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			Prologue

			Miami, Florida

			Reverend Paula Grant walked into her small, cluttered office and sat down tiredly in her tattered brown leather chair. She’d just come from a meeting with her bishop, where she’d been informed that her inner-city church, named after Absalom Jones, the nineteenth-century founder of the nation’s first Black Episcopal church, would be closing in a month. The city wanted the land for razing and regentrification, and the bishop wanted the profit from the sale to shore up the diocese’s ailing coffers. It was a win-win situation for everyone involved, except Paula and her congregation.

			Her protests on behalf of the homeless and indigent who made up her congregation had been anticipated by the bishop; she wasn’t know as Rev. Pesky Paula without reason, so he’d countered her arguments by showing her data on just how much keeping Absalom open was costing the diocese in terms of costs, salaries, and insurance premiums. She’d be the first to admit that Old Ab, as it was known in the neighborhood, hadn’t pulled its financial weight in the decade she’d been at the helm, but she didn’t remember Jesus having to meet budgetary expectations in his ministry. His work had been about saving souls, and so had hers. However, the church of the twenty-first century needed money to do what Jesus instructed his followers to do, and since Old Ab was worth more shuttered than open, she and the crumbling edifice had to go.

			She sighed audibly. It hurt knowing that in thirty days the doors would be padlocked, and those in greatest need would have to find somewhere else to go to sing their off-tune praises on Sunday mornings—not that the homeless, addicts, prostitutes, or felons that filled Old Ab’s pews would be welcomed at any of the other nearby houses of worship, but apparently that wasn’t anyone’s concern, either. The bishop had even offered her a severance bonus if she followed her church into nonexistence. “You’re close to retirement age,” he’d pointed out gently.

			Paula was fifty-five years young and hardly ready to be put out to pasture. It had taken her many years to answer God’s call. After finishing college at Spelman, she’d taken her BS in psychology and turned it into a master’s in child psychology. She then added a doctorate. As Dr. Paula Grant, she began her new career teaching graduate students, but when that no longer satisfied her, she opened a private practice, treating the moneyed and oftentimes spoiled African-American teens of Atlanta. However, always in the back of her mind and in the front of her heart was the joy of Christ, so fifteen years ago she’d surrendered to the call and given herself over to God.

			After completing seminary and her ordination, she was handed the keys to her own church, Old Ab, in one of the seediest neighborhoods of Miami. Days later, she learned that she’d been offered the parish because no other priest wanted it, but that didn’t matter. From the moment she set eyes on the half-a-century-old place with its crumbling spires and Gothic bones and met its eccentric, transient congregation, she knew she was home.

			Now home was being yanked out from under her feet like a threadbare rug, and she was out of work. The bishop assured her that had he another position to offer her, he would, but economic times being what they were and with more people spending Sunday mornings online than in church, she’d have to leave Florida if she wanted to continue as an Episcopal priest.

			She dropped her head in her hands. It was her belief that when God was in the mix, things happened for a reason, but as with most movings of the Spirit, she had no idea what that reason might be. She got up and walked over to the window. In the years since her arrival, the neighborhood had changed. Gone were the mom-and-pop stores and small businesses that once offered everything from fresh bread to dry cleaning to shoe repair. Now the church and its struggling neighbors were surrounded by graffiti-sprayed storefronts sporting security bars in faded buildings that seemed to sag under the combined weight of weariness and neglect. Even the church had been broken into more times than she’d ever reported to the authorities, but soon the whole area would be bulldozed and prettied up for the moneyed latte crowd, with their imported cars, time-shares, and 1.2 children.

			She asked forgiveness for her bitter thoughts and knew that God was upstairs shaking His head. Paula asked for forgiveness a lot, but He was patient with her, so she supposed she had to be patient with herself. In thirty days, life would begin anew, and she couldn’t help but wonder where the call would lead her next.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 1

			September

			At 6:00 a.m. Lily Fontaine was awakened by the ringtone on her phone crooning “Reunited,” the old-school tune by Peaches and Herb. Smiling sleepily, she rolled over and picked up. “Morning.”

			“Morning. Did I wake you?”

			The sound of Trent’s voice filled her up like she was seventeen all over again. She turned over onto her back. “Yes, but there’s nothing better than hearing from the man I love. How are you?”

			“Wishing we were already married so I could wake up with you. You always sound so warm and soft in the mornings.”

			Lily’s heart skipped. “For a country boy, you’re pretty seductive at the crack of dawn.”

			“Only with you.”

			Was it any wonder she loved him? “You want to come over for breakfast?”

			“Can’t. Meeting with the Dads at the Dog in about an hour. Did you sleep well?”

			“I did, but I’ll sleep better once we say ‘I do.’ ”

			“Now who’s being seductive?”

			“Just trying to keep up with you.” She told herself for the five hundredth time how blessed she was to have Trent July in her life.

			“Well, hold that thought, the wedding date’ll be here before you know it.”

			“Can’t we just elope?”

			He chuckled. “Not if we want to come back and live here.”

			“There is that.” An elopement would definitely disappoint everyone in town.

			“Anything special on your agenda for the day?”

			“Not that I know of, but this is Henry Adams. No telling what may have jumped off by the time the sun sets.”

