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Tap, tap, tap. What is that tapping sound? I woke up from a peaceful sleep and tried to figure out where it was coming from. I rubbed my eyes and glanced at the clock on the dresser - just a couple of minutes past three. The room was comfortably cool, and I snuggled into the new comforter I had bought recently. Usually, I am a deep sleeper, but tonight was different. Earlier, Gad and I had enjoyed a romantic evening together. He treated me like a cherished lady, giving me a back massage, delicious chocolate-covered strawberries, and fulfilling my innermost desires.  

Tap, tap, tap! As I rolled over, I realized Gad was no longer in bed with me. I ran my hands over the sheets to make sure I wasn't imagining things. I even focused my eyes as much as possible. But there was no denying it - he was gone. I got up and grabbed my robe, wondering where he could be. He's always up doing something, whether it's checking on the house or fulfilling a commitment. Not wanting to wake the kids, I quietly opened our bedroom door and checked Yasmin's room first. Sometimes Gad likes to watch her sleep and tuck her in. But she wasn't there either. Panic started to set in as I made my way to Chandon's room. "Chandon! Chandon!" I called out, but there was no response, and his bed was empty too. Something was definitely wrong - where were my children and husband?  

Frustration was bubbling up inside me. Why hadn't he woke me up? It's already three in the morning, where could they possibly be? I walked back to my room and slipped on my slippers. Tap! Tap! Tap! The sound was back. Where was it coming from? As I went to check out our bedroom window, the house phone began to ring. I quickly made my way over to answer it, picking it up on the third ring.  

I picked up the phone and answered. “Hello?” “Damaris?” Gad's voice came through on the other end. “Where are you and the kids, Gad?” I asked anxiously. Tap, tap, tap! “We're at the hospital. Chandon had a high fever and was burning up. You were asleep when I left, so I carried you to bed to rest. I took Yasmin with us because she seemed fussy too, and I wanted her checked out just in case. We should be back in about an hour if everything goes smoothly. They've already put Chandon in a room, and we're waiting for the doctor to come in." Gad explained. "What about Yasmin?" I interjected. "She's fine; they checked her at the Nurse's Station. So don't worry, my love, get some rest. We'll be home soon." Gad reassured me. "Please don't scare me like that again, my heart was racing with worry. Give my babies a kiss for me, and I'll be here waiting for your return," I said, relieved but still concerned. "Of course, darling, I'm sorry for causing you distress. Love you," Gad replied apologetically. "Love you too," I replied before ending the call.

A rhythmic tapping jolted me awake from a deep slumber. This incessant noise needs to stop. “Wait, was I just dreaming? Maybe it's all in my head, because surely no one in this quiet neighborhood would be making such a racket.” I quickly put on my slippers and robe before heading downstairs. My partner, Gad, had left the kitchen and living room lights on and our small night light was still glowing, just in case our son Chandon came down before we woke up. I switched on the main light and made my way towards the basement, but then I heard that tapping again. Only this time, it seemed to be coming from our front door. I slowly approached the door and peered through the peephole but saw no one. In frustration, I turned on the outside light, but still no one was there. “Who is it?” I shouted. No response. "I said who is it!" Still nothing. Irritated, I grabbed a baseball bat that we kept near the door for protection, and remembered we also had a gun in our wall safe. Feeling secure, I headed back towards the basement. But then there was another loud tap at the front door. “Enough of this game! Who is it!" I yelled out one last time. In my anger, I threw open the door without thinking about what or who could be waiting outside.

As the door swung open, I couldn't believe my eyes. I was frozen in shock. “What are you doing here?” I blurted out. The word hung heavy in the air as they whispered back, "You." My throat tightened and I attempted to close the door, but it easily pushed open with little effort. 

“You shouldn't be here; my husband and children are upstairs sleeping.” I scoffed, dismissing his concern. “Their presence doesn't matter to me. You summoned me, and you know it." His words were laced with temptation, enticing me closer. "You can't resist me, you know you want me," his voice echoed in my head, reminding me of the forbidden desires I had been suppressing. "Let me show you what you've been missing, my Queen," the seductive voice persisted.

My body tingled as his hands roamed over it. I fought to keep my mind clear, but the pleasure was too overwhelming. "Your lips taste just as sweet as they did when we first kissed. My longing to make love with you again has consumed me. Just say my name once more, Damaris." His voice entranced me even further.

I couldn't believe what was happening in my living room. “We have to stop, this isn't right,” I moaned. But deep down, I knew that if I truly didn't want this, it wouldn't even be possible. I had felt a connection with him since day one and it was becoming harder to resist. "Say my name, Damaris," he urged. His words were like a spell, luring me in with the promise of everything I wanted. All I had to do was say his name and it would all be mine for the taking. “Jaaa...” 

The loud tapping sound jolted me out of my sleep, and panic flooded my mind. I quickly sat up and tried to make sense of the situation. Once I was fully awake, I headed downstairs. The sudden chaos had left me craving something sweet, so I whipped up a batch of oatmeal cookie dough. It was almost 4:30 in the morning and Gad still hadn't returned home. I couldn't help but worry about my little boy's well-being. I hated seeing him as well as all of them being sick. Hopefully, it was just a passing illness that would go away soon. As the oven preheated, I chugged down two bottles of water while mixing the dough. A familiar urge brought me to the half bathroom only five minutes later. But even then, the smell of freshly baked cookies wafting from the oven was irresistible. Standing in front of the oven's glass window, I watched each cookie spread into perfect circles, causing my mouth to water in anticipation. Just as the timer went off, signaling that they were ready, the house phone rang loudly and unexpectedly. It was placed on the other side of the oven, so I frantically reached for it while grabbing a potholder with my other hand. 

“Hey Gad, is that you?” I asked. "Yes, it's me, Baby. Sorry for taking so long," he replied. As I pulled the freshly baked cookies out of the oven, I set them on a cooling rack. "They're just waiting for his fever to break and his test results to come back before they release him," he explained. "Awe, our poor baby isn't feeling well at all. Do you want me to come up there?" I offered. He sighed and responded, "No, it's fine Babe. Don't worry about it. Yasmin is fast asleep and Chandon is dozing off and on. Just relax and enjoy your free time.” He chuckled and added, "We'll be home soon enough. And I know you're probably already in the kitchen whipping up something sweet.” Ugh, he knew me too well. I blushed as I admitted that I had been baking cookies so early in the morning. “You know me too well, Baby. I was craving oatmeal, so I made some oatmeal cookies," I shared. "Save some for me please," he joked. “Of course, you know I always will. See you all when you get home." I said with excitement. "Okay, Babe. Bye." he responded. “Bye.” I said before ending the call.

