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For all of those who’ve experienced interventions . . .
 of the divine kind.




ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Even though it was more than twenty years ago, I vividly remember my first conscious experience with divine intervention. It was also my first experience with an angel. Now, whether or not this angel was already human or became so on my behalf I’m not sure. But what I do know is that Kassoum Kamagate was an angel, my angel, in mideighties Paris, France. He was the instrument that Spirit used for an intervention of the divine kind.

I was traveling with an edutainment group, Up with People, and we were performing in Denmark. We had a rare few days off and I and a cast mate, Andre Pruitt, got the bright idea of traveling to Paris during this break. After all, France was only eight hours away by car. When would we ever be so close again? I spoke with my host family, whose friend was a truck driver. As it happened, he’d be traveling through France in a couple days. I could ride with him for free! After getting a release from my parents and making plans to meet Andre’s train in Paris, I climbed into the cab of a semi and headed south. (This journey, where the driver spoke no English and I spoke no Danish or German, is a whole other story, but I won’t digress.)

I arrived in Paris, armed with my luggage and the phone number of Andre’s friend who was studying abroad. Being dumped on the corner of a busy intersection in a foreign country was a bit daunting, but I swallowed my fear and headed to a pay phone to dial Andre’s friend. My first uh-oh. The number Andre had given me was a WRONG NUMBER! Seriously? “Don’t panic, Tish. You can do this.” Even though I had no francs, no friends, and now no idea what the heck I was doing in Paris, I kept up the pep talk. Especially when I saw a brother decked out in dashiki and knit cap, looking like he was from the South Side of Philly or downtown New Jersey. Thank you, Jesus!!! I walked over to him and asked for directions to the Gare du Nord train station. Uh-oh number two. Brothah man is not American, but African. No parlez-vous Anglais!

Two hours later, I arrived at the train station. YAY! Less than two hours before 8 p.m., when Andre’s train was scheduled to arrive. I hunkered down on my suitcase and waited. Right on schedule, the trains pulled in and people piled out. Searching, searching, searching. No Andre. The trains depart. The people leave. No Andre. What do I do now? Wait for him. Yes, you read correctly. That was my bright idea at 9 p.m. at night in a strange train station in a foreign city where I knew no one. Hurry up and wait. But in my defense, options were limited. I’d arrived too late to have my Danish kroner changed into francs, which meant I had no money. No credit cards either, and by now, only an apple left of the nice little sack lunch my host family had lovingly provided. In other words, I was up you-know-what creek without a paddle! So yes, “just chillin’ ” sounded like a good idea at the time.

An hour later, the once bustling station was almost empty. That’s probably why I instantly noticed this young, black man walk by, looking at me intently while trying to act as though he wasn’t looking. When he walked by the second time, I looked him directly in the eye, as I’d been taught: on full alert, showing no fear. Uh-huh. I see you. By the third time he passed, I was in full self-protective bluff mode. Frown set. Eyes narrowed. Nucka, what? Finally, he walked over. The following conversation, abbreviated for the sake of this note, was conducted entirely with Kassoum speaking French and me speaking English. Yes, really.

 



Kassoum: Hi. Who are you waiting for?

Me: I’m waiting for my ami. (friend was one of five French words I knew. Merci beaucoup, pomme frites, and qui rounded out my stellar vocabulary).

Kassoum (with worried look): There are no more trains tonight.

Me (shrugging): Doesn’t matter. Mon ami is coming here, eight o’clock.

I emphasized friend and pointed to the eight on my watch, so he wouldn’t get it twisted. I had back-up coming and was sooo not the one!

 



We “conversed” for several minutes, during which time Kassoum showed me his ID and work permit (a mechanic) to convey that he was an honest man who meant me no harm. Then he pointed to a group of young tough-looking jokers at the end of the platform.

 



Kassoum: See those men down there? They hang around here to prey on people like you. This place will be closing soon. You’ve got to come with me!

Me: No. Effing. Way.

 



After all, the number I’d given both to the group and my parents was wrong. If anything happened, no one would ever find my body! More debating, more denying, and then I hear the voice of Spirit: It’s okay. Go with him.

So I did.

The trepidation in my spirit and the lump of fear in my throat fled as soon as Kassoum opened his apartment door. It was clean and neat, with pictures of his family on the table and a beautiful one of his native West Africa on the wall. He brought out covers and a pillow for me to sleep on the couch. I vowed to myself that I wouldn’t close my eyes for a second!

When I woke up, it was six-thirty. Kassoum and I went back to the train station. Shortly after 8 a.m., the tall, lanky body of my friend Andre appeared among the crowd. He’s here! Hallelujah! I introduced the two men, informed Andre about the wrong number, and learned that he’d incorrectly read his ticket as p.m. instead of a.m.! We all hugged and then Andre and I left the station to embark on five fun-filled days in Paris. I felt like Josephine Baker. Bonjour, Paris! This was pre-Internet, so without a correct number, we never found Andre’s friend. Instead, we stayed in a hotel that Kassoum suggested, right across the street from the train station. We saw him often and would wave like old friends. I swore to myself that I’d learn a little conversational French and keep in touch. Sadly, I did neither. But with today’s technology, hope springs eternal that I’ll again run across this angel whom God used that night to keep me safe.

So now, more than twenty years later and wherever he is, I have just two words for Kassoum Kamagate: Thank. You.

To this day, divine intervention continues. From the bottom of my heart, I thank the angels who help my literary career soar, and whose love and support are why you’re now holding this book in your hands: my editor, Selena James; art director Kristine Mills-Noble (the cover is divine!); and all the rest of “Team Lutishia” at Kensington Publishing. You guys are amazing. Big hug! My agent, Natasha Kern; promotions guru Ella Curry; book clubs, book stores, and radio shows across the country; every avid reader who’s ever picked up a book in the Hallelujah Love Series or the Business Trilogy and, of course, my family. I love you all. Merci beaucoup!
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Here Comes the Bride

Princess Brook stood with her father at the back of his church, and today Mount Zion Progressive Baptist was SRO—standing room only. She was a vision in white. Her princess cut wedding dress (with a name like that, what other style could she wear?) was a stunning combination of silk and chiffon, with Swarovski crystals creating an intricate design on the bodice before continuing—as though sprinkled by Glenda the Good Witch herself—along the skirt and twelve-foot train. The cut accented her perfectly sized breasts and small waist, while giving just a hint of the bootylicious that completed the brick house that one of her mother’s old-school favorites sang about in their hit song. The dress was strapless, revealing smooth, blemish-free caramel skin, but a tiara-held veil provided appropriate modesty, and her “something borrowed,” a teardrop diamond necklace that her father had given her mother years ago, was the perfect accessory around her gracefully slender neck. The purposely messy upswept do fashioned from her straight, shoulder-length hair further highlighted the borrowed gift . . . and Princess’s heart-shaped face.

