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A whisper came through one ear and out the other, “There will be sorrow for just a little while.” To Stephanie, it felt like a dream. As quickly as it came, it left the same. The sound of the phone ringing frightened her. It was ringing in the early hours of the morning, which did not set right with Stephanie. 

An overwhelming feeling of worry and sadness came over her. Who is this? She knew it was not good news. The phone had to be answered, so she answered reluctantly. “Hello.” “Yes, is this Stephanie?” She recognized the voice on the other end of the line. It was her grandmother’s maid. “Speaking.” “This is Rosa.” “I know who you are, Rosa. Is everything okay?” Rosa did not like the burden of telling Stephanie this hurtful news. “I am sorry to inform you that your grandmother has passed away.” This had to be a joke; she had just spoken with her grandmother two days ago.

Paying attention to the sound of Rosa’s voice, she knew it was true. Not to mention it was 3 a.m. Tears started to flow like waterfalls down her cheeks. My rock, my protector, the person who loved me, and the person who encouraged me to be the best at whatever I did. My grandmother, God, I cannot believe this. God stretched out his arms, and you walked right in them. She wanted so much for this to be a dream. This was not a dream but a reality that rocked her to the core. “Rosa, I will drive down within an hour. It was only a twenty-minute trip, but she needed the time to process this. Thank you so much for calling me.” “You’re welcome, Stephanie. Drive safely.” 

Upon replacing the receiver, Stephanie cried even harder. She sat up in her bed thinking about their last conversation two days prior. Her grandmother seemed fine. There was nothing out of the ordinary. Suddenly, her room became freezing cold. Stephanie pulled the covers above her chest. She did not like this feeling one bit. 

There in the darkness, she heard a familiar voice. A voice she heard for the past thirty-three years of her life. “Stephanie, there is no need to cry for me, darling.” With the sound of her grandmother’s voice calling out in the darkness of the room, she jumped and fell to the floor. She was beyond scared. “Yes, I am gone, but my spirit is still here with you.” “Do not be afraid. I will always be with you.” In her mind she was thinking, seriously, grandma. But fear consumed her, and the words would not come from her mouth.

“There will be loyal men who will take over in my absence. You are to follow their every command for now. There is a plan that needs to be followed.” Still not believing what she was hearing, the only thing she could do was nod her head. “This is all I have to say for now. You will find out more later. Throughout this process, never forget who you are, and what is rightfully yours.”

There was no way she could fall back to sleep. She stood and then slowly started to move while looking around the room. Stephanie knew her grandmother had passed like Rosa said, but this situation. She had to put water on her face; she needed to wake up. She often heard of several stories in which people see and hear spirits. But she was not fine with it happening to her. This was some creepy stuff. Nonetheless, she had to get ready to make the short trip to Gulfport, Mississippi.
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The drive added little comfort. The only sound she heard was her tires against the pavement. The silence within the car was so unbearable. Normally, she would turn on the radio or pop in a CD. This situation did not bring her any joy. The more she drove, the more it began to sink in.

Stephanie thought back to what the voice said, “follow the plan.” What plan, grandma? None of this made sense. Her grandmother’s sudden passing, the spirit, and the plan. Not to mention someone telling her what to do. She was not ready for this. “Could all of this be rewind please,” she said while hitting the steering wheel. One thing she knew, she had to be strong, and she had to make the arrangements for her grandmother’s funeral. Also, she had the uneasy burden of having to tell her great aunt and cousins. She could not wait for all this to be over with, so she could have some time alone. It was so overbearing; she had to deal with the emptiness inside. The longing for more time with her grandmother tore at her heart. God, why?

Exactly forty-five minutes later, Stephanie pulled up to her grandmother’s three-story mansion. The property was huge. It consisted of eighty aces. The lawn was always manicured, beautiful red roses led up to the entrance as well as the red carpet. Red was her grandmother’s favorite color. The mansion itself consisted of sandy-colored brick, with red shutters, and the balcony rails were also red. There stood several tall trees around the property, and each stood as if guarding it. The driveway circled around the mansion from the Northside to the Southside. The flower beds were exceptional; there were red, white, and pink roses that graced the soil.

Stephanie got out of her car and stood there with an overwhelming feeling. Reality was something. The more you tried to push it away, the more it allowed you to see the truth. The nice breeze blowing through the air eased those feelings just a little. She felt herself being pulled in the direction of her grandfather’s, father’s, and mother’s graves. Their graves were at the Southside of the property. Stephanie walked slowly to the grave site; it was a long walk. Upon getting there, she noticed that there were four tall trees standing by the graves. What was with the trees surrounding this property? Out of all these years, she had not noticed this before. 

Drawing closer, she kneeled at the graves. The grounds keeper had placed fresh flowers on each of the headstone flower holders. She could not help but think that it would be four graves. It was something about losing the backbones of the family, the glue that held everything together. Now everything lies in the hands of Stephanie. 

