BRENCAREN BOOGERTON S ERBES

What You
Do ‘)n, _ @w
Dark...

What You Dodn The D:
In The Darkes
What You Do
PWhat You Do In T!
What You Do In The Dark...
he Dark... What You D

You Do In The T

DEBORAH McDANIEL




The Caren Boogerton Series

B ook

1

what you do in the dark . . .

by Deborah McDaniel
aka Deborah Marbury



This is a work of fiction. While, as in all fiction, the literary perceptions and

insights are based on experience, all characters airitsc are either
products of the authorés imagination
any real person is intended or should be inferred.

Copyright© 2002 by Deborah Marbury
CopyrighD 2008 by Deborah McDaniel
All rights reserved.

All Scripture aiotations are from the
King James Version of the Holy Bible

No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or
transmitted by any means, electronic, mechanical photocopying, recording,
or otherwise, without written permission frohetauthor.

ISBN: 9781-419655574

Additional copies of this novel are available byntacting
author

Website:
www.debmcdaniel.com

Email
authordebmcdaniel@apil.com

Published by Light Ughe Night, LLC
Printed in the United States of America/AMAZON KIN DLE
7290B Investment Drive
Charleston, SC 29418
(866) 3086235

or


http://www.debmcdaniel.com/
mailto:authordebmcdaniel@gmail.com

acknowledgments

| give the highest honoglory, and praise to God, who is the
head of my life, and in whom | have entrusted the success of
this novel (Proverbs 16:3).

| give thanks and love to my friends through the years Lenon
& Lilian Wright, Cynhia Ray, Gegory Dotson, Diane
Douglas, and Frederick Burton, who did everything/tbeuld

to help me realize my dream to be a successful novelist.

A warm thanks to all my current and former colleagues at The
United States Postal Service, Cleveland Mpaic Schoos
and Warrensville Heights Schools Stephanie Harrison,
Charmin Turner, Hena Harrison, Alan & Andrea Fletcher,
Jackie Larry, Johnnie Simmons, LaMarcie Tiggaisan
Gardiner, Karen ShepherdBarbara Mumin, Phyllis Wren,
and Wanda Deanwho did mt hesitateto give me their
support when | needed it. May God bless you indeed!

Special thanks to lISowellfor the cover design!
To all who have supported me in any way, shigshion,or

formd in the words of the renowned gospel artist, Hezekiah
Walke® | need you tasurvive!



dedication

To God, who is migrovider, Jesus Christwho is mySavior,
and the Holy Spirit, who is m@omforter and Counselod
who still supplies all my needglilippians4:19)!

To my son, Calvin Darnell Kelly a.k.a CK, who is the
motivatian for every good thing that | do. | love you!

To my mother, IneMarbury, who consistently sings my
prase®youdre t he besdflatowt her in the worl d

To the memory of my father, Clinton Marbury Sr. (3927
1992), who always believed in me asdpportedall my
endeavors. | misgpu,Daddy!




For there is nothing ogered, that shall not be revealed;
neither hid that shall not be known.

Therefore, whatsoever ye have spoken in darkness shall be
heard in the light; and that which ye have spoiketine ea in
closet that shall be proclaimed upon the housetops.

--Luke P:2-3, KJV






what you dain the dark é
prologue
Friday, June 11, 1999, 10:30 p.m.

| wrote a journal entry almost ten years ago. Tonight, | dug it out of a
box of old journals to amuse myself. | wantedd¢e whe my head had
been in those days. | also wanted some answezadl somewhere that if
you were constantly finding yourself in unfulfilling relationships, it was a
sign that you may need to break some patterns.
was fiteen so Ishould know if there are any patterns to break because |
have moe than enough material to spot them.

So, here | am, ten years later, fifty pounds heavier, lying in my bed
surrounded with plenty of snacks and old notebooks that serve as journals.
And | am sure that this was the journal entry that ruined my life. This
journal entry is the reason that | am 35 years old and still single.

| should have been married in June of 1990, but the events of that
year, November 1989 to October of 1990, thiglht, ard that journal entry
changed my lifeorever.
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PART ONE: Sweet HNvember

1

Friday, November 10, 1989, 6:45 p.m. (T.G.l.F.)

Maybe ités because hebds hbeobesnng. Or . . . may |
unfaithful. I guess alorieddsl knbveisthai se |1 6m tired of
| dm excited about t hewfriehdtMyneWwfriamhve toni ght with
is sexyexcitingand handsome. He makesHeme f eel i ke | g«
makes me feel like a woman, and everybody knows that men are just like
jobs Youdobt | eave the one you have until you find

| had gotte my hair and nails done earlier that day. Then, after taking a
long, relaxing, scented bubble bath, | sprayed on some of my favorite
perfume. | remember putting on the sexiestiomfmy wardrobe while |
listened to one of my favorite R&B male artistshnny Gill. It was almost
7:00. My date was supposed to pick me up at 7:30. | sat at the desk in my
bedroom and added to my journal:

Tonight, my new fr i menldwl fimallynféet be able to res
appreciated again. E v glchhave hodntegtibn | 6 m engaged and
of making | ove with him tonight, I dondét see
him want me. | need to know somebody wants me,

My f i aonstar®gcssesavere readily doled out to my subtle, but
desperate pleasrfo compani onshi p. iDo you wanna go to
tonight?06 fACan we go pick up a bite to eat??o

mi nd going away for the weekend. 0
fi canbét t damdogthdt, hiRedd.wilt hgomy family. o6 ANo,

today-me and my boys, Craigaidy r one, are goindé out.o AYou kno
that bowling tournament out of town this weeke
back. 16l bring you back somethiné special. o

His low, bass voicewhich matched his strong, rugged appearance, was
always matter of fact. ineeds were never up for discussion. Nevertheless,
| longedfor my short, stocky fiancé. When his arms were around me, |
loved the feel of his hard muscles tightly covered with athmoplun:
colored skin that made small threats to burst the seams ofhas yaform
like the Incredible Hulk. He made me feel safe.

Our dates had dwindled to only once a month, but once we had set our
wedding date, | was sure things would get bettghnolld fave known that
we were in trouble, especially when we stopped ngpkive, but instead, |
rushed to make wedding plans.




whatyou danthed ar k €&

Things will get better once webre married, |
have somet hing small haaduly,ihadbesnat e at Jacki eds
my church, too, until |1 graduated from high schaold went away to

college.

Aildm getting married, JacHorker, 0 | told my chil
the night he had proposed. #fAl 6d I|ike for you t
ACongagtiomst @k Cee! 0 She called me by her own
nickname since we wellei d s . iltés about ti mel! I woul d 1 ov
matron of honor! |l 6d have an attitude if you
happened? How did he proposetél Give me the sco
Bernard! o

Al o6l 1 have to tell yodulaversomesoreat wor k tomorrow
calls to make, but | wanted to know if you could get Pastor Peoples to marry
us?o

She |l et out an exasperated sigh. Al 6l1 see, 0
to counskthe peple he marriesandhe likes for them to be members of the
churchi f at all possible. o

iLater for that!o | smirked and sucked my t ece
AiLor d! Pl eeezel Hel p her! o Jackie | aughed. I
high to the heavens.

I laughed,toof Yo ur a oy lc o

il 8l 1l see what | can do, 0 she promi sed.
AfOkay, VoLl aakk. do

iHey! 6 she called to catch me. fAWhat about Mi
fiMaid of honor.o | said it quickly and hung
AGirl, come on. Letds go dmtb. Dondt just sit
cal . Stop beindé available alnlotthhe 6t i me. Get out
to it, but to do it!o The voice of my best fri
taunting me as | contemplated the night ahead of me.

fiDag Aunti e, d o vy qiaturedmyeaiece, Blecilaany wher e? o6 |
looking at me with pity in her big brovthirteenryearold eyes.

nCan | have the pleasure of your company at
His voice was smooth and seductive when he called me that morning at my
job.

Youmostcertailycan!l t hought. | 6ém not gonna just sit h
my man to calland | wonot be stariné at the wall s i

apartment tonight either! | refuse to be lonely anymore. A handsome,
influential man wants the pleasure rafycompany, and taght, h e gonna
getit!




deborah mcdaniel

AHIi . What time did yoou Isacyalyloeudd dhibnme bpaicckki ng
that afternoon to reassure myself that | really had a date with him.

