

Love Walked In

Aspiring Love Collection - Volume 2

––––––––
[image: image]


Wanda B. Campbell ~ Linda Leigh Hargrove

Patricia A. Bridewell ~ Alicia Fleming

T.A. Beasley ~ Jeanette W. Hill

Annie Johnson ~ Tyora Moody

––––––––
[image: image]


Tymm Publishing LLC

Columbia, SC



Love Walked In 
Aspiring Love Collection: Volume 2

Copyright © 2019 by Tymm Publishing LLC

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means without written permission of the publisher.

Paperback ISBN: 978-1-7336967-4-6

Ebook ISBN: 978-1-7336967-5-3

Published by Tymm Publishing LLC
701 Gervais Street, Suite 150-185
Columbia, SC 29201
www.tymmpublishing.com

Cover Design: TywebbinCreations.com
Editing: Felicia Murrell

––––––––
[image: image]


	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Dedication
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For those seeking true love or still healing from a broken heart, keep your eyes open. We never know who God has destined to walk through the doors of our heart.
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This anthology includes stories from both veteran and first-time authors, all passionately sharing their love of romance through their stories. Love Walked In would not exist without the contributions of the following authors: Wanda B. Campbell, Linda Leigh Hargrove, Patricia A. Bridewell, Alicia Fleming, T.A. Beasley, Jeanette Hill and Annie Johnson. We want to express a huge thanks to Felicia Murrell for her patient editing of each co-author’s short story. We hope each story leaves the reader with a smile.
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Eyes Wide Shut by Wanda B. Campbell

Determined to make up for wasted time spent chasing Hollywood dreams, Lexi Turner is focused on school and building her business, but not much else. With her desire for companionship hidden underneath physical and emotional scars from the past, Lexi successfully rebuffs attention from the opposite sex and works her plan toward independence. That is, until Felix the Clown shows up in the nick of time and saves the day, forcing Lexi to unpack her emotional baggage. Will persistence, patience, and blue clown shoes be enough to open her heart and eyes to what’s right in front of her?

Trouble in Chow Town by Linda Leigh Hargrove

After years of hard work, Georgetta “Georgie” Turner is finally at a good place in her career as a Raleigh, North Carolina, detective but something’s missing. Then, like a cool breeze on a hot day, Dr. Shawn Fields walks back into Georgie’s life. Just when she thinks their chance meeting is a sign from above, trouble starts brewing in a racially-charged part of the city called Chow Town. There’s always trouble in Chow Town, but Detective Turner is the woman for the job. Will fine Dr. Fields be there when she’s done saving the day?

Love Won’t Let Me Wait by Patricia A. Bridewell

Jamila Parker’s rise to gospel recording artist is a few weeks away. Singing in a Stellar-Award winning church choir and a gospel group exceeds all expectations except one — a man who truly loves her. When a jealous ex-boyfriend begins stalking and making threats, Jamila’s emotions shatter. In walks Nolan Spencer, the new minister of music who spins her mind from fantasy to reality. He is everything she has ever wanted, but is he real? Will their romance continue to flourish when Nolan’s secret past is exposed, or will the chaos rip them apart?

Unlikely Companions by Alicia Fleming

Eden is a very successful businesswoman and entrepreneur who has put her love life on hold to grow her business and secure her future. Living her best life, she has it all — a men’s designer clothing store, limousine service and real estate ventures. Until one night, a life-threatening emergency exposes something she doesn’t have. Companionship. When a friend from the past saves her life, Eden wrestles with love? Is she infatuated with her old friend because he performed an act of heroism or does she truly have feelings for him? Will Eden make room in her best life for love?

The Gala Replacement by T.A. Beasley

Mia Stone is tired of her mother trying to match her with ego driven men. When Mia's mother announced she has the perfect date to take her to the annual gala, Mia thinks fast telling her mother she already has a date. What was she thinking lying to her mother? Will she ever find a date in time? 

