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Chapter 1

The moist lemon flavored cake captivated my taste buds. The sweetness was satisfying but not overpowering. I plunged the plastic white fork into the cake to savor yet another bite of goodness. I felt a smile tug at my cheeks, which meant I was really grinning up something awful.
 In the past five years, I’d become a widow, an empty nester, retired after thirty years of teaching middle school and struggled daily with my greatest comfort — food. My sweet tooth and desire for carbs had slowly become my enemy, leaving me with this battle to monitor my blood sugar every day. I’d lost over fifty pounds in the past two years, but still craved all the food I’d lost on the journey. As a recently acquired wedding planner, I was happy this errand turned out to be a great start for a Tuesday. But there was so much left to do, even for my retiree schedule.
 I looked down at the table where two other plates sat in front of me. I’d almost forgot to try the other wedding cake samples. I stuck my fork into the other two prepared slices. One plate held a yellow cake with fluffy buttercream icing. It tasted like any other cake I had in my lifetime. Nothing extraordinary, but definitely too sweet. On the other plate was a two-layer white angel food cake with a thin layer of strawberries in between the layers. Neither could top the first sample. The light lemon cake was a masterpiece.
 I looked over at my future daughter-in-law, Dr. Carmen Alpine. “Carmen, this one tastes so good. Are you sure this is okay for me to be eating?”
 Carmen’s eyes looked glazed over as if her mind had been transported away from Sweet Dreams Bakery. The independent boutique bakery took on a limited number of clients, and we were lucky to be squeezed in today. I peered down at the plates in front of Carmen and noticed she hadn’t tasted any of the cake selections. I nudged her. “Carmen, are you okay? We have to make this decision today in order to have the cake ready for October twenty-second.”
 She blinked, as if I’d awaken her. “Yes, you’re right.” She grabbed a fork and scooped up the lemon cake from the plate in front of her.
 I watched as she quietly tasted each cake slice almost like a robot. I knew Carmen had worked a long shift at the hospital yesterday. I wasn’t sure if she was tired or if something else was on her mind. Last year, Carmen had completed her residency where she’d met my son, Dr. Cedric Patterson. Both of them were obstetricians. Cedric had officially brought Carmen into his thriving private practice and his heart. Almost forty, my bachelor son had finally found a business partner as well as the love of his life. This woman who I’d grown to accept as a member of the family was a decade younger than my son and just as tall as him too. Carmen reminded me of the singer Beyoncé except she wore her honey blonde tresses in a natural do. Today, her hair was pulled high on her head in a curly puff.
 Neither Carmen or Cedric had time to do wedding planning. Both were quite alright with going to the justice of peace in their scrubs and calling it a day, but Carmen’s parents and I objected, insisting on a wedding ceremony. I’d waited so long to see Cedric find someone. Unlike his older brother, Junior, who married his college sweetheart, I was starting to think Cedric despised the institution of marriage. I mailed a batch of invitations for the busy couple yesterday. We might just make it through these wedding plans without any trouble, even though we were way behind on the checklist.
 Carmen swallowed the last piece of cake and turned towards me. “I asked the chef to create something that tasted good but wouldn’t send people’s blood sugar sky high. She mentioned something about using Stevia and applesauce to substitute for the sugar.”
 I grinned again. “Well, she did a good job. I need to remember that combination the next time I bake. Now will she do this as a two tier or three tier cake?”
 Though her body was still sitting next to me in the bakery, Carmen seemed to wander off again.
 Okay, I was becoming concerned. There was something about Carmen’s slumped posture that didn’t denote an excited bride.
 “Are you upset because Cedric couldn’t make it to the cake testing? You of all people should know babies don’t wait to be delivered.”
