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 “Really, Cas! Just one more,” Lacey pleaded waving swatches of fabric in 


Caspian’s despondent face. 


 He bit his bottom lip and chuckled.  


 “The blue,” he said.  


 “Which blue, Man?” 


 “The one you like,” he said smiling at his demanding fiancée.  


 Lacey rolled her green eyes and relented.  She pinned the cornflower blue 


swatch and put the boards away, before turning back to him.  He watched her, 


watch him then laughed aloud. 


 “What?” 


 “Is all of this OK with you? We don’t have to have a big wedding.” 


 “Liar!” Caspian said. “You’d probably sneak out in the middle of the night 


and change your phone number, if I said I didn’t want a big wedding.” 


 Caspian laid flat on his back, but kept his eyes on Lacey.  


 “Probably,” she said grinning, and laid beside him. “But, seriously.  I’d 


totally scale it down if you want.  I love you, and marrying you is what I care most 


about.”  


 Caspian huffed, a wide smile grew across his bearded face.  He kissed her 


on the lips. 


 “I’m sure you love me, but I’m also sure you’re going to love walking down 


the aisle in a very expensive, custom designed dress with two hundred people 


oohing and ahhing over you.”  


 “I don’t even know two hundred people!” Lacey said, smacking him. “One 


fifty, and that includes your twenty guests.” 


 “Yeah, yeah, yeah.” he said, and slipped the straps of her nightgown off her 


shoulders.  


He took her breast in his mouth, and rubbed her between her legs. Lacey moaned 


and pulled him closer. 


 “That’ll stop the wedding talk,” Lacey purred. "But, we still need to talk 


about..." 







 Vonna Ivory Joseph 
 


2 
 


Caspian covered her mouth with his, planting a sound kiss.  She giggled and pulled 


him on top of her. 


 Lacey rolled over to an empty bed when morning light streamed through 


Caspian’s bedroom window.  The clanking of metal on metal drew her to the 


backyard, where she heard his voice and the familiar voice of his new friend, 


Selena.  Lacey stood at the back door watching them hitch Caspian’s hobby car to 


a tow truck.  Caspian smiled at her and bounded up the steps. 


 “Sorry about the noise,” he said, with a kiss to her cheek. 


 “Hi, Lacey!”  


Selena waved from the ground.  She was a pretty woman, even dressed in 


oily coveralls.  She and Lacey had come a long way since she’d first shown up to 


Caspian’s house dressed in hospital scrubs, looking every part the sexy doctor 


with her large chest, thick eyelashes and lush black hair.  Lacey nearly choked. 


 “Is that the person working on your car!” she gasped. 


Caspian burst out laughing. 


 “Yes, but only part time.  Her brothers own the shop, but she helps them 


with the racers.  She’s a doctor.  Don’t be sexist,” he said and met her on the front 


porch. 


 “Tell her not to be sex-y,” Lacey muttered under her breath, before 


painting on warm, confident smile and greeting the woman. 


 “Hey, Selena.  You guys getting an early start this weekend?” 


 “I think your guy’s just trying to run away from choosing china patterns and 


appetizers,” she said chuckling.  


 “You’re a snitch!” Caspian said with his own chuckle.  “I’ll be back before 


noon, and you’ll have me all to yourself.” he said kissing Lacey again. 


Selena stood, wiping her hands on her coveralls. 


 “And my offer still stands.  I love weddings!  I know I look like a dude every 


time you see me—in scrubs or these,” she said laughing.  “But, I promise you I’m a 


woman underneath.  I’d love to help.  Besides, your guy doesn’t know the 


difference between robin’s egg blue and purple!” 


Lacey laughed, a wrapped an arm around Caspian’s waist.  
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 “Oh, give him a break.  He’s really good with numbers,” Lacey said, teasing 


her fiancée. “I’d love the help.  We’ll talk.” 


 “But, not today, because she has a carburetor to rebuild.” 


 “That's true," Selena said raising a finger.  "But let me know when you need 


me, I'd welcome the break from the blood and oil of my day-to-day life." She and 


Lacey laughed.  "I’ll schedule my cases around those times.” 


 “Thanks, Selena.  I appreciate that.  I’m sure it’ll be much more fun with a 


willing participant.” 


 “Hey!  I’m standing right here,” Caspian said.   


 “We see you,” Lacey said.  She kissed Caspian again, and waved goodbye to 


Selena before leaving them. 


  


 Lacey’s stomach churned as she sat waiting for her oncologist to return to 


the line.  She’d practically chewed her bottom lip raw.   


 “Hi Lacey, how are you feeling?”  


 “I feel fine.  Great.  I’m not tired or anything.” 


 “That’s good.  You’re a young, healthy woman.  Are you sure you can’t 


come in to discuss your options?  I’ll meet you any time.” 


 “I can’t.  I’m booked solid with wedding stuff.” 


 “OK,” Dr. Jennings said with a deep sigh.  “Have you talked to your fiancée, 


yet?” 


 “No.  I want to have a solid plan in place before I bother him.  He’ll want 


details.  He’ll kick right into fix it mode.” 


 “Lacey,” the doctor drawled. 


 “I know what I’m doing.” 


 “I don’t doubt that you do, but cancer is cancer Lacey and it’s an insidious 


disease.  No cancer should be taken lightly.” 


 “I’m not taking it lightly!” Lacey snapped. “I’m scared out of my mind!  But, 


I can’t stop living, and I’m going to have a solid plan, before I bring my family into 


this mess.” 


 A dramatic sigh drifted through the line. 
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 “Now, my appointment with the fertility specialist went well.  She thinks 


freezing embryos is the best option for a woman my age.” 


 “Which will require your intended’s sperm,” Dr. Jennings interjected. 


 Lacey rolled her green eyes, and pushed her glasses up her nose.  She put 


her feet up on the velvet ottoman and sighed. 


 “I know that.  I’ll talk to him.” 


 “I hope you do.  Your surgery is in two weeks.  And chemo is not off the 


table, Lacey.” 


 Lacey’s energy plummeted hearing the word, “chemo” again.  Her doctor 


discovered the mass during a routine gynecological exam, and the road to her 


Stage 1 Ovarian Cancer diagnosis was swift.  The realization overwhelmed her, 


but she was determined to beat the monster with her standard grace and 


efficiency.  Lacey set about securing the best specialists, all while keeping her 


weddings plans on track.  Her business partner and best friend, Isaac’s image 


appeared at her front door startling her. 


 “I’ve gotta go! I‘ll see you next week.”  Lacey said and disconnected the call. 


 She ran her hands over her hair, and then over her top, before opening the 


door. 


 “Why are you so jumpy?” Isaac asked as he breezed through the front door 


carrying file boxes. 


 She pursed her lips and closed the door behind him. 


 “I’m not.  Do we have to work this weekend?” 


 “Yes, it’s the end of the fiscal year.  You act like this is new to you,” he said, 


stopping to face Lacey.  “Are you OK?  You look tired.” 


 “This is how my face looks without makeup.” 


 “Bull.  I know what your face looks like.  Talk to me,” he said sitting the 


boxes down and directing her to sit with him. 


Lacey hung her head, considering Isaac’s offer to listen.  


 “I can’t.  Not before I talk to Cas.  It wouldn’t be right.” 


Isaac narrowed his eyes, and shook his head. 
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 “Lace, you’re scaring me.  At least tell me how serious it is.  Are you 


pregnant?” 


She shook her head, fighting back tears.  Isaac moved his chair to hers, putting 


them knee to knee. 


 “Lace.  I respect that he’s your man.  I do.  But, I’m here right now and you 


are scaring the shit out of me.  I won’t tell him I know.  Talk to me, please.” 


Lacey removed her glasses and wiped at her green eyes.  Isaac put a hand on her 


knee. 


 “Don’t freak out.  I can’t handle you freaking out.  It’s nothing life 


threatening,” she said in a hushed tone.  


Isaac nodded, “OK.” 


 “I have Stage 1 Ovarian Cancer.” 


Isaac drew in so much air, his entire body shuddered.  He closed his eyes and 


squeezed Lacey’s knee. 


 “Lace, you have to tell him.  Right now.  Does Oliver know?  What about 


your parents? And Ali?” 


 “No one knows,” she whispered shaking her head.  “I have to know what 


my options are.” 


 “Your options?  What options?  Options for what?  I don’t understand,” 


Isaac exclaimed with wide eyes. 


 “My options for having more children.  I can’t marry him not knowing if we 


can have a baby together.” 


 “What!  You have a kid.  You have Luca!” 


 “Cas doesn’t have one!” 


 “Does he want one?  Why is that the only thing you’re worried about right 


now!” 


Lacey hunched her shoulders. 


 “I don’t know,” she whimpered.  “I know I’m going to beat this, Izz.  I know 


that I am. The odds are in my favor.  I have the best doctors and a solid treatment 


plan—I may not even need chemotherapy.”  
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Her voice dropped.  “But, I don’t know how it’ll affect my ability to get pregnant 


again.” 


Isaac shook his head and lowered it into his hands. 


 “How long have you been dealing with this alone?” 


 “Five weeks.  I’ll have my ovaries removed in two weeks and worst case 


scenario, I’ll need four or five rounds of chemo.  I’ll be all better by the Summer, 


in time for the wedding.”  


 “My God, Lace,” Isaac grumbled.  He pulled his friend into a tight hug.  “Tell 


Cas, today.  Call him over here, and tell him.  You shouldn’t be going through this 


alone.  Not when you have someone who loves you as much as he does.” 


 “What if it’s too much for him, and he doesn’t want to marry me?” 


 “Cas ain't that kind of dude.  He loves your crazy ass.  You know and I know 


it.  Trust him.” 


Lacey lay in Isaac’s arms stone faced and steely, until he let her go.  "You've gotta 


tell him, Lace.  If he's going to be your husband, you're gonna have to start facing 


tough shit with him, and not handling it, then telling him how shit went down; 


you know?” 


 Lacey nodded against Isaac's shoulder. 


 “I’m getting everyone together for dinner next week.  I’ll tell everyone at 


once.  I’ll lay out my plans for Luca and my recovery,” 


 “Lacey, no!" Isaac shouted and held her up to face him. " Do not tell that 


man in a room full of people.  You sit him down and give him the respect that’s 


due a husband--one to one.  That’s who he’s going to be, don't you understand 


that!” 


 “I don’t want to have to rehash the story over and over again,” Lacey said 


amidst sniffles. 


 “Would your mother tell your dad in a room full of people or in their home, 


holding his hand?  Let that man stand beside you holding your hand, when you 


tell everyone else.  Let him work through his feelings in private.  ‘Cause he’s going 


to be scared, and mad and confused as hell.” 


 “That’s what I’m afraid of,” Lacey said just above a whisper. 
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 Isaac took his friend by the hands again. 


 “It’ll be aimed at cancer, not you, Lace.  I promise.  Because, I am so pissed 


right now, but not at you--at that fucking disease!” 


 


 Isaac was right, and Lacey knew it.  She’d tried to tell Caspian more than 


once, but found it easier to propose another cake flavor or floral option.  The 


chiming of her grandmother’s antique clock at noon coincided with the roar of 


Caspian’s engine.  Her temperature rose, fogging her glasses and flushing her 


cheeks.  


 “Are you cooking?” Caspian asked with a bright smile on his handsome 


face as he walked through the door. “Is Alabama playing today?”  


Lacey tried her best to steady her nerves and smile at him, but failed. 


 “Lace, what’s wrong? What’s going on?” 


She held her hands out to him and led him to the kitchen table.  He sat. 


 “Let me fix you a plate,” Lacey said. “I made your favorite.” 


She opened the lid of a Dutch oven pot and wafted scents of chicken and 


dumplings in his direction.  He watched her, his eyes full of intensity.  She sat a 


bowl of the steaming stew in front of Caspian. 


 “Thank you,” he said in a weak voice.  “Sit down, Lace. Tell me what’s going 


on.” 


Lacey wiped her hands on the dish towel and sat in the chair across from him.  


She took a deep breath and straightened her glasses. 


 “Cas, do you want a child with me?” 


“We have a child. Oh my God, are you pregnant!  We're always 


careful.  Aren't we?”  


Lacey pursed her lips and sighed.  She twisted her full lips, and laced her fingers 


atop the table.  


“I'm not pregnant, but I love you for saying that we already have a child,” 


she said.  “I mean down the line.  Do you think you'd want a child—with me, I 


mean?”  


Caspian reared back in his seat and combed through his neatly trimmed beard.  
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 “I’ve thought about it, but I can’t say that I feel like I have to have one of 


my own.  Do you want more children?” 


Lacey shrugged. 


 “I’d like the option,” she answered. 


Caspian crinkled his strong brow. 


 “The option?  I don’t understand what that means?”  


“I have Stage 1 Ovarian Cancer and I’ll lose one or both of my ovaries.” 


Caspian stood up, but collapsed back into the chair.  Lacey sat still, watching him 


flounder. 


 “They found it early enough to fight.  The survival rates are over ninety 


percent, and I may not need chemotherapy.” 


Caspian squeezed his eyes shut and held his hands out to Lacey.  She took them. 


 “I feel fine, and I’m in good health otherwise,” 


Caspian shook his head hard. 


 “My mother,” Caspian faltered.  “She died from Cervical cancer.” 


 “I won’t die, Cas.  Not from this.  I promise you.” 


 “You can’t do that, Lace.  You can’t promise me.” 


 “I can!” Lacey shouted.  


The couple sat in silence, holding hands. 


 “She was so depressed, and the chemo made her so sick and weak.  We 


hardly got to spend any time with her, and then she was just gone.  Flesh and 


bone, and then gone.” 


 “That won’t happen to me, Baby.  It won’t.  I’m being aggressive.  I’m 


removing as much as I can, without risking my fertility.” 


 “I don’t care about your fertility, Lacey!  I care about you.  I need you alive 


for the rest of my life.  There are ways to expand a family, but not without you.  


What’s the plan?” Caspian asked, squeezing her hands tight.  Then recognition 


flashed in his eyes.  “Lacey, how long have you known about this?” 


 She lowered her head, and Caspian released her hands. 


 “Lacey!  How long?” 


 “Five weeks,” her muttered. 
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 “Are you kidding me!  And all you’ve been talking about is wedding stuff?” 


 “Yes!  I couldn’t tell you until I knew for sure, and I needed a plan,” she said 


raising a shoulder to her ear.  


 “You needed a plan.  Lacey, we need a plan! Do you have any idea how 


much I love you!” Caspian shouted as he pushed away from the table. 


 “Don’t yell at me, Cas.” 


 “Yell at you?”  


 Caspian bent over putting his hand on his knees, struggling to take a full 


breath. 


 “I have everything figured out,” Lacey said walking to his side.  She put a 


hand on his back.  “Calm down, Baby.  Oliver will take Luca for a few weeks, after 


the surgery,” 


 “The surgery! Oh my God, Lacey. Why!” he shouted standing to his full 


height. He shook his hands towards her. “Why didn’t you tell me?  Why would 


you keep this from me?  You lay in bed with me, and have meals with me and 


keep something like this from me!” he shouted.   


His voice shook her to the core.  She’d never seen him so angry.  Caspian 


was typically a serious man, but he was easy going and amiable.  He wasn’t prone 


to outbursts or extreme emotion, one way or another.  


 “I’m doing everything—everything to be worthy of being your husband and 


to gain your trust.  I knew there was going to be a wall to climb.  I knew that and I 


accepted it.  But Jesus, Lace!  How do I deal with you keeping God knows what 


from me!” 


 He pulled out of her touch and glared at her.  Lacey reached out for him, 


but her rebuffed her efforts, raising his hands above his head. 


 “I can’t.  I can’t trust you.  And, I can’t see you right now,” he stammered. 


 Lacey shuddered. 


 “What?  What are you saying, Caspian?”   


 He shook his head, and backed away from her. 


 “You can’t leave me,” she said, her voice filled with pleading. 
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 “I can’t stay with you right now.  I’ll call you.  But, not right now.  How could 


you, Lacey?  Why would you?  I love you, and this is how you love me back,”  


 His words cut her deep. 


 “Please don’t leave me,” she whispered.  “What do you want me to do?  


Tell me.  I’ll do it.” 


 “You have everything figured out.  You told me so,”  


Caspian left slamming the door behind him.  Lacey took a deep breath and 


blew it out through her mouth.  She removed her glasses and wiped at her eyes 


with the back of her hand. Frozen frames of her failed relationship with her son’s 


father flooded her thoughts.  She made her way to the sofa and lay across it 


covering her eyes with her forearms.  I did it again! I should’ve told him the day I 


found out about the mass. Caspian’s a fully functioning adult.  He successful and 


well adjusted, he doesn’t need me thinking for him. A tear ran down her cheek.  


The sound of Caspian’s key in the door jolted her.  She wiped her face hard 


and put her glasses back on, then sat up straightening her blouse and shoulder 


length hair.  He stood at the door, looking at the floor. 


“I’m marrying you, Lacey.  And whatever comes at us, I’m going to be here 


with you making plans and decisions.  We have to be practical now.” 


“Practical?” she asked. 


“Yes.  Practical.  No more pride based decision making.  I plan on having a 


long life with you," he said. "So, all your dramatic, bratty antics have to go on 


pause right now. We're going into battle, and whether or not you know it, you're 


not going to be able to bully your way through cancer.”  


A small smile shone on Lacey’s pretty face. 


“I’m sorry.” 


“As you should be, but the now’s not the time for hurt feelings.  We have a 


fight ahead of us.  I want to talk to your doctors.” 


“OK,” she nodded emphatically.   


“And we need a game plan—one we devise together—before we tell our 


families and friends.”  


Lacey nodded again. 
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“Are you going to say something?” he asked sitting beside her on the sofa. 


“You didn’t leave me.”  


Sobs overtook Lacey, and Caspian pulled her into a warm embrace. 


“I won’t leave you.  You’re the runner,” he said chuckling softly. “You make 


me so tired, Woman.  I love you.”  


  


 Lacey brushed her wheat brown hair and pinned it behind her ears.  


Caspian lay in bed watching her. 


 “I don’t look sick. Do I?” she asked, turning to him. 


 He shook his head in slow motion. 


 “Lace, do you want another kid?” 


 “I don’t know, but I know I want the option.  Do you?” 


 “I don’t know.  I didn’t have the best example in my own father.” 


Lacey climbed into bed with Caspian and rested her head on his bare chest. 


 “But, you had one in Mr. Anderson.” 


Mr. Beaux Anderson was his neighbor and mentor. 


 “I did,” Caspian said smiling.  “But, if I have to choose between you and 


another kid, I’m choosing you.” 


Lacey smiled and snuggled closer to him. 


 “You may not have to choose.  I met with a fertility specialist.  We have 


options that will give us time to decide.” 


 “Like what?” 


 “I could freeze embryos, created with my eggs and your,” she paused.  “It 


all sounds so cold and impersonal.” 


 “Nothing’s impersonal between you and me,” Caspian said.  “But, I 


understand the process.”  He lifted her chin.  “Lace, I think we should get married 


before you have surgery.” 


 “What!”  


Lacey shot up. 


 “Hear me out,” 







 Vonna Ivory Joseph 
 


12 
 


“No! You hear me out.  I won’t play along with you planning for my 
death.  I’m not dying.  I’m not!  Just wait until you talk to Dr. Jennings and Dr. 
Gottlieb. Please, Cas. Believe me when I tell you, I will be your wife next 
Summer.  I will be healthy and cancer free. And I'm wearing that goddamn 
dress!  It's Berta Bridal!” Lacey said with marked defiance in her fiery green eyes.  


“Wow,” Caspian laughed.  “I heard about the fire behind those eyes, but 
until this very moment,” he drawled shaking his head in awe. “I could have 
never imagined how a pair of human eyes could spark with such ferocity.”  
 Lacey softened, flashing a sweet smile and a loving gaze. 


“Ferocity! I like that,” she said. “Cas, I’m going to kick cancer’s ass!”  
“I don't doubt it,” Caspian said chuckling. “Not for a second.”  


