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READER NOTE

To every woman who has ever questioned herself because someone else quietly questioned her first...

This story is for you.

May you never confuse someone’s approval with your worth.

May you never shrink yourself to fit inside someone else’s expectations.

And may you always remember that love should never feel like a test you didn’t know you were taking.

— Sanaa Jordan
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The First Dinner

The first thing Zoriah Banks noticed wasn’t the house.

It was the laughter.

Warm, effortless laughter drifted through the open front window before Malik even turned off the engine. Someone inside was telling a story that made three different people laugh at once, the kind of laugh that came from years of shared memories instead of forced politeness.

Zoriah smiled.

“I like that already.”

Malik reached over and squeezed her hand.

“I told you.”

She looked at the brick colonial sitting at the end of the quiet cul-de-sac. White shutters. Fresh flowers lined the walkway. Wind chimes danced softly on the front porch.

It didn’t feel rich.

It felt... cared for.

Like every flower, every chair, every brick had been placed there on purpose.

She suddenly became aware of the casserole dish warming her lap.

“You think your mom will like the peach cobbler?”

Malik laughed.

“My mother likes people who make an effort.”

The words settled somewhere inside her.

“I made it from scratch.”

“I know.”

He leaned over and kissed her forehead.

“Relax.”

Easy for him to say.

He’d been walking through that front door his entire life.

She was walking into a family she secretly hoped would become hers.

Malik climbed out first and hurried around to open her door before she could reach the handle herself.

“You don’t have to keep doing that.”

“I know.”

He grinned.

“I want to.”

She smiled despite the butterflies in her stomach.

Maybe this really was different.

Maybe all the relationships before this had simply prepared her for the right one.

Before they reached the porch, the front door swung open.

“There y’all are!”

Evelyn Voss stepped outside wearing a cream-colored sweater and jeans, wiping her hands on a kitchen towel. Her smile arrived before she did.

“There she is.”

She wrapped both arms around Zoriah before Zoriah had the chance to offer a handshake.

“Oh, let me look at you.”

Evelyn stepped back, holding Zoriah lightly by the arms.

“You are even prettier than the pictures.”

Zoriah laughed nervously.

“Thank you.”

“And you brought something?”

She looked toward the casserole dish.

“Oh, baby, you didn’t have to do that.”

“I wanted to.”

“Well, come on in before my son stands out here acting like he pays the mortgage.”

Malik sighed.

“Mom...”

Everyone laughed.

Including him.

The warmth immediately eased something inside Zoriah.

Maybe she’d worried for nothing.

The house smelled like roasted chicken, fresh rolls, garlic, cinnamon, and something sweet baking in the oven.

Family pictures covered nearly every wall.

Graduations.

Birthdays.

Beach vacations.

Christmas mornings.

There wasn’t a single empty space.

“This is beautiful,” Zoriah said.

Evelyn beamed.

“A home should tell the story of the people who live in it.”

One by one, Malik introduced everyone.

His father, Harold, greeted her with a firm handshake.

His younger sister, Simone, hugged her as if they’d already met.

An aunt insisted she sit beside her during dinner.

A cousin offered to take her coat.

Nobody made her feel like a guest.

They made her feel expected.

Dinner flowed as naturally as conversation.

Nobody dominated.

Nobody argued.

Everyone listened.

Halfway through the meal, Evelyn looked toward her.

“Baby...”

“Yes?”

“When you’re finished eating, would you help me bring dessert out?”

“Of course.”

“I’ll help too,” Simone offered.

Evelyn smiled.

“No, let Zoriah come with me.”

Zoriah followed her into the kitchen.

“You know,” Evelyn said while opening the refrigerator, “I always wondered what kind of woman Malik would bring home.”

Zoriah looked down, suddenly shy.

“I hope I’m not disappointing.”

Evelyn chuckled.

“If you were, you wouldn’t be standing in my kitchen.”

She handed Zoriah a stack of dessert plates.

“Would you mind setting these around the table while I grab the cobbler?”

“Absolutely.”

“And could you refill everyone’s tea?”

“Sure.”

“It helps me so much.”

“It isn’t any trouble.”

“I know.”

Evelyn smiled warmly.

“You’d be surprised how many people say that without meaning it.”

They carried everything back together.

Dinner slowly became dessert.

Dessert became stories.

Stories became memories.

At one point, Harold pointed at Malik.

“He gets that stubborn streak from his mother.”

“I do not,” Evelyn protested.

The entire table laughed.

Zoriah laughed too.