			“True, so let me let you go. Just wanted to give you your wake-up call. I love you, girl.”

			“Love you back. Bye.”

			Sighing contentedly, she lay there for a moment, then set the phone aside and left the bed to begin her day.

			The Dog and Cow was the only dining establishment in Henry Adams, Kansas, and at 7:00 a.m. the booths and tables were just beginning to fill with construction-crew members, businessmen in suits, and a few casually dressed locals. In another hour the place would be bustling. The young waitstaff would be weaving in and out of the crowd, carrying piled-high plates of some of the best food in the county, while old-school music blared from the diner’s fancy red jukebox.

			Now, however, the place was quiet, the satin voice of Sarah Vaughan floating on the air.

			In one of the back booths, Mayor Trent July was presiding over the weekly Thursday meeting of Dads Inc., an organization formed over the summer to provide a way for local fathers to get together and talk about the challenges they faced raising their children. The local women, led by town owner Bernadine Brown and Tamar July, Trent’s grandmother, were forces of nature, and sometimes the dads needed the male bonding time to weather the storms.

			In attendance was: Colonel Barrett Payne USMC, retired; Dr. Reggie Garland, town pediatrician; and Jack James, Henry Adams’s only schoolteacher.

			“So how’s everybody doing?” Trent asked his comrades.

			Reg sighed aloud. “Still missing Roni.”

			They all nodded understandingly. Roni was Reg’s wife, and an award-winning R&B singer. She was in New York, working on her newest CD.

			“I thought she was going to record in the studio you all were building here,” the colonel said.

			“So did I,” Reg replied, looking out from behind black-rimmed glasses. “But she decided to stay with the studio in New York. Said she didn’t want to mess up the groove, and dealing with the building of the studio here was going to take time away from recording. She’ll do the next CD here.”

			Trent sipped his juice and asked, “How’s Zoey handling Roni being gone?”

			Reggie’s smile showed the fondness he felt for his mute but musically talented eight-year-old daughter. “She’s a trooper. She’s been real patient, but she’s missing her mama big-time.”

			Trent understood, and seeing the way Reg had been moping around, it was obvious that Zoey wasn’t the only one missing Roni big-time.

			“Not to change the subject,” Colonel Payne said to Reg, “but do you think it’s okay for Preston to run laps in the mornings before school? He says he wants to get in shape.” Preston was the foster son of the colonel and his wife, Sheila.

			“Since when?” Trent asked, his surprise echoed in the faces of Reg and Jack.

			“Since Leah.”

			“Ah,” they all said.

			Jack quipped, “Nothing like discovering girls to make you want to change your look.”

			Leah was the eldest daughter of Gary Clark, one of Trent’s old high school buddies. The overweight Preston and the stick-thin Leah had been introduced last summer, and upon discovering they both loved physics as much as they did breathing, the two had become instant friends.

			“Can Preston do laps with his asthma?” Jack asked, adding more ketchup to his eggs and hash browns.

			“Olympian Jackie Joyner-Kersee has asthma, and she does okay,” Reg replied. “Preston just has to listen to his body.” He directed his next words to Barrett. “Bring Preston into the clinic and let me give him a quick once-over and share some dos and don’ts. Losing weight will help him physically as long as you don’t push him like one of your boot camp recruits.”

			Barrett got the point. “I won’t.”

			Trent knew that Barrett would be the first to admit that parenting Preston had been difficult during the first year of their relationship, but in the past few months he had made tremendous strides bonding with his son.

			Rocky Dancer, the Dog’s lady manager and head cook, walked over to their booth carrying a carafe of hot coffee. “Anybody need a warm-up?”

			Jack’s cup was full, but he held it out anyway. Trent smiled inwardly. Jack considered himself in love with the drop-dead-gorgeous, stacked-to-the-max Rocky, but getting her to give him more than a warm-up for his coffee was proving difficult. She and Trent had grown up together, and she remained one of the toughest women he knew. Although Trent kept telling Jack he stood a snowball’s chance in hell of getting next to her, the schoolteacher remained focused and undeterred.

			Rocky poured an inch of brew into Jack’s full cup and turned away. “Anyone else?”

			Her frosty attitude caused Jack to shoot Trent a knowing smile, and it occurred to Trent that Jack was actually enjoying the challenge.

			“If you need anything else, just holler,” she said. After giving Jack a grim look, she and her carafe departed to serve the other diners.

			As they all watched her walk away, Reggie asked Jack, “So how’s your campaign going?”

			Amusement lit Jack’s black eyes. “She can run, but she can’t hide.”

			The men laughed loud and long.

			“What’s so funny?” The question came from Malachi July, Trent’s father and owner of the Dog and Cow. He and his coffee cup were standing in the spot Rocky had just vacated.

			Jack explained, “We’re laughing at my quest to win the hand of yon fair maiden.”

			They could see her now talking with a small group of construction workers seated in a booth up front.

			Mal shook his head. “Be easier to catch the wind, son.”

			Jack shrugged. “I got nothing but time.”

			Mal sat down next to Trent. “We’ll put that on your headstone.”

			Trent checked out the letters on his father’s black tee. The shirt appeared to be new. “GD Inc.?”

			Mal glanced down at the big gold letters emblazoned across his chest. “Yeah. Thought I’d form my own support group and get my own shirt.”

