tell you something but please don’t tell my mother.”

      “I promise, unless you are thinking of committing a crime or hurting yourself then I will tell her in front of you.”

      “No ma’am, well, I have considered murder, but he’s not worth me spending the rest of my life behind bars,” I smiled, then continued, “I was pregnant. Mason and I got into a bad argument. He hurt me so bad that I lost the baby. After that happened, I knew I had to leave.”

      “Oh, my goodness, Olivia. When did this happen?”

      “A few months ago.”

      “Is that when your mother hadn’t heard from you for about a week?”

      “Yes, ma’am. I was in a private hospital.”

      “That motherfu…”

      I broke down and cried. She pulled me into a hug and held me until the tears stopped.

      “I didn’t want to tell Mommy because I just don’t think I can take her half a man is better than no man speech. I think I might lose it.”

      “I understand. Look, let’s come up with a game plan to get you out of that marriage. How does that sound?”

      “Amazing!”

      “We won’t tell Mabel of my involvement. Can you promise me that?”

      “Yes, I promise.”

      “Good. Let’s make some plans.”
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      I woke up extra early this morning to prepare myself for this interview. I’d laid out my clothes for the interview the night before. I chose my blue and white satin dress that stopped mid-calf, with large-scale dark blue tulip print all over it. The dress had a matching jacket that is the same length as the dress. I wore my blue block heeled shoes with it and opaque pantyhose. My mother told me to wear a slip just in case the dress is see through. Both the dress and the jacket are fully lined, but I put the slip on just to be on the safe side.

      I left my house with plenty of time to get to the location, but as soon as I got into Bessie and turned the key, nothing happened.

      “Oh no, come on Bessie. Not today, please! This is too important. I need you to start.”

      This was not the first pep talk I’ve had to give Bessie. Bessie is my 2002 Chrysler Concorde. I purchased her from an older lady during my last year of undergrad. The previous owner only drove her when she went to the store and church, so she didn’t have many miles on her. I turned the key again after I rubbed the dashboard. Bessie started right up.

      “Thank you, Bessie. I promise I am going to let you retire once I land this position.”

      I pulled up to the building following the instructions on the email that I’d received. This would be the first round of interviews to become the Director of a new academy that was opening. I was so excited that my application had been selected.

      I walked into the elegantly decorated office and was greeted by a woman sitting behind a large polished wood desk.

      “Good morning,” I spoke and extended my hand. She offered her hand, and we shook. “My name is Olivia Callahan. I have an interview this morning.”

      “Good morning. Yes, Ms. Callahan. Please have a seat. Someone will be with you shortly.”

      I found the first empty chair and sat down. I waited for about ten minutes before the receptionist said, “Ms. Callahan, please follow me to the back. They are ready for you.”

      I stood to my feet and took a deep breath. I smoothed down my dress and adjusted my jacket then followed the receptionist. We walked a short distance down a hall past several offices. She knocked on the door then opened it. I followed her in.

      “Bishop and Lady Bluette, this is Ms. Olivia Callahan,” the receptionist announced to a couple sitting behind a desk.
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        * * *

      

      It had been almost two years since I sat down with Mrs. Belton and planned my escape. The first thing we did was assess my financial standing. Could I leave Mason and survive financially? If not, how much would I ask for in the divorce?  Would I stay in Willow Hill or move away? I decided that a fresh start would be best. I opened a separate checking and savings account. I funneled every paycheck that I received into those accounts and did some fancy bookkeeping so Mason wouldn’t notice. I started researching where I wanted to live and how much money I would need to make a clean break. The second thing was to double down on the self-defense classes that I was taking. I was determined to never be hit by him or anyone ever again.

      Mason hadn’t touched me since the miscarriage. No hitting and no sex. Both were fine with me. I never enjoyed sex with him anyway. He was a terrible lover. He only thought of himself and what pleased him. My pleasure was never his goal.

      I think Mason could feel the shift in my personality after the miscarriage.  I was over him and this marriage. I could feel the shift in our relationship. I knew that it was about to come to a head and I tried my best to prepare for it.

      I set a date to leave him. I had already spoken to a lawyer that Mrs. Belton found for me. I had a sixty-day countdown calendar. Every morning I woke up and crossed off another day. At the end of the sixty days, I was moving away and filing for a divorce. It was still Mrs. Belton’s and my secret. I hadn’t included my mother in on my plans. I didn’t need her trying to convince me to stay with him.

      Mason came home on day forty-five and decided that he wanted to start an argument with me. We had barely spoken, so he was on one for no reason.

      “Olivia!” He called my name as soon as he walked through the front door. I didn’t answer because I didn’t feel like it. I was over always being at his every beck and call. I had recently been confronted over the phone by a woman that works for his company. She told me that Mason didn’t love me. He loved her and was going to divorce me and marry her. I laughed. Hard. I responded with congratulations, I hope you both are very happy together. I didn’t even mention it to him because I could care less. Please leave me!

      “Olivia!” I heard him getting closer to my location. “I know you hear me calling you!”

      He walked past my office then doubled back when he saw me at my desk. I sat up in my chair and looked at him without responding.

      “Are you deaf?”

      “No, I’m not deaf. I heard you. I just didn’t want to respond.”

      He walked up on me, and I stood from my chair. He looked me up and down like he was sizing me up.

      “You’re standing up like you have something to say.”

      “You are in my office. What do you want?”

      He got closer and pointed his finger in my face.

      “I told you I needed those checks delivered to my office today!”

      “Get your finger out of my face,” I pushed his hand out of my face and stepped back.

      “Who the fuck you think you talking to?” He moved forward.

      “Mason,” I exhaled, “the checks are on your desk in your office.”

      “That’s not what I told you to do!”

      “Don’t raise your voice to me again. I’m a grown woman. I am not a child,” I rolled my eyes and stepped back again. I knew he was about to try something stupid.

      “Don’t make me remind you of who I am.”

      “I’ve always known who you are. You ain’t nothing but a sorry sack of shit that the doctor should have smothered as soon as that bitch pushed you out of her overused coochie.”

      My words stunned him for a second. I watched as his eyes glassed over and turned dark. He reached back to swing on me. I ducked, and he missed. The look of shock on his face sent waves of satisfaction through me causing a huge smile to form. His nostrils flared, and I could see the veins in his neck poking out. He swung again. I ducked then came up from a squatted position and hit him dead center in the nuts. I punched him with the intention of shoving them shits back into his body. I hit him so hard that I wanted his balls to think twice about ever dropping again. I waited until he bent over to grab himself then I hit him on the nose with a paperweight that I grabbed off the desk behind me. He yelled like a wounded hyena.

      “You bitch,” he cried while trying to lunge for me with dark red blood squirting from his face. I saw the fear and anger in his eyes. I moved again and ended up behind him.

      “I hope you bleed to death asshole,” I yelled as I kicked him in the ass before I ran out of that house, out of his life and into my new life.
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        * * *

      

      “Miss…I’m sorry, Doctor Callahan, please have a seat,” Lady Bluette read from a piece of paper while motioning toward the seat on the other side of the desk.

      I chose a seat and sat down. I was a ball of nerves, but I was trying not to let it show. I’d put my resume out on a job hunting website and received a call about becoming a director of a new Academy that would be opening soon. I’d already had a phone interview with the company that found my resume. This interview would be one of two if I made it past this one.

      Bessie and I had been in Houston for over a year. I had saved enough money to live comfortably for a while. I found a cute house to rent, and Mrs. Belton gave me enough money to pay my rent for a couple years. I refused to take the money from her at first, but she insisted.

      “Good morning. As Daisy stated, I am Bishop Roland Bluette, I am the Pastor of Abundant Blessing Church in New York. This is my wife, Lady Grace Bluette. My son, Pastor Roman Bluette is the Pastor here at Abundant Blessings Church-Houston. It has been a long-time goal of Pastor Bluette to open an Academy. He and his new wife, Zanetta, have worked diligently to find the right candidate to run this Academy. Are you ready to start the interview?”

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you both. Yes, I am ready to begin,” I smiled.

      “Good. Doctor Callahan,” Bishop Bluette continued, “can you tell us about yourself?”

      “I’ve been in education since I graduated from undergrad ten years ago. I am passionate about molding young minds and sending them out to make a positive impact on the world. I’ve recently moved from the Savannah, Georgia area to Houston. I am ready to apply the same quality and integrity to a position in education here, as I did in Georgia.”

      I looked at them to see if I would get a wink or a head nod letting me know I’d answered that question well. They both had excellent poker faces.

      “Doctor Callahan you've been in the classroom up to this point, why do you feel that you, as a female, can run an entire school consisting of hundreds of people when you've only been responsible for maybe thirty?” Lady Bluette looked at me with a smug expression that almost made me mad, but I understood the game. She was trying to shake me.

      “Actually, Lady Bluette, I have been out of the classroom for a few years now. My last position was Vice-Principal of Willow Hill High School. Even if I was still in the classroom and was only responsible for thirty children at a time, my reach extends further than just those thirty children. Because my words have power and life and they come from a place of sincerity, they give life and hope. Those thirty people will tell thirty other people, so my influence reaches far beyond a classroom. As far as being a woman, women are designed to follow and lead. My ability to lead is a direct reflection of my ability to follow. I am a great follower which makes me a great leader. I was consistently given accolades and awards as a classroom teacher.  As Vice Principal, the teachers that I had charge over consistently excelled. As the Director of an Academy, I would apply the same principles and make the entire school successful. My womb does not preclude me from doing anything my male colleagues can do when it comes to running an Academy and making it a success.”

      Poker Faces…

      The interview continued, they asked me the standard questions like, “why should we hire you? What are your strengths? What are your weaknesses?” I think I aced every question. I answered honestly without a lot of ummms between my thoughts.

      After the interview was over, they both shook my hand.

      “We will review our notes. If you make it to the last stage someone will be in touch with you,” Bishop Bluette stated.

      I left the office feeling confident about my answers, but as I drove to my favorite coffee spot, the doubt started to seep in.

      Did I answer that question correctly?

      Was I too sassy? Mommy always warned me about being sassy.

      Is that the answer they were looking for?

      Did I pronounce accreditation wrong?

      I walked to the counter of the coffee shop still in my thoughts and ordered my usual Americano. I went and sat in my usual booth by the window. The Barista came over and sat down across from me.

      “So…how did it go?”

      “It went okay. When I first walked out of the office I thought it went great but the more I think about it, I’m not sure.”

      “What did the interviewer say?”

      “Interviewers,” I corrected. “They didn’t say anything. They both wore poker faces the entire time. Neither one smiled or made me feel like my answers were good. I don’t know,” I shrugged and took a sip of my coffee.

      “I think you did well. Don’t doubt yourself.”

      “I’m trying not to Deborah, but it’s hard.”

      “I hear you, I remember when I applied for this job, I mean it doesn’t compare to being the director of a school but…”

      “No, don’t do that,” I interrupted, “Every step of our journey is important. Don’t discount yourself. Where you are right now, is important. We all have beginnings. Go ahead, tell me.”

      “Thanks, Olivia. Okay, I was going to say, I practiced sitting up straight and…”

      I felt my phone vibrate in my purse. I pulled it out to see who was calling. It was the church.

      “Excuse me, Deborah, this is the church,” I whispered.

      She stopped talking immediately. I took a deep breath, pushed the button to answer the phone and closed my eyes.

      “Hello?”

      “Hello, may I speak with Doctor Callahan, please?”

      “This is she,” I forced out trying to sound confident.

      “This is Grace Bluette.”

      As soon as she said her name my heart rate tripled. I was trying to control my breaths and hold on to the phone with my sweaty palms. Why would she be calling me so soon after the interview?

      “I wanted to call and tell you that you did a wonderful job today during your interview. My husband and I agreed that we will recommend you for the next and final interview.”

      I don’t remember if I said thank you or just hung up the phone but in any case, after the phone disconnected, I yelled, “I got the next interview!”

      Paxton

      Michaela’s death left our family broken. Everyone tried to return to a normal life but Roman could not. He blamed himself for her death. He was angry at God for taking her. His life spiraled out of control. We both were in a bad place; Roman was grief stricken and I had a difficult time adjusting after the scare on my family.  I’d learned to push my problems to the back of my mind and move on. Roman did not. I didn’t sleep much, if at all, but my problems seemed to pale in comparison to Roman’s.

      I stayed close to Roman and continued to manage his finances. Some days I had to force him to bathe and take care of his hygiene. Other days I would follow him around to make sure he stayed out of trouble. One time he tried to pick a fight with some guys at a bar. He didn’t know I was there. I knew I was going to jail that night because I was going to hurt anyone that put their hands on him, even if he was the one that started it. The men let Roman do a whole lot of talking and basically ignored him. God was protecting him for sure. I knew things had gotten out of control when I found a gun in his bedroom. He thought he’d hidden it, but I saw it. I didn’t know what he’d planned on doing with it at the time, but I knew that whatever it was, it was bad. I knew the only hope for him was to get him back to church. He’d stopped going after Kay died.

      I’d been attending a revival at a local church and decided to ask Roman to go with me on the last night of services. Roman agreed to go, and that night his life changed. He was finally able to move forward from his anger and grief to reclaim his life.

      My Father expanded our church into Houston, Texas and appointed Roman as the Pastor. Ezekiel and I moved to Houston with Roman to help him with the new church. Roman’s ministry grew quickly, so did his speaking engagements. I assumed the role of Roman’s travel companion. Some people may have mistaken me for his assistant, I didn’t mind. I wanted my brother to be successful, and part of his success was surrounding himself with the right team.

      My brothers and I got into the real estate market and started flipping properties. We purchased an apartment building and turned the apartments into luxury condos. I liked the property so much that I had the top floor of the building renovated for myself. I had a private entrance and a separate garage built. Both Roman and Ezekiel built houses.

      Roman met his current wife, Zanetta, when we went to a church conference in Saint Louis. He didn’t realize that he had encountered her before, but I remembered her as soon as I heard her pray. She was the one responsible for speaking the word over Roman that helped him break free from the hurt, grief, and depression that plagued him after Kay died.  He and Zanetta fell in love with no knowledge of their prior history. It was beautiful to watch.

      Nette is a great woman. She lived in the same building as me until she and Roman got married. She quickly became my family and one of my most favorite people. She and Roman make a great team. They have worked on getting new programs started at the church, and they have worked on opening a school for kindergarten through eighth grade; The Abundant Blessings Academy (ABA).

      Ezekiel has also found love in Houston. He was introduced to Zanetta’s friend, Zora, and has been gone over her ever since. She is my new nephew, BJ’s mom, and she’s carrying my next niece or nephew. Both she and Nette are my loves. I would do anything for them.
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        * * *

      

      “After I finished undergrad, I decided to go into research. You never hear people talk about how smart and evolved Prairie Dogs are. You know despite the ‘dog’ in their name, they are herbivores? They don’t eat animals, and I don’t either. I don’t think that animals were created for our consumption. It’s like that old song, you need me, I need you, were all a part of the body. I need you to survive…”

      I sat across from my date for the evening wondering why I thought this was a good idea. Her cinnamon colored skin and chocolate colored eyes were beautiful, but she would not stop talking. It’s not that I dislike conversation, I thoroughly enjoy stimulating conversation, but this was not that. This was more like a lecture; a long boring lecture. She didn’t even notice that I wasn’t responding at all. I stopped nodding my head at least thirty minutes ago. We have nothing in common.

      “Not that other people can’t eat meat. I mean to each his own, but I just think it’s disgusting,” she frowned as I cut into my T-bone steak and put a slice of the moist, perfectly seasoned meat into my mouth. I have nothing against vegetarians, but I am six feet, five inches tall and two hundred and seventy pounds. I eat a lot.  I work out a lot too, but I love food.

      This was my third date in the last month, and all of them had been epic failures. It had been some time since I put myself out there to date, but both of my brothers were now busy with their significant others, so I felt like it was time for me to find the one. Every woman that I’ve met have been nice, just not for me. I don’t think I’m being picky. I just want to spend time with a woman that I enjoy being around. Having something in common with her would be a plus.

      “Prairie Dogs are listed as endangered species in Utah and Mexico…”

      I looked up from my steak, she’s still talking…

      I was handling the pressure from my mother to find someone, but then I got two new sisters. One dead set on finding me someone and the other who asked me if I was gay. Then to make matters worse, my nephew told me he had a girl that he liked. That meant all the men in my family had a significant other or at least a potential significant other except for me. I’ve heard about Bluette magic and Bluette men knowing when they’ve found the one but I think my magic is gone and my meter is broken. Maybe I’m supposed to be by myself.
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        * * *

      

      My date finally talked herself into exhaustion and needed to end our date. She had an early morning. I was more than okay with that. I think I may have said ten words the entire evening. I walked her out to her car, opened the door to help her in and bid her a good night. No promises to call or date again because I knew that wasn’t going to happen.

      I made it home, stripped down and took a long shower. I was hoping that the heat from the shower and my mental exhaustion would help me sleep, but it didn’t. Long, sound sleep had eluded me for years. My doctor said that my insomnia could be a side effect of the PTSD. I had been prescribed some sleep medication, but I didn’t like the way it made me feel, so I stopped taking it.  Other than sleeplessness, I didn’t have any other problems associated with PTSD, but I still went to my appointment with my VA doctor and stayed on top of my health and fitness.

      I turned on my surround sound, filling my bedroom with ambient sounds of beach waves and rainstorms. I climbed into my bed and contemplated my next moves.
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      Instead of starting my morning off at my accounting firm, I was on my way to the church for a meeting. Roman planned on introducing the new Abundant Blessing Academy director and discussing timelines, as it relates to the opening of the school. He and Zanetta had been working diligently to find the correct person to fill the Director position. The Academy is using Bluette and Company, my accounting firm, to handle their finances. I appointed a team to work the special nonprofit accounts. ABA will be our second non-profit account; the church is the first. I oversaw the church account, but since we are expanding, I have someone in mind to head the non-profit division. It has proven profitable to have a lawyer in the family. Zanetta’s brother, Xavier, has been instrumental in getting the nonprofit division up and running.

      I stopped at the coffee shop around the corner from the church to pick up donuts and coffee for the meeting. Chef Leilani is catering, but Zanetta requested donuts and coffee from this particular shop, so I volunteered to pick them up. I stood in line behind one person who was currently being helped.

      “Hi Deborah,” the woman in front of me spoke to the barista. The woman’s voice had a sultry, velvety tone to it that instantly caught my attention.

      “Hi, Olivia! Today is the day, right?” the Barista cheerfully responded.

      “Yes, I’m nervous and excited!” the woman quickly replied.

      “Don’t be nervous, you went through a million people to be selected. You’ve earned it!”

      “Thank you, Deborah!”

      “I guess we won’t see you around here as often since you will be working now?”

      The woman laughed, “I will not be far away, so I will stop through.”

      “Congratulations again!”

      “Thank you.”

      The Barista handed the woman a cup of coffee. The woman turned quickly, nearly crashing into my chest.  I stepped back immediately while grabbing her shoulder with one hand and her wrist with my other hand to stabilize her cup of coffee. She obviously didn’t realize I was standing behind her. Maybe, I had moved in closer to listen to their conversation and catch a glimpse of her face before she exited.

      “Oh, my Goodness!” Her face was flush with panic as she looked at her un-spilled cup of coffee then up to me. “I’m so sorry! That was almost a catastrophe!”

      Her voice has such a unique quality. Her fair, lightly bronzed, skin and big brown eyes were sweet and matched her voice perfectly.

      “No problem. I think we are both all right,” I responded while checking the front of her dress for spilled coffee.

      She smiled, and her full cheeks pushed the bottom of her eyes up until they were slits. Her full lips opened and showcased a top row of beautiful teeth. Wow.

      “Thank you,” dripped from her lips like honey from a honeycomb…sweet.

      I followed her eyes and realized I was still holding onto her wrist. I slowly let it go and stepped back.

      I tipped my head, “You’re welcome.”

      She stepped around me and walked to the door. I watched until she disappeared around the corner, got into a late model car and drove away.

      I stepped to the counter.

      “Order for Bluette.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I arrived at the church and parked in the back to be closer to the conference room door. I got out of my truck and propped the back door open so that I could make one trip in with the coffee and the donuts. No one was in the conference room yet other than Chef Leilani and her team who were setting up the breakfast. I passed the coffee and donuts to her assistant and chose a seat at the table. I checked my emails on my phone while waiting for everyone else to arrive.

      Zanetta came in first looking stylish and beautiful in her tan dress and black blazer.

      “Pax! I didn’t see you come in!”

      I stood to greet her. She walked into my embrace. We hugged then I kissed her on the top of her head.

      “I came in through the back door.”

      “Oh, okay. Roman was just ending a call. He will direct everyone else back this way once he’s done.”

      I saw her eyes squint. I knew some mischief had just passed through her mind.

      “No, Nette.”

      “What? I didn’t even say anything!” She shrugged.

      “No, you can’t introduce me to anyone. No, I’m not lonely. I’m fine.”

      “Wrong, I was just going to say how nice your navy-blue suit looks on you today. I like the orange and blue tie choice you made.”

      I looked at her with a deadpan expression.

      “…then I was going to say that I’m ready for you to meet someone…”

      I interrupted, “Please reference the previous statement.”

      We laughed as Roman entered the room followed by a team of people.

      I spoke to everyone as they came in and made their way to the food setup. The last person to enter the room made me do a double take. She walked into the room timidly, looking around as she made her way to the oblong conference table. She still had the same cup of coffee in her hand.

      What are the odds?

      She didn’t notice me. I’m not sure she would have recognized me. It was only a one-minute encounter. I was about to say something to her when Nette walked up to her, and they embraced.

      “Doctor Olivia!”

      Olivia, yes, that’s what the Barista called her.

      I was attempting to ear hustle until Wes, the owner of the construction company we hired to do the work on the ABA came up and started talking to me. He obstructed my view, but I did get the chance to see that bright smile one more time.

      “Good morning, everyone. Can we take a seat so we can get started?” Roman spoke to the room.

      Wes shook my hand and moved to find a seat at the table. I situated myself in a chair directly across from the seat Olivia occupied. I watched Nette smile and pat Olivia’s shoulder before she moved to the head of the table next to Roman.

      “I want to say a word of prayer then we will get started. Touch the person next to you.”

      Everyone around the table touched the person next to them and bowed their heads. I don’t bow my head or close my eyes for prayer when I’m in a room of people. As Roman’s Armor Bearer, I’m usually the one keeping watch. Someone has to watch. Roman said a word of prayer and completed it with, “Amen.”

      “Amen,” the room responded.

      “Good morning, again. I am glad to see everyone. As you all know we have been searching for several months for a director of the Abundant Blessings Academy. We are fortunate to have a more than suitable person to fill the position. Doctor Olivia Callahan…”

      Everyone at the table clapped. I sat directly across from her, but she still hadn’t looked my way.

      Roman read from a piece of paper, “began her career as a math teacher at Willow Hill High School in Georgia after graduating Magna Cum Laude from Savannah State University, with a Bachelor’s of Science in Secondary Education and Mathematics.  She went on to obtain a Master’s Degree in Educational Administration from Armstrong Atlantic State University and was appointed Vice-Principal of Willow Hill Middle School. After receiving a Doctor of Philosophy in Education, she continued to work for the Willow Hill school district until her recent relocation to Houston, Texas.” He pushed the paper away. “Welcome Doctor Callahan. You can address the group if you would like.”

      “Thank you, Pastor Bluette.” Olivia smiled at Roman. “I am very happy to be a new member of the ABA team,” she scanned the table with her eyes and finally landed on me. She did a double take but didn’t lose her train of thought nor did she stumble over her words. So, she does recognize me. “I promise I’m not nearly as pretentious as my resume makes me sound. I’m just a Southern girl that found I had the aptitude for learning and teaching mathematics. I love having a hand in the molding of young minds. I am very appreciative of Pastor Bluette and Mrs. Bluette for the opportunity to work with the Academy.”

      She didn’t look at me again, but my eyes never left her. Her hair was pulled back into a large bun. It wasn’t slicked down. It was wavy indicating her hair was natural. She didn’t wear any makeup except for some gloss on her full lips. She wore small gold post earrings and no other jewelry. Her dress was professional but for lack of a better term, mature. No, not mature, matronly. It was a royal blue color with blue and white paisley prints all over it. She wore one of those half sweater things that women wear to cover their arms at church. Being around my fashionista sister has forced me to pay more attention to things like that.

      “Thank you, Doctor Callahan. We are happy to have you.” Roman smiled then continued, “Doctor Callahan will oversee the hiring of her own staff. Some of you who have been selected for positions at the ABA will be answering to Doctor Callahan. We will all assist in getting her settled in and ready to work. Everyone, please be sure to introduce yourself to her. Doctor Callahan, if you have any questions or concerns, you have access to both my wife and me. We will have these meetings monthly until the ABA is open. I want an update on all progress that has been made. I expect excellence and communication in every step of this process. Do we all understand?”

      The room responded with various forms of yes.

      “Paxton, is the person in place at the accounting firm that will be handling the ABA account?” Roman looked at me for an answer.

      “No, I will be handling it for the immediate future.”

      I’d just made that decision. I did have someone in mind, but they would have to wait until I got to know Olivia.

      Roman passed me a look that only I could read. We had already discussed someone at the firm handling the account. I had made it very clear that I would be passing those duties on to someone. My look back said we will talk later. He respected that and moved on.

      “Great, Doctor Callahan, Paxton is the person that will handle all of the financial business for the ABA. We can schedule a separate meeting to discuss budgets and timeframes.”

      I tipped my head. Roman gave me another look before he continued with the meeting. He went over the timeline for the ABA to be opened and other pertinent business.

      “Before I finish, I want to say a huge thank you to everyone at this table. I know that I have high expectations from you, but you never fail to deliver above and beyond my expectations. A special thank you to my Queen for adjusting from being a temporary employee to my Destiny Partner. You have been fantastic, Love.”

      He winked while he kissed Zanetta’s hand. She smiled.

      “Are all hearts and minds clear?” He looked around the table. No one said anything. “Okay, great. Make sure you get everything to me that I requested. Connect with Doctor Callahan and continue to dominate. This meeting is adjourned.”

      I hung back and waited until everyone introduced themselves to Olivia before I made my move. I started towards her and Roman stepped into my path. We looked at each for a few seconds before he looked over his shoulder and then back to me.

      “Oh, you want to do shy brother?” Roman was referring to a scene from his favorite movie The Five Heartbeats. I rolled my eyes at him before he chuckled and stepped out of my way. I approached Olivia while she was smiling and talking to Zanetta. Zanetta stopped her conversation to introduce me.

      “Doctor Callahan…”

      “Olivia, please, Mrs. Bluette.”

      “Olivia, please call me Zanetta or Nette. This is my brother, Pastor Bluette’s brother, Paxton.”

      “My hero,” she smiled.

      “You’ve met before?” Roman joined the conversation.

      “Paxton saved us both from having coffee down the front of our clothes this morning at the coffee shop. Thank you again.”

      “My pleasure, Olivia.”

      Now that I was closer to her, I could appreciate her sand colored skin and dark brown eyes. I noticed a small scar above her left eyebrow and a small mole near the corner of her mouth. She was completely make-up free and pretty. Really pretty.

      “As soon as I get settled in my office, I would like to schedule a meeting with you so we can go over the financials. I don’t have an assistant yet so I will be taking care of all of my own scheduling.”

      “Where will your office be located?”

      “It will be here at the church, for now, correct Pastor Bluette?”

      “Yes, we have it all set up for you,” Nette responded. “When you are finished here, I can show you where it is, Olivia.”

      “I think I’m finished. It was nice meeting you, Paxton. I will contact you to set up a time to meet.”

      “Welcome to the team, Olivia.”

      She turned and followed Zanetta out of the room leaving Roman and me in the room alone.

      “I was about to ask you what was going on with you saying you were going to handle the ABA, but you answered my question,” he chuckled.

      “Do you know if she is in a relationship? I didn’t see a ring.”

      “She told Nette that she is divorced and moved to Houston to get a fresh start.”

      “Really?”

      “I’m sure you will know everything Nette knows because she saw you staring a hole through her while we were in the meeting.”

      I laughed.

      “I’m sure she will fill me in.”

      Olivia

      I followed Zanetta out of the conference room. I wanted to look back and catch another glimpse of my hero, Paxton. I didn’t though. I was surprised to see him at the table, but it was a pleasant surprise. I didn’t get a chance to take in all of his features at the coffee shop, but I did during our short conversation after the meeting. He is well over six feet tall with golden skin. He’s a redhead! His auburn hair is short and wavy. He has a closely cropped beard and mustache that I had to force myself not to touch. It looked so soft and moisturized. His eyes are dark brown and penetrating. He looks like Pastor Bluette but a taller and lighter version. He’s handsome and smells like heaven. I’m certain that a man as handsome as he is would not be interested in me. A girl can dream, though.

      “This is your temporary office space, Olivia. I hope this will work for you.”

      Zanetta pulled me back to my current mission which was seeing my new office space.

      I looked around taking in the newly painted space. It had eggshell colored walls with brown trim. There was a large chestnut desk in front of a wall full of built-in bookshelves. There were two red chairs situated in front of the desk.

      “Wow, this design is modern and beautiful. Was this someone’s office before me?”

      “Thank you. No, it wasn’t anyone’s office. My husband let me decorate it so that I could use it for my interior design portfolio. I found every piece of furniture at a resale or thrift shop.”

      “No! Really?”

      I looked around the room again. There was nothing that I could see that would indicate that everything was used or secondhand. It was immaculate.

      “Yep, a couple of things had to be fixed like this desk needed to be sanded down and re-stained. These chairs had to be re-upholstered, but yes, this is my thrifted room. If there is anything you don’t like we can remove or replace it.”

      “Please! I’m wondering if you would be willing to help me decorate my office at the Academy!”

      “It would be my pleasure. I’m still learning interior design, but I enjoy it. When we get closer to the project being complete, we can sit down and talk about design.”

      “I would love that.”

      I walked behind the desk and sat down in the large plush chair. I was trying very hard to contain my excitement. I wanted to appear professional but the more it sank in that I was actually living my life on my own terms, the more excited I became.

      “That is the biggest, prettiest smile I’ve ever seen.”

      I looked up and saw Zanetta smiling back at me.

      “I hope this next statement doesn’t make me seem less professional or Doctor-ish, but I’m so dang-on happy! Like, seriously Zanetta, this is my dream. I’ve tried to live everyone’s dream for me, now finally, I get to live my own dream. GAWD! I’m sorry. I just want to pinch myself.”

      “No, that didn’t make you sound like anything except the perfect choice for this position. I am so glad you are here.”

      “Thank you. I’m happy to be here.”

      I liked Zanetta as soon as we met. She is so personable and sweet. Her spirit is welcoming and mothering at the same time. I’m sure I’m older than her, but she has a quality about her that makes you feel safe and special.

      “Thank you, Zanetta.”

      “We should have dinner sometime, I know you haven’t lived here very long. I haven’t been here that long myself, and we can explore together if you would like.”

      “I would like that a lot.”

      “Great! Let’s set a date and make it happen.”
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        * * *

      

      I sat in my office well after Zanetta had left still in awe of the wonderful changes that had happened in my life. Not only am I gainfully employed in a new city but I am doing what I’ve always dreamed of. I looked through some of the paperwork that Zanetta left for me. I started to jot down some notes and thoughts. My stomach growled forcing me to check my watch. It was after five o’clock. No wonder it was growling, I hadn’t eaten since breakfast. There was a knock on my office door. I figured it was Zanetta.

      “Come in,” I called.

      The door opened, and to my surprise, it wasn’t Zanetta, it was Paxton. My breathing stopped for a split second.

      “I hope I’m not disturbing you, Olivia?”

      “Um…no…not at all. Come in, please.”

      I held on tight to the arms of my chair as he closed the door behind him and strutted to the chair in front of my desk. He looked like a male model in his navy-blue suit that rested on his body like it enjoyed being there. I became envious of the expensive looking material that fit perfectly on his large frame. The shirt he wore with the suit looked brand-new white like he’d just taken it directly from the sewing machine. His orange and blue tie added a pop of color and matched the orange cufflinks in the French cuffs of his shirt. He nodded toward the seat. I nodded back indicating he could sit down.

      “I’d made it all the way back to my office before I realized that we didn’t set a date.”

      My throat became dry immediately.

      “A date?”

      “Yes, a date for us to go over the financials for the Academy.”

      Oh…for the Academy…

      “Well, my calendar is free other than my search for a secretary. It’s just me and my four walls at my house.”

      “You don’t have any family or friends here?”

      “No, I’m divorced. I came to Houston by myself.”

      “You should let me take you to dinner, then. It can be a welcome to Houston dinner. That is if you don’t have plans for this evening.”

      My stomach dropped. This evening? I tried to play it cool like I wasn’t freaking out on the inside. Did he just ask me out to dinner tonight?

      “No, I don’t have any plans. Dinner would be nice.”

      He handed me his phone. There was a picture of a little boy as his screensaver.

      “Give me your number and address. I will pick you up around seven thirty. Is that a good time?”

      “Yes, that’s a good time,” I said as I navigated to the contacts button to enter my information. I’d never had access to Mason’ phone like this. I never knew his passwords or was even allowed to hand him his phone. I quickly entered my information and passed his phone back to him.

      “Your son is handsome.”

      Like his dad.

      My phone vibrated on my desk.

      “That’s me calling you, so you have my information.” I navigated to my recent calls and saved his information in my phone. “Oh, and that’s not my son. BJ is my nephew, but thank you, he is handsome and very smart.” Paxton stood from his seat as he spoke, “I will see you at seven thirty, Olivia.”

      I watched him leave my office battling the urge to pull my bottom lip between my teeth as I watched his broad back flex in his suit jacket. He turned and nodded before he pulled the door closed behind him.

      His scent lingered in my office well after he left.  I think I’m going to love it here.

      Paxton

      I’d thought about letting Zanetta get the information for me about Olivia, but I decided I could get all the information I needed from Olivia on my own. I drove past the church after leaving my office and saw her car still parked on the lot. I stopped in and asked her to dinner. She easily agreed. I was pleased.

      I had come to a conclusion, just last night that I wasn’t going on any more dates. They had been a cornucopia of disasters and wastes of my time, but there was something about Olivia, just in our short interaction, that I liked about her. I did use the Academy as the reason for dinner so if things didn’t go well, we could at least discuss business. Then, tomorrow, I would assign one of my associates to the Academy, and I wouldn’t have to deal with her anymore.

      I followed the GPS instructions to her house. Her neighborhood was one of the older and rougher parts of town. I pulled up to a small cottage style house with a nicely manicured lawn and a chain link fence around it. It sat back away from the street like maybe a larger house sat in front of it at some point. It looked to be around five hundred or six hundred square feet. Probably a one bedroom, one-bathroom house. My brothers and I had been flipping real estate properties for several years now. It had become second nature to assess a property before stepping foot inside.

      I looked at my watch and saw that it was seven-twenty. I was a little early, but I rang the doorbell anyway. It only took her a few seconds to open the door.

      “Paxton, hi!”

      I thought she would say give me a couple more minutes or I’m almost ready. No, she reached behind the door and grabbed her purse. She walked out and pulled the door closed behind her.

      “Is it locked?” I asked while still standing with the screen door resting on my back. I turned the knob to make sure. It didn’t open.

      “Thank you,” she smiled.

      “No problem.”

      We walked to my car. She reached to open the passenger door, but I beat her to it and opened it for her. She seemed a little surprised by the gesture.

      “Thank you,” she said as she settled herself into the peanut butter colored leather seat of my Escalade. I closed her door and walked around to my side of the truck and got in.

      “I was thinking of going to a barbecue restaurant. How does that sound? You’re not a vegetarian or anything like that, right?”

      “No, I’m okay with whatever you choose. I love barbecue.”

      “Great.”

      I pulled from the curb and headed in the direction of the restaurant. Lianne La Havas played softly through the speakers.

      “Why did you choose Houston, Olivia?”

      I glanced over at her then returned my eyes to the road.

      “I was born and raised right outside of Savannah. I felt like I’d reached my maximum potential there, so I was ready to leave. When I knew my marriage was over, I started searching for a new location. I was ready for something fresh.”

      “How long were you married?”

      “Eight years. I’ve been divorced for a little over a year now. What about you? Married, divorced, dating, children?”

      She wasn’t put off by my line of questioning. She gave it right back to me. I like her.

      “Never. Refer to the previous answer. Not currently. No.”

      “Really? You’ve never been married? Why, if you don’t mind me asking. Are you one of those people that don’t believe in marriage or do your good looks keep you playing the field?”

      I chuckled, “Thank you for the compliment. No, I believe in marriage. I haven’t found her yet. I played the field when I was young, but I’m too grown to play now.”

      “Did they run fast, when you were chasing them?”

      “No,” I glanced at her. She chuckled. “They usually did not.”

      “I bet,” she laughed again.

      “Do you think you want to do it again, be married? Did you have a bad break-up?”

      I had pegged her as shy. I was wrong about that, she’s not shy at all. I don’t know how we got so personal so quickly but she’s not sweating it, so I’m not going to either. Might as well find out if I’m wasting my time early on.

      “I had a wonderful break-up. My marriage was hell. I know that no one has ever gone to hell and come back to tell about it, but I believe I had the perfect glimpse of it while I was with my ex-husband. My ex-mother in law’s name could have been Rosemary, and it wouldn’t have surprised me at all.”

      I glanced over at her, “Rosemary, from the movie Rosemary’s baby where she gave birth to the Anti-Christ?”

      “Yep, except she was probably a willing participant.”

      “Are you saying those things because the divorce was bitter?  You know how people turn on each other when they are going through a divorce. Or was it really that bad?”

      I’ve seen people who were once madly in love turn into completely different people when they go through a divorce.

      “No, I’m not bitter and like I said the divorce was wonderful. I didn’t take anything, not even his last name. I just wanted out. We didn’t fight or argue. Well, I didn’t fight or argue. I signed what I needed to sign and walked away. He really was a horror, but that’s my past. I look forward to my future. I believe in love and marriage as long as it’s right.”

      I parked on the lot of the restaurant and turned off the truck. She reached to open her door.

      “Please don’t do that,” I nodded towards the door, “a woman should never have to open her own car door when a man is around.”

      She rested back in the seat. I walked around to the passenger side and helped her out. I let her walk ahead of me as we entered the restaurant. She wore a black knee length dress that was too big in my opinion although it did nothing to hide her ample bottom. I didn’t stare at her behind, but I glanced several times before we made it to the hostess station.

      We followed the hostess to a table in the corner of the restaurant. We sat down, and I looked over my menu.

      “I am going to have the full slab of ribs and burnt ends with the baked beans and potato salad for my sides. What about you?” I put my menu down and looked over at her. She was looking out the window. “What’s wrong? You don’t see anything you like on the menu?”

      “Humph? Oh, no. I’m sorry. I hadn’t even looked at the menu. Old habits die hard, I guess.” She chuckled and picked up the menu.

      She didn’t elaborate on her statement, and I didn’t ask.

      “I would like the brisket with slaw and green beans. Although the baked beans do sound good.”

      “I don’t think you can make a wrong food choice, everything is good.”

      The waitress came to take our order. “Go ahead, Olivia.” She smiled and told the waitress what she wanted. I told her my order, and she left our table to place our orders.

      “I can tell from your accent that you are not originally from Texas. You are from the East Coast?”

      “Yes, New York.”

      “Really? I’ve never been to New York. It’s on my bucket list. I want to see a Broadway play and walk down Fifth Avenue. Oh, and see the Statue of Liberty and the Empire State building. Do you go back often?”

      “I go back two to three times a year. My parents are always down here so, I don’t have to go back too often.”

      “Yes, I met your parents when I had my interview for the position. Your mother is a firecracker.”

      “That she is.”

      “So, tell me about the financial set up for the Academy.”

      I guess we should talk about the academy since that’s why I asked her to dinner.

      “It will operate as a private non-profit institution. Zanetta has already secured a lot of funding by way of donations, grants, and pledges. Those three things will be vital to the success of the school. There are a few families that have already pledged to create scholarships for children who may not be able to afford the tuition. We have to make sure that every T is crossed and every I dotted when it comes to the finances. I’ve already decided to hire an independent firm to perform audits on the account to make sure we stay right.”

      “Great. What is my role?”

      “Right now, your role is to get yourself comfortable in your new role. I want to train you on the accounting software. When you hire the bookkeeper for the Academy, I want you to know everything they know. That way you can always check behind them, if necessary.”

      “I know most accounting software. I was the bookkeeper for my ex-husband’s company for as long as we were married. I didn’t handle all the accounts, just a few special ones.”

      “So, you’re good with numbers?”

      “Not to toot my own horn but I’m a wiz with numbers. I can tell you that what you ordered and what I ordered will total forty-seven dollars and sixty-five cents…toot toot.” She used her pointer finger to gesture like she was pulling the horn chain on a locomotive.

      That made me smirk.

      “I see numbers before I see words. I memorize them without trying. So, don’t worry about the financials being off at the Academy, I have that covered.”

      I was impressed, to say the least. Our conversation continued over dinner. She was smart and funny. This was the first dinner I had been to in a long time where I wasn’t ready to for it to be over.

      Olivia

      “Thank you, Paxton. Dinner was filling and delicious.”

      I spoke as we pulled up to my house.

      “I’m glad you enjoyed it. I hope it won’t be the last time you let me treat you to dinner?”

      “Yes, but next time you should let me treat you,” I smiled.

      He frowned, “No ma’am. It will always be my treat.”

      “If I cook it, then it will be my treat.”

      “Well, I can’t argue with that.”

      We both laughed.

      I haven’t heard him do a full-on belly laugh, but his chuckle makes me smile. It doesn’t seem like he does it very often.

      I remembered what he said earlier about opening the door, so I didn’t try this time.

      “I will help you out.”

      He got out of the truck and came around to open my door. We walked to my front door.

      He held the screen door open for me while I unlocked the door.

      “Thank you again, Paxton. I really enjoyed the dinner and the conversation.”

      “Good night, Olivia. Lock your door.”

      I stepped into the house and made sure to lock the door. I made it to my bedroom window in just enough time to watch the last few steps of his confident stride before he disappeared on the other side of his truck and got in.

      I don’t know how I thought it was going to go, but it was so fun and relaxing. He didn’t make me feel like I needed to be on. He didn’t silently judge my food choices. As a matter of fact, he encouraged me to eat and enjoy my food. Mason always made me feel self-conscious about eating in public. When we arrived at the restaurant, I didn’t even look at the menu because I was so used to Mason ordering for me. He always felt like he knew what was best for me. I felt silly at first when Paxton asked me if I knew what I wanted but he didn’t miss a beat, we continued the conversation. Like I said, I felt free around him.

      Paxton didn’t attempt to hug me or kiss me, so I don’t think he’s interested in anything but a friendship, maybe? I guess that’s accurate since he did ask me to have dinner with him again. I got a chance to really examine his features while we were out. He is so unique with his red hair and freckles. He has a few chocolate colored freckles scattered across the bridge of his nose and on his cheeks, but they are so cute. He oozes sex appeal and authority. It’s like he frightens you and makes you horny at the same time. Even the waitress came to our table a couple extra times trying to get him to notice her. He completely ignored her, but she tried. I don’t blame her.

      I undressed preparing to get into the shower. I heard my phone ringing. I saw Paxton’s name on the screen.

      I answered with a smile, “Hello?”

      “Are you smiling?”

      “Huh?”

      “It sounds like your smiling, and I wanted to know what made you smile.”

      “How can someone sound like their smiling?” My question made me smile wider.

      “I can just tell,” he answered nonchalantly. “So, are you going to answer my question?”

      “Well, I was smiling because I saw your name on the screen and I was happy that you were calling me.”

      Might as well tell the truth.

      “I will call more often if it makes you smile.”

      “It does, so you should.”

      “Noted. I was calling to ask if you had any plans tomorrow evening, I would like to have dinner with you again.”

      That made my smile grow exponentially.

      “I don’t have any plans. I would like to have dinner with you again.”

      “Same time?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good night, Olivia.”

      “Good night, Paxton.”

      I ended the call.

      “EEEEKKKKK!”

      I did a shimmy dance to the bathroom and got into the shower.
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      “Virginia, what’s the name of that restaurant you said Arthur took you to on your date night a couple months ago?”

      I was sitting in my office with my secretary, Virginia going over some reports.

      “Kenobi’s, they serve authentic Mexican cuisine, and it’s delicious. Arthur thought he could handle the Salsa Verde. He thought it was the same green sauce that we get from Taco Bell, so he put a heaping spoonful in his dish. That fool started sweating like he was sitting in a sauna in one of those plastic sweat suits. I laughed at him so hard I was crying!” She laughed and then straightened her face. “Why you ask?”

      Virginia has been with me since we started the firm. She is irreplaceable. She is proactive and usually out ahead of any problems that pop up. She is a couple years younger than my mother, so she has a very nurturing side. She is another woman in my life that constantly asks me about my love life. I have let her introduce me to a couple of women. Both were a no-go.

      “Because I want to go there for dinner tonight.”

      “With whom? Oh, is it with Unity? I think she’s a sweet girl, don’t you?”

      “If by sweet you mean weird, then yes, I agree. You know she is the reason I won’t let you set me up on any more blind dates.”

      “What? She is pretty and educated. She has good child-bearing hips…”

      “First of all, what are child-bearing hips and secondly I told you how terrible that date was. She kept trying to grab my hand so that she could read my palm. I told her no thank you, but she kept trying to reach across the table for my hand. I got Ezekiel to call the restaurant and tell the Maître D to find me and tell me that there was an emergency I had to get to.”

      “Mr. Bluette, you didn’t!” She tried not to laugh, so she snickered instead.

      “Yes, I did. I didn’t want to hurt her feelings, but I also couldn’t take another minute of her telling me which astrological signs should date and which months are best to conceive and have children!”

      “I knew she was a little quirky…”

      “Why would you hook me up with someone you knew was quirky?”

      “Quirky is not a bad thing.”

      “If by quirky, you mean weird, which you do, then yes, it is. So, like I said, you no longer have permission to choose a woman for me.”

      “I hear you, it sounds like you are finding them on your own anyway.”

      “I always have found them on my own. I’ve just been blessed with three meddling women who I know love me but can't choose a woman for me.”

      “Alright, alright. I hear you. I just don’t want you to be alone. Arthur and I have been married for almost thirty-five years. I don’t know how life would be without him, you know? It’s just good to have that person to spend your life with.”

      “Yeah, it is.”
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      I arrived at Olivia’s house ten minutes early. I wanted to see if last night was a fluke or if she really was punctual. I rang the doorbell. She opened the door fully dressed and ready to go. She had on a dress similar to the one she wore last night. This one was blue, but it was the same fabric and the same length. It wasn’t ugly, but it wasn’t something I would choose for a woman younger than my grandmother to wear.

      “Hi, Paxton,” she smiled, and her cheeks nearly made her eyes disappear again.

      “Hi Olivia, you all ready to go?”

      “Yes.”

      She turned and locked her door. I turned the knob just to be sure. We walked to my truck, and I opened the door for her and helped her in.

      “How was your day?” I asked as I pulled away from her house.

      “It was nice. Zanetta and I went over some of the curriculum being considered for the Academy. I got to put on a hard hat and go to the construction site. That was fun. I’ve never worn a hard hat. I thought I would be stepping over nails and pieces of wood, but they keep the area surprisingly clean.”

      “What do you think about the progress of the construction?”

      I was responsible for selecting the contractor for the project. I’d chosen him after we’d used him on some other projects to include the recent changes Zanetta had made to the offices at the church.

      “I don’t know anything about construction but, I was impressed by the contractor and his ability to help me see the vision. The construction seems to be progressing well. He said they are a little ahead of schedule, so that’s good. How was your day?”

      “My day was good. I’ve recently started a bowtie company with my nephew, Braeden.”

      “The one in the picture?”

      “Yes, he’s the only one I have right now. Braeden and I had a meeting today with a couple of fabric companies that we are considering working with. It was a productive meeting.”

      “Why bowties?”

      “He saw my brother with one on and has been fascinated by them ever since. We had a hard time finding ones that he liked, and that fit him, so Nette had several made for him. A few people commented on how much they liked the ones he wore, so we started a company. BJ’s Bowties will be in a couple children’s boutiques, and eventually, we will open an online store.”

      “That’s amazing. How old is he?”

      “We just celebrated his fourth birthday. He’s an old soul, though.”

      “And he already has a business?”

      “Yes, and he’s working it too! He knows his role and what I expect of him. It’s not a lot, but I think if we can teach children about money and finances early, we can set them up for future success.”

      “I agree. That’s something that I want to add to the curriculum at the academy. I want curriculum built around the five pots of money; tithes, investments, savings, community giving and spending. I want to start money discussions in Kindergarten; how to spend and how to save, how to build credit and make a good name for yourself. By the time they graduate from the Academy, I want them to have a complete understanding of money and how it works. It’s so important.”

      “It is.”

      I was impressed with her passion for teaching children and her knowledge of money.

      We pulled up to Kenobi’s and found a parking space. We were seated immediately and started looking at our menus. I didn’t have to remind her to look at her menu this time.

      “My secretary’s husband brought her here a couple weeks ago. They both said the food is good, but she warned against the green sauce.”

      “Is it not good?”

      “No, it very spicy.”

      “Oh, good to know. It’s so much to choose from. I have no idea what I want to try.”

      “I’m having the same problem. Why don’t we just order a little of everything, that way we can try it all.”

      “Yes, that would be nice.”

      The waitress came to take our order. I ordered two different types of tacos, Carne Asada, chicken in chipotle cream sauce, pork tips and enchiladas.

      “Paxton, that is going to be a ton of food.”

      “Maybe we will finish it. If not, we will have lunch for tomorrow, right?”

      She smiled and drew my attention to her glossed lips. She has full ‘black girl’ lips complete with the perfect cupid’s bow. Women are paying top dollar to have lips as full as hers. She licks them out of habit. I don’t think she realizes how sexy it is to watch her tongue glide across her top then bottom lip. I wonder if they are as soft as they look.

      “How long has Pastor Bluette had a church here?”

      “Four years.”

      “You have accomplished a lot in four years.”

      “We have. We still have a lot that we want to accomplish. Have you visited the church?”

      “No, I plan on it though.”

      “You should. I think you would enjoy it.”

      “It will be different than what I’m used to, I’m sure.”

      “How so?”

      “My mother and I went to a Methodist church. It was very reserved. We sang from hymnals. Reverend Perry gave us a few inspirational words, sometimes we took communion, and then we went home.”

      “Yes, it will be different than what you are used to.”

      Our food was brought out. We had a table full of dishes. The waitress pulled over another small table to give us space for all the food. I watched Olivia fix her plate. I wanted her to get what she wanted before I dug in. She put a little of everything on a plate then surprised me by passing it to me.

      “Is that enough of everything?” She questioned.

      “Yes, it is. Thank you.”

      I put the plate in front of me and waited while she prepared her plate the same way. After she finished preparing her plate, I said a quick prayer and started eating. The food was very good.

      “What was it like being a Pastor’s kid?”

      “It was interesting. My brothers and I have tons of stories about being forced to do speeches and things in front of the church but especially during the holidays. What I learned once we were older, is that Ezekiel would mess his speeches up on purpose so they wouldn’t ask him to do it the next year. Not me and Roman, we quizzed each other on our speeches and everything. We tried hard to be right until we became teenagers.”