When the Past Comes Calling by Jeanette Hill

Widowed and over sixty, Ruth Willis isn’t happy with her life. She feels like a fifth wheel in her son’s home. Her only choice? Join the local straw hat and sensible shoes wearing, disease comparing garden club. But Ruth’s options expand when a chance encounter with an old high school crush leads to a budding romance. Empowered by new love, Ruth considers more opportunities to assert her newfound independence, until a devastating blow causes her to doubt herself. Maybe her son is right. Maybe there is an expiration date on love. Is it possible to be too old for a new love?

Reunited by Annie Johnson

Miranda’s marriage to Troy was the kind dreams are made of – whimsical and wonderful. Right up until the day he left her suddenly and unexpected. With nothing to keep her in the windy city of Chicago, she accepts a friend’s offer to headline at her jazz dinner club in Paris, France. Miranda adjusts beautifully to life in Paris living out her lifelong dream of becoming a jazz performer. Until Troy shows up, as suddenly and unexpectedly as he left, at one of her performances. Will Miranda be able to forgive Troy? Can she trust a man who disappeared or will their love stand the test of time? Will Miranda relive or worse nightmare or will her and Troy be reunited?

Southern Delights by Tyora Moody

Nia Michaels is an author who’s currently experiencing writer’s block. Determined to send her next novel by the deadline, she struggles for inspiration. Her own love life certainly doesn't reflect the sweet romance stories she's grown accustomed to reading and writing. When a man walks inside Southern Delights Cafe, catching Nia's eye, she's delighted to find the perfect male character for her novel. She sure wouldn't mind getting to know him for herself too. 
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Eyes Wide Shut 
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Wanda B. Campbell

“You want me to do what?” Lexi knew both her tone and her body language conveyed she considered her new client’s request ludicrous, but she couldn’t help it. As an up and coming professional party planner, she mastered creating special birthday parties for children on all types of budgets, but this request was over the top. After adjusting her neck, Lexi rephrased her objection. “Mrs. Adams—” 

“It’s Ms. Adams,” her client corrected.

Lexi cleared her throat. “I’m sorry, Ms. Adams, I’m not sure an outdoor white linen party is appropriate for a five-year-old.”

“It will be way too cute. I saw it on celebrity reality TV the other night.” Tri-colored acrylic nails waved rhythmically in Lexi’s face as the diva described the affair she wanted to re-create for her soon to be five-year-old. “I went online and found a white linen suit in his size with a hat and a cane and these white loafers. I want white dishes, white napkins, and white chair covers. The girls can wear white linen dresses and hats. And...” 

Lexi zoned in and out while the excited mother presented her ridiculous ideas until she heard the word “menu”. Most five-year-olds enjoyed pizza or hot dogs on their birthday. Surely, the mother would realize white linen would be disastrous with pizza sauce and ketchup. 

“I want those cute cucumber sandwiches and a cheese tray with the cheese cut into shapes, numbers, and letters. This way, the kids can learn while they eat. For dessert, I want little white cake pops.” Her hands waved in the air. “Oh! And sparkling bottled water. Normally, I would serve regular water, but since this is a special occasion, I’ll bring out the bubbly.”

Can you bring out some common sense? Lexi shook the thought away. As wacky as this woman was, Lexi needed the business. Being an entrepreneur of less than a year, and a college student, didn’t afford her the option of turning down clients for the sole reason of foolish and inappropriate party themes for kindergarteners. She needed the money. The deposit would be enough for a down payment on a winter break trip with her bffs to Mexico. She’d have Ms. Reality TV sign a waiver releasing her of any liability for stained clothing or bored children. She manufactured a smile and stroked the keyboard on her laptop. “What’s the date and location of the event?” 

“July seventeenth, and I have an appointment at the Dunsmuir House this afternoon.”

The historical home was totally inappropriate for a group of five-year-olds. There wasn’t anywhere for the children to run free and play and parking was almost nonexistent, but Lexi’s fingers kept moving. “How many total guests are you expecting?”

Ms. Reality TV tapped her nail tips rhythmically. “Hmmm, with family and his classmates, I’m thinking around fifty people.”

“What games and activities would you like for the children?”

“I want the works!”

Lexi’s fingers slowed. “The works?”

Ms. Adams used her fingers to count her wishes. “I want a white inflatable jumpy gym. A magic show. A balloon artist and a clown. Oh, and face painting.” 