			Reg grinned. “I’m almost scared to ask, but what’s GD stand for?’

			“Grand Dad, of course.” Mal swiveled around so they could see the letters OG emblazoned on the back of the shirt.

			Trent chuckled. “I keep telling you OG stands for Old Geezer.”

			“And I keep telling you—quit hating,” he retorted with humor in his voice. Mal was a retired veterinarian, a recovering alcoholic, and a former ladies’ man. Before falling hard and fast for town owner Bernadine Brown, the sixty-plus-year-old Vietnam vet had spent his days and nights hanging with women young enough to be mistaken for his granddaughters. In the past year, he, too, had made tremendous strides.

			Barrett asked, “Are you planning on having your own GD meetings?”

			“Nope. Coming to yours so I can give you young bucks the benefit of my advanced wisdom.”

			“Uh-huh,” Trent tossed back with a doubt-filled laugh.

			A grinning Jack raised his juice. “To dads and OGs everywhere.”

			“Hear! Hear!” they shouted gleefully.

			Once things had settled down again, Mal asked Trent, “So how’re the wedding plans going?”

			Trent sipped his coffee. “If we can keep Bernadine from renting Buckingham Palace or flying in the bishop of Canterbury or the pope, Lily and I should be good.”

			Mal shook his head, a knowing smile on his face. “She is something, isn’t she?” Bernadine had a bank account as wide and as deep as the Grand Canyon, and she was happiest when sharing it.

			Trent agreed. “Love her to death, but Lily may have to wrestle her to the ground and tie her up in order for us to have the nice, simple wedding we both want.” He eyed his dad and asked innocently, “How about telling Bernadine to save all that bling for when you two get married?”

			Mal spit coffee across the table.

			Snickers followed.

			Mal wiped his mouth and looked Trent’s way. “Don’t even go there. We are not talking marriage.”

			Trent loved teasing his father. “Maybe not today.”

			The chuckles of the others made Mal grouse, “Stop encouraging him.”

			Heads and eyes dropped, but the amusement remained.

			The conversation moved on to the all-family trip to the Grand Canyon the colonel wanted them to take next year, but everyone went still at the sight of Riley Curry and his new lady friend, Texas millionairess Eustasia Pennymaker, being escorted to a booth by the hostess.

			Riley was the town’s former mayor. He was wearing a nice black suit that sported his signature fake red carnation on the lapel. His thinning hair was plastered on his head with pomade, and the way he was smiling and waving, you’d’ve thought he was campaigning. Eustasia, with her big Texas hair, was decked out in leopard print from her headband to her stiletto heels.

			Mal whispered, “Well, I’ll be damned.”

			The two had been in town for a few months now, but as far as Trent knew this was their first visit to the Dog. Eustasia was footing the bill for Riley’s legal battle with the county, and they were living in an expensive double-wide trailer on the edge of town.

			They’d just taken their seats when Riley’s ex-wife, Genevieve, entered with Cliff Dobbs. Cliff, Mal, and Genevieve had grown up together in Henry Adams. Cliff had quietly loved Genevieve since their teen years, but when it came time to marry, Genevieve had chosen Riley. Now they were divorced, and after all she’d endured at the hands and hooves of Riley and his six-hundred-pound pet hog, Cletus, no one could much blame her. While once Genevieve had been the epitome of decorum and good taste, Riley’s antics had so changed her personality that the sight of him was liable to send her around the bend. Mal and Trent exchanged a look of worry.

			Trent asked, “Has the court date been set for Cletus and Riley?”

			“Not so far. Judge is still viewing the case law.”

			Two summers ago, Cletus had sat on a man and killed him. The county planned to put the hog down, but before the paperwork could be finalized, Riley had helped Cletus escape, and the two went on the lam. Earlier this summer, the two were finally apprehended down in Louisiana and extradited back to Kansas. No one knew how or when Riley had first hooked up with Ms. Pennymaker and her huge sow, Chocolate.

			Mal added, “Word is, Judge Davis may not hold the hearing until next spring. Me, I can’t wait. Plenty of folks around here would love to put that hog on a spit with lots of barbecue sauce.”

			Trent hoped Genevieve would ignore the couple, but no. Apparently this was her first sighting of her ex, too; upon seeing him, she went stock-still and flames seemed to leap from her eyes. Riley had always been clueless about her moods, and to prove it, he stuck out his tongue at her and with a dismissive air turned his attention to his menu.

			Trent shook his head sadly.

			“Doc, do you have your medical bag?” Mal asked Reg.

			The chuckling Reg hoisted it up for Mal to see.

			“Good. We may need you. Excuse me, fellas.” Mal left the booth and headed over to intercept Genevieve, now barreling down on Riley like a tank. When she spied his approach, she yelled, “Stay out of this, Malachi!”

			The story of Riley, Genevieve, and Cletus had become the stuff of legend, and everyone in the Dog stared on, riveted.

			Apparently Cliff had been told to stay out of it, too, because he was still standing at the hostess station up front. Trent saw displeasure on his face, but it was impossible to determine whether his ire was directed at Genevieve, Riley, or both.

			Genevieve walked over to the smug-looking Riley and for the moment ignored him. Instead she politely introduced herself to the wary-eyed Ms. Pennymaker, who replied, “Um, pleased to meet you, too.”