 Carmen’s flushed face appeared as if she was going to burst into tears. I watched as she shut her eyes and then opened them. The smooth, caramel complexion of her face seemed composed, but her large brown eyes remained tormented. “No, one of us had to be at the practice today. Cedric does have a patient who can deliver any time now. I’m happy to have you along, Ms. Eugeena. You’ve been really great with all this wedding planning.”
 When I first met Carmen, I wasn’t so sure about this relationship between a doctor and his resident. But over time, since she became the only woman in a long line of prospects my son solidly committed to, Carmen had won me over.
 Now I just needed to work on my youngest and only daughter, Leesa, a mother of two who had yet to marry. I continued to pray for the right man to come along. Leesa had jumped wholeheartedly into planning the reception for her brother and future sister-in-law, and it did my heart good to see her embrace her favorite brother’s wedding.
 I blew out a breath and started to ask Carmen again about the cake, but Chef Ruth Cordell came around the corner with her hands clasped. “So how was it?” The chef looked at the samples in front of Carmen. “Which one did you like?”
 Carmen glanced up at the chef. She reached down and grabbed a fork and stuck it into the plate with the lemon cake. As Carmen chewed thoughtfully, a slight smile appeared on her face. “This is it? Don’t you think, Eugeena?”
 I nodded, happy to see Carmen had snapped out of whatever had been bothering her.
 She nodded, “I’d like to have a two-tiered cake for the cake on display, as well as a sheet cake for backup.”
 The chef jotted notes on her pad. “Got it. We’ll add your cake to our calendar. The big day is October twenty-second, correct?”
 “Yes,” Carmen responded, her voice low.
 The pastry chef glanced at me, and I smiled.
 After Chef Cordell walked back towards the kitchen, I raised my eyebrow at Carmen’s soft-spoken response. There was something else going on with Carmen that had nothing to do with being tired after a long shift. I prodded. “Is everything okay with you and Cedric?”
 She looked at me, her eyes appeared sad. “Yes, we’re fine.”
 “How come you don’t sound like you’re fine? If I didn’t know better, I would think you’re just going through the motions. I know this can all be overwhelming. Are you having second thoughts?”
 She shook her head. “No. I just have something on my mind. Something came up unexpectedly, and I’m still trying to wrap my head around it. I’ll be fine. I appreciate you and Leesa helping me with the wedding. I don’t know what I would do without you both.”
 “Well, let’s get some lunch. I’m feeling a bit low and a meal may do us both some good.” I rose from the chair to stretch my legs. During the hot, summer months, I’d not been diligent to keep up with my walking. I could feel extra pounds on me that I didn’t need. September still had some muggy days, but at least I was attempting to rise a bit early to get in a walk around the neighborhood. Thankfully, I’d walked this morning. Getting old came with an annoying stiffness that walking helped relieve.
 When the chef came out to consult with Carmen about the cake invoice, I headed towards the front of the bakery. Sweet aromas had assaulted my nose from the time we entered, and I figured taking a peek at the offerings didn’t hurt. My eyes zoned on a large cheese danish with tiny pecans embedded in the icing. Cheese danish had been my vice for years. I would have one almost every morning with black coffee before starting my day teaching South Carolina history to eighth graders.
 I caught sight of Carmen coming from the back room, thankfully saving me from the tortuous temptations. I turned to ask her if she was ready to go when I noticed her face. She was staring out the window at something or someone.
 The door to the bakery opened with the jingle of a bell.
 I rotated my body to see a man walk through the doors. His eyes were focused on Carmen. The man was tall, probably over six feet. His skin was a deep dark brown and his eyes were almond shaped. He had the kind of lashes many women strived to achieve with mascara. He spoke, his voice hoarse as if he hadn’t used his vocal chords in a long time or was a possible smoker. “Carmen, it’s good to see you again.”
 
