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one

Dancing alone hadn’t been an issue for Dayna Wilson in recent years, and tonight was no exception.

The habit marked her choice to live again, and on evenings like this, a sense of delicious freedom and rightness with the world returned. She two-stepped around her bedroom in her purple silk robe to the up-tempo melody pouring from her surround-sound speakers, singing along to the chorus of a Tina Turner classic: “What’s Love Got to Do with It.”

Ms. Tina’s career had peaked well before Dayna’s birth, but this song revived it during Dayna’s early teen years, so she considered herself as big a fan of the ageless rock star as her mother and grandmother had been.

Dayna sashayed to her sitting area and sank into the caramel-colored leather loveseat. She closed her eyes and mentally rehearsed her speech for tonight’s benefit gala.

Introducing Spencer wouldn’t be a big deal; she could recite his credentials as easily as her own. Plus, this would be a friendly crowd. Most of the guests would write checks because he had personally invited them. Few business leaders and socialites in this community would snub the CEO of Chesdin Medical Center. Not only was their attendance a networking and power-play obligation, it was an informal insurance policy. Many of them surmised they’d eventually need the medical care Chesdin Medical provided, and when their turn came, they wanted to be treated like VIPs.

Dayna visualized herself introducing her boss, then opened her eyes and stretched. Time to get up and get to work. That meant sliding into her Spanx without breaking a sweat, and stepping into her dress before Warren arrived. He would be ready to go the minute he showed up, but she was certain he’d pause when he saw her in the apple-red, floor-length gown. Shoot — looking at the formal and accepting that she, the always-wear-black, stay-on-the-safe-side executive, had ignored her comfort zone and bought the dress, made her pause. She had come a long way, thank God.

Dayna chuckled. Between being more daring with her wardrobe and dating a man like Warren, she was on the verge of becoming unpredictable, and it was fun. What wouldn’t be out of the norm were the questions she and Warren would receive from colleagues tonight about the status of their relationship. As usual, they would share very little in an effort to maintain the fine line between their professional and personal lives; but whenever they showed up as a pair for a work-related event or social gathering in the community, speculation over when they would tie the knot raced through the hospital with virus-like speed. So far everyone had lost the bet.

Dayna wondered when he’d ask her too, but she could be patient. With what he’d been through, Warren couldn’t, and shouldn’t, be rushed. He was wise to take his time, and so was she, for that matter. Half the battle of winning his heart and getting the ring would be making it obvious that choosing her was his decision, and his alone. The way he gazed at her when he thought she wasn’t looking told her it wouldn’t be much longer.

The thought of walking down the aisle to become Mrs. Avery didn’t fill her with the youthful excitement she’d exuded the first time she’d wed; she knew now how much work marriage was. But after all these years of being single, she craved the daily companionship that marriage offered, and Warren was someone she could see herself working with through the thick and thin times. Her desire to be a mother hadn’t waned, but having a baby was no longer a must. She loved Warren’s boys and would be happy helping raise them.

Dayna’s sound system looped to another CD. This time the melodies of Ben Tankard filled the air, and she thought of Daddy, who was probably at home this evening, getting ready for tomorrow’s worship service. His “preacher rule” called for low-key Saturday nights, spent at home with no TV or movies, so he’d be ready to deliver the Word during two services on Sunday.

One of his regular means of relaxation was gospel jazz, and Ben Tankard ranked among Daddy’s favorite artists. Funny how she didn’t feel connected to him or Mama in most other ways, but she shared their taste in music.

The sweet, soothing sounds of the saxophone lulled Dayna into a relaxed state, and she reclined on the sofa again, telling herself it was just for a few minutes. They couldn’t be late tonight. Spencer was counting on her and Warren to help greet guests.

She lay there, though, through another full song. When the opening melody of a fourth instrumental tune began, she leapt up and trotted across the carpet to her walk-in closet. The red dress was waiting for her on an outside door hanger. After wrestling into the girdle that made her thighs thinner and her mid-section pouch disappear, she tugged the gown free and stepped into it with the ease of a model. She straightened to her full height and felt the dress hug every curve.

“Girl, you look good!” Dayna struck several poses in front of the mirror above her dresser and marveled at how comfortable she felt in both the dress and in boasting about herself. Her girlfriends had assured her she would change in exciting ways when she turned forty. Still two years shy of that milestone birthday, she could already appreciate the new level of self-confidence they told her to anticipate.

On a practical note, she had selected the red dress because February was Heart Disease Awareness Month, and the hospital’s efforts to combat this serious health issue would be recognized tonight at the gala. Yet as she turned this way and that in the mirror, she decided she didn’t need a reason to be daring; this was her color and she would own it.

Minutes later her earrings, necklace, and diamond bracelet were in place. She slid into her silver heels and bathed in a spritz of the perfume Warren had given her for Christmas. A light dusting of loose powder removed the shine from her forehead and cheeks, and she looked picture perfect. The doorbell rang just as she applied her final stroke of lipstick, and she glanced at the grandfather clock in the corner.