Lexi’s eyebrows narrowed, but her fingers kept moving. 

“And don’t forget, live music.”

“And what’s your budget?”

Ms. Adams beamed. “Money is no problem. I have five hundred dollars set aside for my baby’s big day.” 

Lexi’s fingers ceased movement as the possibility of spending a week on the beach in Cancun vanished. She’d been here before. Reality television supposedly portrayed a typical day in the life of celebrities. From Lexi’s perspective and personal experience, it created unrealistic expectations for wanna be stars and average people living above their means. To recreate the social event Ms. Adams had seen on television would cost nearly four times as much in addition to the venue and food.

Lexi cleared her throat and spoke slowly. “Ms. Adams, a successful white linen party for any age group will require a more robust budget.” She hoped Ms. Adams would catch her meaning by the emphasis she placed on robust. “Is your budget expandable?” 

The woman’s smile vanished. “How expandable? I may be able to come up with another three hundred dollars, maybe. But that’s it.” 

Time for a reality check. Lexi closed her laptop and opened the folder containing services and fee schedules. Thanks to America’s obsession with following celebrities through every aspect of their daily lives, these teaching moments were becoming more common than she cared for. 

Lexi spent the next twenty minutes explaining the details.

“So, Ms. Adams, with the venue, entertainment, food, and my fee, this is a more realistic budget.” Lexi underlined the figure in red.

Ms. Adams shrieked.

“Keep in mind, white linen parties aren’t usually given for five-year-olds. We could plan something more age appropriate within your budget, if you’d like.” Lexi extended the lifeline, although she doubted Ms. Adams would take it. 

“That is way too much money! Do I look rich to you?” Ms. Adams stood and went on a tangent in the middle of Starbucks. “This is why I don’t do business with Black people. Y’all prices are too high. You ain’t all that, holding meetings in Starbucks instead of an office. I’m going to find me a real party planner like David Tutera. He knows what he’s doing.”  

Without feeling embarrassed, Lexi gathered her belongings into her rolling briefcase and started for the exit. She’d heard it all before. Ms. Adams might live in a fantasy world, but Lexi didn’t. And if she hurried, she could spend some time in the school library, researching her anthropology project. 

♥♥♥
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“Good evening, beautiful.”

Lexi heard the greeting each time she entered the building that housed Berkeley City College. The voice belonged to the security guard stationed behind the desk, but that’s about all she knew. In the two years she’d been pursuing an associate’s degree in hospitality, she never had time to notice the face that housed the voice or even acknowledge the compliment. Not that she would want to anyway. At twenty-six, and lacking a stable job with benefits, Lexi was determined to make up for the years after high school she’d wasted partying and chasing fame. With stars in her eyes, she’d moved to Los Angeles in hopes of making a career as a movie extra. The fantasy lasted all of sixty days, but pride prevented her from returning home and admitting to her family she’d made a mistake. Lexi was reared in a sheltered Christian home, and she was on a mission to experience the fun she’d missed while attending youth group. Her ambitious quest lasted four years, connecting her with seedy crowds that nearly swallowed her into a sex-trafficking ring before she called home for help. Since escaping from the movie producer/pimp, Lexi wore a mental chastity belt when it came to men and relationships. She wasn’t hoping or praying for God to send her a Boaz. 

“Have a good class,” the voice faded as she continued up the steps after flashing her student I.D. She didn’t stop until she reached her Intermediate Algebra class on the fourth floor.

“Yes!” Lexi was delighted to find the classroom empty. For at least thirty minutes, she’d have the room to herself and time to finalize the arrangements for her client’s seven-year-old twin boys’ birthday party on Saturday. Both parents were lawyers and had ordered and paid for the works - jumpies and a trampoline, a clown, mural painting, cookie decoration station, and a mini rock-climbing wall in addition to three food stations for kids. The success of this event could open the door to a flood of regular upscale clients, nullifying the earlier dis by Ms. Adams.

With laptop open and phone in hand, Lexi went down her checklist confirming start and stop times. Her final call was to the clown, her big brother, Jamal.