			Genevieve gave her a tight, fake smile before she turned blazing eyes on her ex, who had the nerve to say, “I hope you’re happy, Genevieve. Cletus and me wouldn’t be in this mess if it wasn’t for you.”

			The onlookers slowly shook their heads.

			The outdone Genevieve rared back and decked Riley with a punch so hard he was already out cold when he slid beneath the table and disappeared. The wide-eyed Eustasia cried out, “Riley! Honey!” and immediately ducked her head beneath the tabletop.

			Reg grabbed his bag.

			The seething Genevieve stood over the booth.

			Trent figured that the force of the blow had probably broken her hand, but she didn’t appear hurt. Too mad, probably.

			As Reg saw to the knocked-out Riley, Rocky hurried over to offer Genevieve a bowl of ice to stick her hand in. Trent glanced around, taking in the shocked but amused faces of the other diners, and wondered if other small towns in America started their mornings this way.

			Lily Fontaine frowned as she sat at her kitchen table and slowly leafed through a large stack of bridal gown catalogs. The fancy designer gowns were absolutely gorgeous, but money to buy them could feed a family of four for a year. She and Trent were scheduled to tie the knot on Thanksgiving Day, so she needed a gown, but not one so pricey that she’d feel guilty wearing it, and that’s what would happen if she decided on one of the gowns featured in the glossy pages of the catalogs. Frustrated, she closed the book and pushed it aside. Her gown dilemma could be laid at the Jimmy Choo–clad feet of her good friend and employer, Bernadine Brown. With the way Bernadine had been carrying on since Lily and Trent announced they were marrying, you’d think she was the one preparing to walk down the aisle. Lily loved her boss like a sister, but Bernadine wanted to open that bottomless checkbook of hers and turn the wedding into a Bernadine Brown production, complete with doves, white horses, and a six-foot-high cake. All Lily wanted was a gathering in the school’s kiva or maybe the rec center’s auditorium, followed by an old-school reception and dinner over at the Dog. She knew that Trent wanted a small, homey wedding, too, but how to convince Bernadine? The Boss Lady was big on giving out blessings, and the fairy-tale vibe she was trying to promote was a part of that. But it wasn’t what Lily wanted, and no matter how many times she’d tried explaining that to Bernadine, the woman would just smile and suggest another pricey frill Lily might want to include.

			Lily walked to the patio door and looked out at the day. It was the end of September, and fall was in the air. The grasses on the plains were taking on the rich golds and browns of autumn, and the temperatures were markedly cooler. She was sad to see the season end. It had been an eventful summer, what with Crystal’s no-good daddy, Ray, kidnapping her, and Bernadine’s ex-husband, Leo, showing up trying to win her back. In the end, Crystal had been saved, and Leo told to take a hike, only to have him show a romantic interest in Lily’s godmother, Marie Jefferson, and begin building himself a mansion over in the neighboring town of Franklin.

			So far, Lily and Marie hadn’t discussed Leo. Lily supposed that had to do with the bond she shared with Bernadine. Marie probably assumed Lily was on Bernadine’s side, and frankly, she was. Had Marie met Leo under different circumstances, she’d be the first to congratulate her godmother on finally having someone who loved her in her life, but Lily had yet to be convinced that Leo did. When Bernadine refused his offer to reconcile, he’d suddenly become interested in Marie. It didn’t sit right. Still didn’t.

			Lily wanted her godmother to be happy, but all she saw ahead was heartache, and lord knew, Marie had already experienced more than her share. Lily made a mental note to call her later and suggest they get together. Marie had been the best friend of Lily’s late mother, Cassandra. This semi-estrangement they seemed to be having didn’t sit right, either.

			“Morning, Ms. Lily.”

			She turned to see her nine-year-old foster son, Devon Watkins, entering the kitchen, and the sight of him brightened her mood. He was dressed for school in the outfit he wore every day: black suit, white shirt, blue clip-on tie. “Morning, baby boy. How are you?”

			“I’m fine, Ms. Lily. How are you?”

			“I’m fine, too. Did you sleep well?”

			“Yes, ma’am.” He took a seat at the table and poured out a helping of cold cereal into the bowl she’d set out for him earlier. While he did that, she walked over to the fridge and withdrew a carton of milk and a bottle of orange juice. He added the milk to the contents of his bowl and helped himself to a piece of toast and a few slices of bacon. After pouring some juice into his glass, he started in on breakfast.

			Lily took a seat and watched him with all the affection she felt inside. He’d been in Henry Adams for over a year now, and although he seemed to be adjusting outwardly, he continued to hang on to his shy ways, along with the suits he insisted upon wearing all day every day, and his dream of becoming the town’s preacher. He’d been raised by his now late grandmother, Willa Mae, in a small town down in Mississippi, where he’d been an ordained minister. Last summer, Lily and everyone else in town witnessed his preaching for the first time. He’d blown them away, and the public attention had been immediate. People began driving in from all over the state to hear him give the Word. There’d even been a few so-called managers wanting to sign him to contracts and take him on tour. She sent them packing because first and foremost, Devon was a child.