Little did she know it was an even more powerful, stressful role she would have to fill. Stephanie prayed at the grave site to God and her family. She wanted them to give her the strength to carry on her responsibilities for the family. Even though they were not with her anymore, she still wanted to make them proud. A sense of joy, determination, and dedication came over her. She felt she could do this, and she would do this.

Touching each headstone, she vowed to carry on whatever it was that was so important to her grandmother. It was important to the family as well. Taking the walk back to the mansion, Stephanie’s mind wondered to her childhood. Suddenly, she remembered a young boy whom she played with. They called him Jordan. She recalled her grandparents saying he had a twin, who died at birth. Jordan’s parents were from Nigeria. His family moved to New York after four years of living in Gulfport.

After he left, she felt sad and alone. She mentioned this to her grandmother. She really liked him and felt sad to see him leave. It was something about their conversion that stayed with her all these years. Her grandmother said, “You both will meet again when the time comes for you to get what is rightfully yours.” She had so many questions, but she did not dare question her grandmother. Children respected their parents, grandparents, and other elders. You took what was said to be gold and dare not question or argue about what was said.

All her thoughts went away upon reaching the back door. She stepped into the mansion; it felt eerie and cold. This was not how it had felt in the past. One thing was for sure, she never liked walking through these long hallways at night as a child. When you’re a child, everything frightens you. The dripping water from the faucet, the popping walls, creaking doors, power outages, the whispers of the staff. She was an adult now, and it would take a lot to scare her.

Upon getting closer to the kitchen, there was a lovely smell of coffee and food aromas. Stephanie could not make out the smell of the food. She went into the double doors. Rosa was at the counter cutting up fruit.

“Hello, Rosa.” The older woman quickly looked up and smiled. Rosa put the knife down and ran to Stephanie. She embraced her. Little did she know, it was exactly what Stephanie needed. “I am so sorry for your loss. Your grandmother was a good person; she treated all the staff like family.” Rosa released Stephanie, holding her at arm’s length. I will always be so grateful to her and the things she did for me. “That was my grandmother, always willing to help someone in need.” Pushing back tears was extremely hard. Rosa and Stephanie gave in to their emotions. They both knew it would take time to heal their aching hearts.

An hour later, Stephanie sat in her grandmother’s room. The room was dark, and she had to add light. There was no way she was going to let depression step in. She wanted to celebrate her grandmother’s life, her accomplishments, charity organization, and her many charitable donations. Looking over to her right, she saw her grandmother’s huge closet. Stephanie wanted to pick out the best gown with red trimmings her grandmother owned. It was not long before she came across the perfect one. This gown was white with red and gold trimmed roses. There was a pair of red pumps in the far-right corner. 

Suddenly, Stephanie looked up to see a white Gele trimmed in the same red and gold patterns as the gown. She reached for it and an album fell to the floor. Opening the album, she saw her grandparents and her father. They were dressed like royalty. The clothing looked expensive. Also, there was something weird; they were seated on thrones. Her father stood behind them. What was this?

She scratched her head while pondering. Maybe it was a costume for some type of event. Even though she wondered how they could afford the mansion, the staff, among other things. She never questioned her grandparents. She did not think anything of it because her grandfather owned a corporation. A corporation that her cousins were currently running, still successful and part of her grandmother’s earnings.

Her grandmother did well on the end of the family’s earnings. She was a novelist and actress. Her celebrity’ name was Sara Mays. Stephanie often wondered why she did not use her last name Edo. Sara Edo did not stay away from home as much as other celebrities. Family came first. One thing that she came to realize was her grandmother always played the role of mother and grandmother in movies and TV series. 

She guessed because her grandmother grew up as an orphan. She always wanted to be somebody’s mother or grandmother, something that she never had. Growing up in the orphanage, her grandmother was an outstanding person, kind, loving, dependable, and dedicated. Dedicated not just to her family but also to her community and to her city. Stephanie laughed while holding the album. Her grandmother often told her stories before going to bed, and it would always be about kings and queens. It’s like she was obsessed with being of royal origin. Both of her grandparents carried themselves well. Manners was everything. She could not eat with her hands. Forks, spoons, and knives had to be placed a certain way. Snapping from her thoughts, Stephanie gathered her grandmother’s belongings and headed out the door.
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Once in her car, Stephanie turned on the radio and the sound of soul flowed through the speakers. She was so relaxed with the sound of Gulfport’s own LADY SHA singing her new song, “I Can’t Get Over You.”

You came into my life

And gave me so much love

Love that I thought would never end

Until one day you told me it was over

How am I supposed to live without you

How am I supposed to feel

When nothing seems real

Boy, I can’t get over you, it true. . .