  Again? Who was this man and how did he know Carmen?

 Carmen brushed past me towards the door. “Ms. Eugeena, we need to go.”
 “Okay.” I glanced at the man whose face looked as though Carmen had punched him. I hurried behind Carmen. Her long legs seemed to have forgotten the old woman behind her.
 I called out. “Carmen, slow down. What’s your hurry?”
 I found myself sprinting as Carmen reached her silver Nissan Murano. Before I arrived, she’d already unlocked the doors with her key fob and climbed into the driver’s seat.
 
  Was she going to leave me?

 I rushed around the car and snatched open the passenger door just as Carmen cranked the engine. Out of breath, I hefted my body inside the car. It took what felt like several minutes to catch my breath. I looked at her. “Thank you for the impromptu exercise. Would you mind telling me what’s going on with you today?”
 I turned around to look through the back window. The man who Carmen seemed to be running from was standing outside the bakery staring at us. “Carmen, who is that man? Why is he looking at us?”
 Carmen glanced at her rear-view mirror. “We need to get out of here now.”
 I reached for the seat belt and fastened it as Carmen lurched the car into reverse. She tore out of the parking lot, burning rubber. I tightened my seatbelt and clung to the door rest. “Carmen,” I shrieked, “Are you trying to give me a heart attack?”
 Carmen’s shoulders dropped. “I’m sorry, Ms. Eugeena. I’m so sorry.”
 I loosened my grip on the car door and tried to calm myself. “How about we get some real food to eat? I think you owe me an explanation, young lady.”
 Carmen nodded her head and drove quietly. She gripped the steering wheel so hard I thought she would break it.
 Ten minutes later, she turned the car into Charleston Good Eats, a new family-owned restaurant. It was a popular eatery, especially during the lunch hour, and after much circling, Carmen found a parking space near the back. Looking like a little girl who’d lost her favorite toy, she didn’t immediately cut the engine. I could see she was visibly shaking.
 “Do you want to tell me what’s going on?”
 “I don’t know if I can. I don’t know if I deserve you caring so much or even Cedric’s love at this point.”
 I frowned. I expected tears and drama from my daughter. Watching the usual stoic Carmen break down concerned me. “Carmen, tell me what’s going on.”
 She wiped the tears streaming down her face with her sleeve.
 I reached over and rubbed her arm. “What’s got you so upset? You know you can talk to me. Who was the man back there at the bakery?”
 Carmen lifted her eyes to the top of the car roof as though she sought God for support. “Ms. Eugeena, I haven’t been truthful. I’ve been trying to keep my past behind me, but it’s managed to catch up with me. That…that…that man…was…my ex-husband.”
 I clutched my chest. I was trying not to make a Fred Sanford move because that would be overly dramatic on my part, but my heart jolted with fear.
 
  Was this young woman whom I accepted about to break my son’s heart?

 







Chapter 2

It took me a minute to remember to breathe. Good thing Carmen had left the air condition running. I reached for the air vent to make sure it was blowing full blast on my burning hot face. It was early September, but Charleston, South Carolina, didn’t know anything about cooling down. Fall and spring always went through the South like a blur, barely noticeable. Summertime humidity seemed to stick around until it lost the battle with winter. Even then, winter barely took a bite of the South.
 I looked over at Carmen and asked, “Does Cedric know you were married before?”
 She shook her head. “No. I’ve been meaning to tell him, but the words never come. Now Darius is here in town. I’m still in shock after not seeing him for so many years.”
 I frowned. Carmen was only twenty-eight. She must have married this man pretty young.
 “So your ex-husband just shows up in town all of a sudden?”
 “He found me. Darius Randall found me.” Her voice lowered but was still intense. “He called me this morning. I don’t even know how he got my number.” She seemed to be gulping for air. “But he’s been in Charleston since last week. I saw him last Thursday at the hospital. It was like seeing a ghost. He just appeared casually in front of me, smiling as if he’d been a part of my life all this time.” Carmen’s voice cracked.
 “Just breathe, honey. It’s going to be okay.” I prayed Carmen wouldn’t hyperventilate on me. I’d never seen her like this before.
 “It was a mistake to marry him,” she practically whispered.
 “Well, I suppose you were in love with him at one time. Love has been known to fool a person. You had to be pretty young, right?”
 She nodded. “I was seventeen when I met him. He seemed so grown-up, more mature than the boys my age. After a few months of being with him, I found myself pregnant. I had just turned eighteen.”
 A child? “Oh.” What else was she going to spring on me? “You have a child too?”
 “I lost the baby.” Carmen closed her eyes. “Darius pushed me, and I fell down a flight of stairs. He made me lose the baby.”
 I flinched from the anguish in Carmen’s voice. I knew about marrying young. Ralph Patterson and I married shotgun style when my family found out I was pregnant with Junior. For many years, I resented my marriage. Thankfully, God moved Ralph and I to reconcile a few years before his passing, but I couldn’t imagine a man placing his hands on me and causing such devastating harm.
 “It sounds like you needed to get away from Darius.” I tried to remember the man’s face I’d just seen moments ago before we rushed away. “He doesn’t sound like a nice man.”
 Carmen sniffed. “I stayed with him a few months after the baby died. I should’ve left sooner. He blamed me for losing the baby when he was the one who pushed me.” She scoffed, “He claimed I was standing too close to the edge. The man placed both hands squarely on my back and shoved me. It took me a few months, but my parents helped me get a divorce lawyer.”
 She let out a breath as if pushing the memories away. “My parents felt like I was too young and influenced by an older man. The divorce was almost painless. Darius didn’t put up a huge fuss. He wanted to be rid of me. I went off to college like I was supposed to, graduated, completed medical school, entered residency. Then I met Cedric.”
 Carmen looked at me. “Ms. Eugeena, I put Darius behind me. I didn’t mean to keep this from Cedric. I just pushed that whole part of my life out of my mind.”
 I rubbed her arm. “I understand. If I were your parents, I would have done the same thing to get you out of that awful marriage. You know you need to tell Cedric. He’s thinking you both are getting married for the first time. He needs to know.”
 “I know, but I’m afraid Cedric will not accept this with an open heart.”
 “Cedric loves you. Believe me, I know my son. You tell him what you told me. He’ll understand. Now can we get some food? I think I’m going to pass out.” I wasn’t being overly dramatic either. My face was feeling sweaty despite the air conditioning.
 “Oh, yes, I’m sorry. We need to take care of you.”
 Carmen and I was seated for our meal, and I checked my glucose which was definitely low. I swallowed a glucose tablet and drank the water Carmen had requested from the waiter.
 After we received our orders, we both seemed to get back to normal. That was as normal as one can be after learning about Carmen’s past. I polished off my grilled chicken salad and realized telling Carmen my son would understand could be wishful thinking. I knew my middle child very well. Cedric’s sensitivity could make him react in a way that was not good. One of the reasons why Cedric had remained a bachelor so long was his determination to not be hurt by a woman. He played the field and pretended to enjoy his life, but when I saw Cedric with his nephews and niece, I saw the family man he longed to become one day.
 