“Are you ready, baby girl?” King Brook asked.

She nodded. “Are you?”

Princess’s mega-minister father looked liked glory hallelujah and Jesus, have mercy combined, decked out in a black tuxedo complete with tails and waistcoat. The silver cummerbund and bow tie were perfect accents for his deep chocolate skin, his closely cropped hair, and expertly trimmed goatee—all working in his favor. Many women were already breaking their necks to look back and take multiple peeks. The feigned fainting would come later . . . when he smiled.

“I’m ready to walk you down the aisle,” he said, after gazing at the daughter who seemed to have grown up overnight. “And I guess I have to give you away. But you’ll always be my baby girl.”

“Stop it, Daddy,” Princess admonished, fanning her eyes to dry unshed tears. “You’ll ruin my makeup by making me cry!”

The Musical Messengers, a group who’d performed many times at Mount Zion Progressive, broke out into a jazzy, gospel-tinged version of the traditional wedding march and within minutes, Princess stood at the altar. King kissed her cheek, shook hands with her soon-to-be husband, and walked behind the Plexiglas podium.

“Dearly beloved,” he began, his voice a sexy baritone that over the years had caused many a lustful thought, “we’ve gathered here today to join my daughter, Princess Nicole Brook . . .” He faltered, his voice growing raspy with emotion. More lusting occurred. After clearing his throat, he continued. “My daughter, Princess Nicole Brook, and Rafael Scott Stevens together in holy matrimony.”

The words continued, but it was as if Princess was in a fog. She couldn’t hear a thing. She stood there smiling at a man whose love for her could fill an ocean . . . and she was thinking about someone else. Kel . . . No! I dare not even think his name! He’s a part of my yesterday. This man, Rafael, is the man I want in my life. I love you, Rafael! I do! Rafael . . . Rafael . . . Rafael . . .

As Rafael began speaking, Princess forced her mind back to the very important matter at hand. “I give you this ring,” he said, sliding a beautifully cut diamond onto her French-manicured finger, “as a symbol of my love and faithfulness. I commit myself to you: mind, body, and soul. Let this ring forever be a reminder of the words I’ve spoken this day.” There were tears in his large, chocolate brown eyes, which peered from a handsome, clean-shaven face. Rafael was the color of toffee, and just as sweet . . . all five feet ten inches of him were filled with integrity and devotion.

Princess continued to stare at him, knowing that it was her turn to recite vows, and willing the words to come out.

“Princess, is there anything you’d like to say?” King asked, gently encouraging his disconcerted daughter and bringing a bit of levity to the solemn affair.

Princess managed a slight chuckle as she took a deep breath and repeated what Rafael had said, sliding a simple, platinum band onto his thick, manicured finger.

“If there is anyone present who knows of any reason that this couple should not be joined in holy matrimony, speak now or forever hold your peace.”

Was it Princess’s imagination or was her heart precariously close to thumping out of her chest? She looked at her mother, Tai Brook, who stared back at her with an unreadable expression. Princess’s mind went back to a conversation they’d had just days ago.

 



“Mama, were you in love with Daddy when y’all got married?”

“I thought I was, but honestly, I didn’t even know what true love meant when your father and I said ‘I do.’”

“So when did you know that you were in love with him—not only that you loved him, but that you were in love?”

Tai had looked up from the reality TV show she’d been watching, and muted the sound. “Why are you asking me this, Princess? Are you questioning whether or not you’re in love with Rafael?”

“No,” Princess had answered, a bit too quickly. “Rafael and I grew up together. I love him very much.”

Tai pressed the issue. “But are you in love with him?”

Princess shrugged.

“Let me ask you this. Do you feel the same way about Rafael that you did about Kelvin?”

“Of course not, Mama. They’re two different people.”

“Exactly. You’re always going to have a certain feeling about the first one, your first love, Princess. There is an excitement there, the thrill of experiencing something you’ve never felt before, which never happens twice. But don’t confuse that feeling with true love. Anybody can see why you’d be attracted to Kelvin. He’s tall, dark, handsome, and now successful and rich. But when it comes to relationships and being there for the long haul, traits such as faithfulness, loyalty, devotion, honesty . . . those are the ones that matter. As you think about the man you’re about to marry, and whether or not you should, think about those things. Rafael is a good man, baby,” Tai finished, reaching out to place her hand on Princess’s arm. “He comes from a good, Christian family. And he absolutely adores you. I believe that he will do everything in his power to give you a great life.”

 



After a very brief pause, King continued. “Then by the power invested in me, and in the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, I now pronounce you man and—”

“No!”

A collective gasp went up from the crowd.

“No!” Six feet and five inches of delectable determination made his way down the aisle that King and Princess had walked just moments before. The murmuring that had begun as soon as the handsome young man had uttered those two letters followed him down the aisle, pew by disbelieving pew, turning into a slight cacophony as he reached the front.

Tai stood, a look of horror plastered on her face. Rafael’s parents were looking between her and the stranger who now stood between their son and his soon-to-be wife. Princess’s grandparents were as wide eyed as hooting owls. Camera phones were being snapped and flying fingers were sending texts.

His next words silenced the crowd as much as his first one had sent tongues wagging. “You can’t marry him, Princess.”

The eyes of a deer caught in headlights could not have been wider. She opened her mouth, but words were frozen along with her body.

“Don’t do this to us, baby. You’re my girl. I love you!”

Rafael was the first one to come out of the surprise-induced shock and react. “She’s not your baby,” he growled, taking a step toward Kelvin, a balled fist at his side.

“Oh, and she’s yours?” Tense seconds passed as the two men glared at each other. “She’ll never love you, dog,” Kelvin continued. “She can’t give you her heart. I’ve got that.” He turned to look at Princess . . . which is why he didn’t see the fist that connected with his jaw.

Kelvin stumbled back, but quickly recovered. He pushed Rafael with enough force to send the slighter man stumbling into King, who’d moved from behind the podium with the thought to step between them. King had been a second too late, and was now on the bottom of a wrestling pile as Kelvin, who’d jumped on top of Rafael, who was still halfway on top of King, was now pummeling Rafael with his fists. Rafael was pummeling back. Words that shouldn’t be used in church were flying between them.