After Gad and I chatted for a bit, the cookies had cooled down enough to eat. I grabbed a few and placed them on a plate, pouring a glass of milk to go with it. The first bite was divine: warm, sugary, and chewy. I savored it for a moment before washing it down with a gulp of icy-cold milk. These are amazing! I really did an excellent job on these old-fashioned oatmeal cookies. I quickly finished the first one and reached for another. Just as my teeth sank into it, there was a knock at the front door. Are you serious? After the dream I just had, I am in no mood to deal with whoever is at that door. But it was only a dream...I need to stop overthinking things. Slowly, I made my way towards the door, hoping everything was okay. Gad hadn't returned with the kids yet. It couldn't be our parents knocking at this hour...could it? I assured myself that everything was fine and cautiously opened the door.

I heard Gad's voice calling my name, pulling me out of a deep sleep. “Damaris, Damaris, Damaris. Are you awake?" I stirred and responded with a mumble, "Hmm, yes? What's going on?" He explained that we had fallen asleep on the couch in the basement, and it was already 1 am. We needed to go to bed so we could be rested for the long day ahead of us. "Okay," I agreed, slowly sitting up and looking at him. His face was filled with adoration and a sweet smile. It was hard to believe that just moments ago, I had been experiencing strange and surreal dreams. I shook off the thoughts and got up with him. As we made our way to the first floor of our house, there came a loud knock at the door.

“Are you serious?" I scoffed. Gad's face displayed his disbelief, as if I had been predicting the knocking at the door. "Do you know who it is?" he inquired. I shook my head, unsure why he was asking such an obvious question. "Your comment just now," he clarified with a raised eyebrow. "Gad, it's one o'clock in the morning," I reminded him. "Please just answer the door." He walked over to the entrance and cautiously peered through the peephole. Turning back to me, he whispered, "There's no one there." "Then open the door and check," I urged, pointing towards the baseball bat nearby. "Fine, Sergeant Dee," he yielded with a sigh. With steady hands, he unlocked the door while I stood behind him anxiously waiting to see who was outside.

“Hey fam bam, what's going on? My apologies, I was out, and my car ran out of gas. I tried throwing rocks at your window, but you didn't wake up. Then I started tapping on this heavy penitentiary-like door. You guys are slow as molasses! Me and P-rod just came back from the club down the street. I was about to drop him off when my car ran out of gas. Can I get a hug, cuz-in-law? Love you guys," my cousin insisted. 

She had her arms stretched out wide for a hug. But from where I stood, she seemed like she was high again. At nearly one in the morning, she showed up at our door. Gad gave her a hug while I walked over to have a serious talk with her. “Are you out of your mind?" I said firmly. "What were you doing in our neighborhood with no gas? Anise, is this really a conversation about gas? If you weren't my older cousin, I would lay my Christian hand down and go off on you. The kids are asleep upstairs, and you act like we're having a family gathering or something," scoffed. "Yeah, cousin, I understand and hear you loud and clear,” Anise replied. 

“No need to apologize now,” I said coldly. "If giving you some gas money will send you on your way, hold on,” I instructed. Gad walked to the side of the door where we kept cash in a locked cabinet with a combination code. He punched in the numbers and grabbed a twenty-dollar bill. He handed me a twenty-dollar bill. "Thank you so much," I said, my love. I turned to Anise and gave her the money. It was the smallest bill we had, but she accepted it gratefully, nonetheless. "Where's this guy you supposedly went to the club with?" Gad asked curiously. "He stayed with the car," Anise answered. “So, he left you out here to walk by yourself?" I couldn't believe it. "That's just trifling, you need to drop him," Gad suggested. "Listen, if you're lying to me with this story, I'll tell you what will happen next time you show up at our door in the middle of the night," I said sternly. "I'll take your butt to a rehab facility. "Anise, please don't come here like this again," I said sternly. “If you want to visit us, do it the right way," Gad chimed in. "I'm truly sorry cousin Damaris and Gad, I promise it won't happen again. Thank you for the gas money though," Anise said as she turned to leave. I closed and locked the door behind her.

I couldn't help but think, can you believe this chaos? This girl needs to pull herself together. And so, do I. I have no idea why I keep having these strange dreams, but I'm sure they will make sense eventually. Maybe that's why I lashed out at Anise; it wasn't fair to her. But really, being in our neighborhood at this time of the morning wasn't exactly ideal either.

“Your cousin sure knows how to create a scene,” he chuckled. “She can be quite a handful. It's always the same story with her, giving new nicknames to some guy she's dating, but it's just her on-again-off-again boyfriend, Savon.” I shook my head in frustration. “I'll keep praying for her," I said firmly. "It's all we can do." He smiled reassuringly at me as we prepared for bed, thankful for each other's understanding and support. "Family may not be easy, but we have to make the best of it," I added.
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Every Monday morning, our household was a flurry of activity as we prepared our children for another day of school. Chandon, our eldest, attended a private school with a sprawling campus that allowed parents to observe all the educational activities taking place. This new program was revolutionary in its focus on keeping parents informed and involved in their child's education. What truly stood out to us was the emphasis on religion as a fundamental part of the curriculum. Chandon thrived in this environment, consistently ranking among the top ten students in his grade and displaying an impressive breadth of knowledge. In fact, his intelligence was so exceptional that he was moved up from kindergarten to first grade after only a few weeks. We were amazed by his maturity and understanding beyond his years, almost as if he possessed an old soul trapped within a child's body. 

––––––––
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YASMIN ATTENDED ‘BABY school’ every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday- a literal name for the institution designed for infants and toddlers. The curriculum focused on language acquisition, physical activity, perception, and retention of empowering concepts. Both Gad and I were impressed by how quickly she absorbed information and demonstrated her intelligence. Over the past two months, she had made great progress on her own. 

“Sir, it's almost seven and we need to depart immediately. You know that both of them must be at their respective schools by 7:45," I scolded playfully. "I'm well aware, my dear," Gad responded with a sly grin. The schools were renowned for their excellence, but they were located on opposite sides of town and roughly ten minutes apart, with a distance of approximately three and a half miles between them.

In 2007, we inherited a successful dine-in from Gad's father's side of the family. His grandfather and godfather, who was also a pastor at their childhood church, had opened it in the 1970s. Despite the struggling economy, our business continued to thrive. We made some changes before moving it four years ago from Northwest Phoenix to Chandler, where I grew up. It was a difficult decision, but after praying and consulting with our pastor, we felt confident about the move. We didn't want to be responsible for tarnishing Gad's family legacy. Fortunately, we were able to secure a location in the emerging downtown area of Chandler due to ongoing renovations. While the area continues to develop, we have maintained our loyal customers and gained many new ones. It brings me joy to see my childhood friends dining at our restaurant and getting to introduce them to my wonderful family. I am grateful for this blessing and attribute it all to God's grace. 