BREAKING NEWS

“This is WRVR.6, Stan Richards here. We have sad news for the city of Gulfport. Widow of the late Johnathan Edo has passed away. Vicky and I could not believe what we were hearing. Yes, Stan, I had the opportunity to meet Mrs. Edo, very nice, respectful, always wanted to serve her community. Also, you have to understand this lady was a wife, grandmother, writer, actress, and a businesswoman. What she had accomplished over the years I do not think we could have enough paper here to write them down. She was a founder of our local charity Reach Out Royal. Vicky, I think that is all we need to say. We ask that you keep the family in your prayers at this time.”

Stephanie felt like she was going to sink into the seat and become a part of the leather. There was no way she could grieve in peace. Her family was well-known, and there is no way she could escape hearing about them. This announcement did not make it any easier for her, but she could not go without someone recognizing her. This was her life and she had to deal with it. Straightening up in her seat, she put the car in gear and proceeded to drive.

Now at the funeral home, Stephanie sat in her car glancing at the building. A building that stood tall, beautiful gray and black bricks, a really great design. What was extremely important to the families was the services and how they handled their loved ones. She understood that some families had to worry about cost as well. 

Stephanie’s thoughts wondered even more. How we take the little things for granted. Only if time could stand still. Bringing herself to get out of the car was a task in itself. Clearly, it was now or never. Walking in the building, she could smell flowers of all kinds and the sound of heavenly music. Music that you felt deep within your soul, in your bones. Suddenly, she felt a gust of wind blow behind her. It was a familiar feeling. She knew that she was inside the building. Her mind went to the coldness in her bedroom. “Okay, grandma, do not start. Things are already difficult for me.”

“Hello, Miss. May I help you.” “Yes, my grandmother Sara Edo will be transported here tomorrow from the morgue.” “Oh! Yes, we got the call today. My name is Howard Dunn, the funeral director.” “Well, I brought her belongings.”

“Do you have anybody in mind to do her hair and make-up?” “Hair and make-up?” “Yes, a lot of families request these services. They want their love ones to look as they did before in life.” Stephanie didn’t realize she had said the words out loud. “Okay, do you have any recommendations?” “Sure, we have a local stylists and make-up artist available.” “Would you please ask for their services for my grandmother?” “Of course. Also, we need the information for the obituary. When you come back, we will talk about the cost and payment.” “How soon will you need it?” “Within the next two days.” “Okay, I will get that ASAP. “

“Thank you so much, Mr. Dunn.” “Here is my card; you can contact me directly.” “And thank you.” Glancing at the card, it read New Life Funeral Home, Funeral Director Howard Dunn; it had the address and phone number of the funeral home. Her mind was so puzzled. Why would someone name this funeral home New Life? It seemed like it should be the name of a church, at least the first two words. Creepy. Stephanie wanted to get out of there. The funeral director reminded her of some TV show character dressed in a black suit, tall, and with his hair slicked down. She thought it was only on TV. Apparently Not. She hated that she had to come back. God, why?

Once back at home, Stephanie called her great-aunt and cousins. Her great-aunt Mary Edo-Okoro married a wealthy businessman and bore him three sons, Joseph, Michael, and Daniel. Michael, the middle son, worked at her grandfather’s company, Mother Africa Fashions, Inc. Also, he worked at his father Eric Okoro’s company Okoro African Technologies, Inc. There was Joseph, the eldest son, who worked with Michael at Mother Africa Fashions, Inc. 

Stephanie loved and respected her great-aunt so much. She cracked her up with her free spirit. She often said, she wanted to be free to think and explore things rather than being stressed out over business affairs. She had seen enough of the worry and stress in her husband and her sons. One thing she never took for granted was their sacrifices, and she made sure that they knew that. The love for her husband and sons was shown for the world to see.

Then there was Daniel. Now, she and Daniel share not just blood, but they both chose to have careers outside of the family businesses. Daniel is the lead heart surgeon for Steed Jordan Memorial Hospital in Gulfport, Mississippi. He has been nominated as the #1 Heart Surgeon in the South. People from all over the world came to see him. There was often charity and missionary work, and he would go to places where there was little medical care, facilities, or doctors to care for the locals.

Stephanie smiled while remembering a particular case in which her cousin helped a little boy in the Bahamas. The child had a heart condition in which the blood was not pumping to the body—hypo-plastic left heart syndrome. He often told her he could not do his job without praying and meditating Her cousin was her hero. Surely, God had given him the hands for helping others. What a gift! Only if he could mend her broken heart. She knew only God could do that.

Having loving and supportive grandparents was a huge comfort for her since she lost the two most important people in her life, her parents. She remembered her parents going on a couple’s weekend trip. The trip consisted of several of their friends and colleagues. All made it to the site except her parents. She often heard her grandparents talk about it. They felt someone had killed them. But of course, it was ruled as an accident. She did not think her grandparents ever got over it; they just dealt with it one day at a time. 

