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  Prologue

Serena 


Eight years ago 
“The jury’s ready,” the bailiff says through the partially open door. 
“Thank you, Randy,” I reply. 
Once he closes the door behind him, I take a deep breath, steeling my spine. Regardless of how the verdict goes, someone is going to be angry. That’s usually the fact, but this case has the entire city on pins and needles. 
In so many ways, it’s a powder keg waiting for a match. High-profile cases always are.
As soon as I step through the door, Randy’s voice calls out, “All rise.”
I take my seat behind the bench and wait for everyone in the courtroom to be seated. Once everyone has resettled, I turn to the jury. “Madam forewoman, has the jury reached a verdict?”
She stands and answers, “Yes, your Honor, we have.” Randy steps over and takes a piece of paper from her and hands it to me. I open it and read the verdict, then hand it back to Randy, who returns it to the forewoman. 
This is going to be a clusterfuck, as my daddy used to say. The match is about to be struck and the city is going to explode. I fully expect there to be riots and I can’t say that I blame them.
“How do you find?” I ask, taking my gavel in hand, ready to silence the uproar I know is coming. 
She reads the verdict, her voice quavering slightly, “We the jury find the defendant not guilty on the charge of first-degree murder…” She goes on, reading off each charge, and the verdict is the same on all counts. 
Not guilty.
And it pisses me off.
The courtroom erupts in a cacophony of voices, some shouting vitriol while others shout victory. I bang my gavel, trying to regain order, but there’s so much chaos as people rise from their seats that the bailiffs have to step in when a fight almost breaks out. My eyes are fixed on the woman who crumples at the verdict as her husband attempts to keep her from falling to the floor.
Based on the presentation in the courtroom, I can’t say I’m surprised at the ruling of the jury. The defendant is from a prominent local family that has wealth enough to hire the best of the best for representation. The prosecution was a green attorney still wet behind the ears because apparently that’s all a poor young African American girl deserves from the district attorney’s office.
I return to my chambers, disgusted with the outcome, but my hands are tied. In a fit of pique, I lift the paperweight from my desk and throw it against the wall. It just bounces off undamaged and settles on the plush carpet on the floor.
With a sigh of discontent, I go over to pick it up and place it back on my desk.

      [image: image-placeholder]Two months later
My career choice was driven by a deep and abiding love of the law. After working my ass off in the trenches, I decided I wanted to become a judge, envisioning myself as the lovechild of Clarence Thomas and RGB. That goal was accomplished, and I became one of the youngest judges to sit on the bench in Georgia.
That was no minor fete for an apparent black woman in the south. I say apparent because I’m actually more white than I am black with my mama being white and my daddy being half black and half Choctaw. However, my medium brown skin and textured hair lead people to make an assumption about my ethnicity and they usually land on me being African American.
Lately, my love for the rule of law has waned as I see so many injustices carried out when criminals walk free and victim’s families experience the heartbreak all over again. As an attorney, I worked hard and rarely saw defeat. As a judge, I feel like so much of the process is out of my control.
Today has been another challenging day that has me wondering if this bone-deep frustration is my new normal. It’s Friday, so I think it’s going to be a two-glass night. I’m thinking of a nice red to go with the microwave lasagna.
As soon as I step inside the foyer of my townhouse in southwest Buckhead, I know I am not alone. There’s something in the air that makes the hair on my forearms stand up and an itch burn at the back of my neck. Rather than drop my umbrella in the stand by the front door, I keep it in hand as a potential weapon.
When I turn, I see only a silhouette, a dark smudge revealed by the ambient light provided from the glow of streetlamps through the living room window. I expected a much larger form, but the shape is diminutive. She steps forward and the light glints off the gun in her hand.
Headlights from a car passing on the street wash over her grief ravaged face. “Mrs. Jackson,” I say. “What brings you here tonight?”
The gun is hanging heavy at her side, so she’s not hellbent on doing me harm. Not yet, anyway. Her lips move, but the sound is so faint, I can’t make out her words.
She rolls her shoulders and swallows. “They’re all gone and I’m all alone,” she says. 
I frown. “Mrs. Jackson, can I call your husband to come get you?”
Her bark of laughter is full of grief and venom. “I told you,” she says angrily, “they’re all gone. You let that boy get off for killing my Jasmine.” Just as quickly as the anger flashed, it’s gone, replaced with pure grief. “My poor Hank couldn’t handle losing our little girl. He had a heart attack last week and died. Now they’re together and they’ve left me here all alone.”