She couldn’t remember the last time she’d sat at a table where everyone genuinely seemed to enjoy one another.

No awkward silence.

No tension.

No walking on eggshells.

Just...

Family.

When it was time to leave, Evelyn hugged her again.

“You come back next Sunday.”

“If you’ll have me.”

“Oh, baby...”

Evelyn smiled.

“This house is always open to family.”

The word stayed with Zoriah all the way to the car.

Family.

As Malik drove, she stared out the window wearing the biggest smile she’d had in weeks.

“I think your mom likes me.”

Malik laughed.

“I told you she would.”

“No...”

She looked back toward the house as it grew smaller behind them.

“I mean... I really think she likes me.”

She rested her head against the seat.

Quietly.

Almost to herself.

“I think I found the family I’ve always wanted.”

Back on the porch, Evelyn stood beside Harold watching the taillights disappear into the darkness.

Neither of them spoke for a moment.

Then Evelyn smiled.

Softly. Almost proudly.

“She learns quickly.”

Harold looked at his wife but said nothing.

The porch light flicked off.

The front door quietly closed behind them.
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She Remembers Everything

By Tuesday morning, Zoriah had already told three people about Sunday dinner.

Her best friend, Renisha.

Her coworker, Jasmine.

Even the cashier at the coffee shop when the woman casually asked how her weekend had been.

“...and his mama hugged me before I even got through the front door,” Zoriah said, smiling at the memory.

The cashier laughed.

“You got lucky.”

“I know.”

Most of the women she knew had horror stories.

Boyfriends whose mothers refused to speak.

Families that acted like girlfriends were temporary visitors.

Cold shoulders.

Judgment.

Competition.

Instead...

Evelyn Voss had made her feel like she’d belonged there for years.

Her phone buzzed as she reached her office.

Evelyn Voss

Good morning, baby. I hope your week is off to a beautiful start.

Zoriah smiled before opening the message.

Malik mentioned you had a long meeting today. Don’t forget to eat lunch.

Zoriah frowned. She had mentioned that in passing over dinner. Once.

She laughed softly.

Her own mother barely remembered when she had meetings.

She quickly typed back.

Thank you! I’ll try not to work through lunch this time.

Three dots appeared almost immediately.

I know how event planners are.

You take care of everybody else before yourselves.

Don’t do that today.

Zoriah stared at the message.

How did she remember that?

She had mentioned her job exactly once.

⸻

Later that afternoon, Malik called.

“So...”

“So?”

“My mom wants to know if you’re free Saturday.”

“For what?”

“Farmer’s market.”

Zoriah laughed.

“Your mom is inviting me to the farmer’s market?”

“She said there’s a vendor who makes homemade peach preserves.”

“...”

“You told her peach was your favorite.”

“I only said that once.”

“That’s my mother.”

⸻

Saturday morning was unusually warm.

The market buzzed with families, musicians, and vendors selling everything from fresh flowers to handmade soap.

Evelyn waved the moment she spotted them.

“There y’all are!”

She hugged Zoriah like they’d known each other for years.

“I already found your peaches.”

“My peaches?”

“The vendor only had six jars left.”

She lifted a paper bag.

“So I bought two before they sold out.”

Zoriah blinked.

“You remembered.”

“You said your grandmother made peach cobbler every Fourth of July.”

“...”

“I figured homemade preserves might remind you of her.”

For a second...

Zoriah couldn’t speak.

Nobody remembered little things like that anymore.

Not anymore.

⸻

As they wandered through the market, Evelyn greeted almost everyone.

Florists.

Bakers.

Retired teachers.

The woman selling candles.

Everyone seemed to know her.

“This is Malik’s Zoriah,” Evelyn proudly introduced.

The words warmed her more than the summer sun.

Malik’s Zoriah.

She liked the sound of that.

⸻

Around noon they stopped for coffee.

Before Zoriah could order, Evelyn smiled at the barista.

“Medium caramel latte.”

The young woman nodded.

“Oat milk.”

“No whipped cream.”

Zoriah looked surprised.

“I didn’t know you remembered.”

Evelyn laughed.

“Baby...”

“I pay attention.”

The words were warm. Somehow, they also lingered longer than they should have.

⸻

They found a bench overlooking the waterfront.

Conversation drifted easily.

Work.

Recipes.

Family traditions.

Books.

Nothing felt forced.

At one point Evelyn asked,

“What made you choose event planning?”

“My fifth-grade teacher.”

“Oh?”

“She let me organize our end-of-year celebration.”