AHow about 7:30? Dinner will be served at 8. ¢
AThatds fine.o

AwWhat are youdmearing?0 he aske

Afdondét know. I 6dm still trying to decide. o
AYou got anything red?o

il think so. 0

iWear that. Youbd | ook great in red. Thr ow
there,toet o set i f off, okay?o

iOkay. See you at 7:30.0

AiDondt worry. 1611 be there.o

I wa s miagt | dddhave adate! And withimof all people.

| left the seat at mglesk andny journal writing to turn uphe volume
on my stereo. Then, | began to critique myself in theldaljth mirror on
my bedroom closet door for at least fifteen or tweniyputes tothe
crooning of Johnny Gill singingiMy, My, My.0 As | let it play over and
over again, | paid meticulous attention to every detail | believed a man
appreciated in a woman.

| wanted my hair, face, body, and outfit to look perfect like a Jet
Magazine beaty of the week. | combed andeembed my Cleopatistyle
pageboy Shook it to make sure my qjetack locks fell softly to my
shoulders. | admired its body and sprayed it with oil sheen. My stylist was a
genius, | thought. How she could takes si e 1ir fraan Afiica to Europe
in two hours was a miracle right up thevith the parting of the Red Sea
from that movieThe Ten Commandments

Michelle had advised me over the years how to dress so that |
accentuated my figure just the way a man likgectured her jiggling her
applesized breasts in the mirror to make sweblouse did them justice.

iDo these jeans make my butt |l ook flat?0 she
went out to a nightclub. iMen hate flat butts,
chang ? 0

I never thought Michelle should change. She looked great in everything
Tall, slenderwell-proportionedand slightly bowlegged. Her silky, sandy
brown hair in a short, but jazzy precision cut framed her flawless banana
colored face perfectly. Shewdd havebeen a model. She looked like Halle

Berry, and she knew just howo get a mands attention. Yet , s
seemed satisfied with the way she looked. When we got dressed to go out,

she would fuss over her appeaarance | ong after
looked.




whatyou danthed ar k €&

But for this date, | knew | had to look my best. | let Micheélls v oi ce
coach me as | kept smoothing my red suede mini skirt. | twisted and turned

in the mirror to make sure the skirt fell ST
Frustrated, | raised the gkabovemy breasts to tug down my sheer, {ow

cut, black blouse showingfof my 260 wai stl i ne. I pulled the sk
smoothed it agai n. I di dnot want the imprint
underwear to show.

i You shoul dnodt wear iaen intdjeetexd., 0 Mi chell eds fe
iThat 6s why your pantytlsleeseasechave that cotton |
I coul dnét imagine not wearing under wear.
iMake sure you have on clean bloomers, o my r
most mothers do. AYou neverentktndow when you migh
have to go to the hospital.o

Somewhere in American history, sorodip went to the hospital with
dirty underwear on, and kids have been warned about it ever since! Lord
forbid, if my mother found out that | was brought to a hospital with no
underweaon at #!

| tugged the lapels of my suede jacket that matched myfsidd, the
collar, and decided to leave it open in the front revealing a peek at the

cleavage of 380 C cup breasts. I f |1 wasndt <co
knew | had a great bgdl moved in closer to the mirror to apply a little
makeup.

AAmM | ?2prethgard myself ask my fianc® for the
lovemaking, during dinner or while driving.
il You know vyou are, o0 was his tired response

compliments. 0
As | applied apple red lipstick to the perfectly curved female version of
my fatherdés thin I|ips, I admired my |ight brov

almondshaped, creatfiled hollows. A woman needed her eyes, | told
myself. It was part of the seduction. Heveuld | ever keep a man if |

coul dndt | ook st mwanypbodytwouldmedt om, bhutls eyes? | kne
needed my eyes to keep him. | felt myself starting to get anxious and
nervous.

Wh a't i f he doesnominiskiris?’d wondsreddas h who wear

stodl in frort of thefull-lengthmirror again. My fiancé once told me that
women who show too much flesh seem easy.
Ailédm not easy, o | answered his insinuation.
something more formal, elegant perhaps, | told myself.
| looked down at myong leg showcased in sheer off black pantyhose
until my eyes met red,igh-heeled pumps. | compared myself to the

5
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mirror6s i mage and heard my motherés voice
whore. | felt myself sweating. My hair would be ruined if | kept tips
Thos bouncy,jet-black locks were threatening to go back to Afrida.
turned my attention to Johnny and let his sensuous baritone voice croon
seductive lyrics to soothe me.
The door buzzer rang. | walked into the living room, which led straight
from my bedroon with no door. | buzzed him into the apartment building,
then ran back to check the geographical location of my hair. | practiced how
| would open the door to greet him.
AiHel |l o Robert.o A professional greeting.
AHIi Robert.o A casual greeting.
fi HeRobetd A sexy greeting.
When | heard his knock, | took another lodokrgyself in the mirror to
make sure | looked perfect. | turned the light off my reflection, walked
slowly into the living room and opened the door.
Cool Water cologne gushed forthilifig the apartment like air
freshener, not strong, but obvious and seffirey. | looked up at him. He
was slightly taller than my 5660 frame even
lips topped with a faint moustache eased out a pearly white smile that
brough out a mall dimple in his slightly pointed chin, which was
accentuatedyba goatee. My eyes followed his slim physique down to his
black wingtipped shoes.
He had on the same colors as | did, a black suit jacket and matching
slacks with a red, rourcbllared sik shirt. His jetblack, processed waves
complemented his smoothart brown skin like chocolate chips on a
chocolate sundae. He could have beeneuriSnan.
fi Oh, now | see why you wanted me to wear
blushing really.
fi wembiodyto know that the prettiest lady in the house is with
me . 0 iteiwas smootlgonfidentand sexy.
He called me pretty. | rejoiced. He pulled me close and kissed my lips
gently. His presence was overwhelming. | felt like a caramel sundae in his
hot fudgeembrace. | backed away from him after a few moments. | needed

t

e

[

to |l ower my body temperature in order to prese

this was the fir swasadatenldookealdepbreth, ssed me. Thi s

smilednervously,and invited im in for a drink. We drank a glass of wine
and talked about how eachaur days had been.
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| had met Robert Turner over a year earlier during an interview for the
newspaper | worked fof,he African American Times WeekiiHe was a
Cleveland councilan, and had been assigned to cover his plans to build a
community ceter.

AHI, |l dm Caren, o | said as | wal ked i
neglected to mention my |last name. @Al 6
community center project for theA Times 0

| held out my hand to shake his. | usually take a quick lookndrthe
office of my subject to get clued in on personality and background, but
when he looked up from his work, | had to do a double take of the most
beauti f ul Co | gea.tHe stod upiahddookédidectleintee 1 s e
my eyes straight through to msgul. | looked away quickly, trying to mask
how impressed | was with his appearance.

fiHel | o Caren, 0 he said, taking my hand and h
took to complete a busirebandsHae . Al t 6s very nice to meet you,
me, trying to engag®me in a steady gaze.

| felt embarrassed because | knew my grip was not the firm one that was
appropriate between professionals. His hand felt hot. His gaze was
hypnot i zi bomtumnitl Whende hsked éne to have a seat, |
stumbled and fell intéhe chair behind me across from where he sat at a
neatly organized, large desk with a rich dark oak finish. | could feel beads of
perspiration developing in my armpits onto my new réjad sik blouse.

And as t he gr andmadutly Brofssorwouldssdydhiee Mur phy d s
was making me moist.

fi Wh at was your | ast name again, Sweet heart ?¢
burned through me. His smile mesmerized me.

| looked around at the picturesdaplaque®n the brown, paneled walls
to keep from having eye conversatand also to keep from answering his
question.

The office was immaculate argbacious butvarmed by aged oak
furniture that blended with the walls and the brown, slightly worn, but
exceptimally clean carpet. A dedicated wall of waligned picturesfdiim
and the Mayor accepting awards together or of the Mayor giving some
commendation to him spoke of his power and prominence in his position. |
al so noticed hios Fldridh AdM dnd & l&vsdeglee gr ee  f r
from Ohio State University.

Pictures ofdifferent sections of his ward reminded me of why | was so
interested in the community center project. A big map pinned to a corkboard

7
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sat on an isolated easel. The map outlined tighimerhoals that made up
Ward One. A big red dot with large black lefteread,AWARD ONE
COMMUNITY CENTERO It marked an area most familiar to me, my

mot her6s neighborhood, the place where | grew
nicknamed, The Island.

| think itgoti t s name because itds set apart, in a
Peoplewh o dondét I ive there rarely pass through it
lead to dead ends. It used to be a ekge neighborhood because

everybody knew ever y needetd &ls othbrussi ness as i f t he

survive like castaways shipwrecked on a desestaad.

I can remember our parents sending us to eac
Skipper, t h RrofessorwMaily At and Gindereuld send
Gilligan running from hut to hut witmessages

ifiCaren, what you doind eatmakd t hem crab appl
you sick. You go home and tell Mary to call me
fiJackie, yoaoeraadM&rakés haunuse and get that pa
Gl adys has for me. 0

fiMark, run over puhneymmbersin. CardneandVi | | age and
Jackie, ybéall go with him.bo

And the childen of most of the families grew up and became lovers, but
hardly ever husbands and wives. Yet, the place bred lots of mothers. Bold,
single teenage mothers on welfare. And a new gemeia sblings sprang
forth with the same mothers and different fagher the same father and
different mothers. | never became one of those teenage mothers because of
mymot herés strict discipline, my sisterds exam
to have ajood reptation.
Although moral decay permeates the Island, the neigbbdris still
quite special. | think | will always love it. The people mind their own
business now. My mother hardly knows anyone who lives on her street, not
to mention in the neighblacod. Idon 6t know many of the people whi
there now, either.
fi Mav,h at happened to Miss Blackfoot?0o | asked
came home one year from college for summer break.

fiDead. o

AWhat about the Jones family?d

AfMoved. o

AThe TownsensdmotherMar k and hi

AThey |ive in Bedford Heitgtnes now. Gladys cal
She still goes to church out here. Over at Mat
too. Done added on somethind new every year.

8
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preacher noswoungiad bapdsome. yackie andl her husband
still go there, you know. 0
| 6d ask my mother about somebody each summer
until | grew disinterested. Some of the older citizens whose adult children
have gone on to college, military, carednugs,the streets, prison or death
are still scattered about on trerious streets in the neighborhood. They talk

through rumors and hearsay from their grown chidfégrh e | sl and6és r umor

mill.

fi saw Lucill e, Hatti e6otheddayyght er , at the g
6Said Thomas Jr. strung louitn®nt demgael. 61 think
reefers, too. o

A |l ot has changed in the I|Island, but the you

porches and hangind out at the neighborhood st
still becomiry lovers. Some things never change.
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That following Augustmorning after our first meeting, Robert and |
walked through the streets of the Island so he could show me the vacant lot
where they planned to break ground for the community céffeisitel
the store that has always been run by the same family. Wed vedivthe
retired neighbors that remembered me from my childhood years and
recognized the councilman as they watched us stroll by frombitodier
down porches. All the while, Robettlked of his plans to redeem the
neighborhood. He claimed he would eestit to the splendor it once knew
when it was inhabited by whites.