Was Warren really here at 5:45? He’d be bragging about this all night.

She strode to the door as quickly as her flowing dress and stilettos allowed and swung it open, preparing to tease Warren before thanking him with a kiss for being on time. “Hey, babe —”

The bouquet of red roses that greeted her, and the man holding them, snatched away the rest of her words. He was much thinner than she remembered, but it had to be him.

“Brent?”
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Dayna and Brent held their doorway poses like statues, frozen in place and time.

“Wow,” he said, taking in her outfit. “Yes, Dayna, it’s me. How are you?”

How was she? That was the best he could come up with?

In those few seconds of recognition, all of the hurt, shame, rejection, and anger she’d worked so hard to escape over the past seven years coursed through her.

“Why—what are you doing here?”

He shrugged and seemed embarrassed. “Let’s just say I had to come. I want to fill you in on everything.”

Somehow she couldn’t form full sentences. “Your wife?”

“Tamara knows I’m here. She helped me find you.”

His baritone was as rich as Dayna remembered, and his ebony eyes as deep. He stared into hers, and extended the flowers toward her.

Dayna wasn’t sure whether to slam the door in his face or invite him in. She knew what shock felt like — it was weightless and numbing, yet caused the heart to race like an out-of-control freight train, unable to anticipate the next curve. The last time she had felt unnerved to this degree, it had been due to Brent. Ironic how his leaving her and his finding her again stirred the exact same emotions.

She tried to process what he’d just said.

What wife in her right mind would help her husband search for his ex-wife? And allow him to show up at that woman’s house alone, with the former wife’s favorite flowers? Dayna wasn’t sure she wanted to know, but what she couldn’t deny was that after all of these years, looking into the eyes of the man who had once been her life still took her breath away.

She fixed her eyes on the roses Brent clutched and tried to steady herself. Whatever happened, she’d never let him know what she was feeling, regardless of why he had come or what he had come bearing.

Brent shifted from one foot to the other and cleared his throat. “May I come in?”

“Are you serious?”

Her curiosity wanted to let him in, to find out why he had come, but her rational side stood fast. She had become much stronger since their divorce. He couldn’t sway her with fanciful words or a tender look like he had once been able to do, even when he was cheating on her.

This was her turf and her decision.

Brent seemed to have read that declaration in her eyes. His shoulders slumped. “Look, I know this is crazy, me showing up on your doorstep unannounced and —”

“Uninvited,” Dayna said.

His eyes took another head-to-toe tour. “Obviously you’re getting ready to go out. But may I come in for just a few minutes? I drove up from Cocoa Beach because I had to see you. I need to talk to you. Please.”

How convenient to let it slip that he was staying just forty-five minutes away, Dayna thought. Did he live there, or was he in the area vacationing?

She looked past Brent, toward her driveway, hoping Warren would pull up, step out of his SUV, and save the day. Based on his track record, he probably wouldn’t be here for another half hour — just in enough time to scoop her into the vehicle and make it to the reception minutes before special guests began arriving.

Dayna glared at Brent. No matter how sad and handsome he looked as he pleaded his case, she couldn’t forget those same eyes holding contempt and coldness when he told her it was over and that he had fallen in love with someone she had considered a friend. How could Tamara really have sent him here today?

She wanted answers, but then again, she had learned to live without understanding Brent or what had happened between them to cause their split. So how would having some resolution now improve her life? Besides, she knew whatever he had to say would justify his and Tamara’s choices. Dayna couldn’t imagine how this out-of-the-blue visit and gift of roses could benefit her.

The Tina Turner song she’d been jamming to less than an hour earlier began playing in her mind. Brent reached for her hand and broke her reverie.

“Please, Dayna —”

Dayna stepped back, out of his reach. She recognized the desperation in his eyes and tone. Was he pleading with her the same way she had begged him not to leave, to give their marriage a chance? Really?

Brent tried again. “I know I don’t deserve your time or have the right to enter your home, but can I please just talk with you for five minutes? Or, if you don’t want me to come inside, would you step outside?”

He was persistent, but there was no way she was crossing the doorstep in her fabulous red dress before Warren arrived. Dayna sighed. Maybe if she heard him out, he’d leave her alone for good. She opened the oak door wider and motioned with her head for Brent to come in.

She left the door ajar and strode to the opposite wall to switch on the chandeliered light. They stood across the foyer from each other with what seemed like an ocean between them. Every second he spent surveying the spacious entrance made her heart beat faster.

But now she understood why, without hesitation, she had written “Return to Sender” in bold, black ink on each envelope when it arrived. Brent’s presence today confirmed that opening his recent correspondences would have been akin to stepping into quicksand. She had blossomed when she’d made the decision to leave Brent in her past, and that was where she intended for him to stay.

“You’ve done well for yourself, Dayna,” he said.

Should she tell him that had been part of her revenge — to thrive without him? She held her tongue and refused to reciprocate his smile. Dayna turned to lead him to the living room so they could sit and talk, but paused midstep. Why make him comfortable?

She faced him again and folded her arms. “Tell me why you’re here.”