      “Then you were typical teenaged boys?”

      “Worse, we were sneaky, teenaged boys.”

      She chuckled.

      I looked down and realized we’d finished most of the food. There were a couple tacos left.

      Olivia placed one of the tacos on her plate and then grabbed the spoon in the green salsa Verde.

      “Whoa, remember it’s hot.” I put my hand on top of her hand to stop her from using the sauce.

      “You only live once, right? Might as well try it,” she shrugged.

      I moved my hand, and she took a spoonful of the salsa verde and drizzled it into the taco on her plate. She picked up the taco and took a huge bite and chewed it slowly.

      I sat up in my seat to watch her reaction. At first, she played it cool. She blinked a couple of times. I thought she was okay, but then I noticed her cheeks and the tops of her ears started to turn red. She reached for her glass of water and took a large gulp.

      “Geezuz! What’s in this stuff, Hell?” She fanned her hand in front of her mouth. “No, I mean the actual location of Hell is currently in my throat! Fire, brimstone, and everything!”

      She took another huge gulp of water. She fanned herself with her hand again. “Oh my God, it’s getting hotter. How is that possible?” Beads of perspiration dotted her forehead as she fanned with both hands. The waitress brought another pitcher of water to the table. Olivia picked up the pitcher and drank the water directly from it. She downed about half of it before she put it down.

      “I’m sorry, I know this is so un-lady like but this shit…oh my goodness…it made me curse. This stuff is hot! Where is the waitress?”

      She motioned for the waitress to come back to the table. Our waitress hurried back to the table.

      “Can I get some…ummm….milk or white bread…or something? I think I am about to have a heat stroke! I’m going to be sunburned this crap is so hot!”

      She made me laugh. I laughed out loud and hard.

      “Paxton, please don’t laugh,” she started laughing too. “It’s just so darn hot!”

      “I tried to warn you, Ms. You-only-live-once,” I continued to laugh.

      The waitress came back with a glass of milk and some white bread. She was trying very hard not to laugh out loud, but her shoulders moved up and down as she was walking away. That made me laugh too. Olivia ate the bread and drank the entire glass of milk.

      “Whew! Whew! Okay, I think I’m better now.”

      I was still trying to stop myself from laughing. My stomach started to cramp from laughter. This had to be the hardest I’d laughed in years. We drew attention to our table with our loud laughter, but I didn’t care.

      We finally calmed down.

      She wiped the sweat from her brow and said, “You should try it.”

      “No thank you,” I laughed.

      I paid the bill, and we left. I gave the waitress a little extra for helping Olivia calm down.

      “Paxton,” she turned to me while I was driving us back to her house. “I’m so sorry for acting up in the restaurant.”

      “You have nothing to apologize for. I haven’t laughed that hard in years. I watched all of your degrees, class rankings, and education all fade away and the only thing left was a black woman trying to get some relief. It was hilarious.”

      “The heat melted it all away!” She laughed. “Remind me to never be a daredevil again.”

      “I like daredevils…” I glanced at her, then back at the road.

      “Well, I guess I will have to try something else. Just nothing that should be marked toxic!”

      We both laughed.

      “Finally,” she huffed after looking at her phone.

      “What?”

      “My landlord has been promising to send a plumber to the house to check the water pressure and replace some old faucets. There’s also some patchwork that needs to be done on the drywall around the house. He just left a message and said that a crew would be by tomorrow. I guess I will work from home until they complete the work.”

      “Did he say how many people are in the crew? Are they his crew or is he hiring professionals?”

      “He didn't say. I hope they can get everything fixed.”

      “Did he say what time you should expect them?”

      “He said around eight in the morning.”

      I stored that information and changed the subject. We laughed and talked some more until I pulled up to her house. I turned off the engine and got out of the truck to help her out. We walked to her front door. I held the screen door open again for her while she worked to unlock the door.

      “Thank you again for dinner. I had an amazing time aside from almost passing out from that hot sauce.”

      “I had a good time too. Let’s do it again.”

      “I would like that.”

      She smiled, “Good night, Paxton.”

      “Good night, Olivia.”

      She turned and entered her house. I waited until I heard the locks engage, then I left.

      Olivia

      There was a knock at my door the next morning at seven thirty. I thought the repair crew was early. I opened the door and saw Paxton standing on the other side of my screen door. He had a laptop bag on his shoulder a cup holder with two coffee cups in it, and a paper bag sitting in the middle of the cup holder.

      “Good morning!” He smiled.

      “Good morning, Paxton.”

      “Has the crew arrived yet?”

      “Ummm, no they haven't.”

      “Cool, I didn’t know if stopping for breakfast would make me late but it worked out.”

      I cocked my head to the side trying to understand what he was talking about.

      “I'm not going to let you sit in this house by yourself with a crew of men you don’t know. I’m going to hang out here with you. I brought my computer so I can get some work done while they are here. Is that okay with you?”

      “Yes, yes, please come in.” I opened the screen door to let him in. I reached for the cup holder to free his hands. He stepped in and stood to the side then followed me to the kitchen. I put the food down on the counter while he put his laptop bag down.

      He was dressed in a black Adidas t-shirt that stretched deliciously across his broad chest and hugged his biceps. He had on matching black Adidas pants and a fresh pair of black shell toe Adidas. I’d never seen him dressed casually, but he looked just as good casual as he did in his suits.

      I wish I would have known he was coming, I would have chosen something else to put on. I had on a pair of old jeans and a washed out yellow t-shirt. I had messily piled my hair on the top of my head. I quickly ran my hand up the back of my head trying to make sure all of it was in the ponytail.

      Paxton opened the brown bag and handed me a Styrofoam container.

      “I ordered you a spinach quiche. There is a side of thick cut bacon for you too. Or you can have the pancakes and eggs.”

      “No, the quiche is perfect.”

      He pointed to one of the coffee cups, “This is an Americana. I asked the barista at the coffee shop what type of coffee you like, what’s her name?”

      “Deborah?”

      “Yeah, she said hi, by the way. She told me this was your favorite,” he passed me a large coffee cup.

      I was speechless. He moved around and organized things like it wasn’t a huge deal that he’d rescheduled his day to be with me. I’d never been treated so nice by anyone but especially by a man.

      “Olivia, are you okay?”

      I was still standing in place holding my Americana. I shook myself and said, “Yeah, I’m fine. Thank you, Paxton.”

      I went into the kitchen and got us some eating utensils and napkins. I passed a fork and some napkins to him. I sat down across from him, at my kitchen table, and enjoyed my delicious breakfast. As we were finishing up breakfast, the doorbell rang.

      Paxton stood to answer it. “Let me answer it. I don’t want them to think that you are ever here by yourself.”

      I nodded.

      “Who is it?” His bass voice boomed as he approached the door.

      “It’s the plumber,” was yelled from the other side of the door.

      Paxton opened the door.

      “Good morning,” I heard a man’s voice say. I couldn’t see him because Paxton filled the doorway. “I was sent here by the owner to fix the plumbing problems.”

      “Are you alone or are there more workers coming?” Paxton asked with the added bass in his voice.

      “Um, I have a couple of guys in the truck to help me with the other things that need fixing.”

      Paxton looked over the man’s head in the direction of his truck. He didn’t say anything for a minute then said, “Okay,” and moved to the side. The older Hispanic gentleman had a look of panic on his face until he saw me, then his panic subsided a bit.

      “I can show you where the problems are,” I smiled.

      “Okay, thank you, Miss,” he smiled back.

      He was visibly shaken by his encounter with Paxton. I showed him around and pointed out the problems that I’d been having with the plumbing. I then showed him the areas of the drywall that needed to be replaced or patched. Paxton followed us around. Every once in a while, the plumber would look over his shoulder to see if Paxton was still there. He was. Paxton maintained a scowl on his face the entire time. I guess if I didn’t know him a little, his scowl would intimidate me. It certainly did intimidate the plumber.

      “Okay, Miss, I am going to go and get the tools we need and bring my crew in if that’s okay?”

      “Yeah, that’s fine,” Paxton answered.

      The plumber turned on his heels and walked out the front door.

      “Paxton,” I hit his arm with the back of my hand, “you made him nervous.”

      “Good,” Paxton rolled his eyes and went and stood at the door watching the crew until they came back in.

      The crew quietly went to work in the kitchen first. Paxton unpacked his laptop and set up his remote office at my kitchen table while I sat across from him and worked on my laptop.

      “If they are still here at lunchtime, we can order in. What would you like pasta or burgers?” Paxton asked while looking up from his computer.

      “Is there a salad option with the pasta?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then I will take the pasta.”

      “Cool.” He focused his attention back on his laptop.

      Any questions that the crew had were directed to Paxton. None of them would even look at me. Every once in a while, I would look up from my work to glance at Paxton. His brows were knitted together while he worked diligently on something on his computer. He caught me looking a couple of times and smiled, then went back to work. He’d stop every so often to see what the men were doing. He stepped away from the kitchen a couple times to take a call from his office, but he didn’t go far.

      Paxton ordered enough food at lunchtime to feed the crew and us. The crew ate their food on the back patio while Paxton and I ate at the kitchen table.

      “What do you enjoy doing? Do you have any hobbies or something you like to do?” Paxton asked while spearing the grilled chicken in his salad.

      “I like to dance.”

      “What kind of dance?”

      “When I was growing up my mother enrolled me in ballet classes at the community center. She wanted me to learn things like ballet so that I would fit into high society. Well, I was at the bar one day doing stretches and heard the bass coming from the modern dance class next door. I peeked in after my class was finished and saw them doing an African inspired routine. I fell in love. My mother was sending me to ballet class every week, and I was going to the modern dance class instead.”

      “Did she ever find out you had switched classes?”

      “Yes, when it was time for the ballet recital and I wasn’t a part of it.” I laughed.

      “Was she upset when she found out?”

      “Surprisingly, no. I can’t always gauge my mother’s reactions. Just when I think she is going to flip out about something, she doesn’t. When I think she is not going to care, she flips out. Switching that dance class was one of those instances where she surprised me. I don't have any hobbies, but I love the outdoors, fishing, camping, and swimming. What about you?”

      “I enjoy the outdoors as well. I’ve learned to appreciate the outdoors more since I’ve lived here in Texas. I enjoy good music, good food and good company.”

      We continued to eat.

      “What was it like growing up with siblings?”

      “It was interesting. We are all so different but my brothers are my best friends, so we did everything together. Roman and I tried to fly under the radar and stay out of trouble, but Ezekiel broke the radar.”

      “He stayed in trouble?”

      “He stayed in everything! Trouble, detention, punishment, you name it.  It was cool growing up with them, though. You don’t have any siblings?”

      “Yes, a sister and a brother but we didn’t grow up together. I know about them, but they don’t know about me. It’s a soap opera, but basically, my mother was the mistress that knew her role and played it well. Since I was the only child she had, I knew things that I probably shouldn’t have known, like my dad had a wife and whole other family across town. He would tell his wife he was going out of town on business, but he was with my mom and me. My mother didn’t shield me from reality. So, I lived in the same town with my siblings but couldn’t speak to them. I could never tell them that I was their big sister and I loved them. I just admired them from afar. My sister is beautiful. We look a lot alike. She’s darker than me, but we have the same eyes and smile. She is a registered nurse.  My brother is tall and lanky. He looks a lot like my father. He’s a very accomplished athlete. He’s on the coaching staff at the college he graduated from. I know this type of thing sounds foreign to you since you grew up with amazing parents.”

      “I was raised by amazing people, but my mom and dad are biologically my aunt and uncle.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes, you compared your story to a soap opera. My story is more like a true crime novel. My biological father is my dad’s younger brother. He and my biological mother could not care for me, so my mom and dad stepped in and raised Roman, Ezekiel and me as brothers. They have never shown any difference between us.”

      “That’s amazing. Are your biological parents still alive?”

      “Yes, Nigel, my father, served some time in prison for attempting to murder Giselle, my biological mother. He’s been out for several years now and lives on a small farm in South Carolina. He’s doing well. Giselle lives in New York. She recovered from her injuries, but she has never been the same physically. Mentally she’s good. Do you still have your parents?”

      “Yes, I do. I don’t communicate with my father at all, but my mother still lives in the town I grew up in. She works for a family as a domestic. At this point, she is more like their family instead of their employee. She helped raise the children since birth. All three of the children are older than me so they now have children of their own.”

      “Why don’t you have children?”

      “I can’t have them. I was pregnant once, and I lost it. Why don’t you have a couple of little Bluettes running around?”

      “I got someone pregnant in high school. Not on purpose of course. I was young and reckless. She had a miscarriage early on, or at least that’s what I was told. At the time, I thought that maybe her parents got her an abortion and told us she lost it. Either way, from that point on, I made sure to protect myself. I didn’t want to be the stereotypical black man with two and three baby mommas.”

      “The other day you said you aren’t in a relationship because you haven’t found the one. Why not?”

      “I’ve been busy starting businesses and helping my brothers. I haven’t had the time to dedicate to building anything with anyone.”

      “Is that still the case now?”

      “No, it’s not.”

      “Mr. Bluette, thank you for lunch,” the head of the crew interrupted.

      “You’re welcome.”

      “We are going to get back to work now.”

      Paxton nodded his head and went back to his computer. I guess our conversation is over.

      The crew worked well into the afternoon. They didn’t stop until everything was fixed. They showed me all the completed work and let me test everything out to make sure it worked. Once again, Paxton followed and commented when necessary.

      The crew cleaned up everything and left.

      “Well, everything looks good. Are you satisfied with their work?” Paxton asked after coming back in from walking the crew out to their truck.

      “I am. I’m just happy to have good water pressure in the bathroom. Thank you for staying with me today. It didn’t even cross my mind that I would be here with men I didn’t know.”

      “It was my pleasure, Olivia. I’m glad you let me know. I would have been very disappointed to know that you let those men in your house without someone here with you.”

      “I guess I’m still learning how to live alone.”

      “You have me now, so you don’t have to do anything like this alone, cool?”

      “Cool,” I smiled. “I have to repay you for your time.”

      “I don’t need repayment. I didn’t do this for you to give me anything. I did it because I want you to be safe.”

      “I know, but you should let me make you dinner, tonight if you don’t have any plans.”

      “I can’t tonight. I have plans…”

      “Oh, okay, I understand.” I interrupted. It was stupid of me to assume that I could just monopolize his whole day.

      “I was trying to say that I have plans with my nephew, BJ. It’s my turn to pick him up from school and keep him for the night. My youngest brother is on tour, so my brother, sister and I have been helping out with BJ. If it weren't for that, I would say yes, in a heartbeat. Can I get a raincheck?”

      “Yes, of course, you can get a raincheck.”

      “What about tomorrow? Are you free tomorrow?”

      “Yes, I am. Tomorrow would be great.”

      “Cool, what time should I arrive?”

      “How about six? Does that work for you?”

      “It does.”

      He picked up his laptop bag from the table and started towards the door.

      I grabbed his giant hand and held it with both of my hands, “Paxton, I know I’ve said this more than once, but you really have no idea how much you being here today means to me. No one has ever adjusted their life for me.”

      He raised my hands to his lips and kissed my left hand and then my right hand.

      “I’m happy to be your first,” he winked.
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      “Hi, Uncle Paxton!” BJ shouted as he ran into my arms. It was my day to pick him up from school and spend some time with him. Ezekiel had the whole family on a schedule for BJ. He’d been away for almost six weeks. He liked to send text messages to make sure we didn’t forget the schedule. He had his assistant make up a spreadsheet that was color-coded, so we knew our scheduled days. None of us missed our time to pick BJ up. It was my pleasure to spend time with him.

      I got him all situated in his car seat and then got in my truck headed to my condo.

      “How was school, BJ? What did you learn today?” I asked him through my rearview mirror.

      “School was fun. I learned about mathematics. Some people just say math, but that’s the nickname. Like my name is Braeden, but some people use my nickname, BJ. My teacher said that it’s okay if we use the name or the nickname.”

      I glanced in my rear-view mirror at him. He was so confident in his explanation.

      “There is a lot to learn about mathematics, what did you learn today?”

      “We learned about adding and subtracting but mostly adding. Adding is when you put things from one group together with things from another group and make them one group. Subtraction is when you take something from a group and give it its own group.”

      “That’s cool, man. Did your apple stay on the tree today?”

      BJ’s teacher used a discipline system of a tree and apples. If your apple stays on the tree, conduct wise, you’ve had a good day. If the apple gets placed on the ground, you’ve had a bad conduct day.

      “It stayed on the tree ‘cause my Zeke said that I had to behave while he was away and help my mommy and baby peanut. So, I’m holding it down for him till he gets back.”

      I chuckled. This kid is four going on forty. Some of the things that come out of his mouth catch me off guard.

      “That’s cool man. What do you want to eat tonight?”

      “Pizza!”

      BJ and I spent the evening together. We had pepperoni pizza and watched a couple of the Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles movies. I bathed him and put him to bed. He has his own room at my condo. Whenever we-me, Roman or Nette-pick BJ up we keep him overnight to give Zora a break. She’s pregnant now, so she needs a break now more than ever.

      I cleaned up my and BJ’s mess, put his clothes in the washer so Zora won’t have to clean his uniform, then I sat down to relax. The first thing that popped into my head was my day with Olivia. I picked up my phone and dialed her number. She answered immediately.

      “Did I wake you?”

      “No, I wasn't sleeping, yet.”

      “You’re smiling again?”

      “I am,” she replied.

      “Cool, how was the rest of your day?”

      “It was fine. I took a long, relaxing bath now that it doesn’t take fifteen years for the tub to fill with water. Then I ate the rest of my pasta from lunch and watched a documentary about South Africa. Now I’m talking to you. So, it was a great day.”

      “South Africa, I’ve been there once or twice. I was in the military for several years.”

      “Really? How was Africa?”

      “South Africa was not what I expected. Before I went the first time, the only thing I knew about Africa was what I saw on television. You know the kids with the distended stomachs and flies landing on their eyelids.”

      “Oh, I know! I never understood how they weren’t going crazy swatting those flies. If a fly gets into my house, I won’t rest until it’s flat under my swatter,” she chuckled.

      “Yeah, but the flies are so fast that for the most part they just have you looking like a crazy person swatting at them,” I added.

      “I know! It seems like they stay still right until you get up on them and they fly away. I hate that!”

      I laughed at the picture I had in my head of her chasing a little fly around her house.

      “There were some poor areas in South Africa, but there are also some very rich areas. I didn’t see any of those little ‘Save the Children’ kids, but a lot is going on there.”

      “Yeah, the documentary talked about the differences in the class structure among Black Africans and White Africans. I thought it was so interesting to see how the end of apartheid has affected both groups of people.”

      “You like documentaries?”

      “Yes, I do. I love learning about interesting things. The documentary I watched talked about the white Africans who struggle to find work due to affirmative action.”

      “I saw something about that on a documentary that I watched too. It showed some white Africans living in a park due to poverty.”

      “That’s so interesting. What about the military? What branch were you in? Did you like it?”

      “I was in the Army. I enjoyed it for a while. When it was time to get out, I was ready. I got out and went to college.”

      “Did you go to any of the active conflict areas?”

      “Yes, I went to all the conflict areas, Iraq, Afghanistan, West Pakistan and places that most people don’t even know about.”

      “Why did you have to go to so many bad places?”

      “It was my job. They told me to go, so I went.”

      “Were you afraid?”

      “I wouldn’t use afraid, but I was very cautious and aware at all times.”

      “I’m glad you made it back safely.”

      “I’m grateful I did too.”

      “You didn’t tell me about your day.”

      “I picked BJ up from school, and we had a bachelor day. We lounged around, ate pizza, smelled our armpits and watched action movies.”

      “Which movies did you watch?”

      “Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles.”

      She laughed, “Sounds like fun. I don’t know about the armpit smelling part.”

      “That’s what guys do when we have sleepovers. You didn’t know that?”

      “No, I didn’t know that,” she laughed. “Where is BJ now?”

      “He’s asleep. On the days that I pick him up, he usually spends the night with me to give his mom a break. Roman and Zanetta do the same thing.”

      “Wow, that is so nice. I love the way everyone pitches in to help. He’s a lucky kid.”

      “We are the lucky ones. He’s such a smart kid. He brings a lot of joy to our lives. Today he told me that math was the nickname for mathematics, and then went on to give me the definition of addition and subtraction.”

      She laughed.

      “Will he be joining us tomorrow for dinner?”

      “No, I will take him home in the morning. He doesn’t like being away from his mom too long. She’s expecting, and he feels like he needs to be around to help.”

      “Congratulations. You are going to be an uncle again.”

      “Yeah, we are all very excited about it.”

      “So, I will see you tomorrow at six, correct?”

      “I will be there. Do I need to bring anything?”

      “No, just your appetite.”

      “I always have that.”

      “See you tomorrow. Good night, Paxton.”

      “Sleep sweetly, Olivia.”

      Olivia

      “Hi Zanetta, this is Olivia. I hope I didn’t catch you at a bad time.”

      After changing my mind at least ten times, I’d decided to call Zanetta.

      “Hi, Olivia. No, I’m not busy. Just cleaning up after breakfast. How are you? Is everything okay?”

      “I’m fine. Thanks for asking. I need to ask you something. Please let me know if this is inappropriate and I will totally understand.”

      “Okay…”

      I took a deep breath and said, “I, um…I invited Paxton to dinner, and I was wondering if you could give me some suggestion on dishes that he likes.”

      “Wait, what? My brother Paxton? I mean of course my brother Paxton…you asked him?”

      “Yes. We’ve been to dinner a couple times, and I told him the next time we went I wanted to treat.”

      “He said no to you paying, didn’t he?” she laughed.

      “Yes, he said no, so I said I would cook, and he agreed. Now I don’t know what to prepare.”

      “His menacing demeanor didn’t scare you away?”

      “I never noticed his mean scowl until yesterday. He was here at my house while a crew of repairmen were doing some work. He scared them pretty bad, and he didn’t really say anything.”

      We both laughed.

      “That’s my brother. So, is this a friendly dinner or more than friendly…wait, you don’t have to answer that.”

      “No, it’s fine. I think he is amazing. I mean what I know of him so far.”

      “He is amazing. He’s an open book so what you see is basically what you get.”

      “That’s good to know.”

      “Okay, so you need dinner ideas, right?”

      “Right,” I replied as I picked up an ink pen and a piece of paper.

      “Paxton is not hard to please. He eats a lot but, if you’ve been to dinner with him, you already know that.”

      “Yeah,” I laughed. I was relieved that Zanetta was willing to help me. I’d sat up nearly half the night trying to decide what I wanted to make for dinner. It felt a little awkward calling Zanetta since she is his sister and my boss’ wife, but since the conversation has started, she’s made me feel comfortable with my decision to call.

      “Anything that you cook, he will eat. I’ve never seen him refuse to eat something.”

      “I was thinking about putting something on the grill.”

      “Now, if you want him to ask you to marry him, then grill him something. He loves anything grilled.”

      “Okay,” I laughed. “I got it. Is he allergic to anything?”

      “No, not that I know of and I have cooked him all sorts of things.”

      “What about dessert?”

      “All Bluette men have a thing for ice cream. They love it. Any ice cream dessert will make his day.”

      “Any particular flavor?” I asked as I started jotting down my grocery list.

      “Nope. He will eat them all.”

      “Okay, I think I have a game plan. Thank you Zanetta. Thank you for not making this awkward.”

      “Girl, please. I wish I would have been able to phone a friend when I first met my husband. I was just like you trying to figure out what he liked and didn’t like. It all worked out though. Good luck, have fun. Let me know how it goes.”

      “Thanks, Zanetta, I will.”

      I finished my grocery list then got dressed and went to the open-air market. I found everything I needed to include the perfect dessert option. I arrived back at my house a couple hours later and started prepping my food. My phone rang. I grabbed it and answered it without looking at the number. I rested it on my shoulder so I could continue my prep.

      “Hello, this is Olivia Callahan.”

      “Callahan?” I recognized his voice immediately causing a wave of nausea to wash over me. I put down my knife and pulled the phone from my ear to look at the number. I put it back to my ear in enough time to hear, “you are a hard woman to catch up with, Miss Callahan.”

      He said Callahan like it was a dirty word. I took a deep breath but still didn’t respond. “You don’t want to talk to me, sweetheart? Your first love, your first everything?”

      “I’m busy, Mason. How did you get my number and why are you calling me?” I worked very hard to control the tone of my voice. I didn’t want to sound like I was shook, despite the visible shaking of my hands.

      “I’m calling you because I want you back. I miss you Livi.”

      Olivia, this part of your life is over. This man has no more control over your life. You took your power back. Don’t let him take you back to that place of fear. You control everything around you.

      “Mason, I haven’t heard from you since the divorce. Why are you calling me now?”

      “I just said I miss you.”

      “Is there something that you have to say that makes sense, because this conversation is a complete waste of my time.”

      “Okay, how about this. I’m going to get my wife back.”

      “Where is she?”

      “She’s in Houston.”

      I never told him that I lived in Houston. He could have only gotten that information from one person.

      “Oh, do you have a wife here?”

      I switched the phone from one shoulder to the other one.

      “Come on Livi, I’m talking about you. You know that you are the only woman for me. I’ve given this a lot of thought. I feel like with a little bit of counseling and time, we can make this work. Let’s have that family that we talked about, huh? Remember we wanted a boy and a girl? We were going to name the boy after me, and the girl’s name would start with an O, like your name?”

      “That’s not quite how that conversation went. You said you wanted your son to be a junior. When I said the girl could have an O name like me, you said there are no pretty names that begin with O to include Olivia.” I thought I always wanted a family with Mason, but after he made me lose my baby, I knew that I never wanted to procreate with him. Once he dies, that should be the last of his kind. “But I was pregnant, remember?”

      He was quiet for a minute. I held the phone closer to my ear, checking to see if he was still there.

      “Why are you bringing up things from the past? I want a fresh start. Come on. I know you still want that with me.”

      “Mason, like I said before you went on this happily ever after rant, I’m busy. I don’t have anything to discuss with you, ever. Please, lose my number and forget my name. You have no reason to contact me.”

      I disconnected the call, and my phone rang again immediately. I answered it knowing it was Mason being his same old persistent self.

      “WHAT DO YOU WANT!”

      “Olivia?”

      “Pax…Paxton? I’m sorry! I thought you were someone else.”

      “Someone like who?”

      “My ex-husband. He just called, and I hung up on him. I thought you were him calling back. I haven’t heard from him since the divorce. I’ve never given him my phone                                               number or told him where I live.”

      “How did he get your information?”

      “Most likely my mother.”

      I sat down, closed my eyes and touched my finger to my temple.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yes, I’m fine.” I looked down at my hands. They weren’t shaking as hard as they were but they were still shaking. “I didn’t think that he still could ruin my mood, but apparently, he does. Ugh…anyway, I’m sorry for yelling. You are not calling to cancel, are you?”

      “Absolutely not, I was calling to make sure you didn’t need me to bring anything, desert, something to drink?”

      I had everything covered, but after that call, I was going to need something stronger than the iced tea I currently had brewing.

      “A bottle of a decent Malbec would be great.”

      “Malbec got it. Anything else?”

      “Oh wait, do you drink? I don’t want you purchasing liquor, and you don’t drink.”

      “I don’t, but I don’t mind picking it up for you. Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “I’m good. I will be better when I sit down with you for dinner.”

      “Then I will be early.”

      “Okay, see you soon.”

      I disconnected the call and dialed my mother’s number immediately.

      “Hello?”

      “Mommy! Did you give Mason my telephone number?”

      “Listen, Sweetheart, he came over here almost in tears. He told me that he was not making it without you. He said your leaving nearly destroyed him. He’s a changed man. I believe him. You should give him another chance.”

      It was moments like this where I could really see the differences between my generation and my mother’s generation. She was raised to be with a man no matter what. My generation knows that to be with a good man is a blessing but we don’t have to be with one to be whole or happy.

      “Mommy, please, don’t give him any more information about me, please?”

      “I just want you to be happy, Olivia. Is that so wrong?”

      “Mommy, I was never happy with Mason. I am making friends here, and there’s a…” I stopped short of telling her about Paxton. I wasn’t ready yet. “…a great community of people here that are very helpful and nice. I want you to come down soon and meet them, okay?”

      “None of those good friends can keep you warm at night.”

      I wonder if Paxton is up for the job…

      “Okay, Mommy.” I agreed because I didn’t feel like having this conversation with her right now. “Remember, no more information sharing with Mason, okay? No matter what sob story he gives you. He is the enemy.”

      I understood why my mother would feel sympathy towards him. I never told her all of the damage that he’d done to me. I never told her about the miscarriage. I didn’t think she would understand.

      “Alright.”

      “Say it, Mommy.”

      “Okay! No more information to Mason.”

      “Why?”

      “Because he is the enemy.”

      “Correct. I love you.”

      “I love you too, Livi.”

      After our call, I navigated to the recent call log on my phone and found the number Mason called me from. I saved it to my contacts under Never answer this call, then I blocked it. I don’t ever want to hear from him again. I wish I could change my number but I’ve already given it out for business so I can’t.

      I had to remind myself: Mason is the past. He isn’t your future. You don’t owe him anything including your time or energy.

      I sat still for about fifteen minutes before I felt better. I navigated to my music app on my phone and let Lil Sean and E-40 say everything I was thinking…the explicit version.

      Paxton arrived an hour early. When I opened the door, he walked in and placed a bottle of wine on the table near my front door.

      “Come here.” He opened his arms, and I walked right into them while he pulled me into a tight hug. I didn’t know that I needed a hug until his arms were wrapped around me. His chest was hard, but it felt like a soft pillow. He used both hands to rub my back. His cologne pleasantly added to the experience. I felt safe. Content. Protected. I held on tight and didn't plan on letting go anytime soon. We stood for several minutes before he pulled back so that he could look in my eyes.

      “Are you okay?”

      I nodded, “I'm better now.” I honestly felt better. “Come on in.” I turned and walked toward the kitchen. “I'm almost finished with dinner.”

      He grabbed the bottle of wine and followed me into the kitchen.

      “It smells good in here. Did you grill something?”

      “I did. I have steaks, chicken and cedar planked salmon.” I opened the oven door to show him the pans covered in aluminum foil. “I also grilled corn on the cob and veggie kabobs. I'm finishing up my signature sweet tea, and we can eat.”

      I'm so glad I was finished grilling and had taken a shower. I wouldn’t have wanted to smell like charcoal when he hugged me.

      “Oh, and I have one more thing. At the open-air market, I found a company that makes homemade, hand-churned ice cream.”

      “What? I love ice cream.”

      Thanks, Zanetta.

      “Good, that will be our dessert. Have a seat. I will fix your plate.”

      “Okay, let me wash my hands first.”

      He came back from the bathroom and sat down at the table. I finished adding sugar to my iced tea and then prepared our plates. I put a porterhouse steak, two chicken drumsticks and a small piece of salmon on his plate along with two veggie kabobs and a whole ear of corn. I didn’t put the entire steak on my plate because I knew I wouldn’t be able to finish it. I placed our plates on the table and then went back for the sweet tea and glasses. I sat down across from him and smiled when he bowed his head and said a quick prayer. I waited until he was finished before I cut into my steak. He cut into his steak and placed a piece in his mouth.

      “This steak is delicious. Did you use a rub?”

      “Yes, I created my own rub. I let the rub sit on them a couple hours before I put them on the grill.”

      “I can taste the sweet and the salt in the rub. It delicious.”

      “Are you one of those people that give compliments to make people feel good or do you really mean it?”

      “I don’t lie. I don’t have a reason to. If I didn’t like it, I wouldn’t say that I did.”

      “Is that with everything or just with food?”

      “That’s with everything.”

      “Good to know. Thank you for the compliment.”

      “Why do you think your ex-husband decided to call you?”

      “I have no idea. He said something about he was coming to Houston to get his wife. I said I didn’t know he had a wife here.”

      “Is that something that you would consider, getting back with him?”

      “Not if Jesus became flesh knocked on my door, introduced himself, turned some water into wine just so I would believe he was who he said he was and then told me to go back with him. I would tell Jesus to go play in traffic. Get lost in the forest or jump off a bridge. That’s how serious I am about never, ever getting back with him.”

      The mere idea of getting back with Mason made me angry.

      “The marriage was that bad?”

      I stood up from the table, feeling the need to have a glass of wine. This was not a sweet tea conversation. I grabbed one of my wine glasses, the corkscrew and the bottle of wine and went back to my seat at the table.

      Paxton took the bottle and the corkscrew and opened it for me. He poured me a glass and sat the bottle down. I took a generous gulp before I continued with my story.

      “Mason, that’s his name, was very abusive, mentally, emotionally and physically. At first, I thought he treated me bad because I was from a lower class than he was. He was born into money. Both of his parents came from rich families. My mother worked for every penny she had, and that still was nothing. My grandparents worked hard and had very little. My mother has never owned a home or driven a brand-new car. His family had several homes and multiple cars. I realized very early in the relationship that he was just a jerk. It had nothing to do with my pedigree. The first time he hit me was before we got married. We disagreed about the way his mother treated me. He slapped me, and I cried. He apologized and said he would never do it again. I believed him and married him. Well, he did it again and again. It progressively got worse. I learned how to cover bruises like a pro. Eventually, I got tired of being his punching bag, and I left but not before he did a lot of damage.”

      I looked at Paxton trying to gauge his mood after hearing my truth. He cracked his knuckles and sat back in his chair. I took another large gulp of my wine.

      “Why does he think he can have you back, then? He doesn’t deserve you? From what you just told me, he never deserved you. Were you ever happy with him?”

      “No, I was never happy with him. I married him because people thought that I should, so I did. I had given up on happiness. I remember one time, he had punched me in the stomach and I fell to the floor in pain. He continued to hit me, but I didn’t really feel it because I was busy praying that God would just let me die. I’d considered taking my own life a time or two.”

      I downed the wine in my glass and poured another one.

      “Did you tell your mother?”

      “Yes, she never knew to what extent he put his hands on me. Her advice was to be more submissive,” I chuckled. “I thought I was all alone until one day I had a conversation with Mrs. Belton, my mother’s boss. She gave me the courage to leave. When I first left, I didn’t tell anyone where I had gone, not even my mother. Mrs. Belton owned a home that no one knew about. She used it to go and clear her mind. She let me stay there and didn’t tell my mom. I called my mother to let her know that I was okay. Mason happened to be at my mom’s house when I called and took the phone from her. I guess my mother walked out of the room to let us speak in private because once she was out of earshot, he told me that if he found me, he was going to kill me. I said something along the lines of you’ve tried more than once and failed, just like you do with everything else you’ve tried…or something like that. I may or may not have used some colorful expletives. Anyway, I knew I was never going back, not alive anyway. Mrs. Belton helped me get a lawyer, and I filed for a divorce. He couldn’t contest it because I didn’t take anything. I even gave him his last name back. I gave back the wedding rings. I left all my clothes at his house. I didn’t have anything except the money in my bank account that I’d been stashing away.”

      I swallowed the last of my Malbec.

      Paxton

      “Did you ever go to the police?”

      “No. I didn’t. I was too scared to go to the police. You know how they usually handle domestic disputes. They would probably make him leave for twenty-four hours, then he would be right back and ready to go at it again. No, I just tried to stay low and not cause friction even though that didn’t work either.”

      I listened to Olivia’s story, and all I could think about was murdering her ex-husband. I knew his name, where he lived and what he did for a living. All that information came up when I did a background check on her. Roman ordered it because it was a part of her hiring process. I was curious about this ex-husband. Now I know.  Her not going to the authorities would explain why none of this came up in her background check.

      “Olivia, you know that’s not how a real man treats a woman, right?”

      “You know, I’ve heard people say that, but my two examples of how men treat women are my father, who cheated and created babies on his wife and my ex-husband who used his wife as a punching bag. The first time I’ve ever been treated differently by a man was when you checked to make sure my house was secure. Then you opened the car door for me. That is not my norm.” She shook herself. “Anyway, would you like your ice cream now?”

      “Sure,” I smiled as she got up and walked away from the table. I watched her take two small containers of ice cream out of the freezer. Then she removed two spoons from one of the drawers.

      “I have two flavors. We can try them both. Which one would you like? This one is chocolate with marshmallows and nuts. Sort of like a rocky road. This one is Vanilla Bean.”

      “I will let you choose first.”

      She smiled and handed me the Vanilla Bean. Both sounded great, but I enjoy a good vanilla bean ice cream.

      I followed her to the living room and sat next to her on the couch. She removed her shoes and tucked her feet underneath her. She had a long black shirt that had holes where her shoulders were. She wore black leggings underneath. I glanced at her toes before she tucked them in. They were manicured, and tips were painted white.

      “You know when I left Savannah, I promised myself that I would start living life. I don’t just want to survive anymore, you know? I want to live. See new places and try new things.”

      “Where do you want to go? What do you want to see?”

      “France, so I can see the Mona Lisa in the Louvre, and I want to see the Eiffel Tower. Zimbabwe, so I can visit Victoria Falls and Dubai because I want to have dinner in the sky.”

      “Those are all nice places. What about in the United States?”

      “I’ve never been to D.C. I want to see the White House and the Martin Luther King monument. I want to go to New York to see Niagara Falls because I heard it’s beautiful.”

      “The best view is from the Canadian side.”

      “Yeah, I heard that too. I want to go to New York City and see a Broadway production and eat from a street vendor. I want to visit Massachusetts so I can go to the Ink Well.”

      “Oak Bluffs? The historically all-black beach at Martha’s Vineyard?”

      “Yep.”

      “All of those places are doable. Do you have a passport?”

      “No, not yet. I guess I should get one huh?”

      “That would be a good start. They are easy to obtain.”

      “I’m going to look into that.”

      “Cool.”

      We finished our ice cream. She took my spoon and an empty container to the kitchen.

      “Well, I have to go. I have an early morning tomorrow. Thank you for dinner. It was amazing.”

      “Thank you. I’m glad you enjoyed it. I have another container of ice cream for you to take home and I made you some containers of food to take with you if you want them?”

      “I was wondering if there was anything left. Yes, I would like to take some home with me. I will return your containers.”

      “Don’t worry about them. They are my gifts to you.”

      “Would you like to have dinner with my family and me tomorrow? It’s after church at Roman and Zanetta’s house.”

      “I had planned on visiting the church tomorrow so yes, I would love to come. Will I need to bring anything? Will Zanetta be okay with me coming?”

      “No, don’t bring anything. She cooks enough to feed an army. No, she won’t mind, but I will tell her that you are coming. If you come to the last service, you can follow me over to their house.”

      “Okay.”

      “Cool,” I pulled her in for a hug. “I will see you tomorrow.”
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        * * *

      

      I stretched as I opened my eyes and sat up in my bed. This was the third night in a row that I fell asleep immediately and slept the entire night. I thought the first night it happened it was a chance occurrence, then it happened again. Now it’s been three nights in a row. I had a good idea of why I am sleeping all of sudden, but I don’t want to rush to any conclusions.
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      I was nervous and excited about spending the evening with Paxton and his family. I thought dinner went well last night. He enjoyed the food and the ice cream was a hit. Paxton continues to treat me with so much care and respect. He listened while I talked about Mason and when I was tired of talking about it, he didn’t mind me changing the subject. I think he likes me, but I can’t tell for sure. I know I like him, a lot.

      I got up very early to prepare myself for church. It had been awhile since I’d attended any church, so I’m not sure what to expect. I did look on YouTube at some of Pastor Bluette’s sermons. The church seems pretty laid back so it should be fine.

      I chose a black knee length dress with a knot detail across the bust. My mother had recently sent the dress to me. She loves to shop and is constantly sending me clothes. I don’t mind even though I’m over thirty and still wearing outfits picked out by my mother.

      Bessie started without a problem, and I arrived at church about fifteen minutes before it was scheduled to begin. I settled in a seat in the middle of the church. I saw Zanetta come from the back of the church followed by a very pretty woman who looked to be around her age. They sat next to each other on the front row.

      Everyone stood up when the singers began singing. Pastor Bluette came from the back of the church and took a seat in the corner of the stage. Paxton followed behind him. Paxton looked good in his dark blue double-breasted blazer. He had one of those cute little lapel flowers that men wear on their suits. He wore a red shirt under the blazer and paired it with some dark denim jeans. His cognac brogues finished out his look. When he sat down, I noticed his colorful socks. He had my undivided attention. Paxton scanned the congregation until he made eye contact with me and tilted his head slightly. I smiled and then tried to pay attention to the service.

      I don’t have any experience with evangelical churches so the people crying and yelling out was very different. I somehow understood, though. The singers were singing a song that the whole congregation seemed to know. I followed along with the words on the screen it was simple but powerful, way maker, miracle worker, promise keeper, light in the darkness, that is who you are. The singers, the leader of the song and the musicians all moved together in concert to deliver a supremely moving performance. To top it off there were two women who danced while the singers sang. The tears started to fall freely as I watched them dance. I love to dance and never knew there was a place for it in church. I felt someone pass me some Kleenex. I wiped my eyes while feeling a profound sense of thanksgiving. I don’t consider myself a religious person by any definition, but I felt something that I’ve never felt before, and it feels good.

      After the singing was over, Pastor Bluette stood to deliver the message. He talked about people who are called to walk with you through life. He used the movie The Wiz as an example. I thought it was creative and relevant. I’m so used to zoning out at church when the minister starts talking because usually, they speak about such abstract things that it never really made a whole lot of sense to me. I enjoyed Pastor Bluette’s message.

      As the service was ending, a young lady tapped me on my shoulder, “Hi.”

      “Hi.”

      “Brother Paxton asked me to escort you to the back where he is. If you would follow me please.”

      I followed her out of the sanctuary to the area where my office is located. She knocked on Pastor Bluette’s office door. Paxton opened it immediately and stepped out.

      “Thank you, Leslie,” he spoke to the young lady that led me back.

      “No problem,” she turned and walked away.

      “Hi,” I smiled at him.

      “Hey, I’m happy to see you.” He pulled me in for a quick hug. He smelled amazing.

      “I’m glad I came. I enjoyed myself.”

      “That’s good to hear. You ready for dinner?”

      “I am,” I smiled.

      “I will walk you to your car and then pull around so you can follow me to their house.”

      He took me by the hand and led me out of the church. He took my keys and opened my car door.

      “Wait here, I will pull around.”

      I followed behind his truck until we arrived in front of a beautiful two-story home. The lawn was immaculate, and the flowers and shrubs were beautiful. We entered the house as Zanetta came from the back with her arms open, pulling me into a hug.

      “Olivia, welcome!”

      “Thank you for having me. Your home is beautiful. I especially like this picture of you and Pastor Bluette.”

      I was referring to a poster-sized picture that rested on the fireplace mantle. The picture was of Zanetta fixing Pastor Bluette’s tie while he stared at her intensely.

      “Thank you. That was a gift from a photographer friend of mine. Roman was doing a photoshoot, and I was the stylist.”

      “Were you married already?”

      “No,” she giggled. “We weren't even dating yet.”

      “Whoa…”

      “Yeah, I know.” She smiled. “The photographer was just pointing and shooting trying to adjust his lighting when he took this shot. He gave it to us a wedding present.”

      “It’s amazing.”

      “Thank you. Please have a seat.” She motioned to the couch in the living room.

      Paxton sat next to me just as Pastor Bluette came from the back of the house. He had changed from the suit he wore to church into a pair of dark denim jeans and a white t-shirt. I stood to greet him. He hugged me and motioned for me to sit down.

      “Thank you for having me, Pastor Bluette.”

      “Please call me Roman,” he smiled and sat down on the other small couch with Zanetta.

      “How do you like Houston so far?” Zanetta questioned.

      “Houston is huge, and the traffic is something else but, I love it here.”

      “That’s good. Do you have any family here?” Roman asked.

      “No, my mother lives in the Savannah, Georgia area. I hope when things settle down, she will move here with me.”

      “Oh, that would be nice to have your mother close. My brother, aunt and uncle are all in Saint Louis.”

      “I’ve heard Saint Louis is a nice city. I didn’t really know a whole lot about it until that horrible Ferguson incident.”

      “Yes, that did put Saint Louis on the map in a negative way for sure. Please don’t get me started on that topic,” Zanetta said as she got up to go to the front door.

      I heard her say, “Welcome home, Zeke.”

      “Thanks, Lil Sis,” I heard a male voice reply.

      The pretty lady I saw at church this morning sitting next to Zanetta appeared in the living room along with a little boy that I immediately recognized as BJ. Followed by a man that I knew was Ezekiel because he looked exactly like Paxton and Roman.

      “Olivia Callahan, this is my best friend, Zora, and my brother, Pastor Roman’s youngest brother Ezekiel. Olivia is the new director of the Academy.”

      “I saw you both at church this morning. It's nice to meet you.” I extended my hand.

      I shook Zora’s hand then shook Ezekiel’s. I waved at BJ. He smiled and waved back.

      “Zora, Olivia you want to help me in the kitchen?” Zanetta asked.

      “Sure,” I said as I followed her into the kitchen.

      “What's for dinner? I'm hungry!” Zora asked as we walked into the kitchen.

      “Pot roast, roasted potatoes, and green beans,” Zanetta replied.

      “Is there something to eat now? I'm starved!” Zora rubbed her stomach.

      “It's some fruit in the refrigerator, Drama Queen,” Zanetta laughed.

      Zora found some red grapes in the refrigerator then sat next to me on the island.

      “Olivia, are you from Houston?” Zora asked while popping a grape into her mouth.

      “No, I'm from Savannah, Georgia. I moved to Houston after my divorce. Well actually before my divorce…that's a long, complicated story.”

      “He messed up, huh?” Zora commented while she popped another grape into her mouth.

      “Yes, he did, terribly,” I responded.

      “You will be the director of the academy at the church?” Zora switched subjects.

      “Yes, I was fortunate to be selected for the position.”

      “Please, you are the most qualified plus you did so well during all your interviews. We are fortunate to have you.” Zanetta responded.

      “Do you have family here?” Zora asked.

      “No, I don’t have any family here. That is one of the reasons why I chose Houston. I wanted a fresh start. I needed to go where no one knew my name. I spent a lot of years in my ex-husband’s shadow. Now I want the sun to shine on me so that I can cast my own shadow.”

      “I know that’s right!” Zora smiled.

      “I’ve survived having lived with one of the most heartless, callous, vile, vituperative, supercilious people on earth- my ex-husband. Now I just want to live.”

      I got angry all over again after thinking about Mason calling me talking about he was coming to get his wife.

      “You better use your words! Come through thesaurus!” Zora slapped the island.

      We all laughed.

      “I’m sorry. It was a hard time in my life.”

      “You don’t have to apologize! We are glad you are here now,” Zanetta said.

      “I’m glad too. Everyone has been so nice and helpful.”

      “Especially Paxton,” Zanetta smiled.

      “Really?” Zora questioned.

      I smiled.

      “Dinner turned out good yesterday. Thank you for the suggestions.”

      “You’re welcome. What did you end up preparing?”

      “I grilled some meat and vegetables. I found some hand churned ice cream at the open air market.”

      “Ice cream?” Zora looked at me surprised.

      “Grilled food and ice cream,” Zanetta smiled.

      “I bet that night ended well,” Zora laughed.

      “It did,” I smiled. “We talked and got to know to each other. I told him…”

      “No, no sweetie,” Zora interrupted. “By ended well I mean some hair pulling and name screaming,” she explained.

      “Sissy!” Zanetta said.

      “What? That’s what I meant!” Zora shrugged.

      “No,” I laughed. “Nothing like that happened. I don’t even think he likes me like that. I think it’s more of a friendship we are forming.”

      “Has he mentioned my son to you?” Zora asked.

      “Yes, he told me all about BJ and how smart he is. We talked after he put BJ down the other night. He says BJ is learning about math.”

      “Then, he likes you. Not as a friend. Trust me.”

      I looked at Zanetta and she nodded her head.

      “She’s right. He’s very protective of his family. So if he has told you anything about any of us, especially Braeden, then he likes you. Plus, he invited you over for dinner. He doesn’t invite anyone over for dinner.”

      “So true,” Zora finished.

      Paxton

      “Do we have something to discuss?” Ezekiel asked as soon as the women were out of earshot. “I’m gone for a few weeks and come back to you inviting women over for family dinner. She is going to be running the Academy?”

      “Uncle Blue,” BJ interrupted, “Can I go play my game in my room?”

      “Sure, you can,” Roman responded.

      “Okay, Zeke, I will be back, okay?” BJ touched Zeke’s arm as he spoke.

      “Alright man, I will be right here.”

      BJ skipped out of the room.

      “Man, I missed him so much while I was gone. I really appreciate the way you both helped out,” Zeke said.

      “It was nothing, man,” I replied while Zeke stood to embrace Roman and me.

      “We were glad to do it,” Roman added.

      “What happened with the tour?”

      Ezekiel was supposed to be away on tour with the singer Lyrica for at least six more weeks.

      “Lyrica is pregnant. So, she has to take it easy. We will pick back up after she gives birth.”

      “Must be something in the water,” I laughed.

      “Exactly. So, what’s up with old girl?” Ezekiel motioned towards the kitchen.

      “Yes, she is the Director of the Academy. Mom and Dad and Nette and I were very impressed with her resume and her interview. She is going to be great for the school. Check this out though,” Roman looked at me then leaned forward in his chair to speak to Ezekiel. “We were at a meeting at the church. I wanted to introduce Olivia to the team. The day before the meeting, Pax and I discussed one of his associates handling the Academy’s account. We get around the table at the meeting and after I introduce Olivia, Paxton all of a sudden, decides he is going to handle the account.”

      They both laughed. I rolled my eyes.

      “You did an almost Roman except he created a whole position for Nette. In your case, the position was already there and you just took it from some junior associate that would have had a come up,” Ezekiel laughed.

      “Whatever. I’d actually bumped into her before the meeting…” I told them about my brief encounter with Olivia at the coffee house.

      “Yeah, she did mention something about that,” Roman recalled.

      “I’ve taken her to dinner a couple of times and yesterday she cooked…well grilled, and it was delicious. She’s cool, refined when she needs to be, and down to earth and relaxed the rest of the time. I’m going to spend more time with her but enough about me. What’s going with you and your family?”

      “We are better. I was tripping and almost lost everything. I’ve never been in love, but I am now, like one hundred and fifty percent. I almost lost my mind being out on the road without Zora and BJ. I took her rejection of my marriage proposal as a personal rejection instead of trying to figure out why she felt the way she felt. We are going to sit down after dinner and talk. I’m just happy to be home.”

      “Dude,” Blue started, “You’re about to be a Dad, again. This time you are going to go through the entire process.”

      “I thought you said you always strap up. What happened?”

      “Zora happened! I’ve never been with anyone like her. I don’t plan on being with anyone after her. She is it for me. I’m excited and nervous. I want to be the best man I can be for my family, you know?”

      “Yeah, I hear you,” Roman responded.

      We all sat quietly in our own thoughts. I don’t know where they went in their thoughts, but mine went straight to Olivia. She was so damaged in her marriage. I know that the damage is not beyond repair, so I want to help her heal. He broke her down, so I want to build her up. I want to infiltrate her mind. Show her how a man should treat a woman. I want to care for her mind and heart while pampering her body. I am going to make her mine. I could hear my Dad’s words, “A Bluette man always knows…” he is correct.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey,” I spoke after Olivia answered the phone.