New houses, a playgrourgtants,or loans for business and residential
rehabs, and of course, the community cemere dl forthcoming. The
center would house a daycare, senior citipeograms and recreational
faciliies for the youth as well as meeting rooms for area churches and
businesses. He even had plans to plant more trees on the tree lawns to give
the strets more bade and that quiet, suburban quality. | was grateful and
hopdul.

iDid you ever go to this church when you wer
as we approached a beautiful, red brick church. Matthias Fellowship
Christian Church. It was the only buildifg & t t bak dun down in the
whol e area. The I slandbds bright spot.

fiy e a h, I got baptized here when | was fifteen
of Jackie and | attending Sunday school classes and getting baptized
together raced through my mind.

| was a longway fromthat girl now, | thought. | stopped saying my

bedtime prayersvyh e n | went to college. My roommate did
di dnét want her to think | was weird. I stopp
first &6l ntro. to Socherewemther teligions.as s . I had no id

How could you possibly know which one waghti?
AYou ever come back to visit?0 Robertédés voice
i Wh at for? 1 d6m not a hypocrite. |l dm not gon
people say you should lIlive. So why bother?0o
iYealhnow what you mean. o6 His response felt I
true feelings.

AiDo you belong to a church?d | asked hi m.
iMost politicians belong to a church, o he st
belong to this chur ch though. lattendthi®§t gr ow up here
church because itdéds in my ward. o

ioOh, whoeu egrdivd wp?0

10
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il grew up in Pensacola, Florida, but |1 was
parents moved away because of some fight my mother had with her brother
over my grandmother. My undes Isa¢ 1 ¢ | but I donoét know him o
remember him. They used to litere in Ward One, but they must have
moved because | haveno6ét seen their names |iste
After our stroll, we visited my mother. She was usually home watching
the mominggame shows | i ke all/l the other retired p

tend ng to their yards or sitting on their front
waved to. Robert and my mother were already well acquainted with each
other.

Al try to knoo Rlirdygeday werestesed theesité s
door, which Illidt cdlbet€my fimMothheelrpdbesd your mot her wi
property tax issues just after your father died. You must have been away at

school . 0

iHey there, Counci | man T uaughterr . I see you wor
now, 0 my mother greeted himpafs she offered hi
coffee. Her presence was al ways war m, but dom

like me, straight and firm with ample bosom, smooth dark brown skin and
medium length black hair streaked wftay tha she wore in lots of curls.
iYeah, sheo6s hdeoGsnga al otr. élaitk § oypou,S Mr s.

11
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iHel | ooo! 0 Robertdéds call jolted me back to h
first met. | had been thinking about problems that were starting to develop
betveen my fancé and me, which had caused me to zone out of my

conversab n wi th Robert that day. AYour [ ast name,
mind telling me what it is?0 he was saying whe
fiBoogerton, 0 | sai d. (diff@me,dumt!|l Boogerton. o | f

heard my young school masttheboogerail!l i ng i n my head.
Caren is the booger girll How many boogers she got? BoogeiTen

boogers!o | couldné6t wait to get married and
name.

iDi d yBoakert®m &y,

AiNo. Boogerton. o

AiYou know Mary Boogerton?o

iYes, s®smbéedsermyp

He smiled approvingly, leaned back in bigir,and rubbed his palms
together.

iOkay, Caren, 0 Robert said smoothly. AWhere o
| loved the way he ignoredy impere ct i ons. He didnét make any | o

about mylast namemy clumsiness, myweak handshake or the fact that |

wastoo shy to look him in the eye like a professional should. Although, |

couldndt help but pictureeaftedidbnd rloelfltiing on t he f
| suppose it was easy for him to keep a straightfacenc e hed6d al ready heard

my last name when he first met my mother.

After that initial interview, we exchanged numbers. He called me every
day both at work and at home to discuss raeas abduthe community
center. He invited me to every business meetsagjal function and
fundraiser connected to the project. | worked on stories about Robert and his
community center almost to the exclusion of other assignments. As | got to
know him better, ad my fiancé started spending less time with me and
more time wth his friends (or so he said), | became more attracted to
Councilman Turner.

Jackie, as secretary A Times publisher, Mr. Caldwell, saw it all
coming. She often made comments whamotei Robert Turnerds officeo
on the reportersd |l og kept at her desk.

AThatds the third time this week youbdve been
of fice.d She tossed her extension braids behin
the copier and tugged the lapelsyefanoh er gr ay business suit. filYoudéd
only supposed to see him onceveek. You better be careful, Girl. Watch

12
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yourself, now. | think the councilman wants to make you a notch on his belt.
| know those player types, Girlfriend, and he is the ultimaie pla ! 0
Jakie and | had been friends since elementary school, and evgntho
webre the same age, sheb6és al ways acted as if
her friendship, but she gets on my nerves sometimes. Not only because of

her motherly ways, but also lsese shevas everyt hing that | wasnodt.

admired and respected her. ¥imunded and whistled at me. | was pretty,
red and sexy. She was beautifolack, and graceful. She liked neutral,
conservative clothes and Afrocentric hairstyles. | liked brighiprich
clothes and Eurocentric hairstyles. | did everything wrong aocptd her.
| lost my virginity on prom night and dated the same man for ten years
while she graduated from high school, married Bernard, got a job and
promptly had two kids.

| had a letter pla, or so | thought. First, our parents thought we needed
to getan education and start a career. We agreed. So, he went to the Air
Force, and | went to Central State University. Including high school, that
was the first seven or eight years of courtshp. Then, he came home
from the Air Force a year after | gradegfrom college. Next, we had to get
established on good jobs, two more years. Year ten, erdgéigatly!

Jackie told me to wait until | got married before having sex, but that
would have beetten years of waiting. No wayas Igoing to wait that long

S

becal s e | knew he woul dnodt. Yet , | often wonder

happily married while Michelle and | were desperately single.

13
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AGirl, dondét you fileenyeakollJackiaurged on t
one night when she and Michelle were at my hooise $leepover.

he Lord, o

Aiwait on the Lord for what?0 Michelle demande

AiConfir mathedooen .h el &l lhewasi t . 0

Mi chell e busted out | aughing. ANow Jacki e, p
Wai tfdr m&i age went out with the fifties and six
wa i bnthedord all alone! Listen, Girl, if you wanna keep a man, you
gotta give him some. l'tdés just that simple.
cominé back for ,imbtodeo. iAi!n6t nothind to it

AThat 6s fine talk from somébddayx kwleo canodt ev
retorted.

AYou rightamah.can@gertkaspmany as | want, and |
tokeegnone of o6em. 1 6m tellind you, Girl. Give hi
able to getid of him. o

iHe wondét respect you, 0 Jackie urged.

AiHe6!l | wowmshi yotuhevagk on, 0 Michelle insisted.

iHeé6l 1l just use you, 0 Jackie implored.

AAnd i f it feels that good getting used, t he
you up! o Michelle quipped.

i Yoasbicha r amp! 06 Jackie kidded Michell e.

AYod mama! o Michelle shot back.

On prom night, I took Michellebés advice and ¢

married while Jackie remained a virgin until she married Bernard. It seems
sometimes that the few girls | wanthigh ghool or college with who did
wait were all married now, excefor Cheryl Brooks. She was still waiting
when | saw her at thiive-year high school reunion. Michelle and |, still
single.Butat | east wedre not | ike Cheryl
Jacki eb6s &d istbdacaddny fiaBcé anchme. They had been
best friends. They wererdm an area called the Village, which was
separated from the Island by a big woodsy field that had lots of creeks
running through it and a trail that connected the two neighborhdtisiet
them during our sophomore year at John F. Kennedy High Schogl. The
would follow the trail that led to the Island to meet us, then we would cross
the railroad tracks to exit the Island at Miles Avenue and walk from Miles
Avenue past our junior higschool, Qarles W. Eliot on the corner of 60
and Lotus Avenue, up LattAvenue to Lee Road, through the {Hgrvard
Shopping Center to Harvard Avenue where Kennedy was located. It was
about a twemile walk.
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Bernard walked Jackie to school once when $ giak. The next day,
when | tried to resumecompanonpllhadce as Jackieds
become the proverbial third wheel. Bernard brought his best friend along a
few days later. We knew what we were supposed to do, so we fell right in.
Crossing the tieks and walking that journey as couples. You can fall in love

on adailywa l k. I wasndét attracted to him at first,
queen. | loved how special he made me feel. No one had ever made me feel
like he did.

We used to go to the moviekating orj u st hangindé out at the new
Randall Park Mall. The four of usebame inseparable untii we met
Michelle in our junior year. Then, Michelle and her date of the day, hour or
minute became part of our group as well. Michelle had recently moved into
the LeeHarvard area on Judson, one block up from Lotus Avenue. All these
areas made up Robertds ward and our connection
My fianc®bs entry into the Air Force broke I
after high school graduation. Jackie and | renghiime toud), but our
friendship lost something when she married, and It\&eray to college.
Besides, | think | preferred to hang out with Michelle because she was more
fun. We went to Central State together and had a ball! Just one big party
after anotherlt seemshowever, that there was a time when | had more in
common withJackie And
sometimes | longed for that time and that person to return.
Jackie helped me get hired at th& Times Weekly initially as a
summer intern when | was home on break. iShbemmendd me highly to
the publisher, Mr. Caldwell and the editor, Mangt Daniels. | did three
summer internships there and was hired as a staff reporter upon college
graduation. | made minimum wage as an intern and a whopping $250 a
week as a staff porter. Iknew | would not retire there.
Thank God my fiancé got hired the Postal Service the following year
and started paying the note on a 688 Ford Temrg
new apartment. He even paid for my beauty salon visits. | bougletrigsc
pad the utility bills and all my high interest credit cards, \Wwhmurchased
my always stylish wardrobe.
Jackie started at th®A Timeswhen it was launched in 1981, the year

we graduated, and sheds beenave. here ever since.
Jacle was like that. Stable, dependablensibleand morad very noral. |

didnét tell her when | accepted Robertbés reque
his date.
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After we finished our wine, we left my apartment and headed for the
dinner dancdt was awarm, November night. | remember looking up at the
full moon andhoticing what a very dark night it was in spite of that moon. It
followed us, watched us, just like when my sister, Carla and | were kids. We
would be on our knees in the backsedDaef d dhyg @lI'sCadillac, looking
out of the back window.

