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      Thank you for your purchase of When Life Gives You Sunsets. This story serves as book two in The Energy Series. Like book one, When Luke Met Juliette, When Life Gives You Sunsets is a standalone as well. So, if this is your first-time hearing of The Energy Series, you can start with When Life Gives You Sunsets and work your way back to When Luke Met Juliette if you choose.

       

      This story, like many of the stories in my catalog, contains sexually explicit content and mild profanity. Because this story has a character who is a widower, vivid scenes portraying grief and capturing said character grieving the death of a spouse are present throughout this story.

       

      With all that said, enjoy When Life Gives You Sunsets. It is truly a story I believe has changed me as a writer and as a person, too. I pray you experience the same.

       

      Bon voyage!

       

      Love,

      BK
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        CLARKE

      

      

      I just couldn’t look away. Couldn’t blink either. I couldn’t do anything except for stare.

      Laughter and conversation floated in one ear and out the other, colored by smooth background music.

      I stood frozen in the middle of two large doors, staring straight ahead of me for so long my eyes were watering.

      Or was I crying?

      Was I about to cry over this?

      I mean… I could.

      My watering eyes followed my friend Esme as she strutted farther into the party hall.

      She glanced to her right, then did a half turn on her designer heels to find me standing at the entrance, frozen where I stood.

      “Clarke,” she called, stopping in place. “Why are you just stuck there?”

      Because I couldn’t believe what I was seeing in that packed room of well-dressed men and women.

      Old school R&B bounced off the party hall’s decorated walls. A giant gray metal fan stood tall near the entrance feet away from me. Its metal blades propelled clockwise, blowing hot air throughout the rented space. The blue and gold balloons of different hues swayed with that air.

      Blue foil balloon letters spelled out a name along the wall behind an expansive table straight ahead. Gifts beautifully wrapped in blue and ranging in all sizes, crowded the table’s legs on both ends.

      A room full of blue and gold, but all I could see was red.

      “Clarke,” Esme called once more. She glanced around the room, moving her blue gift bag off one arm and onto the other as she neared me again. “Girl, what is going on?”

      “That’s…” I shook my head in disbelief. “Esme, that’s him.”

      Her button nose scrunched up like it usually did when something confused her. “Him, who?”

      “Nico.”

      She blinked twice. “What?”

      That was a fair reaction. Because I couldn’t believe what I was saying either.

      I shifted my eyes off her and pointed them in Nico’s direction, and she turned again to follow my line of sight.

      A moment of pause followed by a loud gasp before she shouted, “Oh!”

      “Right?”

      Esme and I had just slid into our seats in the ride share vehicle she ordered on an app, and I was showing her a photo of my new boyfriend on my phone.

      She’d grown tired of me bragging about this guy I met at a Jamaican restaurant in Manhattan two months ago and asked if I had a picture of us together so she could finally put a face to his name. She was annoyed every time I told her the story of how the servers took forever to give me my takeout order of oxtail and rice with peas, and how he used his charismatic charm to get them to speed things up, so I’d walk out of there with my food still hot. He’d later reveal that he was friends with the owner, but his game was original, and I couldn’t refuse giving him my number.

      “He looks like that actor from the movie Moonlight.”

      “Trevante Rhodes.” I licked my lips and nodded; eyes fixed on the photo we took together in his car recently. “Honestly? That’s why he got my number.”

      Esme giggled.

      I had yet to bring Nico around my girlfriends to meet them. I was still vetting and enjoying him all to myself.

      “He is so sweet, Esme,” I gushed. “He’s a career man. Constantly working, which we’ll have to change once we’re serious. Most of our phone calls happen when he has to run to the supermarket or when he’s in his car on his way home from work, but he always makes time to call and speak with me every day which is a huge plus to me.”

      “Oh, of course.” She nodded. “What’s his friends and family like?”

      “I don’t know.” I shrugged. “I guess he’s vetting me the same way I’m vetting him because I haven’t met his family or friends yet either.”