“Want me to throw you these flowers in a touchdown pass?” Brent chuckled at his own humor and extended the bouquet toward her, with a “please?” in his eyes.

“Still the comedian,” she said, mindful that he had avoided answering her question. She approached Brent to take the bouquet by its cellophane-wrapped stem and laid it on a side table.

“Thanks for accepting them.”

“You’re welcome.” She folded her arms again. “What’s up?”

He took a step toward her, and she took a step back after catching a whiff of the cologne he’d always worn and she’d always appreciated. “Just answer the question, Brent: enough of the melodramatics.”

“I’m here because…. I need to share something important with you, Dayna. It’s long overdue, but I need to do this. I sent three letters, and each was returned unopened, even after I verified your address. So I thought I’d come in person and —”

“And force me to hear you out? Is that it?”

He seemed hurt when she laughed.

“How dare you just show up out of the blue,” she said. “Please tell me we’re on candid camera or that the MTV crew is lurking and I’m being punked. This has got to be some kind of joke.”

The pain sizzling in his eyes surprised Dayna. It was clear that her response had doused him like a bucket of cold water.

“Did you know I never stopped loving you?” Brent’s soft question was delivered like a declaration. “I came to apologize for hurting you and tearing apart our marriage.”

Dayna’s knees turned to jelly. She fought to keep her composure.

“The apology I halfway understand — it is long overdue,” she said. “But did you just stand here in my house, wearing your wedding ring, and tell me you’ve always loved me? Please.”

Brent crossed the room, and before she could react, he grasped her hands.

“This isn’t funny,” she said. She tugged her hands out of his and hugged herself. The temperature was the usual February, seventy-ish, central-Florida degrees, so why was she shivering?

In the seven years since their divorce, they hadn’t talked or crossed paths. On rare occasions their once-mutual friends would let it slip that he was still working in IT, or that he and Tamara were still together. Someone must have been giving him crumbs about her life too. How else had he managed to find out where she lived and be confident enough that the address was correct to show up with roses?

The more she thought about his surprise appearance this evening, the more questions surfaced. She wanted answers, but she also wanted him to leave.

“Brent, really, what do you want from me? You couldn’t have possibly sent me letters and shown up at my home just to say you’re sorry. I returned your letters without opening them, so obviously I didn’t want to be bothered. And what did you mean when you insinuated that Tamara sent you here? Do you know how crazy that sounds? Come on, how —”

Brent silenced her chatter by placing a forefinger on her lips.

Dayna’s eyes widened. This man was bold! In a split second, she raised her palm and slapped him hard across his cheek. “You need to go,” she said, her voice shaking. “Now.”

Brent parted his lips to speak, but hesitated when she shook her head. “Go, Brent. You are out of line, and I can’t do this.”

His face fell. He pulled a business card from the pocket of his khaki slacks and leaned past Dayna to place it on the side table next to the roses. “I know my coming here seems stupid, if not insane,” he said. “But I didn’t want to miss an opportunity to make things right if I could. I came to tell you how sorry I am for hurting you and to ask you to forgive me. I don’t deserve it, but I had to ask. My cell and home numbers are on the card. Would you please consider having dinner with Tamara and me? We have something to share with you, and today doesn’t seem as appropriate as I thought it might be.”

Brent’s brief touch had upset Dayna’s internal equilibrium. She inhaled and struggled to hold at bay a volcano of emotions, including tears. There was no time to redo her makeup before tonight’s fundraiser, and Brent didn’t deserve to see the effect he still had on her.

Get it together, girl.

“Dinner with you and Tamara?” The laugh that escaped resembled a bark. “Just as you moved on years ago, Brent, I’ve moved on. I heard what you had to say today and that’s enough apology for me. I think you should go.”

Before Brent could respond, Warren’s shadow filled the doorway. He stood just behind Brent, but seemed to engulf him.

Dayna watched the two men size up each other. Both were tall, but Warren’s long, lanky frame towered above Brent’s shorter, now thinner one. Both wore well-trimmed mustaches and goatees, a commonality that Dayna hadn’t picked up on before now.

“My knight has arrived,” she said. She strode toward Warren and bypassed Brent to hug him.

The shock on Brent’s face was priceless. If he hadn’t been born cocoa brown, he might’ve turned three different shades of red — a feat Warren could actually manage.

Yes, she wanted to tell him. She had moved on, and race didn’t matter. Warren’s heritage might not make him a brother, but in many ways, he was more loyal and loving to her than Brent had been throughout their seven-year marriage.

“Sounds like you were leaving, Mr….?” Warren wrapped an arm around Dayna’s waist and stepped inside, giving Brent the doorway to make an exit. Dayna wondered what he was thinking as she watched his eyes scan the foyer and land on the roses.

Brent cleared his throat and stepped outside, onto the stone porch. He turned back toward Warren and extended his hand.

“Just call me Brent, man. Dayna can tell you the rest.”

Warren’s jaw locked into the position that signaled he was ticked off or frustrated. He felt like Brent was disrespecting him, Dayna realized, but she knew he’d keep his cool.