Oh, dear, God. I had no idea. There must be a way to help her calm down long enough for me to get that weapon from her before she hurts someone. 
“Mrs. Jackson, I’m so sorry.” I take a slow step closer to her. “Please, let me fix us some tea and we can talk about it.”
Her hand goes to her forehead, rubbing as if she has a headache. I can imagine she probably does.
One more slow step closer. 
Her head snaps up, and the gun rises. “Stop!”
I extend my hands, palms out in a conciliatory gesture, the umbrella dropped to the floor. “Please, let me help you…”
She barks out another strangled laugh. “You can’t help me. No one can help me. I just miss them so much…”
Before I can think of a response, her hand swings up, puts the barrel of the handgun into her mouth, and she pulls the trigger.






  
  Chapter one
Serena


I’m not too proud to admit that when I took this job eight years ago and moved almost a thousand miles away from the life I’d so meticulously built, I was running away. You’d think I would have gone home to Louisiana, but there was still too much of my father’s ghost lingering there, along with the two brothers who wanted nothing to do with me.  
Instead, when I heard an older, close to retirement colleague talking about a teaching position he’d applied for at a university in Oklahoma, I did everything in my power to get the job. If that makes me a bitch, I’ll gladly shoulder that burden. 
He was looking for a cushy, low demand job in which to wile away his golden years. Me, I needed this job. 
Needed it.
My entire world tilted on its axis after Mrs. Jackson splattered her brain matter all over my front hallway. Although I’ve never experienced that kind of heartache, I have known that feeling of emptiness. At the moment she pulled the trigger, I felt the black hole where my heart had been.
So much so that I was afraid I might follow her path if something didn’t change. And change it did. At first, I just needed a place to land, but through teaching, I’ve found my love for the law again. I’ve also reconnected with my half-brother, the only person in my family besides my mama I ever felt truly close to.
I love seeing students’ faces light up when they suddenly gain an understanding of a concept. It’s very rewarding when I read a student’s paper and discover they’ve gone deeper than the surface, diving into doing the research to support their claims.
“That’s all for today,” I say, and on cue, the students begin to rise from their seats and file out of the room. “Miss Flores, I’d like to see you for a moment.”
The young woman pauses like a doe that’s suddenly had a spotlight shone on her. Magdalena’s entire body sighs, but she gathers her things and comes down the steps to my desk. When she stops in front of me, her eyes are on the floor.
This is the second course she’s taken with me and during the last course and the first half of this one, I found her to be an exemplary student. She’s bright and able to grasp complex legal content easily. I also enjoy the way she’s able to look at a problem to find multiple solutions.
However, since the mid-term exams, she often shows up late and has missed several classes. Her work is shoddy and thrown together of late and if she can’t remedy it, she’s in danger of having to repeat this course. The semester is almost over, so an excellent score on her final exams may be the only thing that carries her through.
Now that I see her up close, it’s worse than I thought. The evidence that something is going on in her life is written all over her. Her normally well-kept appearance is disheveled, her hair looking as if it hasn’t been washed recently and her clothing is rumpled and stained. 
“Miss Flores, I’m a little concerned about you. Until a few weeks ago, you were an excellent student, but now your focus seems to be elsewhere.”
She shuffles her feet. “Yeah, I just have some personal stuff going on.”
“I understand that sometimes life presents us with obstacles that make it difficult to do the things we’d like. If there is anything I can help with, even if it’s just an ear to listen, I hope you know I’m here.”
“Thank you, but I’m not quite sure what I’m dealing with yet. Anyway, I’d better get to my next class.”
“Go on, but remember what I said.”
“I will,” she calls out over her shoulder as she darts up the steps to the door. 
I watch her as she goes, even more concerned than I was when class started. She’s an adult and I’ve offered to help, so there’s not much more I can do right now. Hopefully, she’ll be willing to accept my offer before things get any worse for her. 
Putting it out of my mind, I gather my things and clear out of the room to make way for the next class. In my office, the visage of Magdalena Flores comes to mind again, and I can’t dispel it. What on earth could have her making such a startling about face?
Based upon her appearance, perhaps there is some instability in her access to shelter. I wonder if she lives in an apartment or with her family. That’s something I can check into. 