 


After weeks of painful injections, the surgery and her third round of 


chemotherapy, Lacey’s get up and go, left. Her fighting spirit had taken a 


whooping, and Caspian was exhausted, too.  Their families were in Atlanta taking 


turns with Lacey’s care and recovery.  Theirs was an intricate waltz between 


Lacey’s house, Caspian’s house and Oliver’s.  Oliver saw to hers and Caspian’s 


meals being prepared and delivered with thoughtful consideration of her doctor’s 


orders.  Her parents and cousin took turns coming back and forth from Alabama 


and her brother, Ali and his family moved into the in-law suite at Lacey’s home.   


 “Cas, my man—how are you?” Ali asked, wrapping Caspian into a slick 


shoulder bump. 


 “I’m good.” 


 “No. How are you?  Really,” Lacey’s older brother said holding on to the 


weary man’s hand. “I know a lot of focus has been on Lacey, but I see two of you 


in this battle.  How are you?” 


  Caspian chuckled and looked away from Ali’s intense gaze.  Ali and Lacey 


were close, with only a year between them in age, he was by far her closest 


confidant. 


“Thanks, Ali. That puts you in the company of Lacey, my sister and Mrs. 


Anderson,” Caspian said, running a hand over his overgrown coils. 
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  He gestured for his soon to be, brother in law to follow him.  They walked 


to the patio at the back of Lacey’s house, and sat across from the roaring fire in 


the outdoor fireplace. 


 “Your dad keeps this lit for Lacey.  She likes to sit out here when she has the 


energy,” Caspian said.  He twisted and pulled at his beard, then put his feet up on 


the teak table.  “I feel like I shouldn’t have any complaints.  Not after all she’s 


endured.” 


 “That sister of mine is more beast than beauty, man,” Ali said laughing. 


“She’s tough.” 


 “Yeah.  I know.  But, I’m her man.  I’m supposed to protect her.  And I 


couldn’t.” 


 “Not against cancer,” Ali said.  “But, you’ve been a soldier.  And I know she 


appreciates it—for a fact!” 


 “I know.  But, seeing her so weak breaks me down. She made me cover all 


the mirrors,” Caspian said and swallowed hard.  His voice was heavy with 


emotion, and Ali put a hand on his shoulder.  “I’d blocked the images of my mom 


when she was dying from it.  I must’ve repressed them or something.” he said 


with a casual shrug.  “They’ve been coming back to me—when I’m asleep—which 


is a positive, a light of the lack of sleep I’ve been getting,” he said with a forced 


chuckle. 


 Lacey’s mom came out and handed the men two snifters filled with cognac 


and disappeared as quickly as she’d shown up.   


 “Thanks, Mom!”  Ali called out to the closing door.  


 “Thanks, Ms. Tess!” Caspian said.  “She’s a special woman.” 


 “Indeed.  And just think…she raised the one who’s going to be your wife.”  


 Caspian smiled at the sentiment.  “Look, I am in the unique position of 


understanding how you feel about not being able to protect her from this disease.  


Firstly, I’m her big brother, and besides my dad, I’ve been her protector for her 


whole life.  And secondly, as a husband, when I couldn’t find my wife during the 


wildfires, I felt as useless as I’ve ever felt.  So, I know how you’re feeling.” 
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 Caspian ran his hands over the back of his neck and released a small sigh.  


Ali patted him on the back.  “It’s hard as hell.  I know.  And for what it’s worth, 


we’re as happy she has you.  It gives us all a lot of hope.  She’s a lot to deal with—


we know it!” Ali said chuckling, Caspian chuckled, too.  “And both guys she let in, 


ran out on her when she asserted herself.  It didn’t matter how much she needed 


them—she pushed and they fled. They hurt her, and she erected sky-high walls. 


But, not you,” Ali said making eye contact with Caspian.  “And that gives my dad 


and me both, great comfort.  We appreciate you, Man.  And I see you in the fight 


with my baby sister.  Anything you need, I got you.” 


 Caspian hung his head between his knees and shook his arms and hands. 


 “Thanks, Man,” he mumbled, choking back his emotions. “If you would’ve 


told me two years ago that I’d be capable of loving someone enough to ask them 


to marry me, and then going through another bout with cancer,” Caspian said 


shaking his head. “I wouldn’t have believed you.  But, here I am.  Man, I love that 


stubborn woman in there.  I know she’s going to beat this, and I know she’s going 


to be around to drive me crazy a many a year to come, but I don’t know if I want 


to have a baby.” 


 Ali grimaced, but Caspian didn’t see.   


 “Why not?” he asked, taking care not to make the man clam up. 


 Caspian shrugged. 


 “I work a lot.  So did my dad, and he was a piece of work.  I don’t want to 


do that to a kid.” 


 “What about Luca?” Ali asked. 


 “Luca has his dad, his Uncle Isaac and you. A kid of my own would only have 


me to count on, and I don’t know how good that would be.  What if I’m more like 


my dad, than I care to admit or even know, yet?” 


 Ali took a sip from his glass and laid his head against the back of the plush 


patio furniture.  Caspian glanced over at him. 


 “All fair points,” Ali said.  “I don’t know if you’ve heard, but my wife would 


call me a workaholic, too.” 


 The men laughed. 
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 “You are a great dad, man!” 


 “Thank you.  But, I wouldn’t have known that before we had Lena.  And I 


had Thomas Robinson’s shining example to live up to.  Hell!  I thought I’d never 


have kids.  Who could live up to my dad?” Ali exclaimed, pointing to the roaring 


fire.   


Then men laughed heartily. 


“All I’m saying is, if I can do this, you can for damned sure.  I think you’d be 


a great dad, Cas.  You’re already doing it with my nephew.  I see you two in that 


garage, tinkering around with that sexy mechanic of yours,” Ali said laughing out 


loud. 


 Caspian laughed, too and laid back in his own chair.  The stars were bright 


in the night sky, and the planes overhead were barely audible.  He looked over to 


where he had last seen Ali sitting and saw Lacey wrapped up in chenille throw.  


Her sunken eyes and frail frame did nothing to dull her beauty.  Strands of her 


thinning hair peeked out from under the knit cap she was wearing and blew in the 


night air.  He went over and lay beside her on the chaise lounge.  She nuzzled in 


his arms, but didn’t wake.  He saw her mother look out on them, and then her 


father came out to add more wood to the fire.  Her son came out and sat with 


them, too.  They didn’t talk, they just sat.  When the air turned too cold for them, 


Caspian lifted Lacey's bony frame into his arms and took her to bed.   


 “Cas,” Lacey called out to him. 


 “I’m here,” he answered from the sitting area.  He clicked off the television 


and went to her. 


 “I’m feeling stronger.” 


 “Good, Baby.  Do you think you can eat something?”  he asked, moving to 


stand. 


She held him by the wrist. 


 “Look at me.  I’m getting stronger.  You don’t have to be worried any more.  


We’re winning.” 


Caspian closed his eyes and heaved a half sigh--half grin.  He nodded fighting back 


tears. 
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 “I never doubted that we would.” 


 “Can you call Selena tomorrow and tell her I’m almost ready.” 


Confusion drew Caspian’s brow together. 


 “Selena?” 


 “Yes.  Tell her that I’m ready to get my wedding plans back on track.  She 


told me to call her when I was ready.” 


Caspian erupted in laughter.  He laughed until tears ran down his face.   


 “You’re ready to get back to your wedding plans.  Sounds good.  I’ll let her 


know.” 


 “And Cas,”   


“Yes, Dear?” Caspian said, teasing his fiancée.   


“I heard your talk with my brother,” she said twisting her full mouth. “I 


don’t want you to feel pressured about having a baby.  That was never my 


intention.  I don’t even know if I want to do it again.  Our life together is good the 


way it is – well not right now, but you know what I mean.” 


 Caspian chuckled and looked down at the floor. 


 “I just didn’t want this son of a bitch disease to take away our choice,” she 


said staring into his eyes and clinging to his hand.  


 Caspian nodded and bent to kiss her hand. 


 “OK, Lace.  You are indomitable.  Do you know that?” 


 Lacey bowed her head. 


 “I do.” 
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 Evangeline looked over her shoulder at James. He was sound asleep. She 


crinkled her nose and crept out of his bed.  


 “Where are you going?” he asked, smiling bright. “Stay with me until 


morning.” 


She shook her head no, and slipped into her robe. James pouted and sat up. 


He drew his knees to his chest and lit a cigar. 


 “Can you wait you wait until I’m gone to do that?” Evangeline grumbled. 


 “Sure,” he said and snubbed out the cigar. “I want to talk to you about the 


campaign.” 


 “OK. Right now? I want to shower.” 


 “It’ll only take a few minutes.” 


Evangeline pursed her thin lips and sat at the edge of the bed. James 


watched her back for a few seconds, then sighed. 


 “Chloe’s concerned about the optics of you not being at events with me.” 


 “Chloe, Chloe, Chloe…” Evangeline hissed. “Are you sleeping with her, or 


should I wait thirty years to find out?” 


 James hung his head, then lit his cigar again. 


 “It doesn’t look good when my wife, who’s a member of one of the most 


influential families in the city, isn’t by my side while I’m running for mayor of said 


city.” James said. 


 He took a long drag from the cigar and blew circles of smoke into the space 


between them. Evangeline spun around facing him and sneered. 


 “It doesn’t look good. Optics…” 







 “Are you going to repeat everything I say?” James asked. He put the cigar 


out again and pulled his wife closer. “Evie, please. How long are you going to 


punish me for one mistake…” 


 “Two!”  


 “Two mistakes,” James drawled, conceding to his angry wife. “That I made 


over thirty years ago. I don’t know how to prove to you that I’ve never stepped 


out on you again.  Evie, I need you.  We’re a team.  I would be nothing without 


you.  I need you.  You know that I do.” 


 Evangeline bit her top lip and rested against his bare chest.  


 “What’s Chloe suggesting?” she asked with a dramatic sigh. 


 “A group of civil rights attorneys are hosting a fundraiser dinner for me in 


D.C. I’d really like for you to come.” 


 She sat considering his request, then scooched out of bed again. She 


tightened the belt on her robe and turned to him.  She bit her lip and twisted her 


mouth.  


 “When?” 


 “This weekend. Saturday.” 


 “Let me think about it.” 


 “Thanks, Evie.” 


 She looked him up and down, then left his room. 


 


 The hotel is D.C. was spectacular. Steeped in history and lore, Evangeline 


loved every square inch of it. 


 “Evie, it’s me James.”  
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 Evangeline rolled her eyes and opened the door. She stepped aside to let 


him pass. James was dressed in tuxedo shirt and slacks. His bow tie hung loose 


around his neck.  


 “You look nice,” she said. “Do you want a drink?” 


 “No. Thanks. Has Chloe’s stylist brought over the dresses for you, yet?” 


 “No, not yet.”  


Evangeline curled top lip. 


 “Evie, why’d you have to stay in a separate room?” James asked.  


 “Nothing’s changed. I’m here in an official capacity as the dutiful wife.” 


 “Can you give it rest--just for the weekend? We can pick up arms again 


when we’re back home.” 


Evangeline raised her open palms and bowed her head. 


 “No arms, here. Did Chloe dress you? Are bow ties outside of her 


expertise?” 


She waved him closer. He obeyed. She set about tying his bow tie. 


 “You’re a beautiful woman, Evie.” 


 “Which is obviously, not enough,” she said. 


 “I love you.” 


 “I know that.” 


 “Then how can I fix this? How can I get my wife back?” 


 “I’m right here,” she said. She tightened the bow and kissed him. “But, I 


need more time, to…I don’t know forgive you, or whatever.” 


 “It’s been three years, since we found out about Sunrise.” 


Sunrise was James second child with his lover, Camilla Robbins. 







 “It’s more than that, and you know it,” she said searching his eyes. “I can’t 


reconcile your going back to her repeatedly, James. We’ve been through this.” 


 “There were only the two times!” 


 “And both times she produced for you, what I couldn’t.” she said shrugging. 


“That does something to a woman’s—a wife’s ego.” 


Pain saturated her brown eyes.  James didn’t argue.  A knock on the door stopped 


their rehashing of the Camilla conversation. 


 “Yes,” Evangeline sang. 


 “It’s me, Chloe.” 


 “Your newest interest,” she said on her way to the door. 


James slumped his shoulders and shook his head.   


 Chloe was a shorter version of James’s indiscretion, Camilla. She shared the 


same, golden brown complexion, wavy hair and hazel eyes. Her mere image made 


Evangeline’s stomach churn. She was James’s youthful and ambitious campaign 


manager, who was completely entrenched in their lives. 


 “I hate her,” Evangeline said between clenched teeth. 


 “What’d she ever do to you?” 


Evangeline put a hand on her hip. 


 “Are you going to stand here and pretend to not see the resemblance?” 


James shook his head and bit the inside of his cheek. 


 “I didn’t hire her. Your sister did!” he snapped. 


It was a point Evangeline couldn’t dispute. She pursed her lips and opened the 


door.  The young woman breezed in strolling a cart full of dark evening gowns. 


She smiled at the DaCostas. 
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 “Good Evening, Mrs. DaCosta. This is your stylist for this evening, Aaliyah 


Allen. Aliyah, this Mr. and Mrs. DaCosta.” Chloe said, forcing a weak smile at 


Evangeline. 


Evangeline sneered at Chloe, then turned smiling warmly at Aaliyah.  


 “Thanks for taking the time, Ms. Allen. Let’s see what you have for me.” 


 


 “This is a tired little floral arrangement,” Evangeline said, fingering at a 


small arrangement of white zinnias. 


 “It’s lacking your elegant touch, My Love.” James whispered. 


He left Evangeline’s side, greeting a familiar supporter. She grimaced and turned 


her attention to the plates and chargers.  


 “Evangeline Herron,” a masculine voice said from behind. 


She whipped around to see the person who used her maiden name, which she 


hadn’t used in thirty five years. Her mouth dropped open and she stood. 


 “Elias McCuthcen,” she mouthed. “Elias, what are you doing here?”  


She looked around the room for James, and saw him chatting up an eager young 


man. 


 “You haven’t changed a bit.” 


 “Liar,” she said, blushing. “How are you? I mean you look great. What are 


you doing here?” 


 “What are you doing here?” he asked, grinning from ear to ear. He pulled 


her into a friendly hug. “Are you still living in Atlanta?  Have you taken over the 


city, yet?” 


 She saw James’s forehead crease, but he didn’t come over. 







 “Not quite.” she answered. Her eyes darted between the tall, handsome 


man and her husband. 


 “Who are you here with?” he asked looking around the room. 


 “Um, James DaCosta,” Evangeline stuttered. 


 “The candidate?” 


 “Yes,” she said, nodding.  She cleared her throat, just as James approached.  


She smiled and took James by the arm. “He’s my husband.” She guided James’s 


hand into Elias’s. “Elias McCuthcen, please meet my husband, James DaCosta.” 


 “Doctor McCuthcen,” Elias said. “A pleasure, James. I’m a loyal supporter.”  


He shook James’s hand.   


 “Doctor McCuthcen, how do you know my wife?” James asked pointedly, 


locking eyes with Elias. 


 “We were friends in college.” 


 “A Bison man,” James said. 


 “Indeed.” 


The man stood sizing each other up. 


 “Well, any friend of Evie’s is a friend of mine,” James said, wrapping his arm 


around his wife’s waist. He kissed her on the cheek and smiled at Elias. “It was a 


pleasure meeting you. If you’ll excuse me.” 


James walked over to schmooze another group of supporters.  Elias folded his 


arms across his chest and chuckled. 


 “He’s short.” 


Evangeline rolled her eyes and returned to her chair.  When Elias didn’t sit beside 


her, she looked up at him, directing him to sit. He obliged. 
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 “It looks like someone on my team needs some developmental training. It 


never came up that the candidate’s wife was a Howard University alumna and my 


former fiancée.” 


Evangeline sighed and quickly surveyed the small room of dignitaries. 


 “It’s been a long time, Eli.” 


 “Your doing.” 


 “Oh please, don’t make yourself out to be a victim. I was never your 


fiancée. I turned down your proposal, and you accepted my decision.” 


 “Accepted?” Elias whispered, looking around, too.  “Was there another 


choice?  You said you were too young.  You said you had plans for a career.  If 


memory serves, you said, you had no interest in being anyone’s wife. What was 


the term you used?” 


 “Accessory,” Evangeline said. 


 “Right,” Elias drawled. “Accessory. That was it.  You look lovely.” 


 “Don’t be childish, Eli!  We were kids.  I’ve been married for well over thirty 


years, now.” 


 “So, you married right after college.” He said, staring into her eyes. “Well, 


I’ll leave you to it.”  


He slid her a business card and lightly touched her hand. “Enjoy the rest of the 


evening, Missus DaCosta. And good luck to your husband.” 


 Elias left the party. 


 Evangeline fingered at the card, then tucked it into her clutch. 


 Elias McCutchen was Evangeline’s first love. They’d met during orientation, 


before their first days of college even started.  She was attracted to him right 


away; they toured the campus holding hands as if they’d come together.  They 







dated through all four and a half years of her time at Howard University.  Her 


family approved of the McCutchens and rested in their daughter’s inevitable 


union to Elias.  Her father nearly disowned her when she came home and 


betrothed herself to an Atlanta beat cop, who’d enlisted in the Army instead of 


attending college.   


 “Why’d your old friend leave before dinner was served?” James asked 


Evangeline on the ride to the hotel. 


 “I couldn’t tell you.  I hadn’t noticed.” 


James watched his wife, but she kept her head turned towards the busy streets of 


the Washington, D.C. 


 


 Evangeline sat in the dimly lit restaurant fidgeting like a child banished to 


time out.   


 “This was a bad idea,” she said to herself when Elias walked through the 


door. 


 He still possessed the physique of the title he garnered in college as an All 


American Wide Receiver. He was tall with broad shoulders and a quick smile.  His 


light skin and curly hair made him outrageously popular among the girls in school, 


and Evangeline’s status as his one and only, the most coveted position on 


campus. 


 “I’m glad you called.” 


 “I can’t believe I did. Or that you came all the way to Atlanta to see me.” 


 She stood and hugged him. He lingered until she writhed out of his arms. 


 “I’ve always come when you called,” Elias said with a smirk. “This place was 


not easy to find.  Do you come here often?” 
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 “No. It’s my first time,” Evangeline said, swallowing hard.  


 She looked around the dark restaurant and nearly jumped out of her seat 


when the waitress approached from behind her. They ordered drinks and the 


special.  


 “So, why am I here, Evangeline?” 


 Evangeline straighten her back and crossed her delicate ankles.  She smiled 


at him, and lowered her eyes. 


 “James and I aren’t in the best place—in our marriage, I mean.” 


 “You looked happy, when I saw you together, which is why I was surprised 


to get your call.” 


 She looked down at the small table, then back at him. 


 “I’m not a bad woman. I’m hurt.” 


 “Is he cheating?” 


 “No,” she shook her head. “I don’t believe so. But, he did. None of this is on 


the record, Eli. We’re just two old friends talking. OK?” 


 “Of course,” he said, frowning. 


 “He fathered two daughters with someone else.” 


 “Twins?” 


 “No. They’re a year apart.” 


 “Ouch.” 


 “Yes.”  


She took a sip from her glass, and rolled her neck. 


 “I’ve never told anyone about the second daughter,” she said with a 


nervous giggle. 


 “Why are you telling me?” Elias asked. 







 “I don’t know,” she said, hunching her shoulders. “Justification, maybe.” 


 “Justification?” he asked, reaching across the table.  She put her hand in 


his. “OK. What’s the status of your marriage right now?” 


 “We’re together for the campaign.” 


A wide smile spread across Elias’s face, softening his masculine features.  


Evangeline smiled, too. 


 “I need you to know that.  I’m not a cheater…” Evangeline said. 


 “I know that. I spent four years with you. A leopard doesn’t change its spots 


that much,” the smitten man said.  “You’re a team player.  I respect that.”  


Evangeline lowered her head and smiled sweetly. 


 “So, Dr. McCutchen, is there a Mrs. Doctor McCutchen?” 


 “No,” Elias shook his head slowly. “You kind of broke my heart, Evangeline.” 


 “It’s been almost forty years, Eli.”  


 Evangeline pressed her lips into a single, hard line. 