Since our restaurant was located in the city center, we had some flexibility with our operating hours. We decided to be open from Tuesday to Saturday, but with a slight change on Fridays - we would open at 12 am and close at 11:30 pm the next day. From Tuesday to Thursday, we opened at 6 am and closed at 10:30 pm. Our restaurant is called Zebulun's, a Hebrew name meaning dwelling or habitation, inspired by the book of Genesis 30:20. 

“We should make a list of everything we need for the rest of the month today. We have plenty of time since the kids are at school until 5:30 this evening,” I proposed. “Definitely,” he agreed. Chandon's school session ended at 2:30, but he had after-school activities that kept him busy until 5:15. Yasmin's school was only open three days a week, so they had to cram all their work into those days and usually finished around 5:30 each day.

“Sweetheart, it's the beginning of March and we need to get ready for the influx of spring breakers,” I insisted. "I know, my dear, please don't stress. You always get a little anxious during this time of year. What's bothering you?” Gad asked. "I'm just feeling a mix of excitement, overwhelm, and dishevel,” I confessed.

He gave me a disbelieving look. "Maybe it's a good time to sit down and read the rest of the chapter,” he said, referring to 1st Peter 3 in the Bible. "You might be right," I conceded. He walked over to the built-in wall unit and retrieved our family Bible from the shelf. "Shall I read, or would you like to?" he asked. “Why don't you go ahead,” I replied. "No problem," he said softly. We settled onto the reclining couch, and I listened as he read verses 8-22 from 1st Peter.

Forty-five minutes later, we finished reading.

“Wow, amazing how Peter emphasizes the importance of doing good in all situations,” Gad said. "I'm sorry for getting worked up earlier; I just want us to do good things together, Love," I stressed.

“Damaris, you know me, I'm always striving to give back and do good, but there's no need for you to get stressed out about it. I've got your back, remember?” He reassured me.

“Thank you, Bae,” I replied.

“It's no problem. So, what did you learn from that chapter?” he asked.

“I gathered that suffering is inevitable in life, but it's important to focus on the good rather than the bad when interacting with others," I advised. "I understand your point. To me, it means that as humans, we cannot avoid suffering no matter how hard we try. So instead of subjecting ourselves to evil, let's keep our minds and hearts pure by embracing God's unconditional love," Gad suggested. "That's an interesting perspective. We may have different viewpoints, but we both grasp the message in our own way," I stated.

“Are you all set to begin?" I asked. "Yes, could you please bring the iPads from the dining room table for me, honey?" he replied. "Certainly." We settled at the kitchen table and started brainstorming our list together; it was like a breath of fresh air. Having him beside me, working in sync, made me feel grateful for my life.

“How about we order 12 cases of bottled water? That gives us 35 bottles in each case, so a total of 420 waters. Will that be enough?" I asked Gad. "Wait, don't we typically sell those every week? This is going to be the busiest time for spring break," he reminded me. "Oops, my mistake. We actually need 24 cases, right?" I confirmed. "Haha, let me write that down so we don't forget. Good thing we have two iPads," Gad joked, pointing to his device. "Okay, moving on. What about deli meats?" I asked him. "I suggest getting 8 round roasts weighing between 12 and 15 pounds, 10 turkey breasts, and 6 boneless hams," he suggested. "Oh, guess what! I found a company that pre-selects beans!" I exclaimed. "What's their rating? Are they trustworthy?" Gad questioned. "They have a four-and-a-half-star rating and yes, they are reputable," I responded. "That's great! How much more expensive are they compared to our current supplier?" he inquired. "Just a few dollars more," I answered. "That will save us from having to assign extra tasks to our staff," he replied with relief. "Exactly, I'm tired of picking beans all the time," I grumbled before sharing a quick high-five and sending in the orders.

“It's already 2 o'clock, Damaris. Do you want to visit your grandmother on your mom's side before we have to pick up the kids?" Gad asked. "No, she always insists on seeing them," I explained. Suddenly, the ringing phone interrupted our conversation. "Do you want to get it, or should I answer?" Gad inquired. "I'll get it," I said as I reached for the phone. "Who is it?" he questioned. The caller ID displayed Luther Lee, Anise's father and my mother's older brother. "It must be Anise," I thought out loud. "Are you going to answer it?" Gad pressed, "She might have something important to say." "Fine," I conceded. Just as I hit the TALK button, the phone stopped ringing. "Hello? Hello? No answer," I stated, "Maybe she didn't actually need anything." "So, what do you want to do instead?" Gad asked. "Chandon is growing out of his church clothes, so let's go buy him some new suits, dress pants, and shirts," I suggested. "That's a good idea. And I can get some new dress shirts and ties for myself," Gad replied with a smile. "You're such a clothes fanatic,” I chuckled.
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“Gad, are you ready? It's Tuesday and that means the start of our work week!” I yelled out as if he didn't already know that. “Yes, I will be there shortly Ms. Hair,” he replied. “Oh, he knows I'm going to get him for that.”

The great thing about working downtown was that I could bring Yasmin with us on her off-days from school. Our office was spacious enough to have a designated area for her to play in, and we had hired a nanny to look after her while we worked all day long. Chandon was already at school, so we needed to head out soon. I made sure Yasmin was dressed and ready for the day ahead before we left. 

––––––––
[image: ]


“YASMIN, TELL DADDY to hurry up,” she grinned and called out “da-ddy." “Come on Gad, you're taking longer than a woman, Sir,” I joked. “Alright wo-man, I'm on my way,” he replied playfully. "Finally, what took you so long?” I scolded him when he finally appeared. “You know I have to look and smell good for my lady. I can't be going out looking like a crusty dusty dude," he chuckled. "Well, if that's how you want to present yourself, it's not my fault," I teased. "Oh please, what kind of wife says that?" he challenged. "This one does," I wisecracked, handing our daughter Yasmin over to him. "I'll go get the car ready, hubby," I said with a sly smile. "Of course, love," Gad responded with a laugh. "Your mom is something else, Yasmin. She needs a good old-fashioned butt whooping, don't you agree, my sweet little girl?" he asked our daughter. "I heard that, Gad!" I reprimanded from the other room. "Babe, come on, I was just kidding," he protested with a grin. "Mmm-hmm," I smirked as I walked away to get the car ready.

