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FIRST WEEK IN AUGUST... 

“You may now salute your bride,” Minister Ray announced, grinning at the newlyweds. 

The moment was surreal as the first tear trickled down Paige Blake’s cheek, then a second. Sucking in her breath, she waited for their lips to touch and seal their commitment. Her vision blurred as she closed her eyes, then a thunderous applause snapped her back into reality. It wasn’t her wedding. She was only the maid of honor. Sniffing, Paige wiped at her tears and remembered to clap.

Her best friend and confidant, Dominique Hayes, was officially Mrs. Ashton Taylor. Paige exhaled. It was going to be a big adjustment not to be able to pick up the phone and chat first thing in the mornings or late into the night. Forget about weekend get-togethers.

Their friendship had begun in high school and had survived and thrived into their thirties. They had shared woes, victories, secrets, and more. Now, Paige would be solo, waving the white flag of singlehood on the sidelines. 

She wasn’t desperate, but at thirty-three—soon to be thirty-four—where was that godly man with a one-of-a kind love for her? Before she knew it, she would be in her mid-thirties, then forties. Maybe by the time she received her AARP card, there would be someone in her life to at least hold her hand.

Paige was depressing herself, and this really was a happy occasion, but—and there always was a “but”—maybe God had forgotten about her.

If God sent a practicing Christian man to her front door, literally, as He had done for Dominique, Paige wouldn’t let him knock twice. Ashton was a courier for a logistics company and happened to deliver a package to Dominique’s doorstep. As of today, the rest was history.

The moment was bittersweet. Isn’t this what she and Dominique had waited, prayed, and believed God for—a mate? 

Clearing her throat, Paige fell into step behind the bride and groom with her handsome groomsman, who was also happily married and the father of two. Didn’t Ashton have any single friends or family members? 

Rejoice with those who rejoice, weep with those who weep. God whispered Romans 12:15 as guests continued to applaud until they left the sanctuary.

Ashamed from the Lord’s rebuke, Paige repented, then submitted to the Holy Ghost, so envy or jealousy wouldn’t rise up within her. Her soul cried out, God, help me. I’m trying, but I’m hurting. When she eyed a photographer pointing the camera her way, she put on a winning smile. 

Paige couldn’t love Dominique more than a sister. Both wanted summer weddings, and Dominique’s color scheme was stunning: sage dresses for the four bridesmaids and gray tuxes and sage bow ties for the men. It was truly a stunning combination. 

As the wedding party formed the receiving line in the adjacent reception hall, Paige stepped out of position to hug her dear friend. “I’m happy for you,” she choked out.

Dominique pulled her back and looked into her eyes. “Your time is coming soon—maybe today,” she said, a hopeful gleam in her eye as happiness glowed from Dominique and Ashton’s faces. 

“Places please,” the organizer instructed. Glancing around, Paige was the only one out of place, so she dutifully returned to her post.

Paige and Dominique had been inseparable, attending their church’s singles ministry meetings, as well as hanging out on the weekends and during summer traveling explorations. The newlyweds were honeymooning in Madrid, Spain of all places. She and Dominique were planning that trip once Paige had landed another job after being laid off. She just needed to earn vacation time and save more money. While Dominique waited, Ashton stepped in.

Paige’s summer vacation would be a road trip in a week to Charleston for the Blake and Croft family reunion. Originally, her aunts in Phoenix were hosting it, but at the last minute, her South Carolina family took over. At least, she would be on the beach.

The stream of well-wishers shook hands with the bridal party as they made their way to Dominique and Ashton. A few who knew Paige whispered, “You’re next,” and added a hopeful smile.

Paige nodded politely and hoped that God had given them that prophecy. Otherwise, she was thankful for the encouragement.

By the time the bridal party was seated at the head table, Paige had identified some potential prospects. If they were single, she needed proof that their salvation walk with the Lord was strong. Until then, she was determined to guard her heart, which was crying out to God to remember her.