      “Hmm.” Esme shrugged too. “I guess when the time is right.”

      “Look at his smile, though.” I blushed, taking one of my perfectly rolled locs into the pinch of my two fingers. I toyed with the loc as I stared longingly at our picture on my phone. “I swear he only smiles at me.” I giggled. “All of his photos on his social page are of him mean mugging. But in the photo with us, all I see are teeth.”

      Esme laughed. “You got him whipped, girl.”

      “Sis, I’m as whipped, if not more.”

      “Do you want for me to whoop his ass?” Esme growled, shooting a look his way before returning her focus to me. “Because you know I will go over there⁠—”

      “No.” I shook my head, eyes still on him… and the woman he stood beside. “Don’t.”

      Nico towered over a table with a cake, surrounded by presents. He smiled beside a very pregnant woman. I tried to not jump to conclusions, but there was no excuse I could make for the kiss he planted on her lips, followed by several more kisses to her cheek as the people closest to them snapped photos with their phones.

      He wrapped his arm tight around the woman’s shoulders, palmed her belly lovingly and smiled some more.

      And my stomach muscles knotted.

      Not because of the large blue and gold Daddy to Be pin he wore pinned to his white dress shirt. They knotted because of the position of his hand on her belly that gave me the perfect view of the white gold wedding band on his ring finger I’d never seen there before that day.

      Don’t you just hate it when married men cosplay as single?

      I wasn’t supposed to be here… at their baby shower.

      Esme and I were on our way to dinner when she told me a teacher at the school Esme worked at was having a baby shower. Esme promised we’d only stop by the party hall for a little to drop off the present to her co-worker. We were supposed to stay for only a few minutes before heading out for dinner.

      Never in a million years did I imagine walking into my boyfriend’s baby shower.

      “I need to get out of here,” I announced.

      “We’ll both leave.”

      “No.” I shook my head. “It’s okay. You stay. She’s your friend. I’m going home. I’m not even hungry anymore⁠—”

      “You’re my friend.” Esme took my hand and squeezed it. “And I’m not letting you go home alone like this.”

      I swallowed back my tears.

      “To be real with you, Clarke, I barely talk to that woman. The only reason I agreed to come here was to see the baby’s father. No one at school has met him before or after she got pregnant since she only started working there last September. I came here to be nosy.”

      “And I came to get my heart broken. Clearly.” I scoffed a laugh. “This city is too small.”

      She shook her head. “I know.”

      “He’s fucking married,” I expressed low. “Wow.”

      I looked away from Esme out of frustration and somehow locked eyes with Nico from across the party hall. He’d looked away from his wife for only a moment to see me still standing at the entrance.

      His jaw dropped next. And like a pest scrambling when the lights get turned on, he whispered something into his pregnant wife’s ear before stepping away to make his way over to me.

      “I’m out,” I decided, turning to leave.

      I didn’t even wait for Esme to respond before I was taking large steps out of the door.

      Summer heat and honking horns from passing vehicles were there to welcome me back.

      It was after six in the evening, the sun still out. Though the heat had reduced since high noon, it was still sweltering, making me feel more miserable than I already was.

      “Clarke,” Nico hollered at me from up the block.

      I stopped walking and twisted around to find him jogging up to me.

      “Clarke, baby,” he said from feet away. “I can explain⁠—”

      The slap I gave him across his lying ass face when he was close cut his words short. Nico’s hand flew to his cheek, and he took a step back.

      I pointed at him. “That was for your pregnant wife and for fucking me when you have a pregnant wife.”

      “Clarke!” Esme shouted from up the block.

      “You have a wife… and she’s pregnant.” I scoffed. “Congratulations.”

      “Clarke…” He held his hands out in front of himself. “It’s complicated.”

      “I’m sure it’s not.” I flicked his pin with my finger. “Daddy to be.”

      “Nico!”

      When I looked up the block toward the voice, I saw the pregnant woman who I presumed was his wife, holding her belly while staring at Nico and me with wrinkled brows.

      “What’s going on over there?!” She yelled next.