I turned to Sam and asked, "Could you kindly retrieve two boxes of cake flour and four sticks of the organic grass-fed butter for me? They should be on the back table. I took the butter out 10 minutes ago, and the cake flour is neatly stacked in a row." Sam, our resident baker who had been with the company since before Gad and I were dating, responded promptly, "Of course, Mrs. Andric." He always went above and beyond to assist me in the baking area, making it effortless to implement new ideas or techniques.

“What do you want to make today, Mrs. Andric?" he asked, bringing over the ingredients. "I want to add something new to our menu, something that I used to make for Gad on Valentine's Day," I shared. "What did you make for me on Valentine's Day?" Gad asked with interest. "The infamous Applesauce Spice Cake Bae," I replied with a grin. "Are you really going to serve it today? You'll have all of the men begging for it forever," Gad exclaimed excitedly. "That's my plan, Babe. If we can get it out today, everyone will be willing to pay for it again and again. Don't you want all of our customers to taste its deliciousness?" I prompted.

He looked at me with a pleading expression, using his charming puppy dog eyes. “Okay, they can have some of my Baby's treats too. But what about your own Baby?” he persisted. I smiled and shook my head. “Don't worry, Gad, I'll make you a smaller version as well." I offered. He raised an eyebrow in confusion. "Why am I getting a small one when all the customers will want a full-sized treat?" he sighed. I met his gaze and replied, “Because you know you'll be bouncing off the walls even worse than Yasmin does when she gets hyped up.” We all chuckled at the thought. "Well, I guess that will do," he said with a grin. “Yes, it should,” I agreed.

“I can't believe how quickly time has passed,” Gad remarked. Anna, our food prep assistant, chimed in with a response: "It's only ten o'clock," she chuckled.

Anna was responsible for all the chopping, slicing, dicing, mashing, grinding, and mincing needed for our menu items. She had already prepared the potatoes, celery, onions, and green bell peppers for the potato salad that Gad had requested.

“Mr. Andric, Mrs. Andric, there is someone here to see you,” Morgan announced as she peeked through the kitchen doors. Morgan was our part-time hostess and greeter; she was also a student at Mesa Community College (MCC).

“Gad, did you have any appointments scheduled for today?" I asked him, puzzled by this unexpected visitor. He furrowed his brow in concentration before answering, "Not that I can remember, Damaris." We exchanged confused glances before making our way to greet our unidentified guest.

As we made our way into the dining area, Morgan directed us to a table in the corner on the left side. I couldn't believe my eyes as they flickered and squinted. It was Leah. We went way back, all the way to 9th grade when we met at Mesa Jr High. I remember feeling so lost and out of place, but then I bumped into her in the hallway that first week. She didn't get mad, thankfully. At the time, she was around 2 inches taller than me, but by the end of the school year, we were both standing at 5'8". Her complexion was darker than mine, but she had these stunning light brownish orange eyes. In Jr High, I used to be thicker than her, but now it looked like she had gained ten pounds more than me. She stood up from her seat and opened her arms for a hug. 

“Hey, when did you get into town?” I asked, returning the hug. “Sway and I have been planning this since last year.” “Sway," Gad said smoothly. “Yeah, she mentioned Sway,” I chuckled. "I haven't seen him since he messed up his knee during our pickup game five years ago.” “When did you two get back together?” we both asked in unison. "It was about five years ago." Gad said, raised his eyebrows as I raised my right one. She grinned. "I was the one who took care of him after his knee injury." "Were you still in Minnesota then?" I asked. "Yes and no," she replied. "I was still living there, but I had come back to visit a week before he got hurt. We had texted a few times, but he really started reaching out to me once they operated on his leg." "How did you even know we were here?" I questioned. "I ran into Nuck a month ago, but he didn't mention that you two were here until last weekend." "That's just like old Nuck boy," Gad exclaimed, shaking his head. “He's my dude, but y'all know he's crazy.” We all laughed together. 

“We have a lot to do today, so we better get started, girl. It's Monday and we need to get everything finished,” I stressed. "I totally get it, Damaris. I just wanted to stop by and surprise you two. It's been too long since we've seen each other." Gad gave her a hug before he said goodbye and headed back to the kitchen. "Here's my number, let's plan a day for all of us to hang out and catch up," she said, handing me a slip of paper. 

“Definitely, take care," I replied, hugging her once more. “Damaris,” she began. "Yes?" I responded. "You look amazing. I love your style." "Well, I can only work with what I've got," I joked. We gave each other a high-five before she asked about my hair. "How long have you been growing it out? The texture and thickness are stunning." "About two years or so," I answered. "It looks gorgeous, keep rocking it," she praised me. My hair was styled in thin single twists gathered into a ponytail. "I'm trying to embrace the natural look, but it can be a hassle sometimes." "Oh no, it looks great! And don't worry, you always know how to slay any look," she complimented me again as she laughed and left the restaurant.

As Tuesday dragged on, I found myself lost in memories. Last night's romantic evening with Gad was followed by a dream that left me feeling some type of way. And now, Leah is back in town. I couldn't help but wonder what it all meant. Eventually, I made my way to the kitchen where Gad was waiting for me. "Seeing Leah was nice," I commented as I joined him. "Definitely," he replied with a smile. "But I'm looking forward to seeing my boy Sway again. He's my main bball dawg." "Bball dawg?" I repeated. "I thought you and Kodii were." "We were, once Sway got hurt, before then it was always Sway." "Ah, sorry, sometimes I'm out of the loop." He leaned over and gave me a kiss on the cheek before we got back to work. 
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Every Wednesday night, we gathered for Bible study. “Did you change Yasmin's outfit?” I inquired to Gad. He laughed. “Yeah, I did that a little while ago, honey.” I turned to Chandon. “And did he change as well?” My gaze was intense. “Yes, he did, my love,” Gad replied. 

He then came up behind me and began massaging my shoulders with strong, firm fingers. I relaxed under his touch and shared my thoughts with him. "I can't stop wondering what Leah is up to back in town." Gad whispered in my ear, "Do you really think that's any of our business?" I hesitated before answering. "I know, but it just seems unlike her. We talked seven months ago, and she never mentioned moving anywhere." Gad reminded me, "You two haven't been as close as you used to be the past four and a half years. Remember how I used to have to drag you off the phone with her?" I couldn't help but laugh at the memory. "Yeah, we used to talk about everything back then. Ever since she moved to Minnesota at the end of '05, it feels like I lost a really great best friend," I sighed. "That's why you have me," he said with a smile, his eyes understanding and comforting. I turned to him and gave him a gentle kiss on the lips. "Do you want to talk about it?" he asked softly. 