My mind is so distracted that I’m not going to be able to give appropriate attention to the papers I need to review. There has to be some way I can find out more information about her situation without broadcasting that there’s a problem. It might be a temporary situation and I could be ringing a bell that can’t be unrung. That could make things worse for her.
When I look her up in the system, it’s as I expected; there is only the barest of information. My first call is to the registrar’s office, but they can’t give me anything beyond what I already have without a good reason. With a thank you, I disconnect the call. 
I thought that perhaps I could get her address and… What? Do a drive by like some crazy stalker? 
No, I’ll just have to trust that my offer of help sank in and that she’ll take me up on it if she truly does need aid. Even then, my ability to help will be predicated on whatever the problem is. It could be that all I can do is lend an ear and pray it’s enough.
Professors getting involved in a student’s personal life could be a whole can of worms that shouldn’t have been opened. There have been teachers that have lost their jobs because they got over involved. However, I can’t just sit around and watch a brilliant student go down in flames.
It might get me fired, but I’m not willing to sit passively on the sidelines if there’s something I can do.






  
  Chapter two
Vance


The man across the desk from me is huge. A far sight bigger than me, and that’s saying something because I’m no shrinking violet. When he stood and shook my hand, he was at least three inches taller and I stand at six-two. 
“Jack Carver,” he’d said as he gripped my hand. 
He’s one of the brothers that owns the company. I did my research, so I know there are two of them, but they’re smart and kept their photos off the website. When dealing in all facets of security, it doesn’t do to be overly recognizable. 
However, this dude would be impossible not to recognize after meeting him once. He’s all kinds of distinctive. 
“Vance Douglas,” I reply and take my seat.
He holds up a piece of paper and sets it aside. It looks an awful lot like my resume. “You’ve had an impressive career,” he says, and plants the tip of one blunt finger on the page. “Tell me what’s not on there.” 
I shrug. “Not much, really. I’m a pretty simple guy. Married my high school sweetheart and went from high school into the army because it would provide a stable income and get me the GI bill for college after service. Figured I’d do the two years active, then do two in the reserves while I went to school. I liked it better than I thought I would and after two years applied to Ranger School. Spent six years as a Ranger and left with an honorable discharge. Got a job as a beat cop and went to school. Got a degree and a detective shield soon after.”
“Why leave Atlanta for Oklahoma City?” 
He’s direct. I appreciate that in a person. I’ve never been one to beat around the bush and don’t like it when others do. 
“My ex-wife and I divorced several years ago, my kids are in college, and I was ready for a change from Atlanta. My mother moved up here to Del City a few years ago to live with her sister. Neither one of them is getting any younger, and they need someone to look out for them.”
“Why security?”
“Seems like it would be a bit more forgiving than the constant demand policing can be. I’d also like to get my PI license to add a layer that puts my detective skills to work.”
We talk a while longer, mostly casual, with a little interrogation mixed in. He quizzes me about security systems and approaches to protection. When he rises from the chair, it squeaks under his bulk. 
I get the feeling he’s the muscle of the business. Based on the way he moves, as he shows me around the facility, I’d say he probably spent some time in special forces himself. 
We pause by a mat with a ring on it where two men are sparring as another man watches on. The watcher has the same coloring as my tour guide, but looks to be slightly older and slightly smaller. Probably the other brother. Yeah, my powers of observation are impeccable.
The brother stops the two sparring and gives tips to each man, then tells them to go again. They punch and dodge and eventually end up on the ground grappling. When he calls for the opponents to stop again, he comes over to where I stand with Jack.
With an extended hand, he says, “Hi, I’m Jerald Carver.”
Yep, the brother. 
I introduce myself.
“Ah,” he says, “the Ranger. Jack here was a SEAL for several years. We could use some more of his level of training. We train everyone in hand-to-hand, but as I’m sure you know, some people pick it up faster than others. It’s almost easier to train someone on the technical stuff than to train a technician in self-defense. Some excel in one or the other, but we’re trying to build up our team members who can do both.”
“Makes sense,” I answer.
Jack lifts his chin toward the mats. “Want to give it a go?”
With a shrug, I say, “I can. I was planning on a trip to the gym after I was through here. My bag’s in the car so I can change and let you test me to see if I really am who I say I am.”
“That’s not…” Jerald begins.
“Excellent,” Jack interjects.