When it was time for the toasts, Paige listened to all the blessings and happy wishes given to the bride and groom. When it was her turn, she stood and lifted her champagne glass of sparkling white grape juice. “To my best friend...sister...and now the one and only Mrs. Ashton Taylor—” she added humor to mask her emotions, then swallowed—“I’m so happy that God has blessed you. You and Ashton are a perfect match. My prayer for you is happiness, long life, and a double set of twins.” As the audience laughed, she and Dominique shared a knowing smile. Her friend wanted four children. Dominique blew her a kiss. The gesture warmed her heart, and they both mouthed, I love you.  

When Mr. and Mrs. Taylor graced the floor for their first dance, it took Paige’s breath away. She knew how much Dominique loved her new husband—she heard about it for months. But the look of love in Ashton’s eyes for his bride triggered every romantic fairytale cartoon, movie, and book Paige had stored in her mind. The awe on Ashton’s face made her want to binge on a romantic comedy marathon for a week.

It wasn’t long before the organizer stood behind the mic stand. “Calling all the single ladies. Please take center stage.”

With her bouquet in hand, Dominique glided past Paige. “You better catch this,” she mumbled.” Dominique made eye contact with Paige and frowned. Clearly, Paige wasn’t in the right position. Not quite discreetly, she tilted her head and gritted her teeth to the place where she wanted Paige, as if Dominique was setting up a formation with team players to make a basket. Paige complied.

Within seconds, the bouquet toss was high like a fly baseball to the outfield. Ladies moved as if it was a coordinated dance step, hoping for the bouquet to land in their hands. It was within Paige’s reach, then in the blink of an eye, she was robbed when bridesmaid Dedra King bumped her out of the way and snatched the bouquet.

As everyone cheered, Paige’s heart dropped. Another missed opportunity.
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SECOND WEEK IN AUGUST...

Blake Cross was no longer on a mission. With his DD214 papers of military separation, he was back on U.S. soil in Cleveland, Ohio, permanently. After three tours of active duty in Iraq and Afghanistan, plus two years with the Ohio National Guard, the military had been in his DNA for fourteen years. 

He had been a civilian for six weeks. How long would it take for him to readjust to a life where he didn’t have to answer to anyone?

One day you will answer to Me.

God? What did I do? What do You mean? When no answer came, Blake decided to brush it off to his imagination. Besides, he was in Charleston, South Carolina, for the weekend. Grabbing his key card, Blake strolled out of his hotel room in search of family to reconnect with after his long absence. 

Leave it to the Bells and Crosses to choose another historic site for their family reunion. The DoubleTree Hotel was spacious for his hundred-plus family members to gather. After decades of hosting family reunions, there was no shortage of African-American historically significant places for organizers to designate as this year’s must-see spot. He wouldn’t be surprised one day if everybody ended up in Africa where Ancestry.com had pinpointed their descendants. 

Walking out of his third-floor suite, he admired the hotel’s stately layout leading to the elevator. Once there, he pushed the down button and waited. When the doors opened, a sweet fragrance beckoned him to come in. He did, and his knees weakened. It took all his willpower not to drool. Wow. He was in the company of the most exotic woman he had seen in a long, long time. 

How could a woman have so much hair? Shiny black curls glistened. It reminded him of the dolls his older sisters had when he was a boy. However, this woman wasn’t a toy. Her delicate fragrance filled the elevator like a garden, but it wasn’t overpowering. She removed fashionable shades from her face, and hypnotic hazel eyes stared back at him. That was it. He stopped breathing. Call for resuscitation now!

“Hi. Here for the reunion?” she asked, snapping him out of the trance. 

Getting his bearings, Blake took short breaths and recovered. “Yep. It’s been a long time since I’ve attended one.”

She nodded as the doors closed without him selecting his stop. “I didn’t think you looked familiar. I’m Paige Blake from St. Louis, Miranda and William’s daughter.” She extended her hand, and the softness seemed to melt in his. When his heart skipped a beat, he released it immediately. He had chased after many women in his days, but none that were in his bloodline.