My mind went blank for a moment, thinking about the troubling dream I had just experienced. I almost let out a sigh, but instead decided to speak of something else. "I actually wanted to talk about something that happened yesterday." "What is it?" he inquired; his expression filled with concern. "I spoke to Sage last night.” “Oh, where was I?" he asked, trying to piece things together. “You were helping Chandon with his homework." “Right, okay. So, what's going on with her?” He continued to look at me intently. 

Sage was a girl I met four years ago. At the time, she was attending Chandler High School up the way. She would often come into the restaurant during her lunchtime. After getting to know her over the years, I could sense that she always had something weighing heavily on her mind. Eventually, she confided in me and told me everything.

“We had a deep conversation about her struggle to stay authentic,” I disclosed. He gave me a puzzled look, and I held his gaze. "Have you ever experienced Deja vu?" I inquired. "Yeah, please continue," Gad urged. "I have to be honest. Sometimes, it feels like my sense of self shifts and changes. It's like a switch is flipped and I question if it really happened or if I've been there before. But for her, it happens frequently." I explained. “I understand what you mean, but others may not. Some might even think she's losing her mind. It's difficult for us to grasp because we can't go back in time and ask others how they felt. The Bible is our main source for understanding past lives, but even then, we don't have all the answers. Has she discussed this with anyone else?" he probed. "I'm not sure; I didn't specifically ask her. But I believe her and empathize with her experience." I emphasized.

“Next time you talk, ask her about it. I know she enjoys talking to you, but you can only provide so much insight, Love. This is a difficult topic to discuss. Damaris, how would you explain something like that? Do you see what I'm saying?" After he said this, I was left feeling surprised. I may not be an expert, but I know the importance of talking things out and discussing them. No big deal, right? It's our choice who we choose to confide in, but sometimes we just need someone to listen. "Alright Gad, I understand Mr. Hut to it." "Babe, don't be like that. I just don't want you to get overwhelmed. You've been a great support system for her, and I care about her too. We've been involved in her life and have set good examples for her. "Just keep an open mind, alright?" he urged. "I always do." "Perfect, then we're in agreement. If we want to get to Bible study tonight, we should leave soon," he reminded me.

Brother James greeted us warmly as we entered the church. "How are you all doing this evening?" he asked, as we continued in. "We're doing well," we replied. He offered to take Yasmin and Chandon to the children's bible study if we wanted, and we happily agreed. As we settled into our seats in the congregation area, Sista Canyon came over to greet us on our right. "Hello there," we said. She was one of the rotating door greeters on Sundays. "Will you both be joining us for the car wash fundraiser this Saturday?" she asked. "We have some things to take care of at the dine-in first," Gad answered. She smiled and asked about the kids. "They're doing great," I replied. "Brother James took them to children's bible study for us." "That was very kind of him," she said with a smile. "Is Yasmin walking now?" "Yes, she started around three and a half weeks ago," I told her, beaming with pride. "It was amazing to see her get up and start stepping." We chatted for another ten minutes before bible study began.

“Good evening, everyone,” Associate Pastor Grays greeted us. We all responded with a collective "fine.” “I'm glad to see you all here tonight. We'll be studying Colossians 3:1-17. Who wants to start us off?” I raised my hand. "Excellent, Sister Andric, can you read verses 1-4 for us?" "Of course, I'd be happy to," I replied. As I read, I made sure to go slowly and clearly so everyone could understand the message. When I finished, Pastor Grays seamlessly picked up where I left off. "Thank you, Sister Andric." "You're welcome, Pastor Grays." 

“Now let's break down these four verses together." He went through the verses quickly, and I wondered if anyone was able to keep up. But as we moved on, it seemed like they did. "Did everyone understand that?" he asked and received a chorus of agreements. "Brother Cooke, would you mind reading verses 5-10 next?" "Not at all, Pastor Grays." Brother Cooke confidently read the verses, and Pastor Grays immediately began discussing and explaining them in detail. "Thank you, Brother Cooke. Let's make sure we fully understand these verses. Pay close attention.” His voice commanded our attention as he delved into the meaning behind each verse. 

The verses serve as a warning, a call to shed the ways of death that are intertwined with sexual promiscuity, impurity, and unbridled lust. A life driven by these desires and impulses, rather than guided by God, is like a ticking time bomb that will ultimately lead to His wrath. It was not long ago that you were caught up in this destructive cycle, unaware of the harm it caused. But now you know better, so it is imperative to rid yourself of these negative traits: hot temper, irritability, cruelty, profanity, and obscene talk. Let honesty and truth reign in your interactions with others. You have left behind that old way of life and all its filth and corruption. Like shedding a dirty, ill-fitting outfit and tossing it into the fire, you have been clothed in a new wardrobe personally designed by the Creator Himself. The former distinctions between cultures and religions no longer hold weight; in this new life, we are all equal under God's love and mercy. 

After explaining the verses, Gad raised his hand and asked Pastor Grays for clarification. "Yes, Gad?" Pastor Grays responded. "Pastor, your breakdown of those verses was truly amazing. Where did you come up with that interpretation?" "Well, Gad, I use a King James Bible, a New International Version, and a Message Bible to study. I highly recommend investing in a Message Bible. You can find it online and it breaks down the verses in a modern way." "Thank you, Pastor," replied Gad. 

“We're almost finished. If no one minds, I'll read the last few verses and wrap things up.” As he looked around at the attentive faces, Pastor Grays placed emphasis on verse 17: "And whatever you do, whether in word or deed, do it all in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him." "That concludes our study for tonight. Sister Bulor, would you kindly read the breakdown for these scriptures? I have them typed out for you.” 

She walked over and took his iPad. “Are we ready?” she asked. "Yes, we are," they all replied. She confidently read through the interpretation as if it were her own words. When she finished, Pastor Grays thanked her, and she returned to her seat. 

“Thank you all for joining us for Bible Study tonight. Before we conclude, there are a few important matters we need to discuss. But first, here are our Questions to Ponder sheet. Use these questions to grow in your faith or continue your journey with Christ.” He distributed sheets of paper with three questions on each one. "Let these questions guide you towards a renewed or continuous life with Christ.” 

––––––––
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Questions to Ponder

1.HAVE YOU DEPARTED from your old ways for good? Do old habits and old urges tempt you and if so, how do you counter them when they do?  

2.What do you think the expression your being is unseen with Christ in God means?  

3.What is the description of your existence and mind-set right now? What needs to happen for you to reach pure joy in your life?  

––––––––
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“ALRIGHT, AS WE DISCUSSED, we will be holding a carwash fundraiser this Saturday from 10am to 2pm at the corner of Guadalupe and Alma School, thanks to Brother and Sister Lewis for securing us that spot.” We all showed our appreciation with claps and thank yous. 