 “Yes, that’s how deeply affected I was by our time together.  You left an 


indomitable impression on me.” Elias said, searching Evangeline’s brown eyes. “I 


waited on you to come around, but I guess I missed the, ‘I’m getting married’ call, 


because—well, here we are.” 


 He and Evangeline sat, holding hands and considering the what if’s in each 


other’s eyes.  


 “I should’ve made that call. I owed you that much,” she said, squeezing his 


hand. 


 Elias huffed, lowering his head. 


 “You called this time and I couldn’t be happier.  On some level I knew we 


weren’t over,” he said. 
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 “Evangeline?”  


Evangeline snatched her hand out of Elias’s and sprang to her feet.  She banged 


her knee against the table’s edge sending her drink spilling to the floor.  Sunrise 


easily evaded the spilled red wine, but frowned at her father’s wife.  


 “Hi,” Sunrise said. 


 “Hello, Evangeline.” Ursula said. 


Ursula was Sunrise’s adopted mother.  Wise and compassionate, the elderly 


woman nodded politely to Elias. 


 “Hello,” she said, bowing her head to Elias.  Sunrise smiled and nodded 


politely to him, too. 


 “Hi there,” Evangeline stuttered.  “How are you guys? It’s my first time at 


this place.  Have you been here before?” she rambled. 


 Sunrise’s eyes narrowed, and darted between Evangeline, Ursula and Elias. 


 “Yes, we have. My mom lives around the corner. Remember?” 


 “Yes,” Evangeline answered, her eyes wide.  “Well, don’t let me keep you.” 


She kissed Ursula on the cheek and nodded to Sunrise, again. 


 “I’ll stop by to call on you tomorrow, Ursula. It was good seeing you, 


Sunrise,” she said. 


She stood beside the table until the women were out of sight.  She flopped in the 


booth and hang her head in her hands.  


 “Oh my God,” she whimpered. 


 Elias watched in silence, giving her a few minutes to pull herself together. 


 “Who are they?” 


 “The second daughter, and her mom.” 







 “Is that the woman he cheated on you with! She’s old enough to be his 


mother!” Elias whisper yelled. 


 “No…” Evangeline said, shaking her head.  “She was adopted as a baby. The 


woman he cheated with left her in the hospital, to protect him.” 


 “Jesus! This story keeps getting deeper.” 


 “Not really. It’s our family,” Evangeline said, massaging her forehead.  She 


stood and grabbed her handbag. “Eli, I’m sorry.  I thought I could do this.  I 


thought it would be OK, because it’s you—but, I’m still me, and I’m not this 


person.  I don’t sleep around.” 


 Elias stood, too. He took Evangeline by the hands, his eyes bright with hope 


and held them to his mouth. 


 “I wouldn’t have it any other way. Take your time. I’m at your beck and 


call.” 


 Appreciation filled her eyes. 


 “Thank you. How long will you be in town?” 


 “I’ll be here. I have more than enough work here in the city to keep me 


gainfully employed,” he said, with a nervous chuckle.  He released her hands after 


another kiss to them. “I’ll wait to hear from you.” 


 She searched his eyes, as a sweet smile lifted her soft features. She nodded 


and left. 


 


 Evangeline showed up at Ursula’s house wreaking of desperation the next 


day.  Ursula met her on the porch with a warm embrace, sending Evangeline into 


defense mode.  
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 “I know what that looked like last night, but it was innocent,” she explained 


anxiously. 


 “Calm down, Dear. Calm down,” Ursula said to her. She ran her hands up 


and down Evangeline’s thin arms. “The only thing I saw was two people having 


drinks, in a public place. OK?” she said locking her eyes to Evangeline’s wet ones. 


“Come on in. I was expecting you.” 


 Evangeline’s shoulders shuddered and she closed her eyes briefly before 


following the astute woman inside. Ursula directed her to the small eat in area of 


the kitchen.   


 “Make yourself comfortable, while I make us a pot of tea. Are you hungry? I 


have some tarragon chicken salad that Oliver brought by this morning.” 


 “I don’t have much an appetite, but I do love that man’s food,” Evangeline 


said, relaxing a bit. “I’ll have a little.” 


 “Alright now!” Ursula cheered. “Nothing is so bad over a strong cup of tea 


and a satisfying meal. Do you want to start or wait for your lunch?” 


 “Start?” Evangeline asked. Confusion coloring her mocha brown face. 


 “It’s what you’re here for, right? To talk about why you lost yourself when 


we saw you and your friend together last night.” Ursula said, never turning to face 


the skittish woman. 


 Evangeline’s eyes doubled in size, and her mouth dropped open.  She 


watched the older woman’s back as she moved around plating chicken salad and 


crackers, and pouring tea into cups. 


 “He was my college sweetheart. We reconnected while James and I were in 


D.C. last week.” 







 “Last week?  And he’s come calling already? All the way to Atlanta,” Ursula 


muttered. “You must be flattered. How long has it been since you last saw him?” 


 “It’s been thirty-seven years.  We didn’t end as friends.” 


 “Is that right?” Ursula said. She sat the plates and cups on the table and 


joined her guest. “What happened?” 


 “He asked me to marry him, and I said no.” 


 “Whoa! So, it was serious stuff between you two.” 


 “We were kids.” 


 “No, you weren’t.  So, where does James fall in this class reunion?” 


 Evangeline huffed, but a chuckle escaped.  She held her cup of tea to her 


lips. 


 “I met James a few months after I finished college and moved back home.” 


 “So, he had no part in your refusal?” 


 “No,” Evangeline said lowering her gaze.  She sat the cup down and forked 


at the chicken salad. She stole a glance of Ursula, who was sipping from her tea 


cup and watching her. 


 “So, where are you and James now, Evangeline?” 


Evangeline usually found Ursula’s directness refreshing, but today she found it 


unnerving.  


 “We’re stuck. I can’t get past Camilla…” 


 “Camilla’s dead and gone. It’s Sunrise who you can’t get past.” 


 “It’s not. I’ve grown fond of Sunrise. Sure, we had a bumpy start, but that’s 


all in the past.” 


 “How so? Camilla and James were together over thirty years ago, and you 


can’t forgive him, but you only met Sunrise two years ago.” Ursula sat her cup 
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down and showed her palms to the fidgeting woman. “I get it. She has Camilla’s 


face—a constant reminder of the betrayal. But, you stayed.  So, what has James 


done to hurt you lately?” 


 “It’s not that simple, Ursula.” Evangeline said, looking away. “Don’t you 


think he looks at his daughters from that woman and is reminded of the family I 


couldn’t give him?” 


 “I have no idea! And I wouldn’t dare try to understand the inner workings 


of a man’s mind,” Ursula said grinning. “But, I know how it feels to not be able to 


carry a child of your own, in your body. I’ve been there. More times than I care to 


recall. So, those thoughts and feelings I know all too well.” She took one of 


Evangeline’s hands in her own.  “I know how it can make you feel small, defective 


even. And it doesn’t matter what your husband says to comfort you, you look in 


his eyes and see disappointment; helplessness,” Ursula said, leaning to meet 


Evangeline’s downcast gaze. “I know those feelings of inadequacy, Dear. I do. But, 


his betrayal wasn’t because of that. He cheated because he was a weak, young 


man, as many of them are. But, he’s not that young man anymore.” 


 Evangeline found the nerve to meet Ursula’s reassuring gaze. A lone tear 


rolled down her bronzed cheek, and she sniffled.  


 “This man friend of yours, is he married?” 


 Evangeline shook her head, no. 


 “Do you think a man of his caliber has stayed single all these years, for lack 


of trying? I do not. I can’t begin to imagine the tally marks of his indiscretions. But 


that’s neither here or there, and it’s none of my business. By your account, has 


James been a good husband to you, outside of his dealings with Camilla?” Ursula 


asked and waited for Evangeline to answer. 







 “He has.” 


 “If you hadn’t discovered Sunrise, would Cami’s existence be water under 


an otherwise strong bridge?” 


 Emotion choked Evangeline, but she nodded, yes. 


 “Do you still love James?” 


 She nodded again. 


 “Do you think he’s stepped out on you again?” 


 She shook her head no. 


 “Then what’s going on, Sweetheart? Why is that man here?” 


 Evangeline opened her mouth, but no sound came out.  She squeezed her 


eyes shut and took a deep breath before opening them again. 


 “James hasn’t even tried, Ursula. Sure, he apologized, but then climbed into 


bed beside me and slept like a log. He acts as if all the years I knew about Cami 


and stayed, entitles him to complete indemnity for having impregnated that 


woman a second time!” Evangeline yelled.  She breathed deeply and blew it out 


her mouth, then pressed hands together at her pursed lips.  “It’s not about 


Sunrise. I swear it’s not. It’s about his sense of entitlement to have me just stand 


by his side. Elias wants me. He doesn’t think he’s entitled to have me. He’s 


hopeful and yes, I’m flattered,” she said shrugging. 


 Ursula slowly bobbed her head up and down. 


 “What does he have to do for you to forgive him?” 


 “He has to mean it.  He should grovel a little.  Be remorseful.  Be sorry he 


ever risked losing me.” 


 “And what would that look like?” 
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 “I know it sounds silly, but I want him to miss me. I want him to wake up in 


a world, where Evangeline Denay, is no longer his wife.  No longer his constant.  I 


would love for James DaCosta to lose me, and do everything in his power to get 


me back,” she said and looked down at her manicured nails. “I want him to fly to 


another state to win me back.” 


 “So, that’s all it’ll take. A little groveling and chasing,” Ursula said chuckling.  


“He can do that. I have faith in him! But, you do this for me.” 


 Evangeline listened intently.  


 “Don’t see that Elias character again until you do these two things,” 


 Evangeline flashed a weak smile and nodded. 


 “I’m listening,” she said to the sage old woman. 


 “First, figure out if the bird in your hand is worth giving up for the rustling in 


the bush, that might not even be birds. Do you get my drift?” Ursula asked, 


cocking her head. “Ask yourself if a thirty-year-old mistake, made by a twenty 


something year old man, is worth throwing away the fantastic life you and James 


have built, together? You have a daughter, who loves you dearly, and two 


granddaughters; one bears your name. Leaving their Papa will devastate those 


girls. They’re the family you’ve always wanted.” 


 Evangeline hadn’t considered Cami and the girls. The corners of her mouth 


turned down and her brows drew together when she thought of the oversight. 


She nodded. 


 “OK,” she said, barely above a whisper. 


 “And lastly, tell James exactly what you sat here and told me. Tell him that 


you want him to fight for you. Tell him that you feel like he takes your loyalty for 


granted. Tell him! Tell him straight! Try those two things for me. It’ll do my old 







heart some good,” Ursula said giggling.  “And if you still want to run off with 


that ol’ slickster, at least you’d have laid it all out there for James.” 


 Ursula gestured for Evangeline to hug her.  She stood and hugged the 


sprightly old woman, then wished her a good day. 


 


James sat in the study drinking a scotch on the rocks.  The room was dark 


and still when Evangeline walked in.  


"My God, James!" she exclaimed. "You scared me. Why are you sitting in 


the dark?" 


She flicked the light switch, illuminating the grand room.  


"Turn it off," James said, shielding his eyes. 


She turned them off and headed upstairs.  The click-clacks of her heels echoed 


through the stillness. 


"Evangeline, why was Elias McCuthchen at my station today?" 


She froze, hearing Elias's name so soon after her conversation with Ursula. 


"I don't know. I haven't talked to him today." 


"Today." James said with a loud huff. "Is he your revenge or the reason you 


won't come back to  


me?" 


Evangeline hung her head and sat at the foot of their grand staircase. 


"Come back to you, James?  I've never left.  I never do." 


"You're not here.  You're not with me and you haven't been since Sunrise 


came into our lives." 


"That's not fair, James.  I've accepted both of your children with that 


woman.  Both of them,"  
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Evangeline said softly.  


James rocked his forehead back and forth in his hands. 


"No. You haven't.  You've accepted their existence, but you haven't 


accepted the mistake I made a long time ago that produced them.  And I can't 


take it back.  I can't erase the past.  But, this thing with Elias McCutchen—it's 


ruthless.  To bring him here to our home, and have him in my place of work," he 


shook his head. "It's ruthless.  I didn't think you had that in you.  Thirty-five 


years..." 


"I asked Elias to come here.  I did!  But, I couldn't go through with it.  I had 


no idea he'd come to the station, and I'll speak to him about it." 


"I don't want you speaking to him about anything, Evangeline!" James 


shouted and jumped to  


his feet. He threw the glass across the study, sending scotch all over the 


bookcases.  Evangeline jumped up, too. "You're still my wife!" 


"And don't I know it, James! I've always been yours!" she screamed, her 


voice reverberating through the room. She shook violently.  "But, you—you've 


always been ours—mine and Camilla's, then mine and Camisha's and now mine 


and Sunrise's!"  


She flicked on the lights again and glared at him. "And you've never even 


asked me, how I felt. You've only ever asked—hell expected my forgiveness and 


continued devotion to the machine." 


"The machine?" 


"Yes, James! The machine. Your run for Sheriff, then your run for City 


Council and now your run  







for Mayor. Smile, Evangeline; stand by your man, Evangeline; think of all we've 


built, Evangeline...What about the woman, the wife?  What about her, James?  I 


didn't marry you because I was a Herron, I married you because I loved you." 


"Do you think I married you because of your family's name, Evangeline?  I 


had no idea who a Herron was, when I met you." 


"Oh, but you found out!"  


Her tone was accusatory and James's shoulders sank. He dropped into the chair, 


and closed his eyes. 


"My dad and uncle had to salvage me.  They couldn't have me married to a 


beat cop—no.  They had to make you a public figure.  They had to give you a 


name—a title, and you signed right up!  No one ever considered what I wanted.  I 


got nothing out of the deal.  I lost the man I loved and got a Herron, in his image.  


I lost baby after baby, and all you did was replace them with Camilla's children!" 


"Evie," James said, walking over to her.  


She held out her arms stopping him.  


"Don't," she said. "You've never even offered me a trumped-up 


explanation, James.  You’ve never apologized for the betrayal, you apologized for 


the pain I was feeling.  You aren't sorry about having those girls, and I don't blame 


you for that.  They're a part of you.  You look in their faces and see you and her—


and guess what James—so do I." 


Tears rolled down her face, smearing her eyeliner and wetting the silk blouse she 


was wearing. 


"What can I do, Evie?  I don't want to lose you—you.  I love you.  I will call 


and concede this mayoral run right now, if that's what you want." 


"That's not the point, James," 
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"Then what is!  Name it!  I can't undo the conception of my daughters.  And 


I know you don't  


want them out of our lives—so what? What can I do?" 


James dropped to his knees and crawled across the cold marble to his 


wife's feet. 


"I’ll grovel.  Is this what you want?  I'm sorry for betraying you and for 


taking you for granted." 


He wrapped his arms around Evangeline's thighs. 


"I can't lose you, Evie.  I won't let you go without a fight.  I don't care about 


this election or any 


election, if I have to lose you for it.  I'm not a fool.  I know I'm just a beat cop," 


She stood motionless, but her resolve weakened. 


"He's all I ever wanted," 


"Elias McCutchen!" James yelled, looking up at her. 


"No! The beat cop," she said and hugged him.  "I need to be enough for 


you." 


"Are you kidding?  I've never felt like enough for you.  I know what you 


faced when you married  


me and I've spent our lives together trying to make myself worthy of you.  Camilla 


never meant anything to me," James said.  "I swear to you, Evie.  I went to see 


Cami that day, I felt so low. I’d failed my very first partner, I should’ve been able 


to do more, and he died because I wasn’t fast enough; smart enough.  I wanted to 


see someone who I was enough for, someone who looked up to me.  I was as low 


as a worm that day and Camilla was treating me like person for once.  I was 


vulnerable and she wasn't looking down on me.  I needed that.  She told me, that 







I was good that day, and I needed to hear that.  It's not an excuse for being with 


her again, but it is what happened.  It wasn't love.  It was weakness—on my part. 


And I'll spend the rest of my life trying to make it up to you." 


"Thank you for telling me that," Evangeline said, and helped James to his 


feet. "But, I didn’t look down on you that day, James.  You should’ve given me the 


chance to lift you up. I've never looked down on you. And I'm sorry you felt that I 


would." 


"Evie, after slipping up and making a baby with a teenage stripper, I felt like 


you'd never look at me the same, and you didn't.  You're a Herron, and you've 


always had the best, then you choose me, and I do exactly what your family 


expected of a man of my standing." 


"Stop it! My family is full of secrets and skeletons in closets.  Strippers, 


second families, all kinds of mess.  And James, after thirty-five years, I'm DaCosta.  


Missus Evangeline DaCosta. But, I have to be your person, James.  I have to be the 


only woman you come to for uplifting.  I can do it.  I believed in you first, and I still 


do.  Believe in me.  Come to me." 


She lifted her chin, and he kissed her, for the first time in two years. 


 “Is that it?” 


 “That’s it.” 


 “Send him home.” 


 “He’ll get the message.” 
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“Kaleb--K-Lo--Black of the rap group, the 507-Boyz, and his girlfriend, 


Skylar Hill were killed when their private jet crashed and burned while 


attempting to land at the Aspen, Colorado airport on Sunday.  Both were 


declared dead at the scene.  The sheriff's office reports the two other 


fatalities in the crash, were the pilot and co-pilot, but has not released their 


names.” 


Kemani stood wide legged and motionless staring at the blonde, 


television reporter feigning genuine concern for his youngest brother and 


their childhood friend.  He crossed his thin arms across his chest and hung 


his head.  Zaye sat close by watching her husband.  He clicked the TV off 


and tossed the remote control on the couch.  He had said little since the 


Aspen Sheriff’s office called with the news of his brother’s death. 


He turned, showing a weak smile to his wife. 


            “You OK?” he asked. 


Zaye frowned. 


            “Me? Are you OK?” she asked standing. 


He held his hands up, keeping her at arm’s length, and she sat back down. 


            “I’m OK.  But, I need to get back down to Atlanta.  I need to see 


Kommander.” 


Zaye nodded. 


            “I’ll look into train tickets, or would you prefer to take a tour bus or 


what?” Zaye asked, her voice filled with caution. 
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            “We’re taking the jet,” was all he offered, before he disappeared 


behind the credenza that separated their bedroom from the den. 


            Zaye fielded calls from their friends and family, and the press, alike, 


while Kemani planned.  He traversed his new world like an efficient robot, 


and when Zaye tried to talk about how he was feeling, he deflected.  When 


she tried to get him to eat or sleep, he countered with sex and studio time.  


             


           The warm weather in Atlanta was a stark contrast from the chilly 


New York winter, and everything, but Kemani, moved slower. 


           “How’s he holding up?” Dominic asked as he drank from a tall glass of 


iced tea.  Dominic was the third member of the 507 Boyz rap group, 


comprised of Kemani and his youngest brother, Kaleb.  


            “I don’t know, Dom. He won’t talk about it, at all.  He’s not eating, or 


sleeping.  I–I don’t know what to do.  I’ve never seen him like this.” 


            “It's new territory for all of us.  When his mother died, she 


deteriorated. He had time to process the inevitable, but this—this is 


different.” 


            “Of course, it is.” Zaye said, fighting back tears.  “Kaleb was so young, 


with so much life ahead of him.” 


            “And Sky-Sky,” the man’s voice broke.  “They were just getting 


started.  She hadn’t left Kommander’s side since he was born, and he finally 


gets her to take a break, and this happens.” 
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            Kommander was the couple’s eleven-month-old son, and Kemani’s 


only nephew. 


            “How long do you think he’ll be down here?” Dominic asked. 


            “Your guess is as good as mine, Dom.  I don’t know what he’s 


thinking or feeling, or whether he’s coming or going,” Zaye said and broke 


into sobs. 


           Dominic walked around the table and wrapped his arms around her, 


just as Kemani walked through the door carrying Kommander on his hip, 


and a diaper bag on his shoulder. 


           “What’s up, Dom?” 


           He sat the toddler down and walked over to Dominic and Zaye.  He 


hugged his friend, then turned his attention to his wife.  


            “You OK, Babe?” Kemani asked over his friend’s shoulder. 