He nodded at Brent but didn’t shake his hand.

“I’m Warren … man,” he said. “Dayna can tell you all about me too. Or, too bad if you’ve missed that opportunity.”

He turned toward her. “You ready for the gala, my lady? Your carriage awaits.”

Dayna summoned a smile. “I’m ready. Give me a second to get my purse and shawl.”

Brent watched their interaction like a little boy passed over for the dodge ball team at recess. Her heart was still racing because of what had transpired between them, in just those few moments. She could tell he wanted to say more; instead, he turned to leave.

“Thanks for your time, Dayna. Hope we can get together soon.” He struggled to smile at Warren. “You take good care of her, all right? That’s something I didn’t do.”

Dayna and Warren watched him approach his black Mercedes Coupe, which was parked on the street in front of Dayna’s house.

Warren turned to her. “You okay, babe? Looks like I got here just in time. Was that the Brent — your ex?”

Dayna hugged him again and pressed her cheek against his. “That was the Brent, and that was an interesting visit. I’m glad you showed up when you did. Let me get my things, and I’ll tell you about it on the way to the benefit.”

She released him and headed to the rear of the house, toward her bedroom. She’d have to take a few extra minutes to compose herself and clear her mind before they left. Brent’s surprise visit, plea for forgiveness, and dinner invitation had unsettled her. Warren would hear some of the highlights about what happened before he showed up, but it would be wiser not to mention the rush of old feelings that engulfed her when her eyes had met her ex-husband’s. She couldn’t believe her heart had tried to betray her, and Warren wouldn’t either.
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Dayna waited until she and Warren were two blocks from the gala hotel to slice the thick silence that had settled between them.

“So, what do you want to know? Aren’t you curious about why Brent was there?”

“What do you want to tell me?”

Dayna tried to quell her frustration. Did he have to answer a question by posing a question? She knew he wanted answers — why didn’t he just admit it?

“I’m not one of your marketing staff or one of the reporters who routinely interview you, Mr. Avery. You don’t have to play cat and mouse with me.”

Warren glanced at her. “You’re the one holding out on me. I just happened to show up before ‘brother man’ left. Last I heard, you hadn’t seen or talked to the dude in years, and he just shows up at your house?”

The use of slang by some other forty-something white man might come across as forced or awkward, but the words rolled off Warren’s lips with ease. His three-year stint just out of college with a black-owned East Coast marketing firm where, for all intents and purposes, he was the minority employee had yielded friendships and experiences that ingrained the lingo into him as easily as the West Coast surfer lingo he’d adopted in his teens had been ingrained.

Serving as vice president of marketing for Chesdin Medical Center, on the ritzy outskirts of Calero, hadn’t changed him. He used the same laid-back, keeping-it-real candor with hospital executives, the media, and his staff, and it was one of the things Chesdin’s CEO (and Dayna) loved about him.

Warren sighed and rested one hand on Dayna’s thigh while keeping the other on the steering wheel and his eyes on the road.

“Look, it’s not cool to show up for a date with your lady and find another man there, plain and simple. I know he’s been long gone from your life, but this man came with flowers, and he looked like he wasn’t ready to leave.”

Dayna squeezed Warren’s hand. She appreciated how, despite his efforts to appear nonchalant, he wore his heart on his sleeve.

“Yeah, I guess that did look a little crazy. It was a strange visit, and I agree — he wasn’t ready to leave.”

“What did he want?”

“He wanted to tell me he’s sorry for how our marriage ended, and he wants me to forgive him. He and his wife, Tamara, want to take me to dinner so he can explain what happened and why he now wants to make amends. Can you believe that?”

Warren shrugged. “Seems strange, out of the blue. How did he find you, anyway?”

Dayna shook her head. “Don’t know. My number is unlisted as it always has been, but these days you can find just about anybody on the Internet. I am curious about how he got my address, which brings me to something else I haven’t mentioned — he’s been trying to contact me for a while.”

Warren turned into the hotel parking garage and Dayna waited while he pressed the button to receive a parking deck claim ticket. When he had maneuvered his Range Rover into a corner spot near the elevators, he turned off the metallic-blue SUV and faced her.

“This isn’t the first time you’ve heard from him, but it’s the first time I’m hearing about it?”

An edge crept into Warren’s voice and his jaw set again.

“I should have mentioned it — I’m sorry. He started sending me letters about three months ago, to my home address. At first I was stunned that he’d found me, but even with that first letter, I decided not to go there. I didn’t care what he wanted after all this time. I made peace a long time ago with what happened between us — at least I moved on. I returned the letter unopened; and I did that again, two more times.”

Warren frowned. “He wrote you three times?”

Dayna nodded. “And each time I sent the letters back, unopened. That’s why he showed up today, to talk to me in person.”

Warren smirked. “And to ask you to dinner, huh?”

Dayna shook her head. “I don’t get that, either. He wants me to join him for dinner — with Tamara.”

“Didn’t you tell me he married the woman he cheated on you with?”