“They have a good relationship with the owner of the gas station, and they kindly offered it to us. They also donated soap, sponges, and towels. However, we are still in need of tire spray, rim cleaner, and glass cleaner.” Sister Bulor offered to bring 2 gallons of glass cleaner and mini bottles for it. Brother August said he would bring a dozen cans of rim cleaner. Sister Pete and Brother Calton also volunteered to bring six cans of tire cleaner each. A couple of weeks ago, Gad and I purchased 15 buckets, two water hoses with spray nozzles, and five shamcloths for the event. 

“Thank you all for your generous donations,” Pastor expressed his gratitude.

“Now, onto our upcoming Spring couple's retreat which will be happening next week. It will last for two weekends so both myself and Pastor Golden can attend. If you haven't signed up yet, make sure to do so and remind others to do the same. This retreat is open to everyone, not just our members, so please invite your family and friends. We will be meeting on Tuesday to discuss attendance, so don't forget. Let's end with a prayer.”

“Dear Lord, thank you for another successful Wednesday Bible study. Please guide us safely home and let the message we received tonight continue to inspire us towards righteousness. Let's all say Amen.” 
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Chapter 5
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After dropping Chandon off at school, we headed to the dine-in restaurant we owned. Thursdays were always hectic, as it was the day we prepared for being open for the full two days on Friday and Saturday. Our menu offered a variety of options, including breakfast for dinner and dinner for lunch. Yasmin was well-behaved and content with the nanny while we worked. We had a long list of items to prepare precut potato fries and sweet potato cubes, homemade dough for various rolls, marinated chicken and pork steaks, cakes, and various seafood dishes like hand battered Alaskan Cod filets and cornmeal-drenched Catfish filets. We also had to make macaroni and cheese, candied yams, twice breaded chicken, homemade Belgian waffles, ham steaks, red beans and rice, homemade biscuits...the list went on. By one o'clock, we had completed about half of our preparation tasks. However, later on we realized that some major ingredients were running low.

I beckoned to Gad, "Hey bae," I said. He turned towards me with a smile and asked, "Yes, my love?" "I need to make a quick trip to the store," I informed him. "Not a problem, darling," he replied calmly. "I'll be bringing Jude along with me," I added. "No worries, love. We can handle things here without you," he assured me with a warm smile.

I had to make a trip to Costco for supplies. The upcoming spring season meant an influx of customers at our diner, so I stocked up on essentials: 40 pounds of flour, 20 pounds of sugar and brown sugar, four pounds of butter, two gallons of buttermilk, and a couple jars of yeast. Jude, who had worked with us for the past four years since we took over the dine-in, was always our go-to guy for errands and shopping. As we drove back from Costco, I decided to treat myself to some chocolate custard from Culvers. 

“Would you like anything, Jude?” I asked as I pulled into the drive through. “Yes ma'am, a tall strawberry ice cream shake would be great," he replied with enthusiasm. After getting our treats, we enjoyed the ride back in silence; Jude struggled to finish his thick concrete shake while I savored my indulgent chocolate dessert. When we got back to the dine-in, Jude insisted on unloading everything himself so I could relax after buying him a shake. Once he finished, I parked the truck and went inside. And there she was- Leah. I walked over and tapped her on the shoulder before sitting down next to her.

“Hey, girl,” she said. “Hi, is everything okay?” I asked with concern. She took a deep breath and exhaled, wiping her hand over her face. I waited for her to speak.

“Today I found out I'm pregnant, and yes, it's Sway's. We just got here, and I'm not ready for this.” She looked me in the eye as she said it. I swallowed hard before responding. 

“I don't mean to pry, but what are your plans with Sway? Are you two planning on getting married, going your separate ways, or staying together without any formal commitment?” “Damaris.” “Yes, Leah?” “Sway and I have been married since I nursed his knee back to health.” “What?” My jaw dropped in disbelief. "I don't even know who you are anymore," I whispered. “Damaris, please don't be mad. I wanted to tell you, but then I had a miscarriage.” “I can't do this, Leah. Our friendship has always been based on honesty, and if something happens, we talk about it right away. This happened five years ago!" I felt hurt and betrayed.

“Don't get up, Damaris. I need you by my side. I know I messed up, but I've been trying to tell you for so long. Please give me a chance to explain everything. You'll see that I never meant for things to go on like this.” I turned away from her. “Fine. But if you really mean what you say, we need to sit down and have a serious conversation.” “Thank you,” she whispered. 

We were skilled at concealing our serious discussions from those who could overhear. "Before we go any further, let me speak with Gad and make sure he's comfortable with me leaving with you. It wouldn't be appropriate to have this conversation in public.”

She smiled slightly in relief as she confirmed, “That's perfectly fine with me.”

As I entered the kitchen area, Gad greeted me with a question. "Where have you been, my sweet dumpling?" he asked. "I was in the dining area talking to Leah." "Leah? Is she here with Sway? Why didn't she send someone to get us?" he inquired further. "No, Sway isn't with her. She came alone specifically to speak with me," I explained. "What about? You look upset," he observed. "I'm not sure yet, but she told me some heavy news. Can you and Yasmin manage without me for a few hours so I can talk to her?" I asked. "Of course, we'll be fine. You two will sort everything out." He reassured me. "I'm sorry, babe. I'll try to come back as soon as possible." He leaned in and gave me a deep kiss on the lips before I went to give Yasmin a quick peck too. “Mommy will be back later,” I told her as she happily continued playing.

As I reentered the dining area, Leah was still seated. "We'll need to take your car. I gave Gad the keys to the truck." "That's no problem," she replied. "Where would you like to go?" "Is it okay if we go to your house?" she asked timidly. "Of course," I said with a smile. "Where do you live?" "My house is on the 1700 block of East Wildhorse Place, the intersections are Cooper and the 202." "I'm not too familiar with this area yet, so you'll have to guide me." "No worries, I've got you," I said reassuringly. "My car is over there." She pointed towards a hybrid vehicle. "When did you switch to a hybrid?" I asked curiously.

“About two years ago," she replied. "What made you decide to go hybrid?" "The price of gas nowadays is outrageous – it's like they're selling it on the black market." I chuckled. "You're comical for sure, calling it a crack hustle." She shrugged. "But seriously, over three dollars a gallon? That's definitely a hustle." We both laughed before getting into her car. Once inside, I directed her towards my house. "Take a right at this corner, then head south past Pecos. You'll see the 202 ahead, make a left to get onto it. From there, exit on Cooper and make another left until you reach Wildhorse – our street – and then make your final left turn." As we drove, Leah sighed and said, "Thank you for giving me another chance to talk, Damaris. I know that what I did was wrong." "It's okay, Leah," I reassured her. "We can talk more about it at my house." A few minutes later, we arrived at my home. 