            Zaye nodded and wiped her tear stained face before joining 


Kommander on the floor.  She kissed his chubby cheeks and sat him on her 


lap. Kemani smiled at them and gestured for Dominic to follow him to his 


studio in the backyard. 


            Zaye didn’t understand much about her grieving husband, and it 


bothered her.  She’d married the moody young man three years earlier, 


and he was still as capricious as the tides.  Often times, she chalked it up to 


the newness between them.  Some mornings he’d wake talkative and 


playful, and on others he’d wake cold and aloof.  It didn’t bother her 


because she understood the intricate choreography it took to blend lives as 
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newlyweds.  Though she was Kemani's first wife, theirs was her second 


marriage.  Every day shared under the same roof with him was an 


adventure she appreciated.  They lived in two separate homes; she lived in 


Atlanta and he in New York.  It was a progressive arrangement, but it 


worked for both their demanding careers.  


           Zaye crawled to her ringing phone, and Kommander giggled aloud. 


           “Oh, that makes you laugh,” Zaye sang, while answering. “Hey, 


Mom.” 


           “Is Kommander there with you,” Zaye’s mother said as if she too was 


talking to the baby. 


           “Yes, he is!” Zaye exclaimed in baby talk. “Yes he is!” 


           The spirited little boy giggled louder and flailed his arms and legs in 


response. 


           “He’s such a sweet baby.  My heart just broke for him at the funeral,” 


Zaye’s mother said.  “I know he’s too young to understand what’s going on, 


but it’s just so sad.” 


           “It is, but he has so many people who love him and who loved his 


parents, we'll make sure he knows them. He’ll know all about them,” she 


said in the same playful banter, leaning towards the baby. “Yes he will!” 


           “How’s Kemani?” 
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           The question washed away Zaye’s playful mood.  She pushed her 


back against the couch and sat Kommander in between her legs and 


handed him a few toys. 


           “He’s the same.” 


           “Still not eating or sleeping?” 


           “Nope. Just sex and writing. That’s all he’s up for.” 


           Kommander babbled and handed a stuffed Mickey Mouse to his 


aunt.  She took it, then handed it back to him. 


           “Zaye,” her mother drawled. “It’s been over a week…” 


           “Nine days,” Zaye said. 


           “He can’t go on like this.” 


           “I know, but what can I do?” Zaye groaned.  “Maybe he’s eating 


something when he’s out.” 


           “Let's hope. How long will he be down here?” 


           “I don’t know!” Zaye snapped, as tears filled her eyes. “Everyone 


keeps asking me that, and I have no idea.  He’s not talking to me!” 


           Sobs wracked her petite frame.  Bewilderment tugged at the corners 


of Kommander’s bow shaped mouth as he watched his aunt crumble, and 


Zaye moved to comfort him.  “I’m sorry, Mom.  It’s OK, baby boy.  Auntie’s 


OK,” Zaye said. 


           “Is she?” Kemani asked from the kitchen door. 


           “Mom, I have to call you back.” 
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           “Please do, Beloved. I love you.” 


           “OK.  I will.  Love you, too.” 


            Kemani lifted Kommander into his arms and offered an arm to his 


wife. Zaye stood, and let him hold her, too. 


            “I’m sorry, Baby.  I know we have to talk.  And I’m eating,” Kemani 


said chuckling.  “It's a lot going on, and I have so many things to figure 


out…” 


            “What about me, Kemani?  I can help you.  I'm here,” Zaye 


interjected. 


            “I know you are, Babe.  And I will need your help.  But, I gotta keep it 


together long enough to get through his personal matters.” 


            Zaye looked up into Kemani’s face and frowned. 


            “What kind of personal matters?” 


            Kemani gestured to Kommander. 


            “Kommander?” she whispered. “What about him?” 


            Her brows knitted and her small, almond shaped eyes narrowed to 


slits. 


            “Sit with me,” he said.  He laid Kommander on the chaise end of the 


couch and turned on the TV.  He took Zaye by the hands and kissed 


them.  Her eyes darted all over his angular face.  “When they had 


Kommander, Kaleb,” Kemani’s voice caught on the lump in his 


throat.  “Kaleb and I were standing at the nursery watching him sleep. He 
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looked at me and said, ‘Can you believe we’re raising another generation of 


Black men?  This is our future.  Our Legacy.  Mom’s legacy.’” 


            Zaye watched her husband fight back tears.  She squeezed his hand.  


            “He and Skylar didn’t leave instructions for Kommander’s care,” 


Kemani said, searching her eyes. 


            Zaye felt her ears fill, and her face turn to stone.  Kemani held on to 


her hand and ran his free hand up and down her arm.  The couple hadn’t 


discussed trying for another baby since she’d miscarried their first, early in 


their relationship.  Kemani and Zaye’s was a May-December romance.  She 


was fourteen years his senior, and had already raised a child with her first 


husband, who was now twenty-five years old. 


            “I want to talk to you about us raising him and then see what our 


lawyers think we’d need to do.” 


            She heard his words, and saw his lips moving, but nothing he said 


made sense in her ears.  They were so filled with air, she feared they’d 


burst.  She watched Kemani ramble on about things she couldn’t 


comprehend.  Her wits left her, and her palms moistened. 


            “I know, I’m dropping a lot on you and it’s so soon after…” 


            “Wait what? What’d you say?” Zaye stammered, bumbling like a 


drunkard. 


            Kemani squeezed her wet hand again. 
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            “I want to raise him.  It’s what they would’ve wanted.  I’ve given it a 


lot of thought, Babe.  The whole reason Sky joined the Air Force was so her 


parents could retire and not worry about paying for her college tuition. 


Right?  Do you remember she told us that?  She wanted them to travel and 


enjoy their retirement.  They’re old.  What are they going to do with a 


baby?  They could see him and get him whenever they wanted.  But, they 


can’t handle him.  And her sister’s not irresponsible as hell—Sky would 


never want that,” he explained. 


            Zaye turned her head to check on Kommander. He had dozed off to 


sleep. 


            “Babe, say something.  What do you think?” 


            Zaye’s brow furrowed and her nose crinkled.  Kemani dropped her 


hand and withdrew into himself, but he didn’t move away. 


 “He’s my blood.  My baby brother’s only child,” he said, his forehead 


creased. 


Zaye remained witless, making sweat stains on her pink, suede 


couch.  Kemani watched her for a few seconds longer, then took 


Kommander and left.  Zaye stayed glued to the spot on her couch until 


nightfall. 


            The buzz of her courtyard gate shook her free from the spot.  She 


peeked through the window, and saw her mother, Wryn standing at the 


gate.  Relief washed over the woman’s stiff body.  She met her mother on 


the porch with a hungry embrace.  She held on tight. 
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            “What’s the matter, Baby Girl?” her mother asked, rubbing her 


daughter’s back. 


            “He wants to raise Kommander,” Zaye cried. 


            “Ntozake, of course he does.” Wryn said holding Zaye away long 


enough to consider her daughter’s eyes.  “You knew he would.  Just as any 


man like Kemani would.  Come on inside.  Let me make you a cup of tea.” 


            Wryn guided her trembling child inside.  They went into the kitchen 


where she put on a pot of hot water and took out cups, spoons and a jar of 


honey.  She hopped atop the kitchen counter and stared at her only child. 


            “Where are they?” Wryn asked. 


            Zaye shrugged. 


            “He took the baby and left.” 


            “Why?” Wryn asked, concern brimming in her voice. 


            “Because I couldn’t find my voice, I was literally struck dumb.” Zaye 


said.  She shut her eyes and shook her head hard.  “I love that little boy.” 


            “Kommander or Kemani?” Wryn teased. 


            “Really, Mom.  Right now?” Zaye protested, but chuckled with her 


mother.  “I’ll be fifty in a few years, and I won’t lie to you, this new lifestyle 


we have is enviable. Right?” 


            “I'd take it in a heartbeat,”  


            “TJ’s twenty-five years old.  I’m done!” 


            “And you did a damn good job!” Wryn added. 
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            “Exactly!” 


            “Exactly.” Wryn repeated, eyeing her daughter. 


            Zaye closed her eyes again. 


            “I must sound like the most selfish person in the world,” she 


whimpered, twisting her mouth.  Her cheeks flushed.  “He just lost his baby 


brother, and Kommander lost both his parents.  He’s got to want his 


mommy every night.  And Mr. and Mrs. Hill just buried their daughter, and 


all I can think about is work and trips oversees.” Zaye said lowering her 


gaze. 


            Wryn fixed cups of tea and let her daughter speak freely.  She sat 


across the table from Zaye and smiled at her. 


            “You’re entitled to your feelings, Beloved.  You are.  But, you’re also 


obligated to consider your husband’s.  Now, you know I’m all for freedom 


and independence,” Wryn said showing her palms to Zaye.  “But, you’ve got 


a good man in Kemani Black and he’s acting just as you should expect him 


to act in this situation.  He stepped for you when you lost your baby, and 


gave you the space you needed, when you needed it.  It’s the kind of man 


he is, Ntozake.  And why you love him.” 


            A crooked smile turned up the corner of Zaye’s mouth, and she 


bobbed her head up and down. 


            “I’ll be fifty-seven when he graduates.” 


            “Which, isn’t unheard of.  You just started early with T.J.” 
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            “I’d better call my husband, before he skips town on me.” 


            “Ha! You know that’s right.  He is rich and capable of disappearing 


without a trace!” Wryn stood and held her arms wide for a hug.  She rocked 


her daughter and kissed her at the temple.  “Call your man.  Be there for 


him, this time.” 


            “Yes, Ma’am,” Zaye grinned. 


  


            Kemani answered on the first ring which surprised Zaye. 


            “I was sure, you wouldn’t answer.” 


            “Why wouldn’t I?” he asked, his voice flat and emotionless. 


            “Where are you?” 


            “Out.” 


Zaye twisted her mouth, but humbled herself.  She scratched her eyebrow 


and then her chin. 


            “I’m at the Four Seasons,” Kemani said. 


            “Where’s Kommander?” 


            “He’s here, playing with Lightning McQueen.” 


The stubborn couple sat holding their phones saying nothing. 


            “I’m sorry, I froze up, earlier.” 


The silence on Kemani’s end held on. 
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            “Kemani, I’m sorry.” Zaye said.  Her brow gathered between her 


eyes.  “We’re raising him.  Of course, we are!  You married a selfish 


woman,”  


            “No, you’re not.  You’re thoughtful, and reasonable.  I’m moody and 


impulsive.  That’s why I need you.  We need you.” 


Zaye blushed. 


            “I love you,” she said. 


            “And I’m blessed for it.” 


            “Come home.” 


            “Why don’t you come here and let the hotel chefs make breakfast 


tomorrow.  It’ll be much better than anything I make for us—and well, we 


both know, you only make toast and scrambled eggs.” 


The couple laughed in unison. 


            “I’ll see you two in a few.” 


            “OK. And Babe! Be careful.” 


The concern in his tone touched her. 


            “I will. See you in a little while.” 


            Zaye hung up and sat processing what she’d agreed to and the 


changes her life was sure to experience.  


            “If Madonna can do it, so can I,” she said breathing through clenched 


teeth.  


She giggled and headed upstairs to pack an overnight bag. 
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 Kemani hadn’t considered the Hills’s resolve to hold on to their last 


connection to Skylar and was rocked by the news his lawyer delivered. 


“Hey, Boss. I have news.” 


“Shoot me straight.  You know my time is money,” Kemani said. 


“The Hills hired an attorney and are seeking for full custody.” 


“The fuck!  Full custody?  It's only been ten days! We just buried them 


and they've filed legal documents! These got’damned people are so 


litigious!” Kemani yelled.  


Zaye came to the door of Kemani’s office holding Kommander.  He waved 


her in. 


“Can we talk to them?” Kemani asked after he calmed himself. 


“I wouldn't. Not without an attorney present.” 


“Damn it!” Kemani yelled again and banged his desk. 


Zaye raised an eyebrow, shooting her husband a scornful look and pressed 


Kommander's head to her chest. 


“I'm sorry, Babe.  Sorry Lil' man.  What would full custody mean for us?” 


            “It means they would be the custodial parents and keep him here in 


Atlanta.” 


            “Would we be able to get him when we want?” Kemani asked. 


            “That would be up to them.  You have no legal rights to him.  Kaleb 


and Skylar weren’t married.” 
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            “What gives them more rights to him, than us?” Zaye asked. 


Kemani sat the phone on the desk and turned on the speaker. 


            “Not much.  But, there was no will, or instructions.  The courts may 


favor the grandparents.  They’re stable and retired, which would give them 


more time with Kommander, than two busy professionals.”  


Zaye and Kemani exchanged worried glances. 


            “What if I moved here, to Atlanta full time?” he asked, looking up to 


Zaye. “Would that make us more stable?” 


            “Yours and Mrs. Black's travel for work is extensive.” 


            “We’re rich. We'll hire a nanny and private teachers to travel with 


us,” Zaye offered. 


            “They wouldn’t need to,” their attorney countered. 


Zaye sat, rocking Kommander while Kemani fretted. 


            “What do we need to do, for a fighting chance to  keep him, Bryan?” 


            “Settle down; be as accommodating to the Hills as possible and be 


ready to have your lives exposed to these courts.” 


Kemani looked across the room to his wife and she nodded. 


            “OK.  Thanks, B.” 


            “Don’t worry, we’ll work out amicable terms with the Hills,” the 


attorney said and disconnected. 


            “Amiable terms?” Zaye frowned.  “What the heck does that 


mean?  I’m calling Porter.” 







Vonna Ivory Joseph 


 


15 


 


Porter and Nia Longfellow were old friends of Zaye’s.  Nia was one of her 


closest friends and was her college roommate.  Porter was Nia’s husband 


and one of Atlanta’s most influential and connected attorney.  His firm was 


one of the city’s most powerful, and chock full of battle tested family law 


attorneys.  Zaye called them right away. 


            Porter Goodfellow joined his colleague and the Blacks. 


“Enoch Roth, Family Law,” the stout young man said, extending an elbow to 


Zaye.  


Zaye frowned, bumping her elbow to his, and turning to Porter, who 


chuckled and gave a reassuring nod. 


“Don’t let his eccentricities, or his youth fool you, Enoch’s your man,” 


Porter whispered to Zaye. 


Enoch arranged and re-arranged the chairs at the table, before sitting 


facing the windows.  He took a glass bottle of water from his messenger 


bag and sat it just so. Then set about wiping down the silverware with a 


microfiber cloth he also pulled from his messenger bag.  Zaye pinched her 


face and looked between the two men. 


            “They keep Kosher here, right?” he asked aloud, but didn’t wait for 


an answer.  “Will K-Money be joining us?  It’s very important that I meet 


him before accepting this case.” 


            Porter cleared his throat, disguising his amusement. 


            “Enoch’s a big fan of the 507-Boyz,” 







Vonna Ivory Joseph 


 


16 


 


            “Mostly of K-Money’s.  He’s the real genius behind their music,” the 


young attorney clarified just as his idol appeared through the flashing bulbs 


from the Paparazzi's cameras. Enoch stood bumping the tabletop and 


catching it before anything toppled.  


            “What a pleasure to meet you, Mr. K-Money,” he said shaking his 


head fast. “I mean, Mr. Black.  My name is Enoch Roth and I’m your biggest 


fan.” 


He met Kemani half way to the table. 


            “And our attorney,” Zaye added, smirking at the alarm in Kemani’s 


face. 


Kemani accepted the elbow bump and gawked at his wife, and then at 


Porter. He kissed Zaye on the lips and sat.  Enoch returned to his seat and 


repositioned his silverware and water bottle. 


            “Let’s get started.” Enoch said. “Such a fan—truly. A huge fan! Huge. 


Now, thanks to the last lawsuit they filed against your group, the Hills have 


a lot of money to mount a valiant fight for little Kommander Black.” Enoch 


said skimming through a set of documents. 


Kemani ran his hands over his face and sighed. 


            “In cases such as this, where the biological parents are unable to 


fulfill their parental responsibilities, due to their deaths. My condolences. 


Your brother was a great talent.” Enoch said bobbing his head. He glanced 


at Kemani, then back down at the documents.  “In such cases, a third party 


may be granted custody rights in order to assist in the child’s upbringing.” 
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Kemani and Zaye exchanged looks again and then turned to Porter, who 


gestured for them to stay with him. 


            “I don’t want to assist in his upbringing. I want to adopt him—they 


can assist in his upbringing.” 


            Zaye touched her husband’s bouncing knee. 


            “One step at a time, Kemani,” Porter said.  “What do their odds look 


like, given the circumstances, Enoch?” 


            “Good. They’re wealthy, and Mrs. Black is established and 


respected.” 


            Zaye’s eyes widened, and Kemani laughed aloud. 


            “I like this dude,” he said, pointing at Enoch.  “And what about our 


travel for work?” 


            “That’s not a problem.  I’ll paint it as a benefit, the Hills can’t 


offer.  You can offer him a worldlier education, and private 


teachers.  Would you consider sending him to Boarding School?” 


            “No!” Zaye interjected.  “Not at all.  He’d stay with us.” 


The men stared at her with varying degrees of interest.  Kemani flashed a 


half grin at her and grabbed her hand. 


            “Would you be willing to let him visit them during school breaks; 


holidays?” Enoch asked. 
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            “Of, course! We don’t want to take him out of their lives,” Kemani 


said looking to Zaye. “We want him to know them. They’re his mother’s 


family—his grandparents.  He'll know all of us.” 


            “Good, answer!  I want to file an emergency stay which shouldn’t be 


a problem, because he’s been with you all since the accident, right?” 


The couple nodded in unison. 


“That’s good for us.  The judge won’t want to upset him anymore.  And 


then, we’ll setup a meeting with the Hills,” Enoch said. 


“In an attempt to reach an agreement outside of the courts,” Porter added. 


“Yes, it’s our best shot.  Are we going to eat here?  They keep Kosher, 


right?” 


Kemani’s brow furrowed, and he laughed aloud. 


            “Get this man something to eat!” 


            “Yes, thank you.” Enoch said, nodding. 


  


            Kemani came into the bedroom and found Zaye on a video 


conference call with her business partner and their business manager.  He 


crept into the bathroom, started the shower and lit a joint, then put it 


out.  He looked at his image in the mirror and hung his head. 


            “Can’t do that anymore,” he said aloud. 


            “No, Sir,” Zaye said from the second door of the Jack and Jill 


bathroom. 
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            He chuckled and hoisted himself onto the double vanity.  He 


gestured for her to come closer.  She walked between his long, athletic 


thighs and kissed him. 


            “Are you sure about all this?” he asked, considering every golden 


speck in her brown eyes. 


            “No,” she giggled. “Do you think they’ll want to fight, instead of 


reach a reasonable visitation schedule?  I mean think about it, 


Kemani.  Could our lives stand up to real scrutiny?” she asked, wagging the 


joint in his face. 


            Kemani bit his bottom lip and tousled his kinky twists. 


            “You mean, my life.  You’re squeaky clean.” 


            “So are you,” Zaye argued. 


            “I want to get high so bad right now,” he said chuckling. 


            “But you won’t, because that little boy in there is the most important 


thing in your life right now.” 


            “Don’t get it twisted.  I love you, too.  And if I didn’t have your 


support, I wouldn’t fight the Hills.  I couldn’t.  I couldn’t choose between 


you and Kommander. You’re both too important.”  


            He pulled her to his parted lips.  “I don’t know what I’d do,” he 


whispered. 


Zaye blushed and kissed him. 
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            “I love you for saying that, but I’d never put you in that 


position.  We’re in this thing called life together—for now and for 


always.  Come what may.” she said, kissing him again. 


            “Damn,” he breathed against her mouth.  “How’d I get you to love 


me?” 


Zaye shrugged, with a sultry grin. 


            “I’m sure it had something to do with this,” she purred and patted 


his chest.  “You have the biggest heart, Kemani Black.” 


            “Is that it?” he asked, a cocky half grin setup on his face as he moved 


her hand to manhood. 


            “I guess I have to replace your, go-to,” she said tapping the joint on 


the counter. “With lots and lots of love.” 


            “Hm. Hm,” Kemani moaned. 