ALook DheeddyolonT i s following us!o | shouted.

Talking to a woman he had offered a ride home, he just responded,

iYeah, thatodos nice. o | marvel ed at how it wa s

fast Daddy droe or how many turns he made.
It took us about fifteen minute® tget from my Bedford Heights

apartment complex to The Chigue Nightclub on Lee Road right across the

street from the Leélarvard Shopping Plaza. He helped me out of the car,

andwe hadedalog wi th other guests to the hal
The approving glares we got from everyone told me that we looked

great together. The Jet Magazine beauty of the week anddbg ®an. |

6s entr e

knew we had it goind on! Myedttnsi on eased and

treated me just like a lady. He opened the door for me whemtered the
dance hall. He helped me with my coat and checked it for me. He also
pulled the chair out for me when we reached our reserved table for two.

My f i anc® h atktonadsting tika thieim yearse He maver
tried to make me feel specahymore, and he definitely didn't open doors
or help with my coat.

The dinner dance guests included a few dignitaries, people from the
mayor 6s office. Mo s entsyverdn attendamde. | o f  War d
di dndét recogni ze ma mgvedinfotht dreaafterl They 6d
went to college. Besides, Ward One had so many neighborhoods, it was
impossible to know all the residents.

Robert used a podium by the DJ booth occalijorta make
announcements, but there was no formal program. Guests hgtt bo
tickets to eat, drink, dance and know that the money was going to improve
their ward and build their community center.

We enjoyed a buffedtyle dinner. Fried, baked, and bartestchicke,
roast beef, ham, cornbread, dinner rolls, macaroni and cloeesegreens,
green beans, pasta salad, fruit salad, cakes, pies and peach cobbler. We went
through the line quickly filling our plates with just about everything on the
menu. Conteporary @zz played in the background creating an intimate
ambience. | sirted to feel more comfortable with Robert.
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iYou | ook great, o he told me. Hi s sparkling,
their familiar gaze and promised intense interest to every move |. made
Instindively, | crossed my leg to give him a look at my thigh.

AThanko do you, 0o | sai d. il thought this
appropriate for tonight.o
i Oh, itds better than appropriate. o He smil e

head as his eyes explored mi¢hout inhibition or apology. Michelle had
taught me well. | was workinpis man. The tension eased some more.
AHow are things going with your fianc®?0 he
complained to him several times before.
AThe same. 0
i Shame, 0 hrehedded Howrdat his platesand picked up a
forkful of macaroni and @ese. | took a bite of my fried chicken while he

wasnét | ooking and quickly dabbed the grease f
iHe just doesndét realize what he has. o

il suppose. o0 | attrmwlk edi ddrobmMn vaantmyt qolt al k about
it.

AfAnNybody everhaovédbgautihat poawn eyes?0

I tilted my head. Al suppose so,0 | answered
AYou have a nice smile, too. Use it.o The ¢
quiet. Then, he touched my hand ataited hat gaze thing again.

| blushed.

i We wonét tal k.abdits hviom dsnyweare | i ke a gent |
fiLetds just enjoy ourselves, okay?bo

iOkay. 0

The DJ announced it was time to get the party started. Time for the line
dance set. The new line dansong,ithe Electric Slidé bumped out of
large black speakers. Guestai all over the room raced to the dance floor.
| felt great now. The dance floor was my territory. | was ready to jam! |
knew all the line dances, except this one.

AiLet 6 s dedmaticeed e tdRte Boor.

il dondét know this one, o | pouted.
iCome ohéll teach you. Itbés easy. o0
AfiOkay! o | jumped to my feet.

We carved out our position in the crowd. Robert put his arm around my
waist to guide me as he coached me on the approfotenovements. |

caught on after a coupl We ddfitTheni nut es. We wer e
Monorailo AiThe TrangEurope Expregsand many more of our line dance
favorites.
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As | danced, I made sure that | gyrated my h
only on me, just ke Michele and | had always practiced at home. We
hitch-hiked, dogged ibut, and put our booty in it! When it really got good,
the DJ and the crowd started to shout back an
Party right where? Party over here! Who jams the st Blak folks!
Ainét no party |like a Ward yOne npdr tsy,opddause a
The call and response between the DJ and the crowd continusttbpon
as the big black speakers pumped out strong;filedsbeats. | admired
Robert 6s es tha pesetved hiodignity as the councilman, but
showed hafWwaed mhiddst 6 We had a great time. |
ever having that much fun with my fianc@/e never went dancing.
Whenever he did take me out, we went to the movies, bowliogt ¢o ea
A night of dancing felt romantic, like foreplay.
The DJ evenially slowed the pace, and my man, Johnny Gill sang
fiMy, My, Myo as my, my, my new forbidden love sang along with him
softly in my ear.

AiLor d, have mercy ofn. minanbasgotitt 6 | said to mys
goind on! I'téds one dlikeiatady, bttwhehyoo k good and tr ea
start singing Johnny Gill in my ear, now youdr

He pulled me closer, and | inhaled the fresh aroma of Cool Water
cologne and garmint gt m. He smell ed shower fresh as i f he
worked out fothe past two hours on the dance floor. | was star struck, like a
groupie. Thatés probably why | became a report

be around exciting, celebrated people. lemewould have thought | had
what it took to interest someone like Robkl. could have any woman he
wanted. Why would he want me? A nobody.

| believe my fascination with celebrated personalities must have started
as a young girl growing up watching soajith my mother during the week
and playing love ballads on the weekemdg.mother got so involved with
the soap operas. It was if these people were real to her. She got mad at them
for immoral behavior. Loved them when they did the right thing. Cursed
them. Praisd them. Cried when they were Kkilled off. Laughed when they
cameback to life. She was the same way about singers. She always related
their lyrics to real life, and she cared about her favorite singers as if they
were personal friends.

AThat boswSgnget kil l ed, 6 shedd tell me for the
while we listened toFrankie and Johnny song about a woman who killed

her cheatind | over. AJust | ike when Al got th
guit beind so damnedaiwoAivaldstl Sam woul d stil]l

be singind | ove s datgherehiofp ptimedy owoul da qui t all
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Sometimes when we watched the soaps, she would run to the bathroom
during a commercial and demand that | keep her informed on what was
happeni ng i tbackbéere thecammelarlbendedgleseemed
that the phone would alwayiag at the same time.

iTel | me what Erica said when Tom asked her
pills!o she yelled from the bathroom. iShe ai
hate a liar!Answer tha t phone! | f itdéds Mabeline, tell her
donét wahhiné, but to talk about her ol & craz
what make her think | wanna hear that!sto

iMa! |1 tés back on! Tom is pissed! o

Awhat you say, Girl?o0

ATom i s mad. o

i bufeel® good, 0 Robert whispered softly in my e
tightly. His hot, sweesmelling breath made my knees weak. | was sure he
had to hold me up through the rest of the song.
Soon Johnnyds song ended, and the DJ mixed i
the Deet OfiSweet Novembeb | listened to the lyrics intently as Rabe
and | held each other close.
Something about that song reminded me of the year in high school when
I met my fiancé. The feel of the music made me think about how we used to
cut chsses jugto be together. We would talk about our hopes and dreams
forthe future. Those were the days when he didnbd
anything else but me. He would just look at me sometimes as if | alone
completed him.
But now things had changdd.e  htawmtaken me out for Sweetest
Day this past October. He wenith Craig and Tyrone to a bowling
tournament out of town.
| thought back to the first time when he told me he loved me. It was the
night of his prom. Weusg!| byeG&rnaodedtt o Al Do Lo\
really say it. He s a&ferndngtbtheasbngasthbow | f eel about
lead singer sang the title lyrics.
Then, as | listened to the refrainfiweet Novembaebit sent a chill up
my spine and a twinge of regret that this &lober nigit was telling a story
that might mean the end of whatever lowg fiancé and | had left. | held
Robert closer and fought back tears as | willed myself to concentrate on the
man | was holding. Feeling his arms around me brought the only salvation
from the neverending ache of loneliness that had taken residence in my
heart. Now, if he could only hold me forever.
Robert and | stayed until all the guests left and supervisedetdueup
Then, he left me to take care of some financial matters wiét tiakes,
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and | sat alone at our table, waiting. Red, {ighled pumpdecorated the
tabletop taking the place of the centerpiece candle that had just been
coll ected. I propped my aching feet on Robert
surveyed the quiet rooritiéd with intimate round tables topped with upside
down pairs of chairs.
ATired?0 he asked when he returned.
AExhausted. o
He took my feet in his hands as he sat in the chair. Then, he placed my
feet on his |l ap and masslegsked them gently, fHow
eal good, o0 | o0ozed out in a sleepy, sexy VvV
ow O bleturie take gou home to finish this massage at your
apartment ?0
| guess he knew that | was about to protest, make some excuse about
being too tired because he leam#d me quickl, pulledmy chin toward
him and kissed me. His tongue probed my moutivigjcand my body
heated up |liked hedd pushed some automatic but
he gently pulled his lips from mine, picked me up, grabbed my shoes with
his fingers and ceaed me o the car. | rested my head on his shoulder and
surrendered.

i R
A H
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7
fi really enjoyed your company tonight, o0 he
driving for about five minutes. fAYou have to b
|l 6ve met i n a lupariges dbourme,.the Warddlamdtheoved vy o

community c¢ent arsomudhlineeres that | mgyehave oa t e
get an additional secretary just to field the calls. Smart and beautiful. What
an amazing combination! You deserve so much better than youg.flanc
hopey ou know t hat. o

il guess, o0 | muttered.