      We ate dinner with the family and then sat around and talked until it was time to leave. Olivia followed me back to the interstate and then we went in different directions. I called her as soon I got home.

      “Hi, I enjoyed dinner, tonight. Thank you for inviting me. Your family is wonderful.”

      She did seem very comfortable around my family.

      “Thank you. I enjoyed having you there. I hope we can do it again?”

      “I would like that very much.”

      “I enjoyed church too. Are you a minister also?”

      “No, Roman is the only one that got bit by the preaching bug.”

      “Oh, I asked because you came out from the back with Roman and you sat where he sat.”

      “I’m his Armor Bearer. It’s a church term, but basically, I am his assistant while he preaches. I watch while he ministers. I take care of things so that he can focus on ministry.”

      “I’ve never heard of that before.”

      “Yeah, it’s a new era church thing. It’s found in the Bible but for kings about to go into battle. We’ve adopted it to fit the needs of the Pastor. I describe myself as his armor bearer, but he describes me as his brother. Roman was married before Zanetta to Michaela. They were high school sweethearts and married right after undergrad. She died several years ago from cancer. When she died, Roman went through a dark period in his life. Zeke was touring a lot, and I was in college, so I kept close to Roman to make sure he was okay. Once he recovered, he started back preaching and was taking a lot of speaking engagements out of town. If I didn’t know before, I learned by traveling with him that the thirst is real. I’ve seen married, single, young, old, saved and unsaved women proposition him. I even watched a woman flirt with him in front of her husband.”

      “Really? Women flirt with the Preacher?”

      “Yes, they do but Roman is the real deal. He lives what he preaches. He’s not one of those dudes that say one thing in church and then does something totally different outside of church. I mean, he’s human, and he still has fun, but he is very aware of the call on his life. I stay so close to him to protect that anointing and him. I’m the one you have to get through to get to him when we’re on the road and very few get through.”

      “Almost like spiritual security?”

      “That’s a good way to put it.”

      “I never knew Pastors had groupies, but I don’t know a whole lot about church. I went with my mother because I had to but now as an adult, I don’t necessarily subscribe to a religion. Religion seems like an easy way to control a group of naïve and unlearned people.”

      “I can’t argue the fact that historically, people have been manipulated through religion but what about people who aren’t naïve or unlearned that still believe?”

      “It’s probably generational. Was your grandfather a preacher too?”

      “As a matter of fact, he was. He founded our church.”

      “Yeah, see, generational. Your grandfather taught your Dad and then your dad taught you. I mean if you think about it, religion is a hard concept to grasp. I’m not against it. Don’t get me wrong, but it almost seems like an exclusive club of perfect people. If you’re not perfect, then you can’t be a part of it.”

      “I could see how it would look like that to you. I’m not going to even lie and say that you are not describing a church somewhere in the world, but it’s not supposed to be that way.”

      “So, are you saying that you are not religious because your parents raised you that way?”

      I chuckled, “No. I’m not religious because my parents raised me that way. I haven't always believed in God. As a matter of fact, I was fairly convinced He didn't exist. That’s why I never sang in the choir or played instruments like my brothers. I wasn’t disrespectful. I went to church. I listened. I stood when I was supposed to stand and clapped when I was supposed to clap, but I didn't believe. I mean a lot of the stories I’d heard in church were far-fetched, in my opinion. Someone walking on water or Jesus feeding a whole crowd of people with a little boy’s lunch.”

      “Did your father know you felt that way?”

      “Yes, I discussed my feelings with my Dad. I told him I didn’t believe in God. He wasn't mad or disappointed. He said that any form of religion is always harder for a man to accept. Men need concrete, set in stone proof, while women can just believe with their heart. He told me not to worry. God would reveal himself to me in a way where I would never doubt Him again. I was like yeah…okay.

      Fast Forward to my third year in the military. We were on a mission in Djibouti.”

      “That’s Africa, right?”

      “Yes, it’s on the horn of Africa near Ethiopia. There was a cell of mercenaries that were selling weapons to terrorists. We'd watched them for several days before it was time to carry out our mission. I was supposed to be the second man in the building behind one of our other team members.”

      “IT people go on missions in the military?”

      “I never told you I was IT.”

      “No, after you told me you were in the military, I remembered during my job interview, your mother mentioned that her son was in the military in Georgia. She said you were a computer person.”

      “My mother mentioned me during your interview?”

      “Yes, when I told her that I was from Georgia, she said you were there, well not you specifically, she said her son was there with the military in Georgia.”

      “I was called to do special missions sometimes.”

      “Oh okay. So that’s how you went to all those conflict areas you mentioned before?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’m sorry for interrupting, continue with your story.”

      “So, our job was to clear the entrances for the rest of the team to join us. We made it through the first door without any problems.  I went left, and he went right. We announced our progress through our earpieces.

      “Two, clear.”

      We had three doors each to clear before the team entered.

      I cleared the second door. A few moments later I heard, “Three, clear.”

      I went to open the third door and was met with a kid no older than sixteen pointing a fully automatic weapon directly at the middle of my forehead. I knew that if I moved to shoot him, I would probably hit him but I was going to die in the process. My entire life flashed before my eyes because I knew death was coming. I was going to take him with me if I could, but I knew for sure that it was over for me.

      He moved his head to the side like he was trying to look around someone to get to me.

      He said, “Where you come from?”

      Totally thrown off by the question, I started to answer when he said, “Not you, the one standing in front of you.”

      “What? Who was he talking about your team member?” she questioned.

      “No,” he wasn’t.”

      I continued with my story, “I looked behind me, thinking someone came in. No one was behind me. I turned back around and saw the resolve in his eyes. He was about to shoot. Then all of a sudden, his eyes went wide, and he fell back, dropping his weapon while he stared at something above him. He was terrified, and I was confused. I quickly grabbed his weapon and secured him before reporting, ‘“Three, clear.”’

      The mission was a success. We took everyone with minimal bloodshed. The kid was detained in one of the holding cells for questioning before being turned over to the authorities. I was curious about what happened when I first encountered him. I had him moved to one of the interrogation rooms. I walked in and saw a scared kid handcuffed to the top of the table. His eyes became twice their normal size when I walked into the room.”

      I sat down in the chair across from him and waited for him to make eye contact with me. He didn’t, so I started the conversation.

      “What happened earlier?” The kid didn’t look up nor did he respond. I said, “look, I know you speak English because I heard you speak earlier. What did you see? What spooked you?” The kid mumbled something that I couldn’t make out.  I said, “What?”

      He said, “Jibreel…”

      “Jibreel? Who is Jibreel?”

      “Mikaa'eel…Jibreel…”

      “I had no idea what he was talking about. I replayed his words a of couple times in my head before I responded, “Michael and Gabriel?

      He affirmed my question by nodding his head.”

      “Angels?”

      “He nodded again. I wanted to be frustrated with his answer, but immediately the words of my dad ran through my mind, Yahweh will reveal himself to you in a way where you will never doubt him again. I know the kid saw something because I watched him see it. He wasn’t on any drugs, and he was completely sober.

      I remember exactly how he spoke when he said, ‘He big over you. He stand for you. He say no, not him. He will give His Angels charge over you…’

      That’s a verse from Psalms ninety-one.

      Olivia, I don’t know how long I stood in that room after he left, replaying the night’s events in my mind.

      I said, God, do you really exist?

      There was a peace that washed over me that I cannot explain, but from that moment to now, no one can persuade me otherwise. I know God is real.”

      “Wow…but you never saw the Angels?” Olivia asked.

      “No, I never did but watching his reaction to them, I’m not sure I want to. So that’s why I believe. I knew I could have died that night, but I was spared.”

      “I’ve never heard anything like that.”

      “I hadn’t either, so I did some research and found that there are a lot of people that have witnessed the same type of phenomena. I chose to believe because me believing in something higher and more powerful doesn’t hurt anyone. It makes me a better person. That’s just one story. I have others.”

      “I get it. Thank you for sharing your story with me. I did enjoy service today. I thought Roman’s message was funny and memorable.”

      “Cool, you should come again.”

      “I think I will.”

      “What do you think about going out on a date with me? I know we’ve gone to dinner, but I want to take you on a proper date.”

      “That would be nice.”

      “Good, what about Friday?”

      “Does that mean I wouldn’t see you until Friday?”

      “No, I will make sure I see you before then.”

      “Okay, then Friday is perfect.”

      “I don’t know where we are going, but I promise you will have a good time.”

      “Can’t wait.”

      “Sleep sweetly, Olivia.”

      “Good night, Paxton.”

      Olivia

      I took everything out of my closet trying to find something to wear that was date night appropriate. I could go and buy something, but I was clueless as to where I would begin. My size stopped me from ever embracing fashion. I’ve always felt too fat to wear things off the rack. I sat on the side of my bed looking at clothes thrown everywhere. I had no idea what to do.

      The text message chime went off on my phone.

      Hey Olivia! I hope you enjoyed Sunday dinner with us. It was great having you there. – Zanetta Bluette

      I smiled and replied.

      Thank you Zanetta. I had a blast. Lost in a sea of clothes right now.

      Sea of clothes? What does that mean? – Zanetta Bluette

      I have a date on Friday night. Trying to find something to wear is like trying to pat my head and rub my belly…impossible.

      LOL! A date? Do tell (winking emoji) – Zanetta Bluette

      With Paxton. It’s our first official one. Fat people clothes are hard to find.

      You are NOT fat! Let me help you. – Zanetta Bluette

      Yeah pretty sure I am…how?

      I’m a stylist. I can hook you up. – Zanetta Bluette

      What size are you? 14/16? – Zanetta Bluette

      Size 8.5/9 shoe? – Zanetta Bluette

      You are correct.

      No worries. Let’s meet up tomorrow if you have time. I can meet you at your house after work. – Zanetta Bluette

      Okay!

      Oh wait. I’m spending time with Sissy tomorrow. I’m sure she won’t mind coming along if you don’t mind. -Zanetta Bluette

      I don’t want to intrude on your time with Zora.

      Oh phuleze! She’s fine as long as I feed her. She won’t mind. I promise. -Zanetta Bluette

      Okay. I will make sure to have food on hand.

      See you tomorrow – Zanetta Bluette
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        * * *

      

      Zanetta arrived at my house the next evening with an arm full of garment bags and a large tote on her shoulder. Zora was behind her holding a small grocery bag.

      “Oh, my goodness, let me help you.” I took the bags out of Zanetta’s hand.

      “Thank you,” she smiled and entered my house.

      “I tried to help her,” Zora said as she walked in, “she’s acting like I’m disabled. I’m just pregnant, geeze,” she rolled her eyes.

      “Girl, I am not going to be responsible for you going into early labor because I needed help carrying some clothes,” Zanetta shot back.

      “Whatever, Peanut is going to look just like you cause right now, you are on my nerves,” Zora returned.

      “Shut up before I starve you,” Zanetta laughed.

      “Oh, I’ve got snacks,” she held up the grocery bag. “Hi, Olivia. I’m sorry for being rude and not speaking immediately,” Zora smiled.

      “No problem,” I smiled. “I have food for you.”

      “And I’m hungry, so we are a match!” Zora laughed.

      The ladies got comfortable in my living room while I brought out a platter with fruit, chips, and sandwiches.

      “I have water, wine, and sweet tea. What would you like to drink?” I asked.

      “Wine,” Zora smiled. Zanetta shot her a look. “What? She said what would I like to drink. Since my mom is here, I will take water.”

      “If the sweet tea is southern sweet, then I will take that,” Zanetta said.

      “It’s southern sweet,” I replied.

      I went into the kitchen to prepare their drinks and brought them back out to them. I sat on the couch across from them and fixed me a small plate.

      “Zora, do you know what you are having?”

      “Ezekiel swears it’s a girl. I will be happy with either.”

      “I’m hoping for a little niece so I can dress her in frilly everything. Frilly dresses, socks, and hair ribbons. She’s going to have some of those baby heels with red bottoms and a little handbag that we will keep on her arm,” Zanetta added.

      We all laughed.

      “Don’t laugh at her Olivia, she’s serious,” Zora chuckled.

      “What about you Zanetta, do you and Roman want children?”

      “Yes, we do. We want several, but if I just have one, I will be fine.”

      “I’m guessing you didn’t have any with your ex?” Zora asked.

      “Girl, no. He was so abusive that I secretly got my tubes tied so that we wouldn’t procreate.”

      “Wow, it was that bad?” Zora asked.

      “It was probably worse than what you are thinking. I just knew that if I got pregnant, it would be harder for me to leave, so I fixed the problem.”

      “You never wanted kids?” Zanetta questioned.

      “Yes, I did. I dreamed of a boy and a girl. I would love them with all my heart but not smother them, you know. I was pregnant before I had my tubes tied, but my ex caused me to lose it. It was for the best.”

      “Oh, Olivia, I’m so sorry,” Zanetta softly said.

      “No, don’t be sad for me. I’m good. I’m here. I’m learning to be happy.”

      “That’s good,” Zora said. “Happiness eludes so many. I’m learning too. Ezekiel has helped a lot.”

      “Maybe Paxton can help you,” Zanetta smiled.

      “Maybe,” I shrugged.

      “Okay, show me what you are working with in your closet. I would like to see your style before I show you what I brought with me.”

      “Follow me,” I picked up the garment bags and led them back to my bedroom. I put the bags on my bed. Zora and Nette sat on my upholstered window seat.

      “I love this window seat. Was this here or did you add it?” Zanetta asked.

      “I added the padding. My mom showed me how to put it together.”

      “That’s cool,” Zanetta smiled. Can I look through your closet?”

      “Sure. I didn’t really go out on dates with my ex even before we were married. So, I don’t know what to wear.”

      Zanetta opened the closet and pulled out the black dress I wore when I visited her church. She looked at it then went back into the closet and pulled out a brown paisley print dress that was similar to the black one. She hooked it on her arm and pulled out a cream dress with a short cream jacket to match. She turned and looked at me, “Olivia, where do you shop?”

      “I really don’t have a place that I go to regularly. Honestly, my mother does a lot of online and catalog shopping, so she sends me most of my clothes. She purchased those dresses you are holding.”

      “How old are you?” Zora asked. “My guess is twenty-seven or twenty-eight?”

      “I was thinking the same thing, but then you told me that you were married after undergrad and was married for like eight years, so that didn’t compute,” Zanetta added.

      “I’m thirty-one. I know it’s a shame that my mother is still buying my clothes.”

      “No, that’s not what I’m saying,” Zora started, “but it looks like she is shopping for someone way older than you. I hope that doesn’t offend you?”

      “No, not at all. I’ve never really been into fashion, so it is just easier to wear what she purchases.”

      “She probably shops at Catherine’s, Chico’s and Coldwater Creek. She probably likes brands like Palais Royal and Peter Nygard.” Zanetta guessed.

      “That’s accurate. My mother loves the Roman’s catalog.”

      “I bet! Some women live by those catalogs,” she laughed. “Can you show me what you have purchased yourself?”

      I went to the closet and pulled out two dresses that I’d recently purchased. One was white with a scalloped hem. The other one was royal blue with a large pink flower on the skirt.

      “Now these are pretty!” Zanetta said after examining each dress.

      “You think so?” I asked completely shocked by the compliment.

      “Yes, try these on for me,” Zanetta requested.

      I went into the bathroom and changed into the white sundress. I came back out and stood in place waiting for Zanetta to speak.

      “Girl, your body is banging.”

      “What! Girl, please. I am fat. I have always been fat.”

      “No, your clothes are too big. These dresses that Momma sends are almost two sizes too large.”

      “Not to mention, fugly,” Zora added. “You know what fugly means right? It means fuc…”

      “Zora! We know what it means,” Zanetta interrupted.

      “I’m just saying Momma has good intentions, I’m sure, but tell her not to purchase shit else for you to wear. You will never get any more dick ever in life if you’re walking around looking like somebody’s great grandma who…”

      “Zora!” Zanetta cut her off again.

      I laughed at Zora’s bluntness and Zanetta trying to lessen the blow.

      “I’m not offended at all,” I laughed. “I will tell Momma what you said, Zora.”

      “I mean, don’t hurt her feelings or nothing and leave out the part about the dick, oh and the curse words. If it brings her joy to send you clothes, let her send them. We can always donate them to the Salvation Army or somewhere,” she laughed.

      “I can’t take you nowhere,” Zanetta feigned embarrassment.

      “She agrees! You agree don’t you Olivia? The dresses you picked out, although a little big, looks way better than that shit Momma is sending. I know, I know I cursed a couple of times. I’m working on getting right with the Lord. Sorry, Jesus!” She kissed her first finger, and middle finger then looked up at the ceiling.

      “What is that?” Zanetta asked.

      “That’s me and Jesus secret handshake,” Zora deadpanned.

      “You are ignorant,” Zanetta laughed. “Anyway, Olivia, I think this dress is pretty, it’s still a little big on you, but that can be solved by taking it to a seamstress and getting it taken in on the sides. How do you feel in this? It’s different than what Momma sends.”

      “I’m comfortable. I picked it up because I wanted to try something new but then I chickened out.”

      “No, you did a great job with both dresses. I have something similar but a little more form fitting.” She unzipped the garment bags and pulled out several pieces of clothing and laid them on the bed. “Are you opposed to high heels? Can you walk in them?”

      “Yes, I can. I would prefer a block heel though.”

      “That’s what I have so you should be okay.”

      She handed me a silky red top with a V-neck and spaghetti straps. She also passed me a white skirt with large black geometrical shapes all over it.

      “Put this on with these shoes,” she gave me a pair of shiny gold shoes that had a single strap across the top of the foot and buckled around the ankle.

      I put on the clothes in the bathroom and came back out to show the ladies.

      “DAYUM!!!! Now that looks amazing on you,” Zora cheesed.

      “It does look good,” Zanetta said while walking around me to examine the outfit. “Look in the mirror.”

      I walked over to the mirror and was shocked by what I saw reflected in the mirror. The skirt fits like a second skin and stopped mid-calf. The top was cropped so that it stopped just about the waistband of the skirt. I’ve never worn my arms out, so I immediately covered them with my hands. The gold shoes topped the outfit off and made it look current.

      “How do you feel?” Zanetta asked.

      “I feel different.” That was the best way to describe my feelings.

      “Is that a good thing or a bad thing?” Zanetta questioned while putting my arms down at my sides.

      “It is a good thing. I like this but can plus size girls get away with wearing things that are so form fitted?”

      “First, you are only plus size by fashion industry standards. We Black! We have round booties and full hips, big thighs and large breasts. We come like that! To answer your question, you should wear what makes you feel good. You don’t have to subscribe to the notion that because you are over a certain size, you can’t love your body.”

      “I guess I have to work on that.”

      “Yes, you should. We all have areas in our lives that need work, so you are not alone. I think what I would do to make you more comfortable in this is pair it with a black moto jacket. That way your arms are covered. That seems to be your hang up with this outfit.”

      “Oh, yeah, a jacket and a top knot would be dope!” Zora added.

      “Yep,” Zanetta agreed. “Try this on.”

      She handed me more clothes to try on. I went into the bathroom and changed into a navy blue, long-sleeved dress. It stopped right below my knee. It was also form fitting but plain in the front. The back was shaped in a V. The zipper started at the bottom of the V and went all the way to the hem of the dress. She gave me a pair of gold strappy heels to put on. The heel was a little higher than the previous shoes, but they still weren’t too bad.

      “So, what do you think?” Zanetta asked when I emerged from the bathroom.

      “I like it. This material is stretchy, and it feels good on my skin. My arms are covered in this one, so that’s a plus for me.”

      “I like this one too. How do the shoes feel?”

      “They feel good. I mean, I know I can’t walk a thousand miles, but they are doable.”

      “Good, Sissy, what do you think?” Zanetta turned to Zora.

      “I think your ass looks amazing in that dress and if Pax hasn’t noticed it before, which I’m pretty sure he has, but if he hasn’t, he’s going to be glued to it the entire evening.”

      “Yeah, he is,” Zanetta nodded.

      I looked at both woman alarmed.

      “Don’t freak out. It’s a good thing.”

      “Really?” My ex always said my behind was too big.”

      “Is he Black?” Zora asked.

      “Yes, he is.”

      “Then he’s stupid, obviously,” Zora finished.

      “I love this one on you, but I have one more. It’s a different silhouette,” Zanetta said.

      She gave me the dress, and I went to change into it. It was a black A-line dress. The top of the dress was made like a shirt with a collar, buttons, and sleeves that stopped right above my elbow. The bottom was a full A-line skirt with alternating horizontal sheer panels. It stopped below my knees. She gave me a pair of red stilettos to pair with it.

      I walked out of the bathroom.

      “Oh, this is almost prim and proper but not really since it has the sheer panels in the skirt,” Zanetta smiled.

      “I like it because it reminds me of the 1950’s fashion but updated.”

      “Right, and it fits you so well. How do the shoes feel?” Zanetta asked.

      “Good, they are surprisingly comfortable.”

      “I like this one too,” Zora added, “but I think that middle one is the ticket. It’s the first date, you have to show him what he’s working towards,” she winked.

      “I agree,” Zanetta said, “but the choice is yours,” she looked at me.

      “I’m going to go with the group and pick the second one,” I smiled.

      “Great choice, Zanetta said.

      Both ladies clapped.

      “Zanetta, I don’t know how this works, but I would love for you to help me with my wardrobe before the Academy opens. Do you charge a fee?”

      “No, not for you. Just let me know when you want to go shopping, and we can go. I love spending other people’s money,” she smiled. “As for these pieces, you keep what you like, I will return the rest and let you know how much they cost. Don’t worry though, it won’t break the bank.”

      “I’m not worried. I’m ready for a change.”

      “Now that we have the clothes out of the way,” Zora said, “Can we talk about these fuzzy caterpillars on your face?”

      “Zora,” Zanetta said clearly exasperated.

      “If we are going to start, we might as well finish. Sissy, you know good and well that you would not let me walk around with my eyebrows all bushy like that. So, I’m just passing along the advice and helping Olivia.”

      “Doesn’t it hurt to get your eyebrows plucked?” I’d seen women getting their eyebrows shaped, but it always looked painful. I was afraid to try it.

      “It’s going to hurt a little, I’m not going to even front, but it will look so much better. Think of it like the way you shave your legs or underarms. You want to keep those looking fresh and maintained too,” Zora explained.

      I looked at Zanetta, and she nodded. “It’s a good idea. I know a makeup artist that makes house calls. She’s good at shaping eyebrows.”

      “Okay, might as well!”
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      I arrived at Olivia’s house at 6:45pm. We’d agreed on seven, but I was a little anxious to get this date started.

      I rang the doorbell. The door flew open, and I expected to see Olivia standing on the other side. Instead, I was greeted by both of my sisters, smiling like they were up to something.

      “Nette, Zora?”

      “Hey big bro,” Zanetta smiled and kissed my cheek.

      “Hey Pax,” Zora said sweetly as she kissed my other cheek.

      “Those are some beautiful fuchsia roses you have there,” Zanetta pointed to the bouquet of flowers I was holding.

      “What are you both doing here?”

      “We came over to help Olivia get dressed,” Zanetta put on her most innocent dimpled smile. She gets away with so much once she puts on that smile.

      I nodded my head. No telling what they have been up to.

      “Well, we are leaving,” Zora said while rubbing her stomach. “Have fun,” she winked.

      “Where did you park?” I asked looking for one of their cars on the street.

      “We are right across the street,” Zanetta pointed. “You can see us from here. We are fine. Just have fun tonight. Turn on that Bluette charm,” she kissed my cheek again.

      I watched them walk across the street and get into the car before I turned my attention back to Olivia. She still hadn’t come out from the back of the house. As soon as I was about to call out to her, she appeared and took my breath away.

      I locked eyes with her as she walked toward me.  I watched the sway of her hips and the subtle swing of her arms as she expertly walked in the gold heels that donned her feet. I appreciated the painted white tips of her toenails, the way the straps on the shoe rested on the top of her foot and around her ankle. The length of the dress showed off more leg than I’d ever seen her show and it rested on her skin like a soft layer of dew that rested on the grass in the morning. She had a little color on her lips, and her face looked a little different, but I couldn’t pinpoint what had changed. She was show-stopping beautiful. She had her hair pulled back but not into the tight bun it was usually in. It was brushed back into a mess of loosely coiled curls. Her soft and sweet perfume met me before she did. I licked my lips wondering if she tasted the same way she smelled.

      She stopped in front of me and reached for my neck, I automatically lowered so that she could reach whatever she was aiming for. She wrapped her hand around the back of my neck and placed her soft lips directly on mine. I was caught off guard initially, but I quickly recovered when I felt her tongue on my lips. I parted my lips giving her tongue entrance. I wrapped my arms around her waist and pulled her closer to intensify the kiss. There was no way I was going to be a bystander. I took over the kiss and pulled her as close as I could. She finished the kiss by pulling my bottom lip into her mouth before releasing it. I released my grip on her, and she stepped back. She licked her lips. I mimicked her action by licking mine.

      “I figured we should get that out of the way now, that way we won’t have to wonder if it’s going to happen at the end of the date.”

      I smiled, “That was a brilliant idea. These are for you.” I held up the bouquet of pink roses. I’m surprised I kept those flowers in my hands during our kiss. I’m sure a couple of the stems broke due to the grip I had on them.

      “Thank you. These are beautiful. I will put these here,” she laid them on the table close to the door. “I will put them in a vase when I get back.”

      I nodded. I was a little off my game. She had a way of knocking me off kilter. Usually, I didn’t like surprises. I like to be in the know, but with her, I don’t mind. She’s not even doing it on purpose, it’s just who she is. She turned around to walk to the door and displayed the back of her dress. I’d felt the zipper on the back of her dress when I put my arm around her, but I had no idea it was the length of the dress and rested perfectly on her ample behind. I took a deep breath to compose myself. She had me feeling like a caveman. I wanted to throw her over my shoulder, carry her to her bedroom and have my way with her. I rubbed my hand down my face.

      Get yourself together Pax…

      We went through the routine of her locking door, me checking it and then walking to my truck. I helped her into the truck then went to the driver’s side and got in.

      “Are you hungry?”

      I looked over at her and had that caveman urge again. I wanted to scrap this whole going out plan, take her back inside and rip that dress off her. It looks amazing on her, but I’m sure it would look much better on the floor.

      “I’m starving.”

      “Good,” I smiled. I didn’t know how I was going to get through this dinner.

      “You look amazing, Olivia,” I turned to her before pulling from the curb.

      “Thank you,” she smiled.

      Olivia

      I came from the back of my house and saw Paxton standing in my living room looking like an Adonis. His hair was freshly cut, and his closely cropped beard was lined perfectly. He stood tall in his black tailored suit with a black shirt and black tie, I decided that I wasn’t going to wait for him to make a move. I was not going to rack my brain the whole date wondering if he was going to kiss me. I didn’t want any odd hugs at the end of the night. I decided I was going to kiss him. The look of appreciation he had when he inspected me from head to toe gave me the boost I needed to kiss him. I think I may have caught him off guard at first, but he leaned into it and kissed the hell outta me! My next thought was to turn around and tell him to unzip my dress. I heard my mother’s voice in my head saying, “Proper young women don’t chase men…” So, I backed up. It’s nothing like your mother’s voice in your head to ruin the mood.

      We pulled up to a parking lot near a pier. He turned off the engine and said, “We’re here.”

      I looked around and didn’t see anything but boats and yachts. He got out of the truck, came around and opened my door. He helped me out and closed the door. I turned around thinking that maybe the restaurant was behind us, but it wasn’t. He instructed me to loop my arm in his, and he led me to one of the larger yachts docked right in front of us.

      As we neared the ramp to walk onto the yacht a man dressed in all white appeared.

      “Mr. Bluette, Doctor Callahan, welcome to the Falcon93. I am the Captain, Lewis Garcia. My staff and I are pleased to have you aboard.”

      “Thank you,” we said in unison.

      Captain Lewis moved to the side and motioned for us to enter the yacht. We walked in and were greeted with a receiving line of five people dressed similarly to the Captain with slight variations in their uniform. Each crew member introduced themselves, the chef, sous chef, two men were the servers and one maître d’.

      The Maître d’ led us to the top deck where a small table for two was set up with linen table clothes, beautiful gold utensils and silver plates. There was a piano player and bass player situated in the corner of the deck playing soft music. Paxton pulled out my chair, and I sat. I looked around taking in the entire scene. No one had ever done anything like this for me. I made sure to examine every part of the deck because I never wanted to forget it. My eyes finally rested back on Paxton, and I smiled. He smiled too.

      “Paxton, this is amazing.”

      I wanted to think of a better word to describe the beauty that I was surrounded by, but ‘amazing’ was all I had.

      The Captain came up and spoke, “Mr. Bluette we will get underway in five minutes.”

      “Thank you,” Paxton nodded.

      “Underway? We are leaving port? The boat is going to actually move?”

      “Of course, I mean if that’s alright with you?”

      “What? Yes, yes, it’s wonderful.”

      “Good,” he smiled.

      A few minutes later there was a slight jerk, and the pier began to disappear behind us. One of the servers came over and filled our glasses with water. The next server came with a bottle of wine. I was not familiar with the brand, but he poured me a glass, and it was the best wine I’d ever tasted.

      “The Chef recommended the wine. Do you like it?” Paxton asked after I took a sip.

      “It’s delicious,” I smiled and took another sip.

      The sun was starting to set creating a beautiful mixture of pinks and purples in the sky. It was perfect.

      “I see my sisters were over to your house before I arrived.”

      “Yes, Zanetta was kind enough to help me find something to wear. Zora was moral support. She basically says things that Zanetta thinks but is too kind to say,” I laughed.

      “Yeah, they are a pair. Add my mother to mix and the men in the family, to include BJ, just go to our corners and wait for instruction,” he laughed.

      “I love how supportive your family is. It’s like everyone is genuinely invested in one another’s success.”

      “We are. I love my family. We all fail together or succeed together. It’s how we were raised.”

      “Good evening again.” The chef came to our table to describe our five-course meal from the gazpacho to the roast leg of lamb with rosemary and potatoes. “To finish the meal, I’ve created a vanilla bean and caramel ice cream that will be served with warm apple pie.”

      My mouth watered as he described each dish like he was describing a work of art. He had an amazing talent for creating a visual with words. He walked away and immediately our gazpacho was placed in front of us.

      The dinner was delicious just as the chef had described it and being with Paxton made it that much better. The music was mellow and set a romantic atmosphere.

      I had just put my napkin down after finishing my lamb when Paxton asked, “Would you like to dance?”

      “Yes, I would.”

      He stood and helped me from my seat. He led me to a small area close to the musicians and then pulled me in close. I rested my face on his chest as we swayed to the beautiful music that the duo created. He rubbed my back gently as I held on tight to him. I thought back and couldn’t come up with a time where I was completely content, yet at this moment, with Paxton, I was.

      We danced to several songs before Paxton led me back to the table to enjoy our dessert. After dessert, we moved from the table to a couch facing the water. The musicians were gone, the table was cleaned and moved out, and it was just us.

      “How do your feet feel?” He asked while looking at my shoes.

      “They hurt a little, but I’m okay.”

      “Put your foot up here,” he patted his leg.

      I moved my foot to his leg. He unbuckled my shoe and removed it. He used his gigantic hands to massage my foot causing me to hold in a moan I felt bubbling up. After he rubbed it for a few minutes, he put a fuzzy pink slipper on it.

      I looked at it and smiled, “Where did this come from?”

      “I brought them with me because I wanted you to be comfortable.”

      He patted his leg, and I put my other foot on his lap. He repeated the process with my other foot. This time I didn’t hold back. I moaned and closed my eyes. After the wonderful massage, he put the slipper on my foot and helped me put my feet down. He produced a blanket that he wrapped around me. The blanket provided the perfect barrier to the night air.

      “Are you trying to make me fall in love with you?” I smiled as I pulled the blanket closer.

      Paxton

      I chuckled and pulled her closer to me.

      “Doctor Callahan, why did you choose to pursue your advanced degree? Do you really enjoy school that much?” I looked down at her and stopped her before she spoke, “Wait, give me the real answer. I can see you started to formulate the correct answer in your head. Tell me the real deal.”

      She smiled, “Don’t act like you know me, Sir.”

      “I’m learning you,” I replied.

      “Well, the real reason why I pursued my doctorate was to spend my ex’s money. I was miserable with him, but he never flinched when I wrote those multiple thousand-dollar checks for my tuition. So, I did it. Why pass up a free education?” She shrugged her shoulder. “He was busy doing other things and other people, so he never cared. He may not even realize that he paid for my Master’s and Doctorate. Does that change your opinion of me?”

      “No. It verifies what I assumed.”

      “Which is?”

      “That he thought he was getting over on you, but he wasn’t. You had more control than you let on. Basically, like you do now. People have a perception of you based on what you show them, but you don’t really show them who you are.”

      “I blame my mother. She had good intentions, but she felt like you had to carry yourself a certain way to fit into high society so she always told me what proper girls should and shouldn’t do. Some of that stuff stuck. Some didn’t, but I can’t say that it will not pop into my head when I feel like breaking out and just being myself. On the other hand, it has helped me professionally. You are the same way though. I know that you let people see a little of Paxton. People think you are quiet, but you’re not quiet. You’re observant.”

      “I wouldn’t use quiet to describe myself. I talk a lot. You’re right, most people don't have access to me to ever know that.”

      “Who do you blame?”

      “No one. It’s just who I am. Some of it comes from the Army. I couldn’t talk about a lot of the things that happened, so I’ve just learned to be more introspective.”

      “Yeah, I can understand that. Why did you pursue accounting after you got out of the military?”

      “I took care of me and my brother’s money since we had a little grass cutting business when I was ten. Cutting multiple yards was harder than we thought, so it didn’t last long, but I put us a little budget together, and we made that money stretch for about two weeks. Roman started making music and hired an accountant that almost had him in bankruptcy due to mismanagement. I stepped in, and I’ve been taking care of his finances ever since. When I was in the military, I would set Roman up on budgets, and he stuck to them. Ezekiel is the same way. He is really good about sticking to his budget but he tends to splurge a little more than Roman does. When I got out, I decided to get the credentials so that I could help others. I’m not a human calculator like you are, but I like what I do.”

      “Would you consider yourself frugal?”

      “Cheap? No, I enjoy doing things and having nice things but I'm patient, so I can plan and save for them.”

      “That's smart. I’m the same way. I don’t have to have anything right away. I can plan and save. To me, that makes it more enjoyable.”

      I have a lot more in common with her than I realized.

      “Paxton, this has been the most perfect evening of my life. Thank you.”

      “You know you deserve this and much more, right?”

      “Deserve is a strong word.”

      “Deserve is the perfect word. You are a Queen and should be treated as such. Anyone that doesn’t treat you like the gem that you are should not be allowed to breathe the same air as you. I know that you experienced a lot in your last relationship, but I would like the chance to show you something different if you will give me the opportunity.”

      “I would like that,” she smiled then her expression turned somber. “I…I would love that actually but long term, I don’t think I can make you happy.”

      “Why would you say that?”

      “I saw you with BJ. I know you love kids and I can’t have them. I got my tubes tied when I was married so that we would not create any more children. I did it behind his back. He never knew I had the procedure. It really didn’t matter because after I had the miscarriage, he didn't really touch me again.”

      “He was able to keep his hands off you? I mean sexually?”

      “Yep.”

      Wow. He must have a tremendous amount of control.

      “You still haven’t told me why you couldn’t make me happy. I never said I wanted children. I work hard at being a good uncle. That’s enough for me.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah, I’m cool on kids. Is that it? Did that take away your but?”

      “Yes, I’m ready to see something different,” she smiled.

      I leaned in and captured her lips. There were still faint traces of the apple pie and vanilla ice cream on her lips. Her little moans and active participation in this kiss had my head spinning. I didn’t want to stop. I wanted more, but I remembered where we were. I pulled her closer, and we sat in a satisfied silence as the pier started to come into view.
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        * * *

      

      Olivia’s and my first date was a success. I enjoyed myself so much that I felt a little sad when the yacht docked and it was time for us to leave. She was the perfect company. I don’t think I’ve ever enjoyed a date as much as I enjoyed being with her. I drove her home and kissed her on her porch before she went into her house and locked the door. I felt good. I wanted to jump up and click my heels after walking back to my truck. As soon as I settled in to drive away, I started thinking about the next date and what I would do to up my game from the yacht. She jokingly asked if I was trying to make her fall in love with me. I laughed, but my answer was yes. Yes, I am going to make her fall in love with me. I fell asleep knowing for sure why I was finally able to sleep.

      Olivia

      It was my first time at Paxton’s house. He lived on the top floor of a building that he and his brothers had renovated. His condo, which my house could easily fit into four times, was very masculine and modern. He had a black and white color palette with huge paintings and furniture to fill the rooms. The kitchen was a cook’s dream with all the modern amenities like two sinks, double ovens, a pot filler above the stove and a computerized refrigerator that you could see inside of without opening the door.

      He had ordered some pizza and wings, and we planned on hanging out in his media room watching old movies. We both chose a movie that we liked that the other one hadn’t seen. I chose the Sound of Music, and he chose Silverado.

      We watched my movie first even though he didn’t seem to be very interested in it.

      “Why do you like this again? There isn’t one Black person in this entire movie,” he asked as the movie played on his huge screen.

      “It’s set in Austria, so of course there aren’t any Black people, but it’s a great movie. The songs are iconic. You love music; I thought you would like it.”

      “You thought I would enjoy watching a movie about a Nun teaching some privileged white kids how to sing?”

      “Paxton,” I whined, “you’re not even giving it a chance.”

      “Okay, fine.” He turned his attention to the screen. “Now who is this other lady?”

      “She is the Baron’s girlfriend.”

      “But wasn’t he just trying to get with the Nun?”

      “Yes, but…”

      “He’s going to try to make the Nun go back on her vows?”

      “No, it’s not about…”

      “He’s going to hell.”

      “Okay, that’s it. Put your movie in. You obviously have no respect for my movie choices.” I grabbed the remote to stop the movie.

      He stopped me before I got to the remote.

      “Okay, okay, I’m sorry.” He pulled me close to him and kissed me. “I’ll watch your boring movie,” he tried to kiss me again, and I turned my head.

      “How you gone say sorry in one breath and then call my movie boring in the other? That’s not an apology,” I pouted.

      He kissed my pouted lips. I wanted to continue to pout and make him put in more work to apologize, but his kisses work so well.

      “You forgive me?” He asked as started peppering kisses down my neck.

      Even if ‘no’ was the word that formed in my head, “yes,” is what came out of my mouth.

      “I’m going to watch it, okay?”

      “Okay,” I breathed as he worked his way back to my lips and kissed me again.

      I rested my head on his shoulder and tried to watch the movie, but after that kiss, my mind was racing.

      “Paxton, can I tell you something without being judged?”

      “What? You think this movie is garbage just like I do?”

      “No,” I hit his arm. “I’m serious!”

      “I’ve never judged you before. Why would I do it now?”

      “Okay, but just for discussion sake, is there anything that I could say that may make you judge me?”

      “No, just spill it.”

      I reached for the glass of wine I had sitting on the table and took a gulp.

      “I’ve never had an orgasm.”

      He choked on the water that he’d just put in his mouth. Then he coughed… a lot. I hit his back to help him get over his coughing spell.

      “Thanks, Paxton. Now I really feel stupid.”

      “No, no, no,” he reached for me, but I swatted his hand away. “Olivia, you just caught me off guard that’s all. I’m never surprised, but you got me. Why? I mean you are not a virgin so…”

      “I don’t know why! I mean I’ve only been with one person. He was a selfish lover. I didn’t even fake like I had one, not really. Well, maybe I did, a time or two just so that he would hurry up and get off me.”

      “You’ve never pleasured yourself?”

      “No, my mother told me it was nasty and proper women didn’t masturbate, so I didn’t…don’t…never have.  I tried. It didn’t work so I’ve never tried again. That’s stupid, right?”

      “No, it’s not stupid but how can you teach someone else how to touch you if you don’t know what brings you pleasure? I mean a man can figure it out, but it may take a lot of trial and error.”

      “When you’ve slept with women, they’ve all had orgasms? I mean is it a normal thing for both parties to be satisfied?”

      “She comes first, always. Real men know the importance of making sure at least her first orgasm is achieved before he has one.”

      “At least her first? What do you mean?”

      “You can and should have more than one. If I said, tell me what you like or what do you want me to do to you. Could you answer those questions?”

      “Ummm, I mean, I think?”

      “Put your shoes on.”

      “What? Where are we going?”

      “On a field trip.”

      “Are you trying to get out of watching my movie?”

      “No, I’m going to watch this movie from beginning to end just for you, but right now, we are leaving.”

      I slid into my shoes, grabbed my purse and followed him out the door.
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        * * *

      

      “Paxton, what is this place?” I asked as we pulled into the parking lot of a store with a neon sign that read, “The Couple’s Lounge.”

      “It’s an adult store.”

      “Adult store? As in peep shows, strippers, and stuff? Paxton, I am not going in there!”

      “First of all, I don’t think they have peep shows anymore. Secondly, strippers are at clubs, not stores. Now, if you want to go and see some strippers…”

      I looked over at him as a sly smile spread across his face.

      “No! I don’t!”

      “You sure cause I’m down if you are,” he laughed.

      “Paxton!”

      “Okay, no, look we are going to go in here and find you something to help you experience an orgasm.”

      “What, like a dildo?”

      “Yeah, you trust me, right?”

      I nodded.

      Paxton

      I got out of the car and opened her door. We walked into the store together. It was a lot larger than I’d anticipated. I had never been in here before, but I had driven past it a lot. Olivia kept close as we walked down the aisle looking for the vibrators.

      I could have gone with the easy fix by laying her down on my bed and pleasuring her into multiple orgasms. That’s what I want to do, but she has been told what to do her whole life.  She was with a man who never took the time to pleasure her and make her feel special. I want her to love herself so no one, not even me, will ever be able to get over on her again. I want to experience levels and dimensions of lovemaking with her, but I want her to know that even without me, she will be fine.

      “Can I help you?” A short girl with rainbow colored hair asked. M,

      “Yes,” I replied. “We are looking for the vibrators?”

      I felt Olivia tighten her grip on my hand.

      “Vibrators and dildos are my most favorite things in this whole store. They are my specialty. I think I have tried every single one we have in stock. Let’s narrow down the selection. Are you looking for something that only vibrates, more realistic, will it be for mutual pleasure? We have one that’s double sided with a smaller side for you,” she pointed to me. “and a larger side for her. We even have the clone-a-willy where you can use your,” she nodded to my mid-section, “to make one for her.”

      “No thank you on the double-sided one and the um…clone-a-willy. This is just for her, and it’s her first one. Which one would you recommend?”

      “Oh, your first one? Congratulations, you won’t regret it. Now let me see.”

      She walked down the aisle looking at the large selection of plastic penises. I knew I was nice and healthy down there, but these things had me feeling a little self-conscious.

      “You know what; since it’s your first one, let’s go with something that only vibrates. It will give you the stimulation you need to get you there quickly.” She pulled three different packages from the shelves. “These are the best three, but out of these three, I would go with this one.” She pointed to a red device that she removed from the package and held in her hand. “This rests in your hand like this, and you rest it directly on your…bud. It comes with rechargeable batteries.”

      I didn’t know anything about these things, so I looked at Olivia to see what she thought.

      “Ummm, okay. This is fine.” Olivia quietly responded.

      “Great choice. Is there anything else you need? Movies, lubrication, edible underwear? Oh, what about these,” she pointed to a pair of regular looking black lace underwear. “These look like regular panties, but these have a slot to put a small vibrator that works with a wireless remote control. You can wear them,” she pointed to Olivia, “but he can control it,” she winked.

      Whoa, these were a wonderful idea…

      “No, I think we are good with what we have,” Olivia quickly answered.

      “Follow me to the register.”
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        * * *

      

      Olivia was quiet on the ride back to my house. She held onto her black bag that contained her device and looked out the window. I tried to start a conversation, but she was giving me one and two-word responses.

      I pulled into one of my parking spaces and turned off the truck. I turned to look at her, but she wouldn’t look at me.

      “You ready to go back and finish this terrible movie you are forcing me to watch?”

      “Naw, I think I am going to head home,” she responded without looking at me.

      “Olivia,” I reached for her chin to turn her face toward me. “What’s up? Talk to me.”

      She looked at me and asked, “Do you like me?”

      “What?”  I had no idea where that question came from. I thought the level of discomfort I had just experienced helping her pick out a plastic dick proves that I like her. “My actions don’t prove that I like you?” She turned to look out of the passenger window again. “Olivia, don’t clam up on me. Let’s talk.”

      She turned and faced me and said, “If a woman tells a man that she likes, that she’s never experienced an orgasm, the last thing she thinks he is going to say is let’s go get you a toy, unless, he doesn’t like her back.”

      “I like you, a lot, Olivia.  You have never been given space to make a relationship what you want it to be. I’m giving you that. I want you to learn you. Love you so that when it’s my turn to learn more about you and love you, it will just be icing on the cake. I would love to take hours, days, years learning your body, pleasuring you, losing myself inside of you and doing whatever it takes to make sure you are satisfied. I want to make love to you, but I’m not going to force my timing on you. I want you to set the pace and the timing, and when you tell me you are ready, I will be ready too. Is that okay?”

      She rested her hand on the side of my face. “Yes, that’s more than okay.”

      I leaned over and kissed her.

      “Thank you for talking to me instead of going home feeling some type of way. Let’s make a promise to each other that we will always talk things out, okay?”

      “Okay,” she smiled.
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      “Paxton,” I whined into the phone.

      “What’s wrong?”

      It had been almost a week since he had purchased me the toy and I couldn’t bring myself to use it. I don’t know if I was scared or embarrassed but I was having a hard time figuring out how not to feel weird.

      “I can’t do it. I’ve tried every night. I think I have a mental block or something.”

      “Are you talking about the toy?”

      I hadn’t seen him yesterday or today. He was due to return tomorrow. He and the family had to take a trip to Saint Louis. He said they were going to meet with Zora’s family. He didn’t give any more details, so I didn’t question it. He did ask me if I wanted to go but I didn’t have time to take off from work yet besides it felt like a family thing. Even though they were all very welcoming and made me feel included, I didn’t want to intrude. So, I declined the invitation.

      “Yes. I’ve read the instructions. I looked up the reviews on the internet, and I even looked at a video of it but I can’t.”

      “You’ve been watching porn while I’ve been away?” He laughed.

      “Paxton, come on, I’m serious. I think I’m broken.”

      “You are not broken. Do you trust me?”

      “Yes, I do.”

      “Do you have it out now?”

      “Yes, it’s right here,” I held it up like he could see it.

      “Put the phone on speaker.”

      I pulled the phone from my ear and pushed the speaker button.

      “Okay.”

      “Undress.”

      His voice had dropped at least an octave. I felt like I was listening to the Quiet Storm on the radio.

      “Pax…”

      “You said you trusted me,” he cut me off.

      “I do.”

      “Then follow my instructions.”

      I stood from my bed. I pulled my camisole over my head and pulled my sleep shorts down. I stepped out of them and said, “Okay.”

      “You don’t have anything on, right?”

      “Right,” I responded feeling silly and turned on at the same time.

      “Free your hair from the ponytail.”

      I pulled the band down until my hair was free.

      I heard some music begin to play in the background.

      “Can you hear the music?”

      “Yes, I can.”

      I could hear Robin Thicke singing Sex Therapy.

      “Good, lay down on your back on the bed.”

      I followed his instructions and laid down.

      “Touch your breasts. Don’t grab them,” he instructed. “Just take the tip of your finger and run it over your nipple. Increase the pressure until it feels good to you.”

      I used my first finger and rubbed it over my right nipple following his instructions. It didn’t take much pressure for me to enjoy the sensation.

      “After you find the right pressure, touch the other one. Do you like a lot of pressure or a little?”

      “I like a little pressure.”

      “Did they get hard when you touched them?”

      “Yes,” I whispered while I closed my eyes.

      “Roll your nipple between your thumb and your first finger.”

      “Ummm…” I moaned.

      “Good girl. Now, move your hand slowly down your body. Enjoy the sensation of your hands caressing your skin. Take your time.” I slid my hand slowly down my stomach. “Do you feel how soft your body is?”

      “Yes,” I moaned.

      “When you get to your mound, use one finger and slid it between your folds. Slowly…”

      The first contact I had with my bud made me moan.

      “Is it wet?” He breathed into the phone.

      “Yes, it’s wet,” I said as my finger encountered a slick, sticky substance.

      “Now get your toy and rest it right there where your finger is.”

      I reached for the pink device and followed the placement instructions. I turned it on and gasped at the sensation that rocked my body.

      “Oh, Paxton, this is so intense. It may be too much.”

      I was frightened by the way I felt as soon as the device came on.

      “Turn the vibration down some.”

      I turned the button to lower the intensity of the vibration.

      “Ummm…”

      “How does it feel, Baby?”

      “It feels good, now.”

      “Enjoy it. You deserve it. Don’t stop caressing your breasts.”

      I kept one hand on my breasts and the other hand on the device. “Pax, I wish you were here. I want to feel your hands on me.”

      “I wish I were there too, but right now it’s all about you.”

      I couldn’t hold the moans even if I wanted to. This feeling was amazing. It took a couple minutes before I felt the buildup in my stomach.

      “I think it’s happening, Paxton!”

      “Relax into it and let it happen.”

      The growl that came from my mouth as my first orgasm rocketed my body would have frightened me if I wasn’t so gone from this feeling. It brought tears to my eyes! How have I missed out on this all this time? My body convulsed, and then everything became super sensitive. I had to quickly move the vibrator because I couldn’t take the vibration anymore. I laid still trying to get my breathing under control. I knew Paxton was still on the phone because I could still hear the music but he was silent.

      “Olivia.”

      I heard Paxton’s voice. I think I’d fallen asleep.

      “Pax, that was amazing! I think I dozed off.”

      “That can happen. It sounded amazing. I think we can safely say you are not broken.”

      “I’m not,” I laughed. “Thank you.”

      “My pleasure. Get some sleep. I will see you tomorrow.”

      “Good night.”

      Paxton

      I don’t know of anything as sexy and torturous as listening to Olivia pleasure herself. It was sexy because her sounds painted a beautiful image in my mind. It was pure torture because I wanted to be there with her. I wanted to be the one making her moan. I wanted to be the one caressing her body.

      “Pax,” Zora said into the phone as soon as I answered it.

      “What’s up Sis?”

      “I was calling because I wanted to know if you would sing at our wedding?”

      “Sing? Sis, you know I don’t sing anymore.”

      “I know. I know, but Zeke played a recording of you singing in the studio one day when they were testing equipment. Your voice is phenomenal. Please, Pax.”

      “Zora, come on. This is not something that…”

      “Okay wait before you say no. What about if you and Nette sang at our ceremony tomorrow. It will just be us. I won’t use my sisterly charm to get you to sing at the public ceremony. I will save that charm for something else that I may need in the future,” she chuckled.

      “I will sing for you tomorrow,” I conceded.

      “Yes!” She cheered. “Zeke! He said yes!” She yelled away from the phone.

      “Thank you, big bro. You know I love you, right?”

      “Love you too. See you tomorrow.”

      After returning from Saint Louis and meeting with Zora’s family, she accepted Zeke’s marriage proposal. They were planning a public ceremony but decided to exchange their vows before the ceremony at Roman’s house.