He shows me where the locker room is, and after a quick dash out to my car, I get changed. This place is pretty nice. They have an excellent set of quality weights and equipment for just about any kind of workout you’d want.
The locker room is well kept, clean and free of stink, which can be a challenge with a bunch of men involved. It’s also set up to be able to keep things here for potential overnight shifts.
At a place like this, I would be able to keep my soldiering skills honed while keeping up my detective’s eye once I get my PI license. I step onto the mats in shorts and a tee, choosing to leave my feet bare. When I meet Jack there, he’s dressed much the same.
“You want gear?” he asks, and I discern he means protective gear.
I shake my head. “Nah. If we’re both who we say we are, we should have enough control of our moves that we shouldn’t need it.”
That gets me a grin. “Excellent.”
With that, he claps, officially beginning our match. We circle each other and begin the dance of warriors. It truly is a dance, and it’s a thing of beauty. 
Jack Carver and I are evenly matched. He’s a little stronger, but I’m a little faster. It’s been ages since I sparred with someone who could push me to be better. The last time was with my Ranger brothers.
Maybe this is a place where I can find a new brotherhood to be part of. When Jerald finally calls the match, Jack and I are both breathing heavily. Seems I was able to challenge him, too. 
As we suck down water from the cooler on one side of the room, Jack holds out his hand to me. “Thanks. It’s been a long time since I’ve had someone who was able to push me.”
I shake his hand. “Same.”
“I like him,” he says, looking over my shoulder. 
“I can tell,” his brother answers, stepping into our space. “Why don’t you come with me? We’ll talk about all the stuff that Jack probably failed to mention.” 
By the time I walk out of Jerald’s office, I’m hoping they offer me the job. It seems like a solid company and I like both of the brothers. I had it right when I thought Jack was the muscle and Jerald was the management. Between the two of them, they seem to be a well-balanced set of leaders. 
It seems like the kind of place I think I’d like to settle in at.






  
  Chapter three
Serena


My concern for Maggie Flores grows when, two days later, she doesn’t show up for class. I called her phone, one of the few tidbits of information I have access to, after I finished teaching and left a message. It was a low-key, just checking on you, message, but my concern is anything but casual.  
Perhaps I’m overreacting, but something about it won’t let me go. If I don’t hear from her soon, I’ll find some other way to track down her information. She might not appreciate me showing up on her doorstep, but at least I’ll have more information to gauge her level of safety.
“Hello ladies,” I say as I take a seat for dinner at the Belladonna Society. “What’s new and exciting?” 
After I first joined, I wasn’t sure I’d made a good decision, but last year, I started showing up more often. I’ve been pleasantly surprised by the budding friendships. 
At almost forty, three of the women in our orientation cohort, or quint, as we call ourselves, were several years younger than I and one, Caitlyn Foster, was a few years older. However, this diverse group of women has grown on me. 
Gabriella Masters, Demeter Lawson, and Alicia Pham are all mature for their ages, having been seasoned by the difficulties life has thrown at them. When I first met Gabriella, she was single, but married Morgan Masters this past Christmas in a small, but beautifully intimate ceremony. Demi, as Demeter prefers to be called, is now engaged to Morgan’s youngest brother, Kellen.
Alicia is in an orthopedic surgical residency program and is not present for dinner this evening. Just a little over a month ago, life threw her another curveball when her young cousin, of whom she was guardian, was tragically killed.
“Serena!” Cait says, “So glad you could make it. Ford has finally agreed to take some time off so we can go on vacation. That’s about as exciting as it gets for me.”
That gets a laugh from the group. She’s been trying to talk her partner into taking a vacation for months, but as an OKCPD Homicide Detective, he hasn’t been able to pull himself away from work long enough for them to go anywhere.
“As for me, it’s all wedding planning, all the time,” Demi says. “Who would have thought that eight months wasn’t enough time to plan a small wedding?”
“The bulk of my excitement is changing diapers and nursing. At least I’ll get to go to a wedding where I’m not pregnant,” Gabriella teases.
“Well, I think you set the precedence for Masters Brothers’ weddings,” Demi says cryptically. 
Then it sinks in and I grin. “You’re pregnant?”
Demi’s cheeks turn pink as she nods. “Yes. Just barely, but we got confirmation from the blood work on Monday. Henry is ecstatic about being a big brother.”
Congratulations echo around the table.
“What about you, Serena?” Cait asks. “What’s new and exciting in your life?”