			Lately though, the crowds had been dwindling, so she supposed the novelty had worn off. As a result, she and Devon had agreed that this coming Sunday would be his last public appearance. In a way she was glad attendance had dropped. Although she was convinced he had a gift, she was concerned he’d never be the carefree nine-year-old that he should be.

			“Did you find a wedding dress?” he asked, seeing the stack of catalogs by her spot at the table.

			“Not yet. They’re all too expensive, but I’ll keep looking.”

			“Zoey and I want to be in the wedding.”

			“And you will be. You and Davis’ll give me away, and Zoey’s going to be the flower girl.” Zoey and Devon were best friends, and Davis was Lily’s twenty-four-year-old son. He lived in California.

			Devon said earnestly, “I really want to marry you and Mr. Trent.”

			Lily paused over her raised glass of orange juice. “I know, baby, but you aren’t a licensed preacher in Kansas. We talked about this before, remember?”

			“I do, but why can’t you and Ms. Bernadine get me a license?”

			“You’re going to be in the wedding, Devon. You’ll have to be content with that. Besides, I want you to help give me away.”

			His look of disappointment made her sigh with a disappointment of her own. This whole preacher business had to be resolved, but she had no idea how to make it happen. All she wanted was for him to be a real little boy, not this polite wooden rendition that reminded her of Pinocchio.

			After breakfast, he put his dishes in the sink and went up to his room to get his backpack. School started in less than an hour. She could tell he wasn’t happy, but she wasn’t going to change her mind about him performing the wedding.

			A few moments later, he returned ready for school.

			Trying not to be affected by his sad brown eyes, she asked brightly, “Do you want a ride to school, or are you and Zoey going to walk?”

			“We’ll walk, Ms. Lily. Thank you.”

			“Okay. Give me a hug.”

			In spite of his brooding, he gave her a hug that was filled with love, and she kissed his cheek. “Have a good day.”

			“You, too, Ms. Lily.”

			Once he was gone, Lily pondered over him for a few seconds longer, then went to get her car keys so she could drive to work.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 2

			The flat-topped red brick building where Lily worked was called the Power Plant. It had been constructed last year and held all of the Henry Adams administrative offices. Her official title was Henry Adams COO. Bernadine’s hand turned the world, but Lily’s job was to make sure that world turned efficiently and under budget. On the short drive in, she marveled at all the changes Bernadine had wrought since buying Henry Adams off eBay two summers ago. Armed with an eye-popping divorce settlement from the aforementioned Leo Brown, Bernadine had taken the sleepy, near-destitute town and turned it into a twenty-first-century showplace. She’d added roads, new buildings, and Wi-Fi sites, providing construction jobs for a community that had been economically slammed by the recession. When the initial building phase was finished that first summer, Henry Adams, founded in the mid-1880s by freed slaves, stood as the envy of every other town in the county. Newspaper articles and cable news reports chronicled Henry Adams’s rebirth and Bernadine’s unique foster child program, which centered around the five children she’d brought in from cities all over the country. They were thriving under the loving care of their new parents, and although Henry Adams seemed to have enough drama going on for three towns lately, Lily didn’t want to live anywhere else.

			When she entered the eco-friendly Power Plant with its atrium and thriving potted plants, Bernadine was already in her office and seated behind her cluttered desk. No matter how early Lily arrived, Bernadine managed to beat her in. Many of the town’s residents swore the woman didn’t sleep, and Lily agreed.

			She stuck her head in Bernadine’s office. “Morning, Boss Lady.”

			“Hey, Lil. Morning. How are you?”

			“I’m okay. You?” Lily came in fully.

			“Doing fine. Have you decided which gown?”

			As always, Bernadine was dressed to the nines. Expensive gray suit. Tasteful gold hanging from her earlobes, around her throat, and on her wrists. The hair was perfect, makeup, too. By society’s standards she was a big girl, but she was the classiest woman Lily knew.

			“Nothing yet.”

			“All those catalogs?”

			“They’re too expensive.”

			“Lily—”

			Lily said softly, “Bernadine, look. I appreciate the blessing, but if you want to buy my gown, get me something I won’t feel guilty wearing. I’m marrying Trent July, not Prince Charles.”

			Bernadine’s disappointed face reminded Lily of Devon’s as she came to her own defense. “I just want you to have a fabulous wedding.”

			“And I appreciate that, but Trent and I just want nice and simple. You can save all this fabulousness for when you and Malachi tie the knot.”

			Bernadine rolled her eyes. After a year of denial, she’d finally surrendered her heart to the retired veterinarian. In spite of Mal’s sometimes crazy ways, he seemed to be as good for her as she was for him, even if Bernadine did continue to hang on to portions of her denial in much the same way Devon continued to hang on to his suits and clip-on ties. “Mal and I aren’t even thinking about marriage.”

			“Maybe not this second,” she teased.

			Bernadine’s eyes rolled again with amusement. “Okay. Let’s change the subject. I’m flying down to Miami this afternoon. Do you want to go?”

			“What’s in Miami?”

			“A piece of property. The city is buying up the area, and my investment people think I should get in on the ground floor before everything gets snatched up.”

			“Are you coming back this evening?”

			“Yep.”

			“Then sure, I’ll go with you.”

			“Okay, good. We’ll leave in a little while.”

			Bernadine owned a private jet, which made it easy to take quick spur-of-the-moment trips.