  


            The Hills showed up with their lawyer and Skylar’s younger sister, 


Janay.  Janay wore a modest dress and suit jacket; not her usual uniform of 


skinny jeans and reveling tops. Kemani’s eyes narrowed at the spectacle. 


            “They want her to help them raise Kommander?  That’s not 


happening,” Kemani whispered. “She’s a fucking mess.” 


            Zaye patted his hand and shot a look at Porter.  He leaned over and 


whispered in Enoch’s ear.  The attorneys all stood and shook hands across 


the large table, all but Enoch who offered a respectful bow of his head. 
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            “Good morning Mr. and Mrs. Hill,” Kemani said, standing and 


extending a hand to the elderly couple.  They all shook hands.  “What’s up 


Janay?  It’s been a while.” 


She stayed seated, cutting her eyes at Kemani.  Zaye noted the icy 


exchange and tugged at Kemani’s suit coat.  He sat, shaking his head and 


laughing to himself. 


            The talks went as expected.  The Hills cried and said how much they 


missed Skylar.  They claimed they were certain she’d want Kommander to 


live with them.  Enoch brought up their, “advanced ages”, to which they 


countered their daughter, Janay would move in with them to help in the 


child’s upbringing. Kemani balked. 


            “Ask them where she’s been living for the past three years?” Kemani 


instructed Enoch. 


            “I’ve been clean for a year, now Kemani!  Ask him how he knows 


where I was living!”  


           Her accusation landed with a thud between Zaye and Kemani.  He 


picked up Zaye’s hand, and she moved it away. 


            “My clients believe it’s in the best interest of the minor child to live 


with them, with liberal visitation rights.  They want the child to be a part of 


his entire family’s lives.” Enoch said, attempting to reset the talks. 


            “And how would that work?” Janay spat. “He lives in New York and 


she don’t even live with him.  So, who would my nephew live with?  Either 


way, he’d be living with only one of them, and it’s three of us.” 
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            “My wife and I live together, but we have more than one home.” 


Kemani seethed. 


            “Is that right?  ‘Cause I didn’t see her there, when I was staying with 


you!” 


            Kemani sprang out of his seat and pushed his chair over.  Zaye, stood 


beside him and put her purse over her shoulder.  She nodded to the Hills, 


and to their attorneys, then left the room.  


            “Ntozake! Wait! It wasn’t like that! We weren’t together,” Kemani 


groaned and left, running behind her.   


Zaye waited for the elevator, without facing him.  She willed herself 


not to cry.  She wanted to, but her pride prevailed.  He touched her waist, 


and she stepped away with no aggression. 


            “Babe, please. Hold up. It was nothing—and she knows it! I was 


fucked up! We’d just lost the baby, and you’d left me!” 


            “Not here. Not right now,” was all Zaye offered.  The elevator door 


opened, and she walked in.  Kemani took a step towards the door, but she 


raised a hand, stopping him. 


            “Don’t come home tonight.  I’ll see to you seeing Kommander 


tomorrow.” 


            The door closed, and she caved against the railing. 


            Kemani called several times throughout the day, but she wouldn’t 


answer.  He went home in the evening, but she and Kommander weren’t 







Vonna Ivory Joseph 


 


23 


 


there.  He called Wryn, who hadn’t seen her and then he dialed Nia 


Goodfellow. 


            “Nia Goodfellow,” Zaye’s best friend answered in a casual tone. 


            “Hey, Nia.  This is Kemani.” 


            “I know who it is,” she said, her voice darkening.  “They’re here, but 


not ready to talk to you.  Kommander’s fine, and your wife is taking a nap.” 


            Kemani gulped.  He hung his head and tousled his hair. 


            “I didn’t cheat her, Nia.” 


            “It doesn’t sound that way.” 


            “I know what it sounds like!” Kemani shouted, then took a deep 


breath. “Sorry ‘bout yelling, but I didn’t cheat on her—I wouldn’t—I’ve told 


her that,” he said in a whisper. 


            “Kemani,” Nia said in a hushed tone. “She doesn’t believe you.  You 


know the hell Thad took her through with infidelity.” 


            “I ain’t Thad; and I don’t lie to her—I thought she knew.” 


            “Look, it’s not my business.  And far be it from me to impose, but 


Zaye is my dearest friend and I love her like a blood sister.  Falling for 


you scared her to death.  And not because you were younger or a rapper, 


but because she’d risked so much for a taste of freedom.  She was young 


when she married Thad and had TJ.  She gave the lion’s share of her life to 


them. Then you come along and sweep her of her feet.” 


Although Kemani’s angular features softened, he grimaced. 
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           “You erased her every fear by giving her all the room she needed to 


feel free. You redefined marriage for her.  And then Kommander comes 


along and sweeps her off her feet again,” Nia said laughing. “You Black men 


have her number.”  


Kemani chortled and relaxed his jaw.  “God knows she loves you, Kemani. 


But, you must understand why cheating allegations won't be taken lightly; 


don’t you?” 


          “I do. But, I am not Thad,” he answered in an even tone.  “Zaye left 


me, and cut me off for months, Nia.  You know that.  Did I ever mention, 


Janay?  No. But, why would I?  She wasn’t a factor.  We never talked about 


who we were sleeping with while we were apart, and now she won’t talk to 


me! She won’t even let me tell her my side of shit.” 


            Nia sighed. 


            “Look, I’ll talk to her.” 


            “I need to see her, Nia.  If she looks in my eyes, she’ll know I’m not 


lying,” Kemani pleaded. 


            “I can’t let you come over Kemani.  She’d be livid.  She has to have a 


safe place where she can get away from it all, and I want it to be here.  But, 


I will talk to her.  You have my word, because I’m rooting for you two. Hang 


in there.  OK.” 


            “Yeah.  Thanks, Nia.” 


            Nia was true to word and Zaye was home by 9 p.m.  Kemani stood at 


the bottom of the staircase watching she and Kommander walk through the 
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door, hand-in-hand.  He moved towards her, and when she didn’t move 


away, he wrapped his arms around her. 


            “I love you, and you know I do.  I’m sorry you had to go through that 


today--” 


            “Let’s never talk about today again,” Zaye said interrupting him. 


Kemani grimaced. 


            “I can’t do that,” he said shaking his head in defiance.  “If I don’t tell 


you, in my own words what’s what, you’re left to imagine shit.” 


            “Don’t curse in front of him.” 


Kemani lowered his head and sighed.  He lifted his nephew high into the air 


and spun him around. 


            “Hey, Lil’ Man! You ready for bath time?” Kemani said, adding 


whimsy to his tone.  “We’re talking—tonight,” he said locking eyes with 


Zaye and carried Kommander upstairs. 


            Zaye leaned over Kommander’s little body and kissed his face, then 


followed Kemani into their adjoining bedroom. 


            “Listen, Kemani.  It’s not easy being in the room with women who’ve 


also slept with you,” Zaye said wasting no time.  “You humiliated me!” 


            “I know! And, I’m sorry,” 


            “You’re sorry,” she repeated, nodding.  She walked over to her 


dressing table and sat facing him. 
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            “Yes! I am. You’re my wife, and she was a terrible mistake; on so 


many levels.  I’ve never lied to you, and I won’t start today.  I wouldn’t 


have ever told you about Janay—not in a million fucking years.  When I 


hooked up with her, I was in a bad place—poppin’ pills and shit,” he said 


hanging his head and slumping his shoulders.  “We’d just lost our baby, and 


you’d left me—without a word.” 


            “Don’t do that…” Zaye warned, glaring at him. 


            “No,” he argued, holding up his hands.  “I’m not using that as an 


excuse; I’m painting the picture.  I was so fucked up when she came to New 


York to help with Skylar. And she was around a lot, being Janay…” he 


muttered, curling his top lip and shaking his head.  “I was so fucked up, 


Babe. And, I’m still fucked up,” 


           His voice broke, then a tear ran down his face.  He didn’t wipe at 


it.  “We weren’t together. Ntozake.  I won’t cheat on you.  Don’t you think  I 


know that’s the shit that would end us for sure?  And I can’t lose you, 


too.  My baby brother is gone,” he cried and his knees gave way.  Zaye ran 


to his side and helped him to the bed.  Kemani’s body was limp and his 


resolve broken.  “I can’t lose another person I love.  I can’t.  On everything, I 


won’t,” he said weeping in Zaye’s embrace.  


            “You won’t.  I’m here with you, Baby.  Right here,” she said. “Kemani, 


look at me,” she said lifting his strong chin. “You’re not losing me, or 


Kommander.  I know you’re not lying to me.  I do.  But, you know how I feel 


about cheating.” 
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His eyes were fill with pain.  Zaye ached for him.  He’d been so strong. “I 


didn’t intend to scare you, Kemani.  I needed time to sort through my 


feelings.  I’m hurt, and if I’m being totally honest, I know it’s not by you,” 


she said holding him closer.  “I’m sorry for dumping my mess on you—


especially right now.  We can’t allow anyone to divide us, Kemani.  That 


baby in there needs us strong and united against all takers and that’s what 


we’re giving him. I’m sorry for letting my insecurities weaken us, even for a 


second.”  


            “We ain’t weak,” Kemani whispered. “Not when we’re 


together.  And they know it.  That’s why they brought her.” 


            Zaye laid Kemani on his back and lifted his shirt.  


            “Never mention her in this house or any of our homes again,” she 


said between kisses and kitten licks to his chest and abs. 


            Kemani nodded.  “OK,” he panted. 


  


            “Is this the coldest place on Earth, or do you think it’s because they 


died here?” Kemani asked as he pulled Zaye closer and intertwined their 


legs.  


Zaye nuzzled against chest and squeezed him.  


            “Maybe a little of both.  Are you ready to know what the NTSB 


report said?”  Zaye asked.  Her voice was cautious, but airy.  Kemani didn’t 


answer right away.  
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            “Yeah,” he breathed.  “I can tell by your voice, that it’ll help me out 


there today.” 


            Zaye giggled. 


            “Do you think you’re getting to know me, Mr. Black?” 


Kemani chuckled, too and kissed her on the forehead. 


            “It appears the cabin pressure was off, they all passed out before the 


plane touched the ground.  There was no pain or awareness for them.” 


            Kemani sat up, searching Zaye’s eyes.  She sat up with him, steadying 


her gaze on his hopeful one. 


            “They were unconscious on impact,” she said, holding his face in her 


hands. 


            Kemani shed a single tear, and a brief sniffle, then wrapped his wife 


in an intense embrace.  


            “Thank you.  I love you so much.” 


            “I love you, too,” Zaye whispered.  “And Babe, I have something else 


to tell you.” 


            Kemani squinted, at the uneasy smile turning up the corner of Zaye’s 


mouth.  “Kommander’s going to be a big brother.” 


            Kemani’s eyes grew wide, and his mouth dropped open. 


            “Are you… like, for real?” he asked, squinting. “Are you sure?” 


Zaye nodded smiling a little more.  A bright smile spread over Kemani face 


and he closed his eyes. 
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            “Have you seen a doctor, yet?” he asked behind closed eyes. 


            “I have.  Twice,” 


            “How long have you known? How pregnant are you? Why didn’t you 


tell me?” 


            “It never seemed like the right time.  You were dealing with so 


much.” 


Kemani beamed.  He pulled Zaye as close as he could.  


            “Everything right this time! Thank you, Father,” Kemani whispered, 


casting his eyes heavenward.  “I feel so guilty, but I am so happy right 


now!” 


            “Kaleb loved you and wanted you to be happy.” 


Zaye heard her husband sniffle, but didn’t look at him, giving him privacy. 


           


            The air in Aspen was cold and thin.  The Hills stood alongside the 


Kemani, Zaye and Kommander holding hands and shivering through their 


tears.  Enoch stood a few steps behind them with Nia and Porter, Dominic 


and Wryn.  All their friends and family joined them in Aspen, for the 


ceremony. 


            “Thank you all for being here to take part in this—what’s it called, E-


Man?” 


            “An adoption entrustment ceremony,” Enoch answered. 


            “Yeah, that.” 
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            Everyone laughed, lightening the mood at the crash site. 


            “We wanted to be here where their spirits were last on Earth, to 


honor them and thank them for entrusting us with the upbringing of their 


little man,” Kemani said as he lifted Kommander onto his hip.  “Who they 


loved so much.” 


            Zaye nodded and squeezed Kemani’s hand. 


            “And who we love so much,” Zaye added.  “We want to thank the 


Hills for trusting us, too.  As a mother to an adult, I know that you love your 


children no less when they’re out on their own, and I know how much you 


all love Kommander.  We are in this together,” she said facing the Hills.  “He 


will know all about, both his mother and his father.  And we assure you, 


Kommander will be as much a part of your lives as he is ours.” 


            “Thank you,” Mr. Hill said.  “We know that you’ll give him a good 


life.  A full life.” 


Kemani looked at the faces of his closest friends and family, and finally 


down to his wife.  Zaye opened a small crate, releasing two pure white 


doves. 


            “To Kaleb and Skylar.  Until we meet again.” 
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The engine's roar ejected Camisha from her office chair. She let out a 


yelp when she banged her knee against the walnut L-shaped desk she and 


her husband shared in their home office. The smile on her face and the light 


in her eyes forced Ali to smile, too. 


 "He's here!" 


She tore through the limestone arches of their 1950's California ranch 


house to greet her best friend, Oliver. Oliver had recently moved back to 


the United States after living in France for the past five years, and had 


settled in Atlanta, GA with his fiancee. Oliver and Cami Robinson met as 


teenagers in an Atlanta homeless shelter and remained inseparable until 


Cami met her husband, Ali and Oliver later moved to France to run his own 


kitchen. Ali quietly followed his wife through the formal living room to the 


front door. 


Oliver Barnett was a thin man of average looks, but was profoundly 


charming. He stood just at six feet tall and wore his hair in a small kinky 


afro. He was usually dressed in cargo pants and screen printed t-shirts. He 


was an internationally celebrated chef and a novice musician. Oliver was 


best described as a free spirit. For years, Cami was sure her friend would 


never grow up and settle for any one path, person or activity. She was very 


proud of him and missed him terribly. 


 "Boss Lady!" 


The man wrapped Cami in a warm hug lifting her off of her feet. The 


two stood holding hands on the gravel driveway as Ali stood watching from 


the thin metal French doors. 
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 "What's up, Ali," Oliver said over his friend's shoulder. 


Ali waved him into the house, hugging him when he walked through 


the tall doors. 


 "Damn y'all! This is hot!" Oliver looked around the couple's dream 


house in awe. "Y'all didn't defer a damn thing in this dream." 


Ali beamed with pride and took Oliver's well worn duffel bag. 


 "Your room's this way." 


Cami and Oliver followed Ali around the corner of the two L-shaped 


wings that made up the outdoor courtyard and past the aluminum 


storefront system of windows and doors that led to bedrooms. The home 


was a brilliant mix of both Cami and Ali's aesthetics. The converted, mid 


century ranch had a decidedly contemporary exterior composed of two 


copper-roofed gabled wings that connected at a sunscreen made of 


reclaimed grape stakes, from their 60 acre vineyard. In contrast the interior 


was more country formal, with classic details, rustic materials and perfect 


siting. The Robinson's dream house was a timeless beauty with lots of 


personal touches that expressed the couple's passions. 


Oliver settled in and joined his friends in their state of the art kitchen. 


Again he was awed. The kitchen featured striking views of the still 


developing property, a Sub Zero refrigerator built into custom Shaker style 


cabinets and the most striking feature of the home - the floor to ceiling 


wine refrigerator that the couple designed, separating the dining area from 


the formal living room. 


 "Damn, Cam that's a lot of wine - even for you," he teased. 
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The woman dipped her head and small smile spread across her 


delicate features. 


 "In wine country, you wind up with a lot of wine bottles; it's my 


business now," she explained. "It just happens!" 


Ali wrapped an arm around his wife's waist. 


 "The refrigerator stores up to 400 bottles, and we're building a wine 


cellar!" 


 "By yourselves?" Oliver asked. 


 "Well, we're designing it, but a company here in town is building it." 


 "Nice," Oliver beamed. "Man, it is so good to see you guys!" He 


wrapped his long arms around his friends' necks. 


 "Yeah, Man! It's going to be to good working together." Ali nodded. 


"And I know my wife misses working with you," He took Cami by the hand 


and gave it a gentle squeeze. 


Cami stood tearing up and smiling at two of her favorite men. 


 "Where are Lena Bean and Tennyson?" 


Cami dabbed at her wet eyes. 


 "Lena's in school and Tennyson is at the sitter's," she answered. "And 


we've gotta head to the airport to pickup Sunrise, so make yourself at 


home and we'll be back in about an hour or so." 


 "Sunrise's coming? Cool. You didn't tell me that." 


 "She's out here touring," Ali said, handing his wife her purse. "She 


takes a break whenever she's on the West Coast to hang out with the girls." 
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 "Ha!," Oliver exclaimed. "Auntie Sunrise, is making her move on that 


top spot for favorite, on ol' Uncle O! I better step up my game!" 


Ali and Cami laughed at his claim. 


 "She's coming for ya, Uncle O! I'm telling you," Ali tossed over his 


shoulder as they left the room. 


 


 


# 


 The sound of giggles and a piano woke Oliver from his jet lag. His 


niece's laughter warmed him. He washed up in the on suite bathroom and 


set out looking for Lena. Lena Robinson was full of personality and looked 


just like her dad. At only seven years old she'd become quite the pianist, 


thanks to her Aunt Sunny. Oliver peaked in two or three open doors before 


finding his niece and her aunt in what appeared to be a playroom, with its 


chalkboard painted walls and brightly colored cabinetry. He tapped an 


elaborated drum beat against the door jam. 


 "Uncle O!" The child shrieked and jumped up from the piano bench. 


Oliver swept the little girl up into a wild, spinning hug. Lena wrapped 


her little arms and legs around her uncle, burying her face in the crook of 


his neck. Her tears surprised the both of them. 


 "What's the matter, Baby Girl?" Oliver asked, trying to get a look at 


her face. 


Lean hiccuped and fought against his efforts to loosen her grip. 
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 "Awww, Lena Bean. Why are you crying," he asked again. 


Sunrise stood beside the piano looking on. 


 "I miss you so much," the little girl sobbed. "Is Luca here too?" 


Her innocent question shamed Oliver. Luca was his son, who'd been 


raised most of his life without his dad's daily involvement. Luca lived in 


Atlanta with his mother, while Oliver lived and worked in France. The 


separation from his son was Oliver's greatest pain, which was his chief 


motivation for moving back to the United States. Luca was now eight years 


old and growing closer to his mother's boyfriend, Caspian. 


 "No. Not this time, but I'll bring him out real soon. I promise. OK?" 


Lena nodded against her uncle's shoulder and let him put her down. 


She smiled up at him and drug him to the piano bench. 


 "Do you remember my Auntie Sunny?" 


 "I do." Oliver extended a hand to Sunrise, but she pulled him into a 


hug. 


 "It's good to see you, Oliver! Cami's so happy to have you here," she 


gushed. 


Sunrise was Camisha's younger sister, but the women hadn't been 


raised together. Sunrise was adopted as a baby, when their teenage mother 


found herself pregnant for the second time in less than two years by the 


same married man. Camisha had only learned of her sister's existence two 


years earlier. 


 "Where's Tennyson?" Oliver asked looking around for the baby of the 


family. 
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 "She's out on the property with mommy and daddy!" 


 "Really now? Out on the property? How rich," Oliver teased. "Well, I 


guess I'd better start dinner." 


He leaned over and tickled his niece again before leaving the two 


ladies to finish their lesson. 


 "My mommy said that he'd say that," Lena whispered to aunt with a 


giggle. 


 The smells from the kitchen beckoned the Robinsons from the 


vineyard, with fierce appetites. Oliver couldn't wait to get in his friend's 


spectacular kitchen and wine collection. He prepared a gourmet quality 


meal of grilled pork tenderloin, morel mushrooms and cannelloni beans to 


be served with one of Cami's regional Cabernets. He made a rice pilaf for 


the children. 


 "Wow, Man. It's good to have you here, Brother!" Ali dabbed up his 


house guest. 