“Wow, this house is amazing. How long have you two been living in this area?" "I think it's been a couple of years now. It's nothing special," I chuckled. "Don't be humble, girl. This is a beautiful home." "Thank you," I smiled as we entered the house and made our way to the kitchen. "Oh, my goodness, the inside is even better than the outside!" "Ha, that's just the natural design of the house. We only updated the basement." "Really? Can I see it?" "Of course, but first, do you want something to drink or eat?" "What do you have?" she asked curiously. "We have bottled water, orange juice, milk, 100% juices, green tea, sweet tea, Gatorade, and Sierra Mist. And for food, we have sandwich meat, bagels, fruit, ice cream, rice and beans... etc." "I'll take some sweet tea." I grabbed a bottle of water, and we headed down to the basement.

“So, we finished it about a year ago. This is the master bedroom on the right,” I said as I opened the door for her. She walked right in and exclaimed how nice it was. “Follow me to the next area.” “Where are we going now?” she asked eagerly. “We have a mini kitchen down here too. You'll see it soon; there's a wall blocking your view.” I advised. “Oh...okay.” As we turned the corner, her eyes lit up with excitement. “Do you make pizza in that brick oven?" she asked incredulously. “Yep, and it's delicious too," I replied proudly. She rolled her eyes at my bragging. "I'll show you one more thing before we're done." “What is it?" she asked. “You'll see soon enough. Close your eyes.” “Uh, I'm not sure about that,” she hesitated. 

“Come on, Leah. Just trust me." "Okay, fine." I took her hand and led her while making sure her eyes were closed the whole time. "Last but definitely not least," I grinned at her, "here is the karaoke area." 

“Oh, my goodness, girl, you didn't!" Leah exclaimed in shock. "Yes, Ma'am, and Gad be getting it too," I grinned mischievously. "And he still serenades you with those love songs?" she asked in awe. "You know it," I boasted proudly. 

“You are so lucky,” she sighed wistfully. “What do you mean? Shoot, last I heard, Sway could hit the high notes just as well as Gad." "Girl, you know how he can be; he's too good to sing nowadays. I'll ask him to sing, and he acts like he needs a stage with his biggest fans," she scoffed. "You're too much, really, is Sway like that?" I questioned. "Come on now, you know he is," she confirmed. 

As we made our way to the living room, I asked her what she wanted to talk about. She cleared her throat and took a sip of her sweet tea. "Well, like I said before, Sway and I got married right after his knee healed. See, before I went off to Minnesota, we had talked about it, but he wasn't ready yet. He wanted to establish his career first. He really thought he was going to make it in the NBA through college.” “So, you and he talked about it when he was still at U of A?" "Yeah, during his junior year. You know how focused he was on basketball. He even got a scholarship to play there." "I remember that, but why did you want to get married?" "We had a pregnancy scare about a month before that." 

“What! Didn't I specifically tell you to keep it protected and never neglect it?" I reminded her sternly. "I did, but one-night things got intense, and the urge was too strong to resist," she confessed. "No wonder," I scolded. "Hush!" she shushed me with a finger to her lips. "But let's be real, you know how that goes," I added. "Whatever," she dismissed my comment. "Just keep telling your story," I instructed her calmly.

“To be honest, I couldn't let that happen again. If he left for the NBA and I was left pregnant, it would have been a disaster. He would be out there living his dream while I raised his child alone. So, I pushed him for a few more months until I realized it wasn't going to work. We were both just 20 years old at the time, but I knew what I wanted in life. Despite breaking up multiple times over the years, I always knew he was the one for me. So, when I got an offer to move to Minnesota for my career, I had to take it. As much as I wanted to be with him, my career couldn't wait any longer. They offered me a great salary and a generous down payment for a home, so I had to go for it. And while communication definitely played a role in our growing distance, my career was also a major factor. After graduating from the University of Phoenix, I was ready to take on the world anywhere - even if it meant being far from you." 

Leah apologized, avoiding eye contact. “It had nothing to do with you,” she said quietly. "But it felt like it did," I replied, hurt and confused by her words. "I didn't mean to make you feel that way, Damar," she rushed to explain. "How did you mean it then? We used to be so close, but now it's like we barely know each other," I expressed my disappointment. "You mean a lot to me, no matter what. I know I made a mistake and I'm sorry for hurting you. You're an incredible person," Leah spoke with tears in her eyes. Her words made me feel guilty for my behavior; having someone speak highly of me was a privilege in itself. "You've always believed in me and taken me seriously. I just wanted to prove to everyone that I could make it on my own in life," she continued, wiping away a tear. "If it wasn't for you, I wouldn't have applied to U of P." I tried to comfort her as she cried. 

“Please look at me,” I requested. She met my gaze. “I believe in you because from the moment we met, you showed me your determination and capability in achieving your goals." "Let's read this verse together," I suggested, getting up from my seat and grabbing the open bible from the nearby table. Pointing to a passage that resonated with me, I asked, "Are you ready?" Leah nodded, wiping away her tears as we started to read it together.

“Jeremiah 17:7-8

But those who trust in the LORD and have confidence in Him will be blessed. They will be like a tree planted by a stream, sending out its roots to the water. It doesn't fear the heat and its leaves are always green. In times of drought, it still bears fruit."

“Hmm, very interesting,” she said with a choked-up voice. “What do you think about what we just read?” she continued, tears welling up in her eyes. "How did you know to read this passage?" she inquired. 

“Please stop crying,” I pleaded. I had already shed plenty of tears with Gad just the other day," I shared. 

“I'm trying, but this overwhelming emotion just won't go away,” she chuckled. “You know, as much as I may seem like a rock, emotional situations soften me too. No more tears okay. In all honesty, I didn't know. I just turned a few pages and that's where my fingers landed. But it's true, we often lose faith, and we need to stay grounded," I advised. "I understand," she said, letting one last tear fall. 

“I just need to understand why you kept me in the dark all these years,” I stated. "Well, things were going great at first. I loved my job - I was working 16-hour days, sometimes even 20. I barely had time to take care of myself; I had a closet full of pantsuits to hide my unshaved legs and underarms," Leah explained. “Leah, stop it!” I chuckled, trying not to laugh too hard. “What?” she laughed back. “I'm serious!” she insisted, looking at me with a serious expression. "You're too much," I told her playfully.