      In that short time, a few people emerged from the party hall behind her, gathering on the city block just in time to take part in my humiliation.

      I refocused on Nico and shook my head slowly.

      “Clarke,” Esme whispered to me when close. She glanced up the block at the crowd growing outside of the hall’s doors, then at Nico, before taking me by my arm. “Come on.”

      Nico uttered nothing else, and it was probably for the best. Because there was nothing he could say to take back the feeling coursing through my veins.

      I thought he was the one. My one. The guy God rewarded me with after experiencing the worst of the worst in relationships. Liars, narcissists, undercover man children. I’d had them all. I truly believed when Nico and I met that I’d arrived in the land of milk and honey. Nico was my trophy for not giving up on finding love in a city that constantly showed me none.

      But he wasn’t. And that fact was so damn sad.

      So, I let Esme pull me away when she tugged on my arm a second time because my heart couldn’t bear to take what my eyes let me see.

      That I’d fallen for another emotionally unavailable man, an infidel this time, and again, I never saw it coming.
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        * * *

      

      “You know what I was thinking about? No one ever talks about mourning the death of failed relationships they believed in.” I lifted my white ceramic mug of black coffee to my lips to sip. “They always talk about what caused the breakup. The actual action that made one person say enough is enough. We hear all about the feelings in reaction to the breakup happening. But we don’t talk about the death of the vision we all create when we are dating someone who we think we’ll go the distance with.

      We don’t talk about all the time we spend imagining insignificant things like what it will look like wearing matching outfits. Or what we’ll wear on our wedding day. What our children will look like. How we’ll look together when we’re old and gray… which you actually got to experience.” I winked. “But for us mere mortals who don’t get the forever we promised ourselves, that time and vision die a fiery, tragic death in a breakup. And we never talk about that. And we should because it's definitely a part of every failed relationship’s life cycle, you know? That’s why it takes longer than the time spent in the relationship to get over them.”

      “Definitely,” my nana, Missy, concurred. She nodded slowly, lifting her mug to sip too. “So then, talk about it.”

      It was the next day after my Nico-is-married discovery and I was in my favorite place in the world - my grandmother’s Park Avenue triplex.

      She’d been living here for all 33-years of my life, and it has always been like my piece of heaven in a city that often felt like hell.

      On a sunny Sunday afternoon in New York City, behind her big red door, I took a load off in a leather armchair by my nana’s bedside. Like always.

      She’d fallen ill shortly after my grandfather’s passing five years ago. A severe stroke that forced her to learn how to walk, talk, and use her left hand all over again at 82-years-old. But nana did it with drive and grace. And at 87, although frailer than I remembered, and not well enough to be off her bed for too long, she was still kicking.

      “What’s on your heart, Clarke?”

      This was our routine. My whole family’s routine, actually. Spend time with my grandmother so she’s never ever home alone. She had two in-home nurses, neither of them living on any of the three floors of Nana’s triplex.

      Her choice.

      A morning nurse and a night nurse cared for Nana every day. But that left Nana alone in the afternoons and evenings. So, during those unattended hours, either myself, my mother, my father, or my older brother, Clyde, would fill in to keep Nana company until her night nurse arrived. My parents split Monday through Saturday, and my older brother Clyde and I took Sunday.

      “I just feel so… sad and disappointed,” I admitted. I rested my forehead into her warm open hand and closed my eyes, wanting to hideout in her touch. “But honestly... sad and disappointed doesn’t even describe how I’m feeling. I’m more so…” I stared out of her glass window in search of the right word.

      “Discouraged,” she suggested.

      “Yes,” I exhaled with relief, closing my eyes to hold the tears in behind them. “That’s it.”

      Nana may have been 87-years-old, but she was sharp as a tack and the only person I felt I could speak with and it feel like I was talking to myself.

      My first name is her maiden name. She’s my father’s mother and one of my favorite people in this world.

      “I just…” I straightened my back in the leather armchair to look into her eyes. “I can’t believe this happened to me. Me! Of all people.”