They all disappeared to wash up before dinner, while Oliver set the 


large dinner table in the formal dining room. The adults chatted about work 


and the promising project they'd all be working on together when Ali 


excused himself to take a call. He returned after a few minutes, asking Cami 


to join him in their shared office. Oliver and Sunrise exchanged curious 


looks. When they rejoined the others, Cami looked a little upset. Sunrise 


asked if she was OK. She twisted her plump mouth and nodded. She took a 


sip from her glass of wine and looked across the table to Ali. 


 "Babe, this could be huge for us," he said. 
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 "I know. But, the timing stinks." 


 "Is anyone going to tell us what's going on?" Oliver interjected. 


Sunrise agreed. 


 "What's up? Should I take the girls out?" 


 "No. No. It's nothing like that," Ali explained. "We have an 


opportunity to pitch to a resort in Lake Tahoe. That was Amita calling. She 


and Kai are in South Africa and can't take the meeting, which leaves only 


Cami and me." 


Amita Sawant and Kai Beltram were the couple's business partners, 


who often handled the travel side of their wine-making venture. The 


Robinsons ran the finances and operations side of the business. An 


arrangement which allowed for them to stay close to home, as parents to 


young children. The venture had moved the young family from Atlanta to 


Sonoma County, and had been doing surprisingly well. 


 "That's awesome!" Sunrise yelped, clasping her hands together. "But, 


I don't understand why you look upset, Cami." 


 "When do you guys have to be there?" Oliver asked, eyeballing his 


best friend. 


 "Friday," Cami answered. 


 "Like tomorrow!" Oliver exclaimed. 


 "Yep." 


 "Well it's a good thing Sunrise and I are here." He said, looking to 


Sunrise for support. 
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 "Oliver's right! In fact, why don't you guys leave first thing in the 


morning, and make a long weekend of the trip. Lake Tahoe can be very 


romantic." 


 "But, we already have meetings and tours set up for you, Ollie," Cami 


argued. "And the girls have school." 


 "School! Tennyson's barely walking. What are you talking about?" 


Oliver chuckled. "I'll be here, Cam. Don't worry about me. Our deal is a sure 


thing. Farai's in the studio and the contractors for the restaurant are off for 


the next two weeks, so I'm good. We can get the girls back and forth, and 


I'm sure you two could use a break. The girls will be fine with us. Right, 


Sunrise!" 


 "Right!" 


The two high fived each other, and Lena cheered from her seat at the 


table. 


 "We're going to have so much fun! Right, Tenny?" The child pinched 


her baby sister's chubby cheek. 


 "And Lena makes a consensus!" Ali chimed in. "Babe, they'll be fine. 


Sunny and Oliver are responsible adults. Come on, Cam," he kneaded her 


thigh. "Everyone's on board. Let's getaway, while we have the 


opportunity." 


Camisha sighed, outnumbered. And gave in. She and Ali packed, got 


the girls settled and left before daybreak. 


# 
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Sunrise dressed the girls and got them off to school. She watched 


Oliver cleaning the kitchen from the driveway for a while before getting out 


of the car. She found him very interesting. From her sister's account, he 


was self-made and very caring. She'd been told of how he'd run away from 


Ohio at thirteen and moved to Atlanta on his own. He'd worked in kitchens 


around Atlanta and made a name for himself in after hours cooking 


competitions, which is where he first met a chef named Stephen Black who 


sponsored his formal culinary training in France. As told by Cami, Oliver 


impressed one of the owners of a restaurant he worked in while in France, 


who turned the kitchen over to Oliver upon his retirement. Oliver had since 


opened two more restaurants in France. The long, thin chef was also the 


father of Ali's younger sister's only child. Their families were tightly 


interwoven, almost incestuously so. Not only was Oliver her sister Cami's 


best friend, the mother of his son, Lacey Robinson had been dating 


Sunrise's best friend, Caspian for the past few years. 


Oliver found Sunrise strange, physically she was the spitting image of 


Cami's mother - her biological mother. They shared the same glowing 


medium brown complexion, the same green eyes and long wavy hair. They 


were both curvy, with full, perfectly bowed lips. Oliver first found her 


resemblance to Camilla unsettling. Their mother Camilla Robbins had 


played an integral part in his life. She was like a mother to him, in the 


absence of his own drug addicted mother. She was by no means a saint, but 


she was there. She may have not stayed the night under the same roof with 


them every single night, but she never left he or Cami and they never went 
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without. When they discovered Sunrise, the idea of Camilla leaving her as a 


newborn in the hospital was inexplicable. It made no sense. He'd spent 


much of his childhood watching Camilla sacrifice for her daughter, Cami 


and even for him. He'd watched her work hard and make tough choices in 


order to provide for them. He just couldn't make any sense of how she'd 


walked away from her second child.  


His heart went out to her, but in his private thoughts, he knew that 


Sunrise had been better off being adopted. She'd been raised by doting 


parents who were civic minded and financially independent. She'd been 


well educated and had married well. Her marriage ended painfully, but her 


husband's fortune along with her father's endowment had left Sunrise 


notably well off. Oliver had never known a black woman who lived so care 


freely. She lived her life directed only by her dreams. She traveled the 


world playing music and teaching it. She didn't make much of an income at 


it, but she didn't need to. She truly lived like a modern day, African-


American, Southern born gypsy - and had the wardrobe to support Oliver's 


gypsy characterization. Every time he'd seen her, she was wearing 


something bohemian, complete with feathers and turquoise, sheer 


kimonos and combat boots or Birkenstocks. Velvet, eyelet and embroidery 


were her go to fabrics, but she was also often in cut off jean shorts and 


faded tees. She worn dozens of rings and bracelets, too. He'd never met a 


woman like her. She always seemed happy and upbeat. He liked her 


energy, but wasn't sure if she were real. She was magical - in the unicorn 
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sense. She couldn't cook and had no practical skills that he was aware of. 


But, she was bothered by none of it. 


The sound of her unlaced combat boots flopping against the wood 


floors startled him. It was eerily quiet out there in the middle of nowhere. 


Sixty plus acres of privately owned property didn't allow for any neighbors 


or noisy traffic. Sunrise tossed her canvas and leather shoulder bag on the 


counter as she passed the kitchen. 


 "I'm going to shower, and I'll be right back. We can catch up and 


maybe take the four wheelers out to explore the Valley and vineyard," she 


didn't wait for his response. "Black folks making wine." She remarked as the 


bedroom door closed behind her. 


Oliver turned the television volume down, to listen more closely to 


what he thought was dull banging. He frowned when he heard Sunirse's 


muffled cries and jumped over the back of the large sectional couch. He 


called out to her, and followed her voice to her bedroom on the East wing 


of the house. He knocked on the closed double doors. 


 "Are you alright in there?" 


 "Not really," she whimpered. 


 "Are you hurt? I'm coming in." 


Oliver cautiously opened the doors and looked around for the woman. 


The room was empty. She called out to him from behind another set of tall 


double doors. He knocked. 


 "I'm so embarrassed," she said in her childlike way. 


Oliver pressed an ear against the door. 
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 "What happened? What do you need?" 


 "I slipped and my ankle hurts really badly. I can't stand on it!" 


Oliver could hear her crying softly. 


 "Sunny, I'm coming in. OK?" 


 "No!" The woman shouted. 


 "Then how can I help you?" 


 "I don't have a towel in here. Can you find one for me?" 


Oliver agreed and went off to find Cami and Ali's linen closet. It wasn't 


easy, but he returned shortly and lightly drummed on the bathroom door. 


 "I found one," 


He opened the door a little and held the towel out. 


 "Hold on. This bathroom is frigging huge," Sunrise grumbled. 


 "Jesus, Sunrise! You're being ridiculous! You're obviously in pain. I'll 


close my eyes and help you up. OK?" 


She didn't answer right away. 


 "Hello?" 


 "OK," the woman relented. "But please don't look at me. I'm so fat." 


 "Are you kidding me? You're fine as hell, Girl," 


The two were struck silent. Oliver squeezed his eyes shut and held the 


towel opened wide in front of him. 


 "Are you standing or what?" He asked. 


 "I'm on the floor." 


She held out her hands until he walked into them. She took him by his 


thin ankles to stop him. Oliver knelt down, wrapped the towel around her 
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and helped her to her feet. The woman slipped around and fell flush against 


Oliver. Her full breast pressed against him and his body responded. Sunrise 


felt his crotch stiffen, and froze in place. The two stood holding on to one 


another without saying a word. Oliver shut his eyes hard, willing his cock 


down. He adjusted himself against Sunrise and profusely apologized. 


 "Sunny, I am so sorry. I don't mean anything by it. It just happened." 


Sunrise clenched her lips and eyes closed. She shook her head back 


and forth, squeamishly. Oliver collected himself and went on, 


 "If you can't put any weight on this ankle, I'm going to have to pick 


you up." 


 "No! Please, don't. I'm too heavy," she cried. 


Her reaction stunned him for a moment. Too heavy? Is that her biggest 


concern? Not my rock hard dick jammed into her naked body? 


 "Whatever. Here we go, hold on to me," Oliver instructed the 


sobbing young woman. 


Oliver ignored her pleas and lifted her into his arms with ease. He sat 


her on the bed. Sunrise tightened the towel around her. 


 "You don't have clothes out?" He asked. 


Oliver rifled through her things and picked out a dress and a poncho. 


 "I need underwear," Sunrise said, barely loud enough for Oliver to 


hear. "I'm so embarrassed," she whined, covering her face. 


 "Don't be. You're hurt. And that ankle looks bad, Sunny." 
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She winced with every move she made. Oliver felt so badly for her, and 


he was ashamed by his involuntary erection. The sexiness of her underwear 


was a surprise, too. She had loads of lacey things in sultry dark colors. 


 "She's probably terrified," he thought to himself. "Sunrise, you are 


perfectly safe with me. I hope you feel that way." 


 "I do. Oh my gosh!" She covered her reddened face again. "I feel 


totally safe with you. I'm just in a bit of pain, and well I'm so out of shape," 


She shuddered. "I'm sorry. I don't know why I said that." 


Oliver shook his head, dismissing her apology. He tossed a bra and 


panties on the bed and left her to dress. 


When she called for him again he'd assembled an ace bandage, a 


heating pack and alcohol. 


 "Where'd you find all of this stuff?" 


 "Ali's an athlete. Athletes keep stuff like this around. Let's get your 


ankle wrapped and we'll look for hospital." 


 "Hospital? No!" Sunrise argued. "I'm sure it's just a sprain." 


 "Are you a medical doctor? I mean I know you're a doctor, but of 


music. Right?" 


The two laughed. 


 "Can we just call one?" 


 "Oh yeah!" Oliver exclaimed, raising a finger. "I'm sure there's a 


house call doctor or concierge type of dude around here with all of these 


rich people." 


 "Exactly!" 
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The doctor arrived and treated Sunrise in much of the same way Oliver 


had. He wrapped her ankle more securely and left her with ten pain pills, a 


pair of crutches and instructions to keep her ankle elevated. 


 


# 


Oliver made it his day's mission to make Sunrise's convalescing as 


pleasant as possible. She was humiliated when he found her in the 


bathroom, unable to stand on her own. Her protests against him helping 


her because of her perceived weight gain rung in his head all morning. He 


wondered how a woman of Sunrise's beauty and stature think herself 


unattractive? He'd woefully misjudged her. In that vulnerable moment on 


the bathroom floor, she didn't appear either light hearted or care free; 


contrarily she was anxious and insecure. 


He had another four hours before it was time to pick-up the children. 


Oliver made Parmesan popcorn, prosciutto wrapped melon and bruschetta. 


He made a pot a green tea for Sunrise and uncorked the remainder of the 


Cabernet he'd used for dinner the night before. 


 "You sure do cook a lot," Sunrise said. 


 "It's my go to," Oliver acknowledged. "You need to eat. It's almost 


time for another painkiller." 


Sunrise sighed dramatically, but took the plate Oliver offered. He 


smiled and plopped down beside her on the couch. He flipped through a 


few channels, before stopping at Spike Lee's, Mo' Better Blues. 


 "You should like this movie," he smiled at Sunrise. 
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 "I don't know it." 


Oliver sat up in the chair and stared wildly at the alien Black woman. 


 "Are you fucking kidding me? You're a jazz player AND you teach it! 


So how can you be telling me that you don't know, Mo' Better Blues! Now, 


that's some serious fuckery!" 


 "You sure do use that word a lot?" 


 "Which one?" 


 "The F- one." 


 "Do I?" 


Sunrise nodded and popped a piece of melon into her mouth. Oliver 


turned his attention back to the screen and propped a few pillows under his 


head. Sunrise quietly munched from the snack tray and watched along, 


glancing over at Oliver every now and then. 


 "Sunny. Can I ask you something?" 


She didn't answer right away. But, Oliver was undeterred. 


 "Does Gabe make you feel," he hesitated. "Unattractive?" 


 "What!" Sunrise shrilled. 


Oliver held up his hands in surrender. 


 "Of course not! Why would you ask that?" 


He shrugged. He considered withdrawing the question, but he really 


wanted to understand why she felt so insecure about the way she looked. 


He thought she was uncommonly beautiful. 


 "Back there," he gestured to the bathroom. "You called yourself out 


of shape, a few times." 
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Sunrise shrunk a bit. 


 "And grant it, I don't know what shape you think of in your mind's 


eye, but the shape I remember and the one in front of me right now, is far 


from too heavy. In fact, it's pretty damned nice. Very, nice." 


Sunrise blushed, and looked back at the television. 


 "Thanks," she obliged. "But, I'm the heaviest I've ever been." 


 "Then maybe you were too thin, before." Oliver shot back. 


She smiled again. 


 "That's something I've never heard." 


 "Do you think it's because of the world you've been living in?" Oliver 


asked cautiously. 


 "What world? The White world, Oliver?" 


He couldn't make out her tone. He wondered if he'd offended her? He 


hadn't intended to offend her. 


 "I guess so. But, it's not a judgment! Hell, I've lived in France for 


years!" 


 "And yet, you're marrying a Black woman," Sunrise cut him off. 


 "I guess, I am." 


The room filled with tension, just as Clarke the jazz singer's pain-filled 


voice rang through the television cutting through the awkward standoff 


between Oliver and Sunrise. The two turned their attention back to the 


woman's haunting performance of, Harlem Blues. Oliver put a hand on 


Sunrise's elevated leg. 
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 "I'm sorry. Your life choices are none of my business. I just think it's a 


shame for a woman with as much as you have to offer feels at all insecure. 


You're accomplished, easy-going and sexy as hell - in a pure way, you 


know? You're not out here flaunting your sexuality - and trust me, you have 


it to flaunt, but you don't. And forgive me for saying so, but that's sexy as 


hell, Sunny." 


The two held each other's gaze until the movie interrupted them 


again. Oliver stood and started clearing away empty dishes. Sunrise sat 


wringing her hands, while deciphering Oliver's words and the feelings they 


stirred inside of her. Her ex-husband had never called her sexy, and her 


lover Gabe had often referenced her "curves" and had argued with her 


whenever she apologized for her weight gain, but she couldn't recall him 


calling them sexy. And especially not with the passion in which Oliver 


described them. She felt both, flattered and confused. 


 "I guess the four wheelers are out of the question, now," Oliver said 


from behind the couch where Sunrise was sitting. 


 "Lightening the mood, Uncle O?" 


 "I'm trying." 


 "I appreciate it. Come around here, so I can see you," Sunrise twisted 


a little. 


Oliver walked around the couch and sat where Sunrise patted. He 


nervously twisted at his coils. Sunrise put a hand atop of his free hand. 


 "Thanks for everything today. I'm really glad I wasn't here alone 


when I fell." 
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 "That would've been bad, but I'm confident you would've figured 


your way out of it," Oliver chuckled, and reached for her tea cup. Sunrise 


put another hand on his to stop him. 


 "Oliver, I'm trying to say thank you for the food, and the movie and 


your words. They meant a lot to me." 


 "Cool," was all Oliver could say. He hurried back into the kitchen. 


Oliver stood over the deep farmhouse sink running dish water. He 


squinted dissecting the atmosphere his compliment had created. Surely it 


wasn't attraction he was feeling towards Cami's newly found sister. Being 


Cami's sister made her his sister. Right? Besides, he was engaged to be 


married - eventually. He heard the bump of Sunrise's crutches on the floor 


and turned to see the woman limping down the hall. 


 "If you need anything, just holler," he called after her. 


 "Will do! Thanks." 


Oliver smacked a sudsy hand against his forehead. 


 "What the fuck, O! Control yourself, Man!" He cursed. "Damn, I do 


use that word a lot.” 


 


# 


 Lena begged and pleaded for her aunt and uncle to build a fire out 


back in the courtyard. She wanted S'mores and wasn't taking no for an 


answer. The adults acquiesced, wrapped up baby Tennyson and headed out 


back for dessert by a fire. Ali and Cami had called to check in and to report 


that the meeting had went fantastically well. Ali was sure they'd be closing 
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an exclusive deal with the resort in the following week. Cami was worried 


about Sunrise’s ankle, but was able to relax after hearing her girls laughing 


and playing in the background. The views of the Alexander Valley were 


beautiful from the gravel laid courtyard. Oliver couldn't get over how far 


away from the Genesis House Shelter for Women and Children he and Cami 


had grown. Neither he or Cami could have imagined that the future held 


such greatness for them. He got the girls down to bed and rejoined Sunrise 


in front of the hillside fire pit. He brought her a pot of tea and himself a 


glass of wine. He lowered himself into the teak lounger and put his feet up 


beside hers. The two sat quietly looking out at the expansive sky. 


 "The sky looks so close out here in the mountains." 


 "It does. I'm always in the city, either in Atlanta or in Marseilles," 


Oliver said. "The stars never look this close." 


 "It's the lights of the city. They're too bright and too many of them," 


Sunrise explained matter of factly. "My daddy told me that." 


 "Man, your dad was so cool. I know you miss him." 


 "All the time," Sunrise sang. 


She poured a cup of tea and let the steam from the cup warm her face. 


 "What's Farai working on?" 


Farai Sikebo was Oliver's fiance and a successful hip hop artist in 


France. 


 "She’s doing a few features, but you know that we've moved back to 


Atlanta. She's interested in testing out her appeal here in the U.S." 


 "Wow! That's awesome. I'd love to collaborate with her one day." 
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 "You two should hook up when you're back in the A. Do you still live 


there?" 


 "Yes. It's home for me. Remember? Besides my mom's still there. 


She's touring with me less and less," Sunrise smiled. "She's hanging out 


with her friends more, and giving lessons again. That's why she's not out 


here with me now." 


 "That's good. Right?" 


 "Yes. Oh my gosh! I'm happy for her. She's resilient. Much more so 


than I." 


 "Don't go there, Sunny," Oliver stopped her. "Why can't you see 


yourself? You're a lot like Cami, you know." 


Sunrise balked. 


 "Not in the obvious sense, but in ways like your resilience. You'd had 


a rough few years when I met you. 


There was the divorce, then you found your biological family, who 


didn't exactly welcome you with open arms, and then your dad died. But, 


when I met you, you were all smiles and joy. Just pure, you know? There 


were no signs of the hell you were experiencing. That's how I always think 


of you - the happy go lucky one!" Oliver laughed, and playfully pushed 


Sunrise's shoulder. She took him by the hand. Oliver recoiled at her 


forwardness, but then relaxed into it. They sat there silently holding hands 


and counting stars. 


The low humming of Sunrise's slumber woke Oliver. He watched her 


sleep for a while. He couldn't get over how much she looked like her 
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biological mother, but was so different from her at the same time. Camilla 


was calculating, brash and cocky, while Sunrise was sweet, uncomplicated 


and open. She had all of Camilla's womanly charms, but seemed 


uncomfortable and largely unaware of them. Oliver didn't know what was 


driving him, but he knelt beside the sleeping woman and kissed her lightly. 


Sunrise kissed him back. She pulled him on top of her and kissed him 


deeply. Oliver didn't resist. Heat sprung from her center and she yearned to 


feel him against her skin. She slipped out of the beaded kimono she was 


wearing and Oliver helped her out of her thin t-shirt dress. Her large 


breasts heaved in the burgundy and black lace bra and her taut nipples 


threatened to rip the seams of the delicate material. Oliver was rock hard 


against her, and she lifted her womanhood towards him. 