      Olivia insisted on driving to Roman’s house for the ceremony instead of me picking her up. She said it would be out of the way for me to have to drive her all the way back home at the end of the evening. I relented and let her drive, but I was going to follow her home to ensure her safety, so it really didn’t matter.

      She arrived at Roman’s house looking beautiful in a black jumpsuit with lace at the top and black pumps. She doesn’t wear pants very often, but she looks amazing in them.

      “You look beautiful, sweetheart,” I said as I leaned down to give her a quick kiss.

      “Thank you. You look handsome. Thank you for inviting me.”

      We walked hand in hand into the living room where Zeke and Zora were going to exchange their vows. We had my parents and Zora’s dad on a video call so they could witness the event as well.

      Zora and Zeke entered the room hand and hand. When they made it to the area where we were all standing, Roman picked up his acoustic guitar and began playing. Zanetta and I sang Spend My Life With You by Eric Benet and Tamia. I watched Olivia smile and wipe tears away through our whole performance. Nette and I only went over the song one time together, and despite both of us being a little out of practice, it went well.

      After Nette and I finished our song, Zora and Zeke exchanged vows that they’d written to each other. There were a lot of tears and laughter, but we made it through the ceremony. Afterwards, we had dinner together and hung out late into the night.

      “I can drive you home and then pick you up for work in the morning,” I spoke to Olivia as we were preparing to leave.

      “No, baby, I’m good. I can drive.”

      “Okay but I am going to follow you home.”

      I couldn’t let her drive back to her neighborhood this time of night by herself. I wouldn’t be able to think straight until I knew she was safe.

      “Will that make you feel better?” she asked while resting her hand on my chest.

      “It would,” I took her hand from my chest and kissed it.

      We said our goodbyes to the family and left. We talked on the phone while I followed behind her.

      “Next time we do something like this, I am not going to take no for an answer. You can either get picked up or drop your car at my house. Either way, I’m not going to let you drive into this neighborhood at this time of the night by yourself. Can we agree on that?”

      “Okay Dad,” she laughed.

      “Don’t do that Olivia. You know how I feel about my family’s safety.”

      “I don’t mean to tease. I understand. I will make sure to make the necessary arrangements the next time we are going to be out late like this, I promise.”

      “Cool, now back to the title you just gave me…”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “You called me Daddy, and I really liked it.”

      “I said, Dad! Not Daddy.”

      “Same difference, right?”

      “Whatever,” she laughed as we approached her house.

      There weren’t any empty parking spaces in front of her house, so she had to park on the adjacent street. I parked further down the street and walked back to her car to open her door.

      “I don’t like this spot, Olivia. You can’t see your house from here. It’s too far away. You should grab some things and follow me back to my place.”

      “I’m fine. I will leave so early in the morning that the criminals will still be asleep. Besides, this street is quiet. I haven’t had any problems since I moved here.”

      I reluctantly walked her to her front door. I took her key, opened the door and walked in first. She followed behind me.

      “Thank you for following me home.”

      “You’re welcome. It’s for your safety but more so for my peace of mind.”

      I leaned down and kissed her. Since she hasn’t made any moves when it comes to sex, I have kept my hands in safe zones when kissing her, but as soon as she gives me the word, I’m going to devour her.

      I walked out her door and waited until I heard her set the locks before I left the porch. I examined my surroundings as I made my way back to my truck. It seemed quiet, so I guess she is okay, but I still don’t like her being here and so far away from me. I’d been thinking about asking her to move in with me or at least move into the unit Nette owns in the building. At least she would be close and have security. I will have to talk to her about that soon.

      Olivia

      Zeke and Zora’s ceremony was beautiful. I had no idea that Paxton and Nette sang as well as they did. I cried the entire ceremony. All love is great, but black love is a beautiful thing to witness and be a part of. My feelings for Paxton are getting deeper by the day. He has become my biggest cheerleader and my best friend. He wants to see me succeed and encourages my dreams and aspirations. That is something that I never experienced with Mason. Paxton’s voice and coaching helped me reach my first orgasm. Since then, plastic Paxton (I named my vibrator) and I have had so much fun! I’m ready to experience more, and I want to experience it with Paxton. He said he’s waiting for me, but I don’t know what to do. I almost agreed to go home with Paxton when he offered. Not because of safety reasons but because I am ready to throw plastic Paxton away and experience real Paxton. I am going to have to figure out my next move because he is the subject of all my fantasies. I want him, bad.
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        * * *

      

      I looked around my living room one more time before I walked out the door to my car. After leaving Nette’s house last night, I arrived home too late to park in front of my house. I had to park around the corner. Paxton didn’t like the spot that I chose, but I assured him that it was fine. I didn’t have a driveway or a garage, so parking in front of my house was not always guaranteed.

      I wanted to get to the office early today and get some things done before I met with Nette and the committee that was planning the fundraising gala for the Academy. I grabbed my purse and put my head and arm through the long strap essentially making it a crossbody bag. I put my tote on my arm, turned off the lights and locked my door. The sun hadn’t made its appearance yet, so it was still dark out as I headed to my car.

      I was almost at my car when I saw a man step out of the shadows and stand right in front of me. I thought to myself, okay Olivia don’t panic. He’s probably just someone in the neighborhood going in the opposite direction. As soon as that thought passed the feeling of dread washed over me. I knew something was wrong. I stopped walking to turn around or cross the street, I’m not sure which I had planned on doing. I didn’t get to do either because suddenly, I felt a huge hand cover my mouth and an arm wrap around my waist. I felt a hard body behind me. They started pulling me backward. Panic set in and the first thing I remembered was watching an episode of the Oprah Winfrey show, and the guest said, “no matter what, don’t let them take you to the second location.” I started to struggle to get loose. It felt like the more I tried to free myself the tighter his grip became.

      I had to think quickly. I didn’t know if they were trying to murder me or rape me. Either one would be bad, but I knew I couldn’t let them take me. Think Olivia…think. I realized that I had some space in his grip to move forward. I moved forward and reached behind me to grab his crotch. I grabbed a handful of beans and wiener. I applied pressure then turned my hand trying to inflict maximum damage. He released his grip on me and bent over in pain. I took the opportunity to knee him in the nose and slap him on the side of his neck right where his carotid artery runs. I learned that slapping a person there will cause blood to rush to their brain and hurt like heck. He went down. The second guy came for me and grabbed my throat. I fought to get his hands from around my neck, but the more I squirmed, the tighter his grip became. I used both hands and clapped his face between them as hard as I could. That forced him to release me. I saw my keys on the ground and dove for them. I grabbed my small canister of mace that I kept on my keychain. I sprayed both men with the pepper spray until the stream stopped. Both were gagging and fighting for air. I turned around, and I ran. I ran as fast as my legs would carry me. I didn’t turn around to see if they were behind me because that would make me slow down. I would know if they were behind me when I felt one of them grab me. I ran until I saw a city bus pulling up at a bus stop. I ran onto the bus as soon as the doors opened. I finally looked back and didn’t see anyone behind me.  I looked down and realized that I still had my purse across my body and my keys in my hand. I was shaking so bad that I couldn’t open my purse to get money out to pay the bus fare.

      “It’s okay sweetheart. Have a seat,” the female bus driver smiled as she closed the door and pulled off from the curb. I sat in the seat directly behind the driver’s seat. “Are you hurt?” She looked at me in her rearview mirror.

      I mentally checked myself before looking down. I didn’t see any blood or anything. I was sore, but I couldn’t determine where the pain was coming from.

      “I don’t think so,” I responded while trying to slow down my breathing by breathing in through my nose and out through my nose.

      “Someone tried to hurt you?” The bus driver asked through the rearview mirror.

      “Yes. Someone tried grabbed me while I was walking to my car. Is this bus going near a police station?”

      “Yes, it’s two stops away,” she continued to speak while looking through her mirror.

      “Okay…thank you.”

      “I can call the police and have them meet us at the next stop.”

      “Thanks, but if it’s the next couple of stops, I will be okay.”

      I was on the edge of my seat when the bus approached the next stop. I was ready to run if the men came on the bus. It was so early in the morning that no one else got on before I made it to my stop. I got off the bus right in front of the police station. I walked through the front door, past a row of dingy chairs to the huge desk centered in the room. It was eerily calm and quiet. I’d never been to a police station before, but I thought it would be more like the one on television with people yelling and cursing. Someone handcuffed to a chair and a few prostitutes waiting to be booked. It wasn’t anything like that. It was empty and quiet.

      “Can I help you?” The older officer at the front desk asked.

      “Yes, I was walking to my car from my house this morning, and I was attacked by two…”

      “Olivia?” I heard someone call my name.

      I looked up and saw Brother Adams, one of the men on the security team at the church. I remember his name because he along with Brother Westbrook explained all the security measures that would be installed at the school. Not to mention that he is a very attractive man, dark coffee skin with deep eyes and thick eyebrows.

      “Brother Adams.” I attempted a smile, but I really didn’t feel like it. I was exhausted and scared.

      “I got this, Sergeant,” Brother Adams spoke to the cop behind the desk.

      He walked around to the front of the desk and led me by my elbow to a chair.

      “What happened?” He pulled his cell phone from his pocket and tapped a couple of keys before he put it back in his pocket.

      “I was walking to my car from my house. I got home a little later last night than I normally do and I couldn’t find anywhere to park, so I parked around the corner. A man came out of nowhere and stood directly in my path as I was walking to my car this morning. Another man grabbed me from behind. I had some pepper spray on my keychain. I sprayed both men with the pepper spray and ran onto a bus that had just pulled up. I um…” I looked around. “I think I dropped my tote bag with all of my work stuff in it.” I intentionally left out the part about the self-defense moves that I used. I could hear my mother’s voice saying, “A proper lady would never fight like that.”

      “Did you get a good look at either man?”

      “No, I just know that they both were at least six feet tall. The one that grabbed me was larger than the one in front of me. I think one was black, and the other was white, but I can’t be sure because it was so dark outside.”

      “Did they say anything?”

      “No, not that I remember.”

      “What’s your address? I want to send a squad car over to see if they can spot anything or find out if anyone saw anything.”

      I gave him my address. He typed on his computer’s keyboard and asked me to tell him the story one more time. As I began to recall the story, I saw a large frame approaching the desk. I turned and saw Paxton standing over me.

      “Pax,” I jumped up from my seat and into his arms. I knew I was safe there. He pulled me into a tight bear hug. I didn’t feel like I needed to cry until I felt his arms around me. I didn’t think I could stop shaking until I heard him whisper, “It’s okay, Ollie.”

      Ollie, is the nickname he had chosen for me. He didn’t want to call me Liv or Livi or any variation of the nicknames others had used. I liked it immediately.

      I knew Paxton had me. I knew that everything would be okay because he told me it would be.

      “I contacted him, I hope you don’t mind,” Brother Adams said.

      “No, thank you,” I said as I wiped my tears.

      “Are you hurt? What happened?” Paxton asked as he gently moved my head from side to side and gave me a once-over.

      “I’m not hurt.”

      Brother Adams pulled up another chair, and Paxton sat down next to me. I started my story from the beginning.  He held my hand, rubbed my back and wiped my tears while I recalled the entire incident.

      “I’m sorry Pax, I should have listened to you last night. You said it wasn’t safe.” I started crying again.

      “You don’t apologize for what some clowns did to you. You shouldn’t have to worry about safety in your own neighborhood.”

      Paxton

      I received the text from Brother Adams that said: Olivia’s at the station with me. She could use you here.

      He knew that Olivia and I had been spending a lot of time together.

      I responded: On my way.

      I’d just gotten out of the shower after my morning workout. I threw on some jeans and a shirt and drove to the police station. I had all kinds of questions running through my head like, how did Olivia end up at that police station. That’s not the one closest to her house, and it’s not near the church. How did Brother Adams know she was there? Is she hurt? Will I have to murder someone?

      I was on edge until I walked into the station and looked into her eyes. I could see the fear, but she was in one piece. She was as happy to see me as I was to see her.

      Brother Adams sent a couple of patrol cars to Olivia’s neighborhood. They located her tote bag a few feet away from her car, but there was no sign of the men who attacked her.

      Brother Adams asked her all the standard questions for someone who had been attacked like, “did you recognize your assailants? Did you get a look at their faces? Have you had any problems with anyone in the neighborhood? Have you felt uneasy around anyone?”

      She answered no to all those questions. I had a few questions of my own, but I would wait until I got her somewhere safe and she had a moment to decompress.

      Olivia and I walked quietly to my truck after leaving the police station.

      “I don’t think it’s safe for you to go back to your house right now. I’m going to take you to mine.”

      “Okay.” She responded while looking out the passenger side window.

      She had stopped crying, but her mood was somber. She was still shaking some but not nearly as much as she was when I first got to the police station.

      I pulled into my parking space at my building and turned the engine off. I had a lot of scenarios running through my head about who could have tried to hurt her, but I needed to go to her neighborhood and see where everything happened before I tried to put two and two together.

      I walked around to her side of the truck and opened the door to help her out. She held on tightly as she stepped down out of the truck and winced in pain. Seeing her wince made me angry…angrier. Once I found out who did this to her, I was going to make sure they never did this to anyone again. They better be praying to whomever they pray to that the law finds them first.

      The elevator doors opened to my foyer. I held her hand as I led her off the elevator and into my sitting area. I was able to finally take her purse from across her body and her keys out of her hand. I had tried while we were at the police station but losing those two things seemed to agitate her, so I left them alone.

      I took her purse and hung it on the coat hook. I unzipped her jacket and helped her out of it. It was ripped in the front, probably not fixable, but I hung it up next to her purse. She sat down on the couch with a perfectly straight spine and her ankles crossed. Her posture didn’t speak of someone who had just been attacked by two men, but she’d started to cry again.

      I moved next to her and pulled her close.

      “Pax.”

      “Yeah?”

      “I’m tired of being a victim. I’m tired of people feeling like they can do and say anything to me without consequence. It’s not fair.”

      “I don’t see a victim. I see a strong, beautiful woman that has had to overcome a lot but you have. You could have easily let those men take you away today, but you didn’t because you’re a fighter. Fighters aren’t victims. Sometimes they lose, but they don’t go down without reminding the opponent that they were in a fight.”

      “But, why me? I don’t understand why someone would try to hurt me for nothing!”

      I pulled her closer to me and kissed her forehead.

      “Some bad people in the world do bad things for no rhyme or reason. I’m going to keep you safe. You know that, right?”

      She nodded her head and rested it on my chest. We sat quietly until I realized she’d fallen asleep. The adrenaline had worn off. I carried her to my guest bedroom. I laid her on the bed and removed her shoes. I wrote her a quick note and put it on the nightstand next to the bed. I grabbed my keys and headed out the building.

      I felt like Olivia was leaving something out of her story. Not the details of the men but more like how she managed to get away from two men, all by herself. I know pepper spray works, but I don’t think they would have stopped just because she sprayed them with it.

      I drove to her neighborhood and parked my truck a couple blocks from her house. I wanted to be careful just in case someone was watching her place. My initial thought when I first arrived at the precinct was that it was some neighborhood thugs that were trying to rob her. I dismissed that thought once the beat cops came back with her tote bag. The men that attacked her didn’t bother to touch it, let alone take it. I was positive that it wasn’t a random attack. Those guys took the standard grab and go position. They just didn’t factor in her having enough sense to use her pepper spray.

      Something was off about this whole situation. I walked down the street toward her house. I took note of everything that I saw to include a black Dodge Charger parked about four houses down with tinted windows. I used my phone to snap a picture of the car and the plates before I continued down the street. I could see two men sitting in the car through the windshield. One black and one white. Those could be the guys, but there was no way for me to be sure. I couldn’t tell if someone was in the backseat. I kept walking past her house and turned the corner. Her car was still sitting in the same place she’d parked it last night. I voiced my concern with how far away from her house she had to park, but she didn’t seem to mind. She thought she would be safe. I knew that it was a bad idea, but I went with it because nothing like this had ever happened before and I didn’t want to force her to spend the night at my place.

      I tried to visualize her story as I slowly made my way down the street. I walked the same path she walked and stopped where I thought she may have encountered the men. I looked around at the houses to see if someone had a surveillance camera that may have recorded what happened. I didn’t see any, but that didn’t mean they weren’t there. I looked around at the ground to see if anything was dropped during the scuffle. I didn’t notice anything, so I continued to walk until I came to the bus stop where she caught the bus to the police station. She ran six blocks to the bus stop!

      I’m missing something. Something isn’t adding up. I need Olivia to tell me the entire story.

      I took out my phone and dialed a friend.

      “Talk to me,” he said as soon as he answered the phone.

      “I need some help. I’m sending you a license plate and car. I need all the information you can get me on the owner.”

      “I will get back to you as soon as I return from France. Out.”

      I disconnected the call.
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      I suddenly opened my eyes, sat up, and looked around trying to figure out where I was. Then I remembered, I was at Paxton’s condo. I looked over on the nightstand and saw a note.

      
        
        ‘I had to run an errand. I hope to be back before you wake up. If I’m not back, call me, and I will head back.’

      

      

      I got up and went to the bathroom. I checked myself in the mirror and saw the bruising starting to form around my neck. I didn’t see any other damage. I used the bathroom then went on a hunt for my cell phone. I found it in my purse hanging next to my ripped jacket in the living room. I was about to send Paxton a text, but he really doesn’t like text messages, so I called.

      “Hi,” he said when the call connected. “How was your nap?”

      “It was good. I feel a little better. You don’t have to hurry back. I’m okay.”

      “I’m grabbing something to eat and some clothes for you to change into then I will be there.”

      “Clothes? Please don’t go out of your way for me. I think I will be okay going back home.”

      “No,” he said with finality. “You will stay with me at least until this is all figured out.”

      “Okay.”

      I heard the authority in his voice. I didn’t listen to him when he was concerned about me parking my car around the corner so I would follow his instructions this time.

      “I will be back in about thirty minutes. Make yourself at home.”

      “Okay.”

      We disconnected the call.

      The glass windows that lined the wall in the kitchen showcased a beautiful private garden. There was a pool, a patio, and a stainless steel outdoor kitchen. I found the door and let myself outside. I sat down in one of the reclining chairs near the pool and soaked up the sun.

      I thought about how Paxton described me. He called me strong and a fighter. No one has ever called me either one of those words nor would I describe myself in that way but after hearing him say it, that’s exactly how I would describe myself now. I kicked two men’s asses, and I survived. I kicked Mason’ ass, and I survived. I’m a bad ass!

      I chuckled and rested my back on the chair.

      Paxton

      I put down the grocery bags on the kitchen counter and went in search of Olivia. I went to the guest bedroom where she had napped. She wasn’t there. I came from the back of the house and saw the glass door to the garden open. I looked out and saw her resting on one of the reclining chairs near the pool.

      She looked so peaceful. Her lightly bronzed skin glowed under the sun’s rays. Her hand was splayed across her stomach reminding me of the night we spent on the phone while she pleasured herself. I walked over to her and lightly rubbed my thumb along the side of her face. I didn’t want to startle her. She’d already had a long day. I noticed the bruising on her neck was starting to show. There were also some bruises on her arms that look like fingerprints.

      “Hey,” I whispered when she opened her eyes.

      “Hi,” she smiled.

      “I guess I fell asleep again. It’s so peaceful out here.”

      “It is. I don’t get to come out here very often, but I like it.”

      I offered my hand to help her up from the chair. She stood slowly and then tried to stretch. She winced in pain and cut the stretch short and then followed me into the house.

      “I asked Nette to find you a few things you could wear while you are here. At least until we can get into your house and get your things.”

      “Paxton, I really think that everything is okay. I can go back home. I don’t want to be a bother.”

      “No, everything is not okay. I don’t want you to go back there or to the church until we can figure this out.”

      “To the church? How can I work if I don’t go to the church?”

      “I’ve spoken with Roman. I told him that you will be working from home. He agreed. So, you can work from here. I will set up a space for you to work in one of the other guest rooms. All of your meetings can be postponed or held somewhere else but not at the church and not at your house.”

      “I feel like this is extreme. You said I am a fighter so, I can prot…”

      “I went by your house,” he interrupted. “It looks like someone is watching it.”

      “What?”

      “Yes, I took a picture of the car and the license plates. There was a black charger parked a few houses up the street from your house. Have you noticed a car like that in your neighborhood before?”

      “No, I haven’t.”

      “Those guys didn’t leave. They are waiting for you to come back. I told Brother Adams. He sent over a squad car, and the car wasn’t there but, they will be back. It’s not random. They want you.”

      “But why! I haven’t done anything! I don’t even know anyone here!”

      “I don’t know what’s going on but I will find out. I promise. In the meantime, please Ollie, stay here. Don’t make me murder someone over you because I will, and that’s not just a figure of speech, I mean it.”

      She leaned against the kitchen counter.

      “Okay, Paxton. I will stay,” she sounded so defeated.

      “Hey,” I pulled her into my arms. “This is going to get resolved. You don’t have to worry or be afraid. I am going to make sure it’s handled. You trust me, right?”

      “I do trust you.”

      I kissed her forehead and released her from my arms.

      “Now, I need for you to tell me the whole story of what happened today.”

      “Huh?” She tilted her head and looked at me.

      “You’re leaving out something, and I want you to tell me what it is.”

      “How do you know that I’m leaving something out?”

      “Because I know you. I study you. Not in a creepy, naked old man peeking through the blinds, type of way but in a sincere attempt to know who you are for real. So, I know when you are not telling the entire story. I can feel it.”

      She squinted her eyes at me then folded her arms across her chest.

      “I don’t know what you are talking about,” she smirked and turned her head to the side.

      “You want me to pry it out of you?” I raised one eyebrow and looked at her.

      She kept her chin held high in defiance until I cracked my knuckles and started to move towards her. She backed away and threw up her hands in surrender.

      “Okay, Okay…”

      I stopped moving to listen to her response.

      “I may have taken some self-defense classes, and I may have fought both of those guys off before I ran away.”

      I knew it. She must be pretty good if she was able to get away from her attackers.

      “So, if I do this,” I pushed her head with my fingers, “what will you do?”

      “Nothing. Stop it, Paxton.”

      I did it again, this time a little harder.

      “Paxton, stop it!”

      “Make me.”

      I mushed her harder.

      “Don’t do that!” She swatted at my hand.

      “I said, make me!” I jumped at her. Before I realized it, her fist had connected to my mouth, and she was coming with a combination before I blocked her.

      “Paxton, I’m sorry,” she said as I looked at the blood on my fingers that I had just wiped from my lip. As soon as she got close enough, I grabbed her and put her on her back onto the ground. I straddled her pinning her arms at her side.

      “Where did you learn that?” I looked at her while she attempted to squirm free. Once she realized I had her pinned, she gave up.

      “I took self-defense classes when I lived in Georgia. How did you know?”

      “I told you, I see you, Olivia. Not the person you want everyone to see. I see you.” We stared at each other for a few minutes, “Never apologize and don’t ever show mercy again, do you understand? When you draw blood, you hit them in that same spot again. Draw more blood. You don’t stop until they are down. I mean down for good. Got it?”

      She nodded.

      “You're bleeding, Pax.”

      She craned her neck to connect her lips with mine. I met her halfway and followed her head back down to the floor. She pulled her arms free and grabbed the back of my neck intensifying the kiss. She prompted me to open as her tongue found its way into my mouth. Her hands felt amazing running up and down my back as we hungrily explored each other’s mouths. I felt at a disadvantage because I had to use my hands to hold myself up. I pulled back and stood up. I helped her up from the floor and then pulled her to me. Now I could touch her like I wanted to. I gently held her face and slowly made my way back to her lips. I didn’t rush. I knew how her lips felt. I knew how she tasted; now I wanted to savor her. We kissed until I felt the strong urge to nudge her backwards toward my bedroom. I was about to make my move when she pulled away and peppered my bottom lip with quick pecks and then my top. I had to think of something other than being inside of her.

      “Why didn’t you want to tell me about knowing self-defense?”

      “My mother told me that it wasn’t ladylike to fight, so I never talked about it. The day I left Mason was the first time that I knew it worked. I broke his nose before I ran out of the house.”

      “He had hit you again?”

      “He tried, but I whooped his ass. Those classes saved my life.”

      “Twice…” I added feeling the anger building in me again. “I need for you to always be yourself with me. I don’t want anyone except you. Not the woman that your mother tried to make you into or the one you became because of a clown-ass boy. You, Olivia. Okay?”

      “Okay, I can do that,” she smiled.

      “Would you like to learn more self-defense techniques?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then I will teach you.”

      I kissed her again.

      Olivia

      I went to the doctor the day after the attack because I woke up in a lot of pain. I wasn’t feeling any pain while Paxton and I kissed, but once the adrenaline from the day wore off, I was in pain. While I was at the doctor’s office, I asked for a complete blood work up to include testing for STDs. I’d never been with anyone other than Mason, but I didn’t know who he’d been with. We never used condoms so if he had something it was almost a guarantee that he passed it to me. I wanted to be responsible. When Paxton and I sleep together, because we are, I want to know for sure that there is nothing that I could pass on to him to hurt him. The doctor told me that I had some severe bruising, but nothing was broken or torn. He prescribed me a mild pain reliever and told me the result of my rapid HIV test was negative. That was good news. He said the other test results would be back within a week.

      When Paxton and I arrived back to his house, the family was there, Zanetta, Roman, Ezekiel, and Zora. They were all there to check on me. Zanetta had brought over some fried chicken and spaghetti and her biscuits. I had never heard of eating spaghetti as a side dish. According to Zanetta, that’s how they eat it where she is from. Her fried chicken is delicious. Her spaghetti had me going back in for seconds. We laughed and talked over dinner. Having them there to check on me made my heart explode. I’ve never had as much support in my life.
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        * * *

      

      After a week of staying in the house, I started having some serious cabin fever. I was tired of being inside, even though there really wasn’t a need for me to leave because everything that I needed was here, Paxton saw to that. I still felt restless. I decided to prepare dinner for us since Paxton had taken it upon himself to either bring home dinner or prepare something when he came home from work. I started cooking early so everything would be ready when he arrived home.

      I prepared smothered pork chops, mashed potatoes, and fresh green beans. For dessert, I made a pineapple upside down cake. I made some sweet tea and chilled some water in a glass pitcher just in case he wanted that instead.

      I heard the elevator open just as I was turning off the stove. Paxton walked into the kitchen carrying his briefcase and a bag of groceries. He looked around the kitchen confused.

      “Before you start asking questions, I didn’t leave. I asked the concierge to recommend a grocery delivery service. They delivered the groceries downstairs, and the concierge brought them up. So, go wash and get comfortable then come back so we can eat.”

      He didn’t say a word. He put the grocery bag on the counter then turned and went to the back to wash his hands. He came out about ten minutes later. He had changed out of his suit and into some basketball shorts and a t-shirt. He quickly kissed me and then sat down at the table. I fixed his plate and placed it in front of him.

      He waited for me to come back with my plate before he reached for my hand and said a quick prayer. He has never prayed with me before. I was not expecting it, but I was happy he did it. I followed him in saying Amen, and then we both began eating.

      “I haven’t had smothered chops in a long time. These are delicious.”

      “Thank you. I was trying to think of something different than what we’d been eating.”

      “You made a great choice. Thank you for cooking.”

      “It’s my pleasure, plus it was my turn.”

      “We don’t have to take turns. I don’t mind taking care of you, Ollie.”

      “I love being taken care of but I want to take care of you the same way you take care of me.”

      We continued our small talk while we ate dinner. After dinner, I brought out the pineapple upside down cake.

      “I hope you like pineapples. This is my mother’s special recipe.”

      I cut him a slice and placed it in front of him.

      “Speaking of your mother, does she know what happened?”

      “No, she doesn’t. I don’t plan on telling her unless I have to.”

      “Does she know you are staying here?”

      “Are you kidding me? So, I can hear a whole lecture about what ‘proper women’ do and don’t do? No thank you.”

      “She still talks like that? Even though you’re grown?”

      “Paxton, she still buys my clothes. Of course, she still talks like that.”

      He laughed as he took a generous fork full of the pineapple cake and placed it in his mouth.

      “Wow, this is good.”

      He ate the piece I cut and then went back and cut a larger slice. He finished that one and sat back in his chair satisfied.

      “Do you think you are ready to start training?”

      “Yes, the soreness is gone. I’m ready to train and go to work.”

      “Cool, let’s start tomorrow. The guest room is all set up for you to use as an office so you can start that tomorrow also.”

      The next day, Paxton started training me in a couple different forms of self-defense. I’d learned some things in the classes I’d taken in Georgia, but he was taking it to a whole other level. We started out with kickboxing and then integrated some Krav Maga. Every morning we would meet in his gym, and he would show me a new concept. I was picking up on the moves quickly. He was careful with me at first, but then he started working with me for real. Sometimes it hurt, sometimes I couldn’t get the move, but I was determined to never let anyone get the upper hand on me again.

      “Next week, I am going to take you to a gun range. We can start with something small that you can carry in your purse.”

      After a couple weeks of training, I guess he felt like it was time to add something else to my training plan.

      “I’ve never even seen a gun in real life.”

      “Really? I thought country people did a lot of hunting,” he smiled.

      “I know you are trying to be funny but nope. Never been around any hunters. How do you know so much about this stuff, the military?” I asked as I sat down on the ground with my legs folded. He sat down next to me.

      “Yes.”

      “Those special missions you told me about?”

      “Yes. Olivia, I wasn’t an IT specialist in the Army. I was infantry.”

      “Infantry?  Isn’t all the Army infantry?”

      “No, Infantry units are trained in combat on foot and close-range combat. Everyone in the Army does not do that. I never explained that to my parents. I signed up for IT when I first joined, but I changed my job and didn’t tell them.”

      “Why?”

      “I didn’t want them to be worried about me. I didn’t want them to try to talk me out of it. I was going through a slightly rebellious stage and thought I knew everything. Once I was in, I couldn’t really discuss it with them anyway. I recently told my brothers, but I don’t know if I will ever have that conversation with my parents.”

      “Like me in a sense. Just trying to make everyone happy?”

      “In a sense, yes. One day, I want to share more of my experiences with you. I want you to know who I am.”

      “I would love that.”

      He leaned over and kissed me quickly before he stood and helped me to my feet.

      “All of this working out should help me. I don’t need to gain any more weight.”

      Paxton

      “Why would you say that? You could gain weight and still be bad a hell.”

      “Whatever Paxton. I hate my body. Don’t nobody want to see all of these hips and butt. I know I have more than I should.”

      “There’s no such thing as too much hips and butt. I love your body.” She looked at me like she didn’t believe me. “Are you kidding me right now? Have you seen your body?”

      “I’ve seen it, but I try not to look. I have been called fat my entire life. I tend to agree.”

      “You shouldn’t accept people’s labels of you. A lot of the time, most of the time, when people attempt to call out your perceived inadequacies, they are insecure themselves and projecting it on to you.”

      “I guess that’s true in a lot of cases but I see my body. I know it’s not nice.”

      “Do you trust me?”

      “Of course, I do.”

      “Come with me,” I said as I took her hand and led her to the full-length mirror in the guest bedroom. I turned her to face the mirror then stood behind her. I lifted her shirt over her head exposing her black lace bra underneath. Her hands immediately went to her stomach. I gently removed them and placed them on her sides.

      “Don’t move them,” I said to her through the mirror.

      She remained still while I pulled down her shorts.

      “Step out.”

      She stepped to the side and out of her shorts. She stood in the mirror in front of me in a black bra and black lace panties to match. I wanted her so bad, but I had to stick to my plan and let her make the first move. I had a reason for standing her in front of the mirror, I just hope I can get through this without taking her.

      “Paxton…” she turned to look at me. I turned her to face the mirror again.

      “Shhh, don’t look at me, look at yourself.”

      I placed my hands on the fullness of her hips and moved them up to her waist. “This is the perfect hip to waist ratio.”

      “Tsk…”

      “You know that I wouldn’t lie to you, right?” I spoke to her through the mirror.

      She nodded her head.

      “I don’t care what someone said to you in the past, I’m showing you what I see. I’m showing you what’s actually there.”

      “Okay…” she quietly replied.

      “The size of your waist accentuates the fullness of your hips. Your stomach is not muscular but it’s beautiful and soft like a woman should be. I rubbed my hand across her stomach. Your breasts look amazing in this bra.” I stepped back to unhook her bra. She didn’t protest this time or try to hide. She let me remove it completely. “Without it, they look even better. Look at how perfect the contrast is between the shade of your skin and the darkness of your areola.” I used my finger to circle her areolas without touching her nipples.  Do you see how sexy it is when your nipples are hard?” I whispered in her ear.

      Touching her, smelling her aroma mixed with her perfume had me feeling heady. I wanted to be inside of her so bad, but I had to make her understand how I felt about her body. I needed her to believe me when I told her how sexy she was. I didn’t want her to think it was just something I was saying because I was supposed to. I wanted her to know I meant every word I said.

      I hooked my fingers in the sides of her panties and pulled them down. She stepped out of them. I gently touched her thighs, “Open your legs.” She followed my instruction. “This…” I ran my fingers along the top of her thighs, “…is the most perfect thing that I’ve ever laid my eyes on. I love the way you’ve groomed it.” She had all her hair shaved from her mound except for a small strip of hair right down the middle. “Anyone would love to make their resting place right here.” I was careful not to touch her because any moan or purr would have forced me to bend her over.

      I moved my hands back up to her waist. “You, Doctor Olivia Callahan, are perfect. There is nothing wrong with your body. If God were to give me clay and say create the perfect woman, I would hand it back to Him and say, I can’t you’ve already created her and you created her for me.”

      “Paxton…”

      I turned and left her standing in the mirror even though I wanted to carry her to my room. I walked into my room, closed the door, stripped out of clothes and went straight to the shower…a cold shower.

      Olivia

      I watched Paxton walk out the door through the mirror. I was stuck in place still examining myself in the mirror. I’d never had anyone describe my body the way Paxton did. I’ve never experienced words that caused my nectar to seep and coat my thighs. I accepted his description of my body and decided at that moment that no one would ever be able to tell me anything different.

      I stepped into the bathroom preparing to shower. My thighs were starting to stick together from all of the essence I leaked while Paxton was touching me. I pulled my hair up into a bun and looked at myself again in the bathroom mirror. It was like looking at myself for the first time.

      “You are beautiful,” I said out loud. “You deserve happiness. You deserve to love someone and be loved by someone.” I smiled at my reflection.

      I stepped into the shower and began to wash. I realized with each swipe of my loofa that my touch felt nothing like Paxton’s touch. I needed him to finish what he started. After washing a couple times, I stepped out of the shower and applied my coconut oil to my damp skin. I dabbed my scented body oil behind my ears, on my wrists, in the valley of my breast and on the inside of my thighs. I put some moisturizer on my face then put on my nightgown.

      I walked through my room, out the door and down the hall. I lightly tapped on Paxton’s bedroom door before turning the handle and walking in.

      He was sitting on the side of his bed with a bath towel wrapped around his waist. I locked eyes with him while I walked toward him. Without hesitation, I grabbed his face between my hands and kissed him passionately. I requested entry into his mouth with my tongue, and he obliged. Our tongues moved sensually inside each other’s mouths. I moaned as I tasted remnants of the mouthwash he’d just used. I’d never thought that I could be so bold to take what I wanted, but Paxton gives me the confidence. He moaned and pulled me in closer. That gave me the confidence to reach down and remove his towel. I’d never been with a man other than Mason and never in our entire relationship did I initiate sex. I am hoping that at some point Paxton takes over because I have no idea what I am doing.

      I stepped back and lifted my gown over my head. He stood and walked towards me. I looked down at his manhood and swallowed…hard. I felt my heart rate increase and beads of sweat form on my forehead. It is huge and thick and long. I gave myself a quick pep talk. You can do this Olivia. Don’t back down now. He reached me and softly placed his hand on my cheek.

      “Are you…”

      I cut him off by placing my finger to his lips, “I’m positive.”

      He searched my eyes for a moment before he reached behind me and touched something. It must have been the control for the surround sound in his room because Usher’s Tell Me started to play. He turned me around with my back to his chest and pulled me closer to him as he moved his hips to the slow erotic tempo of the music. He placed his hands on my hips so my movements would complement his. I could feel his erection on my back as we moved to the music. He released my hair from the nest on the top of my head and let it fall to my shoulders. He brushed my hair to my left shoulder and begin kissing my neck. His left hand rested on my stomach keeping my body close to his while his other hand moved to tease my nipples. I rested my head back on his chest, and we continued to move to the music. His hand moved from my breast and traveled to the apex of my thighs. I opened without being prompted. His large digits parted me and quickly dipped in and out of my wetness.

      “Paaaxxx…”

      This feels so much better than plastic Paxton.

      He turned me around to face him and backed me into the wall. He lifted my arms above my head, and he held them there as he sensually kissed me then moved to my neck again.  He kissed me from my neck to my breast where he sucked one of my nipples into his mouth. He released it with a pop. He continued peppering kisses down my body until he was in a squatted position. He put my leg over his shoulder and used his thumbs to expose my sweet spot. Oral sex is not my most favorite thing, but I knew that Paxton was going to change my mind about it. I anticipated the amazing feeling I was about to experience. The first swipe of his tongue made my knees almost give out.

      “You taste delicious, Ollie,” he murmured as he went in to feast more. He knew just the right amount of pressure to apply with this tongue. He knew exactly when to insert two fingers and tease my G spot. I held onto the back of his head and made love to his face.

      I screamed his name as my first orgasm rocketed through my body. He sucked and licked until the shaking in my legs calmed down. I looked down at him and saw my nectar glistening in his beard.

      Damn…and I don’t regularly use profanity but…damn. I felt intoxicated…dizzy…drunk with passion. This man made me want him…crave him.

      I pulled him up by his face and thrust my tongue into his mouth. I wanted to taste everything he’d just tasted. He lifted me up with one arm, and I wrapped my legs around his waist. He didn’t stop the kiss as he carried me the short distance to his bed. He gently laid me down and climbed on top. He lined himself up with my opening but didn’t move immediately. He moved his lips to mine.

      “I can’t wait to be inside of you, Ollie.”

      The way he thrust his tongue into my mouth made me think about the way he thrust his tongue inside of me while he feasted on me. I gushed at the memory.

      “I can’t wait to feel you inside of me.”

      He lined himself up with my opening and began to push his way inside. I felt my body trying to stretch to accommodate his girth, and I tensed up.

      “I got you. You trust me, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “Let me in.”

      Once he felt my body relax, he pushed all the way in.

      He started with a slow sensual stroke. He continued to kiss my lips and my neck intermittently. He felt amazing, but something was missing. I’d never experienced the feeling of wanting more during sex. I felt like he wasn’t close enough. He wasn’t deep enough. I wanted all of him.

      “Paxton, please…” I didn’t know how to verbalize what I needed, but I needed more. He looked at me as he continued to stroke me slowly.

      “Don’t hide from me. I want to be with you. I see you, Paxton. I want you to make love to me. Not the Paxton that everyone else sees or think they know. I want you…all of you.”

      Paxton

      Her words penetrated a place in me that had never been touched by anyone. I had become a master of hiding or acting. She was not looking for that from me. She wanted me. That was something I’d never given anyone, but I was willing to give it to her.

      “I don’t want to hurt you, Ollie.”

      “I was created for you. I’m yours. How can you hurt me? Make love to me.”

      “I wouldn’t call what I want to do to you making love. I want to make you so wet that I can hear the splashing sound as I pump in and out of you. I want to touch places inside you that no one has ever touched. I want to make you scream my name while you are riding wave after wave of orgasmic bliss.”

      She grabbed my face with both her hands and said, “Fuck me.”

      I honestly think I blacked out for a few seconds. The urge to satisfy her replaced any trepidation I had about hurting her or being too rough. She wanted me as much as I wanted her and she wasn’t timid about it.

      I threw her legs over my shoulders, dug my fingers into her hips and rammed into her.

      “Paxton!” She yelled my name.

      She was so wet. She fit me perfectly. She fit me like no one had ever had her other than me. I pounded into her, without mercy, while trying very hard to get her to her peak again before I experience my first one. She felt like rain after a drought. She felt like a rainbow after days of rain. It felt like my soul connected to her soul. I was completely consumed. I could feel her grip on my shoulders tighten. Her eyes rolled to the back of her head, and then I felt her walls begin to vibrate around me.

      “Baby, I’m coming.”

      She peaked and took me right along with her. It was like my soul left my body, connected with hers above us and then crashed back into my body. It was the most intense feeling I’d ever experienced.

      I laid to the side of her and pulled her close to me. I heard her snoring lightly. I want this for the rest of my life, I thought as I closed my eyes and dozed off.

      Paxton

      I received a text message the next morning from Brother Adams.

      We collared two guys last night after they attempted to assault a woman near O’s house. Think she could come in for a lineup? - Rick Adams

      Do you think those are the men that attacked her?

      Possibly. – Rick Adams

      I will bring her by later.

      Cool. - Rick Adams

      I looked down and saw Olivia still sound asleep on my chest. I wasn’t going to wake her. Making love to her last night was a whole mixture of things; sweet, beautiful, nasty and erotic. I’ve never experienced the connection with a woman like I experienced with her.

      When she first knocked on my bedroom door, I wasn’t sure what she wanted, but she made her intentions clear immediately. I needed her to take the lead and initiate it because I didn’t want to rush her. Now that I’ve had her, I know that I could never live without her.

      “Good morning,” she smiled as she raised up from my chest.

      “Good morning,” I smiled. “Did you sleep well?”

      “That was the best sleep I’ve ever had,” she replied as she sat up and stretched.

      “No regrets about last night?”

      I was concerned that maybe she had jumped the gun and really wasn’t ready for everything that I gave her last night.

      “My only regret about last night is that I fell asleep and you didn’t wake me back up.” She leaned in and kissed my forehead before she got out of the bed and went to the bathroom. I watched her walk nude across my room and was instantly aroused. If we didn’t have things to do this morning, I wouldn’t let her leave this room.

      She came out of the bathroom wearing my t-shirt I’d worn last night.

      “Hey, I have to talk to you about something,” I said as she climbed back into the bed next to me.

      “Okay,” she looked at me with apprehension.

      “Rick, Brother Adams, called and said that he needs you to come to the police station because they may have found the guys who attacked you.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah, he said they were caught after they tried to assault another woman. Do you feel up to going?”

      “I do, but I really didn’t get a good look at them. I don’t want to falsely accuse someone.”

      “If you don’t recognize them then just tell him that. I will be right there with you.”

      “Okay but…”

      “What?” I asked concerned with the look on her face.

      “Do we have to leave right now? I was looking forward to continuing what we started last night.”

      “No,” I said as I nudged her to lay down on the bed, “We don’t have to leave anytime soon.”
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      Paxton held the police station door open allowing me to walk through. All of the memories from the last time I was here rushed back. A chill ran down my spine. Paxton instinctively held my hand tighter as we approached the officer at the front desk.

      “We are here to see Detective Adams,” Paxton said.

      The front desk officer picked up the phone and called Brother Adams’ desk. He appeared a minute later and escorted us to a room in the back of the station.

      “We arrested two men in connection with an assault against a woman in the neighborhood next to yours. When we confiscated their belongings, we found this on one of them. Is this yours?”

      He slid a watch in a plastic bag across the table. I picked it up and knew immediately that it was my watch I’d received from Mrs. Belton as a graduation gift.

      “Yes, this is my watch.”

      “Were you wearing this when you were attacked?”

      “No, I wasn’t wearing it. I keep it in my jewelry box.”

      “So, he had to be in your house to get this?”

      “Yes,” I said as I fought back the sick feeling in my stomach. It was a horrible feeling knowing that someone was in my house without my knowledge and went through my things.

      “What I’m thinking is that these guys saw you coming out of your house by yourself early in the morning and decided to take the opportunity to try to hurt you. After you didn’t return home, they broke into your house.”

      I looked at Paxton, but he didn’t make any gestures to agree or disagree.

      “What I would like to do now is have you take a look at these guys in a line up to see if you recognize one or both of them. If you do, great; that will just be the nail in the coffin. If you don’t, that’s fine too. They are still going to jail.”

      We followed Brother Adams from the room to another room just like the ones I’ve seen on TV with the two-way glass. They marched six men into the room on the other side of the glass. They were all shapes, sizes, and colors. I could take an educated guess as to the one that was caught trying to hurt someone due to the scratches and bruises they had on their face, but I couldn’t tell if they were the same ones that tried to hurt me. I stood staring at them for several minutes before I said, “I can’t tell, Brother Adams. It was so dark, and I honestly didn’t get a good look at them, sorry.”

      “No, don’t be sorry. Like I said they are going to jail regardless. Since we have these guys, I think it will be safe for you to return to your house. I don’t think anyone else will bother you.”

      That was good and bad news. I was ready to resume my day to day life, but I wasn’t ready to leave Paxton’s house. I had gotten comfortable there, and after last night and this morning, I wouldn’t mind waking up to him every day.

      “Thank you, Brother Adams. I appreciate you.”

      “No problem, Olivia.” He gave me a quick hug and gave Paxton some dap before we left the station.

      The ride back to Paxton’s house was quiet. We were both in our own thoughts. I was thinking about going back to my house and not spending every day with Pax. The thought of it made me sad. I wanted to be with him all the time. He made me think differently of myself but in a good way, unlike the one before him. Waking up in his arms was amazing. Making love to him is something that I want to do again and again. I don’t want to be away from him, but with the threat neutralized, it was time for me to go back to reality.

      Paxton

      We arrived back at my house after a very quiet ride back.

      “I guess I will start packing my things. I should be safe now, right?” Olivia said as she started to the back of the house. I stopped her by grabbing her hand.

      “Do you want to leave?”

      I didn’t want her to go. I had already considered asking her to move in with me before all of this happened. Now that she was here, I didn’t want her to go back to her house.

      “No,” she looked at me with tears in her eyes.

      “Whoa, come here,” I pulled her toward me, “why are you sad?”

      “Because I thought you would want me to leave.”

      “Ollie, before all of this happened, I had already tried to figure out a way to get you to stay with me. I don’t ever want you to leave.” I tilted her chin and looked into her eyes, “ever. Will you move in with me, permanently?”

      “Really? Are you sure?”

      I went to the back and retrieved a box from my closet. I handed the box to her. She opened it and pulled out a key ring full of keys and key fobs.

      “These are the keys to everything I own. My properties, my cars, and my office. These are all your copies. You already have the code to the elevator, so now you have access to everything. Nothing that I have is off limits to you. So, will you stay?”

      “Yes, I would love to stay with you.”

      I picked her up and started towards our bedroom.

      “Let’s seal this deal.”
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        * * *

      

      I knocked on the door to Roman’s office at the church.

      “Come in,” he called out.

      I opened the door and walked in.

      “Pax, what’s up?” He asked as he rounded his desk for us to embrace. “Have a seat.” I sat in one of the chairs in front of his desk. He sat down behind his desk.

      “Olivia and I went to the police station today. They found the men who they believed attacked her.”

      “That’s great news.”

      “It is.”

      “She will be coming back to the office now?”

      “Yes, she will.”

      “That’s good to hear. How are you both doing?”

      “We are doing well. I’m happy with Olivia. She has brought a level of peace to my life that I didn’t realize I needed. She is complicated but not hard to figure out. She has a demure side that she shows to everyone, but if she’s pushed just a little, she will come out of the bag and surprise you.”

      “She sounds like you.”

      “We do have a lot in common. It has been so long since I was in a relationship that I thought it would be hard to share my life with someone but Olivia makes me want to share with her. She doesn’t ask for anything. She washes my clothes, picks up things from the cleaners. She cooks like a professional chef and cleans so well that my housekeeper is probably watching talk shows all morning because she has nothing to do.”

      “That’s cool. So, what is the next step in your relationship?”

      “That’s why I am here. I think it’s time to pass the Armor Bearer torch on to Malcolm.”

      I had been training two of the ministers at the church to become Roman’s Armor Bearers. Roman and I knew that it was time to train some other people for roles in the ministry. We knew that at some point I would have a family and wouldn’t be able to keep up with his travel schedule and speaking engagements. Plus, with Nette going on a lot of the trips now, they really needed another couple to travel with them.

      He sat back in his chair and tented his fingers

      “You think Malcolm is ready?”

      “I do. He’s been ready. He’s strong in intercession and prayer. He has a heart for God and for God’s people. He knows how to watch and handle your business at the same time. I believe he can elevate the way you handle ministry. He can continue to work with Darnell, and when he thinks Darnell is ready, they will be able to share the responsibility.”

      It felt strange having this conversation with Roman. On the one hand he’s my brother, but on the other hand, he is my Pastor whom I have a lot of respect for. Right now, it felt like I was talking to my Pastor and not my brother.

      “I trust your judgment. We knew it was going to happen at some point. Can I ask you why now? What does this have to do with your relationship with Olivia?” He rested his elbows on the arms of his chair and ran his fingers through his beard.

      “My relationship with Olivia has gone to another level. I asked her to move in with me permanently, and she said yes. I knew I wanted her with me before the whole assault thing happened so we decided that she will not return to her house. I want to build with her and eventually make her my wife, but she’s not my wife today, and I don’t want to bring any shame or controversy to your ministry. You know I have to much respect for you and your ministry to let my life affect you. I would rather step back, give someone else the armor bearer position rather than try to stay in the position and then have someone bring up my home life to hurt or shame you. Just to be clear, Ollie and I will be sleeping in the same bed, and I plan on making love to her as much as she will let me.”

      “Do you really think I care what people say about me? I can have whomever I want around me. It’s not like you are sleeping with every woman in the church, you are in a committed relationship.”

      “Rome, I know that, but we are forward thinkers. There are a lot of church people who are not. You waited until you were married to consummate your relationship with Nette, that was admirable and the right thing to do. You represent something. You stand for something, and I’m not going to be following you around doing the exact opposite of what you represent.”

      “I’m the Pastor, Pax, I know that there is a standard that I have to uphold. I don’t force those standards on anyone else. I’m not comparing myself to Jesus, but as a point of reference, no one who walked with Jesus was perfect. They all had issues.”

      “I hear you, but like I said, I will not let my choices or my lifestyle affect your ministry, period. I’m stepping down as your Armor Bearer and letting Malcolm take over. I shouldn’t have to force this on you.”

      “You do have to force it on me because you are stepping down for a dumb reason.”

      “Roman, I am not going to argue with you. You know this is the right move.”

      “Fine. I support your decision,” he said dismissively.

      “Dude, why is this conversation going this way?”

      “This sounds like some ‘stand up in front of the church and apologize because you got pregnant’ type stuff. You don’t have to be perfect to serve God. I stand up week after week and talk about not being judgmental. I preach relationship, not religion. I talk about the Holy Spirit and not man-made rules. It’s like none of that matters to you like you don’t hear it. You are stepping down because of people and man-made rules not because you can’t do the job.”

      “Bro, there is only one man I respect more than you, and that’s Dad. I’ve seen you come through the worse a man can come through and end up on top. I listen to everything you say, which is why I’ve made this decision. I have a relationship with Jesus, a lot of which I learned from you. I know how detrimental the court of public opinion is and I’m not going to subject you to that, period. I will protect you at all cost just like I always have. I’m not quitting church, and if you need me I will be there, but it’s just time for us to move on from this arrangement. It was going to happen, I’m just pushing the timeline up a little. You started this conversation by saying you trust my judgment so, trust me, please.”