“Oh, come on! You know this is just how I tell stories,” She continued. “We would go weeks without any days off. So, when we finally did get some downtime, I wanted to go out and enjoy life. And while traveling, I met a couple of nice men. But then after almost six months, thoughts of him consumed me every day," she admitted. "Him? Who?" I asked for clarification. "Sway, silly!" she exclaimed with a smile in her voice.

"Well, shoot, you were like him, so I was like him who. You could have been talking about any of your new love interests." "But that's beside the point. Let me continue with my story. We started calling each other again, but it would only last a few weeks before fading away. It was an on-and-off situation for about six months. I tried to make time for you." "Seriously, Leah? I shook my head in disbelief. Meanwhile, you were still talking and texting Sway. Never mind, what happened after he was picked in the draft?" 

“Please, don't be upset. You know I had good intentions." "Yeah, okay. Just keep going." "Okay,” she sighed. I was there when things started to improve again. That whole season was fantastic. I thought he was finally ready for us to commit fully as a couple. But then they let him go at the end of the season and he blamed everyone else for everything that went wrong. We managed to stay together for another month, but then he suddenly decided to go play overseas.”  

He must have been feeling homesick, because he quickly returned to Arizona. Once he reunited with Gad, they joined a local men's team together," I explained. "What happened when you came back to town that week?" I asked. "Well, it had only been seven months since our last conversation; we had talked just a week before he left for Europe. I did talk to him when I was feeling down that week, but I didn't mention that I was back in town. I was staying with Stacy Duke all the way in North Scottsdale. Do you remember Stacy?"

“How could I forget?” We both chuckled. Stacy was a lively and outgoing woman who reminded me of Tyra Banks in every way - appearance included. Her personality was infectious, and we had some amazing times hanging out with her. 

It had been a few weeks since Sway's recovery began when he called me. Right away, I could sense something was wrong from the tone of his voice. I know my partner well, and I could tell that something was really off. 

“Girl, I totally understand; I'm the same way with Gad.” 

“He broke down,” she continued. I nodded in understanding. “Damaris, I was really worried about him. He said the fracture was clean and he would be out for four months, then a few more for rehab before getting back to playing ball. That's how we got closer together. The good thing was, we were able to move his job to Minnesota. He ended up doing really well there, making almost a quarter of a million a year before the economy crashed." "Wow, that's a lot of money." "Yeah, but you know how it goes. I followed behind him and we managed to save half a million before things went downhill. But even during those tough times, I could still send money to my mom." We both shared a smile at the memories.

“I assisted my father in upgrading the equipment for his landscaping business. I also made a monthly contribution to the Boys and Girls Club located in south Chandler. "Oh, you donate there too? That's amazing," she blushed in return. "And last but not least, I paid for the twins' education at South Mountain Community." We gave each other a congratulatory high-five for that one. When we were seniors in high school, we took a couple of classes there. I recall there being some attractive fellas to admire while studying as well. 

Suddenly, she snapped me out of my thoughts with a “bam!” “Dang girl, you and those bams.” “I'm sorry,” she apologized, "I was just talking about the demotion and salary reductions." "Yeah, I recall," I responded, trying to remain composed as I met her gaze. "Oh, okay, cool Damaris." "Actually, I was also reminiscing about our time at South Mountain," I admitted. "You should be ashamed for not paying attention." "No, I just got lost in thought. Please continue," I urged. "Anyway, that initial sum of half a million has now decreased to 300,000." "Wait a minute! What were you two doing, eating out three times a day and drinking excessively?” 

“No Damaris," she frowned. "The cost of living is a bit more than here in Arizona. And this happened over the course of three years while we were there." "Oh, my apologies girl." "Yes, your apologies," she scolded. "If you would just listen before speaking up." "You know how I get when I hear about overspending money," I defended myself. "Damaris, I know, and you know I know better. Now if you'll let me continue without any more interruptions..." She sighed and continued her story. "That's why we decided to move back here now. We must have sent countless resumes this way, but no one wanted to relocate us." "So that's what was stopping you two from coming back sooner?”   

“No, that wasn't the reason. We wanted to make sure we found the perfect home, so we spent four months searching for it. We ended up spending a hundred thousand on it, and now it's where we live," she explained. “That sounds like a great deal, I can't wait to see it!" I exclaimed. "You'll love it, but we still haven't found jobs yet. I don't want to have a baby while relying on welfare and food stamps," she replied. "Don't worry, things are looking up in Arizona and I have faith that everything will work out. If worst comes to worst, I'll hire you both at Zebuluns and provide health insurance for my godchild," I assured her. She hesitated before smiling and asking, "You still want to be the godparent?" "Of course!" I exclaimed. "But also, I don't want you hiring us to create any tension between us or you with Gad. You two need to make decisions together being that you're married."   

“I just want to make sure you know that I have your back if things get tough. Our employee packages include great medical, dental, and vision benefits." "Look at you trying to persuade me." "Why not? We're best friends and I wouldn't steer you wrong. Do you feel better now?" "Definitely," she smiled. "Let's not repeat this mistake again. Keeping me in the dark won't solve any problems," I reprimanded firmly but lovingly. "I apologize," she responded, her guilt apparent on her face. "I understand," I replied with depth and empathy. “Okay Damaris.” I returned her smile as we hugged before heading back up to the first floor. "What time is it?" I asked. "It's almost five," she responded, checking her watch. "Oh my gosh girl, Gad is going to think I lost my mind. I didn't even call or text him to let him know I wouldn't be coming back." "I'm sure he won't mind; Gad is a very understanding person." "I know, but I don't like leaving him wondering." "If he was really upset, he would have called the house or your cell by now." "You're right; I'm overthinking it. I'll just give him a call." 

“Yes, do that.”

“I have some chicken gyro meat and pita bread if you're hungry,” I offered. Before I could finish my sentence, she had already headed to the kitchen. "Yeah girl, please feed my godchild," I yelled after her. As soon as he picked up the phone, I immediately said, "Hey baby." "Hey." "Are you mad at me?" "About what?" "Not coming back to Zebuluns." "Babe, come on. I knew you needed to talk things out, so I figured it would take some time. Our daughter is with me, her dad and we're about to pick up Chandon." "Okay, be safe." "You know I will. I love you.” “I love you more.” 

Once we ended the call, I joined Leah in the kitchen where she was happily enjoying her food. "Did you want to stay for dinner?" I asked. "I better not; I haven't seen Sway all day. I was supposed to be job hunting, but talking to you was more important. Just wanted to make things right between us and let you know I didn't mean any harm." "I understand. Are you finished here?" "Yes, but can I take
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