  One could only hope and pray. 

 Carmen took care of the bill. As we headed back to the car, something caught my attention from the side.
 
  Was that Darius Randall looking at us from across the parking lot?

 I looked over at Carmen who seemed to be in better spirits. She hadn’t noticed what I saw. We climbed back into the car. I looked in the passenger side mirror, and then pulled down the visor to peer through the mirror. Mr. Randall wasn’t in sight, but I was thoroughly creeped out. It’s possible I was seeing things, but my age hadn’t stopped my ability to pick up details.
 Darius Randall appeared to be following us. Carmen not only needed to tell Cedric, she may need to report this man to the police. This man came to Charleston for a reason and seemed determined to talk to Carmen.
 







Chapter 3

My nerves were fraught when I woke up the next morning. I dreamed Cedric called off the wedding and didn’t sleep as peacefully as I hoped. I threw off the covers and lifted my body to a sitting position. The sunlight was peeking strongly through the blind. On the other side of my bedroom, my roommate, a very round Corgi, raised his eyes to look at me but didn’t move from his doggy bed. Porgy knew once my feet hit the floor it was time to get some nibbles.
 Ralph had never let the children own a pet. Two years ago, after the untimely death of an old friend and neighbor, Mary Fleming, I inherited Porgy. Or rather, he chose me as his new owner. I was still saddened by Mary’s death, especially since I was the one who found her. I also happened to be the one to discover her killer too. Retirement had been quite an adventure for me, but lately it had become quiet. The hair on my arm prickled as though something was telling me the quietness would soon change.
 Today was Wednesday, my day to work the afterschool program at Missionary Baptist Church. I still had plenty of time to myself before heading out to open the church in the afternoon. I was tempted to call Cedric’s house where he and Carmen shared a home. Shacking as they would say in my day. I have to admit I was happy about the engagement making their sharing a home more official.
 It was probably best to wait and let the couple work it out. I thought of two people I could talk to about what was ailing me. My aunt Cora, who was more like a sister since we were only two years apart. She was the last child birthed by my grandparents right around the time my dad had me. Lately, she was caught up taking care of her oldest sister, Aunt Esther. How the oldest and the youngest child were still left out of eight children was amazing since the two women were quite alike in many ways. I knew this early in the morning wouldn’t be a good time to call.
 The next person on my list was my next-door neighbor. He probably was the better choice, mainly because I rather liked his company. Amos Jones and I have solved other mysteries together, and I was starting to think this man from Carmen’s past was indeed a mysterious one.
 Why did he show up out of the blue, now? Carmen mentioned she saw him last week at the hospital. I wondered if it had anything to do with Carmen’s upcoming wedding. The past had a way of rearing its head when a person was trying to move towards the future.
 I grabbed the phone and asked Amos if he would join me for breakfast. He never declined any of my meal invitations, and this morning was no different. I must say I never expected I would prepare meals for another man after losing Ralph almost five years ago. But over the years, Amos and I had become friends. Some folks like Carmen, Leesa and Cora claimed he may as well be my boyfriend. I was far too old for that nonsense, plus I liked the word companion better.
 Amos was a retired detective and also a widow. His wife succumbed to breast cancer not too long after Ralph’s heart attack carried him away. Unlike me, where my children all still lived in South Carolina, Amos’s children lived around the country and rarely kept in touch with him. It was a conversation I tried to approach with him, but I often hit a wall. I knew he was hurt by the distance between his daughters and grandchildren. My family had accepted him, and he seemed to enjoy hanging around us.