“Hey, dude, just confirming for Saturday at 2:00.”

“Hey, how is my favorite college student doing?” His voice always conveyed how proud he was of her for having the courage to return to school, and his support meant more than she could express after almost losing him to an assault last year.

“I’m great, really looking forward to Saturday.”

“Why? What’s up?”

She looked up at the wall clock. “Stop playing, you know you’re playing Rudy the Clown at my event this weekend. I just wanted to make sure you don’t operate on CP time, this is a huge opportunity. And, I really appreciate you helping me again.” 

To help her cut cost, her brother often played Rudy the Clown at her kid parties.

“Um, I... Um—”

His stalling sent her into panic. “What?”

“Aw, Sis, I totally forgot to mark my calendar. I’m taking Kaymar to Monterey this weekend. We’re leaving Friday morning. I got two rooms right on the beach and tickets to the Monterey Bay Aquarium.”

“Jamal Turner, you are the most organized person I know,” she screamed into the phone. “How could you let this happen?”

“I’m sorry, but I’ve been so busy with work and the youth group, the date slipped my mind.”

“Let’s not forget love,” Lexi interrupted. “If you weren’t so busy chasing Kaymar, you would have remembered. If I’d known love would cause you to kick me to the curb, I wouldn’t have encouraged you to pursue her.”

“Come on, Lexi. That’s not fair.”

It wasn’t fair. After a disastrous marriage and a near death experience, her brother deserved some happiness, and she really did like Kaymar. Unlike his first wife, Kaymar cherished Jamal for who he was and not for what material things he could offer.

“Be nice, she’s going to be your sister-in-law someday.”

“Yeah, yeah. Someday, but I need a clown on Saturday. Wait, are you proposing this weekend?”

“Maybe. What I will say is my baby has been working very hard lately and needs a change of scenery.”

“And I need a clown! How am I supposed to find a reasonable clown on such short notice?” 

“Since this is my fault, if you find someone, I’ll cover their fee. I know how important this is for you.”

“I’ll hold you to that, loverboy. I have to go. Have fun. Love you.” No matter how frustrated she was, Lexi always ended every call with love. Her experience had taught her never to take family or life for granted. In the few minutes left before the start of class, she searched the Internet for a clown and prayed for a miracle.

♥♥♥
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Lexi paced the lobby of the warehouse waiting for the new vendor to arrive, she checked and rechecked the time on her cell phone. Felix from Clownin’ Around should have arrived fifteen minutes ago. When she booked the company three days ago, she stressed the need for promptness and was assured Felix the Clown would be there dressed and ready thirty minutes early. Since this was a new vendor and to ensure the birthday bash remained on schedule, the time Lexi gave them was thirty minutes prior to the actual performance time. Even with trickery, she was on the verge of creating a bad reputation for her budding business. This was the last time she would use Clownin’ Around. She checked her clipboard for options to rearrange the schedule of events. With thirty-five out of forty-five kids showing up, she had very little room for adjustments. So far, the kids were having a good time and the parents seemed pleased, but all that could change with dead space. 

“I’m going to kill Jamal for this.” She stomped out the front door to check the parking lot. After pacing the length of the building, her head jerked when she heard an engine roar and tires screech. The sounds belonged to a black Dodge Charger parking at the end of the front aisle. Her head shook in disgust. She hated when people sped through parking lots as if they were on a speedway. Before she could turn away, the driver’s door opened and bright blue and red clown shoes hit the pavement.

“It’s about time.” She started toward him but stopped dead in her tracks when a six-foot plus frame emerged. In seconds, Lexi inspected Felix the Clown from the bottom up. Black clown pants with green suspenders that seem to go on forever. The pants were baggy, as they should be, but failed to camouflage muscular thighs. Perfectly defined biceps bulged from underneath the sleeves of a white shirt affixed with yellow, blue, and green buttons  topped with a red bowtie. They flexed as he donned the black, red and blue checkered jacket. White gloves covered his hands. His facial features were hidden behind white face paint, a red nose and red lipstick, and a red wig covered his hair. He looked down at a piece of paper, and then discarded it inside the vehicle. After retrieving a black bag from the back seat, Felix the Clown started toward the building.