Dayna flinched at Warren’s matter-of-fact mention of an experience that had left her with scars. With as much work as she’d done to get past it, her reaction surprised her.

“Yeah, that’s Tamara. And apparently they’re still together. He said she knew he was visiting me today. Wonder if she knew he brought flowers.”

Warren unbuckled and climbed out of the SUV. He grabbed his tux jacket from its hanger on the rack just above the seat behind him and slid into it. Seconds later, he was opening Dayna’s door.

“Doesn’t matter what this Tamara knows or doesn’t know, right? Did you absolve him of his guilt today? If so, you don’t need to see him again.”

Dayna unfolded her long legs and stepped out of the SUV with Warren’s help. He surveyed the floor-length red dress, her short layered hairdo, and flawless makeup, and smiled.

“Perfect, babe. You’re stunning.”

She thanked him with a kiss, then wiped her red lipstick from his lips. His compliment pleased her, but it didn’t prevent the questions that had once tormented her from surfacing. Her physical beauty had landed her a man before, but it hadn’t been enough to keep him.

“I don’t plan to see Brent again,” she told Warren, “but why do I feel like you’re issuing an ultimatum? What’s with the attitude?”

Warren closed the door behind her and embraced her around the waist to guide her toward the parking garage elevators.

“I don’t know Brent’s current wife, but the one he was stupid enough to leave isn’t hard on the eyes or difficult to fall for,” Warren said. “And guess what? She’s taken. You don’t want me to dictate whether you can see him again? Fine. But if you decide to accept that dinner offer, tell him he’s paying for four, ‘cause I’m coming too.”
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The alarm clock chimed and Dayna hit the snooze button for a third time.

This was ridiculous. How many Sunday mornings would she play this game with herself? Either she was getting up and going to church or not. In another fifteen minutes, the decision in favor of the pillow she was hugging would be obvious. She’d been making a concerted effort lately to prioritize church again; but at times like this, when she’d only had an hour or two of solid sleep, it was easy to talk herself into staying home.

She had stopped attending church altogether after the breakup of her marriage, but she’d never lost her preacher’s daughter guilt about it. Never mind that her reasons felt legitimate at the time and had, in some ways, been validated by her divorce recovery therapist; what should have been a temporary break from organized worship had morphed into a way of life she still struggled to feel okay about.

Dayna rolled onto her back and stared at the ceiling. Her thoughts turned to the issue she had fallen asleep fretting over: Brent’s reappearance. What kind of person showed up at your door after treating you like a dog, marrying the woman he cheated with, and never giving you a decent explanation for why your relationship hadn’t been worth saving? Every time that question and its accompanying indignation surfaced, Dayna summoned the truth her therapist had urged her to accept: she might never get an answer.

Dayna couldn’t help but smile, though, when she replayed Brent’s brief visit in her mind and how, in an instant, she had slapped him. She had been just as surprised as he was, but reminiscing about it now, she decided it was a blow she should have delivered seven years earlier. Her actions yesterday were warranted, as far as she was concerned, and even after all this time, it had felt good. What would God, or even Daddy, the good preacher, have to say about that? Daddy’s track record told her that he would chalk her actions up to being MIA from church for too long and the lack of spiritual discipline that fostered. Would God understand and cut her some slack, or would he also chastise her?

She lay there, wishing a heavenly response would thunder down, then admitted that if one did, she might not recognize it. She struggled to a sitting position and released the pillow she’d been clutching. The only way her relationship with God was going to improve was if she put some effort into making that happen.

Yes, Warren, you are now officially living inside my head.

Dayna glanced at the bedside clock. Warren was probably leaving his house right now with his sons to attend service at the Presbyterian church a few blocks from his house. Why hadn’t she called him when her alarm first woke her? She could have gone with them instead of waffling about whether to race to Rock Hill Ministries where she’d have to reassure the usher who offered her a visitor’s card that she was indeed a member.

Dayna sighed and climbed out of bed. Maybe she’d slip into Warren’s church and surprise him.

On her way to the bathroom she passed her red dress, once again hanging outside the closet door. She’d received more compliments last night than she had her entire adult life. The dress would go to the cleaners tomorrow and then be tucked in the back of the closet, but her memories of how she had felt in it would be permanent — including the look on Mr. Brent’s face.

She stepped into the shower and mentally ran down a list of potential outfits for the worship service while the warm water soothed her. Jeans and other casual wear were always welcome at Warren’s church, but since he never dressed less than business casual, she would follow his lead.

She wasn’t sure what God would say through the minister today, but she had a few questions for him, including wanting to know why Brent had to show up when everything in her life finally seemed to be going well. If nothing else, his appearance had taken her back in time, to a place she had no desire to revisit. Brent and his flowers and his pleas to reconnect could undo the hard work and emotional energy she’d invested in letting go of her anger, boosting her self-worth, and creating a full and satisfying life without a mate. Just as she had mastered those goals, Warren had finessed his way into her life at her first-ever visit to a salsa dancing class. The timing had been impeccable, because in her head and in her heart, she’d been ready to live again, on her own terms. No way was she going to let Brent interfere with the eighteen months and counting of magic that she and Warren were nurturing. If Brent thought he could take up space in her world again, he had another thing coming.
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Thank goodness Dayna texted before leaving home.