Yes, for Stephanie at age thirteen, to lose her parents was so heart breaking. She cried, ate little, and always wanted to be alone. She did not want to hear anyone’s voice. She wanted to grieve in silence. Depression consumed her for two months, until her grandparents said it was enough. They had her go to counseling; they all went. It was apparent that they could not handle this on their own. And from that day on, their lives changed drastically. They were so grateful for that time of healing. 

Stephanie sat down in the recliner. It was so relaxing that she chose to sleep in it for the night. Hopefully everything would come together for the scheduling of the services tomorrow. Looking up at the ceiling, her mind wondered. She could not help but think of what her grandmother said previously. What was she talking about? Seriously, she wanted to know, she needed to know. It was killing her inside. Stephanie knew it was very important, and she had to do it for the sake of the family. Sleep was not coming anytime soon, so she decided to get a snack, some wine, and listen to some music.

She had to let Rosa know that she wanted her to continue to live in the mansion and to continue to take care of it. All of the staff would continue to work for the family. Her grandmother would be proud of her. Stephanie did not know where she stood with her career at this point because of what she had to do for the family. But she did not feel sad about the career for it had taken up a lot of her time. It was a long day and she was tired. She decided to turn the lamp off and go to sleep.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER FOUR


[image: ]


“How do you feel about meeting her after all these years?” “I guess I am a little nervous. That is expected.” “You will be fine, son. You and Stephanie are betrothed. We must not forget the plan. Our families have been working hard over the years for this moment.” Jordan knew full well what his mother was speaking of. All those years ago, the distance away could not take away the love he had for Stephanie. It killed him inside to know that he had to leave her. He prayed that she would not be angry with him for leaving her. He worked hard to be the chief surgeon of neurology. He always believed in helping others. Proving himself to her is all he thought about. He was a good man inside out.

“Take it from your father, son. You have to forgive yourself. It was your mother and I, who made the decision to relocate due to the expansion of our company. I am sure she will understand why we left. Just focus on your role in this important mission.” He knew his parents were right. The only thing left to do was move forward and take things as they come. Suddenly, Jordan felt the vibration of his phone in his pants pocket. “Excuse me.” “Dr. Ojo speaking.” “Yes, doctor, we have a patient who came in complaining of pain throughout his body. He is a patient of yours. He says, his pains have been off and on for about two months.” “Okay, I am on my way.” “I will let the ER physician know.”

On the way to the hospital, Jordan took out a photo of Stephanie. She was getting the award for lead prosecutor; the Biloxi City Times had the article. Everyone knew her as Stephanie because her real name was hidden to protect her. She did not know her real name. But soon she would know who she really is. Jordan kissed the photo. “We will meet soon, my darling Stephanie or should I say Adaeze.” 

“Dear, I am really worried about Jordan. He is carrying a lot of burden. He’s afraid that Stephanie will not want anything to do with him now.” “Well, wife, he does not know that, we spoke to Sara before she passed. The young lady asked about him several times over the years.” “Our son is worrying about nothing. He should be focused on being the best husband, and giving us grandchildren.” “You’re so silly.” “It’s the truth.”

“You know young folks worry about the wrong things.” “Honey, I cannot wait until she finds out who she really is.” “Yes, keeping this a secret was necessary for the Edo’s in order to protect her.” Changing her first name, teaching her manners, defensive training, guiding her into law, all was part of the plan. 

The Okoro’s sons could travel to parts of Africa even where their parents were from. Stephanie’s great-aunt changed her first and last name once she got to the States. Stephanie was the most valuable asset to the family, but she had no clue. She was not allowed to travel to Africa. Now, the current situation required her to travel in the near future. Uke had no way of finding out who she was. Not until the time came.

The Ojo’s worried about the huge responsibility. Would Stephanie be up to it? Would she fight for what was hers? How would she go about taking back what her grandparents and father lost all those years ago? Time would surely tell.

“Good morning, Ms. Edo, this is the funeral director, Howard Dunn. We just received your grandmother’s body. Could you please come in today?” Rubbing her eyes, Stephanie spoke, “Sure, Mr. Dunn. Give me an hour.” “Okay, I will see you then, Ms. Edo.” Man, she was having the best sleep ever. Mr. Funeral Director, how could you? Anyway, it had only been one day. Stephanie willed herself up and headed toward the shower.

Seated in the funeral home family area, her nerves were a mess. Looking around the area, she saw gold trimmed frames with beautiful flower paintings in them, shiny cherry wood tables, and the sofas matched the coloring in the paintings. Finalizing the arrangements was hard. This meant she was closer to laying her grandmother to rest. It was like, if she could keep her here, she would never leave her. Stephanie knew it was insane to think that
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