“And?”

“I loved watching people enjoy something I created.”

Evelyn smiled thoughtfully.

“I can see that.”

⸻

An hour later they walked toward the parking lot.

Malik stepped away to answer a phone call.

Leaving the two women alone.

Evelyn reached over and gently squeezed Zoriah’s hand.

“I’m really glad he brought you home.”

The words landed somewhere deep.

“My parents divorced when I was young.”

“I know.”

“My mom worked so much...”

“I remember you mentioning that.”

“...”

“There weren’t many family dinners.”

Evelyn’s expression softened.

“That explains a lot.”

Zoriah looked confused.

“What do you mean?”

“You value togetherness.”

“I do.”

“You don’t just want a husband.”

“You want a home.”

Tears unexpectedly filled Zoriah’s eyes.

Nobody...

Not even Malik...

Had ever understood her that quickly.

She quietly wiped beneath one eye.

“I guess I do.”

Evelyn smiled with quiet kindness.

“Most people tell you exactly who they are.”

She paused.

Then added softly,

“People always tell you who they are if you pay attention.”

As Malik returned, Zoriah looked at Evelyn with new eyes.

She wasn’t just his mother anymore.

She was becoming the motherly presence Zoriah never realized she’d been searching for.

And for the first time in years... The future didn’t feel uncertain.  It felt like home.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3


[image: ]


Dinner for Seven

Wednesday evenings quickly became Zoriah’s favorite part of the week.

Not because of the food.

Because of the feeling.

She had never known a family that genuinely wanted to spend time together. There was no obligation in the Voss household. No one complained about coming over. No one rushed to leave.

They simply... gathered.

As Malik parked in front of Evelyn’s house, Zoriah smiled.

“I think your mom cooks enough for an army every week.”

Malik laughed.

“She says leftovers are proof nobody left hungry.”

“I like that.”

“I knew you would.”

He reached over and squeezed her hand before they climbed out.

The front door opened before they reached it.

“There go my two favorite people.”

Evelyn welcomed them inside with another hug.

“I hope y’all came hungry.”

“The smell alone made me hungry,” Zoriah laughed.

“Good answer.”

The kitchen buzzed with activity.

Harold stood over the grill outside.

Simone chopped vegetables while dancing to old-school R&B playing softly through the speaker.

An aunt stirred a large pot on the stove.

Someone laughed from the living room.

The house already felt alive.

“Come here, baby.”

Evelyn hooked her arm through Zoriah’s.

“I need another opinion.”

She pulled her toward the kitchen island.

“I’m making two desserts.”

She uncovered one pan.

“Sweet potato pie.”

Then another.

“Peach cobbler.”

Zoriah smiled.

“You remembered.”

“I remember everything.”

“So...”

Evelyn folded her arms dramatically.

“If you had to save one...”

Zoriah laughed.

“Oh, don’t do that.”

“I’m serious.”

“Peach cobbler.”

“I knew it.”

Evelyn grinned proudly.

“I told Harold.”

“You were talking about me?”

“Of course.”

The thought made Zoriah’s cheeks warm.

Someone had been thinking about her when she wasn’t even there.

It felt...

Nice.

Almost too nice.

A knock sounded at the front door.

“I’ll get it,” Simone called.

A few seconds later she returned with a woman carrying two aluminum trays covered in foil.

“There she is,” Evelyn said brightly.

“Carmyn!”

The woman smiled.

“I hope I’m not late.”

“Not at all.”

She handed Evelyn the trays.

“I finished the macaroni.”

“It smells amazing.”

Evelyn kissed her cheek.

“Thank you, baby.”

For just a moment, the room shifted around her—as if everyone already knew exactly where Carmyn fit.

Only then did Carmyn notice Zoriah.

“Oh.”

She smiled warmly.

“You must be Zoriah.”

“I am.”

“I’m Carmyn.”

They shook hands.

Her grip was relaxed.

Her smile genuine.

“I’ve heard so much about you.”

“Hopefully good things.”

“Nothing but.”

Before another word could be exchanged, Evelyn looked toward the dining room.

“You’re staying.”

Carmyn immediately shook her head.

“No, ma’am. I was just dropping this off.”

“Nonsense.”

“I don’t want to interrupt family dinner.”

“You are family.”

Carmyn hesitated.

“You sure?”

“I’m positive.”

Evelyn reached for another plate without thinking.

Almost...

As if she’d done it before.

Zoriah noticed.

Then immediately told herself she was reading too much into
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