Minutes after sending Warren the message to let him know she was on the way to his church, he replied for her to stay put. Dayna frowned at her iPhone and checked the clock on the dashboard of her car. Service started in five minutes, and he wasn’t there?

Before she could text him again, he pulled into her driveway. Mason jumped out of the SUV and ran into the garage, where she still sat in her Lexus.

“Hey, Dayna, we’re not going to our church today. Dad’s friend from work has a child getting baptized, so we’re visiting their church instead. Want to come with us?”

Dayna unbuckled and followed Mason. She settled into the front passenger seat and waved at Mason’s twin, Michael, who sat behind Warren playing a video game.

Warren leaned over and hugged her. “Good morning, babe. With all the hustle and bustle at the gala last night I forgot to mention on the ride home that Stephanie stopped by our table while you were mingling with guests. She invited me to her son’s baptism today. I didn’t promise to come, but seems like I caught your sleepy bug this morning and couldn’t get up in time for service at Calero Presbyterian, so I thought the boys and I would go to the baptism instead.”

Dayna swatted his hand. “But you were going to let me stay in bed and be a heathen, huh? Why didn’t you call?”

“I did, and when you didn’t answer, I let it go. I was a block from the interstate ramp when I got your text.”

Dayna checked her phone. “My ringer is turned off, and it looks like I might have been in the shower when you called. Talk about missed signals. Glad it worked out. This means I’m not late for church after all.”

Warren shook his head. “Nope. Stephanie’s church starts at 10:30. I’m impressed you were even interested in going. All dressed and in the car … wonderful.”

Dayna narrowed her eyes. “You’re supposed to be encouraging me.”

“Let me rephrase that,” Warren said. “I’m glad you wanted to come to church with me and the boys.”

If Michael and Mason weren’t right behind them, she would have kissed him; but she was always mindful that while their mom had been gone for four years, they still missed her. She couldn’t imagine how hard it was to see their dad with someone else, even though she hoped they liked her.

“That was nice of Stephanie to invite her boss to witness her son’s special day,” Dayna said. “She must think a lot of you.”

Warren was far from hard on the eyes, and she knew his name ranked high, right behind a few doctors, on the Hottest Hospital Catches list that circulated every few months around Chesdin Medical. Because of her newfound self-confidence, and because of the man Warren was, instead of fretting, she felt honored to be dating the “cream of the crop.” Stephanie might be among the women who swooned over him, but Dayna’s radar hadn’t detected any overt flirting. Stephanie appeared to be a single mom who appreciated having a boss who allowed a flexible schedule in a busy hospital marketing department.

They pulled in front of a red-brick church with white columns. People of all ages and in all forms of dress, from Sunday best to shorts and sneakers, were streaming inside. Michael and Mason spotted a few kids they knew from school. “Dad, can we sit with them?”

Warren hesitated, but relented when Dayna winked at him.

“As long as you behave and don’t talk the entire service,” Warren said. “Leave the DS game in the car, and I’m gonna quiz you on the sermon later, so you better pay attention.”

The boys rolled their eyes and climbed out of the SUV to catch up with their friends.

Dayna grinned at Warren and accepted the soft kiss he planted on her lips. “Good morning again, babe.”

“You silly man,” she teased, even though she loved this more-romantic greeting. “Let’s go inside.”

“I’m just glad to be spending the morning with you,” he said when he reached her side of the Range Rover and opened her door. “I know Sunday mornings can be a struggle for you, but I appreciate it when we worship together.”

She peered at him. Warren had been nudging her for a while to spend more time studying the Bible and attending church, but this was the first time he’d articulated how much it meant for her to accompany him. She’d have to do better.

Once inside the sanctuary, an usher escorted them to the front center section to sit with Stephanie and her guests. Stephanie beamed when she looked up from her program and saw Warren.

“You came!” She stood and gave him a hug, then leaned past him to hug Dayna.

Dayna and Warren settled in the pew just behind her, and Dayna feared that Stephanie’s cloud of strawberry-blonde hair might block her view throughout the baptism and sermon. She was contemplating whether to trade places with Warren when Stephanie turned and motioned for her to lean forward. She cupped her hand around Dayna’s ear. “I hope you’re going to be okay being the only … person of color here. I didn’t know Warren was bringing you.”

Dayna decided to be appreciative rather than offended. She knew Stephanie meant well. Day in and day out, she served as one of a few minorities on the hospital’s executive staff, a reality that mirrored her days in advanced placement high school classes and throughout college and grad school. Though she had struggled with feeling good enough while in her marriage, coping as a minority wasn’t one of her issues.

“It’s okay,” she whispered and patted Stephanie’s arm. “This is God’s house, and we’re all created in his image. I may learn a few new songs or rituals today, but that’s a good thing.”