Al f you werdel myhewo mdan,t hle ground you wal ked o
settle for pampering you, at Il east for tonight
were sad tonight. | know you were thinking about Hiwish you would
just concentrate on me. Just for a little while. Ikhiny oudd f eel better. I
know | canét concentrate on anything else but

He put i n a c ashi€andentrate on aapfiled isnd L TDO s

spacious and quite comfortable Audi B0Ble leaed into me once again
and gave me a soft, lingering kiss. Hagsalong with Jeffrey Osborne
playfully as we drove. He had told me many times that Jeffalynny,and
Peabo were his favorite sing&raine too, | thought. We pulled into my
parkinglot. He marked the car. | put on my shoes and went for the car door.
i, |l et me get that for you. o
He jumped out of the car and hurried to the passenger side to let me out.
He extended his hand to help me. | hobbled along with him as we headed
toward tre buildirg entrance. | unlocked the door, and we stepped into the
foyer. The lonely ache was returning fast as | tried to convince myself to say
goodbye. He took me into his arms and hugged me.

iYou want me to stay?0 Heeydsbbomaned back, trying
the answer. fiCan we justytoentltkis for a | ittl e wh
night. Are you?o

His eyes searched mine. | wouldnét | ook at hi
iNo, 0 |I said quietly.

fGood. o

| could hear him breathe a little easier. Then, he kissed me again. A
sweet, passinate, lingering kiss that thanked me, worshipped me, praised
me for giving him just a littte moréme. He wanted more tindewith me. It
felt so good. To be appreciated. To be wanted. To be needed. To be
touched. To be held. To be kissed. | wamntede.
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Undressing me in the elevator, he kissed each part ofodhy that he
uncovered as if he treasured what he found. | hoped | would make it to my
apartment before | wataked just in cassome othetate-night partygoer
was roaming the dimlytlhallways. | was down to my blouse and panties by
the time we made ibtmy door, and | was sure | heard a door open and shut
as | struggledb keep from dropping my shebbthing and shoes, in order to
rummage my purse and secure the keys to my apartment
Mrs.Bagl ey, my neighbor from aecross the ha
checkecevery timeshe heard someone inthe hdllstl t hought that shedd
be asleep after midnight.
Once inside my apartment, we stopped kissing long enough for me to
turn on my tereo. llet Johnny play again in the background as we made
love, and itvas unlike anything | had ever experienced.
The only man | had ever been with was my fiancé, and he made love to
me like an experienced mechanic gives a car a-uphenowing
instindively where everything is and what adjustments are necessary to
make itrun smoothly. And our lovemaking did run smoothly, like a well
pl anned routine! There wasnb6t any romance in
Just two people reporting for their assigned dutig# one day we both
went AWOL. We hadnét nwedtae dekidediteat i N mont hs. I n f
since it had been so long already that maybe we should wait until our
wedding night so that it would be special.
But Robert made love to me with a sort of swemir@hensin that
touched the depths of my soul. He seemed to ask, nuebegssion to give
each kiss, to touch each part of my body as if he wanted to assure me that he
di dndét want to do anything to me that | didnot
aware of ach and eery one of my desires. He touched and kissed me
hundreds of tiras in thousands of places in millions of ways. He whispered
gentle assurances of heartfelt desires and promises of sexual fulfilment in
my ear that made my body tense and relaxmitiemtly in response to each
gentle request from his hands and lips.™My anc® di dndét talk to me anym
whenever we were together. Whisperings of sweet nothings had just
become nothing, but being with Robert was much more than just the act of
two peopléulfillin g their desire for one another. It felt like we needed each
othg so intensely that we were compelled to experience each other
thoroughly.
| was totally drained by the pleasure we shared in the darkness of my
bedroom with that threatening moohligpeeriry through my window

|1 C
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shade still watching us and knowing our secbo, after praising the lover

of my body, | passed out into a deep slumber that left me sprawled across

the bed not the least bit concerned about being in his arms or making sure |

sleptint he right position so that | didnét snore.
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Not long afterour lovemaking, the light of the bright sun awakened me,
and | reached for my new lover, but he was gone. There was a note on the
pillow where | had hoped his head would be.
i Gooanngm®xy, 0 it read. ASorry | coul dnot be
wokeup,buthad some work to do this morning. 10611 ¢
I smiled and turned toward the window, squinting. The light from the
sun poured into my room, startling me back to realitytarttie fict that |
was engaged to someone other than the man who htdsgaig Kool-Aid
smile on my face. | held my hand in the air to examine my modest

engagement ring. |l 8m supposed to be in | ove.
like this? | had never beemfaithful to my fiancé before in all the years
webdbd been asloagpedt her . | fellt

I rationalized that he hadnét al ways been f ai
two or three times with other women, but he always assured me that they

meant nothing. He truhoved meMo ment s of weakness. Mi stakes. T

what they were. And | foeye him because | was committed to him, like
my mother was committed to my father. She never left my father when he
cheated. But then again, she never retaliated with her own tidisleliter,

at least not to my knowledge.

My mother deplored most imnadrbehavior, except cursing and lying,
and she di dn o tthoseimmaeal act® ethernfuheyhweré o r
committed by someone other than herself.

| got out of bed to make someehkfasthoping that would make me
feel better. As soon as | started floe kitchen, the phone rang. It was my

fiancé.

fiHel I o, Mrs. Jennings, 0 he said to i mpress me
AiHi , Darnell , o | replied with a sigh.

il dm not going to be tallforgetl hadb make the movi e
already made plans with Craig and Tyrone. That
fiveah, sure. 1tés more than okay, o6 | answered
ils something wrong, Red?0

iNo. Why would something be wrong?o

ANo reason, | guess. Well, | gotta go. 1611
candosomehi ng then. o

ifYeah, maybe, o | said already hanging up.

I dipdmdte st Darnell 6s breaking our date bec:
through the years that it wouldnét do any good

he wanted no matter what | thought about it. | tivad ofarguing with him
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about the same old issues anyway. Besidesati@greed to marry me. He
paid my bills, and he gave me everything | wanted, except him.
Anyway, now there was Robert. Robert paid attention to me. He
complimented me. He talked oe. He Istened to me. He seemed to have
lots of time to spend with meyd. My days were filled with barely anything
else but spending time working on articles about Counciiman Robert Turner
and his plans to build a community center. Now that we had oeelel
was sure that wed6d spend even more time toget h
It was Saturdayso | busied myself running errands and constantly
checking my answering machine for messages from Robert. There were
none. | returned to my apartment late that evening, but theesstiéno
messages from Mr. Turner. | thought about calling Michellayld¢ we
could go to a club or something. Then, | remembered that she had gone out
of town for a weekend getaway with her current lover. | never called Jackie
to hang out. She did falyithings My sister, Carla, ditto. So, | waited.
| turned on NickatNite to watch old sitcoms, and | laughed much too
hard at them. Hard enough to keep from crying. Wanting to cry because of
the ache of loneliness that had returned and began to ovenwielrh
topped the night off with Saturday Night Live, and | laughed atesof
those corny skits so hard, | made myself dBtkt.it was better than staring
at the phone all night. | just glanced at it occasionally during commercials.
Finally, it rang! lalmost kiocked it on the floor trying to answer it.
iHey, Bae,b?hbowWyy ah edaaitn sank with disappoi nt me
recognized the voice on the other end.
fiHey, Mark. o
AiwWhat 6s a |l ovely | thdSatlurkekayw oni glhoti h®d had h o me
asked. | coulthear my nother playing Sam Cooke.
Anot her Saturdayobedy!ght , and | aindét got
Mar k6 s v oisofteandwsaxg. Hed atways spoke slowly and
slurred his words. Mark was an old friend | grew up with from the Island
who always had a crush on me.

i GiMalk Tomsend wanna get witdé you!o Michelle wo
AAi ndy nbbod#i n6 6bout Mark Townsend. Heds not
il know thatés right. He aindt got no cl ass,
iHe dondét even go to church no more!d Jackie
iBudiscudnd0 Mi chell e admitted.