      She knitted her brows.

      I pressed my hand to my chest. “I love black love. I champion it. I have excellent representation of it all around me. Have had it all my life. Mom and dad. You and grandad. Monogamy is my jam and in the blink of an eye, I became black love’s arch nemesis. I became the dreaded side-bitch.”

      “You didn’t choose to be the side-bitch.”

      I scoffed. “The way his wife looked at me from up the block of where they were hosting their baby shower no less sure made me feel like the side-bitch. A home wrecking ass side-bitch.”

      I could never cuss this much in front of my parents. Even at my big 33, but Nana never gave a shit.

      “You know what really bugs me, though?”

      “What?”

      “That I miss him.” I hiked my lip up, sincerely disgusted with that. “I miss his lying, cheating ass.”

      She shrugged a frail shoulder. “You two just called it quits yesterday.”

      “I called it quits,” I corrected. “He continues to insist he has a complicated relationship with his wife. He claims that before we started dating, he and his wife agreed to a separation. But we’ve only been dating for two months, Nana, and the woman looked two months away from giving birth. He’s just so… ugh! Still lying. Still believes I’m dumb enough to believe it. I feel so stupid.”

      “Here you go, Nana,” my brother, Clyde, announced from her doorway.

      While I kept Nana company during our Sunday visits, big brother handled the cooking.

      Clyde is a Master Chef at a restaurant in Brooklyn that earned a Michelin Star its first year in business. He has been knowing his way around a kitchen from the time we were kids. Two years older than me, Clyde behaved like he was more like a decade older… except with carrying on a secret relationship with my childhood best friend, Danyelle. He was real immature about that.

      “Thank you, baby.” Nana smiled big. “You know I love your squash soup.”

      He chuckled bashfully. “I’ll be back with the brioche, some water, and your medicine.” He pointed at her. “Don’t drink even a spoon of the soup before you take your medicine, okay?”

      “It’ll be hard, but I’ll do my best.”

      I snickered to myself, grateful for the change in feeling.

      Staying home in my apartment simply wasn’t an option today. I needed out. The night before was rough enough after Esme accompanied me home. We skipped dinner all together. I wasn’t in any mood to eat. Nico ruined my expectations for our future together and my appetite.

      “And to think,” I jumped back in once we were alone again, “I actually almost canceled my group trip next week.”

      “The one to Maui?”

      I nodded. “Nico had been trying to talk me out of going for the past few weeks when I told him my plans to fly out. Made a big fuss over me going because it’s for singles and I wasn’t single since I now had him.”

      Last year, during one of my lonely nights with wine, I was scrolling through my social feed and happened on a sponsored post promoting a group trip for singles. The caption boasted past trips to exotic tropical islands being a success, and I needed something different from spending another summer at a local beach. So, I booked the trip using my credit card last summer, forgetting all about it until a month ago. Thank God I was able to purchase round trip plane tickets last month, too, snagging one of the few seats left on both flights.

      “Not knowing he had a whole wife, he failed to disclose to you,” Nana mumbled.

      “Exactly! The nerve.”

      “Here you go,” Clyde said again, reentering our grandmother’s master bedroom. He held his hand out with my grandmother’s medication, and she took it, tossing the two white pills to the back of her throat while reaching for the water to drink next.

      Nana held the crystal glass with one pinky sticking up as if she were drinking something fancier than spring water out of it.

      I smiled at her daintiness.

      Mrs. Missy Virginia Ali was my idol. A retired sommelier with a wine knowledge and taste palette I’ve always fawned over, Nana’s love of wine and her pursuit to taste them all were birthed from her mother’s, mother’s inheritance of a Napa Valley vineyard in California. While Nana’s mother inherited the vineyard from her mother and passed it down to Nana, my dad wanted nothing to do with it when Nana was ready to hand it over to him a few years ago.

      My father, Jamel Ali, a corporate lawyer, hated wine with a passion. He was more of a scotch man. Gosh, does he love his scotch? Although he has taken on the responsibility of managing the wine barrel business that Nana also inherited and owns, Nana was forced to sell the vineyard after she fell ill and could no longer travel back and forth from New York to Cali.