“Oh my,” Lexi whispered. Maybe it was the shoes, but she had never seen a clown, or any man for that matter, with a gait as sexy as Felix the Clown. His stride had a slip dip, almost like a limp then smoothed out. He walked with confidence. Previous experience taught her not to base a man’s character on his physical appearance, but this clown was like none she’d ever seen. Even hidden behind clown makeup, Felix was fine. If he impressed the kids half as much, the party would be a success. 

Lord, help me. I’m lusting after a clown. Lexi shook her head to clear it. Attractive or not, business was business and Felix the Clown was late. “You must be Felix. I was expecting you twenty minutes ago.” An extended hand accompanied the greeting/reprimand. 

Dark brown eyes stared back. His mouth opened and closed several times before asking, “Are you Lexi?” 

“Yes, and you are late.”

“I’m sorry. There was an accident. I had—” 

“It doesn’t matter why you’re late, just do a great job. You’re on in fifteen minutes.” She felt like his dark brown eyes were studying her.

“Since you’re paying,” his voice deepened, “your wish is my command.”

My wish is that you stop looking at me like that. Lexi returned his stare, grateful that he couldn’t read her mind, and then went back inside to the party. The squeak of his blue and red clown shoes confirmed he followed.

“The clown is finally here,” she informed her assistant, Olivia, who was actually her mother. 

Olivia glanced at the clown. “Good, now you can stop worrying. I doubt if the kids would even miss the clown, considering how much fun they’re having in the jumping gym and on the trampoline.”

Lexi’s back was to Felix, but she could feel him watching. She resisted the urge to turn around. “Their parents might, and I need referrals. I’m trying to build a business, a top-notch business, that delivers as promised on time.” 

“I won’t let you down.” Felix’s deep voice caused both women to jerk their head in his direction. “Once again, I’m sorry about being late, but I promise to do a great job.”

His words didn’t alleviate her anxiety. The last man who had vowed never to let her down offered her up as a toy to his drug induced friends. There were only three men Lexi trusted to keep their word, and Felix the Clown wasn’t one of them. But his confidence expressed how seriously he took his job, and she liked that.

“Thank you.” Lexi quickly turned away to keep from staring at him. The only visible facial characteristic were his dark brown eyes, and the way they bore into her unnerved her. “My assistant, Olivia will let you know when it’s time to go on.” Lexi left to check on the food stations.

♥♥♥
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“He’s good.” 

Lexi jumped at Olivia’s assessment of Felix the Clown. She’d been so engrossed in the performance, she was oblivious to her mother’s approach. Felix was good. He did it all and looked good while doing it. Lexi had seen many clowns perform, but not once had she considered juggling and tumbling sexy. Nor had she laughed so much at kiddie jokes. But then, no other clown sounded sexy speaking in falsetto either. Once Felix stepped on stage, he transformed into an entertainer, engaging both parents and children. 

“Yeah, he is pretty good. I might use him again in a crunch.” Lexi downplayed her attraction. This was business. She no longer lived in a fantasy world and had given up fairytales when her rich prince turned into a monster. She had a permanent two-inch scar on her left cheek as a reminder, dreams do not always come true. The attraction to Felix was fleeting, she decided.

“Why don’t you contract with him on a regular basis? I’m sure Jamal won’t mind.” 

“I’ll think about it.” Her mother’s suggestion was a good one, but Lexi wouldn’t follow through. 

“Don’t think too long. A man, I mean, a clown like that won’t be available forever.”

“Mama!”

“Mama nothing. I saw how he was gawking at you. And you’re practically salivating. You know he goes to church.” 

She hated when her mother was right but refused to give her the satisfaction. “Ms. Turner, this is business. If I’m salivating, it’s over new business opportunities. And just how do you know he attends church?”

“I asked him. He’s not married, but has a little girl, thirteen-years-old. That’s how he started clowning; his daughter loved clowns when she was younger.”

“What did you do, interview him the second I turned my back?”

“Sure did,” Olivia shrugged, “and he passed with flying colors.”