“The semester is almost over and summer break is just around the corner,” I reply with a chuckle.
Gabriella queries, “How’s Diondre?”
That brings a smile to my face. Diondre Wallace is a man I’ve been dating for several months and so far, it’s looking very promising. “He is well. We’re spending so much time at each other’s homes that I’m thinking we’ll be transitioning to co-habitating soon.”
In reality, he spends a lot of time at my home, but I only rarely spent time at his in the beginning and I haven’t been there at all for a while. He says it’s because my place is more comfortable, but sometimes I wonder.
“I’m a big fan of living together,” Demi says. She and her fiancé, Kellen, have been living together for almost six months.
“I’ve mentioned it as a possibility, but part of me wonders if maybe we’re too independent. There are times when I love being at home alone and don’t have to answer to anyone about anything.”
“It is a compromise,” Gabriella adds.
“Because of what was going on with Benjamin, Ford and I were practically living together from day one because he wanted to keep me safe,” Cait says. 
Benjamin was Cait’s husband. She was trying to find a way to divorce him when he attacked her and she killed him in self-defense. 
Cait’s presence reminds me that, through the police department, Ford might have access to a lot more information than I do. As we eat our meal, I weigh the choice to ask her if Ford might be willing to look up Maggie’s information for me. 
We’re finished eating and winding down when Gabriella and Demi take their leave. Cait is gathering her things, and I decide to test the waters. 
“Cait, I have a question.” I tell her about the situation with Maggie. “Through the school, all I have access to is her phone number. She missed class today, so I left a message. I’m not overly alarmed yet, but something about her demeanor is making me anxious on her behalf.”
“Perhaps you have some sort of intuition going on,” Cait says.
“Perhaps,” I agree. “I was wondering if it might be possible for Ford to look up her information and maybe get an address. Like I said, I’m concerned, not alarmed yet, but if I don’t hear from her soon, maybe he could have someone do a drive by or wellness check or something. Or, if he feels comfortable, he could give me the information and I can go knock on her door.”
She nods. “That might be a possibility. Let me know if you don’t hear from her by the weekend and I’ll talk to Ford about it. I’m with you. If she’s changed that much in such a short time, something is going on.”
“Thank you,” I tell her, putting a hand on her arm. 
“Certainly,” she says.
We walk out together and say our goodbyes on the sidewalk. Knowing I might have a potential ally in Ford who might be able to help, I feel much better. Although I doubt I will, as I make my way home, I wonder if I’ll have a handsome man there waiting for me. 
On the nights that I go to the Society, we usually sleep apart because I get home late after having dinner with my friends. A sister can hope, though.






  
  Chapter four
Serena


By the end of classes on Friday, I still haven’t heard from Magdalena Flores, so I call and leave another message. Cait suggested giving it a couple of days. Although I’m her professor, I’m not someone she’d have contact with on a daily basis, so I don’t know if she’s really in trouble. 
I’m rescued from stewing in my concerns when my phone dings with a text that brings a smile to my face.
Diondre: Missed u this week. All done for the day?
Me: Missed you, too. Just leaving. Will I see you tonight?
Diondre: Yeah but might be late.
Me: Work keeping you busy?
Diondre: Client dinner.
Me: Okay.
The smile is gone now. We’ve been seeing each other for almost nine months and when we first met, we were together all the time and couldn’t get enough. He swept me off my feet in the best way. 
However, over time, all that heat has tapered off. More and more, it’s seeming like we only see each other when it’s convenient for him. When I’d said at dinner last night that I’d talked to him about moving in, that did happen, but it was months ago.
I guess with all of them finding the kind of love in their lives that it seems few do, I did a little propping up of my own love life. The truth is that even though I’m in a relationship, I spend a lot of time feeling lonely and that isn’t right.
Instead of going home to my empty house, it’s early, so I drive right past the turnoff to my house and continue on to the City to go to the Society to work out and have dinner. At least at the Society, if you’re sitting at a table alone, unless you’re reading a book or doing something that signals you don’t want company, you won’t be alone long. 
I’m joined by three other women as I eat dinner. The conversation is light, friendly getting to know you stuff, but it’s exactly what I needed tonight. When I finally do head home, I’m in a much better frame of mind.
I’ve been home long enough to shower, change, and pour a glass of wine when Diondre comes through the unlocked door. He’s moving strangely, and when he draws near, I understand why as the aroma of whiskey and cigars envelops me, so strong I have to stifle a cough.