“Stop! Both of you!” Princess cried, kneeling down into the fray. But it was as though she hadn’t spoken, almost like she wasn’t there. They kept swinging and swinging, each punch landing harder than the one before. King finally wrestled himself from beneath the two fighting men, but this move caused Princess to fall over.

“She’s mine!” she heard Rafael cry before hearing the sound of knuckles hitting flesh.

A similar sound preceded Kelvin’s response: “In your dreams, you punk-ass mutha—!”

Pow! Another moment of fist and flesh connecting.

Where are the ushers? Where’s security? Why doesn’t someone stop this fight? Princess tried to right herself, but her dress was twisted around her legs, effectively imprisoning them better than a mummy wrap ever could. She kicked and she kicked, but to no avail. She couldn’t get up and she felt that unless she did the man she was in love with and the one she was about to marry would kill each other. God, please help me. And as had always been the case, God came through. He helped her. How, you may be wondering? The answer is simple.

Princess woke up.
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Mr. Wrong

“It was awful, Sarah, just awful.” Mere hours had passed since Princess Brook’s dream wedding had turned into a nightmare, one that had caused her to fight the sheets wrapped around her legs and break out in a sweat. She was now wide awake, sitting in the middle of the scene of the crime—otherwise known as her bed—and talking to Sarah Kirtz. She’d thought about calling her best friend, Joni, but considering how her heart still pounded, she figured she needed prayer more than camaraderie, hence the phone call to her prayer partner. “They just kept fighting and fighting, and I couldn’t stop them!”

“Thank God what you experienced was a dream and not real life,” Sarah said, with a sigh for punctuation.

“It might as well have been, as crazy as I feel right now.”

“What do you think this means?”

Princess heaved an audible sigh herself. “I don’t know.”

“Are you having second thoughts?”

Her answer was interrupted by a knock on the door. “Princess, you awake?”

“Yes,” Princess answered loudly, before talking back into the phone. “Sarah, it’s my mom. Let’s pray later.”

Tai Brook entered her daughter’s room, filled with a mama’s wit and a mother’s love. She’d been worried about Princess for months, a year actually . . . ever since Princess had said yes to Rafael’s proposal. Having lived more than half her life with the man of her dreams, yet experiencing some marital nightmares in the process, Tai felt she had viable cause for concern. “Getting your beauty sleep, I see,” she said upon entering.

“No, I’ve been awake for a while.”

Tai walked to where her daughter lounged in her canopied bed, the one they’d purchased together when Princess was thirteen years old. It never failed to warm Tai’s heart every time Princess returned to the bedroom that remained largely unchanged from how it had looked five years ago, when Princess left home for UCLA. Tai and King had discussed various uses for the unoccupied space: an exercise, theater or storage room, or an office for Tai. But these ideas somehow never went beyond the thinking phase. In everyone’s mind, this was still Princess’s room. But not for long, Tai thought as she sat down on the bed. Her baby was getting ready to take a pivotal step. She was getting ready to become someone’s wife, and this was the last night Princess would spend in this room as a single woman. A Stylistics classic song popped into her mind. Yes, she was a big girl now, and after looking into her daughter’s strained expression and tired eyes it appeared as if grown folks pleasure was equaling grown folks pain. “How are you doing, baby?”

“Fine.”

Tai gave Princess a look. “Girl, have you forgotten who you’re talking to? You’re two days away from taking the biggest step of your life. There’s no way you’re fine.”

Princess laughed, hoping that the sound covered the pit of fear that had gripped her stomach ever since she’d had the dream. “You’re right, but I’m trying to stay calm and not freak out. I was just on the phone with Sarah, giving her the details about the rehearsal dinner and . . . everything.”

And those details included something being awful, followed by an exasperated sounding “I don’t know.” Of course Tai didn’t voice these thoughts. It wouldn’t help for her daughter to know that she’d been standing at the door a few seconds before knocking, and had heard snippets of a conversation that confirmed the discomforting feelings concerning the upcoming marriage that she too had felt. “Did you feel better after talking to Sarah?”

“I always feel good after talking to her.” An unlikely pair, the years older Princess had befriended Sarah Kirtz during Sarah’s first year of college at UCLA. Like King, Sarah’s father, Jack Kirtz, was also a well-known minister, and her stepmother, Millicent Sims Kirtz, who’d once been an integral part of her Uncle Derrick’s church, was now very active in her husband’s ministry. The two women had instantly related on what it meant to be a preacher’s daughter.

Tai nodded her understanding, but decided it was time to get to the point of her visit. “Princess, I know we’ve talked about this but our last conversation about your upcoming nuptials left me feeling uncomfortable. I know you love Rafael. But I want to make sure you’re totally at peace with this decision to marry him.”

“Dang, Mama. I wish I’d never even asked about you and Daddy.”

“I know, but I’m glad you did. And I don’t mean to be a nagging mother or a broken record, but if you have any reservations, Princess, any doubts at all about your being able to stay in this marriage for the long term . . . then you’d be doing Rafael a disservice by saying ‘I do.’”

“Don’t worry, Mama. I don’t want to back out.” She tried to lighten the mood. “And even if I did, it’s too late now. I’m not even trying to return five hundred gifts and refund people for money spent on plane tickets and hotel rooms!” Tai didn’t get the joke. “Really, Mama, you need to chill.”

“And you need to listen. At the end of the day, the gifts, flowers, dress, guests . . . none of that matters as much as this vow you’re getting ready to take for the rest of your life. I know that nowadays divorce is as common as the cold, but I’ve tried to live my life as an example that marriage is an institution to be honored, and that those vows are not to be said or taken lightly.” Tai paused, remembering the words that her own mother had told a then nineteen-year-old, six-months pregnant Tai, who was getting ready to walk down the makeshift aisle in her grandmother’s flower-filled backyard. “It ain’t too late, baby,” her mother had whispered, filled with doubt as to whether her soon-to-be son-in-law, King Wesley Brook, could curb his whorish ways and be satisfied with and faithful to her daughter. But Tai—blinded by love and encouraged by the foot of her oldest son, Michael, kicking her in the side—had taken her father’s arm and walked into the holy matrimony that at times had been a holy mess.

“I trust Rafael, Mama.”

Rafael isn’t the one I’m worried about, is what Tai thought. “I know,” is what she said.