      “You do know I support you, right? I just don’t want you to think that I would have asked you to step down because you and Ollie and moving in together.”

      “Come on man, you know I know that! But when someone is for you, they shouldn’t force you to make the difficult call. You should care enough to censor yourself, sit yourself down. That’s why I had to do it this way.”

      Roman sat back again. He didn’t say anything for several minutes. I waited to see what he would come up with next. I knew it would be hard to step down from my position, but I didn’t think it would almost cause an argument. I did see it from his point of view though, he never asked anyone to be perfect, just work on being better. I always appreciated that about him, so that’s why I knew I had to sit down. If someone were to come for my brother based on what they assumed I was doing, I would hurt them, literally. So, to avoid that, I will take myself out of the equation.

      “Alright, Bro.” Roman smiled, “Thank you for always looking out for me. It was not my intention to make this hard. I just want to make sure you are doing it for the right reasons. I understand now, and you are right. I’m glad you have someone in your life that you want to grow with. I accept your resignation. I will talk to Malcolm and let him know it’s his time.”

      Olivia

      It didn’t take very long for us to pack up my house and move everything to Paxton’s condo. I got a small storage room and put my furniture and some other things in there. I figure at some point I will go through it and decide what I want to keep and what I will get rid of. Right now, it feels safer to keep my things. I am not figuring things with Paxton and I won’t work out, but just in case they don’t, I won’t have to start from nothing again. That’s exactly how I explained it to him. He said he understood and paid the monthly fee for the storage unit up for a year.

      He moved all of his things to one side of his humongous walk-in closet so that I could store my things in the closet also. I don’t have a ton of things mostly because Zanetta came back over to my house after she styled me the first time, and got rid of almost every article of clothing I own. She has been replacing my wardrobe slowly. I can say that I feel a lot better about my body and I have a lot more confidence. I feel good in my clothes now. They accentuate my body instead of hiding it. I was ready for another change in my life, so I had Zanetta make me an appointment.
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        * * *

      

      I walked through the doors of Blue’s Beauty Boutique. It was a beautiful establishment, complete with three oversized crystal chandeliers, black and white damask wallpaper and red and yellow pops of color. The clothes were sorted by color on black and white hangers. There was a separate area for accessories and another area for shoes. There were customers in every area.

      “Olivia!” Zanetta exclaimed. “Welcome to my boutique.”

      “Thanks, it’s beautiful in here.”

      “Thank you, it’s my baby. Would you like a tour?”

      “Sure!”

      I followed Zanetta around while she showed me the entire building which included the boutique, her office, two conference rooms where she held meetings and client consultations. She showed me the tailoring room where custom suits were created and altered. Our last stop was the hair and make-up studio situated in the back of the building.

      “Marsay is in the hair studio waiting for you.”

      I was ready for something different with my hair, so I called Zanetta. She recommended Marsay, one of the stylists that works on her glam squad.

      “Marsay, this is my friend Olivia.”

      “Hi Olivia,” Marsay extended her hand. “Have a seat.” She motioned to the black leather chair in front of her. I sat down, and she draped a black cape around my neck. “Now,” she looked at me in the mirror, “What are we doing today?”

      “Well,” I pulled my hair from the bun I had it in. “I’ve never cut my hair. I want something sleek and professional but fun at the same time. Also, it needs to be something that I can handle on my own until I come back to you.”

      “What about a razor cut, asymmetrical bob?”

      “Marsay is the best. You will get your whole life together with one of her bobs,” Zanetta said.

      “That was easy. Let’s do a bob,” I smiled at her through the mirror.

      She ran her fingers through my hair and said, “What about some color too? I was thinking you would look good with a honey blonde with velvet black undertones. I can do an ombre´ effect with the blonde.”

      “Wouldn’t the black cover the blonde?”

      “No,” she laughed. “I mean the bottom layer of your hair will be velvet black which is a soft shade of black and then the top layer will be the honey blonde.”

      “Okay, I trust you. Work your magic,” I smiled.

      “How short do you want it?”

      My hair was currently in the middle of my back when stretched. Right now, it was on my shoulders.

      “I want it above my shoulders.”

      “Okay, tell me if you hate this, but what if we tapered one side. That would give you the fun you are looking for.”

      “No, I love it! Let’s do it.”

      “Before we start, let me repeat what we just said. You want a bob that stops above your shoulders. An ombre´ effect using the honey blonde and velvet black and we are going to taper one side. You know what taper means, right?”

      “Yes, that’s what I want, and taper means shave or low cut. I got it. That’s exactly what I want.”

      “Okay, follow me to the shampoo bowl.”

      After a couple of hours of working, Marsay sprayed some oil sheen on my hair and turned me around in her chair to face the mirror. I almost didn’t recognize myself. The cut and color had transformed my face and my attitude. I instantly felt all the things Paxton told me about myself.

      “Marsay! Oh my god! This is…I don’t know the word to use, but I absolutely love it!”

      “I’m glad you like it,” she smiled. “It looks perfect on you.”

      “It is,” I said as I tried to fight back the tears that were making my face contort. “I’m sorry for doing the ugly cry on you,” I said between sobs. “It’s just really amazing. Thank you.”

      I stood from the chair and hugged her. Zanetta gave me some tissue.

      “You’re welcome.”

      “You know what you should do? You should text Paxton and invite him out to dinner and debut your new hair,” Zanetta said.

      “He will see me when I go home to get ready.”

      “Not if we find you something on the floor and you get ready at my house. Roman has a late meeting so he won’t be home until after eight.”

      “Paxton is your guy?” Marsay asked.

      “Yes.” I smiled.

      “It sounds like a good idea to me. You should do it,” Marsay smiled.

      I looked at both ladies and then back at myself in the mirror.

      “Yeah, I think that’s a great idea.”

      I smiled and pulled out my phone to send Paxton a text.

      I want you to meet me for dinner tonight.

      Meet you? We can just leave from the house together. We live together, remember? – Paxton

      No, let’s meet. I will ride back with you.

      Ride back with me? How are going to get there? And where is there? – Paxton

      Stop asking so many questions and just follow my instructions. I will send you the location shortly. DON’T CALL ME! I know your finger is hovering over the call button right now.

      You don’t know what my finger was doing. *slowly moves finger from the call button* Alright Boss. I will await further instructions. – Paxton

      “He went for it!”

      “Yay, let’s find you something to wear.”

      I followed Zanetta out onto the floor of the boutique while she grabbed several dresses from the racks. I picked out a couple also. She directed me back to her office so I could try on the dresses.

      “We haven’t really had an opportunity to talk but how it has been living with Pax?”

      “It’s been wonderful,” I said while I stripped out of my clothes to try on the dresses we’d selected. “He’s my dream. When I was a little girl, before the world tainted me, I dreamt of a man that would love me and take care of me. I promise Nette, Paxton is the living version of those dreams. His words, his touch, the way he looks at me, I love it.”

      “Olivia, that’s beautiful.”

      “It is. I know that we aren’t doing things in the right order but…”

      “That’s not even a conversation we need to have. Your order is your order. Yes, we are Christians, and there is a traditional order of things but girl, live your life. Be happy.”

      “I am Zanetta. I really, really am. I never thought that I would be in a happy, committed relationship, but I am! I hope he is happy too. I mean, I think he is. He acts like he is.”

      “He is!” Zanetta laughed.

      “I’m not only attracted to his mind, but I am so attracted to his body. I feel like I’m addicted to him. I want him to touch me all the time. It’s like I want to put a tracker on his phone so I can find him and get it anytime I want!”

      We both laughed.

      “I understand. Roman is the only man I’ve ever been with, but I’m sure that is for the best because if someone had to come after him, they would have some large shoes to fill. I probably wouldn’t let anyone come after him because I would be stalking Roman trying to get it again. I thought I felt that way because he was my first.”

      “No, Paxton is not my first, but he might as well be. I think our friendship fuels our chemistry. I just love being around him.”

      “I’m so happy he found you!”

      “I’m happy he found me too!”
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        * * *

      

      I used a car service to transport me to the restaurant where Paxton and I were meeting. I’d called ahead and reserved a table then I sent Paxton another text message:

      Meet me at Acardi’s restaurant at 7:30. Wear that Royal blue suit that I like. No tie. (winking emoji)

      Got it. I will bring the tie just in case I need it for later. (winking emoji) – Paxton

      Who taught you how to use emojis?

      I’m good at it huh? (puppy emoji) - Paxton

      What is the puppy emoji for?

      Old dog new tricks - Paxton

      OMG! LOL! What?

      I laughed at his stupid text message. He makes me laugh at least once a day. People don’t believe he is funny but he really is.

      The driver opened the door for me. I was a ball of nerves. I was nervous about Paxton seeing my new hair, and I was nervous about being out in public with this dress on that Zanetta picked out. She chose a red, form fitted, spaghetti strap, dress that was comfortable but it looked like it was painted on. It fit my curves perfectly and stopped right above my knee. I wore a pair of pointed toe, black patent leather stilettos and carried a clutch to match the shoes.

      I walked into the restaurant and told the Maître D’ my name. He escorted me back to the table where Paxton was already seated. I watched Paxton as I walked toward him and saw the moment of recognition. He stood from his seat as I approached the table and moved quickly to pull out my chair. He had on the blue suit I had requested. He looked delicious.

      “Wow, Ollie,” he whispered in my ear as I sat down. He went back to his seat and sat down without taking his eyes off me. “Baby, you look, wow! Your hair, that dress, those shoes…dinner isn’t going to last very long.”

      “Do you like it?” I asked while running my fingers through my hair.

      “Like it? I love it! You are sexy as hell, and I really don’t like that you have me in this public restaurant and I can’t touch you like I want to.”

      “Don’t worry baby. When we get home, you can touch me where ever you like,” I winked.

      He made a low growl noise then leaned across the table to close the distance between us.

      “Unless you want all these people to see a show on this table they will never forget, we should leave.” His voice had dropped several octaves causing me to squeeze my thighs together. We stared at each other for several minutes. “Are you challenging me?” He asked with one eyebrow hiked.

      I was going to try to challenge him. I know he wouldn’t, would he? I examined his eyes deciding I didn’t want to risk it.

      “Okay, let’s leave.”

      “Where is the waiter?” He asked looking around.

      Paxton

      My parents and I were on our way to their condo. They were visiting for a few days and checking in on Zora. My mother is so excited about having grandchildren that she is here in Houston at least once a month now. She lands, picks up BJ, rubs Zora’s stomach and takes plenty of pictures to brag about to her friends in New York. My brothers and I purchased my parents a condo here in Houston since they come to visit so often.

      “So, Sweetheart, what’s been going on?” My mother asked.

      “Everyone is doing well. Roman’s new Armor Bearer is doing a great job. The ABA is coming along nicely, and we are all well.”

      “And?”

      “And…” I glanced over at her sitting in the passenger seat, then I looked back at my Dad in the rearview mirror. “And, Olivia and I live together?”

      “How long have you had that arrangement?” My mother questioned.

      “Well, you know she stayed with me after the attack. We fell into a groove so after the guys that attacked her were arrested, and it was time for her to go back home, I didn’t want her to. She didn’t want to leave so we packed up her house and moved her in.”

      “Why did you decide to move in together instead of getting married? No judgment, I’m just asking a question,” my dad said.

      “She experienced a lot of abuse in her marriage. She’s told me about some of the horrible things that he did to her, so I don’t want to rush her. I want her to set the pace, and when she is ready, I will ask.”

      “That’s it?” Dad asked.

      “Yeah, that’s it,” I responded.

      “I told you, Roland,” my mother turned around and looked at my Dad.

      “Yeah, you called it,” he replied.

      “What?” I looked at both of them.

      “I knew you were going to like her when she came in for the interview with us. My spirit connected with her. She even had a little sassy but respectful answer when I tried to push her by asking about women being leaders,” she chuckled. “I knew I loved her after that.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah, I knew she was single, and I had hoped that I wouldn’t have to intervene to get you together and I didn’t!”

      “You didn’t select her for the position because you thought I would like her, did you?”

      “What? Boy, you know your momma is a savage.”

      “Momma! You and this slang!” I laughed.

      “I know, I keep up with all these reality shows. Anyway, you know that I wouldn’t jeopardize this family’s legacy to find a woman for you. She really was the best candidate we interviewed.”

      “She was, Son. I said that before your mother even told me that she thought you would like her.”

      “Olivia does remember you mentioning my training in Georgia at the interview.”

      “She does? I thought I was being slick.”

      “She’s very astute, but I don’t think she thought much of it.”

      “So, tell me about her, Sweetheart. Where is her family? Can she cook?” My mother questioned.

      “She was raised by her Mom. She knows her dad, but he wasn’t around consistently. She can cook anything! Between her and Nette, we are all well fed.”

      “What about Zora?” My dad asked. “Does she cook?”

      “Zora is the taste tester,” I laughed. “She can cook, but she doesn’t very often. We are all okay with her just helping out. Zora reminds me a lot of you Mom.”

      “I know,” my Dad laughed. “She is so much like your mom it’s scary. BJ called me the other day and Zora got on the phone to tell me about a female that was in her words ‘grinning all up in you and your brother’s faces’ while you all were out to dinner.”

      “She told you about that?”

      The family was out to dinner a few days ago because Zora had a taste for Italian so we all decided to go out to eat. The waitress was a little flirty. Everyone ignored her except for Zora. After we finished our food, Zora told the waitress what she thought about her. She didn’t get loud or anything but I bet that waitress didn’t flirt with anyone else.

      “Yes, she said, ‘Poppa, I cursed her out, and I didn’t even feel sorry for it, but I prayed and asked God to forgive me. How do I know if He forgave me?’ She was so serious, so I had to hold in my laugh to give her an answer. I told her that it doesn’t take anything for God to forgive us. We just have to ask. She said, ‘alright Poppa, ‘cause that B worked my last nerve; but I just want to be right with the Lord.”’

      “Yes,” I laughed, “That’s her line as of late, ‘she just wants to be right with the Lord’. She will read you the riot act then say, ‘you’re not offended, are you?’”

      We all laughed.

      “Sounds like me,” my mother concluded.

      This was the first conversation I’d had with my mother where she didn’t give me the speech about my heart being a muscle and needing to be exercised and strengthened just like the other muscles in my body. She always said that I strengthen it by loving someone and letting someone love me. I believe my heart is getting stronger.
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        * * *

      

      We arrived at their condo, and I carried their bags into the house.

      “Hey Son, can I talk to you for a minute before you leave?”

      “Sure,” I followed him into his office.

      “Have a seat.”

      I sat down in one of the chairs and waited for him to speak.

      “I heard what you said while we were in the car about Olivia and why you haven’t asked her to marry you. I respect what you said, but as your Dad, I call bull manure.”

      I scrunched my eyebrows and cocked my head to the side.

      “Huh?”

      “Don’t bull crap me, man. I know my sons, and I know that there is more going on than what you said. When Bluette men know we’ve found the one, we know. We usually don’t waste a lot of time after that. It seems like you are not fully invested, but you want the security of knowing that she isn’t going anywhere.”

      I watched his body language in the truck when I talked about why I hadn’t asked Olivia to marry me. I knew he wanted to say something else, but he didn’t.

      “That’s not it, Dad. I am fully invested. I care about her a great deal.”

      “Then, what’s stopping you?”

      I wanted to say nothing was stopping me but he wouldn’t let me leave until I told him something.

      “Dad, I…I don’t know if I can be a husband. I want to be one, but I don’t know if I can.”

      “Why not?”

      “I don’t know…Well, I do know. I’ve watched you be a great dad and husband but what if I’m more like Nigel and less like you? What if I make her life a living hell like Nigel did Giselle?”

      “What makes you think that Nigel wasn’t a good husband to Giselle?”

      “Come on, Pop! I saw it. I witnessed it! I saw and heard how he treated her. He was the worst. On top of everything, he nearly killed her! That’s a pretty terrible husband by every definition.”

      “Have you talked to Giselle or Nigel about this?”

      “No! Why would I talk to them about anything? You and Mom are the ones that raised me, not them.”

      I folded my arms across my chest and looked at my dad.

      “Because they are your parents!”

      “Nigel and Giselle gave birth to me, but they don’t get the honor to be called my parents.”

      I quickly stood from my chair to my feet. I took in a deep breath to calm myself. This conversation had quickly gotten under my skin.

      “Pax, they are your parents. They love you. I’m not saying that Grace and I are not your parents because we are but, Nigel and Giselle may be able to give you answers to some of the questions that are obviously still floating around in your head. You have to forgive them.”

      I rubbed the back of my neck as I paced the floor.

      “Dad, come on. I provide financial support for both of them. I make sure they live comfortably. Would I do that if I didn’t forgive them?”

      “I don’t know, would you?”

      I stopped pacing to look at my dad. He shrugged.

      Are you serious right now?

      “Alright, Dad. I’m leaving.” I started for the door of his office.

      “You running?” He called out behind me.

      “NO! I’m not running!” I turned around and yelled.

      “Looks like it to me.”

      “I’m leaving because I’m tired of talking about this.”

      “Running…”

      “I’m not running!”

      “Then why aren’t you finishing the conversation? It’s time, Son. I’ve let you walk around with this chip on your shoulder for too long. Sit down and talk to me like a man.”

      “I am a man!”

      “Then act like one and quit throwing a tantrum like a baby.”

      I’ve never been angry at my dad but at this moment, if he were any other man, I may have punched him, but I knew better. He had already let me raise my voice without punching me in the chest, so I better sit down while I am still standing on my own. I sat back down in the chair and looked up at my Dad.

      “Look, it’s my fault. I should have forced you to have this conversation years ago, but like the typical male, I thought that things would resolve themselves without us having to do this. Pax, you are my son. I raised you, so I know who you are. I know what you are capable of and I know when to back off. Well, I have backed off too long. Now you are sharing your life with someone. You can see her brokenness, but you are blind to your own. Are you a well-accomplished, brilliant man? Yes. Have you made millions of dollars for yourself and others? Yes. Can you provide the emotional stability that Olivia will need for you to be with her forever? No. No, because you are too afraid to let go of the past. Before you try to build something with Olivia, you need to work on your own foundation. That starts with forgiveness. Forgiving Nigel and Giselle and forgiving yourself. I know you’ve heard this before, but you have to put it into practice. Talk to your parents. Hear what they have to say on the topic. You remember everything through the lens of a child. You need to process it now as an adult.”

      “I just don’t feel like opening up old wounds. I’m finally sleeping at night. Olivia makes me happy.”

      “Those wounds that you speak of, son, they aren’t healed. They are hidden and still very much open. It’s time to uncover them so they can heal. Olivia is an amazing woman from what I can tell, but you need to be able to give her your full and true self, or she will never truly be happy. Her happiness has to become your number one goal in life. If you don’t start working on those wounds, she will be in another abusive relationship. This time though, she won’t know it until it’s too late. If you care about her, then fix yourself. Don’t force her into something broken when its able to be repaired. Work on yourself, son.”

      I put my face into my hands. This conversation was draining. I felt my dad’s hand on my shoulder. I knew he was right. I knew that my past could affect my future but I thought I had a handle on it. I thought pushing it to the back of my mind and moving on essentially meant everything was fine. I know that’s not true though. I know it’s something that I need to work on. I’ve never been one to run from the truth. I accept it easily and I accepted what he said to me. I can’t hurt Olivia, so I have to work on me.

      I sat up in the chair and looked at my dad.

      “I will work on it, Dad. I’m sorry for raising my voice at you.”

      “It’s nothing, Son. I understand. I’ve pushed all of you enough to make you want to hit me at some point, but it’s my job. You will do the same for your children.”

      I hugged him and left their house with a lot on my mind.
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      Paxton and I have been living together for six months, and I’ve never been happier. We have integrated our lives together. We leave out together in the mornings for work and sit down every night together for dinner. He pays all of the bills and would not agree with me contributing, so I buy all the household items and the groceries. He tried to fight me about doing those small things, but I threatened him by saying I wouldn’t cook if he purchased the groceries. He relented and agreed to my household contribution. We have a maid that comes in a couple times a week but I make sure to keep the house straightened and she does the deep cleaning.

      I go to Sunday service and Bible study with Paxton. He doesn’t pressure me to go. I go because I want to go. He hasn’t asked to me to change how I feel about religion, but my views are changing. I admire his dedication to God and the way his Christianity is seamlessly woven into his everyday life without him being weird. He doesn’t carry a Bible around under his arm, or say, ‘Praise the Lord’ as a greeting, to everyone he encounters. He says that his relationship with Christ allows him to be himself but with boundaries. Not with boundaries set by the world but boundaries that are between him and God. He says it helps him be a better man. I agree with that.

      I am slowly learning about Christianity on my own and developing my own relationship with Christ. I thought that being a Christian meant that I had to change everything about me to fit into a neat little box but that couldn’t be further from the truth. Everyone in the family is helping me to understand. They all are so different but they all have a relationship with God. They are showing me that God loves us in spite of who we are.

      The church has a new believer’s class that Zora’s dad teaches. I’ve been attending that class, and I have learned so much. James is an excellent teacher. He’s taught me about the books of the Bible, who wrote them and how they are situated into sections. I’ve learned about prayer and faith and several other topics that I never figured I would want to learn about. Paxton gave me an illustrated children’s bible as a gift. At first, I thought it was silly for a grown woman to have a book of stories and pictures. Then I started reading it and was so impressed by the simplicity of the stories. I understand what I am reading without all of the ‘thee and thou’ dialect that’s in the Bible. Some of those stories are like modern day stories with all the relationship problems.

      Paxton and I have started praying together every morning before we leave for work and every night before dinner. Paxton leads the prayer, and I listen and agree. I’m still learning about prayer, but at some point, I hope to be the one leading the prayer sometimes.

      Paxton and I are on our way to pick my mother up from the airport. I finally broke down and told her that I was living with Paxton. She took the news a lot better than I thought she would. I thought she would give me the whole speech about why would a man buy the cow when he could get the milk for free. She didn’t give me a speech at all. She asked if we could video chat so that she could meet Paxton. I did and they have been best friends ever since.

      It has taken us this long to get her to Texas. Our schedules kept conflicting and then I had to argue with her about buying her ticket to come. She wanted to buy her own ticket but wanted to save up for it, when I could have easily purchased one for her. Then she talked about riding Amtrak instead of taking a plane because it was cheaper and she could see the scenery. We went back and forth until finally, we set a date, Paxton, who has become her most favorite person, said he wanted to give her a first-class plane ticket as a birthday present and she accepted it from him.

      “Mommy!” I ran to her and wrapped my arms around her small frame.

      “Olivia! Oh, my goodness! I almost didn’t recognize you! You look beautiful!”

      “Thank you, Mommy!”

      “Hello, Darling.” She smiled at Paxton.

      “Hi Ms. Callahan,” Paxton smiled.

      She moved into his embrace. He towered over her by at least a foot, but that didn’t stop him from bending all the way over and giving her a proper hug.

      “It’s a pleasure to finally see you in person, Darling. You are more handsome in person.”

      Paxton cheesed like he’d never heard that before. I’m sure I tell him how fine he is at least once a day.

      “Thank you, Ms. Callahan.”

      “Before my trip is over can we come up with something else to call me other than Ms. Callahan?”

      “Yes, Ma’am.” Paxton smiled.

      “Mommy, which ones are your bags?”

      She pointed to them, and Paxton went to retrieve them from the conveyor belt. She looped her arm in mine and rested her head on my shoulder.

      “You really do look good, Baby. He’s treating you well, huh? I love this hair.” She ran her finger through my hair.

      “You do?”

      “Yes, Baby it suits you.”

      I was surprised to hear her compliment my hair. I thought she would think it was too urban or not professional enough.

      Paxton came back with her luggage, and we followed him to the truck.

      We got back to the condo and got my mother all settled into the guest room. I’d prepared dinner before we left for the airport.

      My mother came into the kitchen as I was pulling the meatloaf from the oven.

      “Let me help you,” she said as she rushed over to the stove.

      “No, Mommy. Your time here is for you to rest and relax. No cooking, no cleaning, no taking care of anyone but yourself. Go and have a seat. I am going to fix your plate.”

      She followed my instructions and went and chose a seat at the table. Paxton came from the back and sat at the head of the table. They started chatting while I fixed the plates.

      I bought all the plates to the table then Paxton grabbed my hand and my mother’s hand in his as he prayed over the food.

      “Amen,” he finished.

      “Amen,” both my mother and I repeated.

      I watched her reaction to his prayer. She smiled as she covered her lap with her napkin and began eating.

      “What do you girls have planned while you are here, Ms…I mean…I haven’t come up with a name yet. I will never call you by your first name because I was raised better than that and if my mother heard me call you by your first name, she would probably pull out the belt.”

      My mother chuckled, “How about Ms. Mabel for now? We can modify it later?”

      “I can do that,” Paxton winked.

      “Lots of girly stuff like shopping, massages, and gossiping,” I smiled.

      “Sounds like fun,” Paxton said. “Why don’t you use one of my cars while Ms. Mabel is here, so you don’t have to worry about Bessie’s temperament.”

      I cut my eyes at Paxton. He was always trying to figure out a way to get me out of driving Bessie. He mentioned it in front of my mother because he knew I wouldn’t refuse it.

      “Bessie is still running?” My mother looked surprised.

      “Yes, Ma’am. She is still going strong.”

      “Strong?” Paxton lifted one eyebrow.

      “Okay strong may be a stretch but yes she is still running, and I drive her every day…that she will start. Some days she is a little temperamental but for the most part…”

      “The most part?” Paxton raised his eyebrow again.

      “I mean a portion of the time, she’s fine.”

      We all laughed.

      We finished dinner, and I had to force my mother to go and sit down and not help me with the kitchen. Paxton took her on a tour of the condo and the building to keep her busy.

      They came back just as I was finishing up. She had her arm looped through his giggling like she was a teenager. I know how she feels, he has that effect on me too.
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        * * *

      

      My mother stayed with us for a month. She came to church with us and spent time with the family. Bishop and Lady Bluette came back into town, so she was able to meet them and spend time with them. She loved Lady Bluette. I knew she would like her. They went to lunch on their own one day and exchanged numbers to keep in touch.

      Paxton and I spoiled her the entire time she has been here.

      “Have you talked to your mother about moving to Houston since she has been here?” Paxton asked as we were preparing for bed.

      “Yes, we talked about it the other day. She said she would consider it, but she doesn’t want to be a burden on us which is crazy. She wouldn’t be a burden at all, would she?”

      “No, not at all. Let me show you something.”

      He reached over to his nightstand and grabbed his tablet. He navigated to something and then turned it around so that I could see the screen. There was a rendering of a small cottage style house with a wraparound porch and a picket fence.

      “What is this?”

      “This is what I want to build for your mother.”

      “Huh?”

      “If she wants to move here, let’s build her something that’s hers. That way she can be independent and not feel like a burden. We already have the land. I want to put this close to it.” He swiped left, and a picture of a huge craftsman style home appeared on the screen. “This is for you.” I sat with my mouth open, speechless. “That is if you like it?”

      “What? For me?”

      “Yes, I know you want to be close to your mom, and she’s never had her own home so, let’s kill two birds with one stone.”

      “Paxton, are you serious?”

      “Yes, you will have the final say as far as the layout of the interior, but I had them create this house based on all the houses you said you liked when we were watching those home improvement shows that you like.”

      “You trying to be with me long term Mr. Bluette?”

      “I’m trying to be with you forever, Doctor Callahan.”

      I loved hearing him say that.

      “So, you like it? Do you want to do it? What do you think Ms. Mab…”

      I straddled his lap and kissed him, cutting off his sentence.

      I pulled away and said, “She is going to love it.”

      Paxton

      Having Ms. Mabel with us for a month was nice. Olivia finally let her loose in the kitchen, and I figured out where Olivia got her cooking skills from. Ms. Mabel made some chicken and dumplings. I’d heard of chicken and dumplings before but had never had them. She prepared me a huge bowl that I devoured. They were delicious. She had to make another pot of it for me the next day. It’s one of many dishes that she cooked that I loved.

      Olivia was cleaning the kitchen and kicked both Ms. Mable and me out. Ms. Mable and I went to the media room and watched another home improvement show. She loves these shows as much as Olivia does. Olivia and I showed her the rendering of her house. She cried a lot and said thank you, a lot. She is looking forward to decorating and finally owning her own home.

      “Paxton, thank you for taking care of my daughter.”

      She grabbed my hand and smiled at me.

      “Ms. Mabel, she takes care of me just as much as I take care of her. She is my answer to prayer, my friend, and my peace.”

      “I didn’t know men talked about women in that way. I can see the way you both care about each other. It’s beautiful to see. I don’t know how much she shared with you about her last relationship, but the woman that you live with is not the woman that was in that relationship with him. She was always sad. She smiled because that’s who she is but there was no joy behind her smile. He had drained her of everything that made her, Olivia. Then I saw her at the airport with you, and she may have thought that I was kidding around but I honestly almost did not recognize my own child. From her skin to her clothes, everything is brighter. This is who I thought my daughter was but for selfish reasons, I let her be that other sad, miserable person. When I say selfish reasons, it’s not that I had anything to gain, but I wanted her to have more than me. Namely, someone who was not afraid to claim her in public. Someone who could provide for her, so she didn’t have to work so hard. So, I encouraged their relationship even after she told me that he hit her. I messed up so bad by not listening to her. I’m just grateful that she forgave me because I don’t know if I will ever forgive myself.”

      “I don’t have children, but from what I hear from parents, they all make decisions when it comes to their children that they regret. The thing about Ollie is that she learned how to fight and survive from you. No matter what you told her, she was not going to let him take her down, even if he thought he was. Give yourself a break for the advice and pat yourself on the back because you raised a remarkable woman all by yourself.”

      She took a deep breath and released it.

      “Thank you, Paxton.”

      “No problem! I have to make sure you are okay because if you aren’t, then she isn’t, and she is my priority. Plus, I need some more chicken and dumplings before you leave!”

      She swatted my arm and wiped her eyes.
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        * * *

      

      After having that conversation with Ms. Mabel, I thought about my biological mother and the conversation I’d had with my Dad. He was right, I knew he was right, but I still hadn’t made the call yet. I settled at my desk in my office and dialed Giselle’s number.

      “Paxton? Is that you?” She said into the phone as soon as she picked up.

      “Yes, Ma’am, it’s me. How are you doing?”

      Giselle refused to upgrade from her flip phone. The screen is so small that she can barely see the caller ID, so she is always guessing the caller. I have volunteered on more than on occasion to send her an upgraded phone but she said that the one she has works just fine.

      “I’m doing good. I just came back from grocery shopping with my neighbor. I get tired of these high-priced Bodegas, so we took a trip to the island and went to one of those nice grocery stores they have.”

      “That’s good. How is the building?”

      She lives in a building that’s equipped for people with physical disabilities. Nigel shot her in the chest. The bullet punctured her lungs, but the doctors were able to save both of her lungs. She came through her surgery okay then suffered a stroke while she was recovering from surgery. The stroke left her with a weakened left side. She can walk, but she experiences weakness on her left side from time to time. When the weakness occurs, she needs help, so the building she lives in provides the help she needs. She loves living in Queens and doesn’t want to leave.

      “It’s good. We had a meeting the other night. Somebody said that they were going to try to raise our rent, but at the meeting, they told us that our rent is stable, so we don’t have to worry about that. That was a relief.”

      I pay my mother’s rent, but she is always concerned about it going up. I guess because the other residents in the building were concerned. I pay her rent a year at a time, so she has nothing to worry about.

      “Yeah, that’s good to hear. Have you visited with any of the family?”

      “It’s been a minute since I’ve visited with anyone except for Grace. You know she comes and takes me to get my hair done and stuff, so we spend a lot of time together.”

      “Why did you stay with Nigel through all of the fighting and abuse?” I didn’t know how to segue into the question so I just asked it.

      “Humph…that’s a good question, Baby. I stayed because I loved him. I stayed because I still held onto the man he was before the drinking. You know he is a Bluette brother, and I snagged him. Roland and Nigel were a lot like you and your brothers; a hot commodity. The girls were soooooo jealous of me, and he only had eyes for me. He was all pretty with that red hair and could play that trumpet better than anyone I’d ever heard. So, I fell for him, and it was true love. I stayed with him because I had hope that he would get better. I stayed because I knew that greatness was in him. I’d experienced the greatness. I knew there was more to come. Things went bad with the people he performed with, they blackballed him, and made it impossible for him to get work even though he was the best trumpeter around.”

      “I remember one time, I called the police on him, and you got so angry with me. It seemed like you were angrier with me than you were with him.”

      “I remember that, too. I wasn’t mad because you called the police trying to protect me. I loved you for that. I was scared because I thought the police would try to take you away from me. That’s what they do to couples who live in public housing and have domestic disputes, they take their kids. I couldn’t have you end up in the system like I was, so I had to scare you enough so you would never do that again.”

      “You were in the system?”

      “Yes, I grew up in public housing with my mother and father. My father was a drinker, a womanizer, and an abuser; both verbally and physically. That’s probably where I developed such tough skin when dealing with Nigel. The police had been called one too many time to our apartment, and they took my siblings and me away. I was put with a horrible woman who only took in kids for the checks. I was fortunate to move from her right before her child molesting husband got out of jail and was put with an older woman who cared for me until my parents got it together and I was able to go back home. I was away from them for two years. Those were some of the worst years of my life. I couldn’t have you go through that, so I told you never to call the police.  After that incident when you called the police, I started talking to Grace about you coming to live with them permanently.”

      “My living with mom and dad was your idea?”

      “Yep. Did someone tell you something different?”

      “No, I just assumed that it was their idea and that they had to convince you and Nigel to let me go.”

      “No, I told them that I thought you would thrive out on the Island with them. They were much better suited to raise you, even though it broke my heart to let you go. I knew that my sister and brother would help you become the man that me and Nigel hoped you would be. Guess what? You did.”

      “Nigel had dreams for me? I thought he wanted me to stay with you and him in public housing to build character.”

      “Oh no, he was just talking. He knew that he was going to let you go as soon as I approached him with the idea. We had planned to get ourselves together, move out of the houses and find us a decent place to rent close to you all out on the Island. Then the shooting happened, and everything changed.”

      “I’m sorry I didn’t stay and try to protect you.”

      “What? That thought has never entered my mind! You left like I told you to! You can’t think that you had any responsibility for what happened to me. You got out, and you made something of yourself, that’s all that I wanted. When I felt that hot metal pierce my flesh, my only thought was Lord, please take care of Paxton. Protect him. Love him and help him to succeed. The entire time I was sleep…”

      “Sleep? Are you talking about when you were in the coma?”

      “Yes, it just felt like sleep to me. I dreamed about you and your future. I still pray for you every single day.”

      I wiped my face with my hand. I had let the tears fall, and now I needed to get myself together.

      “I forgave Nigel, and I still love him.”

      “What? Really?”

      “Yes, love isn’t something that you turn on and off. He made a terrible, horrible mistake then made an even larger mistake by shooting himself but I let that go. You have to do the same.”

      “He ruined my life.”

      “Ruined? Really? From where I’m sitting in this rent-free apartment with all of this top of the line furniture and amenities, ruined is a strong word to use. Your life is amazing. It’s what I envisioned for you. You’re a veteran, you have a college degree, you own businesses, and you are a boss. You make me proud.”

      “If he wouldn’t have done that to you, we could have been a family.”

      “We are a family. Not in the traditional sense, but we’ve managed to make it work. Roland preached the other Sunday about forgiveness. He said that forgiveness helps us to be more like Jesus. He forgives us of our sins all the time. We should do the same for others around us. One thing that he said that really stuck with me is that if we don’t forgive others, God won’t forgive us. Look here, I don’t know about you, but I need constant forgiveness. I’m always messing up. So, I’ve learned to be quick to forgive. Do I forget? Hell nawl, but I do forgive. You need to also.”

      “How?”

      “Talk to Nigel. You may be surprised at what he has to say.”

      “Does it bother you that I call my mom; mom?”

      “How can it? She raised you. From the time you were born, she took care of you. Yes, you lived with me, but she mothered you more than I knew how to. Not that I didn’t want to mother you, I just really didn’t know how. She asked me when you first started calling her mom did it bother me. I told her absolutely not. I just wanted you to get all the love that you deserved, and you have. So, no, I’m fine. You respect me, you take care of me, and you treat me like I’m your mother. That’s all I could ever ask for. I probably don’t tell you enough how much I appreciate everything you do for me but I really do, Paxton.”

      “You don’t have to thank me. I don’t mind helping out. Thank you for talking to me. I have to go. I will talk to you soon.”

      “Alright, Baby.”

      I disconnected the call.

      I don’t know why it took so long for me to have that conversation with her. I never knew all the details. Hearing that she was the one that wanted me to move with my parents made me feel like a piece of my childhood was given back to me. I always thought she and Nigel were always unfit so my parents asked for me but that’s not true at all. She worked with my parents to make sure I way okay. That definitely changes things.

      Olivia

      My mother is returning to Savannah with new clothes, new luggage, and new handbags. Both Paxton and I spoiled her while she was here. All I’ve ever wanted for her is happiness. She relaxed and smiled her entire trip. I made sure of it.

      “Mommy are you sure you don’t want to leave some of these things here? You are coming back.”

      I was in her room helping her pack. She is flying back to Georgia tomorrow. She is planning on finishing out the year with the Belton’s and then retiring. We will all live in the condo until the houses are complete.

      “No, I have to take my stuff back and show it off. You and Paxton took such great care of me. Thank you. I’m proud of you, Baby.”

      “Thank you, Mommy. I’ve always been proud of you.”

      “Even when my advice almost got you killed?”

      I stopped folding the clothes and looked at her.

      “What did you say?”

      “Mrs. Belton told me everything. She told the whole story after I told her that I gave Mason your new phone number.”

      “Mommy, you didn’t…”

      “No, don’t make excuses for me. Mrs. Belton called me a few curse words and slapped some sense into me. I was stupid, and I almost got you murdered. You couldn’t come to me because I was so wrapped up in a fairy tale thinking that you could have with Mason what I didn’t have with your Daddy. Mason was not the man for you just like your Daddy was not the man for me, he never was. I wanted your dad to be. I mean I really, really wanted him to be. I thought that even though he hid me, that he loved me. I was so very wrong. You know I finally got up the courage after all these years to get him out of my life.”

      “You did?”

      “Yes, I told him that it was over and if he came by or contacted me again not only was I going to file child support on him and get back pay for twenty plus years, but I was going to show up at his family’s home and tell them what was going on. He didn’t believe me and stopped by my house anyway but, I didn’t answer the door. The next day was Sunday. I went to him and Armelle’s church. You know he is like a senior deacon or trustee at their church. I walked right in and sat next to her in the pew. He almost passed out.”

      “Mommy!”

      “What? I told him it was over. He thought I was playing, now he knows I am not. I’m sorry baby. I’m sorry that you had to live with that horrible man and I encouraged it. I’m sorry that you had to hide who you were to keep my secret. Olivia, I am proud of you, though. I’m proud that you are living your life on your own terms. You didn’t follow my footsteps or listen to my terrible advice. I am so very proud of you, Baby.”

      We hugged each other and cried.

      “Alright, enough of that. I have to get packed and get back to show off my new things.”
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        * * *

      

      We invited the family over for dinner and game night. Zora was about to give birth to baby Peanut soon, and the ABA construction was complete. Everyone’s lives were about to go into hyperdrive, but we still tried to make sure we spent time together as a family. The Sunday dinners were still a priority, but Roman and Nette had been traveling a lot lately, so we weren’t together as much.

      “Hi, Ollie,” Zeke and I hugged as he and Zora stepped off the elevator.

      “Hey, Girl,” Zora and I embraced even though her stomach was in the way. She was a beautiful pregnant woman. Her hair was thick and healthy, her skin was glowing, and her boobs were enormous. Zeke enjoyed mentioning them often.

      “Where is BJ?” I asked looking behind them.

      “He’s with my dad and his new friend.”

      “New friend?”

      “Yes, Girl. My Daddy moved here and didn’t waste time finding him a lady friend.”

      “Where did he meet her?”

      “At church. It’s Minister Helen, you know the one with the blonde hair that is in charge of the pulpit.”

      “The “O clap your hands” lady?”

      I called her that because every time she stands up at the podium she says, “Oh clap your hands all ye people and shout unto God with the voice of triumph.” The audience always claps and always screams. At first, I thought it was weird, but now I clap and scream with everyone else. I thought it was a saying that she had made up but it’s actually a scripture in Psalms. I read it in my children’s bible.

      “Um hum. They have been hanging tough. She cooks dinner for him, and they go to other churches to visit and everything.”

      “You don’t say,” I laughed.

      “Yeah, so BJ knows that when he is with Grandpa and Ms. Helen, he is going to get whatever he wants.”

      “Braeden is smart, and Papa Chambers didn’t waste any time!”

      “He didn’t but he deserves to be happy. After everything that we all have been through, I enjoy having him around and seeing him smile.”

      Zora shared with me the reason the whole family went back to Saint Louis to meet with her family. She lived through so much and still managed to come out on top. I admire her tenacity.

      “Hey, everybody,” Zanetta said as she and Roman stepped off the elevator.

      “Hi, Nette. Hi Roman.” I hugged them both.

      “I made some biscuits like you asked,” Zanetta said as she handed me the large plastic container.

      “Great, these will go well with the greens and baked chicken we are having.”

      “Nette’s biscuits, Ollie’s greens and Zora’s…” Paxton paused and looked at Zora.

      “Don’t start with me, Paxton. Your brother didn’t marry me for my cooking, but he does love my milkshake.” She bent over and started twerking in front of Zeke.

      Zeke slapped her behind and said, “Damn straight!”

      “Oh, my goodness. Please don’t get these two started,” Nette said.

      We all laughed.

      We sat down at the dining room table. Roman prayed over the dinner, and we all began eating.

      “Zora, what is the baby’s name?” I asked while eating my last piece of baked chicken on my plate.

      “We are naming her Zahria Vashti. Zeke came up with the first name and Vashti is Sissy’s middle name. I’ve always loved that name.”

      “It is beautiful. We learned about Vashti at bible study, right Babe?” I looked at Paxton.

      “We did about a month ago. Blue, I think you were in California, and Minister Moore was teaching.”

      “Oh yeah, I haven’t gotten around to listening to her teaching, but everyone said she did a great job.”

      “I listened to it,” Zanetta interjected. “She taught it from a totally different viewpoint than I’d heard it taught in the past. It was great. You know the story, right. Vashti was King Ahasuerus’ first wife. King Ahasuerus is the king that eventually married Esther. Esther is responsible for saving her people, the Jews, from a planned genocide. Anyway, King Ahasuerus was having a party and called for Vashti to come out so that the men at the party could see how beautiful she was. She refused to come out. The king viewed this as disrespect, and he divorced her. So, I’ve always heard it taught that Vashti forfeited her blessing because she didn’t do as the king ordered. Minister Moore used it as a segue to talk about communication. She said that maybe if the King would have gone to his wife and asked her why she didn’t come out, he may have been able to forgive her, but instead he asked his advisors; his boys. They gassed him up and told him that not only did she disrespect him but she disrespected the whole nation, so he divorced her. Minister Moore said maybe if the King would have asked her, she may have said, ‘I just started my period and I have to sit on this hole in the ground.’ Maybe she would have said, ‘I’m shy,’ but he didn’t ask her. He assumed, and assumption is the lowest level of knowledge.”

      “Yeah, she made some valid points about not listening to others when a situation occurs but going straight to the source and fixing it from there. That works in all forms of relationships whether they are work or personal.”

      “I will have to listen to it,” Roman finished.

      “I love Bible study. I learn so much.”

      “That’s good to hear,” Roman smiled.

      Everyone helped me clear the table.

      “Y’all ready to get to this game?”

      We went into the living room where I had the board game set-up.

      “It’s men against women, right?” Zora asked as we all chose seats.

      “Yes, so move Zeke, you can’t sit next to Zora,” Zanetta said.

      Zeke moved to the other couch, sitting next to Roman and Paxton.

      “Okay, so this is the way to play this game. This word at the top of the card is the word or phrase that you are trying to get your team to guess. You can use any word to describe it except these words that are listed underneath it. For example, chicken leg is the thing that you are trying to get them to guess, but you can’t use any of these words listed below it, so you can’t say; bird, body, eat, food or KFC.”

      “Oh okay,” Roman said, “that’s easy. We are going to annihilate this female team with advanced degrees, two of which are in education.”

      “Great pep talk, Bro,” Ezekiel rolled his eyes.

      “How much time do we get?” Zora asked.

      “We use this little hourglass thing. I think it’s like two minutes. Oh, and this is the buzzer. Someone from the other team has to stand next to the person giving the clues to make sure they don’t use any of the off-limit words. If they do, you can buzz them, and the opposite team gets the points. Any questions?”

      “Yes,” Ezekiel said. “What do we get if we win?”

      “Bragging rights?”

      “Naw, let’s make it interesting,” Ezekiel said.

      “Oh okay, I got it. Let’s make the bets between the couples. We won’t say them out loud. We will text them to each other. Everyone take out your cell phone. You will text what you want if you win but don’t press send that way we can place our bets at the same time. When you get finished typing and NOT sending, say okay.”

      Everyone pulled out their cellphones and started typing.

      Roman looked up first, “Okay.”

      Everyone said okay one at a time after him.

      “Okay everyone, press send.”

      Roman

      I was finished typing first because I knew what I wanted. I pressed send and waited to receive Zanetta’s text.

      I sent: If I win, I want you to throw away your birth control.

      I want you to give me a baby – Beauty

      I smiled after reading her text.

      “I already did that, Love,” Zanetta said after she read my text.

      “You did?”

      “Yep.”

      “When?”

      “About a week ago.”

      Zanetta and I decided to take our time starting our family only because she had so much going on at the same time. She’d moved to Houston, started the women’s ministry at the church, opened her boutique, married me and was working on the academy. Now, with things slowing down, I was ready for a family. I was happy to see that she was too.

      “Let’s start this game. I win either way,” I said as I rubbed my hands together.

      Ezekiel

      I want to get the Cane Corso puppy for me and B.

      A Cane Corso is a large breed dog that BJ and I want. Zora said that it would be too much to take care of Peanut and a puppy. I disagree. I think the puppy, who we’ve already named Bluette, would be able to grow up with Peanut.

      I want ice cream from that place we found in San Antonio – Wife

      We already checked. They don’t ship.

      You want a puppy. I want ice cream. – Wife

      “Alright. It’s not like you are going to win anyway.”

      “Whatever, Zeke. Just make sure you gas up before you hit the road.”

      Olivia

      You have to come with me to get a pedicure.

      Paxton thought he was way too masculine to have someone rubbing his feet. I can’t wait to see how he feels after he has it done.

      You have to get rid of Bessie. – Pax

      I looked up at him after I read the text. He knows how much I love my car. Yes, she is old as dirt and she can get emotional sometimes and won’t start, but I’ve had her since college. I’m not ready to get rid of her even though I’ve promised her several times that I would put her out of her misery. Paxton hated that I chose to drive her and has offered more than once to buy me something new. I don’t want something new, I want Bessie. As recently as a couple days ago, she wouldn’t start and I had to use one of Paxton’s cars to drive to work.

      “Pax, that’s way more severe than what I said.”

      “Are you a chicken? You don’t think you can win?”

      I squinted my eyes at him.

      “Alright, Cool, ladies first.”

      We started the game. The guys were keeping up with the girls’ team, point for point. We all had something on the line, so the game was super competitive. There was lots of yelling and arguing but it was all in fun. After another round, the girls pulled ahead by two points. It was Paxton’s turn to give a hint.

      “Okay, Bros you ready?”

      “Ready,” Roman replied.

      “Yes,” Ezekiel said.

      “Wait, let me make sure this buzzer works,” Zora said as she pushed the button on the device. “Yeah, it works. Let’s go.” She stood next to Paxton ready to buzz him if he said one of the forbidden words.

      “Okay, dun, dun, da-dun,” Paxton hummed the wedding march.

      “Oh, ummm, WEDDING,” Roman yelled.

      “No,” Paxton said. “What happens after that?”

      “HONEYMOON!” Zeke yelled.

      “After that,” Paxton said.

      “Oh, MARRIAGE!” Roman yelled.

      “That but shorter,” Paxton replied.

      “MARRY,” Ezekiel yelled.

      “Yes,” Paxton said as he pointed to Ezekiel.

      “My Lady,” Paxton said next and waited for them to respond.

      “OLLIE, OLIVIA!” both brothers yelled.

      I was confused trying to figure out what in the world that phrase could be. Why is he using my name? They are going to lose this for sure. I started envisioning us at the spa getting our feet done together.

      “Oh, I know what it is,” Zanetta whispered and giggled.

      “The middle Bluette brother,” Paxton continued giving clues.

      “PAXTON! Roman yelled.

      “I got it!” Ezekiel said, “OLIVIA WILL YOU MARRY PAXTON!”

      My eyes shot up to Paxton as he smiled, got down on one knee in front of me while holding up a ring that I couldn’t see because tears had instantly filled my eyes.

      “So, will you? Olivia, will you marry me?”

      I was so caught off guard. I knew that I wanted to spend the rest of my life with Paxton and I thought that he felt the same. His actions proved it, but we’d never talked about it beyond building the house. We have thrown around the word forever, but I didn’t know what they really meant for us. I knew from the way he touched me, looked at me, took care of me and doted on me that he cared, but without the words, I was a little confused, until now.

      I put his face in the palm of my hands, “Yes, Paxton. I will marry you.”

      I heard Nette and Zora scream, but it was a distant sound because once I said yes, Paxton pulled me close to him and kissed me. He kissed me like we were the only two in the room and his next move was going to be to lift my shirt over my head. The way I felt right now, if he did, I would let him.

      Unfortunately, he pulled away and put the ring on my finger. I blinked through the tears to finally look at it. I really didn’t care what it looked like. It could have been a plastic ring with a bubble gum center, as long as it came from Paxton, I was satisfied. Of course it wasn’t. It was a beautiful emerald cut diamond ring.

      Paxton stood to his feet and pulled me up from the couch. He quickly kissed me again and hugged me. I looked at my ring again. It is breathtaking. It is exactly what I would have chosen if asked.

      I was so happy but in shock at the same time. I had no idea that he’d planned on proposing to me. I felt arms wrap around me breaking me from the trance that I was in.

      “Congratulations, Ollie!” Zanetta said while wiping tears away.

      “Thank you.”

      “I’m so happy for you,” Zora said while hugging me.

      Both Roman and Ezekiel hugged me.

      “I think we are going to leave,” Roman said. He walked over to Zanetta and took her hand. “We have some business to take care of.” Zanetta smiled.

      “Wait, who won the game?” Ezekiel questioned.

      “Zeke, you can have the damn dog, geeze!” Zora said.

      “Cool, I will send Percy to get your ice cream.” Zeke kissed Zora while helping her into her jacket. Zora’s winced a little and rubbed her stomach.

      “What’s wrong?” Zeke quickly asked.

      “Nothing, just a little cramp,” Zora replied. “I can’t wait to eat my ice cream after my test tomorrow.”

      “Bye,” everyone said one at time.

      “Bye.” I waved.

      Paxton stood behind me while we watched everyone load onto the elevator. As soon as the doors to the elevator closed, Paxton’s lips were on my neck. One of his hands was on my breast, and the other hand was down the front of my pants. I threw my head back on his chest enjoying the feeling of his large hands on and in me.