“You smell like you’ve been having fun,” I say as he turns me and pulls me into his arms.
“’Bout to have a lot more fun,” he mumbles as he nuzzles my neck. 
Part of me wants to push him away and tell him to leave, but a bigger part of me craves being touched by someone. His kisses are sloppy and uncoordinated and I wonder if he got a rideshare here. Hopefully, he wasn’t driving.
Quit being the law. You’ve got your man here, so focus on him.
 Reaching a hand between us, I stroke him through his pants but he’s very slow to rise. He must have really had a lot to drink. There have been a few times when he’s indulged to excess like this, so it’s not surprising, but it is concerning because the last time was just a couple of weeks ago.
His dick doesn’t even reach half-mast and the way he’s slobbering all over my mouth and mauling my breasts isn’t doing anything for me. My first instinct to push him away was the right one. With a sigh, I back away from him.
“Whaswrong?” he asks, swaying on his feet.
“Honey, I think maybe you’ve had a little too much to drink tonight,” I say, trying to be as delicate as I can. 
“Naw,” he replies, putting a hand on the counter to steady himself. “I’m fine. Come on, baby…”
He reaches for me again. 
“Maybe if we wait a little while, you’ll be able to…” I wave a hand toward the region of his flaccid penis.
He scowls and steps back. “What the fuck are you talking about?” Unzipping his pants, he takes the organ in question into his hand and strokes it. “I am so DTF…down…to…fuck.”
His mouth is telling me all about his sexual prowess, but he doesn’t have any better luck at getting his dick hard than I did. Angry now, he stuffs his limp dick back into his pants and zips them up. “Knew I shoulda just went home.”
Turning on his heel, he heads for the door. “Diondre!” I call after him. “You’re drunk, you shouldn’t be driving!”
I go after him and try to take his keys, but he’s bigger and stronger and easily pushes me away. An “oof!” blasts out of me when my back slams into the wall and I’m struggling to catch my breath. By the time I straighten up, he’s in his car. 
For a moment, I think I should call the police before he has a chance to kill someone, but he doesn’t back out. I wait for a couple of minutes, then go out to look at him through the window. He’s passed out.
He wasn’t even sober enough to get the car started. I open the car door and go through his pockets until I find his key fob. He’s too big for me to wrangle into the house, so he’s just going to have to sleep in his car. 
Rather than taking them into the house with me, I put the fob onto a small table by my front door, where I often put seasonal decorations. If he’s sober enough to find them there, he should be sober enough to drive, and it saves being awakened in the wee hours of the morning by him pounding on the door. 
I’m kind of glad I never gave him a key. So much for wanting to move in together. After tonight, I’m not even sure I want to see him again. 
I go into the house, turning off lights on my way to my bedroom, only pausing for a moment in the kitchen to pour my glass of wine down the drain. 
Wow…tonight did not go the way I thought it would.






  
  Chapter five
Serena


When I wake up the next morning, Diondre is gone. A glance at my phone tells me he hasn’t messaged or phoned, but someone else has. Maggie Flores has sent me a text. 
Professor, sorry I’ve been out of touch. There are some family issues I’m dealing with right now. Thank you for your concern, but I’m all right. I should be back in class next week.
Thank goodness. Although I’m still concerned because it would appear the family issues she’s dealing with are affecting her on a level that is creating problems with school, she’s an adult. Sometimes you have to put family before all else.
The sun is barely climbing over the horizon, so I decide to go out and work in my flowerbeds before it gets too hot. Hours later, I’m sweaty and tired but pleased with how beautiful my beds look. 
There’s still no word from Diondre. There’s a temptation to be pissy about him showing up so drunk last night, but because I’m an adult and a little worried about him, I break down and send a text.
Me: Just want to make sure you made it home safe.
The afternoon is spent grading papers and my evening takes me to one of those wine and paint classes with two of my fellow professors from the university. When someone posted the flyer, I thought it would be fun. However, when I saw there were only three of us signed up, I started to back out. 
I’m great mingling in large groups where there are plenty of other people and you can just float through without having to get too deep with any one person. In small groups, there are greater expectations of how much you share, and that’s where I falter.  
Opening up to others is not something that comes easily for me. It’s also something that makes it difficult for me to make new friends, which is why it’s taken me so long to warm up to the women in my quint at the Society. 