			“I have another reason for going to Miami,” Bernadine added. “I want to show around pictures of Zoey and her mom, Bonnie. Maybe we’ll get lucky and run into someone who knew them. Hiring detectives hasn’t worked.”

			When the Miami police found Zoey living under an expressway, her mom’s newspaper-shrouded corpse had been discovered there as well. Bernadine had hired detectives to try and find someone who might be able to tell them whether Zoey’d been mute before her mother’s death, and maybe more of her story, but so far nothing. She’d made contact with Zoey’s only known relative, Bonnie’s sister, Yvette, but because Bonnie had been a crack addict, Yvette wanted nothing to do with her niece. On the upside, though, no one could love Zoey more than Roni and Reg, and they provided the perfect home environment for her and her awesome musical gifts. Lily asked, “Do we have anything else on the calendar today?”

			“Other than you finding a gown, no.”

			“Don’t start,” Lily warned, smiling. “Find me one that’s lower than the price of the Taj Mahal, and I may just bite.”

			“Party pooper.”

			“That’s my name. Don’t wear it out.”

			Bernadine laughed. “Go to work.”

			Lily loved Bernadine very much. “I’ll see you later.”

			But before she could make her exit to her office next door, Bernadine said, “When His Honor gets in, if you see him before I do, don’t let him sneak out again without stopping in to see me. I need his autograph on some construction bids.”

			“Will do.”

			Trent was still trying to get over Genevieve and her mighty right hand when he parked his black truck in the Power Plant’s parking lot and got out. She had broken it on Riley’s glass jaw.

			Walking now toward the building, he passed Bernadine’s Baby, a bright blue Ford F-150, and Lily’s army green Chevy SUV, Nemo, which in Latin meant “no name.” The two women always beat him to work, mainly because he wasn’t as driven as they. Life in his hometown had moved at a much slower pace before Bernadine’s ownership. Back then, if he wanted to spend the day at his garage lovingly restoring his old cars and holding council meetings while Mal and Cliff and the rest played checkers and drank Tamar’s lemonade, it was allowed. Not anymore. Then again, under his rule, they’d wound up selling the town, lock, stock, and barrel, to allay a massive debt. Bernadine had the place running as smoothly as an old-school Chrysler engine, so he’d be the first to admit that her version of town leadership beat his, hands down.

			However, he still chafed at being mayor. The only reason he held the office was because no one else wanted the job. Riley Curry had been mayor for decades, but when the town went broke and Riley wanted to solve the problem by having their historic town annexed by the neighboring city of Franklin, the voters booted him out. Trent was a July. His Black Seminole family had been in Henry Adams since the 1880s. When first elected, he’d felt a certain responsibility to his lineage and to the dreams of the Exodusters who had founded their small community, but now it appeared as if he might hold the office for life, mainly because no one else wanted the job.

			As Trent entered the quiet building, the hushed air held the faint lingering notes of Lily’s perfume, and thoughts of her made him admit that coming to work wasn’t so bad after all.

			His office suite was across the hall from the ones occupied by Bernadine and Lily. Lily’s door was open, so he paused outside it for a moment to observe her unseen. She was wearing a pearl gray twinset, and her eyes were glued to her computer screen. He loved watching her; the way she moved, the way she bit her bottom lip when she was concentrating on something. They were sixteen when they first met at Henry Adams High. Her mom had recently passed away, and Lily had come to town to live with Ms. Agnes and Marie Jefferson. The memory of seeing her that first day at track team tryouts was still vivid. She’d been wearing a white tee and a pair of burgundy track shorts that showed off her gorgeous gams. No one knew anything about her, but when her timing lap came, she blasted her way around the track and hit each hurdle with such power and grace, Coach Bing Shepard’s eyes nearly bugged out of his head. Trent and everyone else looked on in amazement, and when she hit the last hurdle, he knew he was in love.

			Over the next two years, she broke every high school track record in the book. The newspapers called her Fabulous Fontaine.

			Trent walked into her office. “Morning.”

			She turned from the screen and greeted him with a tender smile. “Morning, yourself—and before I forget, make sure you stop in and see Bernadine before you sneak off.”

			He grinned, and they spent the next few moments silently drinking each other in. That they were back together and in love amazed them both. “The girl who punched you during the state relays senior year. What was her name?”

			Lily’s eyes went cold. “Wendy Allman. I’ll never forget.”

			“Bet she hasn’t forgotten you, either.”

			“After the beat-down I gave her, she’s probably still cursing me to this day.”

			While he chuckled, she added, “I couldn’t believe she slugged me like that.”

			“You were going to win the race. She didn’t like it.”

			Lily’s best track event was the hurdles, but she was also fast enough to run the anchor leg for the Henry Adams girls’ relay team. She and Franklin High’s Wendy Allman were neck and neck and stride for stride coming through the last turn. Lily began her kick and was starting to pass her opponent, only to have the frustrated competitor reach over and punch Lily in the shoulder so hard it sent her flying into the infield. While the crowd looked on in horror, Lily got up. Eyes blazing, she took off after Wendy.

			Trent grinned as his memory took him back to that day. “I remember you running her down and the crowd cheering like crazy.”

			“And when I caught her I went crazy.”

			“Yeah, you did. Tamar said it reminded her of roller derby.”