      I wanted that vineyard. I still do.

      I went to law school to follow in the footsteps of my parents, who were both lawyers, but now I regretted that decision.

      Unlike my father, I loved wine. With a passion. Nana had taught me everything she knew about how to taste wine and to taste the subtle notes in wine variants from the time I was eighteen.

      Yes, eighteen.

      She claimed if eighteen-year-olds can drink wine in Italy, why couldn’t an eighteen-year-old girl from Long Island?

      With each day that goes past, the idea of taking my love of wine seriously and following in Nana’s footsteps becoming a sommelier myself gets stronger and stronger.

      It may also be because I keep failing the bar in New York City and I’m slowly losing my interest in being a lawyer because of it.

      I simply don’t love it the way my parents do. Never have. Even while I was studying in undergrad or law school. I stuck it out though because my doing so made them so proud.

      I loved the wine, though.

      But with the vineyard now a distant memory, because of my father’s disdain for the business itself, I really should kick the feeling of wishing it were mine.

      “Clyde,” I said, looking up at my brother. “Can you drive me to the airport next Sunday for a 10:30 a.m. flight?

      “Airport?” My brother folded his thick arms over his chest. “Where are you going?”

      “Maui.” I forced a smile. “Ten hours to Honolulu and then an extra forty-five minutes to the island of two volcanoes separated by a valley.”

      “Nice.” He smiled. “But I can’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “Sunday mornings are prime time at the seafood market at the pier. I wanna make Nana that stewed fish she loves so much next Sunday.”

      “You can still make it to the pier on time,” I insisted. “Just drop me at JFK two hours earlier.”

      “Then I’d have to get up earlier on a Sunday losing extra hours of sleep I’m already not getting with a new baby in the house.”

      “Hey, hey! You owe me, okay, buddy?” I pointed up at him. “You dated my best friend behind my back.”

      Nana snorted a laugh.

      He pointed back at me. “And I married her and gave you two nieces and recently a baby nephew, who I have to damn near pry away from you every time you visit because you love him so much.”

      “And I do… but betrayal is betrayal.”

      He kissed his teeth. “You do this shit every time I say no to you about something.”

      “7 a.m.” I told him. “You can pick me up at 7, which will give you enough time to make your way around the market to get and make this beautiful queen here a delicious, stewed fish she loves and adores, as always.”

      Clyde grunted as he turned on his sneakers to head out of the room. Although I’m sure he was leaving to get away from me, he was likely on his way to the kitchen to clean up.

      “Love you!”

      “Yeah, yeah,” he mumbled, crossing the threshold.

      “Now,” Nana voiced, drawing my attention back to her, “when you go on this trip, I want for you to arrive there with an open heart.”

      I rolled my eyes.

      “Oh, don’t do that.”

      “Truth be told, Nana? At this point? The only reason I’m going to Maui is because I paid for it.”

      She snickered.

      “Plus, I desperately need a break from the firm since it’s feeling like I’m doing my work, and everybody else’s work, these days. I need an escape. This getaway is on time.”

      I ran my fingers through my locs and slouched back in the armchair. “I have no high expectations about finding love soon. I want to want it, but I just don’t right now. I’m realistic. It is slim pickings out here. These men are not like the men of your time.”

      “Child, please.” She fanned a wrinkled hand in the air. “In my time, men were not only carrying on relationships with women while married, but they were also creating entire families and living in them like they were the only family they had! The wives only discovered their side families when they showed up at those men’s funerals instead of finding out about them online like how y’all do today. None of what is happening is ever new, baby. But just like there were good men back then, your grandfather being one of them, may he rest...”

      I smiled at her, just mentioning him.

      “… there are good men now. A lot of times you find them when you’re not even looking. When you’re just living, so do me a favor, beautiful granddaughter of mine.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Just live.” She smiled big. “Go to Maui and live your best life, but keep your heart open. Promise?”