I

l'i ked to thinkéofli Ma&r k nad hmy GSoomgf dryt Shai .
was al ways there for me when Darnell negl ect e
reacquainted a couple of years ago when | leased my apartment. He used to

do maint@ance wdk for the people who managed the place. Then, he
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became my persal fix-it man. Anytime that anything was broken, my
plumbing, my attitude, my heart, Mark was always right there to fix it.
ioh, just watching TV, 0 withGagswered hi m. ADar

and Tyrone, and so | 6m home alone. 0

AGi rl, youanerédr boaddoget hwith this hero! o he
he were the first person to ever use that tired line.

iYeah, whatever, Mark. So, whatoés up?0o

iwWel |, I t hought fy,oushaenibngbo bomanbwpi pddsel
never got no timendohiydu,sandl Ithomwdht dypouwm dmi
want some company. I picked up a couple of mo
and | could be at yod place in about fifteen m
| looked atheclock |1t was two o6clock in the morning.
AiMark, itots ttl@atgeo tldmslabeom. 0

iBae, I know you. You | onely. You candt sl ee
was there. | just wanna give you a shoulder to cry on. | know you need it. A
little companionshigpocurey 0o 6 | onely heart. Besides, you tur:
odacoupleofbur s ago. I f you aindt gond party this
at | east be with somebody. o

| smiled. He remembered. Mark was so sweet. He was everything |
wanted i n a mihaveaaeorajebpand he kved avith this 6
mother. And, he had absollyt@o ambition. His main goal in life seemed to
be to win my heart on that glorious day when | would realize how much
better off 16d be with Buthignffefforat ead of Darnel |l
couple hours of companionship was temptirgpulduse sme company to
help console my ego after what appeared to be anight stand with

Robert.

iLook Mark, o6 | answered finally, Al ol l wat ch
then, yowdéldl have to g

fi Oktatyat 6s cool, Bae. |16l be over in fifteen

Mark lived aly a few blocks away in a cozjungalowhome in
Bedford Heights. So, he usually walked over to my apartment to visit me on
nights like this. | never really told anyone about latgnightre nde zvous 6
wi th Mark. I di dndét waaurtarrangemgentne t o
only let him visit at night, and | never mentioned him to any of my friends
or family, except for Michelle, and only vague reports to her.

read anyth
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PART TWO: Cold December
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Wek s went by, an Robértsdlbedamtotecomita ar d f r om
myself to my future husband. Maybe he didnot
needed, but he was better than nothing. So, | went to bed every night with
fond memories of my dark secrahd wokeup every morning with
elaborate plans for my bright future wittarnell.

Until one morning, | awoke with an acute case of nausea two weeks
after a missed period. | knew | was in trouble. | left work early and went to
see my doctor that afternoon.

It was a cold, December day, and the daylight seemed to last a
shorte time than usual. It was getting dark as | arrived inghiking
|l ot at my doctorés office. I wal ked inside
proceeded to the reception area, which was hyidintas if purposely
intending to illuminate my secret. | told the wamat the front desk
why | was there as | looked around to see if | knew anybody. There
were only two other women iin the waiting ar ¢
either of them.

The receptioist instiucted me to have a seat and wait for my name
to be called. | di as she asked. After about fifteen minutes, a nurse
called my name, and | went to be positive about what | already knew in
my heart.

| was examined, asked some questions about miniieenhe#h
and cycle and then instructed to provide a urine sampleadttime to
wait, think and pray. | thought about Darnell. He called me his angel,
his queen. Hedd never suspect | 6d been unf ai
beli eved me tdalwhysbeen surethatbeuwsas my ldrdyd
lover. He treasured that about arad so did .

What would he think of me if he discovered that | was carrying
anot her mandés child? He certainly wouldnét t|
hadnot been t og ewonl@mymbthmer tmimkthWhhats ! Wh a't
would his mother think? My friends? Hisfned s ? Thi s coul dnodt be
happening to mel! I't was just too scandal ous!
So, I resigned that it wasnodt true. I prayed
dondt tlrewe.idt be

Nevertheless, the nurse met me in the examination room with a
smil e . AYoudre going to be a Mommy! d she beame
held my head down in shame, in deep contemplation of my dark
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predicament. The nurse nervously gathered up the paperariyofile
and told me | could get dressed.
She was obviously disturbéy my less than enthusiastic reaction. |
really wanted to be happy about her news. | had never carried a child
inside me before, and it just seemed like | should have been happy.
Shehurried ait of the examination room, leaving me alone with my
thoughts g ai n. I knew | coul dnodt bring this chil
would end my life. Darnell would leave me. My family would be
disappointed in me. My eworkers would talk about me behindym
back.t just woul dndt | ook righent at al l. I knew
home and called Michelle.

28



whatyou danthed ar k €&
11

Michelle regarded most of my confidential discussions with her
about my dilemmas with men and life over the years as if we were
involved in our owrsoap opea. | was the soap opera diva, and she was
my loyal audience. $h di dnét take any of my probl ems ser
the time in college when | was thinking about cheating on Darnell
whil e he was away in the AirheForce. She just
aisdottind around worryindé abisut right and wro
thang! o As far as she was concerned, there ws
Her favorite saying was, AAindt nothindé to it

Mi chelle just didnl@gidSealdledhdbfebesi segeriously
in getting emotionally vexed about anythingt bgot worked up about
almost everything. So, | found myself in the habit of sharing all my
problems with her with the high intensity and emotional level that
characterized our conksationsas teens.

Everything that caused the least bit of difficulty éur lives was
dramatized like a daytime serial. That was our way, and we were both
okay with it because | think we both understood how we really felt.

AiMi chell e! d | heardle ai cned fwhém $o0 upset! You
wondt believe what happened! o

Awhetrl ? Whatdés up? Whatods
She rattled off questions pl
l et me get a cigarette. 0

| laughed because she alwdyad taget a cigarette when she knew |
was about to drop some heavaigha.

fiYeah, I can hear it in your voi ce. I k n
cigarette for this. Hol d on. o

AAl right! Hurry wup thoo! This is big!o | ur
holding the phone dbit were sustaining my life.

| rocked back and forth in anticipatidor Michelle to return to the
phone. My mi nd was racing. I stil |l hadnot
wondered if | should try to contact him at his office tomorrow or just
call him at home.

fiyeah, Git , so what 6s

n

g
ay

p?0 Michellebs voice sta
happened®i r | , come o w. Talk to me quick!o
Al &dm pregnant! o | lurted out.
APregnant! Now, I need a drink! Hold on!d
Michelle left the phone again, and | started to rock even harder. |
wasrd t  ased tlisnimne, but Michelle was serious about needing her

u
no
b
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smokes and drinks in order to listen to my stories. | had to talk this

t hrough! Why did she have to keep putting me
to someone about this soon, | felt like | woakplode!

i Ok avy, Girl, |l &m back. Now,u when did this h
and Darnell haven6ét been doing anything | atel
i We havenot , Mi chell e! It ds not Darnell 6s
coughing on the smoke of her cigarette.

AiYou kiddiné! Cgettingy o Gvh@r oyjoowe boere nwi t h? 0

Mi chell ebs voice was Ndowutawonotcthboked megblkeout
nobody el se! o

Ailtés the councilman that | 6ve been working
fiCouncil man! Wh a t council man? Council man whc
ACouncil man Turner. !Guncil man Robert Turner
AGiyoy talkind o6ébout t hat fine man youbve |
artic | es about for the past year?0

d

She took | oud, l ong swigs of her drink now.
She loved icecold beer to relax her after work. Michelle was a CPA at
a large accauting firm. | hated numbers so | never took much interest
inherwork.Icoul dnét even remember the name of the |

iYes, Mi chell e. Hebés the one. 0

il thought you two were just friends. 0

AThi ngs changed a 1little qui cker t han I a
mealingto e | | you about us, but youbve been | eavi.
havtentbad a chance. 0

AGirl, you go! I t hought you had a thing fo
on, too. For real thod!o

I was encouraged by Michellebds approval. |
aboutwlatagrea | over he was, but now wasnét the tin
my mind.

AiMi chell e! | 6m pregnant, and | havenot hear
night we slept together! o

iThe dog! He aindét all that! Thatds why my 1

vote for his sorry butt 6
fi Mi Behpiease! What should | do? Should | tell him? What about
Darnell? Should | tell him? Should | keep it? Should | have an

abortion? Come on, Michelle, tell me what you
AGirl, I dondt know! Why ilntho n 0 t you start b
Buttheadand e e what he has to say. o0
AfYeah, maybe youbre right. o
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iAwel | |, how do you feel, Caren? Do you | ove
Turneror do you | ove Darnell ?0

i | ove Darnel |l . My future is with Darnel!]l
Robert, obviously, couldase lessabout me. | mean Robert does have it

goind on, buitt yoae k,noMi chioed | e . I f you canét b
one you | ove, you gotta | ove the one youdre w
iYeah, I heard that, o she mumbled softly as

whether she really aged withme or not, then she came out of it.
iOkay, Gi r | quncibnan agallard let rheeknow what he
say$® the ol' dog. Then, | think you know what your next step needs to

be. o

iYeah, I think | do. I know Robert has alre
metotheaw r b . | 6m afraid to hear his reaction to t
AGiqudi,t trippinod! Ai ndt nothind to it, but

man ! But Cee, what ever you do, donét tell Dal
be so damned honest wietythingheidoess. He donét tell

Believe that!o

Al él | keep thattahkmioadyowMilchteéed ed | 61 I

iAl right, Girl friend. Peace. 0
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| hung up the phone and lay on my bed for a while, thinking.
Thinking about appearances. Thinking about what wdotk best
rather tha what wouldbe best in this situation. It would be nice if
Robert were happy about the pregnancy and would ask me to marry
him so that we could raise the child together. People have done it

before. Wedve known eacleconmiteer for a year. | f
it could work. My mother would love the idea of my beingrmed to a

politician. She wasnot t hat crazy about Dar
Robert, too, especially since heb6éd hel ped her
improve her neighborhood.

My mother alwaysd i d want us to marry o6well,d and R

about a stwaswang to get farsne, unlike my sister, who had
a history of dating men of means before she married a successful

l awyer . However, that stildntasmasndét made up f o
teen | can still remember overhearing my father say how disiapgd
he was about Carlads pregnancy. My mother was

every name but a child of God.
My father wasnét around anymore to be disap

acaracdentdur ng my third year of <coll ege. Still,
shame hignemory. Then, there was still the raft of Mary Boogerton to
face, which wasnb6t goi nsixd rotaundere easy even at &
thesecircumstances anyway. | was engaged to be noatdeDarrell,

but pregnant with Council man Robert Turner s
i Wh oor e !