Tai remembered not too long ago when Princess, then a freshman in college, had defied her parents to remain at her boyfriend’s side—and in his bed. Tai had seen herself in her daughter’s defiance, and in the unbridled love she’d seen in Princess’s eyes. And she’d recognized some of the same traits in Kelvin Petersen that had attracted Tai to King: charm, good looks, swagger, and endless testosterone. Princess was a lot like her mother, but she was also her father’s daughter. Tai worried that in time it might be Princess, not Rafael, who’d sleep outside the marriage bed. But Princess and Rafael had been counseled to within an inch of their lives, so even though she couldn’t shake the ominous feeling that had plagued her for days, she figured there was no more to be said.

Standing, Tai turned and faced Princess. “Derrick and Viv are arriving in a little bit and I’m going to spend some sistah-girl time with her at their hotel. Do you need anything before I go?”

“No,” Princess said, reaching for her ever-present iPad and scrolling the task bar. “My dress will be delivered in about an hour, and then Erin and I are meeting for lunch before I go to the airport to pick up Joni.”

“Erin has been an absolute godsend.”

Princess nodded. One of Kansas City’s premiere wedding coordinators, Erin Flynn had been written up in the Kansas City Star at the precise time Princess was searching for help in planning her big day. She’d been thankful to snag one of two remaining openings in Erin’s very full schedule. “She should be. We’re paying enough.”

“Correction, darling. Your Daddy is paying enough.”

“Ha! Okay, Mama. Point well taken.”

And to his credit, Tai gratefully thought, he hasn’t complained a bit. “When is Sarah flying in?”

“She gets in late tonight and will take the shuttle straight to the hotel.”

“All right, baby.” Tai kissed Princess’s forehead. “I’ll see you tonight.”

Princess stared at the door her mother exited and couldn’t stop the tears that welled up in her eyes. Her mind was telling her to marry Rafael, but her heart—and her dreams—were being invaded by another man. And no one besides the prayer partner whose number she now dialed would know that the woman getting ready to marry Mr. Right was thinking about Mr. Wrong.
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Like a Good Neighbor . . .

“How do, Maxie.” Henry Logan’s long, sure strides quickly ate up the distance between his yard and Maxine Brook’s driveway. “Here, let me get those groceries for you.”

Mama Max chuckled at the name that only Henry called her. Besides her husband, Obadiah, who called her Maxine, everybody—including those who were older—called her Mama Max. “Now, Henry, don’t strain yourself. I might be old, but I think the Lord’s done left me a muscle or two.”

“It’s no trouble,” Henry replied, easily hoisting the two grocery-filled sacks into his arms and following Maxine through the garage and into the kitchen. “Besides, you might think you’re getting older, but I say you’re getting better.”

“Ha! Man, you’d better get on way from here with that foolishness.” Maxine’s face was fixed with a frown, but her dark brown, still-bright eyes twinkled. Truth of the matter was, she’d come to appreciate Henry’s company since her longtime neighbor’s son had moved back home to care for his mother. Just after he’d arrived, Beatrice Logan had had a stroke and Henry was forced to put her into an assisted-care facility. Maxine appreciated that he hadn’t wanted to be more than a phone call and a ten-minute ride from the woman who’d raised him single-handedly after her husband died. He said he was keeping the place ready for his mama’s return but neither one of them really thought that eighty-five-year-old Beatrice would ever come back to the block. There was somebody else who Maxine thought would never again live on the block or, more specifically, in her house, which again made her all the more thankful for this kind man’s company. Henry was a man, but harmless, with Maxine having known his mama nigh unto thirty years, and him being so much younger than her. Maxine wasn’t sure how old he was, but she had a pretty good idea that she’d beat him into glory.

“What do you think about this unseasonably warm June weather?” Henry asked, removing groceries and setting them on the table as if it were the most natural thing for him to do. It was. He’d been Beatrice’s only child and not only had she been an overprotective disciplinarian, but she’d also taught him everything that the daughter-she-never-had would have needed to know. Henry could cook, clean, wash, and iron. And what Beatrice hadn’t taught him, the army had.

“This Kansas weather can’t be any crazier than last year,” Maxine replied as she placed flour, sugar, and other baking goods into the pantry. “Over a hundred degrees one day, and under fifty the next? Whoever heard of such? I think those old folk were on to something. Weather ain’t been quite the same since we started sending men to the moon.”

Henry smiled but said nothing.

“Beatrice would agree with me, son. In fact, if she was here she’d tell you that if God wanted us all up in the air, he would have given us wings.”

“Ha! She would indeed. But I don’t think it has anything to do with our space travel.” Having handed Maxine the two-liter bottle of cola, Henry leaned against the doorjamb. “I think it’s all about global warming.”

“Well, God said no more water but fire next time. I thought he was talking about a few fields, or cities, though. Not frying up the whole earth!”

Knowing it would be pointless to go into a diatribe about climate systems, greenhouse gases, and fossil fuels, information gleaned from his addiction to the Discovery Channel, Henry looked at his watch instead. “I’ve got a couple more yards to cut before the sun goes down, so I’d best be getting a move on. I’ll get to yours tomorrow, Maxie.”

“I sure appreciate it. You plan on seeing your mama tomorrow?”

“Of course.”

“Well, give her a how-do for me. And tell her that I’ll see her on Monday. My grandbaby is getting married on Saturday, so it’s going to be real busy these next couple days.”

“I remember your telling me that. Princess, correct?”

Maxine nodded.

“Well, Maxie, I wish her every happiness. Marriage isn’t easy but a good one is worth the sacrifice.”

Maxine didn’t dare touch that sentence with a ten-foot pole. “Thanks for helping with the groceries,” she said by way of dismissal. “And don’t forget to drink a bunch of water while you’re cutting those yards. They was talking on the news about keeping hydraulic.”

“Uh, you mean hydrated, Maxie?” Henry countered, hiding a smile.

“That too. Whatever word keeps you from passing out and crushing my lilac bush.”

“I’ll be sure to put a gallon jug on the back of my lawn mower.” With a wave of his hand, Henry was gone.

Maxine hummed a verse as she decided on whether to bake a lemon, red velvet, or buttermilk cake. “What a friend we have in Jesus, all our sins and grieves to bear. What a privilege to carry, everything to God in prayer.” “I haven’t made a buttermilk cake in a while,” she muttered to herself, opening the fridge to reassure herself she had all the right ingredients. But then Obadiah loves my red velvet. “Who gives a good hallelujah what that rascal likes?” she asked aloud, reaching for the lemons and the buttermilk and pointedly ignoring the semisweet chocolate. Thinking of her soon-to-be ex-husband almost took away the joy of cooking. Obadiah Brook had lost his mind and spurned his marriage almost a year ago, and that she was thinking about the cakes he favored made Mama Max want to slap her own face.