Growing up, my father was a big believer that children were to be seen and not heard, especially me, his only daughter. My mother was a debutant in the south from old money and traditional values. She was taught to be smiling and submissive to her husband and taught me the same.
Further reinforcing my ingrained and natural reticence was my career of choice. Talking about work was usually boring for other people and, as a judge, became something that couldn’t be allowed. The only parts of my job I could talk about then were the ones that were already well known to the public and plastered all over the news.
“I think yours turned out great,” I tell Willa Leggett honestly. “But mine is going to be tossed in the bin as soon as I get home.”
“No! It’s not that bad!”
I chuckle at her response.
“It’s okay. I know it’s not great. Creative pursuits have never been my forte, but I’m glad I came because this has been fun.”
Frances Gunn says, “Me, too. I didn’t know what to expect, but we should do this again sometime.”
“Agreed,” I say, raising my glass to them. “Here’s to good wine and bad painting.” They clink their glasses with mine and we all laugh.
It’s late when I get home so I set my alarm for a later than usual time. Normally on Sundays, I go to the early church service because I’m usually awake early in the day, but I think I’ll be inclined to sleep in a little in the morning.
My thinking was correct because I’m wakened by the blaring of my phone, which is a rarity. I can’t remember the last time I didn’t wake up to turn the alarm off before it sounded. Once I turn it off, I get out of bed to start my day.
The music is excellent this morning. I’ve only been coming to this church for a few weeks. My previous location changed pastors, and I didn’t care for the new preacher’s hellfire and brimstone approach. The God I believe in is one of love, not of the kind of hate the new man was spewing.
As the praise and worship music fades to the background, one pastor takes the stage. “Good morning, brothers and sisters. We have a very special ceremony happening today. This is something we do twice a year as new blessings are added to the members of our congregation. If you have a recent addition to your family or are new and have children who have never been blessed, please come up to the platform with your little one and family. We’ll say a prayer over and bless each one.”
A dozen or so families make their way up to the front with small children and babies bundled in blankets. I freeze in my seat when I see someone I know.
Once everyone is gathered, the pastor makes his way down the line. He introduces each family and their baby or child and prays a blessing over each one. It’s mostly the same brief prayer over and over, but he adds tidbits for those he must know personally.
Then his hand falls onto the shoulder of the man I know. “This man, I’ve known for over twenty years. We went to high school together and man, did we get up to some mischief, but don’t worry Brother Diondre, I won’t tell any of your secrets if you won’t tell any of mine.”
The entire congregation is laughing, and it’s then that Diondre looks over the crowd and his eyes meet mine. He stops laughing. The pastor introduces Diondre’s wife, Ernestine, and their daughter Jamila, who has blessed them with a four-month-old grandson. 
Thoughts crowd my brain and I don’t hear anything else as I sit there frozen in my seat. When Diondre and I first met, he told me he was separated and his divorce was close to being finalized. 
He would mention it from time to time in those first few weeks we were together, making it seem as if they were still working out the details. But it would appear that they’d reconciled and that asshole never bothered to tell me.
How could he do that? No wonder he’s deflected any time I’ve asked about his kids or talked about moving in together. I thought we were looking toward a future together, but apparently I was just some woman he was fucking and don’t really mean anything at all to him.
Round and round my mind spins, the thoughts growing darker and darker. I hate liars. Hate being lied to. Hate being made a fool of. 
Although I’m not sure who is the bigger fool, me or his wife. Regardless, my days of being fooled by him are over. I can’t say that his wife’s are. Who knows if I’m even the only woman he was messing with?
The service ends and I try to make an escape out the door, but the people at both ends of my row are caught up in conversations. Because I’m in a church, I draw on my patience, but that doesn’t last long. I’ve got to get out of here.
Standing, I move to the end of the row, choosing the side without the elderly woman, who looks like she’s melded with the pew. “Excuse me,” I say to the large man standing in the row. 
He looks around, surprised. After some shuffling around, they make enough room for me to pass through their group to freedom on the other side. At the exit, the pastor who went to high school with Diondre is standing, talking with people as they leave. He has spoken to me a few times, but I prefer not to speak to him today, especially since this is the last time he’ll be seeing me. 
I step to the side of a small family exiting at the same time, putting them between me and the pastor. Just when I think I’m going to make it through the door without being stopped again, “Sister Serena!”