      “Promise.” I took her hand. “And you promise me something.”

      “What?”

      “You live too… like, literally.” I pointed at her. “Do not die while I’m on vacation.”

      She laughed.

      “You laugh, but I’m serious! Do not die while I am in Maui, please. I’ll be really mad at you, Nana.”

      “Only you would say some silly shit like that.” She chuckled. “Goodness.”

      I scratched the back of my head. “I ain’t hear you promise me, though.”

      That got some more laughter out of her and that made me laugh, too.
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        YUSUF

      

      

      “Tomorrow is the big day.”

      I folded the last of my swim trunks into a neat square and placed it on top of the others I folded the same way.

      “Flight is in the morning and these…” I held up the folded stack of swim trunks. “… are the last of my things.”

      I walked the folded stack of trunks to my opened hard-shell suitcase.

      Glanced behind me long enough to add, “You get to be where you said you wanted to be, and you always get what you want with me. Even now.”

      I sighed over my luggage, placing my hands flat atop the folded clothes to lean my weight into the garments I’d placed in there from earlier. I pushed everything as flat as I could into the opened suitcase so I could zip it closed next.

      “According to your mama, I’ve put this trip off long enough.” I clenched my jaw. “And according to the group, she’s right.”

      “God grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, courage to change the things I can, and the wisdom to know the difference, living one day at a time; enjoying…”

      Our voices echoed around the bookstore’s basement as we continued reciting the prayer to close out our meeting. A routine we did every Wednesday evening.

      Ever since my older brother Maurice pointed out that members at AA meetings recited the same prayer at their meetings, I was always reminded of that when we said it. We were kind of like AA members, if you really consider it. Trying to kick the habit of being so damn sad.

      “Okay,” Rylee announced. “That’s all for tonight. As always, thanks for your presence. I’ll see you all next week, God willing.”

      I’d been attending The Hope Collective for a little over a year. Heard about it through an online forum when I was up late one night fighting insomnia and a heavy dose of grief.

      “Yusuf,” Rylee called when I was steps away from the exit. “Can I speak with you before you leave?”

      I briefly dropped my head forward, lifting it when I turned to face her, shoving my hands into my denim pockets next.

      This evening’s meeting was harder than others. I’d been dreading this week from the start of the month because of what I’d have to do at the end. Expressed that to the group which they were supportive of, as usual. They were also straightforward, which I didn’t like, not tonight at least.

      Rylee gathered her braids with one hand to move off her shoulders as she made her way to me.

      She started the group in the spring of last year with the help of her therapist, Liz Peters. Liz attended meetings at the first of every month, offering counseling and guidance. She also gave us monthly action steps to assist with getting acclimated to our new normals, as well as journaling prompts to help with coping with our losses.

      Rylee lost her best friend, Lennox Walker, after he died from a brain aneurysm in 2020. Everyone knew him as one of the greatest basketball players the Bronx Ballers has ever seen, but to Rylee, he was also the father of her two children. After his death, she believed there were people just like her dealing with the loss of a spouse or partner with no one to talk to who could really understand how they were feeling. So, she organized The Hope Collective, a grief support group associated with and funded by the Lennox Walker Foundation for Brain Aneurysms.

      Rylee smiled and said, “I wanted to check in with you before you left. You seemed closed off today after you brought up traveling this weekend.”

      “I felt attacked.”

      “What?” She pressed her hand to her chest. “Oh God. Yusuf. I… I’m⁠—”

      “No.” I chuckled. “Not like that. In a good way. That I didn’t quite enjoy.”

      She motioned for us to clear the doorway so others could exit.

      We held our support group meetings in a Cobble Hill bookstore in Brooklyn. Tiny space but very homely. You couldn’t help but to feel comfortable surrounded by books even in a room with no windows. But every week was a struggle for me to deal with the truths the group forced me to deal with.

      “Is this about⁠—”

      “Yes,” I cut in, not wanting to get back into it. An hour
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efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
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PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
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TERMINATION
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