Whoever Aunt or Cousin Miranda was, she has a pretty daughter, definitely a looker. She probably had men straining their necks to appreciate her beauty. Come to think of it, the Crosses were known for having nice-looking children. His older sisters were evidence of that. Monique and Sanette had their pick of men until they decided which ones couldn’t get away. He had yet to meet a woman who would fit that description. “I’m Blake from Cleveland, Lily and—” 

The doors opened to the lower level and they walked out in sync, without him finishing. 

“I know that, silly. This is the Blake/Croft reunion. Do you know where our hospitality suite is?” She squinted, and they pointed at the same time in opposite directions. 

Blake saw it first. “There it is...Cross/Bell Reunion, the Queen Bee Room.”

“The Majesty Room...” she said at the same time. Paige frowned. “Cross/Bell? Aren’t you with the Blake/Croft reunion?” Her bewildered expression begged for an explanation. “I assumed you were saying you’re a Blake versus a Croft cousin.”

“It appears our family reunions are sharing this hotel this weekend.” Blake snickered with renewed interest, relieved there was a mix-up. 

“Paige,” a woman’s squeal echoed from the far end of the hall. “You finally made it!”

Twirling around, Paige released her own high-pitched squeal. The two started a trek toward each other. Without a goodbye, he had been dismissed, leaving a dusting of intrigue behind. Despite separate family reunions, he planned to reunite with Paige before the weekend ended.

###
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“WHO WAS THAT?” NYLA Blake, her cousin and her roommate for the weekend, demanded once they were behind closed doors of the hospitality suite. Her hazel eyes—a Blake trademark—sparkled with mischief. Both were the same height—about five-six—and the same shade of golden brown. Another trademark was a head full of thick hair, if they didn’t cut it. Nyla did, and the short cut enhanced her looks.

“His name is Blake. We rode down the elevator together.” Paige shrugged as she surveyed the stuff to be handed out tonight during the Friday night reunion kickoff banquet.

Her cousin’s shoulders slumped. “Should have known. Are we related to all the fine men?”

“I hope not,” Paige said nonchalantly as she peeped at the prizes, awards, and other recognitions that were stacked in categories, but there were still more piles that needed separating. “That’s his first name.” She paused and twisted her lips. “I can’t recall if he told me his last name or not, but he’s here for another reunion. Strange, huh?” She couldn’t recall two family reunions occupying the same hotel at the same time in all her years attending.

“Excellent.” Nyla grinned. “Can’t do the kissing cousins thing. Maybe I’ll push all the floors next time so I can catch a ride on the elevator with him.”

Shaking her head, Paige chuckled at her cousin’s plotting. Single, too, Nyla was two years older and more aggressive on the dating scene. She had no preferences on nationality—Paige didn’t either—but Nyla had stipulations like he had to have money to pamper her every whim. Paige wanted a mate whose mission was to walk with God. A godly husband meant a godly home, and that’s what she wanted. 

“Go for it, cuz.” Paige was still emotionally drained after Dominique’s wedding. She saw pure love in action, and it was a tough act to follow without the right one sent from the Lord, so Paige’s possibility of happily ever after was on hold. 

She shook off any despair. “Now, stop slacking off. You left me an SOS note on the bed to come to the hospitality room, once I checked in, and help. I’d checked in, so let’s get it done. And where is the local crew?” Paige rested a fist on her hip.

“Putting finishing touches on the banquet room decorations. Others are picking up last-minute items.”

There were never enough hands to complete tasks before the ceremony, especially on the first day of the reunion. She wished they’d move the event to another day, but family members said it was too much to have the picnic and banquet on the same day, so every year, it was the same mad rush to arrive early enough for both.

Working side by side, they sorted T-shirts by sizes, then stuffed them in lightweight multi-colored tote bags bearing the family’s logo along with snacks and other giveaways for a day at the beach on Saturday. 

“How’s your friend Dominique?” 

“Extremely happy. She got married last weekend and is still on her honeymoon this week.” Paige tried to sound upbeat as they got caught up on the happenings in each other’s lives over the past year.

“Good for her,” Nyla said in a quiet voice.

Soon the double door opened, and another favorite cousin, Claire Blake, entered, setting off another round of screams and hugs. 