			“I wanted to knock her into next week, I was so mad. I couldn’t believe the judges disqualified me, too.”

			“The girl did need five stitches in her lip, Lil.”

			“She should’ve been glad I didn’t break her legs.”

			“To look at you now, no one would ever know you were a hotheaded teenage Wonder Girl.”

			“You didn’t tell any of those old Wonder Girl stories to my son, Davis, when he visited Marie during the summers when he was young, did you?”

			Trent quieted and studied the face of the woman he’d never stopped loving. “You and I weren’t exactly pen pals back in those days, remember?”

			She stilled. Guilt claimed her face as she dropped her head and said quietly, “You’re right. I forgot.”

			Their relationship had shattered after she went away to college, and the ugly way it happened left him with a battered heart and a vow to never speak to her again. The change in her mood now made him say, “Didn’t mean to bring you down.”

			“I know.”

			He added softly, “But I’m glad we worked it all out.”

			“So am I.”

			Lily was still humbled by the size of his heart. Even though she’d stomped all over it, his love for her had remained buried beneath the hurt and pain she’d caused. She acknowledged it by whispering, “I love you.”

			“Love you back, Lily Flower.”

			It was the name he’d given her back in the day, and the sound of it on his lips twenty-five years later still made her insides do flips.

			“How about you and Devon come over for dinner tonight?” he asked.

			“I should probably take a rain check.” She explained why and added, “Hopefully it’ll be a quick trip, but I’m not sure what time we’ll be back. Bernadine also wants to show Zoey’s picture around while we’re down there.”

			“She’s the most optimistic woman I know.”

			“Me, too.”

			Trent ran his eyes over the sweep of her throat and thought about the kisses he’d placed there whenever they managed a moment alone, which was not very often. He dragged himself back to the present. “Then how about Devon hanging out with me and Amari until you get back? I know he usually goes home with Zoey after school, but we’re all going to be family, and I’d like for us to start connecting.”

			“That’s a good idea, Mr. Mayor. You are so smart,” she replied, sounding pleased. “I’ll run by the school before the Boss Lady and I leave for the airport and let him know to go home with Amari. Not sure how he’ll take not being able to hang with Zoey. He’s already pouting about not being able to marry us.”

			“He’s still asking?”

			“Yep. Not changing my mind, though. The boy’s a kid. I need him to stop acting like he’s ninety. He wants to be a preacher so bad, and I can respect that, but I don’t think he’s ever been given a choice to be anything else but that.”

			“You could be right.”

			She sighed. “Not sure what I’m supposed to do. I feel like I’m making it up as I go along.”

			“You love him, he loves you. That’s half the battle.”

			“I suppose so.”

			“Tell you what. Give me a kiss, and I’ll let you get back to work.”

			“That’s quite a segue, Your Honor,” she said saucily.

			“Have to keep you motivated.” He walked over and braced his hands on the edge of the desk. “Don’t want you slacking on the job.”

			“Can’t have that,” she agreed, and rose from her chair. When he took her into his arms, she placed her head against his heart. “I say we elope and run off to Tahiti.”

			“Be nice, but Bernadine will just find us and book the Sistine Chapel anyway.”

			“Probably.”

			He looked down into her eyes. “Did I tell you today that I love you?”

			“Hmm. I think so, but be nice if you showed me.”

			And so, after a kiss that was slow and sweet, Trent went into his office. Grumbling about being mayor was the last thing on his mind.

			A short while later, Lily drove over to the school to talk with Devon. The children were outside, working in the sunshine. Crystal, sporting her new short, feathered do, was hunched over a table with her ever-present shadow, Eli James. They appeared to be drawing something. When Crys looked up and saw Lily, she waved happily, and Lily waved back. The new hairdo was an offshoot of the injuries Crystal had suffered at the hands of her biological father, Ray Chambers. Ray was ultimately killed during a tornado, and the badly injured Crystal had to have her head shaved for the doctors to treat her concussion. Her hair was growing out, and Lily had to admit that their resident teen queen looked very fly.

			Devon and Zoey were seated at another table, working on math problems along with Amari and Preston.

			As she walked up, Devon turned and beamed a smile her way. “Hi, Ms. Lily.”

			“Hey, Devon.”

			She nodded in greeting to Amari and Preston. “Amari, may I talk to you and Devon for a minute, please?”

			Amari went stock-still. “Are we in trouble?”

			“Not with me, but is there something I need to tell your dad?”

			He grinned. “No, ma’am.”

			Enjoying him as she always did, she led him and Devon a few steps away before she explained why she’d come.

			Amari didn’t seem to have a problem with her request and replied, “Sure. I told Dad I’d meet him at the garage. I can take Devon with me.”

			Lily turned to Devon. “Is that okay?”

			He nodded, but asked, “After that can I go to Zoey’s?”

			Lily chose her words slowly and carefully, “I think this time you should stay with Mr. Trent and Amari until I get back. We’re all going to be family soon, Dev. Be nice if we could get to know each other better.”

			Amari nodded as if he agreed, but Devon didn’t seem convinced. “What if Zoey gets lonely? She misses her mom.”

			Lily could see Zoey watching them. Those big dark eyes of hers were Lily’s undoing, so mentally, she threw up her hands. “Okay, Amari, take Zoey, too. I’ll let Dr. Reg know.”