 By the time Amos arrived, I had taken a quick shower, dressed in a short sleeve blue maxi dress and placed turkey bacon in the oven. I wore an apron over my dress to keep it clean since it would serve me all day. I wouldn’t have tried this style of dress if not for my daughter, Leesa. She turned me onto it. The dress reached my ankles but didn’t feel like I was wearing a sheet. It moved with me as I walked keeping me comfortable and cool for yet another muggy September day in the South.
 Amos grinned as I opened the door, probably excited from the smells wafting from the kitchen. Of course, I’d also noticed how his eyes swept over me and the way his brown eyes, gazed back at me like I was the most important person in the world. Once he stepped inside, he must have sensed my nervous mood because he raised an eyebrow. “Uh oh, let me guess, there’s trouble brewing in your brain.”
 I swatted at him. “Not anything bad that would require police intervention.” I had stumbled into two crime scenes in the past two years. I was a retired social studies teacher, but somehow, I’d found myself solving murders. That wasn’t what I had in mind all those years ago when I thought about what I would do after I retired from the classroom.
 As Amos followed me towards the kitchen, something about yesterday flashed into my mind. Darius was following us yesterday. Was he a danger to Carmen? Before Amos could sit at the table, I gasped and grabbed his arm. “I may have spoken too soon about police intervention.”
 Amos shook his head. “Let me sit down for this. A sixth sense warned me that you didn’t just call me over for breakfast for no reason.”
 I shrunk back. “I have fixed meals for you plenty of times.”
 “Not since you started this wedding planning business with Carmen.”
 I turned my eyes towards the ceiling, thinking that couldn’t be true. I went over to the stove to stir the grits. “Well, I’m not trying to avoid you. Cedric and Carmen sprang this October twenty-second date on us during the fourth of July picnic. End of August, when I asked them how the wedding planning was going, both said neither of them could find the time outside of their patients. Women have babies all the time and they need their doctors. When I heard they were considering going to the justice of the peace, I just couldn’t handle that.”
 I huffed. “Do you know how long I’ve been waiting on another wedding in this family? Junior has been married twelve years now. My two youngest children don’t seem to care about marriage. I was starting to think maybe Ralph and I had been a bad influence.”
 Amos frowned. “People spend an enormous amount of money on weddings and seem to forget the importance of the marriage part. I should know. I spent $10,000 on my oldest daughter’s wedding. Then she and the guy divorced barely three years later. It’s good that young people take their time.”
 I raised my eyebrow. Amos rarely shared information about his daughters. Seemed like they would have been more grateful to him. Growing up with a dad who was often missing and tied up in police cases, Amos felt the girls just didn’t know him.
 It was a shame. Sometimes people didn’t know how to let go of grudges.
 I grabbed four eggs out of the refrigerator and proceeded to crack them in a bowl. I added a little bit of ground pepper and then whisked the eggs. The entire time I scrambled the eggs in my favorite cast iron skillet, my mind kept going back to yesterday. “Amos, what can the police do about a stalker?”
 Amos raised his bushy eyebrow at me. “You have one?”
 “No, not me!” I sighed. “I guess I better start from the beginning. Yesterday, this guy shows up at the bakery where Carmen and I were taste-testing wedding cake. Oh, the cake is going to be so good, by the way. Anyway, Carmen was acting awfully funny the whole time, then this guy shows up. Carmen took one look at him, and the next thing I knew we were practically running for the car like our lives were in danger.”
 I stopped my tirade long enough to turn the top and bottom stove off. I wasn’t about to burn the food while telling Amos what happened.
 I turned around to face him. “Come to find out, that man was her ex-husband. Anyway, from the way Carmen told it, he was not a good guy at all. He sounded abusive. Thankfully, I calmed her down and we had lunch. But here’s the thing, that gave me the creeps. I could’ve sworn when we left the restaurant that I saw the man again. He had
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