Daughters of three Blake brothers, they were very close growing up. They spent portions of the summer at their shared grandparents’ house in Louisville, Kentucky. Claire and Paige were the same age and took their Christian walk seriously, while Nyla professed to be a Sunday-only Christian. 

Now, they had separate lifestyles and goals. Despite their promises of staying in touch throughout the year, family reunions were their quality time together.

“Where’s Kenyatta?” Paige inquired about her older cousin and Claire’s big sister.

“Randall wanted to go swimming, so my sister probably took him to the pool.” The oldest of them all, Kenyatta, was the only one who had married and divorced after two years. Her husband, Lance, had cheated with one of her coworkers. Forgiving and forgetting was too hard, so she had filed for divorce. A month after it was granted, Lance and her former coworker had married. Her cousin had been crushed and scarred for life against any talk about another relationship.

That was a wound Paige never wanted to experience. It made her wonder if Lance had been ready to marry since it didn’t take long for his eyes to wander.

“You missed a fine specimen of God’s creation,” Nyla teased, grinning.

“Who?” Claire asked.

“His name happens to be Blake, and he ain’t related. Our dear cousin rode in the elevator with him. I can’t imagine how he looks up close and personal. But from down the hall, he was tall and built—definitely maintaining a healthy exercise regimen—great smile with maybe a dimple, close-cropped hair...” 

Paige stopped. “And you saw all that from ten or twenty feet?”

Nyla grinned. “When it comes to a man, I have twenty-twenty vision.”

“Yep. Nothing’s changed with our cousin from last year.” Claire chuckled “Is she right?”

“I know nothing about the man.” Paige shrugged. Nyla was right about Blake’s attributes, except she wasn’t sure of the dimple part. Yes, the man was hot, but if he wasn’t on fire with the Lord, what was the use taking a second look? She wasn’t trying to examine his features. His confident stance probably garnered him all the attention he wanted. 

Paige had to remind herself that she was guarding her heart, waiting on God to release it in the hands of a man who would love her forever.  

Nyla waved her hand in the air. “Don’t worry. Before the weekend is over, I’ll know everything about the man, including his credit rating.”
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PAIGE’S HAZEL BEDROOM eyes made Blake think of...well, the bedroom. When there was a mention of a possible bloodline connection, he shut down any growing attraction. It resurfaced once there was confirmation they were not related.

Their too brief first impression was seared into his mind. Blake couldn’t shake, dismiss, or forget the subtle spark that ignited when they shook hands. He needed five more minutes tops to see if there was the slightest interest on her part. Not that he was looking for romance or a relationship so soon, but there was something about her that might change that.

Enthralled with Paige, Blake stayed rooted in his spot and performed a quick assessment of his moving target. Besides her attractive facial features, she had nice long legs, and he estimated her height at five-six or -seven. 

What was her story? Was she married, engaged, dating? Did she have children? Where did she live? What did she do for a living? How many siblings? The questions were endless, and he planned to get answers when—not if—their paths crossed over the next three days.

Paige ran away from him without a backward glance—a first. In uniform or in civilian clothes, Blake’s good looks always garnered attention from women, whether in the States or overseas. He mused whether she played poker because she gave nothing away about whether she appreciated his assets or not.

Rubbing his face, Blake had to put the thoughts of Paige Blake on temporary hold so he could enjoy his own family gathering. He spun in the opposite direction and continued to the Queen Bee room where his relatives, including the host families, were probably camped out. Blake opened the door without knocking, and all chatter ceased, then the jovial cheers exploded. 

“Here comes my big strong nephew, home from the war,” said Uncle Harvey, who was teetering on the obese side the last time Blake saw him and had officially crossed over. In his late seventies, he had more weight than hair.

Next came smothering kisses from his fifth cousin Constance and seventh or eighth cousin Jeanie Bell. Elderly cousins were addressed as Aunt or Uncle. 

Where were the cousins his age? He wondered as others showered him with hugs, salutes, pats on the back and high praise for his service. This type of attention doled on him by civilians was often humbling. When he put on his uniform, he was doing a job to protect and serve like police officers, doctors, and nurses.