      “Baby,” I said as I pulled away and turned to face him. “Let me taste you.”

      I had been scared to go down on Paxton because I wasn’t very good at it the couple times that I tried it. I felt forced with Mason, but with Paxton, I want to. I want to experience everything with him.

      I lifted his shirt. He pulled it over his head as I ran my hands along the defined muscles of his chest and stomach. I love his body. I licked and kissed my way from his chest and stomach to the waistband of his joggers. I looked up at him as I hooked my fingers into the waistband of his joggers and his boxer briefs to pull them down. He stepped out of his pants. I led him to the couch. He sat down while I kneeled between his legs. I locked eyes with him while I circled the head of his member with my tongue. He took in a sharp breath. I circled it again, but this time, I took the entire head into my mouth. I felt him clinch as I used a vacuum action to get as much as his shaft into my mouth that I could. I slowly released and did it again. I used my hand to cover the area that I couldn’t fit into my mouth. I licked down his shaft and gently sucked one of his balls into my mouth and hummed. He made a noise like steam releasing through a valve. I paid the same attention to the other one before moving back up to give his shaft all my attention.  He gripped the couch with both his hands.

      “Ol…”

      I picked up the pace when I heard my name get caught in his throat. I guess I’m better at this than I thought. I was so turned on by his reaction to me pleasuring him. He made me feel sexy and in control.

      “Ollie, I need to be inside of you now,” he breathed out while he gently pushed my shoulders indicating he wanted me on my back on the floor. I sucked one more time before I released him and lay on my back. I lifted my hips off the ground to assist him in pulling off my leggings.

      I spread as wide as I could, anticipating the amazing feeling of having my fiancé inside of me.

      He entered me with urgency and stroked like he had a mission to accomplish. If that mission was making me come then, he was about to reach that goal very soon.

      “Bayyybbeee,” I sang a few short minutes later as I felt my body tensing up preparing for the massive ascension I was about to experience. The feeling of release that rocketed through my body had me tensing up and holding my breath all at the same time. My mind was telling me to breathe, take in a breath Olivia, but my body was not letting it happen. It felt like minutes, but I’m sure it was seconds. I started to descend and was able to take a breath just as Paxton yelled out my name and collapsed next to me.
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      The day after I proposed to Olivia, Zora went into labor and delivered my first niece. All of the men; Roman, Dad, James, BJ, and I, all waited outside the delivery room. I watched Zora experience one contraction and made a bee-line for the waiting room. The women stayed in the birthing room with her and Ezekiel. Her brothers arrived right before Ezekiel came into the waiting room smiling and announced that the baby had arrived.

      We went into the birthing room, and I laid eyes on the most perfect baby girl I’d ever seen. She was resting on her mother’s chest. Her little fingers and toes were long like Zeke’s, but she had her mother’s beautiful face.

      “She’s perfect,” Olivia whispered.

      “She is,” I replied and kissed Ollie on the forehead.

      We spent the evening at the hospital watching Zahria get passed from one family member to the next. Finally, it was my turn to hold her. I sat up straight and prepared myself to hold an infant for the first time.

      “Support her head,” my mother said as she gently placed Zahria in my arms. I was not prepared for how light and small she was. She weighed almost nothing and almost fit in one of my hands.

      “Relax, baby,” Ollie whispered as she leaned in to touch Zahria’s hand. I relaxed my shoulders and pulled the baby close to me. Zahria moved her little hand, and I saw all five of her fingers with little fingernails. Wow. I know my heart only has four chambers, but I think I developed another one for this little one. She is going to have her uncle wrapped around her finger, much like her brother does.

      Olivia and I left the hospital after it was time for the nurses to take the baby to weigh her and give her a bath. We stopped and picked up dinner before going home.

      “Our niece is perfect, isn’t she?”

      I smiled at Olivia referring to Zahria as our niece. I wanted to share everything with her even though I still battled with my past and my ability to be a good husband to her.

      “Paxton.”

      “Yes?”

      “I watched you with Zahria. I saw the love in your eyes. Are you sure you don’t want children? Maybe we could consider adopting, or I could try to get my tubal reversed.”

      “No, I do love Zahria. She made me think about the child that I would have had, but I’m still sure that I don’t want children. If you want to look at adopting, we can, but it’s not a necessity for me. I think Zeke and Blue will give us plenty of babies to keep us busy.”

      I did feel a ping in my heart when I held Zahria, but I know that I don’t want to birth children into the world. My time for that has passed. I hope Olivia is not changing her mind about it.

      “Okay,” Olivia responded.

      The rest of the ride to the house was quiet.

      Olivia

      Seeing Zahria come into the world did something to me. I thought that I was content with not having children but, I don’t know, something has changed. She wrapped her little hand around my finger while Paxton was holding her and I fell in love. I want one! Just like her but with red hair and freckles like her dad.

      I saw the look of love in Paxton’s eyes as well. He surprised me by saying that he still didn’t want to try.

      “We can look into adopting if you want…” After Paxton said that, I stopped talking. He put emphasis on ‘you,' meaning he didn’t want to.  I got my tubes tied because I didn’t see life outside of Mason. I thought he was my one shot at marriage and happiness. Now I have Paxton, and I would love to create a human with him. I think he would be a wonderful dad. I watch him with BJ. He is so patient and nurturing. Our child would have the best of everything. Maybe after we get married, he will reconsider me getting the reversal surgery or at least adoption.

      I pulled up to the church and parked my truck. A couple days after Zahria was born, Paxton surprised me with a new truck, a Mercedes GLS 550. It is brown metallic with an espresso brown leather interior and natural grain ash wood finishes. I reluctantly decided to donate Bessie to a charity. I told her how much I would miss her before they loaded her onto the tow truck and took her away.

      “Hey Nette,” I said as I walked into the church. We were having a final planning meeting for the ABA gala. Nette has been working tirelessly on this event, and it was finally about to happen.

      “Hey, Ollie,” she smiled, but she didn’t look good. She looked sick.

      “Sweetie, are you feeling okay? No offense but you don’t look so good.”

      “I’m good. I think it’s something that I ate. I threw up this morning, and I wanted to lay back down, but I had to have this meeting.”

      “Do you have a fever?” I touched her head with the back of my hand. “You feel normal.”

      “Yeah, I’m just a little weak from throwing up, but I will be fine. My breath doesn’t stink, does it?”

      “Blow,” I stuck my nose out to smell.

      “No, you’re good.’

      Now that’s love,” Zanetta’s assistant, Daisy, said as she entered the room. “You know someone loves you when you can blow your hot breath into their face!” She laughed. “Here I brought you some mints and some ginger tea. This should help with your queasiness.”

      “Thank you, Daisy,” Nette smiled.

      The entire ABA gala team filed into the conference room. Nette sat up straight and tried to pretend to be okay but those of us that knew her knew she wasn’t. Nette said a quick prayer before beginning the meeting.

      “Okay, Jocelynn. Can you begin?”

      “Yes, I can. We sent out four hundred invites to the gala. As of yesterday evening, we have three hundred confirmed ‘yes.’ I saw some in the incoming mail this morning, but I haven’t opened them up.”

      “Awesome. What about the programs?” Nette asked.

      “I talked to the printer yesterday and we went over exactly how you want the programs to look. He said he would send over a couple of mock-ups by the end of the week.”

      “Thank you, Jocelynn. I appreciate you.”

      “No problem, First Lady.”

      The meeting continued with everyone giving their updates on the catering, entertainment, VIP accommodations and security.

      “Thank you, everyone,” Nette said to conclude the meeting. “I know this has taken a lot of sacrifice, time, talent and energy but both Pastor Roman and I appreciate your help.”

      Everyone stood and filed out of the room. Zanetta stayed seated and smiled at everyone as they left. As soon as the door closed behind the last person, Zanetta slumped down in her chair.

      “Still not feeling good, huh?”

      “No, I’m not, but I don’t feel as bad as I felt earlier, so that’s something.”

      “The meeting was a success despite you not feeling well. Jocelynn seems very eager to help.”

      “Yes,” Nette laughed. “She is now, but when I first started, I thought I was going to have to catch her outside.”

      “Really?”

      “Girl, she would speak to everyone in the building except for me. She would accidentally on purpose forget to tell me about meetings. It was a mess. Eventually, I had to sit down with her and ask her what I’d done to offend her. She told me that she felt like I was trying to take her place. What she didn’t realize is that Roman had already made a place for me, I didn’t have to take anything from anyone.”

      “Does she like Roman? I mean romantically?”

      “I thought so at first, but then I realized that she really didn’t have anything else but this job. I mean she is married, but you know, nothing that is hers. She has authority and influence here. During our conversation, she told me that she didn’t want to be replaced. I assured her that I would not replace her. I didn’t want to do what she does. Roman thinks she is the bee's knees. Shortly after that conversation, Roman and I told everyone that we were married and she has been cool ever since.”

      “That’s good.”

      “She apologized. So, we’ve moved forward. I don’t have time to hold grudges, you know?”

      “Yes, that’s good. She has been very helpful since I have been here.”

      “Yeah, she really knows her stuff.”

      “So, I have a question to ask you about Paxton’s birthday. You know it's coming up, and I want to do something special but what do you get for a man who has everything? Then I had a wonderful idea, but it would take the whole family to pull this off.”

      “According to Roman, they have tried more than once to surprise Pax for his birthday, but he is way too observant and nosey for it to work.”

      “Yeah, he is very observant, but I think I have a way to do it. I just need to get everyone together without him knowing.”

      “I’m down. It’s right after the gala, correct?”

      “Yep. It’s after the gala. We will need to travel to New York for a couple of days.”

      “Sounds good to me.”

      Paxton

      “Can you zip this up for me?” Olivia asked when I came into the bedroom. We were preparing to leave for the ABA Gala. After months of meetings and planning, it was finally happening. I’d heard Olivia reciting her speech to herself all day long. I was still digging her new haircut and color. I loved the way it framed her face and rested on her shoulder. I loved the way it was shaved on one side giving her a little edge.

      I pulled her close to me and kissed her neck.

      “Are you sure you want me to zip this up?”

      “Paxton, stop playing. You know we have to leave soon. Please don’t start something we can’t finish.”

      “What if I made it quick?”

      “You don’t know how to make it quick, and I don’t want it quick so don’t start, please.”

      “Alright, fine,” I said as I tugged on the zipper to close it.

      She walked to the full-length mirror and looked at herself. She looked so beautiful in her strapless, floor-length pink ball gown. It had a slit in the front that her leg peeked out of when she walked. I found her a pair of pink, red bottom shoes that tie around her ankle. She wore a little makeup and had on her body oil. I planned on sticking close to her tonight. She is stunning.

      “Oh wait, I have a gift for you. You have been so patient with me and helping me prepare for this event. I thought you deserved something.” She opened the drawer on her nightstand and produced a small box. She handed me the small gift-wrapped box. I took it from her and untied the ribbon. I took the top off the box and saw a small black device that had two buttons on it. One button had the power symbol on it, and the other button had a squiggly line. I pushed the power button and looked around. I didn’t see anything. I pushed the squiggly line button and looked around. Nothing.

      “Pax,” Olivia called out while holding on the bedpost.

      “What?” I said as I hit the squiggly line button again. I thought something was going to pop out.

      “PAX,” Olivia screamed. “Stop pushing that button.” She was leaning on the bed post. I was very familiar with the look on her face. I tilted my head to the side and smirked.

      “You went back and got them?”

      “Yes, turn it off before we miss this event.”

      She was wearing vibrating panties, and I had the remote.

      “This is the best gift I’ve ever received,” I smiled. I pressed the power button to turn it off. “You have to follow one rule.”

      “What is that?”

      “You can’t come until I say you can.”

      “Please don’t torture me.”

      “Torture?” I walked up to her and ran my fingers down her arm. “I’m going to make this a night neither of us will forget.”

      I pushed the power button again just to watch her face.

      “Pax…”

      “Okay.” I turned it off again. “You are so damn sexy. This night needs to hurry up and end.”

      I lightly kissed her on the lips and kissed her on the cheek. I tucked the remote in my jacket pocket and led her to the elevator.
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        * * *

      

      “In our endeavor to make this Academy the best it can be, we went on a search to find the perfect candidate to run it. Our search led us to Doctor Olivia Callahan. She has a lot of new and fresh ideas and she is passionate about educating our future generations. Please welcome Doctor Callahan.” Nette said.

      I stood on one side of the platform to help Olivia up the steps while Roman stood on the other side to help Nette down. Nette hadn’t been feeling well but no one could tell tonight. She did an excellent job introducing the Governor and now Olivia.

      “Good job Lil Sis,” I winked at Nette.

      “Thank you,” she winked back.

      My brothers and sister and I stood together while Olivia delivered her speech.

      “Good evening,” Olivia started. “I am elated to be a part of this magnificent Academy. I was born to a single unwed mother who didn’t have a high school diploma or a GED. She worked as a Domestic. My Father was around sometimes but was never invested in my well-being. My mother didn’t make a lot of money so my clothes were not always the newest or the most stylish. Society had already written my future for me. Society said, oh look at the poor maid that didn’t finish high school’s daughter. She will grow up to be just like her mother. She will have a few babies by several different men and live off the state because she won’t see anything else. Her exposure will be limited.

      I started school in my neighborhood. It was not the best school. It didn’t have the best reputation but it was all I had access to. I made it to the second grade and met a teacher whose name was Mrs. Sawder. Mrs. Sawder gave me back a spelling paper that I had worked on. I didn’t do so well on the paper. Then she gave me a paper that I had worked on for math. I got every problem correct but I was still so sad about the spelling paper. She said, ‘Olivia, we all aren’t good at everything. You have to focus on what you are good at and work on excelling at that one thing.’ She started bringing advanced math worksheets for me to work on. I moved past addition and subtraction to more advanced math like multiplication and division by the summer after my second-grade year. I realized, through the love of a teacher, that Math was my passion. I could do any math problem you put in front of me because Mrs. Sawder gave me the confidence to believe that I could live outside my circumstances.

      That is the vision for the ABA. We want to teach your children to live beyond their circumstances. We also want to teach those children that society has already labeled as a failure. The ones that don’t have access to any school except for the substandard ones in our poorest communities. We want to create big people and move them into society to make big positive changes, but we need your help. Some families are working hard to create ends but those ends don’t meet. They need that hand-up that will ensure future generations won’t have to suffer the way they are suffering. We need you to donate and create scholarships and grants so we can go and find the next Doctor Olivia Callahan and let her know that just because society may label you, a magic marker can change that label. What is a magic marker? A quality education.”

      “Dang, she is killing this speech, isn’t she?” Zora whispered.

      “She is,” I said with pride.

      “I think we are going to look at doing another education scholarship in addition to the music scholarship,” Ezekiel added. “Let’s talk about that Pax.”

      “I got you.”

      Olivia finished her speech to a thunderous applause. I help her down the steps.

      “You are amazing, Olivia,” Zanetta said.

      “Girl, you killed it,” Zora added.

      “Thank you. I didn’t really feel nervous once I started talking.”

      “Yeah, you owned this room. I was just telling Pax that Z and I will have to sit down with him to discuss our finances and add another education scholarship to our portfolio.”

      “Wow, Zeke. That’s will be wonderful! Thank you both.” Olivia hugged Zeke and Zora.

      “We are going to get out of here. Zeke is almost having a panic attack because we have been away from Zahria for a couple hours,” Zora laughed. “Plus, I need to go and pump. These breasts are starting to feel like bricks,” she whispered.

      We laughed.

      “Thank you for coming,” Olivia said.

      Olivia shined the whole evening. I was so proud to be introduced as her fiancé. She worked the room and spoke with the people in attendance. I was letting her do her thing until I saw a couple of men starting to circle around her. I went and tapped her on the shoulder.

      “May I dance with the Director the Academy?”

      “Yes, you may,” she smiled and followed me onto the dance floor.

      I pulled her close to me on the dance floor and pressed the power button on the remote she gave me.

      “Pax,” she moaned as she rested her head on my shoulder.

      “You didn’t think I forgot, did you? I was trying to give you some time to mingle, but now you are all mine.”

      I pushed the squiggly line button to increase the vibration.

      “Baby,” she whispered, “You are going to make me come.”

      “No, you cannot until I tell you can,” I whispered back.

      “Baby please,” she whined turning me on even more than I already was.

      “No, Olivia. It’s almost time for us to leave. You can hold on until then. Hold on for me baby. I want to be inside you when you do.”

      I pushed the power button, turning off the device.

      “Go ahead and say your goodbyes. I got us a room upstairs.” She lifted her head from my shoulder and looked at me. “Hurry up, or I am coming for you.”

      Olivia

      ‘You are amazing God…’

      The church stood on their feet applauding the dance ministry. They had just finished ministering to Indescribable by Kierra Sheard.

      I wiped my tears with the tissue Paxton had just passed me. I cry every time the dance ministry performs. This performance was beautiful because the children danced with the adults. It was visually stunning with rich hues of blue, orange, yellow and white in their costumes and props. They used flags and ribbons and danced down the center aisle of the church as well as the stage. It was amazing. For the last verse of the song, everyone left out except one little ballerina. She was small but intense. Her moves were precise and perfect. I could have watched her dance all day.

      “Good morning family!” Roman said as he walked to the podium.

      “Good morning,” the church responded.

      “Can we give our dance ministry another round of applause?”

      The church clapped again.

      “I have the distinct pleasure this morning of bringing to you someone who will feed you the word of God correctly divided and broken down so that you can not only hear it but digest it and apply it, amen?”

      “Amen,” the church responded.

      “My destiny partner, my wife for life, Minister Zanetta Bluette.”

      The church applauded while Zanetta walked to the podium, placed her book on it and embraced Roman. Roman went back to his seat.

      “Good morning ABC!”

      “Good morning,” we all responded.

      “I am so happy to stand before you this morning. I know it’s been a long time since I ministered on Sunday morning. I don’t know if you know, but a lot has changed in my life since the last time we talked.”

      The audience laughed.

      “I met a guy and fell in love. He asked me to marry him, and I said yes,” she laughed. “I think most of you know him. For those of you who don’t, it’s the really handsome Pastor of this church, Pastor Roman.” The audience laughed again. “So, yeah, a lot has changed for me. They have all been good changes but changes none the less. Even good change can be hard. When Roman and I talked about life after the wedding, I told him that I wanted to lay back for a while. I didn’t want to kick the door down as the First Lady of ABC Houston. I didn’t want to be on the ministry schedule, and I didn’t want to take over any auxiliaries. He became my first ministry, and I wanted to learn how to be his wife and his respite from church and ministry. I asked if I could hang back for at least a year to learn my first ministry, then move into ministry with the church. We agreed that would be the case. Since I have never been a wife, a Pastor’s wife at that, there was a lot to learn, and I’m still learning, but my husband and our church have been wonderful and patient. I am so grateful to be a member of ABC, and I’m proud to be Roman’s wife. I love you, Sweetheart.”

      “I love you too,” Roman returned.

      “Like I said, we discussed me playing a background role until after I’d had a year of marriage under my belt. We scheduled this Sunday for my first Sunday to be back. After today, I said I would put my hand to the plow. I would take a Sunday for ministry if he needed me to, or whatever. I said I would do what was necessary to help, then this happened.” The picture of her ultrasound appeared on the screen behind her. The audience stood and started clapping and cheering. She and Roman smiled at each other. “So,” she spoke as the clapping died down, “I am carrying our first child. I just started the second trimester of the pregnancy, and things are going well. They call it morning sickness, but I had all day sickness! I couldn’t keep anything down, but my mothers and sisters fed me remedy after remedy until we found the one that worked for me. It turned out to be ginger tea first thing in the morning and saltine crackers. It did the trick! So now I am eating everything! I’m always hungry.” The church laughed.

      “Pastor Roman says we are having a boy, so I refer to baby Bluette as he. So, as it turns out, I’m still going to be hanging back. I have a new aspect of ministry to learn with this little person inside of me, but I’m so ready for the challenge, amen? I’m always around and ready to help, but I understand my purpose in this season of my life and I’m more than okay with that.

      So, let’s get to the Word, is that okay?”

      She said a prayer then began her message.

      “One day, I think I was around eleven years old, my Uncle was in the kitchen eating a bowl of something that looked delicious to me. You remember how delicious your parent’s food looked, even if you were eating the exact same thing?” The audience laughed. “It’s just something about parent food that makes you want it. So, I asked if I could have some. He said, ‘you don’t even know what this is. You just want it because I have it.’ He was right. I did just want it because he had it, but I said, ‘no I want it because it’s good.’ He said okay, ‘I’m going to fix you your own bowl.’ I had hit the jackpot, right? I wanted some of his, but he is fixing me my own. That was even better than what I had requested. I should have known something was up, but I didn’t. I just wanted what he had.

      He went into the cabinet and took out a can of fruit cocktail. You know the can fruit with the grapes and cherries and all the good fruit in it? I was like yeah, in my head. Then he went into the refrigerator and took out a round container with a lid. He opened the lid, pulled out a spoon and scooped a white substance from the container into the bowl. It had the consistency of spoiled milk, which should have been my second clue that this was not what I wanted. Then he poured the fruit cocktail on top of the spoiled milk looking stuff. He passed the bowl to me and said, ‘this is cottage cheese and fruit cocktail. You asked for it, so you better eat it all.’ I was like, ‘no problem.’ He was eating like it was the best thing he’d ever eaten in his life, so I just knew it was delicious.  I settled into my seat, pick up my spoon, dug into my bowl and pulled out a huge spoonful and put it in my mouth. The taste of the cottage cheese combined with the consistency which was like milk hunks, mixed with the syrup from the fruit cocktail was the worst thing I had ever eaten in my entire life.” The audience laughed. “My uncle watched my reaction to the cottage cheese concoction. He knew I wasn’t going to like it, but since I asked for it, he gave it to me. He said something to me that day that I never forgot. He said, ‘just because someone makes something look good doesn’t mean that it is. Just because someone makes something look easy doesn’t mean that it is easy. Don’t try to do something because someone else did it or is doing it. You never know what that person had to do to get it. Don’t live your life trying to get what everyone else has, create your own.’ That philosophy has stayed with me through life. Sometimes, though, if I’m honest, I can look at another person’s success and then look at my success and say, humph…Right? I start to measure. Am I alone in this? We can’t measure our success based on someone else’s success. We don’t know how long they have been doing it. We don’t know what they sacrificed to get to that point. We don’t know who they lost in their pursuit of success. We just want what they have. It was the same thing with me and the cottage cheese. I had no idea why my uncle was eating that horrible stuff. I didn’t know how hard it was for him to get that crap down his throat. I just saw it and wanted it.

      That’s nothing new. The Israelites did the same thing in First Samuel chapter eight verses four through twenty. They were a nation governed by God. They looked across the way and saw that other countries had kings so guess what? They wanted a King. They wanted to be like everyone else, but they were special because God ruled them. They had the King of Kings, but they still wanted what everyone else had. They asked Samuel to appoint a King. Sorta like I asked my uncle for that cottage cheese. Samuel gave them all the reasons why it was a bad idea, he warned them. Much like my Uncle warned me before he made the bowl for me. The Israelites said we don’t care! We want a King. God told Samuel, ‘go ahead let them have one. They will see.’ Same as when my Uncle made me my own bowl of cottage cheese. The Israelites had to suffer through a King that God did not give them. Then  God had to appoint a King to deliver them from the mess that they had gotten themselves into.

      Realize who you are! Stop and take note of what you really have! Sometimes we are so hot and ready to move on to the next thing we miss where we are right now! We want what everyone else has, but we have so much already! The same way you are measuring your success based on someone else’s is the same way someone is measuring their success based on yours. Did you know that? You are great! You are a game changer! Stop and breathe that in. You are someone’s hashtag goals!

      Once you can convince yourself of that, then you will be more willing to chase your own dreams and not someone else’s. Just because you and Sally started your businesses on the same day doesn’t mean that you and Sally should be in the same place. God’s timing is impeccable. If it’s not for you right now, then don’t force it. Things achieved based on trying to keep up with someone else, never last. They never bring you joy, only heartache, and disappointment.”

      This was my first time hearing Zanetta speak at church. I thought she did a phenomenal job. She presented the problem and then showed how to avoid it. I loved every minute of it.
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        * * *

      

      Trying to surprise Paxton wasn’t as hard as I thought it was going to be. I just had to conduct all of my business while I was at work and only use my work email to correspond. The family was all on board with helping me surprise him. I didn’t talk to them about it unless I was at work. We didn’t text or email, just telephone calls. I didn’t want Paxton to happen upon anything that would give away the surprise.

      I was packing Paxton and my luggage for the trip to New York. I was looking forward to this trip. We scored tickets to one of the sold-out Broadway plays, and we will do all the touristy stuff in the City since it’s my first time.

      I felt Paxton come up behind me and put his arms around my waist.

      “You know you don’t have to do this for me, right? I can pack my own bag.”

      “I enjoy doing this for you. Besides, I want to make sure you pack your sexy underwear.”

      He laughed and nuzzled his face into my neck.

      “What would I do without you, Ollie?”

      “It’s too freighting to even think about.”

      “Oh, I know.” He shivered. “So, what’s the plan for New York?”

      “We are going to go with your parents to your old high school the morning of your birthday. They are being recognized for starting the Bluette scholarship fund there. Then your mom is having a dinner at the house that evening for your birthday. She said she invited a few people.”

      “Knowing my mother, the whole church will be there.”

      “You don’t mind, do you?”

      “No, birthdays are a big deal in our family. I’m used to it.”

      “Did you pick up your mother’s gift?”

      It is a Bluette tradition that they give their mother a small gift on their birthday to thank her for giving birth to them.

      “Yes, I picked up something for both my mothers.”

      I was surprised to hear him say that he’d gotten gifts for both Grace and Giselle, but I was happy to hear it.

      “What did you get them?”

      “I got my mom another charm for her Pandora bracelet. With all the new stuff happening in the family, she is going to need another bracelet soon. My mom said that Giselle is always admiring her bracelet so, I am starting her one with three charms.”

      “They are going to love that. So, after your birthday dinner at your parent’s house, we will go into the city the next day and spend a couple days exploring and going to shows. I hope that’s a good birthday for you. I didn’t know what to give you since you have everything.”

      “The fact that you coordinated all of this is present enough. You didn’t have to do anything. You could have made me a pot of your mother’s dumplings, and I would have been fine,” he smiled.

      “Well, thank you, Baby. I’m a novice at birthday planning.”

      He left out of the room. What he didn’t know is that his surprise was going to happen before his birthday dinner. The scholarship recognition ceremony at his high school is actually going to be a ceremony retiring his football jersey number. He still holds multiple records at the school that has never been broken. Some of his old teammates will be a part of the ceremony. The ceremony will happen in front of the entire student body.

      “This is Olivia Callahan,” I said into my phone that I’d grabbed from my nightstand when I heard it vibrating.

      “Congratulations, Doctor Callahan.”

      Recognizing Mason’s voice, I pulled my phone from my ear to see the number he’d called from. It was a different number than the one I had blocked. After I blocked the first number, he’d called several times and left messages on my voicemail. I deleted every message without listening to them. I didn’t care what he had to say.

      “I saw the article in the paper down here about you being appointed as the Director of some new fancy school there in Houston. You looked beautiful in your gown. When I come to visit, you can show me around the new school.”

      A local Houston reporter sent her newspaper article to a friend at the paper in Willow Hills. They love the local girl makes it big, type stories, so they published it in the paper. I never thought about Mason seeing it. He had been the furthest thing from my mind.

      “Are you finished talking? I’m going to hang up now.”

      “Livi, don’t be like that. Let’s talk. How are you?”

      “I’m so well that I am hanging up now.”

      I disconnected the call and blocked the number.

      I have to learn not to answer calls from numbers I don’t know, but I had been dealing with several people working on Paxton’s birthday plans, and I didn’t want to send them to voicemail.

      I put my phone down and finished packing.
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        * * *

      

      Paxton chartered a plane so all the family could ride together to New York. Roman, Zanetta, Ezekiel, Zora, BJ, and Zahria all were on the plane. This was Zahria’s first time traveling, but she did a great job. Zanetta’s morning sickness had finally passed so she was doing well. Paxton and I haven’t discussed starting a family again, but I hope we can revisit it after the wedding.

      Lady Grace and Bishop Bluette met us at the door of their beautiful home when we arrived.

      “All of my babies!” Lady Grace said as we walked in. She hugged everyone then took Zahria from Zeke and grabbed BJ’s hand. “I have all of the rooms prepared for you to stay so go get settled in and then we will have dinner together.”

      I followed Paxton through the house until we arrived at a bedroom door at the end of the hallway.

      “This is the bedroom I grew up in,” Paxton said as he opened the door. “Mom has converted it to a guest bedroom and put a larger bed in here, but yeah, this is where I grew up.”

      I walked around the room touching the dresser that still held some of Paxton’s awards and trophies on display. I looked out of the window that faced the backyard and touched the desk in the corner where he probably sat when he was young and did his homework. I felt so connected to him.

      “You used to sneak girls up here?” I turned around and asked him.

      He put his arms around my waist and kissed my forehead.

      “No, we weren’t allowed to have girls in our rooms. I was hoping you would be the first girl I had sex with in here.”

      “Oh, no. I am not having sex with you in the Bishop’s house, Paxton.”

      “You sure about that?” He kissed my neck while he rubbed my back. “I know how to get you to change your mind.” He kissed my neck again.

      He knew exactly how to get me to change my mind. The way he was kissing my neck was a surefire way to get me to cave in a matter of minutes.

      “Paxton, Baby, don’t do that. You know you are too loud for us to do anything in here.”

      He stopped kissing my neck to look at me.

      “I’m loud?” He hiked his eyebrow.

      “Yes,” I giggled.

      “Olivia?” I heard Lady Grace calling my name.

      I reluctantly left Paxton’s embrace and opened the door. Lady Grace was standing in the hallway with BJ and Zahria.

      “Yes, ma’am?”

      “I need some help in the kitchen. Would you mind helping me?”

      “Sure.”

      I looked back at Paxton still standing in the middle of the room. He winked as I closed the door and followed her down the hall. She stopped, collected Zanetta and Zora and dropped BJ off with Zeke.

      We all walked into the kitchen. There was aluminum foil covered pans lining the island in the middle of the kitchen. Lady Grace put Zahria in a swinging chair on the counter.

      “Olivia, can you make some of your tea?” She pointed to all of the ingredients I needed to make my tea on the counter.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Zora, can you cut up these vegetables for the salad?”

      “Yes, I can do that,” Zora responded.

      “Zanetta, finish up this cornbread for me.”

      “Yes, Ma’am,” Zanetta said.

      We all started on our assigned duties.

      “So, what’s been going on ladies?” Lady Grace asked.

      “A lot,” Zanetta responded. “It seems like our family is changing so quickly, but it’s all so amazing.”

      “That’s true. I went from complaining about not having grand babies to showing off their pictures every opportunity I get,” Lady Grace added. “How are you feeling Zanetta?”

      “I feel a lot better now. It’s not all-day sickness anymore. Roman still wakes up faithfully every morning and brews me some ginger tea. It really does help calm my stomach.”

      “That’s good. I wasn’t sick with Roman at all. My breasts were tender and sore for the first few months. With Ezekiel, I was sick all day long.”

      “That should have been a hint,” Zora laughed.

      “Right,” Lady Grace laughed.

      “Well, I am just glad that little one is out. She was not very gracious in sharing my body. She was awake and moving around while I was trying to sleep. I would try on clothes, and she would stretch sideways, so nothing fit right. She was a mess!” Zora laughed.

      “How is she sleeping now?”

      “She sleeps well throughout the day. At night she loves to blow bubbles and make noises,” Zora laughed. “Zeke is a night owl, though so he doesn’t mind.”

      “How is he with Zahria?” Lady Grace asked.

      “Amazing! I couldn’t ask for a better partner, friend, and co-parent. He’s so patient with the kids, and he doesn’t mind giving me a break. He and BJ try to put little bows in her hair and everything. They treat her like a little princess,” Zora finished.

      “That’s because she is a princess,” Lady Grace leaned down into the chair and kissed a sleeping Zahria.

      “Olivia, have you thought about any dates yet?”

      “We have been so busy with the ABA, and then I was working on this whole birthday thing, so we haven’t talked much about it.”

      “Do you know how you want your ceremony to go?” Lady Grace asked.

      “I want lots of sparkles. Nothing drab. I want the room to glow from the sparkle of crystals and glitter and shiny things. That’s the way I feel about life now. Before, my life was drab and dark; blacks, browns, gray, you know muted colors. Then I met Paxton and now every day my life is full of color. It’s so bright and every day is a new adventure. I miss him when I drive away from the house for work, and I look forward to seeing him when I arrive home. I love the way he thinks my thoughts and ideas are brilliant and I adore the way he brags about me. Me! Can you believe that? I mean, I know my mother loves me, but she doesn’t brag the way Paxton does. He makes me want to accomplish more and be better, shoot higher and further. I want people to walk into the wedding venue and say wow because that’s the way that I feel every morning when I wake up and see his beautiful face. I want people to have a sense of amazement because that is how he makes me feel every day. So yeah, lots of sparkle and bling to represent our relationship.”

      I looked up, and all three women were looking at me. Lady Grace was wiping her eyes.

      “Wow, Ollie, that was such a vivid description,” Zora said.

      “I know, right? I fell in love all over again,” Zanetta smiled.

      “I’ve prayed so long for my sons to find women that would love them for who they are. I knew the women that they found would have to love everything about them. I figured they would find someone that would grow to love them and their eccentricities, but they’ve found women that love them from the beginning. I love you girls as my daughters. Thank you for loving my sons.”

      Paxton

      While the ladies were with my mother, my brothers, BJ and I met my dad in his office. My dad turned on some music making it feel like it did when we had our Bluette Men time when we were younger.

      Dad pulled BJ onto his lap.

      “That’s one of my most favorite Coltrane cuts. It’s him and Ellington, right?”

      “Yeah, it’s called In a Sentimental Mood,” Dad said.

      “I’m surprised you don’t hate it. I listened to this over and over trying to mimic the way Ellington played the piano on this song,” Roman laughed. “It took a whole summer but I mastered it.”

      We laughed.

      “So, what’s been going on?” Dad asked while looking around the room.

      “BJ’s adoption will be finished soon. We will have to go to court, and then it will be official. The school has already allowed us to change it on his paperwork so he can get used to hearing it and spelling it.”

      “Papa, I’m a Bluette man,” BJ smiled.

      “You sure are,” my dad replied.

      “How does it feel to be a Father?” Dad asked Zeke.

      “It feels natural. It feels like this is what I am supposed to be doing right now, so it’s just natural. BJ and Peanut make it easy so I’m good. Zora is a remarkable mother, so I follow her lead. They definitely have changed my perspective on things, though. I think about some of the shenanigans I pulled with,” Zeke looked at BJ then said, “Let just say I am going to keep an arsenal on hand.”

      We all laughed. So, did BJ even though he had no idea what Zeke was really talking about.

      “Roman, have you thought about fatherhood and being a Pastor at the same time?”

      “Yes, Sir. I haven’t forgotten how you made time for us and I remember the talk we had when I first met Nette. I have already started talking to my ministers about taking over preaching on Sundays for about a month after my son is born. I know Momma, and Lady Elisa will be there, but I want to be there too. I don’t want to miss anything with him. We won’t announce my sabbatical to the church, but if I do attend a service, it will only be one and not all three. After a month, then I will resume my schedule. I am going to decline any requests to preach where I will need to be away overnight at least until Nette is used to being with him by herself.”

      “That’s good, Son. It’s wise. Your family is your first ministry, always. That’s why you train other ministers so they can stand when you can’t. Plus, you have James there so you will be fine.”

      “Having Zora’s Dad there has been invaluable. He doesn’t want the pulpit on Sundays, but he is teaching a class, and he is a great advisor. He helped me come up with the game plan for when my son is born.”

      “Good. Pax, have you set a date yet?” I knew it was my turn next.

      “No, sir. We haven’t. We are waiting for things around us to calm down just a little before we do. I did have one of those conversations that you told me to have, though. I feel better about things.”

      I was referring to the conversation I had with Giselle.

      “Good. I’m glad you listened. You know at some point in your children’s lives, and you all will experience this, you graduate from authoritarian to mentor or counselor. You no longer can force your children to do things that are in their best interest, you can only guide them with suggestions. It gets hard because you don’t want to see them make dumb, avoidable mistakes but it’s par for the course. You have to watch them fall sometimes and have confidence in what you’ve instilled in them that they will get back up again. You men are my heroes. I know I’ve said it before, but I want to you to know that I watch. I don’t always comment, but I see you. I’m proud to be your father and prouder to watch you become husbands and fathers.”
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      The Superintendent of Paxton’s High school escorted us into a gymnasium full of high school students.  He directed us to some folding chairs in the middle of the basketball court.

      “Good morning students,” the head principal said into the microphone to quiet the crowd.

      “Good morning,” the children responded, and the gym went quiet.

      “I would like to introduce the Superintendent, Doctor Gunn.”

      The students applauded as Doctor Gunn walked to the podium.

      “Today we are here for a very special occasion. As you all know, I am a sports fanatic. I wear our school colors proudly, and I attend every sporting event that I can. Back when I was still in the classrooms, we had a dynamic football team that went undefeated four years in a row. That football team was led by a defensive tackle by the name of Paxton Bluette.”

      Paxton’s attention was peaked when he heard his name.

      “Paxton was heavily recruited by division one football teams, but he decided to forgo college initially and join our nation's military. He proudly served in the Army and is a highly decorated Veteran. Paxton is now a very active member of our alumni. He still holds the school record for sacks and forced fumbles. We want to honor him today by retiring his high school jersey and permanently displaying it in our school’s athletic hall of fame.”

      Paxton quickly looked at me and then back to the rest of the family. We were all smiles as we stood and applauded him along with the rest of the gymnasium.

      Two students came from the back carrying a huge picture frame with Paxton's jersey and team photos of all four years he played football.

      “Mr. Bluette,” Doctor Gunn motioned towards the podium.

      Paxton looked at me. I winked and smiled. He stood, closed the button on his grey suit jacket and walked to the podium.

      “If you could please pull this cord,” Doctor Gunn handed Paxton a thick, blue cord. Paxton pulled it, and a banner fell to its full length displaying his name, years active and all his records. The crowd erupted in applause. “We were also informed that today is your birthday. Students, can you help me?”

      He started singing the Happy Birthday song, and everyone joined it. I've never seen Paxton smile so much. After the song, Doctor Gunn handed Paxton the microphone.

      “Wow, can I tell you that I am surprised. It's very hard to surprise me, but you did. Thank you to the school, faculty and all the students. I'm not an anomaly. I am a product of hard work, perseverance, and determination. Just like me, all of you were born with everything you need in life to succeed. You have to make up in your mind that you are going to be the best you, you can be. That's all I did. I did that with football, I did it with the Army, same with college and now my businesses. Football team, set your sights on my record and obliterate it. Outshine me, I don’t mind because when one of us shines, we all shine.” The audience applauded. “Last thing, I want to thank my family: Giselle, my Mom, Dad, Brothers, sisters, nephew, and niece, even though she has no idea what is happening. Most importantly, my Lady, thank you, Olivia, you surprised me.”

      The audience applauded as two of his old teammates presented him with a smaller version of the plaque that will be displayed in the school. After the ceremony, Paxton took a lot of pictures and reminisced with some of his teammates. Two of whom were currently playing on NFL teams. It turned out perfectly.

      Paxton

      I finished speaking with my old teammates, some students, and the superintendent before I looked around to locate Olivia. I couldn’t believe she had put all of this together without me having a clue. My family has tried so many times to surprise me, but they have all failed miserably. When they all start acting weird around my birthday, I know they are trying something. This time they had an excellent coach because I was clueless. I am honored and happy that my jersey is being inducted into the school’s hall of fame. It really was a no-brainer for me to go into the military instead of going to college to play ball. Football was not my passion; I was just good at it. If I would have needed it to get my mother out of the hood or pay her medical bills, then I would have committed to one of the universities that scouted me, but I knew how to make money. I wanted the adventure. I’m glad I made that choice.

      I found Olivia standing with my family near the door of the auditorium.

      “Congrats, Bro,” Ezekiel said as we hugged.

      “Congrats, Bro,” Roman said. “You deserve this man. We are proud of you.” Roman and I hugged.

      “Rome, remember that one touchdown that Paxton got?”

      They both started laughing.

      “Yeah, the look of pure surprise, when he looked down and realized that not only did he have the ball in his hands but that it was still in play, registered even with his helmet on,” Roman laughed.

      “Then he started this slow run to the end zone. He only had about twenty yards to run, but it was painfully slow. It was like watching somebody running backward in slow motion through knee-high water!” Ezekiel said.

      “When Pax made it to the end zone, he couldn’t even celebrate because he was so tired! Remember? They had to help him to the sideline and give him oxygen!” The entire family was laughing by the time they finished the story.

      “I still have that football, too. That touchdown almost killed me. It felt like I wasn’t going to ever make it to the goal line!”

      Everyone laughed again.

      “Doctor Callahan, can I have a moment?” I smiled as I reached for her hand to separate her from the group. She walked toward me, and I led her out of the auditorium. “Thank you, Ollie. This is the best birthday surprise I have ever received.”

      “You are welcome, Baby. Were you really surprised?”

      “Yes, I really was. I had no idea. No one was acting weird or anything. You did a good job coaching them.”

      She laughed.

      “You deserve it. I’m just glad you didn’t figure it out.”

      “How could I? You didn’t leave one clue. Nothing, I’ve racked my brain this last hour trying to recall what I missed, but I didn’t miss anything.”

      “I’m smooth like that, Mr. Bluette,” she winked.

      “So, I was thinking that after dinner with the family, we could ride into the city early instead of staying out here. I need to show you how much I appreciate you.” I wrapped my arms around her waist and pulled her closer.

      “I’m always ready to receive your gratitude,” she licked her lips.

      I was mesmerized until her tongue disappeared back into her mouth. I wanted to kiss her, but the children were still around so that wouldn’t be appropriate. Well, not the type of kiss I had in mind.
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        * * *

      

      The small dinner that my mother said she planned turned out to be a full-fledged party. Ms. Mabel flew in and made me a gigantic pot of chicken and dumplings. She was in the kitchen ordering around the catering team my mother hired. Countee, Langston, and Amiri were all in attendance as well as James and Minister Helen. Zora had mentioned that James and Helen were hanging out. I guess it’s getting serious if he is bringing her to family functions.

      “Bluette,” Countee pulled me to the side to speak to me. “After you finish celebrating your birthday, you and I need to talk about that information you requested from me.”

      I had sent Countee a picture of the car and the car’s license plate that was parked by Olivia’s house when she was attacked.

      “Do we need to discuss it now?” I looked around the room to find Olivia. She was on the couch between her mother and my mother laughing and talking.

      “No, celebrate. When you get back to Houston, make sure you hit me up.”

      “No doubt.”

      I had to push that conversation to the back of my mind because if I didn’t, I wouldn’t have been able to focus on anything else.

      Olivia and I stayed in New York City for a few days after my birthday celebration. Seeing the city through her eyes was a great experience. Everything was so new to her. I had to stop her several times from giving the homeless people her food and money.

      “Baby, you don’t have to give everyone money just because they ask.”

      “They’re hungry, Pax,” she whined.

      “Baby, they probably have more money than we do. We will donate something to a homeless outreach program when we get home, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      I took her on the subway. Two kids were performing a song; one had a plastic guitar, and one had a tambourine that was missing some of the symbols. They were not talented to put it nicely. After their horrible performance, they walked around the train car soliciting donations. I saw Olivia reach for her purse. I put my hand on top of hers.

      “No, sweetheart.”

      She looked at me and smiled. It’s a good thing I am with her. She wouldn’t have any money if she were by herself.

      We went to the Guggenheim Museum and saw a display by an author that only drew and painted in straight lines. I was bored but Olivia was so intrigued. She read every little placard by each painting and she used the pre-recorded player. We went to the Empire State building, the Statue of Liberty, rode the tour bus around the city and we shopped on Fifth Avenue. We walked across the Brooklyn Bridge, then we went to Juniors Restaurant to eat and have cheesecake. She wouldn’t stop raving about the red velvet cheesecake she had there. The Broadway play was the last event of our trip.

      “Pax, should I wear this dress or this one to the play?”

      She was holding up two formal gowns.

      “Neither. You don’t dress up to attend plays. Jeans and a shirt are fine.”

      “Really? In the movies, people always have on furs and gowns.”

      “That may be something special, but for these shows, you should dress comfortably. We don’t know how long we will stand in line or how cramped the seats are.”

      “For real? So, all of this preparation time I thought I needed is useless?”

      “I have something that we can do until it’s time to get ready.”

      I wrapped my arms around her waist and kissed her.
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        * * *

      

      As soon as Ollie and I landed back in Houston, my mind switched back to the short conversation I had with Countee at my party. Olivia was unpacking and about to cook, giving me some free time to contact him. I closed the door to my office, essentially making it a vault. Nothing could be heard outside of my office once the door was closed.

      “Talk to me,” I said as Countee’s face filled my computer screen. I braced myself for whatever news he had for me.

      “I hadn’t gotten back to you about the license plates because they were a dead end. The car was stolen, but after they arrested those guys that your Lady went to identify, some information came to light. The guys that they arrested are the guys that attacked your Lady, but they were not doing it just for fun. They were paid to do it.”

      “Paid to do it? By whom?”

      “Look at the docs I sent you.”

      I went to my secure email and pulled up the documents he sent. I scanned them seeing a lot of names that I did not know. Then I saw two names that I was familiar with; Mason Lafayette, Olivia’s ex and Ethan Royo, a known criminal. Royo is a respected businessman but a criminal behind the scenes. I’d read his name more than once in case files that the Team worked on. I exhaled thinking back to some of the things Royo had been accused of; drug trafficking, murder, extortion, smuggling, the list went on and on. He is untouchable. His influence and power run deep.

      “You saw that name too, huh?”

      “Yeah, but what does this have to do with Olivia?”

      “Apparently, Lafayette was doing some behind the scenes work with Royo through his family’s business.”

      “Like what?”

      “Money laundering, shipping weapons, among other things. Everything was going fine until recently when some of Royo’s money didn’t come back clean. Actually, it didn’t come back at all. Royo questioned Lafayette, and he pointed the finger at Olivia. Olivia’s name is on all of the account information, so basically, Lafayette is using her as a scapegoat.”

      “But they have been divorced for almost two years.”

      “Royo doesn’t know that. He thinks that she ran away with both he and Lafayette’s money, recently, not two years ago when she really left. Royo told Lafayette to get her back to Georgia. Lafayette tried to lure her back. When that didn’t work, he hired those two guys to grab her. She kicked their ass so now it’s looking like Royo may step in since Lafayette can’t get her back to Georgia. We have to get a handle on this before that happens. I have a contact here that has worked with Royo in the past. He put me in contact with him. He’s waiting for our explanation. If we don’t give him a good one. It will be war.”

      “If he comes for my Lady, I am going to murder him. Not through my scope but up close and personal. Let him know that.”

      “Before we threaten him, let’s see if we can get proof of Olivia’s innocence. He’s known to be fair, but if he doesn’t respect the evidence we present to him, then he is going to die.”

      “Period.”

      “Straight up.”

      “Can you get me the financial information from Lafayette’s company? I need to look through it to see what happened.”

      “Gaige already found what you need. I’m sending it over.”

      “Cool,” I exhaled.

      “We will need the team for this. I have already contacted them. They are ready. We take care of family, that’s what we do.”

      Olivia

      While Paxton was in his office on a call, I unpacked our luggage and then prepared us some lunch. I had such an amazing time in New York. It’s busy like everyone says, but I had so much fun with Paxton.

      We walked by that bridal store that’s on TV, and he asked me if I wanted to fly back to find my dress. He said he would pay for whomever I want to bring along with me. I don’t know I may just follow Zeke and Zora’s lead and have something small for the family. I don’t need all of the lavishness. I just want him…and a kid if possible.

      Pax emerged from his office and came straight into the kitchen.

      “Everything is ready. We can eat now.”

      He grabbed my hand and said, “Let’s talk first, then we can eat.”

      “Okay,” I agreed as I followed him to the couch.

      We sat down and faced each other.

      “You know that we said we would always talk, right?”

      “Yes, we did.”

      He looked so serious. I hope everyone is okay.

      “Do you know a man named Ethan Royo?”

      “Yes, he owns a business that worked with Mason’ company. His account was one of the accounts I was responsible for.”

      “He is involved in a lot of illegal things. Did you know that?”

      “No, I didn’t know that, but his account was kept differently than the other accounts that the company had. I know that because I asked about it one time and Mason got very angry.”

      “Well, something has gone wrong in their business relationship, and Lafayette has put you in the middle of it. That’s why those guys tried to grab you.”

      My mouth dropped open.

      “What? Tried to grab me? You mean they weren’t trying to rob me? Why would they want me? I haven’t been married to Mason for almost two years, and we had stopped speaking well before then.”

      “No, they weren’t trying to rob you. They were paid to get you back to Georgia. Royo doesn’t know that you are divorced. He thinks you stole money and ran away. Lafayette is supposed to be bringing you back to Georgia, except, you’re a badass and wouldn’t go quietly.”

      Paxton always calls me a badass when we work on our fighting techniques.

      “Is that why Mason has been calling me talking about coming back to him? He was trying to set me up?”

      “He called you again? You hadn’t mentioned it since early on.”

      “I did tell you about the messages he left.”

      “Yes, but you’ve talked to him again?”

      “Yes, he called right before we left for New York, from a different number than the one I had blocked. He saw the article about me and the academy in the newspaper.”

      “Royo saw that article also, I’m sure. Or Lafayette wants you back. I know if you ever left me, I wouldn’t stop until I got you back.” He smiled and kissed my hand.

      “Pax this is bad. I mean what if they really try to hurt me?”

      “I will burn Georgia down before I let them hurt you. I would take out every person that is even loosely associated with both Royo and Lafayette before I let them get near you. Men, women, and children, the people at the cleaners where they take their clothes, the mailman, the gardener, the trash guy, everybody. No one would be safe. I would eliminate generations if they tried to hurt you. Do you understand? You are safe with me.”

      There was a look in his eyes that told me he was not just talking. He meant every word. I believed him. I hope that it wouldn’t come to that, but if it did, I wouldn’t feel sorry for anyone that got in his way.

      I touched his face with the palm of my hand.

      “No one has ever taken care of me the way you do, thank you.”

      “You mean everything to me, Olivia. No one is going to hurt you.”

      I smiled and wiped the tears that had escaped from my eyes. I loved hearing him say I was his.

      “What can we do?”

      “First we are going to eat. Then we will look over these financial documents I acquired from Lafayette’s company. I want to see when the money actually went missing.”

      “How did you get his financial documents?”

      “I still have some connections with my old military friends.”

      “Well, if you are looking for information on his special accounts, you won’t find that in the normal accounting information. He kept that somewhere else but, I have a copy of the books up to a couple of days before I left.”

      “That doesn’t surprise me,” he chuckled. “He really had no idea who he was dealing with, did he?”