“ ‘Jesus, keep me near the cross,’ ” Maxine sang loudly, chasing unwanted thoughts away with every word, “ ‘there a precious fountain, free to all a healing stream, flows from Calvary’s mountain. ’”

The phone rang.

Maxine heard it but she sang on, even louder than before. “ ‘Near the cross, near the cross. Be my Glory ever.’ ”

The phone rang again.

“ ‘Till my raptured soul shall find . . . rest beyond the river.’ Hello?”

“Hey, Mama,” King Brook said. “Sounds like I interrupted your church service!”

“Hello, son. Just praising the Lord is all.”

“He’s worthy.”

“That He is.”

A brief pause and then, “Mama, I was just wondering if you’d heard from Daddy.”

And with one sentence, the rest her raptured soul had found flew straight out the window, replaced by indignation. “Why would I be hearing from that man?”

Because “that man”—as trifling as he is—is still your husband. She heard King sigh into the phone. “I’m not trying to start nothing, Mama. I just called his house and his cell. When I didn’t get an answer, I tried to reach Tai and got her voice mail, too. He’s supposed to get in sometime today. I just thought that maybe you’d heard from him.”

“Hmph. Ain’t a reason on this earth that that rascal would be calling me.”

“Really? You have no plans to speak to Daddy this weekend? During this special time when your first grandchild is getting married. . . this is how it’s going down? Listen, Mama, I don’t want to take sides here—”

“Only one side to take and that’s the Lord’s—”

“And I know you’re still upset—”

“And with your father trampling all over his marriage vows, I shouldn’t be the only one—”

“But for Princess’s sake, do you think that we can be civil for just a few hours, maybe even all of Saturday? If we can just get through the ceremony and the reception, then you and Daddy can go on”—acting like old fools—“not talking to each other.”

This wasn’t a new plea to Maxine’s ears. Tai had spouted a similar one for the last two months. She’d promised her daughter-in-law not to cuss him out on the church grounds (Maxine was a Christian after all) but that was as far as her word could travel. “If he comes to the house,” she’d finished, “then he just might get real acquainted with my cast iron skillet. Real acquainted.”

“I guess we don’t need y’all side by side at the rehearsal dinner, but it would be nice if you could sit together on Saturday. Do you think that could happen?”

Maxine almost smiled. King Brook was a grown man, almost fifty years old, but in this moment he sounded like he did when he was fourteen and wanted to go to the high school dance where the devil’s music was being played. “Even though you’re asking me to take the chance on lightning striking me, son, you know how much I love Princess. Come Saturday, I’ll behave.”
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Friends . . . How Many of Us Have Them?

“Sistah!” Tai opened her arms as her best friend, Vivian Montgomery, entered the restaurant lobby. “Girl,” she whispered as they hugged, “you get on my nerves!”

Vivian gave her best friend of more than twenty-five years a firm embrace. She stepped back, still holding Tai’s shoulders but looking into her eyes. “What’d I do?”

“It’s what you haven’t done. You never change, sis.” Tai’s look, or more specifically her weight, went up and down more than a yo-yo, and while she hadn’t put back all of the fifty pounds she’d lost the past eighteen months, there was more jiggle to her wiggle and more bounce to the ounce than she’d like.

“Girl, please, if you saw how hard my personal trainer worked me, you’d know what I pay to maintain this size six.”

“Hmm, sounds like a story there. Does Derrick have some competition?” Tai signaled to the hostess that her guest had arrived.

“Not unless I’ve switched lanes,” Vivian answered, nonplussed. “My PT is female, and her workout is a beast.”

“Well, you look good as always,” Tai said honestly. “I’m glad you’re here.”

Tai and Vivian had been friends for almost as long as either could remember, having met at a Baptist convention in Florida when Vivian was thirteen and Tai was one year older. They’d spent the entire week together sharing teenage secrets, and even a hundred-mile distance during their high school years hadn’t diminished their friendship. In an age before the Internet, Tai and Vivian had written countless letters and made hundreds of phone calls, giving themselves front row access into each other’s lives. From the beginning, Tai had imagined herself the housewife, Vivian the professional. In a way, both women got their wishes. After a few years at Sprint during the early part of her and King’s marriage, Tai had settled in to life as the mother of his four children and a preacher’s wife. For Vivian, her well-planned path from college to career woman took an unexpected turn. She’d graduated with a degree in broadcast journalism and when she met her husband, Derrick, was already on her way to becoming the pre-Oprah, black Barbara Walters. Even when love came knocking, along with Derrick’s call to the ministry, she’d imagined herself a Superwoman who could successfully juggle marriage and career. An old church member affectionately called Mother Moseley—who’d observed the single sistahs circling around the hardworking, handsome, passionate young preacher—had pulled Vivian’s coattail and suggested that if she wanted to keep her husband she’d need to lose her job. It was some of the best advice that Vivian had ever received. Every day she thanked God that she’d listened, and she still mourned the fact that the woman who’d been like a second mother for almost two decades had recently gone home to be with the Lord.

After being seated near a window and having their water poured, the two women quickly scanned the menus and then dove right in to catching up. “So . . . how are you holding up?” Vivian asked Tai.

“Girl, I don’t even know.”

“Ha!”

“Where the ceremony itself is concerned, things are going surprisingly smooth. That’s due in no small part to Erin Flynn.”

“She’s the wedding coordinator, right?”

“Along with her team she’s a wedding maestro! Besides the consultations, I’ve hardly had to do a thing. The women of the church have been willing mother hens, more than happy to stay all up in my daughter’s wedding business, and Joni, her maid of honor, has flown out twice in the last four months to help keep Princess’s blood pressure down. So as far as the ceremony goes . . . I’d say we’re doing pretty good.”

Vivian took a drink of her water, eyeing the friend she could read like a book. “Why do I feel there’s a but at the end of that sentence?”

“There’s nothing I want more for my daughter than a happily ever after,” Tai said, pausing as the waiter set down their ice-cold teas. “But Rafael is only Princess’s second boyfriend.”

“Uh, and just how many did you have?”

“That’s true. King has been the only man in my life and honestly, I don’t know if that’s a good thing. I mean, when I married King, I had no one to compare him to.”