Once the dozen or so relatives finished their hero’s welcome, they put him to work. He had been ambushed. Blake arranged tables, then re-arranged them, lugged cartons and boxes from trunks of cars and rode the elevator up and down to their hotel rooms for forgotten items. That task he didn’t mind in hopes of running into Paige again.

A few hours later, a text from Tucker, a cousin from Dallas, rescued him from the mission: Arrived. Where you at, cuz? What’s your room number?

Blake grinned. Cool. With our kinfolks in the Queen Bee room. Don’t come down unless you want to do manual labor. Give me thirty minutes to shower and change. Meet you in the lobby. 

He turned back to his relatives with a frown. “Something has come up. I’ve got to go. See you later.”

“Umm-hmm.” Aunt Myrtle gave him a side-eye and rolled her mouth. “I bet them other cousins are here. Ain’t fooling me. I know y’all thick as thieves.” She pointed an arthritic finger at him. “You tell Tucker he better come see me sooner than later.”

Laughing, Blake could only nod. Their great-great-something cousin might be in her mid-eighties, but nothing passed under her radar. Her business was to know the family’s business. “Yes, ma’am. What gave it away?”

“I don’t care if you are grown, you still wear that silly lopsided, crooked Cross smile, especially when you and your cousins are concocting some scheme, then you try and put on an innocent face. Umm-hmm. I didn’t have eleven kids and not learn something...and speaking of children, when are you and your cousins getting wives and bringing us another generation...”

Blake was guilty of the scheming but clueless about a wife and family. “I’ve got time.” He kissed her cheek and hurried out the door before he got suckered into an hour-long monologue that he and his cousins had to suffer through as children.  

After his quick escape, he glanced down at the other end of the hall. Was Paige still there? He tapped the elevator button and waited to see if she was inside when the doors opened.

She wasn’t, so he tapped the third floor. When the doors closed, he sniffed, hoping to detect Paige’s fragrance. Nothing. Back in his room, he was about to shower when he caught a glimpse of the wild hairs surrounding his goatee. A touch-up came first. “Never know when our paths will cross,” he cautioned his reflection in the mirror. After shaving, he showered, then tweaked his wardrobe. Instead of a T-shirt with his cargo shorts, he chose a cotton short-sleeve shirt with a collar. He slipped on his sandals, grabbed his wallet, and headed out.

Would his heart pound all weekend whenever he waited on an elevator? When the doors opened, three young girls stopped giggling and stared. He greeted them, they blushed and giggled some more. Too bad he didn’t have the same effect on Paige.

As soon as he walked out onto the lobby floor, Blake spied his childhood running buddies. It had been at least eight or nine years since he’d last seen everyone. While Blake remained trim, Tucker and the others had thickened up. Some had hair, some didn’t. Blake had recently turned thirty-four and planned to keep the waves in his hair as long as he could. 

Tucker was thirty-one, but an old soul and wise beyond his years. Neither had brothers, so they treated each other as siblings, and their kinship was unmistakable as relatives. The only difference was they were two different shades of brown—a blend of vanilla and a touch of mocha. Like Aunt Myrtle had said, all first cousins—Crosses and Bells—had the same boyish grin.

“Whatz up, B?” Tucker said, grabbing him in a bear hug.

“Man, it’s good to have you back—alive and in one piece,” another cousin said.

“You look the same,” another cousin commented.

Blake grunted. A wartime soldier never returned home the same, especially knowing roadside bombs could steal a life in minutes.

Tucker clasped his hands. “What are we going to do, stand around here for Aunt Myrtle to come find us, or see what the city has to offer?” 

“We’re going on the city tour tomorrow,” Blake reminded him, knowing his cousin was talking about women sightseeing.

“Yep, but the concierge said we should check out Queology for barbecue and happy hour.” 

They strolled outside the hotel. The historic area was like a throwback to Small Town USA with its tree-lined streets and narrow sidewalks. Everything was close by. Their destination was five minutes away on foot.

The cousins settled in at the bar and ordered ribs, fries, and drinks. 

“Don’t think we’re not going to get chewed out for being missing in action,” Tucker said before he
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