      “No. he didn’t. I’m a lot of things, but dumb is not one of them. I knew that if he was keeping things separate it wasn’t because they were special clients, so I kept track of everything I did. I couldn’t prove it because he never let me around the business, but if you show me what you have, and then we compare it to what I have, you will clearly see the difference.”

      I decided to keep a copy of his accounting books after Mason hit me for asking about them. I wasn’t positive that something was going on, but if it was, he was not going to take me down with him.

      “The authorities would probably be very interested in those books.”

      “I think so.”

      After we ate lunch, we drove to my storage to retrieve the copies of the books that I’d kept. Paxton and I sat for hours going through the paperwork he had and matching it to the books I had.

      “Do you see what I see,” I asked Paxton.

      “Yeah, he’s been stealing from Royo for a long time. I found the account the money has been deposited into.”

      He showed me the account where Mason was stashing the money.

      “This is one of the accounts that I asked him about when he got upset. Do you think this is enough to prove that it wasn’t me?”

      “I’m not stressed. If Royo doesn’t accept what we give him, then it’s his funeral.”

      Paxton

      I began mentally preparing myself for the possibility of war. It had been awhile since I had to get into this mind space. The last time was when Countee found out that the guy Zora was dating had stolen from the wrong people and was going to put Zora and her brand-new baby in danger. I knew of Zora before we were formally introduced by Zanetta. I collected Bahir after he ran off to France and delivered him to the French authorities. I mailed his letter to Zora after I returned to New York from France. Bahir was eventually killed, but he knew he had to go. He had stolen from the wrong person. Countee is vague on the details of Bahir’s last days, so I don’t know how he died, but it’s not my concern or my business.

      I emerged from my office and found Olivia sitting out by the pool. It was a little chilly outside, so I grabbed a blanket and went out to join her. I put the blanket around her and sat down next to her. I pulled her close to me, and she rested her head on my chest.

      “Pax, I’m scared.”

      “I know, Baby, but I got you. I’m not going to let anything happen to you.”

      “I know. I know you will protect me but, who will protect you? What if I lose you? What if because of my past, I don’t get to have a future?”

      “You are not going to lose me. I have people who will protect me the same way I protect you.”

      “Who?”

      “Remember I told you that I did some special missions in the military?”

      “Yes, I remember.”

      “Well, those special missions were because I was on an elite team in the Army.”

      We were called to missions that were not easily accomplished using traditional means.”

      “What do they have to do with this?”

      “They are who I am referring to when I talk about connections with the military. We are going to meet in Georgia.”

      “No.”

      “Huh?”

      “No. If they are the people who I have to trust to protect you, then I want to meet them. Tell them to come here before you meet in Georgia.”

      “You’ve already met one…”

      “Countee,” we said at the same time.

      “How did you know?”

      “I see you, Pax. I know you. I study you just like you study me. I know from the way you interact that you are more than just brothers-in-law or even guys who served in the military together. Yep, I’m learning my skills of observation from the best.”

      She is sharper that I give her credit for.

      “So, you want the whole team over?”

      “Yes, how many are there, so I know how to prepare.”

      “Five, including Countee.”

      “Okay.”

      “Do you have any questions about the team?”

      “No, is there anything else you want to share?”

      “Not particularly. I just wanted you to know that we will be fine.”

      “No, I don’t have any questions. Thank you for trusting me enough to share with me.”
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        * * *

      

      Bradley, the concierge, called up to inform me that I had guests. I gave him the okay to send them up. When my elevator dinged, and the doors opened, it was like being transported back in time. The whole A-Team was on the elevator; Countee, Gaige, Angus, Hawk, and Harlem

      Olivia and I waited to greet our guests.

      “Olivia, this is Laila, but we call her Angus.”

      Angus looked good. She was curvier and had let her hair grow, but she was still very pretty. Angus gave Olivia a hug.

      “Nice to meet you, Laila,” Olivia smiled.

      “Same here, Olivia,” Laila returned.

      “This is Dontae, also known as Gaige.”

      “Nice to meet you, Gaige,” Olivia said as they embraced.

      “This is Adam, aka Hawk.”

      “Hi, Adam. Welcome, it’s nice to meet you,” Olivia smiled.

      He hugged her and said, “Thank you, you are beautiful.”

      “Whoa, boy. Cool your heels before you get put down,” I lightly pushed him away.

      “I’m just giving a compliment where it’s due,” he laughed as he stepped back.

      “Yeah, go compliment somewhere else,” I laughed.

      “Rylan, this is Olivia. We call him Harlem.”

      Harlem hugged Olivia.

      “Nice to meet you. Thanks for inviting us to your home,” he smiled.

      “You already know Countee.”

      Countee and Olivia embraced.

      “Countee, what’s your nickname?” Olivia asked.

      “It’s Ace, and this is DT,” he pointed to me.

      “DT?” Olivia asked.

      “Damn toddler,” Hawk called out.

      “Defensive tackle,” I corrected and rolled my eyes at Hawk.

      “Welcome, everyone. I have a couple more things to do in the kitchen then dinner will be served. Have a seat. Make yourself comfortable,” Olivia said as she disappeared into the kitchen.

      “Look at you DT! Got a nice crib. A beautiful lady. You are doing okay,” Gaige commented.

      “Yes, your home is beautiful,” Angus added.

      “Thank you, both.”

      “How is the surveillance system working?” Gaige asked.

      I hired Gaige’s company to install the surveillance system for my residential building as well as our businesses.

      “Perfect. I will be calling again soon. We are going to need it for the houses we are building.”

      “I got you,” Gaige replied.

      “Does Zora know you are in town?” I asked Countee.

      “No, I will come back after this is all over and visit with her and Dad.”

      “Aye, DT, Ace filled us in your problem. I walked in thinking I was going to find something other than that sweet lady that’s in the kitchen,” Hawk said.

      “Don’t let her fool you. She will put you down,” I whispered.

      “Whatever,” Hawk dismissed me.

      “Jump at her and see what happens. She got a lick off on me because I thought the same thing.”

      “Shut up!” Angus said shocked.

      “I’m serious. I mean I knew that she had to know something to be able to get away from the guys that tried to take her, but she surprised me.”

      “Why did the plans change? I thought we were meeting in Georgia,” Harlem asked.

      “My Lady wanted to meet you. She said she wanted to meet the people who had my back.”

      “I like her,” Angus smiled.

      We talked a while longer until Olivia came in and announced dinner was ready. We all followed her into the dining room.

      Everyone bowed their heads while I said a quick prayer over the food then we all dug in.

      “I prepared a few things because I wasn’t sure if anyone had any dietary restrictions,” Olivia announced.

      “Sweetheart, we will eat anything,” Angus laughed. “So, thank you for preparing something tasty.”

      “Hawk, remember that time the locals tricked you into eating monkey brains?” Gaige laughed.

      “Real monkey brains or some local dish?” Olivia asked.

      “Real monkey brains,” I laughed.

      “Yeah, they told him it would help with his virility,” Angus added.

      “It didn’t help that night because he spent the whole evening throwing up,” Harlem added.

      “It was warm, Olivia, but it wasn’t warm because they’d taken it straight from the oven. It was warm because they’d taken it straight from the monkey’s skull,” Hawk explained.

      “Oh, my goodness.” Olivia was sincerely sad for him.

      “Don’t be sad for that clown,” Countee laughed. “That’s what he gets. He is always up to something stupid.”

      “They are all just haters, Olivia,” Hawk winked.

      We laughed.

      “This food is delicious. Thank you for inviting us over. We never get together like this since we are all out of the military now,” Angus explained.

      “Yes, this is nice,” Harlem added.

      Olivia made a ton of food and her signature sweet tea. We all ate until we were stuffed. After dinner, we went into my office to discuss our game plan. Olivia joined us.

      Everyone took a seat, and we began.

      “What I would like to do is go and talk to Lafayette first. I want to give him the chance to confess his crimes and get Olivia’s name out of it. Since he is responsible for putting her name in it.”

      “Who are you, Mother Theresa? Harlem asked. “That fuckboy is not going to confess to anything. He’s trying to save his own ass by hiding behind a woman, punk pussy ass motherfucka.”

      “Right,” Gaige said. “We need to grab him, make him talk and if he doesn’t end his ass.”

      “That sounds like a good idea, but that won’t help Olivia. We need for him to talk. Royo needs to understand that Lafayette is the only one behind this mess,” Countee said.

      “Right, I want her name off the table and out of Royo’s mouth.”

      “So, you are just going to waltz in Lafayette’s office and talk to him?” Angus asked.

      “Yes, I have an appointment when we get there.”

      “That’s not a smart move on his part, we’ve all seen you get mad. Tell me, how are going to be in the same room with the man that put his hands on your Lady and is now accusing her of stealing, without murdering him?” Hawk asked.

      “I don’t know, but I have to try, right?”

      “One of us needs to go with you because if you grab him up, no one will be around to save him and we need him alive,” Gaige explained.

      “I will go with him,” Countee volunteered.

      “Look, man, we got your back either way. Do what you feel is right, and when that shit don’t work, we will go to work,” Harlem said.

      “Gaige, what do you have?” Countee asked.

      Gaige turned his laptop to face everyone.

      “We have eyes in his office, his house and this warehouse where he conducts some of his business. I had my guys pose as delivery guys and plant these cameras. If we need to grab him, his house is the easiest because he doesn’t have any security,” Gaige explained.

      “How are you stealing from people but don’t have security? Stupid!” Angus said.

      “Olivia and I also found some discrepancies in another account, so he is stealing from more than just Royo.”

      We went over the rest of the details of the mission.

      “We may not need to grab Lafayette. We just have to see how it all plays out. Is everyone clear on the plan?” Countee asked.

      We all nodded.

      “Can I say something?” Olivia asked.

      Everyone in the room gave her their attention.

      “I grew up with only one person in the world that I knew cared about me, my mother. I was married and still only had one person. I’m sitting here, listening to people who have just met me talking about taking up for me, makes me feel so good. I just want each of you; Laila, Dontae, Adam, Rylan, Countee and of course Paxton, to know that I appreciate you. I appreciate you for just having the conversation. Even if none of this works, you are all my heroes.”

      Everyone sat silent for a moment. We’ve done a lot of good in the world, but no one ever said thank you.

      Hawk spoke first, “You are our family, Olivia. When someone messes with our family, we make sure they live to regret it.”

      Everyone agreed.
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        * * *

      

      We left early the next morning headed to Georgia. I can’t do what I need to do if Olivia is not safe so two of Countee’s men are going to shadow her while I am away. I promised her it wasn’t going to take long and I intend to honor my promise.

      We landed in Georgia in just enough time for me to make it to my appointment with Lafayette.

      “Mr. Lafayette, Mr. Bluette is here to see you.”

      I stood in front of his receptionist desk waiting for her to inform him that I had arrived.

      “She’s sorta cute,” I heard through my earpiece.

      Gaige was watching from a perch across the street from Lafayette’s office building.

      “Shut up. She is not cute,” Angus countered. “She looks like a cheap plastic doll that you can get from the one-dollar store.” Angus was located on the opposite side of the building. Both had a perfect shot, if necessary.

      “Send him in,” Lafayette said to his secretary over the speaker.

      Countee and I walked into the office of Mason Lafayette. The man who on several occasions put his hands-on Olivia, the man who was currently hiding behind her to save himself, the man who thought he could break her, but couldn’t. Lafayette extended his hand to shake. I looked at his hand, then at him and slowly sat down in the chair in front of the desk. Countee sat down next to me.

      Lafayette retracted his hand and sat down in his desk chair.

      “I am surprised to hear from you Mr. Bluette.”

      “Oh yeah? Why is that?”

      “Isn’t it kind of odd for the boyfriend…”

      “Fiancé,” I corrected. “I haven’t been a boy in a very long time.”

      “…to request a meeting with the husband…”

      “Ex-husband,” I corrected again.

      “What do we have to discuss?”

      I needed to get to why I was here. Sharing the same space with this man was making me anxious.  I don’t know how long I would be able to sit still and not put my hands around his neck the same way one of the guys he sent after Olivia put their hands around her neck. I took a deep breath.

      “Well, Lafayette…”

      “Mr. Lafayette…”

      “La-fay-ette,” I said while looking him in the eyes. “I’m here because I want you to confess to Royo. You know, the whole thing about stealing his money but trying to blame my Lady.”

      I saw the look of fear cross his face, but he quickly recovered and said, “I don’t know what you are talking about. If Olivia said something like that to you, don’t believe her. You should know that she can embellish a story.”

      “You need to keep her name out of your mouth.”

      “What? I had that pussy first.  It has my mark on it. I broke that shit in.”

      “Broke in?” I chuckled, “That’s funny because I’m fairly certain I broke her hymen the first time we made love.”

      “Daaaammnnnn DT. You’re saying the man dick so small he couldn’t even pop the cherry! BUUURRRNNN.” I heard Gaige say through my earpiece.

      “Fuck you!” Lafayette spat.

      Countee adjusted his body towards me because he knew that I was seconds from flying across the desk. I took another deep breath trying to settle myself. I could feel the control slipping away. I wanted to choke him so bad, but I knew it would be counterproductive.

      “Lafayette, I will give you a couple of hours to think about my request, and I am going to leave. If I stay any longer, it will not turn out good for you.”

      “Are you threatening me Mr. Bluette?  That’s mighty brave of you,” Lafayette laughed.

      “Bravery is not necessary, Lafayette. Not when dealing with a coward.”

      Countee and I stood.

      “Like I said, a couple of hours. Be smart for once in your life.”

      We walked out of his office.

      “I told you that shit was not going to work.” I heard through my earpiece. “Let’s get to work.”
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        * * *

      

      I sat in a chair in the corner of the room and watched as Lafayette strolled into his house and turned on the light. He fell backward when he made eye contact with me.

      He looked around the room and then yelled, “How did you get in here?”

      “I walked in,” I calmly replied. “After I left your office today, I told you I was going to give you some time to think about my request for you to come clean. I hadn’t heard from you, so I stopped by.”

      “I’m calling the police!” Lafayette reached for his cell phone and pressed the button to dial. He looked at the screen then back at me.

      “Oh yeah, it’s not going to work. The signal is scrambled. Have a seat.”

      I pointed to one of the other chairs in the living room.

      “I will not have a seat! You are going to get out of my house!”

      I could feel the fear oozing from him. Good.

      “Look at your chest,” I pointed with my gloved finger to the middle of his chest.

      Lafayette looked down and saw two red dots on his chest. His eyes shot up and met mine.

      “There’s one on your head too, but of course you can’t see that one. Those dots all belong to trained marksmen.”

      “And markswoman,” Angus said through the earpiece.

      “Again, have a seat before I make sure you can’t stand.”

      Lafayette slowly sat down watching the dots as they moved with him.

      “Good boy.” I stood and walked the short distance to stand to the side of Lafayette’s chair. I was careful not to obscure the team’s shot. “Now, I asked you, very nicely, to confess your sins and get this heat off my Lady. You, however, did the exact opposite as soon as I left your office. You doubled down with Royo. You called him and told him you knew for sure that Olivia had stolen the money. Why would you do that? I asked nicely?”

      “Aye, DT, you did ask nicely too Bro,” Gaige said into the earpiece.

      “Harlem told you that shit was not going to work. We should have murked this dude already,” Hawk added.

      “We said we needed to get him to talk, remember?” Angus finished.

      I slowly turned and looked out of the window.

      “Sorry, DT,” Angus said.

      “My bad. Take care of business, Bro,” Hawk said.

      I turned my attention back to Mason just as he dove from his chair and reached under the couch, retrieving a small handgun. He rolled onto his back and pointed the gun at me.

      “This nigga thinks this an action flick,” Gaige laughed.

      “Now who has the upper hand?” Lafayette smugly said. “Tell your friends to lower their guns.”

      “He thinks he is Arnold Schwarze-negro,” Angus added.

      I heard all three of them laugh in my earpiece.

      I walked over to him while the gun was still pointing at me and snatched it out of his hands. He wouldn’t have been able to shoot me anyway as hard as he was shaking.

      “There aren’t any bullets in here, you idiot. You actually think we didn’t search your house before you came home? But since you thought you were tough enough to hurt me,” I pulled him up from the ground, stood him on his feet and punched him in his stomach. He fell back into the chair he’d just vacated.

      “I promised myself that I would never let anyone see this side of me again. I worked really hard keeping the darkness away, then, you showed up and threaten someone that belongs to me.”

      “Belongs to you? Fuck her!”

      I punched him in his nose before I had time to stop myself. I put enough force behind it to hear the distinct sound a nose makes when it’s broken.

      “DAYUM! I didn’t even see that coming so I know he didn’t. Wow, that’s a lot of blood!” Gaige said.

      “OW!” Lafayette screamed while he held his nose.

      “If you mention her again, I am going to pluck your eyes out of their sockets one by one, and then I am going to box them up and send them to your mother.” I watched his posture slump knowing that he not only understood me but believed what I’d said. “Now, like I was saying, you doubled down with Royo and told him you were sure that my Lady was the one that took the money when we have proof that you did it. Guess who found the proof? Come on, guess. This isn’t any fun if I just tell you the answer,” I waited. “Alright, I will tell you, Olivia! Yeah, she’s brilliant, but I’m sure you know that. Anyway, I invited Royo over, and he should be here,” I paused when I heard the doorbell ring. “Oh, that’s him now.”

      The front door opened and Royo came in with Harlem and Countee. They waited outside the house until he arrived. Lafayette’s eyes grew two sizes larger when Royo and two of his henchmen walked into the room.

      “Mr. Lafayette, you’re not looking too good,” Royo commented as he opened his suit coat and sat down.

      “It’s just a nosebleed, Mr. Royo,” Lafayette lied.

      “Humph, well I had a very interesting conversation with these gentlemen about you, Mr. Lafayette. It seems as though you are the one who has been stealing my money. Why didn’t you tell me that beautiful wife of yours left you? Here it is, all this time you had me thinking she was still handling my account with precision and grace. That was not the case. You lied, and I hate liars. I especially hate men who hit and lie on women.”

      “Mr. Royo, I had nothing to do with your missing money. I…I don’t know what happened to it.”

      “Don’t you fucking lie to me again!” Royo yelled. “You told me Ms. Callahan took my money. Now you are saying you don’t know? Well, I know exactly where my money has gone because I have access to all of your accounts, even the one you thought you could hide overseas. I found it, you idiot. You weren’t even smart enough to withdraw from my account one day and wait a few days before you deposited it into your own account. The cash amounts and the dates all are the same!”

      “I’m being framed. That’s what it is. Someone is out to get me. You know I have too much respect for you Mr. Royo, I…”

      “Shut him up!” Royo directed one of the henchmen.

      The large man moved towards Lafayette, and he stopped talking immediately.

      “There is nothing worse than a groveling begging man. Have some decency about yourself.” Royo turned to me. “Mr. Bluette, I sincerely apologize for the problems that were dropped on your doorstep. It is never my intention to involve innocent people in my business. Please let Ms. Callahan know that her name will not pass my lips again. I will handle this mess. Thank you for finding that financial information. Is your firm taking on more clients?”

      “No, we are not. We don’t handle the type of business you would require.”

      “Fair enough. You won’t hear from me again.”

      I looked over at Lafayette.

      “Oh, don’t worry about him. We will chat and see where we go from there.”

      I turned and walked out of the house.
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      “Paxton, Baby are you okay? Is everything okay?” I asked as soon as I answered the phone.

      “Yes, I’m fine. It’s over. It’s taken care of.” I wondered what taken care of meant, but I could wait until he got home to fill me in. “I’m on my way home to you. I will see you in a couple hours.”

      “Okay, I…I will be waiting.”

      We disconnected the call. I almost said I love you. I’ve wanted to say it to him, but he hasn’t said it to me. I guess he doesn’t communicate that way. Mason never told me he loved me, but he didn’t love me, so I never expected to hear it. I know Paxton loves me. I can tell through his actions, although he’s never said it. I don’t want to make him uncomfortable by saying it, and then he thinks that I expect for him to say it back.

      I sat on the couch facing the elevator waiting for the doors to open. When the doors opened, and Paxton stepped off with no cuts, bruises or anything, I was ecstatic. He dropped his overnight bag by the elevator and walked to me.

      “I missed you,” he said as he pulled me in for a big hug.

      “I missed you too, Baby.”

      He leaned down and kissed me. Instantly, I was ready for more, but I knew he was tired. I pulled away.

      “I have beef stew in the kitchen. Are you hungry?”

      “Of course, I am.”

      He followed me to the kitchen.

      “Sit down, I will bring it to you.”

      I fixed him a large bowl of beef stew and cut a piece of crusty bread. I put it in front of him and sat down across from him. I loved the way he enjoyed my food. He filled me in everything that happened in Georgia.

      “What did Mr. Royo do to Mason?”

      “I honestly don’t know. It’s not my concern or my business. Once your name was cleared, I didn’t care about anything that happened after that. We did turn over all the evidence we had to the authorities so, Lafayette’s company will be investigated.”

      He finished eating and took his bowl to the kitchen to clean it. I sat at the table thinking about how all of this could have gone terribly wrong, but it didn’t. I was grateful.

      Paxton tapped me on the shoulder and offered his hand. I stood from the table and followed him to the bedroom.

      We made love, slow and lazy. Nothing was forced or rushed; just my man and me enjoying our chemistry and connection.

      I rested my head on his chest feeling completely satiated.

      “I think we should set a date. Our schedules have slowed down, and I’m ready for you to be my wife.”

      “I was thinking the same thing. Nette told me about some planners she used, and I thought we could use them too.”

      “Who, Shandi events?”

      “I think so. They are sisters, correct?”

      “Yes, they are. We can use them. They did a great job helping Sis. So, when do you want to do it? I know, how about the day we met in the coffee house?”

      “You remember the day we met in the coffeehouse?”

      “Yeah, I remember kicking myself for not saying more to you.”

      “I remember thinking how handsome you were but then thinking, ‘he could never go for a girl like me.’”

      “Please, I was all prepared to stalk that coffeehouse until you showed up again,” he laughed.

      “That seems like so long ago. So much has happened since then.”

      “The best thing that has happened is that you are mine and in three months, you are going to be my wife.”
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      I started planning our wedding with Shanae and Brandi of Shandi events. I explained my vision of bling and sparkle. They helped me chose silver, dusty rose, maroon and ivory for my color pallet. They showed me examples of the décor. They incorporated my crystals and glass into the concept. It is going to be beautifully decorated. Papa Bluette is going to perform the ceremony, and our sisters and brothers will be our bridal party. Paxton gave me a credit card and said do whatever I want. I wasn’t going overboard, but I wanted the wedding to be nice for us.

      When we first started planning the wedding things were going well. Then I started to notice a change in Paxton. It was subtle, and no one else could notice it, but I know him. I know when something is off. At first, I thought it was just me, but then our lovemaking slowed down, and he wasn’t as touchy-feely. I wanted to chalk it up to wedding jitters, but that couldn’t be the case because nothing was going to change except my last name. We already live together, sleep in the same bed and share our lives.

      It all came to a head when I was pacing the floor at one in the morning waiting for Paxton to come home. Usually, if he is going to be late, he will call and let me know. I called him, and my call went straight to voicemail. I was about to start calling hospitals when I heard the elevator doors open and close.

      I came from the back of the house and saw his back as he walked into the kitchen. I followed him into the kitchen.

      “Um, hello?”

      “What’s up?”

      I got an instant attitude.

      “What do you mean, what’s up? It’s almost one o’clock in the morning. Where have you been?”

      “Driving around.”

      He said it so nonchalant like it was the most normal thing in the world for him to walk in the house hours after he left work.

      “I called you. You didn’t answer the phone.”

      He pulled his phone out of his pocket.

      “I turned it off.” He held it up showing me the black screen.

      I was ready to explode on him, but I knew him well enough to know that he wasn’t lying. He was running. He was scared. Knowing that didn’t stop me from being pissed off.

      “Turned it…” I started. Then I stopped myself. “You know what, I can show you better than I can tell you.”

      I stormed from our kitchen into our bedroom. I pulled out a suitcase went into the closet and started pulling clothes out.

      “What are you doing?”

      Paxton stood outside of the closet while I slammed drawers after pulling out underwear and t-shirts.

      “What does it look like I’m doing? I’m packing.”

      I placed the items in the luggage. He startled me when he suddenly moved towards me, causing me to take a defensive stance.

      “Whoa,” he threw his hands up in surrender and stepped back. “My bad. I was just trying to get your attention.”

      I held my stance, “Don’t fucking touch me, Paxton. The way I feel right now, I will put your ass down or get knocked out trying, for real. Like, I won’t stop coming for you until you are forced to knock me out.”

      I went back into the closet for more clothes. I came out with an arm full of items and put them in the bag.

      “Ollie, I would never put my hands on you. You know that.”

      “Do I? Do I really? Cause right now, this feels a lot like what I came from. I guaran-damn-tee you that I’m not doing that shit again.”

      “Don’t compare me to him. I’m nothing like him,” Paxton growled.

      “Oh really? Humph, let’s see.” I paused in the middle of the room with clothes draped over my arm. “He stopped touching me. Just like you have.”

      “We have been busy with the wedding. We are both tired.”

      “Are you about to stand in my face and lie to me? We’ve had sex barely awake several hundred times! I don’t want to hear that. Let’s see what else? Oh, he never told me he loved me either.”

      I moved to put the clothes in my hand in the bag.

      “My actions should say how I feel about you.”

      “Actions don’t talk! If actions could talk they wouldn’t be called actions, they would be called words! I’ve been here before, and I am not going to go through this with you, so, this is your bag. You are going to leave this house, now. And don’t come back until you have figured out whatever it is that making you run. You are an expert at fixing everyone else so now take your own advice and fix yourself. Get your ass to South Carolina and talk to Nigel. Everyone has told you to do that but for some reason, you won’t. Paxton, do not step foot back into this house until you get the answers you need from your father.”

      I zipped the suitcase and stepped away from it.

      “O…”

      I put my hand up to stop him.

      “Nope, I don’t want to hear it. Get your bag and go.”

      He moved toward the bed and took his suitcase and held it in his hand.

      “Will you be here when I get back?”

      Whew, that almost broke me down. He sounded so sad. I took a deep breath to fight back the tears.

      “I love you, Paxton. I have for a long time. I will wait, but I promise you that if you come back into this house and you haven’t resolved your issue with your dad, I’m leaving. I’m too important for you to drag me into another terrible situation.”

      He turned to leave, then stopped and turned around.

      “I really was just driving around, but I apologize for disrespecting our house by coming in so late and not calling.”

      “Text me when you get there,” I choked out.

      “I will.”

      He left the room. I heard him get on the elevator and the doors close. I cried…hard, but then I wiped my face and climbed into bed. I had to be strong for both of us like he was strong for me with Mason.

      “God, I’m not the best at this praying thing, but I am learning. BJ had given me a few pointers.” I chuckled. “I acknowledge you as my Lord and Savior. Thank you for saving me and coming into my life. I’m learning more about you every day. The more I learn, the more I want to know. I’m so in love with Paxton, but he can’t love me the way that I deserve to be loved if he is broken. Please fix him. Heal him. Help him find the words to speak to his father so that we, as a family can move forward. We all need healing. While Paxton is away working on himself, I want to work on myself. I’ve been married before and you were nowhere in it. Please come into our relationship. I want our connection to each other to be through you. You make us right. Help us to love each other the way you want us to love. Not just a physical love but a love that transcends our understanding. Help me to be a good wife. Help Paxton to be a good husband. I don’t have any doubt that he will be, but help him know that he can be a great husband. I don’t need an audible voice or to see angels to know that you’ve heard me. I believe by faith that you hear me and are answering my prayer right now. In Jesus’ name. Amen”

      I closed my eyes and fell asleep.

      Paxton

      I walked out of my house feeling defeated. I thought that Ollie was so wrapped up in planning the wedding that she didn’t notice when I pulled away. I didn’t try to pull away but the closer we got to the date, my uncertainty increased. I was not unsure of my feelings for Olivia, not even unsure that I want to be with her forever. I’m unsure that I won’t mess this up. After speaking to Giselle, I thought I was better, that’s why I asked Olivia to marry me. Obviously, I’m not okay. I was hoping that the wedding would make me feel better. I was hoping that after we said our vows that the hesitation I felt would melt away and I would be back to normal, but she saw me. She always sees me so I shouldn’t be surprised.

      I was a little surprised that she kicked me out of the house, but I deserved it. Her comparing me to her first husband cut deep, but it's my fault for being the way that I am. She had every right to do what she did.  I helped create that confident, bold, amazing woman, so I have to deal with the consequences.

      Olivia told me not to come back to her until I have spoken to Nigel. She is the fourth person that has told me that I need to speak with him, but she is the first one to force me. I know I love her, but there is something in me that holds me back from telling her. I’ve tried but I can’t. I wanted to tell her before I made love to her for the first time and every single time after that. I wanted to tell her when she surprised me for my birthday. I wanted to tell her when she was trying to check on a homeless person that was sleeping on the floor of the subway station in New York City.

      When we were in New York, I saw her about to bend down to say something to the gentlemen asleep on the ground at the fourteenth street subway station. He didn’t have on any shoes, so the bottoms of his feet were jet black. His clothes were filthy and the smell coming from him was rancid. None of that bothered her. She just wanted to help.  I grabbed her, making her stand back up and moved her down the platform.

      “Babe, you can’t help everybody.”

      “I know, but he is sleeping on the ground with no shoes on. What if he’s not okay?”

      “The NYPD has trained officers to check on the homeless, okay?”

      “Okay,” she said while still staring at the man on the ground on the other end of the platform until our train came.

      I laughed at the memory.

      I can’t lose her. I have to figure this out for the both of us, so I am making the two-hour drive from the airport in South Carolina to Nigel’s farm. I left our house and went to my office. Even in anger, Olivia packed my luggage perfectly. I pulled out some Nike joggers and matching shirt. I took a shower in my office then found a flight that left in a couple hours. I left instructions for my secretary and went to the airport. I called ahead and told Nigel I was on my way. He seemed excited about my visit. I wasn’t, but I knew it was necessary.

      I pulled off the paved road onto a dirt road that led to Nigel’s property. I’d purchased this property for him because he’d really gotten into agriculture while he was locked up. He didn’t want to go back to New York. He wanted a fresh start, so I found this land for him and negotiated a great price for it. I was able to pay cash for it, so he owns it free and clear. I haven’t been here for several years, but my Dad told me that Nigel is really good at cultivating the land and growing things.

      I pulled up to the small farmhouse that sat at the end of the dirt road. The property around the house was landscaped and immaculate. Nigel was sitting on the porch reading a newspaper when I pulled up. I parked the car and got out. Nigel met me half way and extended his hand.  I was staring at an older version of myself. Same eyes, same height, and I outweighed him by at least fifty pounds, but he was fit. You could tell that he did a lot of manual labor. We had the same auburn hair. Our beards were even the same except his has some strategic grey hairs throughout. We shook hands. I hadn’t hugged him in decades.  I retrieved my luggage from the trunk of the rental car and followed Nigel inside the house.

      “Have a seat.” He motioned to the oversized black leather couch. He sat on the couch across from me.

      “I was surprised to hear from you. I was preparing to see you in Houston for the wedding. Congratulations by the way.”

      “Yeah, that was the plan until I got kicked out of the house.”

      “What did you do to get kicked out?”

      “It’s a long story. Can I take a shower and freshen up?”

      “Of course, the bedroom on the left is the one I prepared for you. I figured you would stay here with me since the closest hotel is a two star at best and it’s about forty minutes away,” he chuckled.

      He was correct. I had already checked.

      I followed his directions to the guest bedroom. There was a large bed in the middle of the room and a small desk in the corner. I put my bag on top of the desk and found something in my bag to change into.

      “Aye, Paxton. I’m going to cook us some lunch,” Nigel called through the door.

      “Okay.”

      I sent Olivia a text like I said I would then got into the shower. I wished that the shower would wash this feeling of dread away, but it didn’t.  I finished my shower, put on some fresh clothes and met Nigel in the kitchen.

      “Smells good in here.”  I sat at the table for two he had in his kitchen.

      “Yeah man. I got some fried potatoes, cubed steaks, and peas that I grew myself.”

      “I didn’t know you cooked. I don’t recall you ever cooking dinner when I was growing up.”

      “I didn’t cook a lot, but Selle always said I was a much better cook than her. I don’t know if she was just souping me up so I would do it more or what but yeah, I cooked sometimes. I know Grace taught you how to cook before you left home, didn’t she?”

      “Yeah, she taught all of us how to cook. Now, my lady does most of the cooking.”

      “Can she cook?”

      “Man, I’m constantly in the gym because if I stop, I am going to blow up. She is the best cook. She’s from the south so she can cook great southern dishes but she can make anything taste delicious.”

      “That’s great. How are your brothers?”

      “They are well. You know they are both married now to beautiful women. Zanetta is Blue’s wife. She is an entrepreneur. Zora is Zeke’s wife, she is a dentist.”

      “I heard they are having babies. My brother is excited about being a grandpa.”

      “Yeah, Zora had a son when she met Zeke, but Zeke has adopted him. His name is Braeden. Then they just had a daughter a few months ago. Her name is Zahria. Now, Nette is pregnant.”

      “Something in the water, huh?”

      “I guess so.”

      “What about you and your lady. Do you want children?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “That’s cool, too. Well, the food is ready. Come on and fix a plate.”

      We ate together. His food was very good. I never knew he cooked. I helped him clean the kitchen then followed him out of the house onto the front porch.

      “It looks a lot different than when you saw it last, huh?”

      “It does. You’ve done a good job fixing it up and keeping it up.”

      “Thank you. You want a tour of my crops?”

      “Yeah,” I said as I followed him down the steps towards the corn stalks.

      “This is corn if you haven’t guessed. I planted this just to see if I could do it. It has grown so well that I keep it now.”

      “You learned how to grow things in prison?”

      “Well, after I was there for a while and stayed a model inmate, they let me work in the greenhouse. One of the old heads taught me everything he knew about soil, planting and taking care of crops. He was from the country. The first thing I planted was a sunflower. I followed his watering instructions and maintenance tips. That thing grew to be taller than me. I’d successfully finished something that I had started. That made me want to learn more. I got all the books the library had on agriculture and growing food. It wasn’t a lot of them so I wrote to the local libraries and asked if they would donate books on the subject, they did. Eventually, I was the one over the greenhouse. We were producing enough vegetables to sell at the local farmer’s market and use for feeding the inmates. Now I take an agriculture class or two a year at the community college. One of the professors at the University lets me sit in on his agriculture lectures sometimes.”

      “You take college courses?”

      “Yeah, I have to stay up on the new trends and technology even though I usually go with what’s tried and true.”

      We walked up and down several rows of green plants that he identified as we went. I was impressed with his knowledge of each crop.

      “I have a contract with the local grocery store for a lot of what I produce. I send the money that I earn from that to Selle.”

      “She never told me that.”

      “Yeah, I do. You ready to tell me why you got kicked out?”

      He continued walking, and I followed behind him.

      “I’ve been acting stupid, and she got tired.”

      “What does that mean?” He called over his shoulder while he kept moving forward.

      “It means that I am afraid of failure because I don’t want to end up like you.”

      He stopped walking and turned and faced me.

      “Ah, I see. I can understand how that would worry you but I didn’t raise you, Roland did.”

      “I’m still your seed. I look just like you. I move like you. What if I’m predisposed to making a mess of everyone’s life around me like you?”

      He turned around and continued walking until we made it to the porch.

      “Sit out here with me for a minute,” he said and pointed to the swing.

      I sat down and waited for him to start talking. He didn’t for several minutes.

      “When Giselle first told me she was pregnant, I knew you were a boy. It’s a Bluette thing, we always know the sex of our children. I knew that I wanted to teach you everything that I knew. I wanted to work hard and get us out of public housing. I wanted to live in California so you could have sunshine, clean air, and a neighborhood to grow up in. That was my goal. I hustled, man. Do you hear me? I worked hard. I practiced harder and longer. I wanted my name to be known among all musicians as the best there ever was. I was in a band called the Charboniers. I didn’t want to be in a band but the manager I had at the time told me that if I could do a couple years with this band that I would develop a following. When I was ready to do my solo project, the fans would already be there. I didn’t know any better, so I went along with it. The band was a hit. We sold out everywhere we went.”

      “I don’t remember hearing about you being in a band. I knew you were a musician of course, but I didn’t know about a band.”

      “Yeah, I didn’t talk about it at all. Roland never mentioned it?”

      “No, not that I can remember.”

      “Well, after a couple of years, I was ready to do my own thing, and the band didn’t like it. I didn’t care, I stepped away anyway. They launched a campaign to blackball me around the industry. It worked too.  I couldn’t get work anywhere even though I was the coldest trumpeter alive. I fought hard, but they did a complete job of locking me out of the industry. You know things are different now. These kids get on the Facebook and the Twitter and tell their side of the story. I didn’t have all of that, so I lost. There is a scripture that I remember that says hope deferred makes the heart sick. My heart got sick, man. I turned to alcohol to feel better. I worked hard for you. I wanted you to be proud of me, but by the time you could recognize me for what I was, I was a failure.”

      “Did you start the drugs when you were with the band?”

      “Drugs? I’ve never been on drugs. I never tried drugs, not even reefer. Alcohol was; still is my vice, but I haven't had a drink since before I went up. Well, I take that back. I got out, and one of the first things I did was buy an Olde English tall boy, you know the sixteen ounce can. We used to call those tall boys. Anyway, I cracked that can open, took a big gulp, and it felt like razors going down my throat and swirling in my stomach. It was painful! I put that can in the trash and haven’t touched any liquor since but I am an alcoholic. I know that it only takes one slip up to take me back, so I work on my health and workout. What made you think I was on drugs?”

      “I never saw you do them, but you were always so wired. Maybe I was learning about them in school and just figured that was your deal.”

      “Naw, man. I didn’t want to be all hooked on something like that even though I had the liquor. Selle would have killed me if she thought I even was around drugs.”

      “So, that night of the shooting, you weren’t on drugs?”

      “No, I wasn’t even that drunk. I mean, I was drunk, but I can remember everything. I got that gun from Willie that lived in the other building. I didn’t know it was loaded. As a matter of fact, Willie told me that it wasn’t.”

      “It was not your intention to shoot us?”

      “Us? You and Selle are the most important things in my life. I never wanted to do anything to hurt you or her. I was being stupid by flashing that damn thing around. I was out of control and stupid.”

      “Why did you pull the trigger?”

      “I didn’t pull it on purpose. Like I said, I didn’t know it was loaded and had a hair trigger. I had shot Selle before I knew what happened. I shot myself because I just knew she was dead and I didn’t want to live without her. Come to find out, that gun was completely loaded.”

      “Are you saying the shooting was an accident?”

      “Yes, I never intended to hurt Selle.”

      “Why didn’t you say that at your trial?”

      “I didn’t have a trial. I took a plea deal and faced the consequences. I did tell my public defender the whole true story. After Selle was better, she even told him that it was a straight up accident, but he advised me to take the plea because no one would believe me. I would risk spending more time in jail if I went to trial. I deserved everything that happened to me. I didn’t want to defend myself because I shouldn’t have had that gun in the first place. I shouldn’t have been drinking. I should have man’d up and taken care of you and Giselle. Instead, my older brother had to step in and give you what I couldn’t. So, I understand why you would be afraid of turning out like me.”

      “You are saying it was an accident and Giselle said it was an accident, then why are you and Giselle divorced? Why are you living in separate states?”

      “We are not divorced. She’s still my wife, and I still treat her as such. I told her when I first went away that she didn’t have to wait for me. As a matter of fact, I told her not to wait for me. I filed for a divorce from her. I wouldn’t put her on my visitor’s list, and when they moved me South, I didn’t let her know. I wanted her to move on from me. I was poison. Rotten. Not worthy of a woman like her. I thought we were divorced but come to find out, she never filed the paperwork. She was hurt for years for the way that I, in her words, discarded her. It was never my intention to make her feel discarded. I just didn’t want to do any more damage to her life. I got out, and you gave me this land. I didn’t even try to reach out to her at first. Then one day I decided to call. She cried and cursed me out and hung up. So, I called again. I needed for her to hear my apology. I didn’t know if she was in another relationship or what, but I knew that the way I handled things was dead wrong. She answered the second time I called. She let me talk and get everything off my chest. After that, we started with weekly calls just to say hello. Weekly turned to daily, and that’s when she told me that we were still married. She’s dated a couple of clowns, but now, I am working on getting her back. I need her in my life. I’ve gone up to the City to visit her a couple of times.”

      “All of these years I thought that you were divorced and not speaking and you have a relationship with her?”

      “Yeah, most people probably think we are divorced but, we’re not. I’m still in love with that woman, and I think she feels the same about me.”

      “What do I know that’s actually factual?”

      “I messed up. That’s a fact. I should have been better. That’s a fact. You deserved better. Fact. You are a better man than I ever dreamed of being. You are going to make a great husband. Those are all facts. Irrefutable truths.”

      Something ripped inside my chest hearing Nigel’s story. I’ve lived in a state of confusion for a long time. I knew that Nigel loved Giselle, I never understood why he would intentionally hurt her. Now I understand that it was an accident. An accident that he’s paid for by losing his wife, son and his freedom. So, I can love Ollie without fear of doing what Nigel did because all he’s done is love his wife and his son.

      Olivia

      “So, I told him to go and talk to Nigel and don’t come back until he does.”

      I took a gulp of my wine and looked at Zora and Zanetta. I had just finished telling them the whole story of why I told Paxton to leave. They came over prepared to take me to my final fitting for my wedding dress, but I didn’t know if I should even go.

      “Take another gulp for me,” Zora laughed. “I can’t have any since I’m nursing.”

      I took another gulp and poured more from the bottle into my glass.

      “I mean, I didn’t know what else to do. I wanted to think that he was just going to self-correct, but I can’t live like that anymore. I think back to how I felt when I went through something similar with Mason, and I wonder what I was thinking. How did I let myself accept that foolishness? I don’t know. I love Paxton, but I love me more. He can’t just do anything and think I am going to be okay with it.”

      “He needed a reality check, and you gave it to him. I think you handled it correctly,” Zanetta added.

      “I don’t know if I should keep working on this wedding or wait until he comes back. What if he comes back and decides he doesn’t want to be with me anymore?”

      “He still wants you. If he didn’t want you, he wouldn’t have even tried to get his life right. He would have told you to go sit down somewhere,” Zanetta explained.

      “Exactly, he’s in love with you. We all can see that. He just has something to work out. You guys will be fine. Don’t stop working on the wedding. He wouldn’t want you to do that.”

      “Right, so go get your shoes on so we are not late to this fitting,” Zanetta instructed.
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        * * *

      

      We arrived at the bridal boutique where my dress was being altered. I’d gone to several shops before I found this one. Most brides have at least a year to find their dress, I had three months, so I had to choose from the inventory that was already in stock. I lucked up and found the perfect dress. If I wouldn’t have found the dress here in Houston, I was going to take Paxton up on his offer and fly back to New York to find it.

      My dress had a sweetheart neckline with illusion sleeves and a drop waist. The top of the dress was covered in crystals. The skirt was a full ball gown with a tulle overlay sprinkled with crystals.

      The attendant at the boutique helped me into the dress. It fit perfectly. I walked out of the dressing room to show Nette and Zora.

      “Oh, my goodness. Olivia, it’s beautiful and perfect for you,” Zanetta gushed.

      “Do you think Paxton will like it?”

      “Of course, he will. He will love anything you wear but this is amazing, and it fits your vision to a tee,” Zora said while walking around me.

      They both stood behind me as I examined myself in the mirror. I felt the tears coming.

      “Oh, no you don’t!” Zora said. “This is a happy day. Only happy tears are allowed. You love Pax and Pax loves you. Nothing else matters, okay?”

      “Okay,” I said as I wiped the stray tears that had escaped.

      The attendant came and placed my custom-made crown on my head. I am not going to wear a veil.

      “Now, I’m going to cry,” Zora laughed.

      “This is perfect.”

      Paxton

      I stayed with Nigel for two more days. I helped him with the crops. I showed him pictures of Olivia and told him about my plans to build her and her mom a house. I sent Olivia a text every morning and one in the evening before I went to bed. She sent short responses, but she did respond. Nigel and I fixed a part of the fence around his property that was broken, and I helped him at his booth at the farmer’s market. He’s a big hit with the local women at the market. I had so many older women winking at me while I helped him. A couple women asked if Nigel was my brother. I told them he was my father and that really had them smiling. One woman brought her daughter back to meet me. I had to let her know that I was taken. Nigel gave away almost as much as sold. He’s very generous.
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        * * *

      

      I was in my bedroom sending Olivia a text telling her about my day when I heard trumpet playing coming from the back of the house. I finished the text then followed the music and found Nigel in a small room surrounded by instruments.

      He stopped playing and motioned for me to enter the room.

      “Do you still remember what I taught you on the guitar?”

      “For the most part.”

      He pointed to an acoustic guitar in the corner.

      “Pick that up, let me see what you got.”

      I picked up the guitar and sat in a chair next to Nigel. He started playing a song that I remember from my childhood. I followed along with him on the guitar. I remember hearing him play the trumpet as a child but I don’t think I understood or was able to appreciate how talented he is. I was impressed by his skill. It felt good to play with him. The song ended, and we both smiled.

      “You are great on the guitar.”

      “So are you on the trumpet. Have you thought about recording?”

      “Naw, man that time for me has passed.”

      “I don’t think so. You should talk to Blue and Zeke. We have that whole state of the art recording studio in Houston. I think it would be a great thing if you recorded.”

      “Would you play a song with me if I did it?”

      I thought about it for a second.

      “Yes, I would. I would be honored to accompany you.”

      “Then, I will do it.”
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        * * *

      

      Nigel and I were sitting on his porch the night before I was scheduled to fly back to Houston.

      “I’m going to get a ramp built so Selle can come and visit me.”

      “She said she wants to come?”

      “Yeah, she wants to see what I have been up to. I told her if she would get rid of that old flip phone then we could video chat, and I could show her the house.”

      “Yeah, she’s not getting rid of that phone.”

      We laughed.

      “That’s when she said she wanted to visit. It’s so many steps to get up to the house, so I want to build a ramp so she won’t have to fuss with the steps. I know she can do the steps, but she said some days are better than others. I want her to be comfortable.”

      “I can pay for that ramp for you.”

      “I appreciate that, but you already do so much for both Selle and me, I can handle it. I’m going to win her back if she will have me. I know I don’t deserve her, but I love her.”

      “Nigel, I want to apologize. I should have had this conversation with you a long time ago. I didn’t know you, and I judged you based on my childhood memory. I should have written you while you were in prison. I should have asked to visit.”

      “Pax, you don’t shoulder any blame in this situation, man. I am the Father. I should have never put you in that situation. You didn’t visit me because I wouldn’t put none of you on the visitor’s list. I didn’t want my family seeing me locked up like that. Plus, I needed that time to get myself together. I should have been the one to initiate this dialogue. I’ve practiced my speech to you for years. I’ve started the conversation with you on more than one occasion only to switch subjects before you knew what I really wanted to discuss.  I was afraid of what you would say. I was afraid to hear what my only son thought of me. I got over the fear because I needed to hear what you thought, but I still couldn’t bring myself to follow through with talking to you. I’m sorry Paxton. I’m sorry that I messed up. You deserved a better father than me. You are the best thing I have ever done. The one true joy in my life. You are my pride, my only seed, and my legacy. You make me want to be a better man. I love you, Son. Please forgive me.”

      I embraced the moment as I embraced my Father. I held on to my father and cried. I cried for all the years I spent angry instead of getting to know him. I cried for all the years he lost in prison for a mistake that he felt he needed to pay for. I cried for almost losing the love of my life because I was stubborn, then, I let it all go. I decided to move forward from this point and never look back.

      “I forgive you. I love you too, Dad.”
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      Paxton had been gone for four days. He sent me daily text messages telling me about his day. He said that he’s talked with Nigel and he was surprised by some of the things he learned during their conversations. I would acknowledge each text but I didn’t respond because the only thing I really wanted to say is: I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I knew sending that text would be counterproductive to me sending him away, so I just stuck with simple responses like, “okay” and “that’s good.”

      We had moved my office from the church to the ABA. The school is on the same property as the church, so I was still close but not in the same building. I used the furniture that I had in my office at the church with a couple other pieces that Zanetta added. She changed out the red chairs and replaced them a softer rose color that made the space feel more inviting.

      We were in the process of filling the last administrative positions to prepare ourselves for the upcoming school year.  I hired a secretary who is doing a great job of keeping me on task with the ABA and with the wedding. Paxton’s secretary was a godsend as well. She keeps up with all of the payments and deadlines for the wedding.

      Someone knocked on my closed office door. I figured it was June, my secretary, informing me that she’d returned from lunch.

      “Come in,” I called out.

      I was surprised when Paxton walked through the door holding a vase of fuchsia roses. I wanted to jump up from my seat and run into his arms, but I kept my composure and smiled back at him when he smiled at me. He put the vase on the table near the door.

      “Hi, Ollie.”

      “Hey, Paxton.”

      He didn’t move to sit down.

      “Please, have a seat.” I motioned to the chairs in front of my desk. I couldn’t get too excited because I wanted to make sure he took care of business and was not here on some foolishness. He looked delicious in his black tailored suit with a black and white striped shirt and black and white polka dot tie. He had a fresh haircut. His beard and mustache were trimmed drawing my attention to his full lips that I wanted to kiss so badly.

      “Welcome back.”

      My face and posture were a complete mask. I was about to jump out of my skin. I missed him so much.

      “Thank you.”

      “When did you get back?”

      “This morning.”

      “Good.” I folded my hands in front of me on my desk and waited for him to speak.

      “So, I visited with Nigel, and it went well. I realized that I had a lot of misconceptions about him and me. He answered a lot of questions. He told me a lot that I didn’t know about him and Giselle. I was finally able to see what was blocking me.

      “What was that?”

      “I have excelled at everything that I have tried in life. What I realized is that it’s not determination, focus and all that stuff I told the kids at my old high school, it’s fear. Plain and simple. Fear is what drives me to be the best. Fear of messing up. Fear of not being what you need. Fear of failure. Fear. I’ve always worked so hard at things because I didn’t want to fail. It seems like the harder I worked at this relationship, the more afraid I became. I was afraid of being like Nigel but now I realize that being like Nigel is a really good thing. He is a great man.”

      “I’m happy to hear that, Paxton.”

      “I stopped by to ask if it is okay if I come back home?”

      I want to be excited. I wanted to say, “hell yeah you come back home,” but I couldn't. I couldn't until I knew that he was okay and that something had changed. I couldn’t until I knew that this was the man that I really want to spend the rest of my life with.

      I knew that this moment, this decision of whether or not Paxton can return will remain with me forever. I would look back on this decision for the rest of my life, either positively or negatively. Either way, I would never forget this moment. I knew that this was the turning point of this relationship and it will solidify my position in this relationship. This decision would determine how he looked at me, how he treated me, how he respected me. So, I had to make sure that I was making the right choice. I know I want him to come back home, but is he ready to come back home?

      “I don't know if you can come back. Are you sure you are ready to come back? Do you really want to be there with me?”

      “Yes, I’m ready to come back. Hell, yes, I really want to be there with you.”

      “How do you know? How do you know that this isn’t just some form of jailhouse salvation? Meaning that when you come back home, you won’t still be on some bull?”