Stephanie blushed. “Just wanted to make sure. I’m glad you’re here. You and Warren are so good together.”

Dayna sat back and Warren reached for her hand. He questioned with his eyes what the exchange had been about, and Dayna shook her head and mouthed, “No worries.”

Organ music filled the sanctuary, and the pastor and associate pastor entered the pulpit. After a few pleasantries and the reading of Scriptural passages, they prepared to baptize three adults and five children, including Stephanie’s son.

Dayna’s thoughts wandered to her own baptism, at age twelve, and how afraid, yet obligated, she had felt. Daddy had been hounding her for waiting so long. “No preacher’s daughter should enter their teen years without knowing the Lord,” he’d said repeatedly as her thirteenth birthday approached. When he’d threatened not to let her have a birthday sleepover if she hadn’t “gotten right with God” before the time came, Dayna knew what she had to do.

Six weeks before her birthday, she wrote and memorized what she’d say when she stood before the church to give her life to Christ. The next Sunday, when both sets of grandparents happened to be visiting Riverview Baptist, she ran to the altar and fell into her father’s arms when he asked if anyone wanted to accept Jesus.

Daddy had clung to her that Sunday and shouted praises. She remembered praying for God to really come into her heart and to help her daddy love her since she had taken this big step. After she’d been dipped in water a few Sundays later, Dayna had marveled that she felt like the same girl, and she’d been saddened that Daddy’s affection had ended with that one-time public display.

Warren insisted that baptism was merely a public symbol of one’s changed heart and acceptance into God’s family; the true change occurred gradually, as one grew to know God on a personal level and followed the principles he outlined in the Bible. Dayna wondered whether someone had taken the time to explain this to Stephanie’s adorable son and to the others who seemed so excited to be initiated into God’s kingdom this morning. Or would they, too, spend years wondering what was different now and why the process of baptism hadn’t literally changed everything?

Dayna’s thoughts skated around again as she held a hymnal and stood next to Warren singing “Amazing Grace.” This time they landed on Brent and how his abandonment had led her to defiantly stop “playing” church. If her church service and religious obedience had been worth something, why had God allowed her to lose everything that mattered?

During those numb years, the only emotion she’d truly felt was anger. It bubbled forth when she sat in church next to so-called friends who gossiped about her circumstances instead of extending kindness and concern, and when members of her family — the Christians who knew her best — accused her of losing a good husband because she’d been a poor wife. When she listened to other parishioners shout for joy during sermons about God’s grace and healing power, she sat stone faced, because none of that seemed evident in her life. Eventually, it had been easier to stay away, and when the craving for inspiration arose, to turn on one of the popular TV ministries and get her fill for an hour.

Usually these memories were accompanied by resentment, but this morning, standing next to Warren, she felt okay. Warren believed in God’s Word, and he sought to live by it, and while he wasn’t perfect, his relationships with his boys, his parents, his employees, and even with her, proved he was succeeding.

His routine, gentle suggestions that she dig deeper, beyond the surface requirements of what it meant to live for God, intrigued her, but also made her uncomfortable. The wonderful thing about Warren, though, was that he loved her unconditionally. She didn’t have to move at his pace to make things right between them and that made all the difference.

She glanced at the church program and saw that today’s sermon title was “Letting God Lead — No Matter What, When, Where, or How.” Whoa. This was deep.

Unbidden, an unsettling question filled Dayna’s spirit: What if the unexpected encounter with her former husband this weekend was a test? What if God wanted her to go to dinner with Brent and Tamara? Not so much for Brent’s sake, but for hers? What if her former husband’s return meant she really hadn’t forgiven and forgotten, as she had worked so hard to do since their divorce?

Her prayer skills were rusty, but in recent months, she’d been trying to simply talk to God — something she’d never done before. Growing up, her prayers and blessings over meals had always been formal. Warren kept urging her to just have a conversation, and right now, with the minister preparing to speak, she did just that.

Lord, sometimes I think too much. Don’t let me read too much into Brent’s return, or too little. Show me whether to ignore him or take him up on his offer for dinner so I can resolve my lingering questions. For me to get it, make it really clear, will you? Either way, please help me go back to life as it was two days ago — pre-Brent — when my past wasn’t taunting or haunting me. Thank you, and amen.

Dayna realized she’d done more request-making of God than surrendering to him, but a lot was at stake. Didn’t she have a right to preserve her peace of mind?





six

Dayna sat at her desk on Monday morning preparing for the executive team’s weekly meeting and weekend fundraiser debriefing when a new-message alert popped up on her computer screen.

She did a double take when she saw Brent’s name. First he tracked down her home address, now he was emailing her at work. Was the man stalking her?

She took several deep breaths to calm herself, then opened the email. His message seemed harmless.


Dayna, what a blessing it was to see on you Saturday, after all of these years. I apologize for showing up at your home unannounced, but thanks for talking to me. I wish we’d had more time, because there are some things I need to tell you, and I think face-to-face would be best. Would you bear with me again and allow Tamara and me to treat you to dinner? I promise to leave you alone after that. This is just something I really need to do. Feel free to email me back. Or better yet, here are my phone numbers again.