			Amari shrugged off the addition of another person to his entourage. “No problem.”

			“Thanks, Amari. Devon, I’ll see you this evening.”

			As she turned to walk away she heard, “Ms. Lily. Hold up a minute. I need to talk to you.” It was Preston.

			When he reached her, she asked, “Hey, what’s up?”

			He moved a few steps farther from the others before saying quietly, “Just wanted to let you and Ms. Bernadine know that I’m searching for my birth parents.”

			That was not what she’d been expecting to hear, but having lived with these exceptional kids for two years, she was learning to expect the unexpected. “Have you talked to the Paynes about this?”

			He shook his head. “No.”

			“No?” she asked gently. “Why not?”

			He shrugged as if not knowing what to say. “I don’t want them to think I don’t appreciate them.”

			“Then tell them that. They’ll appreciate the honesty. Do you want to live elsewhere? Is that what this is about?”

			“No,” he countered quickly. “Not at all.”

			“Then you should tell them that, too.”

			He looked down at his shoes and then back up into her eyes. “Okay.”

			“When did you decide to do this?”

			“A few nights ago. Leah thinks it’s a good idea, too.”

			Lily scanned him for a silent moment. “So are you doing this for you, or for her?”

			“Me,” he replied without hesitation. “She just helped me think some things through, like what if my parents are both dead, or if they turn out to be bad people like Crystal’s dad.”

			Lily nodded understandingly.

			“But I wanted you to know in case an e-mail comes through, or something comes in the mail to Ms. Bernadine, or somebody shows up from CPS. I already registered my name on some of the sites I researched, and I posted my birthday and place of birth. That’s all, though.”

			“Are you sure you’re going to be okay with the outcome? This might turn out to be wonderful, or something that breaks your heart.”

			“I know, but I want to know. I’m tired of not knowing who I am. Zoey knew her mom, and so did Crystal. Devon had his grandma. Amari and I are the only ones who don’t have a clue.”

			Lily’s heart went out to him. “Does Amari know about this?”

			“Not yet. I haven’t told him either, but I will. Maybe later tonight on the phone.”

			“Okay. I’ll let Ms. Bernadine know, but I want you to promise me that you will sit down with the Paynes and tell them what you’re doing. They’re your parents, Brain. They should know, and will probably want to help. Promise me,” she echoed, making sure he met her eyes.

			He nodded tightly. “I will. I promise. I’ll talk to them after school.”

			She gave him a quick hug. “I’m rooting for you on this. If there’s anything Ms. Bernadine or I can do, let us know.”

			He gave her a smile. “I promise that, too.”

			She gave him another quick, tight squeeze. He nodded good-bye, and she resumed her journey to her car.

			But as she crossed the parking lot to where it sat, someone else called her name. Once again, she stopped and turned. At this rate, Bernadine was liable to fly off without her.

			Gary Clark was waving at her from the driver’s side of his sweet new Buick. He’d gone to high school with her and Trent, but lived now over in Franklin. He drove slowly over to where she stood.

			“Hey, Gare. How are you?” The last time she’d seen him had been over the summer at the dedication of the new school.

			“Been better.”

			“What’s the matter?”

			“Just enrolled the girls in school here. We’re moving back to Henry Adams.”

			Before Lily could form a reaction, he added, “And you may as well know, Colleen left me. She wants a divorce.” His pain was obvious.

			“I’m so sorry.” Colleen was his witch of a wife. Lily had known her in high school, too.

			“How in the hell am I supposed to raise two teenage girls alone?” he asked, and ran a hand wearily over his tired face.

			“She’s not asking for custody?”

			He blew out a breath of disgust. “Please. No.”

			Lily didn’t know what to say.

			He shrugged. “I’m broke, Lil. The company shut down my dealership. Between that and the way Colleen has been spending, and the hits I took on the company stock ...” His eyes were bleak. “We have no place to go, so the girls and I have to move back into my parents’ old place. I drove out and looked at it yesterday. It’s been empty for so long, it’s a mess. Mice nests, snakes. Rotting wood. We’re staying out at a motel on 183 for now.”

			Lily’s first reaction was to whip out her phone and call Bernadine, but something stopped her. Gary talking to Trent might be better. “Have you talked to Trent about this?”

			“No.”

			“You should.”

			He shook his head. “A man’s got his pride.”

			“And this pride is going to clothe and feed your daughters how?”

			The pointed question made him turn away and stare sightlessly off out into the plains.

			Lily waited.

			He finally met her eyes and gave her a soft smile. “You haven’t changed a bit, have you, Fontaine? Always straight to the point.”

			“No sense in messing around.”

			“Or putting lipstick on a pig.”

			“Or anything else. Talk to Trent, please, Gary. You were best friends. He’ll figure out a way to help you.”

			“And if I don’t talk to him?”

			“Then I will.”

			He sighed and chuckled. “Okay.”

			“Today, Gary,” she warned as she walked to her car.

			“Okay. Lily. Okay.”

			She gave him a wave before she drove back to the Power Plant like a bat out of hell. Her quick trip to the school had taken longer than she’d planned. First Preston and now the Clarks. She and the Boss Lady were going to have a whole lot to talk about on the flight down to Miami.
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