“But Princess does. She has obviously compared Rafael to Kelvin, and has made her choice.” Living in Los Angeles, Derrick and Vivian had been in unwittingly close proximity as Kelvin and Princess’s love affair unfolded.

“That’s what she says, but I’ve had a funny feeling about this wedding for months now and I can’t seem to shake it. I’ve prayed about it, talked to Princess about it, but it doesn’t go away.” Tai looked at Vivian. “She’s still in love with Kelvin, Viv. She says she isn’t, but Mama knows.”

“I wouldn’t make too much of these emotions, Tai. Princess is your oldest daughter, and the first of your children to marry. It’s normal that you’d feel discomfort and have reservations. But at the end of the day, you’re going to have to put your trust in the Lord.”

“I trust in the Lord, Vivian. I just don’t totally trust Princess . . . or Derrick’s son.”

Derrick’s son. Vivian pondered this irony after the waiter had taken her order and while Tai decided on what she’d eat. It had been six years since Vivian and Derrick had received the shock of their lives—that instead of two children, Derrick had three. Part one of the who-woulda-thunk-it was that had it not been for Tai and the suspicions that her own husband, King, was hiding something, the secret may have remained Tootie’s alone. Tootie was the oh-no-she-didn’t irony part two. Never in a million years would Vivian have guessed that the woman who’d been a thorn in Tai’s side since high school would play such a significant role in her own life.

King and Derrick were both from Kansas City and had both gone to school with Janeé Smith. They were the high school’s basketball stars, and Tootie’s cheering for them hadn’t stopped when they walked off the court. Derrick only hit it a couple times but King had had an on-again off-again relationship with her for years, one that unfortunately didn’t stop after King’s “I do.” Shortly before Princess was born, Tai found out it was still going on and moved out of the house. King ended the affair, which devastated Tootie. King had been her one true love. Derrick went over to make her feel better. Nine months later came the proof of how good a job he’d done. But by then, Tootie had moved to Germany, got married, and began using her middle name. Tootie Smith became Janeé Petersen and life went on.

Fast forward fifteen years. Tootie returned to Kansas City to care for her ailing mother. That’s when Tai found out that Tootie had a son who was fifteen years old—just a few months younger than Princess. This meant Tootie was pregnant while still in Kansas City, which, in Tai’s mind, meant that the baby belonged to King. She was determined to find out the truth and enlisted Vivian’s help to do it. They found the young man all right, but when they saw his face it wasn’t Tai’s mouth that fell open. It was Vivian’s. Kelvin was the spitting image of Derrick Montgomery, and that’s how the woman who’d comforted Tai regarding all things Tootie had then needed Tai to comfort her. Even now, Vivian deduced, life couldn’t get any more ironic than that.

“Wow, sis, you’ve gone all quiet on me.”

Vivian shook her head slightly. “Sorry, just thinking.”

“I didn’t mean to offend you,” Tai said, misreading the slight frown on Vivian’s face. “You know it isn’t so much that Kelvin is Derrick’s son, but that he’s Tootie’s, too.”

“I didn’t take that personally. I was just thinking about how crazy life is, and how unpredictable. No matter how much we’d like to, we can’t live our children’s lives. Princess is an intelligent and spiritually grounded young woman. I have a feeling that King will walk her up the aisle”—Vivian winked at Tai—“and Rafael will walk her back down it.”

The waiter brought out their salads and Vivian filled Tai in on the next big SOS conference that would take place in Chicago. An idea inspired by Vivian and molded and shaped by Ladies First, a pastors’ wives group based in Los Angeles, the Sanctity of Sisterhood meetings had grown to epic proportions, bringing thousands of women together annually for networking, fellowship, learning, and support. By the time their entrées arrived, the topic had changed once again.

“Is Doctor O in town yet?” Vivian asked, as she placed a liberal amount of butter on a warm honey-wheat roll.

“King will pick him up later this evening.” An eye roll accompanied Tai’s answer.

“Uh-oh. What’s wrong?”

“I’m just hoping for Princess’s sake that for one day he and Mama Max can put on their grown folks britches and get along.”

“Of course they can,” Vivian said, with more confidence than she actually felt. “Their separation has flown under the radar all this time, and with a national spotlight shining on Princess’s nuptials, I doubt either would do anything to shake that facade.”

Tai thoughtfully chewed a perfectly medium-rare rib eye. Vivian was right. Most of the public had bought the story about Obadiah mentoring a new, young pastor in Palestine, Texas, as his reason for being away from home. There was some truth to the story. Obadiah had come out of retirement and pastored the Gospel Truth Church for a year before admitting that at the age of seventy-two he no longer had the stamina for full-time ministry in a church of this size. But there was no keeping a true man of God out of the pulpit, so when Obadiah returned to Texas, albeit Dallas, he still made his way to Palestine two Sundays a month to help the young man who was enjoying his first position as senior pastor. Only a handful of saints knew that on his other days Obadiah was busy enjoying something himself—adultery. Something with which Tai doubted the Lord was pleased. “You know the saying that there is no fool like an old fool?”

Vivian nodded.

“Well, you know I love Daddy O and Mama Max like my own flesh and blood, but that’s what I’d call both my in-laws right about now—fools.”

“You still think there’s no chance for reconciliation?”

“You know what the scripture says. . . . All things are possible to him who believes.”

“But you don’t believe it.”

“I want to, but pride and pussy has Daddy O standing his ground, and a stubborn streak the size of the Grand Canyon has Mama Max holding hers. God knows that if he has the audacity to bring that home wrecker Dorothea to the wedding, as he recently suggested to King that he might, then shortly after witnessing Princess’s wedding . . . we may finally be seeing him and Mama Max divorce.”
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It’s So Hard to Say Good-bye to Yesterday

T he Reverend Doctor Pastor Bishop Overseer Mister Stanley Obadiah Meshach Brook Jr. placed one last tie in his bag and zipped it up. During the time it had taken him to pack two suits, three shirts, an extra pair of slacks, and plenty of underwear along with his accessories, he’d almost been able to drown out Dorothea Noble Bates Jenkins’s whining. Almost, but not quite.

“It’s not right, Obadiah,” Dorothea snapped, pacing the length of the modest master bedroom that was a part of Obadiah’s two-bed, two-bath condo. “I’m supposed to be your woman, yet you’re leaving me behind on such an important occasion? The very first wedding of one of your grandchildren? I love you more than life itself, but I swear I don’t know how much more you think I’m supposed to take. It’s been almost a year since you moved down here and we’re no closer to our own nuptials than when you arrived. We’re living in the same complex but not the same house. This relationship isn’t progressing at all!”