 "Are sure about this, Sunrise?" He asked breathlessly between wet 


kisses to her neck and chest. 


She only bobbed her head, and unbuttoned the cut off cargo shorts he 


was wearing. She pulled at his boxers, freeing his full erection and slipped it 


into her wetness. Oliver ripped off the faded t-shirt he was wearing and 


tossed it somewhere over the hillside. Oliver thrust and grinded hungrily 


against the warmth of his best friend's sister, and was riddled with guilt, but 


he couldn't stop himself. He wanted her tremendously. He wanted to feel 


the softness of her cocoa colored skin against his. He wanted to run his 


hands over her wide hips and full breasts. He wanted to explore every 


sensuous curve of the body she kept covered in layers of crazy clothes with 
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his mouth. He hadn't been so aroused in years, and he felt awful about 


what was happening between the two of them, but good about it, too. 


Sunrise had never felt so free; so in charge of her own situation. She 


had made up her mind the moment Oliver called her, "sexy as hell", that 


she wanted to be that for him. She wanted to be the alluring woman he 


saw when he looked at her, the woman whose naked body elicited an 


involuntary erection from a man of his considerable experience. He'd been 


with the audacious, leggy stunner, Lacey Robinson and the exotic French 


beauty, Farai Sikebo, and yet, he found her uncontrollably enticing. She'd 


noticed him watching her, she felt his restraint while caring for her and it 


made her feel alive and sophisticated, the way music made her feel. The 


way John Coltrane's, A Love Supreme, made her feel, and she wanted that 


feeling against her bare skin. She wanted that spirituality inside of her, she 


wanted to be consumed by it. She and Oliver's lovemaking felt to her like a 


musical narration of a devotional psalm. Their bodies locked and swayed 


effortlessly, Oliver was indeed a gifted lover. The way he held her so tightly 


against him, made her feel as safe as she could ever remember. She didn't 


want to think about the moments after, she only wanted to surrender her 


complete self to the undeniable intensity of their connection. 


  


# 


 The morning sun shone brightly through the vastly glass front ranch. 


Oliver groggily rolled out of bed and vowed to call Cami about how to 


operate the window shades. He looked down at his flaccid penis and was 
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reminded of the night he'd shared with Sunrise. He hung his head and 


covered his face, filled with regret. He felt awful about sleeping with her 


again, he felt like a heel who'd taken advantage of a friend at a vulnerable 


time. He looked around for his pants and was startled by a knock on the 


door. 


 "Just a sec!" 


Oliver pulled his pants on and then pulled a wrinkled t-shirt from his 


duffel bag. He slipped the shirt on and opened the door, half expecting his 


six year old niece to bounce into his arms. But, it was Sunrise. She was 


dressed in cut off jean shorts and a colorful, Aztec printed poncho. Her hair 


was all pulled up into a messy bun and her bright eyes sparkled against her 


fresh face. A half smile turned up the corner of her mouth, and she cast her 


eyes down. Oliver saw her squeeze her crutches, and knew she felt the 


same way he did about their tryst. He touched her on the shoulder. 


 "You don't have to say anything. We're good," he assured her. 


"Friends?" 


He extended a hand to her. She took it. 


 "Friends," she agreed. 


 "You wanna come in?" Oliver opened the door wider to let her pass. 


"The view from this room is sick." 


 "The view from all of the bedrooms are. They sited the house for that 


purpose." 
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She always spoke in such a matter of fact tone, but she never came off 


as a know it all or pompous. Oliver really like Sunrise. She sat in the small 


leather love seat situated at the foot of the bed and propped her foot up. 


 "How's that ankle feeling this morning?" Oliver asked while checking 


his cell phone. "Jesus, it's super early!" 


 "Yeah. I'm sorry for waking you," Sunrise moved to get up. Oliver 


stopped her. "No, you didn't. I was already awake." 


 "You couldn't sleep either?" Sunrise asked. 


 "I slept fine, I think my body's just still on Eastern Standard Time." 


 "Oliver, I know you said that we don't have to talk about last night, 


and I appreciate that. But, I want you to know that I'm not sorry about what 


happened. And, I don't regret being with you," 


Concern marred Oliver's face, and she moved quickly to calm him. 


 "There will be no grand overtures, or expressions of love on my part, 


I assure you," 


The tension in his shoulders eased. 


 "But, I don't want you to feel like you somehow pushed the situation, 


because you were a perfect gentleman. I wanted you last night, and I went 


for it." 


Oliver remained pressed against the large armoire with his hands deep 


in his pockets. 


 "And, I want you now." 
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Sunrise's declaration rocked Oliver, and he hardened against the seat 


of his pants. He walked to the bedroom door and locked it. His heart was 


racing. He took off his t-shirt and walked over to where Sunrise was sitting. 


 "Are you sure?" He could hardly speak against the beating of his 


heart in his throat. 


She bit her thick bottom lip and nodded. She pulled him down to kiss 


her, then pulled herself over the back of the loveseat onto the bed. 


 "I am,” she breathed. 


Oliver obliged Sunrise over and over again, until they were awaken by 


the ringing of his cell phone. It was Farai, and Sunrise quietly slipped out of 


bed while Oliver took his fiance's call in the bathroom. 


Oliver later appeared, showered and dressed again to find Sunrise 


scrambling eggs, while the girls looked on. He lured them away from the 


kitchen with cartoons in the great room. He perched himself on a bar stool 


and watched Sunrise clumsily move around the gourmet kitchen. 


 "I thought you didn't cook," he said to her back. 


 "I can scramble eggs, Chef." 


He bit at his top lip and rubbed the back of his neck. Sunrise felt his 


discomfort from across the large room. 


 "Oliver, please don't say anything. I know what we did wasn’t right,” 


her small voice broke. “But, I'm still not sorry about it." 


Her certainty intrigued him. He had so sorely misjudged Sunrise 


Anderson, but he knew that he couldn't be with her again. He felt 


compelled to say so. 
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 "Sunrise," 


She raised a hand stopping him. 


 "I know. It can't happen again. It's all just so wrong. And so 


complicated. It's almost incestuous. I know." She inhaled dramatically and 


exhaled evenly. "Trust me, I know. No one deserves this - not Farai or 


Gabriel." 


 "Exactly," Oliver mumbled. 


 "Then that's it. We're good." Sunrise concluded. 


 "Good!" Oliver agreed. "I'll make coffee and set the table." 


 "Sounds good." 


It was a spectacular Sonoma County afternoon and the group ventured 


into town for some shopping and sightseeing. It was Oliver's first time in 


the region, but Sunrise had become a regular since her sister had moved 


out West. A few of the shop and restaurant owners knew the girls and 


greeted them warmly. Lena proudly introduced her uncle Oliver, “the chef 


who lived in France” to everyone she knew in town. She was quite the 


personality. Bubbly like her aunt Sunrise, and sharp like her mother, Cami. 


She walked with her back straight and her head held high. Tennyson was 


eighteen months old, and already displaying the serious attitude of her 


father. Her smiles were hard earned and shared sparingly, but on the rare 


occasions when she laughed it was all encompassing and well worth the 


wait. The laughter from her small, chubby body filled all 4000 square feet of 


their two winged home, and its vaulted ceilings. 
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Again, there was no awkwardness between the adults. They spent the 


afternoon in each other's company as naturally as they had before they'd 


seen each other in nude. There were no stolen hand grazes; no flirtatious 


glances exchanged, nothing. Just Uncle O and Aunt Sunrise out sightseeing 


and having lunch with their adorable nieces. They snapped pictures and 


texted them to Ali and Cami throughout the day. Sunrise took a call from 


her mother, and laughed easily with Ursula about spraining her ankle, and 


having to call out to Oliver to rescue her from the slippery, bathroom floor. 


The day went along peacefully, without incident. When Tennyson started to 


get a little fussy, they took the girls home, bathed them and put them down 


for their naps. They made love again, twice more and started dinner. 


 


# 


Oliver held Sunrise’s hourglass figure tightly against him, wrapping his 


arms around her tiny waist and kissing her shoulders. She pulled a remote 


control from the bedside table and pointed it towards the bank of 


windows, sending the sun shades down. 


 "Damn it, I couldn't figure out how to get those things down," he 


laughed. "I kept intending to ask Cam about them, but never thought about 


it when she called." 


Sunrise snuggled closer. 


 "You should've just asked me. I've been right here with you all 


weekend." She kissed his fingers, that were laced with hers. "I'd better get 


out of here before your Lena Bean wakes up." 
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He squeezed her tighter. 


 "Just a few more minutes," he pleaded against her bare back. "They'll 


be home today, and it's then it's back to reality," he grumbled. 


Sunrise smirked and kissed Oliver’s arms. 


 "Yep, back to reality." 


She rolled over to face him, and looked over every inch of his angular 


face. She took his face in both of her hands and kissed him on the mouth. 


 "I want to remember you just like this," she mouthed against his 


parted lips. "I have something for you. I need your email address." 


 "My email address? I hardly ever use that thing." 


 "Well, you're going to have to use it to get my gift." 


 "OK," Oliver reached for his phone and clicked around looking for his 


email address. 


 "Give me your phone. I'll just download it for you." 


He handed her the phone and she fiddled around with it for a few 


seconds before stopping. She pursed her full lips into a tight line and 


handed the phone back to Oliver. 


 "Farai says, she loves you and can't wait to have you back in her 


arms," 


She rolled out of bed and slid her dress on over her thick mass of 


waves. Oliver read the text message, then watched Sunrise put her furry 


boots on and grab her crutches to leave. He reached out for her, but then 


stopped himself. She left the room without as much as a glance back at 


him. He stretched his long, lanky legs to their full length, rolled over and 







 Vonna Ivory Joseph  


30 


 


pressed his face into a pillow. It smelled of Sunrise’s airy perfume. He felt 


so low. He was not that kind of guy. He knew that there was no good way 


for this thing between he and Sunrise to end. He knew it and he wanted to 


kick himself. He laid back against a stack of pillows and looked up at the 


uncut redwood beams that lined the vaulted ceiling. He searched his mind 


for a way to face Sunrise. 


Sunrise stood in the huge shower stall letting the rainfall shower head 


drench her from head to toe. The hot water mixed with her warm tears and 


swirled down the drain. How had she let this thing with Oliver go so far off 


the rails? She knew his fiance, she liked her; hell she even wanted to work 


with her. Gabriel had been so solid for her over some of the worst years of 


her life. He wasn't exciting and romantic, but he was definitely a great 


friend to both she and her mother - who also knew and liked Oliver. What 


would her sister say, and what about Lacey and Caspian? Sunrise knew a 


couple of things for sure; for one she couldn't ever let anyone know about 


the weekend she and Oliver had shared, and above all else, she couldn't let 


her feelings get out of hand. 


For the large part of the day Oliver and Sunrise avoided each other. 


Oliver made breakfast for the girls, while Sunrise setup arts and crafts for 


them in their playroom. She ate while he saw to them brushing their teeth 


and washing their faces. She dressed them while he cleaned the kitchen. At 


lunchtime, he prepared lunch while she worked with them to finish the art 


projects for their parents. They ate out back in the courtyard with Uncle O, 


while Sunrise ate alone at the kitchen counter. And by two o'clock Ali's SUV 
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was driving up the long, dusty driveway, much to Sunrise's relief. She hoped 


that having Ali and Cami back in the house would normalize the 


atmosphere and keep her otherwise occupied. She'd made up her mind to 


leave earlier than she'd originally planned, since Oliver was indeed there on 


business. 


That night after dinner, and after they'd got the girls down to sleep, 


the adults gathered outside around the hillside fire pit for cocktails. The 


night sky was clear, and the air was brisk. Sunrise and Cami shared a 


blanket and a lounge chair. The sisters were as close as if they'd been raised 


together. They sported matching tattoos on their wrists and shared just 


about everything. Oliver enjoyed seeing the new layers of his childhood 


friend, but guilt pained him deeply. He knew that she could never know 


about the past few days he'd shared with her baby sister. He knew that that 


would be a true test of the old adage of blood being thicker than water, and 


he didn't want to find out on which side of the equation he'd come out on. 


He tried to make small talk about their trip, and about wine-making 


operations, but he was a ball of nerves and fidgeted with his hair 


incessantly. Cami noticed and watched him closely throughout the night. 


When she was sure they were alone, she quizzed him about his odd 


behavior. 


   "What's up with you, O?" 


She pulled him by the ear, as she passed him. He’d expected the 


inquisition. He and Cami knew each other all too well. He was ready with a 


well rehearsed explanation about the state of he and Farai's engagement. It 
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wasn't a completely fabricated issue, it was something they'd discussed and 


were indeed at an impasse about. He took a seat at the kitchen island and 


rubbed his face between his hands. 


 "I talked to Farai today. I asked her about setting a date again," he 


lied. 


 "Why today? While you're out here?" 


Cami was quick. He hadn't thought this out as well he could have. 


 "Damn! I don't know Cam. It was on my mind and I asked her." 


Cami narrowed her eyes at her friend. 


 "Why are you snapping on me? We're just talking." 


 "I'm sorry," he smirked. "She so complicated. She was raised in a 


strict Nigerian home, but when it comes to marriage, she's all French!" 


 "All French? What does that mean?" Cami sat on the stool beside 


Oliver. 


Sunrise heard the friends talking and stopped just out of their eyesight. 


 "She's not very religious, you know?" 


 "Neither are you," 


 "I know, but I believe in marriage. And I don't think Farai believes in it 


as strongly. She calls it, 'happily ever after' which she doesn't believe in. 


When the setting a date conversation comes up, she grumbles, 'everything 


is great between us, Oli-ver.'" He mocked his lover’s French accent. 


 "When do you want to do it?" Cami asked pointedly. Sunrise leaned 


in to hear his answer. 


He shrugged. "I don't know, Cam." 
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 "Then why the hell are you all the way on the other side of the 


country fidgeting about it? None of this makes any sense to me, Ollie 


Dollie." 


His friend pat him on his shoulder. 


 "You still sound as confused as you've always been when shit gets 


real between you and a woman." 


 "That's fucked up, Cam." 


 "Old habits die hard, Ollie. But, I'm exhausted so can we finish this 


tomorrow?" 


 "Yeah," he drawled and kissed her on the cheek. "Goodnight." 


Sunrise watched her sister cross the great room and turn down she 


and Ali's wing of the house before she hobbled from her hiding place. She 


leaned against the kitchen counter staring at Oliver, who only stared back 


at her. 


 "How much of your story is true," she asked dryly. 


 "All of it." 


 "Is that right? And being engaged isn’t not enough for you any more, 


Oliver?" 


Sunrise's once ingenue like wonder had morphed to something more 


sultry in Oliver's eyes. Her voice possessed a smoky quality, that he'd never 


noticed. Her breasts looked larger and her thighs curvier. He felt his crotch 


thicken under the island, and tried rubbing the thickness away. 


 "Come to my bed tonight. I'm leaving in the morning." 
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His eyes widened and he nodded obediently. He sat alone in the 


kitchen for a few more minutes trying to talk himself out of going to 


Sunrise, but his libido won out and he crept into her bed well past 


midnight. 


Oliver made Sunrise feel like a fully grown, sexual being. She felt 


bolder and more mature with him. Although they were the same age, and 


she'd obviously seen much more of the world than he had, he seemed 


more worldly and knowing. He was undoubtedly more sure of himself. He 


moved her crutches across the room when he entered her bedroom. She 


watched silently. He knelt at her bedside and pulled her thighs over his 


shoulders. She was wearing no panties and was already dripping. Oliver 


flicked his eager tongue against her throbbing clitoris and she exploded 


against his open mouth. He covered the quivering with his entire mouth 


and French kissed her, until the jerking subsided. Sunrise shuddered and bit 


down hard on the pillow she was using to stifle her cries. Oliver lined the 


inside of her thick thighs with wet kisses and then moved to her taut belly, 


he climbed onto the bed and entered her with great familiarity.  


Leaving Sunrise's bed was one of the toughest things he could recall 


having to do lately. He caught himself wishing for a reset of their weekend, 


and felt silly. He kissed the sleeping woman passionately, and whispered 


goodbye against her ear, before dressing and leaving her room. 


Monday morning Oliver woke up to the smell of coffee and bacon and 


the laughter of his nieces and their father. He showered and joined the 


Robinsons in the kitchen. 
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 "Hey, Man! You want coffee?" Ali asked. 


 "Of course," Oliver looked around for Cami and Sunrise. 


 "They're gone. Sunrise got a call or something and had to head back 


East. Cami insisted on driving her to the airport. She should be back in 


about half an hour." 


Ali slid the cup of coffee down the counter to Oliver. 


 "I hate that I didn't get to say goodbye to Sunrise," Oliver lamented. 


 "She's your neighbor now. You all live in College Park. So you'll be 


seeing her around." 
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Cami wiped a tear from her face with the back of her hand, then tightened 


her ponytail. She’d said nothing when Ali pulled her close and kissed her on 


her forehead. They’d had the same discussion a thousand times over. 


“I feel better being there, Babe. This is our business. Our livelihood. 


It’s why we’re out here. Right?”                                  


“I don’t know why we’re out here anymore, Ali.” 


Ali pressed his lips together and held her away. 


“Don’t say that, Cam. I know it’s been a rough year, with the 


droughts, but that’s all a part of winemaking.” 


“You’re marketing again, you can do that from anywhere! And I’m 


just sitting out here twiddling my thumbs. I don’t know anyone here, and I 


miss my family.” 


Ali’s face hardened and he shut his eyes. 


“I am your family. Me and the girls. I’ve got to go. I’ll call you when 


I’m settled. I love you.” 


And with a final kiss, he left.  Cami watched the dusty trails Ali’s truck 


left behind, until he was out of sight, then went to her office.  She plopped 


in her chair and looked at her wedding rings.   


“I’m your family,” she said aloud, mimicking her husband. “Then why 


won’t you stay with me?” 


She twirled the wedding set around her finger, then took it off and 


put it in a drawer.  
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She picked up her phone and dialed her sister’s number. Cami clicked 


the television on and put her feet up.  The sound of her daughter’s cheery 


tone brought a smile to her face. 


“Hi, Mommy! We miss you so much!” Lena said. 


“Awww, I miss you, too, Lena Bean! Are you having lots of fun with 


Auntie Sunrise and Uncle O?” Cami said, fighting back sobs. 


“Yes!” Tennyson shouted into the line. “We’re going to the Aquarium 


today.” 


Cami giggled as she listened to her daughters bicker over who would 


hold the telephone.  


“Break it up, silly geese!” Sunrise said giggling. “Hey, Sis. Are you and 


Ali getting some alone time?” 


The corners of Cami’s mouth turned down and her eyes welled again. 


“He’s headed back to Lake Tahoe and I’m alone. Does that count?” 


“What? Didn’t he just get back from France?” Sunrise asked. 


“He did. And now he’s headed back to Lake Tahoe.” 


The silence on her sister’s end begged for more of an explanation. 


“We didn’t have much of a harvest this year, so he’s back to 


Marketing.” 


“For your vineyard?” 


“No. For the Beltrams. They pay well, so there you have it.” 


“And what are you doing?” 


“Right now? Watching the news and talking to you,” Cami said with a 


grimace. 


The sisters held the line in silence. 
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“I could come out there. I could be there by the weekend.” Sunrise 


said. 


“No. He’ll be back by Thursday night. And we’ll do something, I’m 


sure. Don’t worry about me, Sunny Bunny. Kiss my babies for me and smack 


your husband upside the head for me.” 


“Cami, don’t do that.” 


“Do what?” 


“Deflect. Are you sure you’re OK?” 


“I’m positive. I love you and I’ll talk to you later.” 


Cami disconnected the call before Sunrise could diminish her to a 


wailing puddle. 


 


The news was grim. Cami stood in front of the TV watching the 


meteorologist forecast high winds and the threat of sweeping wildfires. 


Given the dry conditions that had wrecked their grapes, fires would 


undoubtedly be dangerous for the region. The ringing of the telephone 


startled her. It was Harold Beltram calling. 


“Hey, Harold. What’s up?” 


“Have you heard about the wildfires and the evacuation advisory?” 