That 6s what my mot her would think of me . S
sleeping around like a common whore! How could | explain it? |

coul dnét pass this chilehhavifigfex as Darnel |l 6s. w
anymor e! Maybe | coul d t esleepwithh m | coul dnét wa

him, and then, tell him that the child was his. That is, if | could get him
to spend a good five minutes alone with me.
Butit woul dnodt be faifrhistueidenttye chi |l d to rob h
How could | live with myself if | had to lie to myhdd for the rest of
his life about who he really was?
| 6d have to have an abortion, I deci ded. Ma
just go away like it never happened unless Robert agreedrty ma
ard help raise the child. If | kept it, Darnell would leave mejanl 6 d b e
alone for sureBut | was afraid to have an abortion. | knew | had made
some bad choices after | eaxwdlng the church, b
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get on Godods braal avmyis deeated Wwdmen milvothdd
abortions. She said it was a sin, amy woman who had one was
going straight to hell.

| remember how she trashed Brooke and EricalbiMy Children

when they had abortions. I didndt want to ha\
of havirg committed this sin on my conscience for the rest of my life if

I didndét have to. Because even if |1 could kee
my mother and Darnell, | knew God would know.

I di aled Robertés number , rildiend | hung onto t

again as | said a short prayer. | reasoned that if God did notmeamo
commit this sin, He would make it easy for me to keep the baby. He
would give Robert the mind to support the right decision. What did |
know about freewill? | thought God judid whatever He wanted, no
matter whatve wanted.

AiHel | o. 0 Hoothingr oi ce was

AiHI -Rehert? | s that you??o

iYes. This is Robert speaking. Whobds this?o0
Ailtés Caren. o

ioh hell o, Sweet heart. | 6ve been hoping to |
you? Whyyotcaly @ hd t

iYou | eft me that note saying youdbd call me .
iYyaa | di d, di dndt 2?2 got a I|ittle nervol
youdd call me . I wanted to take things at vyo
fianc® and all . I dreéddl st wanteddoneese y ou t o f e el pr e
your pain that night. o

iWwel |, yothoughb el Il , jusdat maybe wedd see more
each other. o

fi | want to see more of you, t oo. The night
great. Youbre just so sexy!o

AiThanks. 0 I t o ohkn, cartullg eemperingp mye at h. T

words, I al most whispered, ARobert 2?0

AfYeah?o

fil have something to tell you. o

AfYeah. What is it?o0

| contemplated how to tell him. Finding no easy way to ipul
decidedtojustsayiil 6 m pregnant . 0

Dead silence.
Robert?o
ah,helrbem What did you say?0o0
|l 6m pregnant. 0

Ot v It
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AYour fianc®b6s?0

AYoor s.

iAiYoudre sure.o

iSure about being pregnant or sure about it
iBot h. o

APositive. I saw a doctor today, and you kn
my fianc® in thmgntoths. | tés your ba

Swhat are you going to do?0

Whatlgamna do?0o

Yes, Stw.e eltthéesaaryour body ayod your deci sion.
going to do?0

fiButi t oarghild! What doyouwant forust o d o ? 0

o e | S 1

iWwel |, I dondét think | 6m rreéatdy to start a f
thinkl 6d be much help to you.o

iRobert, I thinkbyl. wanrktn otwo tthd wse itsmiést kaan i de
situation, but from the moment the nurse told me | was going to be a

mot her, I think é6mvpusmantnédatd be doeitl al one

took arother dep breath. The truth was | was terrified to do it alone. It
would look better if | had this baby with the father as my husband.
Also, | knew that if | had the baby, Darnell and | would be over, and |

just didnét want t o nghtetakaahyochaaces Al s o, I wasnot
that just going ahead and having the baby wouldglan Rober t 6s mi nd.

|l 6d seen far too many women | ose that game an
iRobert,d | continued, ithe neighborhood whe

you represent, is full ofinwed mdhers raising kids by themselves on
welfare. My sister used to bene of them and even though she
eventually got married, those first few years were rough for her, even

with my parents helping. I want this baby, b
suref idghts tro have an abortion. | 6m afraid that
apemanent place in hell. Can6t you just think
fiCaren, I canét tell you what to do, but | 6
Itdés not a good time r i gonethingo w. I mean youb
speci al . | f I were going tddesdhave a family ri
person to start a family with, but 1 édm just n
know each other. We dondét know i f wedd make
Is that what you really want foroyr child? Would it be right to bring a

child into the world with parenthtat donét | ove each ot her enouc
donét think thatds how God intended children
us. o
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iwWe | oved each other enough to make this bal
exh otherenough to raise it, to be a family? Doni
child to at least try? Robert, nobody has ever made me feel the way you

do. | know we could be happy together. o

il just candédt do it, Caren. |1 06m not ready. 0
iSo, youbr e sanwabomom Kilt oorr clildi 3ust likk a v e

that. And to think, | believed youlwe n you sai d youbéd treat me be
than my fianc®. 0

iCaren, we made | oyeaxlongfrierdehip, aWe bve had a
business relationship, real lcan. Youbre engaged
wejust become a family just |l i ke that? Wedre n

just not ready. 0

il dm afraid to have an abortion. o

ifSweet heart, 1 6ém afraid to get married. We ¢
We candédt get over ruininguinchdeee | i ves, possib
your fianc®. You cané6t | uadeflmwi tch partners |
or somet hing. This is 1ife, Caren! Real i fe!
no baby. o
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| slammed down the phone and thrust myself into my pillow to have
a good long cryl cried for about ten minutes, then the phone rang. |
wiped the tears frma my eyes as quickly as possible, causing them to
burn, and | put on my most composed voice before the phone hit the

third ring.

AHel |l o. 0

AfHey, Bae. Whatés goind on?o0

iHey, Maoglkd t b6 you. I need you. Can you C O me
Al dm al r e atdgys twreareg ? ONh a

Awel |, i f youdre already here, why do | S
guestions that could better be answered in pe
AAlright. In a minute.o

We both hung up, and | beganfeel rei eved t hat | di dndt have tc«
be alone. It started to set in thatdspregnant, and | had some serious

thinking to do. I felt i ke | di dndt mean a

coul dndt wunderstand how we could have shared
d i dweidt tohave the child we created.

Wasnét it obviowmdtt chalviem stpreaatt It hwowmlidght wit
hi m, if | wasndédt at | east considering |l eaving
seemed so warm and beautiful, but now everything was cold and
impersonal. Cod | havebeen so wrong about Robert? | thought he
really felt something fome, and now, he was acting like a jerk!

| took a quick shower and put on something comfortable, but sexy.

My black stretch pants and an oversized, but-¢oMv sheer black
blouse. he blouséhung loosely over my hips, but its sheerness showed
the flawlesscarameicolored skin of my flat stomach and back. Only
my breasts were hidden from view by two black silk pockets on the
front of the blouse. Underneath, | wore no bra.

| wanted tofeel beatiful, needed and desired. | knew Mark was
just the person to bobmy deflated ego. | lay on my bed and practiced
ways | could look alluring, but not too inviting. | just wanted my
femininity to be appreciated, and men usually only take noticenwh
you wear something sexy.

As | lay there, my mind began to wander toudlots of Robert and
fantasies about the birth of our child. | imagined him coaching me in
the delivery room like | had seen couples do on TV. His eyes and smile
lightingup when theloctorsei d, Al to6s a boy! o I i mmersed mys
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fantasy and found itanforting. | was startled back to the reality by my
door buzzer. | jumped up and ran to answer it.

ifYes! o I said into the intercom.

AWhat 6s up, Sis? Buzz me up!o

i Oh n onicked. 1 wapCarla.

What could she want? How could | get rid of her beftMark
arrived? | hit the buzzer and ran to get my big, long white terrycloth
robe. Moments later, my sister was knocking at my door. | gave the
apartment a quick onemver, lookirg to seeif there was anything |
needed to hidélhen,| let Carla in.

AiWht 6s up?0 | greeted her.

A shorter, more voluptuous version of me with a short fivgeved
hairstyle strutted through my door.

fiNot hi ng. I j ust st oppe Ghrismgs t o see i f you
shopping for the kids with me. Only four more shopping dags, y
know. o

Her eyes were surveying my apartment critically as usual, and my
eyes were following hers with the usual fearfulness that there was
something out in the open that she Idotell my mother about. My
work clothes | had shed a few hours ago werth@nmiddle of living
room floor. | picked them up quickly and tossed them into my bedroom
closet.
iYou didnét clean up today?06 she asked.
| ignored her question. My mother hadsed us ¢ keep our houses
neat and orderly, but | was the one who alwajisd little short in the
area of housekeeping. Carla had taken my mot
well-k e pt house to a new |l evel, and | wasnobt g
especially today.
| picked upthe remote control to my television, plopped into my
recliner ancbegan to flick through the stations absently while trying to
look intent. Carla started to say something to break the silence, but
suddenly | feltill. | rushed to the bathroom kwaw up.| splashed cold
water on my face and wrapped a cold hand towalredany neck. |
started to return to the living room when | bumped into Carla who had

followed me.
iAre you pregnant?o0
AiNaw! o | answered.

| was terrified. Carla had been pregnamee time. | believed all
women knew when another woman was pregnant,cesdpeif that
woman was their daughter or sister.
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iPl ease Lord, o | prayed silently. APl ease |
gets here and before | give myself away. o

I walked around heand heded back to my recliner. She resumed
her seat on the sofa.

il nkhil must have eaten something that didnéo
explained.

AWell, can you go with me?0 she whined.