“I’m a married man, Dorothea.”

“Oh, really? Why don’t you tell that to your peter while it’s poking my kitty.”

Obadiah’s mouth became a straight line as he determined not to beat an already dead horse into its final resting place. They’d had this conversation before. More than once. But Obadiah’s heart was fixed and his mind was made up. He might be a low-down dirty dog in some people’s eyes, but he was still a man of God with a heaven to gain and a hell to shun. Which is why he’d not be bringing his mistress to the same town where his wife lived. Sure, he’d thought about it, but his mind was as far as that madness had traveled. Lord, Obadiah wondered as he brushed by a still ranting Dorothea on the way to his car, throwing a “see you when I get back” over his departing shoulder. How in the world did I get to this place? And on his way to the Dallas/Fort Worth International Airport, he pondered the answer.

His interest in sex began when he was around seven or eight years old, when the thirteen-year-old daughter of a neighboring farmer showed him her privates. More than showed him, truth be told. She actually let him touch her “pocketbook,” as the female genitalia was referred to in 1930s rural Texas. That moment in the hen house, amid the scratch of the hay and the stench of the poop, was a defining one for young Stanley Obadiah. He’d experienced his first hard-on brought about through outside forces, and a few years after that his first wet dream. At the ripe old age of fourteen he became a man, when sixteen-year-old Sadie Mitchell, the daughter of the farmer on the other side of the Brooks’ twenty-acre spread, decided to make him her birthday present. He became obsessed with women as soon as his pole slipped into her hole, bedding women up and down the roads of Clay County. But it wasn’t until 1961 that he met his match. He was twenty-two at the time, already a father, a pastor, and a fairly well-known revival preacher around various parts of the Lone Star and surrounding states. He’d heard about the beautiful Noble sisters and had been almost certain he’d spotted one mere moments after, along with ten other preachers, he’d walked onto a Texas pulpit.

He’d been right. Her name was Dorothea. And from the moment he laid eyes on her, he knew one thing for sure: he had to have her.

Obadiah recalled this initial meeting, which had happened in the hosting minister’s home. They were sitting around the dinner table and, whether by fate, luck, or the devil’s wishes, Dorothea had been seated on his left-hand side.

 



“Enjoyed your sermon,” she’d said, as she ate fried chicken with a knife and fork.

“Uh-huh.” Rarely had the Reverend been at a loss for words, but now was one of those times. She was without a doubt the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen up close, reminding him of Lena Horne or Dorothy Dandridge. All uppity and whatnot with fingers too cultured to touch fowl and Crisco, smelling like vanilla and flowers and all types of goodness, and sounding like a lark. It had taken all of dinner and two rounds of dessert before mustering up the courage to try and have what he wanted.

“Sister Noble, correct?”

“Yes, Reverend.”

“Would you be so kind as to give me a ride home?” It was then that he’d learned that Dorothea had ridden to the house with her sister. His eyes had always been almost as expressive as his conversation, and he’d let them do the talking. Dorothea’s answer was that she’d call a cab. They’d gone to her house and screwed up one side of her modest yet chicly furnished Dallas home and down the other. There were very few affairs that lasted half a century. Obadiah Brook’s and Dorothea Noble Bates Jenkins’s had been the exception.

 



After parking in long-term, catching a shuttle to the Delta terminal and being freed from the long security line by an airline employee who was also a fan, Obadiah plopped down in a chair at the gate, waiting for the boarding process that would began in less than an hour. As he mindlessly stared at the television monitor locked on CNN, another set of memories came to mind. They were of a young, holy-rolling country girl with the big four: lips, hips, booty, and thighs. The Johnson family farm was located on the other side of the fork in the road, a couple of miles and a large catfish pond away from the Brooks’ country spread. Like most of the boys in those parts, Obadiah had eyed Maxine’s ample assets for quite some time and, after being taunted by some of his peers, became determined to approach her.

 



“Miss Maxine,” Obadiah drawled, in as manly a voice as sixteen could muster at the time. “You sho’ looking good today, girl.”

“Well, you ain’t,” Maxine retorted, quickening her pace at the same time.

“Is that so? Then why you trying to run away before you kiss me?”

“Ain’t nothing wrong with running away from trouble. And you’re trouble with a capital T.”

“Ain’t nothing about me for you to be scared of, Maxine. You not like those other girls.”

She kept walking, fast enough to keep him chasing but slow enough so that she could hear every word he spoke. “That’s right, I’m not.”

“I know you’re not. You’re special. That’s why I’m gonna marry you.”

Maxine’s heart skipped a beat as she stopped and turned around. “To how many girls have you told that lie?” she asked all nonchalantly.

“Aw, girl, why you got to act like that? I’m serious. I’m gonna be a big-time preacher, and you’ll make a good preacher’s wife.”

“What makes you think I’ll marry you?” Maxine asked, even as she worked hard to keep the smile off her face and out her voice.

“Maxine, get on up to this house!” Maxine’s mother’s yell cut through the flirty atmosphere surrounding her and Obadiah.

“Yes, ma’am.”

Maxine gave Obadiah a slight smile before turning to walk toward her mother’s hard stare.

“I’ma marry you,” Obadiah whispered confidently, before walking in the opposite direction.

 



Barely a year later, Obadiah had gone and done just that, and within a year of their union Maxine was pregnant. This one ended in a miscarriage but after a couple more years of trying, Maxine became pregnant again and nine months later, King Brook was born. Obadiah pulled out his Bible as he remembered the joy he felt at holding his first child and then, as though pushing a fast-forward button in his mind, he remembered the mixed emotions that accompanied the announcement that King was getting married. It was even harder for Obadiah to relinquish his daughter’s hand, so he was well aware of the turmoil that King must now be experiencing.

It’s good to be going home, Obadiah thought, when the boarding process began and he made his way down the Jetway. He had friends throughout Texas but Kansas had been his home for more than thirty years. He missed those things he’d grown used to over the years: LaMar’s Donuts, Gates Bar-B-Q, his barber, Glover, and the Mount Zion Progressive congregation. And truth be told if one dared tell it, he missed something—correction, someone—even more.
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Fathers Be Good to Your Daughters

King Brook and Derrick Montgomery strolled off the basketball court. For the past hour, these two best friends had talked trash and shot hoops in Mount Zion’s recreation center—a twenty-first century jewel in the church’s building expansion. Along with the basketball court (complete with bleachers and an electronic scoreboard) was a tennis court, a jogging track, Olympic-size swimming pool, and rooms to handle exercise classes from aerobics to Pilates to step to yoga.