Closing my eyes for a breath before I turn, I steel my spine and plaster a smile on my face. It freezes there as I see Diondre standing just beyond with his wife, daughter, and grandson.
“Pastor Fulton, so good to see you again.”
“I was concerned when I didn’t see you at the first service, but I’m glad you made it to this one.”
He holds out his hand and I put mine in it just as he covers the back with his other hand. My father used to do this kind of double-handed shake and I hate it, but that’s my issue, not the pastor’s. 
“Yes, I had a little bit of a late night yesterday and decided to sleep in this morning.”
“Well, I’m glad you made it.” He turns, still holding my hand with both of his. “Have you met the Wallaces?”
“I’m sorry, pastor, I really have to go,” I say, pulling my hand from his. 
The look of puzzlement on Diondre’s wife and daughter’s faces is clear. I know I’m being rude and my mother would be scolding me if she could, but I simply cannot grin and glad-hand Diondre and his family like I haven’t been taking the man to my bed for months.
Internally, I berate myself for being the foolish, hopeful girl I used to be. The woman I am today should know better.
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Sitting bolt upright in bed, I try to figure out what startled me. As I hold my breath, my ears strain for the slightest noise, but I don’t hear anything out of the ordinary. Then I do.  
Someone is knocking on the front door. My first thought is that it must be Diondre coming to say his piece about this morning at church, but he’d be pounding the door down or standing on the doorbell, not knocking quietly.
I take my robe from the end of the bed and pull it on as I make my way to the front door. Apprehension ripples through me as memories of another darkened entry with an unexpected visitor swim to the surface. The person on the other side of the peephole is definitely not who I expected it to be, and definitely not a ghost.
“Miss Flores?” I ask when I open the door. 
“I’m so sorry, but we didn’t have anywhere else to go.”
“We?”
A girl who looks to be twelve or thirteen steps into view, her arms wrapped around herself in a hug. “My cousin, Isabel and me. Please, if we could just come in, I’ll explain everything.”
Fear from the old memories is the devil on my shoulder telling me to send them away and lock the door. However, the concern I’ve been feeling for her wins me over and I step back and open the door wider. “Come in.”
The girls hurry inside, and I close the door behind them, locking us in and setting the alarm. I lead them through the dark to the kitchen and finally turn some lights on. While I run some water into a kettle and put it on to warm, I talk. 
“Do you want something to drink? Water, tea, milk?”
“A glass of milk would be nice, thank you,” the girl says.
Her voice is quiet, and she doesn’t make eye contact. She keeps touching the cuffs of the heavy hoodie she’s wearing. It’s far too warm for the weather and I’m surprised she’s not sweating. 
I pour her a glass of milk and place it in front of her. “Maggie? Anything for you?”
“No, thank you. I’m fine.”
“All right, why don’t you tell me what’s going on? You said you were dealing with some family issues?”
Magdalena slides her eyes over to her cousin, some unspoken communication passing between them until Isabel gives the barest of nods. 
“The reason I’ve been missing classes is because of Isabel. She contacted me and asked me to help her, but the only thing she told me was that she couldn’t stay at her mom’s anymore. We’ve always been thick as thieves, me and her, because we’re a lot alike. She was a happy-go-lucky straight-A student until two years ago.”
While Maggie talks, I’m watching Isabel out of the corner of my eye and she is clearly agitated. That starts me wondering if she needs to be on some sort of medication.
“She won’t tell me the entire story, only that something bad was happening. For a few weeks, I managed to keep her with me. Then a couple of cops caught up to us and took her back home. From there, she went somewhere else, but I don’t know where because the next thing I know, I’m getting a call from her mom, my aunt, that Isabel’s in the hospital because she tried to commit suicide.”
My eyes snap to the girl, but Maggie keeps talking.
“The cops came back to the hospital to check on her, but they didn’t stay. While they were gone, my aunt wrote out a note that she was having some problems and gave permission for Isabel to stay with me. It was witnessed by the doctor. When we were leaving, the cops were outside waiting, but we gave them the slip and have been moving around constantly since yesterday. We can’t go to her house, or where I’ve been staying, because they’d know to look for us there.”
“When is the last time you ate?”
Maggie shrugs. “It’s been a while.”
Turning back to the fridge, I begin pulling out food, lunch meat, cheese, condiments, and bring a loaf of bread to the kitchen island. I encourage the girls to make sandwiches for themselves while I pour
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