      “I know because I'm here to tell you that I love you. I'm sorry that it took me so long to say it, but I felt it immediately, and I knew what it was instantaneously. I can't live without you. I can't breathe without you. You dominate my thoughts. You dominate my plans. My whole life revolves around you, and if I can't have you, then I don't want anything.” He stood from his chair. Walked around my desk to my chair and offered his hand. I stood up in front of him while he held my hands in his. “I love you, Olivia, and I want to spend the rest of my life with you. I'm ready to come home and be the man that you need me to be. I want to be the husband that you need me to be. I want to build a family with you. Whatever it takes; getting your surgery reversed, adopting kids, stealing kids, whatever.”

      “Stealing kids?”

      “Yeah, I’m not above it. It may be hard to find a couple of little red head kids unattended but I won’t stop searching. I will do whatever it takes to make you happy. Can I come home?”

      I started crying somewhere between love and you. He grabbed some tissues out of the box on my desk and gently wiped my face.

      “Yes, you can come home. I love you too, Paxton.”

      He pulled me in and kissed me just like I wanted him to as soon as he walked into my office. Just as we were about to get deep into the kiss, someone knocked on my door.

      “Yes?” I called out without removing my arms from around Paxton’s waist.

      “Doctor Callahan, I’m back from lunch,” June called from the other side of the door.

      “Thank you, June,” I called back.

      “Can you leave?” Paxton looked at me with hunger in his eyes. I was just as hungry for him as he was for me.

      “I have a quick meeting in fifteen minutes, then I will meet you at the house.”

      Paxton

      I got home before Olivia, so I took a quick shower and ordered some Thai for dinner. I pushed the patio doors into the wall and set up the food outside. It was a nice breeze outside, perfect for sitting out and enjoying dinner.

      I had just finished setting up the food when Olivia arrived. I met her at the elevator and led her outside. I pulled out her chair, and she sat down. I sat down next to her.

      “I ordered us some green curry, drunken noodles and…”

      “Pax,” she stood from her chair and loosened the knot in the belt on her dress. The dress opened to display her pink see-through lace bra and matching panties. “I would rather have you.” She shimmied out of her dress and moved to straddle my lap. I wanted her too, but I was trying to do the right thing and feed her first. I’m definitely not opposed to changing the plan. She smelled so good and was so soft. I missed her so much. I grabbed the back of her neck and pulled her face to mine to kiss her.  I hungrily thrust my tongue into her mouth. She did the same. I was on a mission to discover any remaining place in her mouth that I hadn’t discovered yet. I pulled her closer to accomplish that mission. I wanted to be inside of her so bad, but I knew I had to take my time and make up for these last few weeks that I hadn’t given her the attention she deserves. We continued to kiss while I reached around and unhooked her bra. I pulled back from the kiss to pull it from her body. I stood from my seat, still holding her, I moved the food containers to the side and gently rested her back on the table.  I pulled my shirt over my head and threw it behind me. I hungrily kissed her again while I rubbed her nipples the way I imagined she rubbed them when I listened to her pleasure herself over the phone. I moved from her lips and sprinkled kisses down her body until I reached the top of her panties. I grabbed her panties on each side of her thighs and pulled them down her legs. I discarded them. I started at her ankle and kissed my way back to her calf, behind her knee, her thigh then finally her center. I lightly kissed her mound and heard her take in a deep breath. I spread her legs more and started with gentle circles on her bud. I felt her hand on my head. That was my signal to do more. I flattened my tongue and took a long slow lick.

      “Pax!” she screamed.

      I did it again but inserted my finger into her opening. I alternated licks and sucks and picked up the pace until her screams caught in her throat, and her back arched off the table. She put her hand on my forehead to push me away. I moved back up her body, cherishing every part and kissed her again. She held me in place by the back of my neck while she licked my lips clean of her juices.

      I stood up to remove my shorts. I was about to climb on top of her when she said, “Sit down,” and motioned to the chair. I followed her instructions.

      She climbed down from the table and moved into a squatted position between my legs. I watched her as she licked, in one fluid motion, from the base of my shaft to the top. She did it again before sliding me into her moist, warm mouth. The muscles in my stomach tightened, and I could feel that I was dangerously close to blowing already. She tried to take my entire manhood into her mouth. I could feel the back of her throat as she gagged a little and pulled back. That didn’t deter her. She changed her angle and kept going. She kept me wet using her salvia, as she massaged my shaft with her hands and her mouth. My toes tried to clinch the concrete. I felt for a handle on the chair to grab ahold of, there was nothing to hold on to. I laced my fingers behind my head so that I could breathe through this tightness I felt in my stomach. She looked up and saw my distress. She grinned.

      Cocky…

      She released me from her mouth and slowly moved up my body while situating herself on my lap. She lined me up with her opening and slid down. I felt her fingernails dig into my back as she rocked back and forth to adjust to me.

      “Baby, you feel so damn good. I love it when you are inside of me.” I adjusted myself in the chair and grabbed on to her behind while she rode me. She used my shoulders as leverage to move me in and out of her.

      “Baby, I missed you.”

      “I missed you too.”

      She kissed me then pulled away quickly to throw her head back. I felt the tightening of her walls as she increased her thrust.

      “I love you, Olivia.”

      “Paxton!” She yelled my name as she ascended.

      I stood from the chair and put her back on the table. I pushed her legs back to her ears and pumped into her wetness, ferociously. That caveman feeling had returned and I all I wanted to do was claim all of her for myself. I pumped until my stomach muscles clinched so tightly that I had to hold on to Olivia to keep my balance. This was intense!

      Thunder crashed, and the skies opened, pouring down rain, just as I roared my release. I picked Ollie up without losing our connection and carried her in the house. I still had some work to do.

      Paxton

      I stood in the mirror of the hotel suite while Nigel tied my white bowtie. I was wearing an all-white tuxedo for Olivia and my wedding.

      “There, I think we have it,” Nigel said.

      I looked in the mirror.

      “Yeah, that’s perfect. Thank you,” I smiled. I had been fussing with that bow tie for several minutes before Nigel stepped in to help.

      “You look good, Son,” my dad said.

      “You do,” Nigel said. “I’m happy for you. Olivia is a beautiful woman inside and out.”

      “Thank you. She is beautiful. I’m blessed to have her. I’m blessed that she was willing to put up with me until I got myself together.”

      “That’s how you know she is the one. She didn’t run in the face of adversity, she dug her heels in and fought for you,” Roman said.

      Someone knocked on the door.

      “Who is it?” Ezekiel called out.

      “It’s me,” Zora said from the other side of the door.

      Zeke opened the door.

      “What’s going on?” Zeke asked.

      “Olivia wants to see Paxton, but Paxton can’t see Olivia so put this blindfold on him and make sure he can’t see, then I will direct him to her.”

      “What?” Zeke laughed.

      “Just do what I said,” Zora insisted.

      Ezekiel took the blindfold from Zora and brought it over to me.

      “Olivia wants to see you, but you can’t see her, so you have to put this blindfold on,” Ezekiel said.

      I didn’t ask any questions or protest. I wanted to spend some time with Olivia before the wedding began but I didn’t know how we could accomplish that with the whole superstition about the groom not seeing the bride before the wedding began.

      I took the blindfold from him and tied it around my head. Zeke adjusted it over my eyes.

      “Can you see?” Zeke asked.

      “No, I honestly can’t see anything.”

      Roman came on the other side of me.

      “We will help him, Sis. We don’t want him tumbling over on you before the ceremony,” Roman laughed.

      “Okay, follow me,” I heard Zora say.

      I followed my brothers’ instructions; ‘move left.’ ‘Step up.’ ‘Duck.’ I did everything they told me to do until we arrived at our location. I could smell her perfume. My body reacted to her immediately.

      “Hi, Baby,” I spoke without being prompted.

      “Hey, Sweetheart.” I heard Olivia say. “You look so handsome. The barber did a great job on your haircut and beard. I can’t wait to feel how soft your beard is later.”

      I heard someone snicker.

      “It’s extra soft just for your comfort.”

      I felt her touch my face. I grabbed her wrist and kissed the inside of her soft hand.

      “I love you, Olivia. More than anything on this earth. I am so happy that in a few minutes you will be my wife. I promise I will work hard at being a good man for you.”

      I wanted to take this blindfold off so bad.

      “I love you too, Paxton. You don’t have to work any harder. You are perfect for me. Your presence in my life has changed me for the better. I promise I will love you with every ounce of my being. I promise to protect you the same way you protect me.”

      I felt her lips on mine. I wanted to reach for her, but I didn’t want to mess up her make-up or feel her dress before she wanted me to. She pulled away.

      “I will see you in a few minutes, Sweetheart.”

      “I can’t wait, Baby.”

      I felt my brothers on each side of me. I thought we would walk back to the room blindfolded, but instead, they waited until Olivia left out of the room and removed my blindfold.

      “Pax, man, Olivia is stunning in her gown,” Zeke said.

      I looked at Roman as he shook his head.

      “Yeah man, wait until you see her. She is going to take your breath away.”

      I looked in the direction that I heard the door close.

      “I can’t wait.”
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        * * *

      

      I stood at the front of the ceremony room with my brothers behind me, my sisters across from me and my dad in the middle. BJ had just walked down the aisle carrying the pillow with our ring boxes on it. He stopped right next to me. One of the little ballerinas from the church that Olivia is so fond of ran down the aisle exclaiming, “The bride is coming. The bride is coming.”

      I felt my heart rate speed up. I looked at Giselle, my mom, and Ms. Mable, all of whom were wiping their eyes. I smiled at them then I locked my eyes on the double doors at the end of the aisle, waiting for them to open and reveal my bride. She never brought her dress to the house to avoid me looking at it. I can’t say that I would have had enough discipline not to take a quick peek at it if I would have had access to it. I had no clue what it looked like. All I knew is that it was ivory.

      The music started playing, and the doors opened revealing the most beautiful woman I had ever laid my eyes on, and she was all mine. Her hair was in large curls, and there was a crystal crown resting on her head. Her make-up was flawless, enhancing her beautiful face. The top of her dress was covered in crystals, and the bottom of her dress was big and full. I wanted to break with protocol and walk down the aisle to her. I remember at Roman’s wedding when he reacted to Zanetta and tried to kiss her as soon as she made it to the front. Now I know how he felt. I have a job to do so I can’t break down and cry like I want to, but Roman was right. Olivia is breathtaking.

      Olivia

      The doors of the church opened. I saw people standing and facing the aisle, but the only face that I could recognize was my man standing at the end of the aisle waiting for me. Out of all the girls, he could have chosen, he chose me. I am so in love with him. I heard the music to Johnny Gill’s, You for Me start to play. Brandi, one of the event planners, stood on the other side of the door and said, “Wait until the singing starts before you walk.” I nodded at her. Shanae, the other planner, fixed my dress behind me. The photographer stepped in front of me and snapped a few quick pictures while I waited for my queue to start walking in. At the rehearsal, my queue to start walking was when Johnny said ‘forever.’ I heard, “Seems like forever that I have waited for you...” but it wasn’t Johnny’s voice, it was Paxton’s. I looked at both of the planners. They both smiled and nodded their heads telling me to start to walk in. I told myself that I couldn’t cry, but I guess myself wasn’t listening because I took about two steps before the tears started. I can’t believe Paxton is singing to me. I reached for the tissue that Zanetta tucked into the handle of my bouquet. I slowly walked down the white rose covered runner while Paxton serenaded me. I waited until I got down the aisle to Paxton before I dabbed my eyes with the tissue. He took my hand and finished the song. The audience cheered and whistled when he finished. He took the tissue from me and dabbed my eyes. With all this crying I was doing, I’m glad I got lash extensions because a strip would have been on my cheek by now.

      “Thank you, Baby.”

      “Anything for you, Ollie,” he smiled as we turned to his dad to begin the ceremony. I had opted not to be walked down the aisle because this wasn’t my first wedding and I didn’t want my mother walking me down, again. We chose to remove the part from the ceremony that asks who gives this woman.

      “Please take your seats,” Bishop Bluette instructed.

      “Today I have the pleasure of joining two of my most favorite people together in Holy Matrimony; my son, Paxton Levi, and my daughter, Olivia Renee. This is my only son that let me perform their wedding ceremony,” he chuckled. “So, excuse me if I try to show the other two why they should have chosen me.”  The audience laughed. “I’m just kidding. I must say that all of my sons married up.” The audience laughed again. “I mean we raised some moderately smart men, but the smartest thing any of them have ever done is choose their life partners. I love them all.” The audience clapped.

      “The Bible describes love in First Corinthians thirteen. It talks about all the positive things that love is, you know, kind, patient, not proud or rude. What we learn in marriage is that love does not stop you from wanting to walk out and never come back. It doesn’t stop you from sometimes feeling some type of way because you are on the giving end and not on the receiving. Love is not fair. Sometimes it forces you to give seventy-five percent when your partner is only giving twenty-five percent. Now, this should not always be the case, but sometimes, it is. The beautiful thing about joining your lives together is that you can bear each other’s burdens, so when all you have in you is twenty-five percent, she adds her seventy-five, and you are still at one hundred percent. Love does not guarantee that marriage lasts. That’s the problem a lot of people encounter. They say well, I’m just not in love anymore. Guess what, sometimes you won’t feel love. That’s why you have to commit yourself to the partnership and the friendship. Keep the communication open and always be willing to listen before you speak. Paxton, Olivia is your responsibility. What happens in your household, good or bad, is on you. You can’t blame her when things don’t go right because it’s your house. You found her. You asked her to join lives with you, now you make sure you do what you have to do to keep your family together and thriving. God made you the head.” The audience agreed.

      After we exchanged our vows and our rings, Bishop said, “It’s that time son, you ready?” He smiled at Paxton.

      “Yes Sir, more than ready,” Paxton said while Roman rubbed his shoulders the way a trainer rubbed the shoulders of a boxer. Paxton turned to Ezekiel. Zeke pulled out a small bottle of breath spray. Paxton opened his mouth, and Zeke pumped the spray twice into Paxton’s mouth. The audience laughed. Paxton nodded at Nigel. Nigel gave him a thumbs up.

      “Well Son, you may now kiss your bride.”

      Paxton grabbed me around my waist and kissed me, but it was very chaste compared to what he has done in the past and what I planned on doing as soon as we were alone. The crowd cheered when we separated. We turned and smiled as the audience stood and cheered for us.

      “It is now my pleasure to present for the first time anywhere; Mr. and Doctor Paxton and Olivia Bluette.”
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      Olivia and I wanted our reception to be a big party with lots of good food. Chef Leilani didn’t disappoint. We had stations for any type of food that you wanted from barbecue to Italian. We had a candy bar with all of our favorite candy, a cupcake designing bar, and a coffee bar to represent where we first met.

      All of the most important people in our lives were in attendance to include Mr. and Mrs. Belton and the whole A-Team. Angus brought a date with her. It was our first time ever seeing her with a man other than us. I don’t think the poor guy was prepared for the barrage of questions he was asked or for the threats against his life that he received. It was like seeing your little sister on a date for the first time. Her date was a good sport about it even though no one was kidding.

      Xavier, Zanetta’s brother, came. He and I had developed a relationship. He has helped me with some legal things at the Accounting firm. He came down to Houston several times to meet with me. I thought it was standard operating procedure for him to travel to a client, but I later found out that he and Daisy, Zanetta’s assistant, were in a previous relationship. I don’t know what happened, but he is lobbying hard to get her back.

      “Congrats, man,” Xavier said as we hugged.

      “Thank you so much. Thanks for coming.”

      “Thanks for inviting me. Daisy is looking beautiful today.” I followed his gaze to Daisy standing with Olivia and some of the other ladies talking. “Oh, about your Father. I talked to one of the partners about his case. Samuel Valentine is the head partner. It’s his law firm. He was falsely accused of a crime and was jailed for several years. So, he is sensitive to cases such as your dad’s where he was not properly advised by his public defender. So, after things in your life calm down, let’s talk about it with Solomon.”

      After Nigel and I talked and he told me that the shooting was an accident, I reached out to Xavier to see if his case could be re-examined. He is out of jail, but I think that his record should reflect what really happened not what some over worked public defended told him to plead to.

      “Sounds good. Thanks, X.”

      “No problem. I’m going to move over here and see if I can get a dance,” Xavier said as he moved towards the group of women Daisy was standing in.

      “Good luck,” I called out.

      I locked eyes with my wife as she made her way towards me.

      “Are you enjoying yourself?”

      “I am but, I’m ready to enjoy you all by myself.”

      “Baby,” Giselle said as she and Nigel walked up. They both looked good. Giselle wore a rose colored long dress that fit her thin frame well. She had her hair up in a bun on the top of her head. She looked regal. Nigel wore a black suit with a white shirt and black bowtie. He cleans up well. I was proud they both were here to celebrate with me. “This wedding was beautiful. I am so happy for you both. While you are away on your honeymoon, I will be visiting Nigel on his farm.”

      “Yeah, I got the ramp built so she can get in and out of the house with ease,” Nigel said.

      “You are going to like it there. I had a good time during my visit.”

      “Paxton, if I do like it there, Nigel and I have discussed me moving in with him on the farm.”

      I looked between them. Nigel’s look of apprehension made me answer quickly.

      “That’s good to hear. I hope you love it. You both deserve to be happy.”

      Nigel’s apprehension turned into a smile.

      “Thanks, Pax. I’m hoping she will like it too.” Nigel grabbed Giselle’s hand and held it. They smiled at each other like teenagers. It was good to see.

      “Maybe after you come back from the honeymoon, you can bring Olivia down to see the farm?” Giselle said.

      “Oh, I would love that!” Olivia answered.

      “Yes, of course. We will come down and visit.”

      “This is for both of you.” Nigel handed me an envelope. “It’s a gift from Selle and I. We can’t repay your generosity to us, but we wanted to give you something to let you know that we appreciate and love you, son.”

      I took the envelope from Nigel and gave him a hug.

      “I love you too, Dad.”

      “I love you, Mom.” I hugged Giselle.

      “Well,” I turned to Olivia. “Are you ready to get out of here, Doctor Bluette?”

      “I am, Mr. Bluette.”

      Olivia

      Paxton and I spent a week in Paris. We went to the top of the Eiffel Tower. I got to see the Mona Lisa at the Louvre Museum. I was so disappointed in how small the painting was. I thought it would be huge. TV makes it look gigantic, but it’s not huge at all. It about the size of an eight by ten photo and she is not attractive. I had to push through people to finally see her. I walked up to the small painting and couldn’t believe how unimpressed I was. That almost ruined my day. Paxton thought my reaction was funny.

      We took an evening cruise on the Seine river, and we took a tour of a perfume factory where I was able to create my own scent. I had so much fun. Notre Dame was beautiful. I sat for a few minutes and thanked God for answering my prayers about Paxton. Paris was everything I thought it would be, with the exception of the Mona Lisa.

      We left Paris and spent a few days on Zexton, the island that Roman and Zanetta own. The water was so blue and calm. The island was beautiful. I can’t wait for the whole family to come back to it together.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Paxton and I had been home for a month. Things were busy with the ABA about to open. My staff had done a great job of taking care of things while I was away.

      I had just walked into Zanetta’s kitchen. We were having dinner at her house. The guys had been out all day looking at properties, so Paxton was meeting me at their house.

      “What is that terrible smell?”

      I looked around the kitchen trying to figure out where the putrid aroma was emanating from. It was making me sick to my stomach.

      “What smell?” Nette looked at me confused.

      “I don’t smell anything either,” Zora agreed.

      “What are you cooking?” I asked Zanetta. I swallowed hard trying to stop the saliva from building up in my mouth.

      “I’m frying chicken.”

      “Is it rotten?”

      I wasn’t trying to be offensive, but the smell was making me sick and dizzy at the same time. I felt my stomach churning and knew at any minute I was about to throw up.

      “No, Ollie, you love my chicken,” Zanetta whined.

      “I’ve never smell…”

      Before I could finish my sentence, I made a mad dash to the bathroom. I made it to the toilet just in time to throw up. It wasn’t the normal undigested food that came up though, it was a disgusting, green, acid-tasting bile. Smelling the bile made me gag harder bringing tears to my eyes.

      I felt someone come behind me and rub my back while the violent gagging continued. It finally stopped, and I was so exhausted that I wanted to lay down on the floor of the bathroom. Zora helped me up to my feet while Zanetta gave me a cool towel to wipe my face and a small solo cup with some mouthwash in it. I was grateful because I was left with the most horrible aftertaste in my mouth.

      “Nette, I’m sorry. I wasn’t trying to say anything about your chicken. It just doesn’t smell right to me.”

      “No, worries, Sweetheart. That was the last batch so you won’t smell it anymore but Olivia, when was your last period?”

      “Um,” I thought about it for a second before I finally said, “I can’t remember. I don’t have them every month though so maybe two months ago?”

      “Your reaction to that chicken cooking and the way you just threw up…I don’t know, O, you may be pregnant,” Zora said.

      I laughed thinking that she and Nette would join in on the laughter. Neither one laughed.

      “Oh, come on, I can’t be pregnant. I told you I got my tubes tied. It’s impossible.”

      “It’s rare, not impossible,” Zora said smiling.

      “I love French fries but when I was pregnant with Zahria, the smell of the grease with the fries in it made me throw up every time. I couldn’t even go in a restaurant that was serving fries. They made me sick,” Zora explained.

      “Here,” Nette produced a box from the closet in the bathroom. “Take this.”

      I reached for the pink box and realized it was a pregnancy test.

      “Oh. My. God. Do you really think I could be pregnant?”

      Nette shrugged her shoulders, “There’s only one way to find out.”

      They both turned to walk out of the bathroom.

      “Don’t leave! I mean, please don’t leave. I’m scared. My doctor told me that if by chance, I ever did get pregnant after the procedure that it would probably be an ectopic pregnancy and it would have to be terminated. What if I am pregnant and my baby won’t be able to live?”

      “Olivia, first we have to find out, Sweetie, then if it’s positive we will go straight to the hospital and have them call Doctor Ingram. He’s on call this week, okay? But first, you have to pee on the stick,” Zanetta said.

      “Okay.”

      I lifted up my dress, pulled down my panties and sat on the toilet. I made sure to get the stick good and wet with urine. I was so nervous about what the test was about to say that I didn’t think twice about both women watching me use the bathroom. This would explain the headaches I’d been having and the dizziness that I had just brushed off as being tired.

      “Give it to me,” Zora said while holding a paper towel in her hand.

      I handed the stick to Zora. She grabbed it with the paper towel and sat it on the vanity.

      “Now we wait,” Zora said.

      I wiped myself, flushed the toilet and then washed my hands all without taking my eyes off the test.

      “Which one is this one?” Zora asked. “Is it the plus and minus sign or the one or two lines?”

      “This one says pregnant, not pregnant.”

      “Oh, you splurged for the fancy ones!”

      We all laughed, well they laughed, and I nervously chuckled.

      “It should only take about two minutes for it to register,” Zanetta confirmed.

      I kept trying to look somewhere else, but my eyes kept going back to the little stick on the vanity. It felt like it took forever for the words to appear in the little window, ‘pregnant.'

      “Oh, no!” I held my stomach and backed into the wall. “This can’t be happening.”

      “It’s okay, Ollie, please calm down. We are going to take you to the hospital. It’s going to be okay. We need to get you there now,” Zora said.

      I looked at Zora and saw she was fighting back the tears. Zanetta wiped hers away quickly.

      “Yes, we are going to be optimistic. Let’s just hurry up and get you there. I will call ahead and let Doctor Ingram know we are coming,” Zanetta said.

      We all piled into Zora’s car. I couldn’t control the fear and dread that had washed over me after seeing that word on the test…pregnant. I didn’t know if my stomach was hurting because I was nervous or if something was wrong. It wasn’t hurting before I found out but now it is.

      Paxton and I have discussed having my surgery reversed. I am not opposed to it at all. It’s what I want but we hadn’t made any appointments with the doctor to discuss our options. I would love to produce someone just like him. A little person with his red hair and freckles, his temperament and his smile. I would love to go through the process of a growing belly that contained him…a part of him and a part of me. It feels like life is playing a cruel trick on me. You can get pregnant, Olivia, but you won’t be able to keep it because your tubes are tied, and there is no way for the egg to get from your tubes to your uterus. I rested my head on the head rest in the back seat and held my stomach until we arrived at the hospital.

      “Doctor Ingram sent a text and said to check in, Olivia. He is going to be here soon.”

      I nodded, got out of the car and went into the emergency room. I checked in with the nurse at the emergency room desk. Zora sat next to me while the nurse took my vitals and I explained my situation to her. Zora and I exited the nurse’s station following the nurse back to a room.

      “Go ahead back, Olivia. I’m going to call Paxton,” Zanetta said.

      I nodded my head. Zora and I followed the nurse back to one of the rooms.

      Paxton

      “What’s up Nette?” I asked as soon as the call was connected. “You need something else for dinner?”

      My brothers and I were headed to Roman’s house for dinner. We had been out all day looking at our next potential property to flip. We’d seen a couple today that we are planning on making an offer on.

      “Hey, Pax. No, I don’t need anything else for dinner. Everything is okay, but we need you to come to the hospital.”

      “The hospital! Are you in labor?”

      “Is who in labor?” Roman asked from the driver’s seat. “Is that Nette?”

      Roman suddenly pulled out of traffic onto the side of the road.

      “No! No! Please tell Roman to calm down. I am not in labor. We had to bring Olivia, Pax. She threw up while she was at my house. We suggested that she take a pregnancy test and it was positive.”

      I looked over at Roman not realizing that I hadn’t told him that Nette was okay.

      “It’s not Nette. It’s Olivia they had to take her to the hospital.”

      “Which hospital?” Roman asked.

      “The same one Zahria was born in,” Zanetta returned.

      Roman carefully proceeded back into traffic and then began driving like we were being chased by someone.

      “That’s impossible, Nette. Olivia had her tubes tied. She can’t get pregnant.”

      “Pregnant?” Ezekiel said from the back seat.

      “Pregnant?” Roman asked while maneuvering through traffic.

      “Put me on speaker,” Zanetta said.

      I connected my phone to the car.

      “Okay, Nette. You’re on speaker.”

      My voice was a lot calmer than I felt.

      Nette’s voice filled the car.

      “Like I said, she took a pregnancy test, and it was positive. Getting pregnant while your tubes are tied is not impossible, it’s just rare. However, it’s dangerous too. That’s why we brought her in. Doctor Ingram is on call. He is going to take care of her.”

      “Is she in any pain?”

      “No, she’s fine. Just scared and worried. Zora is back with her now. I will wait out here for you to get here. Who’s driving?”

      “I am, Baby,” Roman said.

      “Babe, please don’t be out there acting like you are a race car driver. Get here safe, okay? I need you. We need you, in one piece.”

      At that very moment, Roman slowed down to comply with the speed limit.

      “Okay,” Roman said.

      “See you when you get here,” Zanetta said.

      “We will be there soon, Love,” Roman said.

      “Okay, I Love you,” Zanetta said.

      “Love you, too,” Roman finished.

      “Pax, has Ollie been acting sick or anything?” Ezekiel questioned.

      “She has been having dull headaches for the past couple of days but she takes something for them and they go away. I was planning on making her rest so more. I know she is stressed with the ABA opening.”

      I ran through my memories to see if there was something that I had missed that would have indicated she was pregnant. I couldn’t think of anything. Her periods are irregular, so I don’t know when they are coming but come to think of it, it has been a minute since she’s had one.

      “Rome, I’m about to lose my stuff over here. I need for you to pray, man. I’m like seconds from jumping out of this car and running to the hospital.”

      “I’ve got you,” Zeke said and touched my shoulder. “Father God in the Name of Jesus. We come to you on behalf of our brother and best friend. We need for you to dispatch your angels to the hospital, right now, and watch over our sister. We pray that your will be done in this situation but we humbly submit our request. Our request is that everything is well with Olivia and the baby. We humbly request that this situation is different than what the textbooks say or even what the Doctors can predict. We pray health over our family. We pray peace over our family. In the omnipotent name of Jesus.”

      “And it is so,” Roman finished.

      None of us said anything else as Roman maneuvered his vehicle, a little more carefully, through the traffic to get to the hospital.

      We arrived to the hospital about twenty minutes after the phone call with Nette.

      I rushed into the emergency room with my brothers right behind me. I spotted Nette as soon as I walked through the doors.

      “Hey, Nette. Where is she?”

      “She is in room 115,” she pointed around a corner. “Zora is back with her.”

      “Okay, thanks.”

      I walked through the doors looking for the room number. I stopped in front of the door and took a deep breath before I pushed it open. I walked in and saw Zora sitting in a chair next to the bed. Olivia was sitting up in the bed with a hospital gown on. As soon as we made eye contact, she started crying.

      I rushed over and scooped her up into my arms and sat down in the chair next to Zora.

      “Shhh, it’s going to be okay.”

      “I’m going to wait with the rest of the family,” Zora said as she walked out of the room.

      “Thanks, Sis,” I called behind her.

      “It’s what we do,” she smiled and winked then closed the door behind her.

      I gently sat down in the chair while still holding Olivia on my lap.

      “I’m scared, Baby. I didn’t think this could happen. I wanted it to happen but what if I can’t keep it because of my tubal?”

      “Shhh, let’s wait for the doctor. Are you in any pain?”

      “No, I’m not in pain.”

      “Why do you keep holding your stomach?”

      “I don’t know. I started doing this as soon as I saw the positive test. I feel better when I’m holding it. I don’t know why.”

      I rubbed her back and held her until Doctor Ingram entered the room.

      “Mrs. Bluette,” Doctor Ingram said.

      Olivia stood from my lap and extended her hand to shake hands with him.

      “Mr. Bluette.”

      “Please call me Paxton.”

      We shook hands.

      “Great. Mrs. Bluette, can you come over to the bed?”

      I helped Olivia back into the bed.

      “I’ve spoken with your Doctor in Savannah. I asked him to send over your records, and he did. A tubal ligation was performed on you in Savannah, and your pregnancy test is positive. We did blood and urine tests just to be sure. Most women that have the tubal procedure don’t want children. How do you feel about being pregnant?”

      “My first marriage was very abusive. I didn’t think it would be fair to bring a child into that relationship, so I had the procedure done after my ex-husband beat me so bad that I lost a baby.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “Thank you, but it’s fine, now. My doctor performed the procedure for me after he saw the terrible things I had gone through. Then I met and fell in love with Paxton. It would bring me so much joy to successfully carry a child for him even though we’ve already discussed adoption if I couldn’t get the tubal reversed. I didn’t think that this could happen in my current condition and now that it has, I’m praying that it will be okay. I’m a realist though, I understand the risks.”

      “The problem that can occur with pregnancy after a tubal is an ectopic pregnancy. An ectopic pregnancy is where the embryo attaches outside the uterus usually to the fallopian tube. This can cause a lot of problems to include the need to perform a hysterectomy. Before we make any decisions on how to proceed, I would like to do an ultrasound. Let’s see what’s going on in there. Lie back on the bed for me. I will need access to your stomach. I will be right back.”

      Doctor Ingram stepped out of the room and came back a few minutes later pushing a machine. A female doctor came in behind him.

      “This is my colleague, Doctor Saville. I want her to consult with me on this ultrasound.”

      Doctor Ingram and Doctor Saville were busy getting the machine working. I leaned down and placed Olivia’s face between my hands.

      “All I need is you. Do you understand me? No matter what happens next, you are my number one priority. I love you, Olivia. We are going to be fine.”

      I wiped the tears that fell from her eyes before I stood up and held her hand.

      “I’m going to put this jelly on your stomach. It may be a little cold,” Doctor Ingram said. He squirted the jelly on Olivia’s stomach then used a wand device to spread it around. I watched the small monitor trying to see something that I could recognize, but all I saw was a lot of blobs that would appear and disappear as the wand moved. I watched the Doctor’s facial expressions, both their faces were unreadable.

      “Can you go back over that area again?” Doctor Saville pointed to the screen.

      “I saw that also,” Doctor Ingram responded.

      I was trying to be patient and wait for them to tell us what is going on but they were about to make me explode on them.

      “Well, Mrs. Bluette, your babies are resting comfortably in your uterus,” Doctor Saville said.

      I exhaled so long and hard I was almost dizzy.

      “Our concern was that the embryo had attached itself somewhere other than your uterus, but that’s not the case. If you look right here, this little blob is your baby.”

      I followed the movement of her finger on the screen. I couldn’t see anything, but I took her word for it.

      “Right here,” Doctor Ingram added. “Is another one.”

      I watched his finger circle around another area on the screen.

      “Wait, did you say another one?”

      “Yes, we see two embryos,” Doctor Ingram said looking at Olivia then to me.

      “Like twins?”

      “Exactly like twins because that’s what they are,” Doctor Ingram laughed.

      “Oh my God!” Olivia covered her mouth.

      I was too shocked to say anything.

      “So not only did you get pregnant after having had a tubal ligation, you are pregnant with twins. They measure around ten weeks. Since we can’t go off your last menstrual cycle to determine a due date, we will use these measurements.”

      He hit a button, and a muffled thumping sound filled the room.

      “Their heartbeats are synced. I can hear a slight variation, but they are beating together,” Doctor Saville said.

      “Now like I said, the embryos are in your uterus, but that doesn’t mean we are out of the woods. One of the babies could not make it. You could still have complications. To err on the side of caution, I want to put you on restriction at least until we can get you through this first trimester. Do you think you can handle that?”

      We both nodded our heads.

      “Great, I am going to be with you every step of the way. These babies will be my third and fourth Bluette delivery! Zanetta should be coming in very soon.”

      He smiled and reached for Olivia’s hand.

      “I don’t give patients hope when there really isn’t any hope to give, but in your case, I believe we are going to be okay. Can you believe that with me?”

      “Yes, Doctor Ingram. I believe that with you,” Olivia replied.

      “Good! Then you can get dressed, and I will be back with a couple of prescriptions and more instructions. Congratulations.”

      “Thank you, Doctor Ingram.”

      Both Doctors walked out of the room. Olivia was still laying down on the bed.

      “Pax, did he say we are having two babies?”

      “Yeah, Baby. Two of them.”

      I helped Olivia off the table. She got dressed, and we waited in silence until Doctor Ingram came back into the room.

      “I have both of your prescriptions called into your pharmacy so you can pick them up. I prescribed some prenatal vitamins and iron. Call my office tomorrow and make an appointment for some time next week so we can do some blood tests. Do you have any questions?”

      Olivia and I looked at each other. We both nodded our heads.

      Doctor Ingram laughed.

      “I know this is a shock, but it’s a good thing. I meet a lot of couples who would die to be in your shoes especially after having a tubal. So, rub your belly and anoint those babies. They are destined for greatness. They fought to be here so let’s give them every chance to make a healthy entrance into the world.”

      “We will. Thank you, Doctor Ingram.”

      “Thank you, Doctor,” Olivia smiled.

      Olivia

      Paxton and I walked out of the hospital room to find our family sitting in the waiting area. Roman stood to his feet first. The rest of the family followed suit and stopped in front of us.

      “So?” Ezekiel asked.

      “So,” Paxton started. “Olivia is fine. The babies are not in her tubes they are right where they are supposed to be…”

      “Did you say babies as in plural?” Zanetta asked.

      “Yes, the doctors showed us two little blobs on the ultrasound. We heard their hearts beating, too.”

      “WHAT!” Zanetta yelled.

      “OH MY GOD!” Zora said.

      “Congrats bro,” Roman pulled Paxton in for a hug. Ezekiel followed behind Roman and hugged Paxton also. Then everyone hugged me.

      It finally hit me for real. I was carrying two babies inside of me. It was like reality fell on my head like one of those anvils from the cartoons.

      “Oh, my God…I’m pregnant?” I looked at everyone, and they all laughed.

      “Yes, sweetie. You are.”

      We went home and called all of the grandparents to tell them the great news. My mother was beside herself with joy and worry. She decided to change her move in date so that she could be close to me and make sure I wasn’t doing anything too strenuous. Of course, Lady Grace booked a flight out the next day to come and check on me. Giselle planned to come in the next week or so, also.

      I didn’t have any problems getting through my first trimester. My stomach was growing, and the babies were healthy. Doctor Ingram made sure to remind me that my pregnancy was still high risk, but the babies were doing well. Paxton rubbed oil on my stomach every night, even before I started really showing and prayed over our babies. He prayed for their health and for their future. With every prayer that he prayed over my belly, I fell more in love with him.
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        * * *

      

      “Doctor Bluette, you have visitors here to see you.”

      June’s voice came over my phone’s speaker.

      I looked at my calendar. I didn’t see any appointments, but we’d had some parents come in without appointments to see the school. I told my staff to accommodate walk-ins as long as there was time on the schedule.

      “Thank you, June. You can bring them in.”

      I stood from my desk and smoothed my dress over my growing belly. My babies and I were getting along well. I loved being pregnant.

      My door opened and June walked in first. She was followed by a woman and a man that made me freeze in place. I felt a fluttering in my stomach that made me involuntarily rub it.

      “Doctor Bluette, this is Ms. Octavia and Mr. Oliver Renou.”

      I nodded my head at June. I couldn’t speak. I didn’t know what to say. My sister and brother were in my office. June smiled and turned to leave the office closing the door behind her.

      My mind was racing with the possible reasons they could be in Houston, in my office. I looked between them waiting for one of them to speak.

      “Do you know who we are?” Octavia asked.

      I nodded my head.

      “You know that you are our sister?” Oliver questioned.

      I nodded my head again.

      “Can I hug you?” Octavia asked.

      I nodded my head again.

      She rushed towards me and threw her arms around me. We buried our faces into each other’s shoulders and cried. I felt Oliver come and put his arms around us.

      After several minutes, Octavia pulled away. I snatched several pieces of tissue out of the box on my desk, then passed it to Octavia. She pulled out some. We stood staring at each other while we wiped our faces.

      “Wow, you’re having a baby?” Octavia asked.

      “Yes,” I smiled. “Two actually.” I rubbed my stomach.

      “Twins? Oh, that’s wonderful. Congratulations,” Octavia smiled.

      “Thank you. Please have a seat.”

      I directed them to the chairs in front of my desk. I sat down in one of the chairs that lined my wall.

      “What are doing here? How did you find me?”

      “We are here to meet you. We found you because we saw the article in the paper about you,” Octavia said.

      “We’ve always heard whispers about our father having another family. We just didn’t know who you were or where we could find you. I saw the article in the paper, saw your name and the fact that you and Tavia are twins. I confronted our father about you. He finally told the truth for once in his life,” Oliver said.

      “He did?”

      “Yes, he confessed that you were born a few months before Tavia was born,” Oliver continued.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be sorry. You didn’t ask to be born to a liar and a cheater. You didn’t have any choice in the matter. Neither did we,” Oliver said.

      “My mother found out when we found out, but I think she always knew but didn’t want to know. She’d been a kept woman for so many years. She didn’t really question him about anything. At first, I thought she was weak but the older I get, the more I realize that she was raised that way. She was taught to be demure and not question her husband. She never worked or went to college, so she depended on our father for everything. I think knowing about you would have broken her when she was younger,” Octavia explained.

      “What about now? Is she okay?”

      “Yeah, she’s fine. She is learning to live her life and spend his money,” Octavia laughed.

      “We figure there may be more of us out there,” Oliver said.

      “You think our father may have more children?”

      “I wouldn’t put it past him,” Oliver rolled his eyes.

      “You knew about us?” Octavia asked.

      “Yes, my mother told me about you. I followed your life as much as I could from a distance. I wanted your life so bad! I wanted a father who acknowledged me in public and who came to my performances. A Dad who helped me pick out an escort for the Ball.”

      “So, you knew we were sisters when we were in the Ball together?”

      “Yes, but my mother and our father had trained me not to talk about it, so I couldn’t tell you even though I really wanted to. I remember crying so hard after that brunch was over because I wanted you to know who I was. I wanted to know you. Then life got busy, and I just gave up hope of ever having a relationship with you, but I’ve loved you both my whole life.”

      Octavia reached for my hand, “Don’t envy us. Oliver Renou Senior was never around. He was only around when it suited his business. He didn’t raise us either, our mother did.”

      I let Octavia’s words sink in. I wanted something that looked good on the outside, but it was all false. My father didn’t raise my siblings either, and they lived in the same house.

      “Did our father know you were coming here?”

      “We don’t talk to him like that. I avoid him as much as possible. So, no, he doesn’t know,” Oliver explained. “But oh, when we return to Willow Hill! He won’t hear the end of it.”

      “I really would love the opportunity to get to know you, Olivia,” Octavia said while reaching for my hand.

      “Yes, we both would,” Oliver added and held my other hand.

      “I would love that too.”

      “We are going to be in town for a few days. Can we have dinner together or something?” Octavia asked.

      “That would be great. Let’s do it.”

      Paxton

      “Good morning, church!” The congregation responded. “I was glad when they said unto me, let us go into the house of the Lord!” Roman exclaimed.

      I was serving as Roman’s Armor Bearer today because Malcolm was on vacation with his family. I didn’t mind. I still helped out like I told Roman I would. Olivia decided to come to the early service with me because she is cooking family dinner today and she wanted to get back to the house to make sure everything was done before everyone arrived. My mother and Lady Elisa were in town because Nette was due in a few more weeks. They were helping her decorate and prepare for the baby.

      I looked into the audience and saw Olivia point to her cell phone. I usually turn my cell phone off when I am serving in the capacity of Armor Bearer, but I had it in my pocket. I powered it on and saw several text notifications pop up. I looked over at Zeke on the drums to see if he was aware of anything going on. He probably didn’t have his phone on him either. I navigated to the text from Olivia.

      Nette is on her way to the hospital. You need to get Roman there. – Ollie

      I looked up at Olivia and nodded. She started preparing herself to leave then went to the back of the church. I leaned over to the usher that was sitting next to me.

      “Go and tell Ezekiel to make his way to me as quietly as possible. First Lady is in labor, and we need to get the Pastor out of here.” I leaned forward to speak to Minister Helen. “We are going to need you to finish this service and preach at the next service. First Lady is in labor, and we are about to get the Pastor out of here, okay?”

      “No problem,” she smiled.

      I watched the usher whisper to Zeke. Zeke’s head snapped up and looked at me. I motioned for him to come to me. Once he made it to me, we both walked to get Roman.

      Roman had already begun his sermon. I approached him from the side and whispered in his ear, “Everything is okay. Nette is on her way to the hospital. She’s in labor.”

      “What!” He spoke into his mic. He started pulling on his microphone. “Get this off me,” he said in a panic. “Get this off me before I break it off me.”

      “Roman, we got you,” Ezekiel said.

      I stood in front of him to block him from the congregation. Ezekiel helped him take off his suit jacket to get to the mic pack and disconnect it. As soon as he was disconnected from the mic pack, he turned and quickly walked off the stage. Ezekiel and I followed behind him. I could hear Minister Helen saying, “Our newest family member is making a surprise appearance today. Everyone point your hands towards our Pastor. We pray for a smooth delivery. We pray that the angels encamp around them…”

      “Is she okay? Who is with her? It’s too early, right? We still had three more weeks,” Roman asked as we followed him. Olivia met us at the back door.

      “She’s fine, Roman. All of the mothers are with her. Zora is on her way to meet them at the hospital. Her water broke as they were leaving the house on the way to the second service.”

      “Where is my phone? I need my keys,” Roman said looking around and patting his pockets.

      “I have your phone and your keys,” Ezekiel said after coming out of Roman’s office.

      “I will drive.”

      I grabbed Roman by the arm and led him to my truck.

      “Can you call Mom, Zeke? I need to know what’s going on,” Roman said.

      We loaded into my truck heading to the hospital.  Zeke called our Mom and put his phone on speaker.

      “Hello,” my mother’s voice came through the phone.

      “Mom, we are headed to the hospital. How is Nette?” Roman asked.

      “She’s fine, baby. They are wheeling her to the back now.”

      “Mom, I need my wife. She’s the most important thing to me. If any decisions need to be made about who to save or…”

      “Baby,” mom soothed. “Don’t worry. They both will be fine, okay? She’s not even in a whole lot of pain. Her water broke as she was preparing for service. She’s more surprised than in pain right now.”

      “It’s too early, though,” Roman’s voice cracked.

      “No, he’s right on time. The angels are on their posts. Just get here, Dad, okay?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Roman said.

      I looked over at Olivia rubbing her stomach.

      “You okay?”

      She smiled which made me smile.

      “I’m good.”
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        * * *

      

      We welcomed our newest family member into the world. Isaiah Levi Bluette was born a few hours after we arrived at the hospital. There were three other Pastors that vacated the pulpit that Sunday to see Isaiah come into the world; Pastor DeLucas, Pastor Drummond; Michaela’s father and our father. I was told that each Pastor was either up or about to get up to minister when they got the word that the baby was on his way. Pastor and Lady Drummond still consider Roman their son. They have kept close to him and Zanetta.

      The hospital room was full of balloons, flowers, and gifts from the congregation, family and friends. We all waited in the room for our turn to hold Isaiah. Roman handed the baby to me. I pulled him close and held his little head in my hand. Olivia leaned over my shoulder and smiled.

      “Oh.”

      Olivia made a noise that startled me.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yes,” she said cautiously.

      I looked into her eyes. She looked scared. I passed the baby back to Roman.

      “Olivia, what’s wrong?”

      “Pax,” she looked at me with tears in her eyes. “I just felt our babies move on the outside.”

      She grabbed my hand and placed it on her stomach. I felt the fluttering inside her stomach. I knew she’d felt the babies move on the inside but today was the first day she’d felt them move on the outside. I felt the movement again and looked into her tear-filled eyes.

      “Those are my babies?”

      “Yes,” she nodded.

      I wiped the tears that were running down her face.

      “This is going to be us soon. Are you ready?”

      “I’m more than ready,” she smiled.

      “I love you, Olivia.”

      “I love you too, Paxton.”

      

      The End

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Epilogue
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      “Good morning church!”

      “Good morning,” the audience replied.

      “It is a good day to give thanks unto God for all of his blessings towards us. Amen?”

      “Amen,” the audience repeated.

      “Today is a special day for my entire family and I. Our babies are being dedicated.”

      The audience clapped.

      “Some of you may know and some of you may not, but in the last two years, our family has had five new additions.” Roman held up his five fingers to emphasize his statement. “My mother complained about not having grandchildren, so we all got to work.” The audience laughed. “All of these children that you see standing here before you are special. Can I tell you about these youngest two? They are our little miracles because Olivia’s tubes were tied when they were conceived.” The audience gasped. “It’s okay, I asked if I could share with you,” I laughed. “The chances of getting pregnant when your tubes are tied are so low, almost impossible, but she got pregnant with twins.” Paxton flexed his bicep making the audience laugh. “From what I understand another risk with getting pregnant with tied tubes is that the baby could try to grow in the fallopian tubes. Not these two. They found a home in their mother’s womb and stayed there until she was full term. She went into labor a day before she was scheduled to be induced. We are so grateful for them.”

      The audience clapped.

      “Then we have the oldest Braeden who came into all of our lives and changed them for the better. He owns a company and will be starting Kindergarten soon. Ms. Zahria is already a little superstar. She grandly came into the world. Her mother was finishing up an exam then had to be taken to the hospital by ambulance. There were like twenty doctors waiting outside her birthing room to see her little face. They all felt like they played a part in it since they were there taking the same exam.”

      “I passed too,” Zora added.

      The crowd laughed.

      “Last but not least my little one. My legacy. My first born, Isaiah Levi Bluette. I had given up on ever being a natural father. I am a spiritual father to my church, but I didn’t think it would happen naturally. Then I was sitting in a living room in Saint Louis, and this woman walked in and changed my life. I don’t know if most of you know the story, but I actually had my first encounter with my wife years before we were introduced. She spoke a word over my life the very night that I was contemplating ending it. We fell in love before we realized that we’d had that encounter. I am so happy that I found her, again. So, I have asked Pastor Israel to handle this portion of the service. Pastor Iz.”

      Israel came up, and I took my place next to my family.

      Zanetta and I had chosen Michaela’s parents to be Isaiah’s godparents. They are still my family, but we both wanted them to have an official title in Isaiah’s life. Braeden was being christened too as Braeden Bluette. Zanetta was already his Godmother but in addition to her, Lyrica and Obasi were chosen to be the Godparents for Zahria. Paxton and Olivia went back and forth about choosing separate sets of godparents for O’shea Levi who was born three minutes before his sister Paisley Renee. They decided to let them share the same godparents. They chose Countee and Laila, who they like to call Angus.

      We were surrounded by the rest of our entire family to include Nigel and Giselle who were living together and planning a small vow renewal on their property. They seemed happier than I can ever remember them being. They are rebuilding their relationship with Paxton. Things are going well for them.

      Olivia’s mother, brother, and sister were in attendance. Ms. Mabel has moved to Houston and loved doting on her grand babies. Octavia and Oliver Junior visit often. They are working on their relationship with Olivia. When I am around them, it feels like they have known each other their whole lives. They have the same sense of humor, and they genuinely love each other.

      Zora’s brothers are in attendance. We found out that her step mother’s brother, the one who violated Zora, has been missing for some time now. No one has heard from him since Zora told her full story. He had a girlfriend that tried to file a missing person’s report on him, but the police wouldn’t file it because he is grown and there is no sign of foul play. His credit card was used in France, so they believe he left town.

      “I am honored to be here today to facilitate the sacred duty of giving these children back to the Lord. I’ve been around since Pastor Roman first met Lady Zanetta. I recall asking her if she had a sister and she told me no. Then I was introduced to Brother Ezekiel’s lady, Zora, who calls Lady Zanetta, Sissy.” The crowd laughed. “I was like ah, I see you are trying to keep the good ones in the family. Then I was introduced to Doctor Callahan-Bluette, and I asked where you are finding these amazing women!

      I like the way Bishop put it at Brother Paxton’s wedding when he said all of my sons married up.”

      The audience laughed again.

      “In all seriousness, this family is one to be admired. I have an immense level of love and respect for each of them. As I was preparing myself for today, I asked the Lord what he wanted me to say to this family. There is a protocol, but outside of the program, I needed God to speak to me concerning this family. He didn’t speak at first, but as I watched the family come up on the stage, God started to speak. He said that Braeden will be the one for this generation of Bluette’s to lay the foundation of success, influence, power, and wealth. Just like it has gone in your family for generations. Bishop Roland Bluette Senior laid the groundwork for Bishop Roland junior. He built on that groundwork with Pastor Roman, and now this generation will see that success plus greater and Braeden will carry that anointing.

      Why did he fit into the family so perfectly? Why was your heart so open to receive him? Because before he was formed in his mother’s womb, his destiny was predetermined. He was born a Bluette, we just didn’t know it. Nurture him like you already do and watch him soar, but he won’t soar alone. Every child in this family and the ones yet to be born will exceed you and your success by leap and bounds. Thus, says the Lord.”

      The church went berserk.
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        * * *

      

      After the christening service, we had a reception for our family and friends. My brothers and I had been working on something special.

      “Excuse me everyone,” Israel said. The room quieted down. “I would like to present to you for the first time anywhere, The Bluette Men band.”

      The curtain on the stage opened to reveal me on keyboard, my father on the piano, Uncle Nigel on the trumpet, Paxton on lead guitar, BJ on percussion and Ezekiel on drums.

      I am so grateful to God for second chances. Everyone on this stage has experienced one. We win together. We lose together.

      
        
        
        We are the Bluette Men.
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