Dayna glanced at the numbers and realized she’d misplaced the business card he’d given her on Saturday. She didn’t remember him being this persistent when they were married, but she had changed a lot too.

Sometimes the best way to get the message across that one didn’t want to be bothered was to ignore the “bother-ee.” Her computer pointer was hovering over the delete key when her cell phone rang. She released the mouse to answer the call.

“I’m about to go into a meeting shortly,” she said, without first saying hello to her girlfriend Vanora, “but boy, did you call at the perfect time. I hope all is well in Chicago.”

She quickly filled in Vanora, who had been her college roommate and maid of honor, about Brent’s appearance and persistence.

“What do you want to do?” Vanora asked.

“I don’t know if I can tell a good Christian girl like you,” Dayna said. “Let’s just say I’m more into slapping the other cheek, rather than turning it.”

Vanora remained silent for a few minutes, and Dayna knew her friend was trying to find a nice way to share her point of view.

“Dayna, I thought you’d worked through the pain and anger from this relationship. What is this I’m hearing? One visit and an email can throw you that much off course? Makes me think you’ve got more work to do, my friend.”

Dayna felt her anger rising. “Van, this isn’t about me.”

Vanora sighed. “Look, I know exactly where you’re coming from, and you have every right to think and feel what you’re experiencing. But in the broad scheme of things, Dayna, this is about you. You want to move forward with Warren without any baggage from Brent. Maybe you should meet with him, hear what he says, and let him know how you’ve felt all these years about what he did. That might move you a step closer to really letting go, regardless of what Brent is saying or doing.”

Dayna considered how thoughts of Brent had consumed her the past few days and how along with those memories had come negative emotions.

“So maybe I should meet with him on my terms to say what I need to say, huh?” Dayna said. “I can’t think of a thing that I’d want to say to him, though. Nothing that would matter. He wants to meet to get something off his chest, it sounds like. How is that fair to me?”

Dayna could imagine Vanora nodding on the other end of the line.

“I hear you, Dayna. But the fairest thing you can do for yourself is to take care of you — emotionally, physically, and spiritually — and it just so happens that each of those areas is intertwined. If you’re weak in one, it prevents you from performing your best in the other two. Meet him for dinner, and if you don’t like what he has to say, you can always get up and leave. But if he has something to say that’s worth hearing, listen, and try to make peace with him, with yourself, and even with his wife. This is all about you. If they happen to get some perk out of it too, you can’t be concerned about that.”

Dayna’s long-time assistant Monica rapped on the office door and stuck her head in to remind Dayna that her meeting would start in fifteen minutes. Dayna gave her a thumbs-up.

“Okay, okay, I hear you, Van,” Dayna said. “I’ve got to run, but thanks for your advice. I’ll keep you posted. Love you.”

She tucked her cell phone in her briefcase and read through Brent’s message for the tenth time.

She hit reply and started typing, then deleted her message.

“Forget that,” she said and picked up the phone on her desk.

She read Brent’s email again and decided to try the cell number. He answered on the third ring.

“Brent speaking.”

“Why do you want to treat me to dinner so badly?”

A brief silence hung in the air. “Dayna?”

“Yes.”

“Thank you for calling. Why dinner? I don’t know. I figured that would be the least awkward way for us to get together. I just really want to clear up some things, so we both can move on.”

“What makes you think I haven’t moved on? It’s been seven years. You don’t think the personal apology and the roses you gave me on Saturday were enough? Come on, Brent. What’s up?”

He was silent for so long that Dayna thought the call had dropped. She glanced at the clock. She needed to leave in five minutes or she’d be late for the meeting.

“That’s a fair question,” he finally said. “What’s up is that I don’t deserve any of your time, and here I am pleading for it and telling you in what package to give it. Look, if you don’t want to go to dinner with Tamara and me, I’ll understand. But I would like to finish our conversation and at least put some things to rest between us.”

Dayna gripped the phone and let the movie in her mind replay several pivotal incidents from their marriage and breakup. She sat there wrestling with herself over the longing that just wouldn’t go away: the need to know what she had done to lose Brent to another woman. At least that was the way Mama always phrased the question.

Maybe this was an opportunity she shouldn’t ignore. Maybe it would help her recognize some detrimental habits that she should avoid in her relationship with Warren. She sat back in her leather chair.

“I’ll join you for dinner, Brent. Where do you want to meet?”

“Really?” His joy was palpable. “Thank you, Dayna. You pick the place and the time.”

She didn’t want to think about this any longer than she had to, so she mentioned what came to mind first. “Wharfside Restaurant on Pelican Drive. Seven o’clock tonight. And Warren’s coming with me.”

“That’s cool, Dayna. Tamara and I will see you two then.”

She hung up without saying good-bye and tried to squash the knot of fear growing inside her belly. She had chosen a tasty restaurant, but something told her she’d better eat a solid lunch, because seeing Brent and Tamara together might be more than she could stomach.
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