Harold asked. “It’s not looking good for the valley. Where’s Ali?” 


“He’s in Lake Tahoe this week,” she said. “Should I be doing 


something to prepare? I’m here alone.” 


“Yes, pack a bag for a few days. You should get ready to evacuate.” 


“Evacuate!” she yelled. “Do you think it’ll get to that?” 
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“I think so, Cam.” Harold said. “We’ve been through some fires, but 


this one could break records. They’re expecting winds up to seventy miles 


per hour, and given the drought—I don’t want to scare you, Cami, but I 


don’t want you caught off guard. So, pack a bag for a few days, and drive 


over here.” 


 “A few days?” she whimpered. “I’d better call Ali.” 


 “Yes! For sure. I’ll see you in a few hours.” 


 Cami called Ali three times, but couldn’t reach him.  She emptied 


their wall safe and packed a bag of clothes.  She packed their photo albums 


and some of the girls’ favorite things, then headed to the front door.  A 


police officer was driving up the road to their house.  Cami’s mouth 


dropped open as she saw the horizon ablaze with orange embers and dense 


smoke. A young woman got out of the car and waved her arms towards 


Cami. 


 “Good,” she said eyeing Cami’s overnight bag. “There’s been a 


mandatory evacuation order issued. Follow State Route 12 towards Napa; 


there are signs marking the evacuation route,” she said, handing Cami a 


breathing mask.  “I’m sorry. I wish there was more I could do. Good luck,” 


the young officer said and headed to her car. 


 Cami took a deep breath, and gagged. The smoke from the fast-


moving fires choked the usually brilliant, wine country sunset. Cami slipped 


on the breathing mask and looked for her cell phone to call Ali again, but 


couldn’t find it. She turned to run back to the house, but the police office 


honked her horn hard. 
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 “Ma’am, you’ve got to go now! It’s not safe! There are several 


churches and centers accepting evacuees along the route. You’ve got to get 


out of here!” 


 Cami looked back between the cop car and her front door, then ran 


to her truck and jumped in.  


 Sheets of red hot embers showered the roadway, and the residents 


of Healdsburg gridlocked their usually lazy streets, fleeing the fires. One of 


Lena’s classmates stood alongside her parents wearing a blue bandana over 


her mouth and nose, watching them toss bags into their truck. She turned 


and waved as Cami drove by. The sadness and sheer terror in her blue eyes, 


broke Cami, but she forced a tight smile and waved back. 


  


 Ali couldn’t get Cami’s words out of his head. 


 “You’re marketing again. You can do that from anywhere. I miss my 


family.” 


 “I am busting my ass out here, trying to make the best of this shit! 


Trying to keep a roof over our heads. Trying to keep our dream alive. And 


she has the audacity to whine about missing her family? Her family! A sister 


she just met, and Oliver?” Ali shouted.  “Call my father,” he said to his car. 


 Tommy Robinson answered. 


 “Thank God you answered. I can’t talk to Mommy right now.” 


 “Well, hello to you too, Son. What’s got you so worked up?”  


 “My wife! What else?” 
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 “What else, he asks?” Tommy said chuckling. “What could my 


wonderful daughter-in-law have possibly done to get you in such a way? 


And you be careful, because she gave me the two greatest joys in my life.”  


 Ali’s shoulders relaxed and he chuckled a little, too. 


 “Yeah, she did.” He drawled, letting a warm smile breakthrough. “She 


just doesn’t understand everything I’m doing for us. I don’t know maybe 


she does, and just doesn’t appreciate the gravity of it all.” 


 “Is that right? Talk to me,” Tommy said. “What is it you think she’s 


missing?” 


 “Dad, I don’t know. Things didn’t go as planned, and there’s nothing I 


can do about an act of God. The droughts killed us this year. The wine we 


have barreled isn’t ready to be bottled, and our vines didn’t yield much. It’s 


harsh, but it’s a part of the business.” 


 Tommy sat listening to his son without interrupting. 


 “OK, but you haven’t mentioned the part about Cami’s lack of 


understanding, Son.” 


 “She keeps badgering me about being homesick!” Ali shouted.  


 “Adjust your tone, Lennox.” Tommy said sternly.  


 “I’m sorry, Dad.” He said swallowing hard. Ali ran a hand over his 


thick wavy hair. “She says she misses her family,” Ali said, emphasizing 


family. “After all these years, I’m still not her family.  I’m still not enough.” 


 “Maybe she means you, Son,” Tommy interjected. 


Ali sat speechless. He shifted uncomfortably in the driver's seat, then 


cleared his throat. 


"I—I don't think so, Dad. She has me. I haven't gone anywhere." 
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"But haven't you? Where are you now? And, where is she?" 


"That's not fair," Ali said, just above a whisper. "I'm working for all of 


us." 


 “Let's call a spade, a spade, Son.  You knew when you moved that 


woman out there, that it would be rough for her. I know you knew, because 


you told me so. She’d never lived anywhere other than Atlanta, and she 


knew no one out there. She’d just lost her mother, and discovered a sister,” 


 “I know that, Dad. But,” 


 “But nothing! You have your people out there, Lennox—they're not 


her people. You are all she has.  And now you’re gone all the time, and 


leaving her out there to fend for herself and your children. She ain’t sign up 


to be a single mother, now.” 


 “A single mother,” Ali repeated, his voice heavy with disbelief. “Wow, 


Dad. I thought you of all people would understand what I’m doing. I 


invested in a dream, it’s not off the ground yet, so I have to work. I have to 


keep a roof over my family’s head. I have to feed them. Cami’s not working. 


It’s all on me.” 


 Tommy sighed and sat back, closing his eyes. 


 “I hear you, Son. And you know I couldn’t be prouder of you, but you 


called me for the truth. Didn’t you?” 


 Ali snarled, and rolled his eyes. 


 “Yes, Sir.” 


 “You just dropped a lot of I’s on me. You invested in a dream – but 


whose dream?” 


 “Both of ours!” 
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 “Are you sure? I know Cami likes to drink wine, but did she want to 


make it? For it living? As I recall it, she loves baking. Which is what she was 


doing for a living when she met you.” 


 Ali drove along taking in his father’s words. 


 “Are you with me?” Tommy asked. 


 “Yes, Sir,” Ali grumbled. 


 “You say you’re doing all this working for your family. Right?” 


 “Yes.” 


 “Have you spoke to your girls today?” 


 The question struck Ali. His throat thickened. 


 “When was the last meal you shared with your wife, Son?” 


 Again, he didn’t answer. 


 “And about that fancy, roof over their heads? When was the last 


time you slept under it with them?” 


 “OK, Dad. I see where you going with this,” 


 “I’m not trying to beat up on you, Son. I’m trying to save you the time 


I wasted trying to figure out how to be a provider and a protector and hold 


on to a piece of myself. I didn’t dream about no damn drycleaners!” 


Tommy said with a chuckle. “I was a boxer! But, it didn’t feed my family 


well enough, and it kept me away a lot.  It upset your momma so bad to see 


me beat up after a fight. And one morning, you cried like a fool, ‘cause I 


looked so bad after a hard fought win.” The man laughed again. “I felt 


great, because I’d defended my title, and won a nice little pot. But, yo 


momma was fit to be tied, all because you were upset.” 


 “I don’t remember that,” Ali said. 
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 “Of course not. You what’nt no older than Tenny, and Lacey was still 


an arm baby. But, I knew I had to give up that particular dream, for the 


betterment of my family. You see, Son. You have to hold on to who you 


want to be. Then you figure out what you need to have in order to be, who 


you want to be. You still with me?” 


 “Yes, Sir.” 


 “And lastly, you have to figure out what you need to do, in order to 


have what you need, to be who you want to be. Stay with me now.” 


 “I’m trying,” Ali said with a chuckle. 


 “I heard you say you wanted to be Camisha Robbins’s husband. I was 


there when you asked her. You said you wanted to be the provider and 


protector of your girls. You told me that, too.” 


 “True. I stand by all that,” Ali said nodding. 


 “Now, what does a man need to have in order to be a husband, a 


protector and a provider?” 


 “A job!” 


 “Naw, now. A job is something you do. What do you need to have? 


I’ll tell you what I needed to have,” the wise man rubbed his chin and 


moved his recliner back. “I needed to have my wife’s trust and love. I 


needed to have a safe and loving home for my children. I needed to have 


independence to spend my time the way I wanted to spend it, so that I 


could be around to watch my children grow up.” 


 Ali huffed. 


 “OK. I get that. I’m going to think about what I need to have, in order 


to be who I said I want to be.” 
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 “Good. Now, let me ask you this.” 


 “OK.” 


 “Do you think you need to have a vineyard in California or a high 


paying job that keeps you away from the very wife you want to be a 


husband to? Or the girls you say you want to be a provider and protector 


to? Could you have been a husband and father with your old job? ‘Cause 


tell me if I’m wrong; but you made more money, didn’t travel as often and 


got Cami to say, yes to marrying you. Didn’t you?” 


 Ali drew in a deep breath and blew it out through his nose. 


 “In the spirit of full disclosure, I want you back East. I want to be a 


drive away from my baby girls, and I miss Thanksgivings with all of us under 


one roof. So, I am biased,” Tommy said, bursting out laughing. 


 “I’m aware,” Ali said, then his call waiting came across the console. 


“Dad, I’d better take this call, but I’ll consider everything you said. I love 


you and kiss Mommy for me.” 


 Ali took the other call. 


 “Hey, Ali. Have you heard from Cami?” Harold Beltram asked. 


His voice was tight and his speech hurried. 


 “Not since I left home a few hours ago, I’m almost to Lake Tahoe. 


Why? What’s the matter?” 


 “They’ve issued a mandatory evacuation for Sonoma County.” 


 “An evacuation? Are fires expected to get serious? I saw them 


burning in the distance, but surely the firefighters will have them controlled 


before they make to the city. Right?” 
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 “I don’t know, Man. They’re experiencing hurricane force winds in 


the mountains, and given the dry conditions, it doesn’t look good. We’re 


seeing footage from Napa and it’s terrible.” 


 “My God, how’d it turn so quickly?” Ali said softly. 


 “I called Cami this morning and told her to come out here to us, but 


she hasn’t made it and she’s not answering her phone.”  


 Panic gripped Ali’s throat and he turned his truck around.  


 “I’ll call you back, Harold.” 


Ali took a deep breath and said a quiet prayer.  


"Call my wife," he ordered his car. 


"Your call cannot be completed at this time. Please try your call again 


later." an automated system said. 


"Shit! Call Sunrise." 


Cami's sister didn't answer, and he tried Cami again. The same 


automated message played over the speakers, sending Ali into a fit. He 


banged the steering wheel, then his phone rang.  


"Hey, Sunny. Have you heard from Cami?" he answered. 


"This morning. What's going on? You sound upset and so did she, this  


morning." 


"She sounded upset? At what time?" 


"I don't know, around nine, I guess. She called to talk with the girls. 


What's going 


on, Ali? You're scaring me?" 


"Don't be. Where are the girls?" 


"They're with Oliver and Luca. Tell me what's going on, Ali!" 
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"I'm not sure. The wildfires are taking a turn for the worse and 


they've  


evacuated the valley." 


"What! Oh, my God!" 


Sunrise turned her television on. 


"Ali, are you seeing this? It's raining fire out there," Sunrise said, her 


voice  


trembling. "Where's my sister, Ali?" 


A shiver shook his athletic frame. 


"I don't know, but I'm heading home now. I'll call you back." 


Ali tuned his radio to the first talk radio station he reached. His heart 


grew 


heavier with every bleak report. 


"We're not even close to being out of this catastrophe," one said. 


"Fires are ravaging Northern California's wine country. The biggest 


fires are in  


Napa and Sonoma and only ten percent under control," another reported. 


"Cam Baby, where are you?" he whispered.  


 


Nightfall found Cami weathered and willing to stop anywhere that 


wasn't on fire. 


The evacuation routes blocked her from making it to Palo Alto, and ushered 


her alongside other weary evacuees to Mill Valley. The recreation centers 


and gyms hosting the affected were all filled, and she couldn't find a single 


pay phone.  Signs reading, "Evacuees welcome, RVs too!" drew her 
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attention. She followed them to a crowded lot and found an empty spot 


next to a luxury RV.  The elderly couple perched beside it, sitting in coach's 


chairs, were wearing breathing masks that showed only their forlorn eyes.  


Cami waved to them.  She attempted a smile and put on her own mask, 


before getting out of the car.  


“Hi, I'm Cami Robinson. I live in Sonoma.” she said, offering her hand 


to them. 


The woman nodded slowly, and shook Cami’s hand.  


“I’m Marisol, and this is my husband.” 


“You poor thing. Are you out here alone?” the man asked, stretching 


his small eyes. 


“Yes, Sir,” Cami answered. “My husband's on travel and I really need 


to call him to let him know I got out safely. Do you have a phone I could 


use?” 


“We have them, but service is out. But, you're welcome to try.”  


He went inside and returned with two cell phones. 


“Try them both,” he said handing them to Cami. 


They stood by, watching intensely. The automated voice gave the same 


message it gave, Ali. Cami's face crumpled, and she sank to her knees. The 


old man helped her into his chair, and his wife patted Cami on the 


shoulders. 


“That's right, Dear. Let it out. Let it all out. There’s so much.” 


Her voice was soothing and her touch was motherly.  


“I just can't believe this is happening,” Cami said sobbing. “I know 


he's crazy with worry, and I was so mean to him. He’s working so hard to 
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keep things afloat, and I should appreciate that,” she wept. “I can’t call my 


kids! My sister! No one knows where I am.” 


The couple exchanged sympathetic glances. 


"Are you kids here in California?" Marisol asked. 


"No. They're visiting our family in the South for the Summer." 


"Well that's a blessing, Dear. And you'll get in touch with your 


husband. God has  


a way of working things out for the good of His righteous children," she 


said. 


The certainty in the woman's voice comforted Cami. She took a deep 


breath and shuddered.  


"We have an extra bed up front. Why don't you come on in and lie 


down.  I'll keep trying to reach your husband and keep an eye on your 


things." 


Cami looked at the couple, considering their offer. Under ordinary 


circumstances she wouldn't have accepted, but the fiery glow in the 


distance and the thick clouds of ash reminded her that these were no 


ordinary circumstances. 


 


Traffic creeped along the 101 heading into the Russian River Valley, 


and Ali's anxiety was almost debilitating. As word spread through the family 


about Cami's disappearance, his phone rang incessantly, until he reached 


the valley. The downed power lines and charred towers told the story of 


the shoddy communications in the region.  The sights of battle worn 


firefighters and burned out pickup trucks in conjunction with the humming 
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of military aircraft, made the picturesque town look war torn; 


overwhelming Ali’s senses.  Long trails of red dust cut lines through the sky 


over their quaint small town and entire neighborhoods diminished to 


smoldering heaps of rubble along State Route 12.   


“This is surreal,” Ali said to himself. “Cami, where are you? Please 


don’t leave me like this, Babe.” 


 First responders stood in the roadway, stopping cars entering the 


town's main square. 


“Where are you heading, Sir? We’re going to need to see some I.D?”  


Ali went into his wallet and handed one of the officer’s his Driver’s 


License. 


“I live on Pemo Valley Road, and I can't get in touch with my wife,” 


Ali explained,  


keeping his tone measured and succinct. 


A group of them walked away, consulting someone who looked like an 


authoritative figure, then returned. 


“Here you are, Mr. Robinson.” A young woman said, and handed Ali 


his license.  “We’re going to allow you to take advantage of the lull in these 


erratic winds. Officer Holskin will escort you. Good luck,” she said and 


moved on to the next car. 


Under the darkness of night, the full moon was barely visible, and 


other than a few scorched shrubs, the dirt road that led to the Robinson's 


vineyard looked unaffected.  Ali allowed himself a small sigh of relief; then 


the site where their dream home once stood appeared through the haze.  


He couldn't make out much through the disorienting smoke and dust 
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particles.  Ali slowly rose form his truck, surveying their property. He ran his 


hands over his face and the back of his neck.  Spots of smoldering embers, 


and piles of soggy debris challenged Ali as he moved through what used to 


be their courtyard. Flames had ripped through their home leaving only 


scorched appliances, the sliding board and frame of their girls' swing set 


and their stacked stone fireplace.  The grapevines were gone, the house—


gone. Every personal effect and memento of the young Robinson family lie 


before him, in piles of mud and ash. His knees weakened. The officer 


handed him a breathing mask and a flashlight. 


“Do you want to come back in the morning? There'll be more light.” 


“No. I'm fine. I—I just need to find my wife,” Ali said stammering 


over his cool. 


The flashlight hit something metal and sent a sparkle to Ali's eyes. He 


trudged through the ankle deep, slush and bent to pick it up. His breath 


caught. 


"It's my wife's wedding rings." 


Bent at the waist with his hands on his knees, Ali collapsed. The air punched 


from his lungs and tears pooled in his eyes.  His phone rang through the 


stillness, jolting him and he ran back to his truck grasping Cami's rings in his 


hand. 


"Robinson," he answered, breathlessly. 


"Hello! Hello! Can you hear me, Sir?"  


"Yes! Yes! Who is this?" 


"Praise God! My name is Angel Ramirez. Your wife, Cami is here with 


me and my  
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wife. She doesn't have a phone, and she is here sleeping in our RV," Mr. 


Ramirez explained frantically. 


Ali sank to his knees beside his truck door, and wept openly. 


"Thank you! Thank you so much. Is she alright? Can I speak to her?" 


"Yes! My wife is waking her, but I don't know how long we'll have a 


connection. We're in the parking lot of Ashley Furniture in Mill Valley..." 


"Hello? Mr. Ramirez? Hello?" 


The officer stood close by, but left room for Ali to compose himself. He 


stood to his full height and squeezed his eyes shut. He nodded at Officer 


Holskin. 


"Thank you—for coming here with me," he said staring earnestly into 


Officer Holskin's eyes. "I'm going to find my wife." 


"Is she safe?" 


Ali nodded, fighting back tears and got in his truck. He placed her rings in 


the glove compartment and headed to Mill Valley. On the way he called his 


parents, Sunrise and then the Beltrams. 


"I'm on my way to get her," was all the info he offered. 


 


The diffused moonlight mixed with the flames casting an ominous 


glow over the makeshift camp ground. Ali spotted Cami's silver Range 


Rover right away. He stopped in front of the empty truck and got out. 


"Cami!" he called out. 


Mr. Ramirez came around and hugged the grief-stricken man. Ali 


didn't resist. He couldn't, he was exhausted.  
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"You must be Mr. Robinson. I'm Angel. Come. Follow me, your wife is 


here." 


Mrs. Ramirez wrapped Ali in a warm embrace, too, rubbing his back. 


"You poor thing! She is there, sound asleep." 


Relief and sadness washed over Ali's face when he saw Cami, curled 


up on the twin sized mattress. There were ash smudges on her cheeks and 


soot covering her clothes. He knelt beside her and kissed her lips. The 


Ramirez's left the couple alone, closing the door behind them. 


Cami looked drugged. She tossed and turned, talking aloud in her 


deep slumber. 


"I know it doesn't matter, Camilla.  I know.  He loves me.  I know how 


blessed I am," the sleeping woman argued. "I don't want to lose him, 


either.  I won't."  


"Camilla?" Ali said, his brow furrowed and he chuckled. “My mother-


in-law; she never stops.” 


He closed his eyes and put his hands together. 


 "Thank You, Father God for keeping my wife safe.  I get it now.  And, I 


know what I need to have.  Thank You for letting me know.  In the name of 


Jessus.  Amen." he prayed. 


Cami opened her eyes, blinking a few times, trying to focus. 


"Ali?" 


"I'm here, Baby. I'm here." 


"Are you really?" she asked, struggling to sit up.  


He helped her. 


"I really am." 
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Cami flung her arms around his neck and cried. 


"I'm so sorry for fighting with you. All I need is you; you and me to be 


together, it doesn't matter where. I don't care about anything else," she 


said weeping. 


Ali laughed and held her closer. 


"I feel the same way, Cam. I lost sight of what's most important—of 


who I want to be, and that's your husband. You and the girls are all that 


matter to me. There is no dream, if you're not happy." 


 