Lexi chuckled but held her resolve. “Thanks for being who you are, Mama, but it’s just business for me.” 

Her mom sighed in resignation. “If you say so.”

Lexi leaned against her mother as Felix went into his grand finale of singing, dancing, and tumbling. By the last flip, the children, parents, and Lexi were applauding and cheering.

“That was fantastic!” Lexi told Felix the Clown when he joined her and Olivia. “You were true to your word. You did not let me down.”

“Thank you.” The deep voice was back. “Glad I could help you out. Much success with your business.”

“You’re welcome, Felix. It is Felix, right?”

His red lips parted into a smile. “Actually, it’s Logan. My name is Logan Davis. And I assume Lexi is short for Alexis?”

Lexi swallowed to lubricate her suddenly parched throat. Those eyes were examining her again. “No. Alexandria. My real name is Alexandria Turner.” 

“Hmm,” Olivia moaned.

“Alexandria... You have a beautiful name.”

Lexi shook her head. Why had she told the man her real name? She hated her name, but it sounded lovely rolling off his lips. She had to get away from him and away from her mother’s snickering. “Thank you, Logan, it was nice meeting you. And thanks again for accepting on such short notice. As agreed, the balance of your invoice will be paid electronically.” She turned to walk away, thinking she had successfully dismissed him.

Her mom had other plans. “Logan, if you’re not in a hurry, I could use some help loading the van.”

“No problem. Give me a minute to run to the car and change my shoes, and I’m all yours.” Logan looked at Lexi. “I’ll be right back.” He disappeared before Lexi could object.

“Mama, what are you doing? You know we don’t need help.”

“Alexandria,” she laughed, “calm down. I’ll keep him occupied while you do your thing."

Lexi glanced at her watch. She didn’t have time to lecture her mother in her obvious game of matchmaking. “I have to go, but remember, I am not interested.” 

“I know, Alexandria.” 

Lexi ignored her mother’s laughter and concentrated on her clients. While keeping the remaining activities on schedule for the next hour, she’d spot her mother and Logan talking and packing away used supplies. She couldn’t imagine what sales pitch her mother was making, but Lexi secretly enjoyed the view of his biceps now that he’d removed his jacket. She also caught him staring at her a few times, maybe he was staring at her scar. She wasn’t a troll, but the scar had made her less attractive in her eyes. For a while, she tried camouflaging it with makeup, and when that failed, she accepted the memorial scar as a testimony of God’s miraculous deliverance. Still, there were times being self-conscious reared its ugly head, and she’d hide the scar behind a scarf or head wrap. Though neither was an option today.

More than once, she found herself wondering what Logan looked like underneath the makeup, and then scolded herself for having such a thought. It didn’t matter. If she were to see him again, it would be for clown services only.

“Yes!” Lexi thrust her hands in the air after the last guest exited the warehouse. “Thank you, Jesus!” Several parents had asked for her business card, and three tentatively booked her services for the fall season. Sweet Memories by Lexi was on the map. She skipped over to where Logan and her mother were chatting and shared the good news.

“I told you not to worry,” her mother said. “God has blessed you with the creativity and organizational skills to do the job. I’m just here to help out where I can.”

“I appreciate you, Mama.” And with the new business, I can fire you and hire someone who will stay out my personal business. Lexi smiled.

“Congratulations, Alexandria.” 

Lexi knew he was standing there, but Logan’s voice made her pulse race. She forced her eyes to meet his. “Thanks.” Her fingers instinctively rested on the left side of her face. “Perhaps we will do business again, and you can call me Lexi.”

“But Alexandria is more beautiful.”

No, I didn’t just blush! Lexi stepped back and reached for her briefcase. “I need to gather my belongings and sign out with the manager.” 

“Everything is already in the van. Logan and I took care of everything while you chatted with your clients. Wait until I tell Jamal how his memory lapse blessed you today, Alexandria.” Olivia laughed out the door.

“I’ll have to thank your brother as well,” Logan added.

Lexi became suspicious. Was her brother in cahoots with her mother? She folded her arms. “How do you know Jamal?” 