“Man, I can tell you’re about to turn fifty,” Derrick teased, after taking a long drink of water. “I had to ease up on you those last ten minutes just so you could keep up!”

King swatted Derrick with his sweaty towel. “It’s a shame to lie on church property,” he said in a somber tone. “Hadn’t been for those lucky three pointers at the end, that last game would have been mine. And let us not forget that you’re only a hop, skip, and a jump younger than me. You’re coming down the same road I’m headed, junior.”

“God willing.”

“And the creek don’t rise.”

“Ha! You’re sounding more like your old man every day.”

“Yeah, don’t remind me. I spent the first fifty years of my life running away from any similarities, but as I get older, I’m beginning to embrace some of the very things he holds dear.”

The men reached King’s brand new champagne-colored, customized Lincoln MKS, which sat glittering like a jewel in mid-June’s midday sun. He popped the trunk, they dumped their bags, and soon after were heading back to the InterContinental Hotel in the Plaza, a swank combination of stores, eateries, and landmarks that had been fashioned after its sister city, Seville, Spain.

Derrick fastened his seat belt and settled in for the ride. “Ah, man, that workout felt good! I haven’t been getting it in like I need to.”

King cast a glance at Derrick. “Still burning the candle at both ends?”

“I’m trying not to but, man, my schedule is insane.”

“Tell me about it. On Monday morning, I leave for Barbados and will be gone for two weeks.”

“Tai going with you?”

“No. The twins have a full summer schedule. Her hands are full just managing that.”

“That’s a long time to be away from your good thing, my brothah.”

“Believe me, I’m not thrilled about it. But somebody is.” Derrick shot King a questioning look. “My assistant pastor is practically pushing me out the door.”

“Ha!” Derrick had met Mount Zion’s prolific number-two man, Solomon Cole, on several occasions and knew he’d enjoy delivering the Sunday message. He was chomping at the bit to get his own church.

King smoothly turned the car onto the highway. “I’m surprised Wesley didn’t invite you down to this year’s conference.” Wesley Freeman was the senior pastor of His Holy Word Cathedral in Barbados.

“He did but I declined. I’ve already been to South Africa three times this year, have a slew of revivals and conferences on my plate, and the Sunday crowds are now out of control. I’ve put it off as long as I can. We’re going to have to expand.”

“Many preachers would consider that a good problem to have.”

“I’m thankful, King. Truly I am. But to whom much is given much is required. Many of the ministers out there see the numbers, but they don’t see the hard work and sacrifice that comes with these large crowds. I’m fortunate to have Cy Taylor in my corner.” Cy was an associate minister at Kingdom Citizens Christian Center, and also one of its wealthiest members. “He’s heading up the fund-raising for our new building and is also participating in our needs and feasibility study. But no matter the direction in location, construction, and design, we’re looking at a good ten to twenty mil. My head hurts just thinking about it.”

“Been there, done that, bro, and expanding is definitely no joke. I’ll be glad to share with you everything that I know, and should you desire, I’ll also make those who led up our building project available to speak with you.”

“I appreciate that, man.” A few moments of silence passed as King’s new car fairly glided down I-35. It was a beautiful summer day—bright, blue sky, fluffy cumulous clouds, and thick greenery courtesy of the spring’s heavy rains. “So are you ready for this next big step in your life? Ready to give your daughter away?”

King let out a whistle. “As ready as I’ll ever be.”

“I can’t even imagine how that feels. Elisia isn’t even a teenager and I’m already sweating.”

“Enjoy her now, while she still thinks the sun rises and sets on your head and before some young nucka convinces her otherwise.”

“Oh, I already told her how it was going down in my house. She can’t date until she graduates!”

“Ha! Good luck with that.”

“Wishful thinking, I know.”

“What is she now . . . ten, eleven?”

“Lis is twelve going on twenty-one and D2 is fourteen going on forty!”

King shook his head, remembering the last time he saw Derrick’s namesake a year ago, a teenager wearing a double-breasted suit, wide tie, wing tips and a bowler hat. “He still want to be a preacher?”

“Yep.” Derrick took in the flat Kansas landscape, whizzing by him at a cool seventy miles per hour. “I keep waiting for the pretty young thang who’s going to make him open his nose and close his Bible.”

“Hmm, as I recall, those PYTs from back in the day didn’t interfere with your scripture reading.”

Derrick chuckled. “See, that’s what happens with a friend who’s known me as long as you have. You know where all of the skeletons are buried.”

“Heck, man. I helped dig half the graves!”

“Ha!”

When King spoke again, his focus had gone back to Derrick’s most provocative question. “It seems like only yesterday I was changing that girl’s diapers.”

“You wiped doo-doo?”

“You didn’t?”

“Naw, I could handle a pee diaper but when it came to number two . . .” Derrick made a face. “I don’t know nothing ’bout ’dat ’dere.”

King laughed at both Derrick’s squeamishness and his attempt at youthful slang before the smile scampered away from his face. “Well, I did. And before I knew it she was crawling away from me into preschool, then kindergarten and grade school. I remember her first rite of passage—when we let her go with a group of girls to the junior high dance. I was waiting in the parking lot when it was over, and I can still remember her shiny eyes when she got into the car. ‘It was so much fun, Daddy,’” King mimicked, in an impressive falsetto. “She was all smiles and bubbles then,” King said, his misting eyes a total surprise. “But growing up . . . they change.”

“Yeah, man. I hear you.” Derrick knew the exact moment that King was talking about: when he and Tai had come to Los Angeles and found out more about their eighteen-year-old daughter than they ever wanted to know. It was the moment that they were forced to realize that Princess was no longer their little girl but a grown-ass woman with a mind of her own. “But I’ll be there to help you get through it, dog. Complete with Kleenex and everything.”

“I wish I could tell you to store your hankie, dude. But a brothah might break down for real.”

“Naw, you can’t do that. You’re not only the father giving away the bride, but the officiating minister. Responsibility trumps emotion. You’ll hold it together.”

“I’d better, otherwise I’ll have to answer to Rafael. I must admit I’ve never seen a man want to get married more than my soon-to-be son-in-law.”

“From what I’ve seen and what you’ve told me, he’s a solid young man. Congrats again, King.”

The two fist bumped. “Thanks, Derrick. It’s good to have you here.”
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