“I don’t. Your mother explained how his cancellation opened the door for me to officially meet you. It appears Jamal blessed both of us today.”

“I see.” Lexi wasn’t convinced their meeting was happenstance, but it didn’t matter. She had accomplished her goal. “Well, I’m out of here.” She started for the door, but Logan caught up with her at the van.

“Alexandria, can I call you sometime?”

Part of her wanted to scream yes, but her protective wall wouldn’t allow it. “For what? If I need your services, I’ll call you.” Lexi regretted the words the second he turned and walked away. He probably wasn’t a bad guy, but she couldn’t take the chance to find out. She climbed into the van, but before she ignited the engine, Logan was at her window.  

“Here’s my cell number in case you ever need my services again or just want to talk. I would love to get to know who you are when you’re not working or attending school. And, if your schedule permits, perhaps you’ll let me take you on a date.” 

“Girl, he’s serious,” her mother offered from the passenger seat.

Logan was serious, but Lexi didn’t even know who she was aside from work and school. And, even if she was interested, she couldn’t tell him what she didn’t know. “There’s not much to know,” she whispered after a pronounced pause. 

The piece of a paper slipped from his extended hand and onto her lap. “Let me be the judge of that.” Then he was gone.

Lexi never saw the digits on paper. Her mother took the liberty of texting Logan’s number to Lexi’s phone. 

♥♥♥
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Sunday morning service was Lexi’s favorite worship time. As a teen, she hated spending every Sunday in church and fellowshipping with the saints afterward. After her ordeal in Los Angeles, she’d gained an appreciation for the household of faith. Although sometimes overbearing, the saints always held her best interest at heart and loved her despite her many faults. Her church family welcomed her back with open arms and supported her business by contracting her services for events. More than one mother thought she’d make the perfect wife for their son, grandson, or nephew, but Lexi wasn’t interested in a relationship. She’d forgiven herself for making a bad decision, but the fear of trusting a man again paralyzed her. And if she were completely honest, she considered herself damaged goods.

This Sunday, Lexi didn’t leave service feeling rejuvenated as normal, and she couldn’t identify why. All of the elements were there. Praise and worship was powerful, the choir was energetic, and the sermon was uplifting. Like always, she poured her heart out during prayer, but today, she didn’t feel content. By the time dinner rolled around, she accepted the cause of her unease.

As she suspected, Jamal returned from Monterey with a fiancée. Kaymar glowed as she showed off her engagement ring. Free to love again, Jamal’s laughter was back – his heart had healed from betrayal. Lexi was truly happy for her brother, she knew the tears that wouldn’t stop falling were from a place of longing deep inside of her. She desired what Jamal and Kaymar had found, and that reality overwhelmed her. She went to her bedroom in search of comfort, but she was still crying when Jamal knocked on the door and entered. 

“Are you okay?”

Lexi sat up on the bed and sniffled. She tried to compose herself, but it was useless to put up a front with Jamal. He knew her too well. 

“I was expecting you to scream, ‘I knew it!’, not run in here and hide. I hope you’re happy for me.”

“Of course I’m happy for you. You know I never liked your first wife, but I love Kaymar. It’s just that being happy for you has opened my eyes to how pathetic my life is.”

Her big brother placed his arm around her shoulder, and she rested her head against him.

“Your life can’t be any more pathetic than mine was after the divorce. I thought my chance for love had passed. Then, I got assaulted and found my soulmate. Kaymar loves and accepts me for who I am, and she respects me. She enhances my life. I truly love her with my whole heart.”

Lexi bobbed her head. “I know, I can tell. I’ve never seen you this happy.”

“Happiness is waiting for you too, if you get over your fear of being hurt again.” She shook her head against his shoulder. “Ma told me you met someone yesterday. Logan?”

Lexi raised her head and glared at her brother. “Exactly what do you know about Felix the Clown?”

Jamal waved his hands in defense. “I promise, I am not matchmaking. I really did mess up my schedule. I have never met this clown.”

They shared a laugh.

“Okay, but if I find out otherwise...” 

“Seriously, Lexi, give him a chance. Pray about it first but be open to what God says. And if he turns out to be a jerk, I’ll beat
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