ANo Carla!o | snapped. Al 6m not feeling we
somerest,so 6 | | be able to make it to work tomorrow

i Al r i hlehepliedsoursding dejected.
She got up and pulled her car keys from her purse to indicate she
was leaving.
il candét stay. I have to get this shopping
kids backo
She ad her husband of five years had two boys together; one was
four, the other, three. And, of course, there was her thiyeanold
love child, Sheila.
iOkay, 0 I responded trying to conceal my |
leaving.
| pulled the belt on myabe tightand held the collar closed at the
neck as | walked her to theato

iMaybe | can do some shopping with you this
some things to get the kids, too. o

Carla looked really sad when she turned to say dpyedas she

stood in thecorridor, but I di dnodt car e. I j ust want ed

assumed her daexpression had something to do with her simsibe
ex-husband. My mother had confided in me about a week earlier that
John had decided to leave Carla for some reason. Whatevas,itl w
knew my mother would call soon to report it. | let out a deep sigh o
relief when | closed the door, and | heard Mrs. Bagley shut her door as
well. | headed to my bedroom where | intended to rejoin my fantasies,
but the door buzzer turned me back.
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| buzzed Mark up and met him at the door by engaging him in a
huge embace. He held me tightly, but tenderly while gently massaging
my back as we stood theferever

Finally, he whispered in my ear, fAWhato6s wrc
| just held him tighter, nosure ifl wanted him to know. I di dn
know what he would think if he kmel had been unfaithful to Darnell,

especially if it hadndét been with him.

ifiCome on, Bae, 0 he said holding my face in

candt be that bad. o
| felt cold withou his arns around mé& holding me.

Ails it cold outside?0 | asked.
filt 6isnggetthter e. ltds supposed to snow tonight
iCan you just hold me?o0

Mark walked me to my bed, sat down with me, took off his jacket

and shoes, and he laid down on my bed and pulledions beg&le

him. Then, without saying a word more, he heldnjast like | asked.

Why coul dnét Robert do this? Why couldndt Rob
Mark Townsend had been my friend since kindergarten, but our

lives had certainly taken different paths. He wdbug. Hedrank lots

of beer, smoked lots of cigarettes and made his maeing

mari juana. I made my money selling words. I
drank and would have absolutely nothing to do with any drugs.
He didnot sel | or u s emenmber UNVg. s around me, bu
Bagl ey 0 syeaeoldgstint freme across the hall askingrhifor
some 6budd one night after 16d | et Mark out o
had money even though he didndét have a job. /£

the | sl and®ds r thaddostouth wheén.l weMawakto and |
college, but the day he came to fix mgrbage disposal easily erased
our time apart.

AiHey, Bae. I heard you had some probl ems wi
here | amat your disposal 0 He often used coworny | ines |ike
had a ertain sex appeal that helped you forgive him.

You so crazy! o
Howds your Mom?20

AiMark Towatemndt Wbu doing here?d

il work here. o

iltés so good to see you. Howbve you been?d
Al dm doind alright now that | 6ve found you &
fi

fi
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i Sh e ds. Batl emugh laout me. You still with that loser

Darryl, Derrickorwhate er hi s name i s?0

iDarnell . Yes, wedre still together. o

iSo, when you gond be my woman? |1 6dm never
you. |l 6ve | oved you since kindergarten. o

AMar k, qui txmpdismypiamd cand fi
| gave him a hug and watched him work. He was so finddRh
brown complexion, sandy hair, tight muscular slim physique and the
most gorgeous hazel eyes | 6d ever seen. Hedd
but he looked better now than he did gnogviup. Healways wore
baggy jeans or work pants, dldshirts,and expensie tennis shoes. He
kept his hair braided in about ten neat cornrows starting from his
forehead and dangling at the nape of his neck. When he smiled, his
eyes flashed and sparkleddila pinbd machine.
fi | tell you somet hindesuBgoacal |l f t hat Negr o €
me. And he better not ever hurt you or 1611 t
Mark lost his job as the apartment maintenance man a few months
earlier when management clggal. He ated like it was no big deal, but
I knew hedd b eatnof theadope gamg and do sane
honest wor k. He knew he coul dndédt even hope to
unless he did. We fell asleep for about an hour after we lay there
silently holdng eachother in my bed and then awoke simultaneously,
when in the relagd state of sleeping, we got a little too close.
iAre you ready to talk to me?0 he asked.
The room was very dark. | assumed Mark had turned off the
television that had been providirtbe only source of light from the
living room intomy bedroom. My eyesdd adjusted to the darkness,
but I could stildl barely see Markds face. I
was still wearing my terrycloth robe. | pulled the collar up tight around
my neckand neded close to Mark for warmth.

il dm afraid, 6 | answered finally.

AAfraid. Why? Of what?0

AiAfraid of what youdll think of me when | t e
fiBae, I could never think bad of you. oo
ADondt speak too soon. You havendt heard whe
fiwel,b wha ever it i s, I thank God for it becaus
everbeen this c¢close to you before, and | 6m in
itds okay. Come on. Just talk to me. o

I lay my head on his chest. | felt more at ease, but still fearful.
il & mamrte lgEperded. w
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I closed my eyes tight as if waiting for an explosidnfelt

something go limp inside MarkHe di dnodt respond to my
announcement for several minutes.

AMar k?o | raised my head from his chest to
face.

i Wel | ,s sawladatbéo u t that, Caren?0 he responded
releasing me from hisdmr a c e . He sat wup straight on the b
engaged. I'tds al most the 90s. So, the order
God will forgive you. o

iltoés not Darnel ddsinmbarldyh.s. Wd dlvaev edraGtel lya
seen him since we set our wedding date. o

AN®Dtarnell 6s. What are you tryindé to tell me

il slept with someone el se, Mark. o

i Who?o

AiA councilman that | 6é6ve been interviewing fc

AYou dondt even know this man?0o

iYesnow i m. I know him very well. | 6ve kni
year. | know vh a t this must l ook 1i ke, but I j ust g
started to get hysterical.

iSssh, 060 he whispered, pulling me c¢close agai |
okay. So, what you gondé do?0

ildwantsme t o have an abortion. o6 Tears started

iAnd what want ?0

AfHe doesnb6t | ove me, Mar k. o | sobbed.

fiHe donodt know you! o Mark vyell ed. fil mean, O
softly, fihe dondt know you | ieke me. I f he kne
happies man in the worl d. o

Awel |, hedéds not, Mar k. o

iYou dondte hmaoeealbor thiamon i f you dondt want to

| know, Mar k, but I donot want to be al on
Robert wonot be there for me, and Darnel!l wi
will be asham of me. My ceworkers will laugh behind my back. My
friendswillpi t y me. I owr relationshipwveutd be thei n k
same i f | had a baby, Mar k. o

i Oh, I ainbét gonna change. I 61 1 be here for
little clossedyod dil damssmetphing | i ke this tho
thought you were faithful to Dare | | . 0

il guess | was just lonely, Mar k. o

AYou coulda come to me. You know how | feel

woul dnét ask you to have no abortion. o
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fi | di dndt go t o eaeayte doitylace ldtehewas j ust th

right time, and | just went with the flow. 0
iwell, whatever you do, Bae, 106l be here fc
AMar k?0
iYeah, Bae. 0
AiDo you think God will forgive me if | have
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A few weeks éter, | was preparing to go to an abortion clinic. | had
cried toMark about it almost every night. But finally, | came to the
realization that this was the only thing | was courageous enough to do. |
just di dnodt have t her agdufaesallthe be a single m
consequences that came with the circumstances uporh whiad
become pregnant.
Besides, | believed | could get God to forgive me for aborting my
child. I had often heard that God forgives all sins if we just ask Him.
Darnell would neveforgiveme f or having another mands baby
my mother would never bebke to hide the disgust in her eyes at my
sl eeping with Robert while | was engaged to
for my mother to be disgusted with me or to be a disappointment to my
fat h e embry. | wondered if he even knew what was going on, and
ifso, ow did he ffeel about it? Most of al |, I
Darnel | . I didnét want to be al one. I wanted
| contacted Robert to inform him that | was willing to goreg with
his suggestion if he would agree to take me to the clinic anfbpalye
abortiodt hat was Michell ebs suggestion.
ilf he wants it done, | et him pay for it]! £
him to do it!o
He seemed more than happy to do it. He piakedup ona cold,
but dreary Saturday morning in January and drove meetalinic. We
were silent in the car. When we arrived at the clinic, he ushered me past
a mob of angry protesters. He huddled me close to his body and

covered my eyes with his coai scoulh 6t see their signs. He rush
me inside the building so | couldrt hear them shouting things |
AiMurderer! o and ABaby killer!d But their sho

loudly to go unnoticed.
Robert pulled me closer to him and squeezed me tightdy.
whispg ed t o me, fiJust i gnore them. Webre doing
lfel t as i f he6d done this before, and he wa
nothing happened that would make me change my mind.
The corridor leading to the office was dimly lit. It felt darkdan
cold, ut |1 was safe and hidden from the mob outside. | let the
receptimist know that | had arrived for my scheduled appointment. |
looked around again to see if | knew anyone. There was no one in the
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waiting area, but there were about twelve namesdcabeaineon the
sigrrin sheetNo one | knew.

| took a seat with my acawplice, who fell asleep after about ten
minutes while | sat nervously waiting to be called. | thought that his
sleeping was another ploy to keep me from changing my mind. It
preventel me from being able to discuss the situation with him

anymore. lwantedbt t al k to him, and I needed him to he
really want to do this, and he was the only one who could stop me. A
haFfhour passed. I sat t hengmyséétcar ed st i f f, but

wake him just to hear him say again that we had nothiraffés our
child or that it was better off dead.

Finally, my name was called. | left Robert asleep to accompany the
woman who led me to another dimly lit room. Everything seemed
blurry. The wanan was talking to me in a soothing voice, asking if |
was sure Iwanted to go forward with the procedure. | answered

mechanically, Afyes, o0 to all of her questions.
voice from the night before saying,

AGirl, iotcéke.l aha@d ecte get one before. Aindt n
it but tloetdoMiicthledl 1S06sl voi ce soot he, comfort
me

AAi ndt nothind to it, but to do it!o

AAi ndt nothind to it, but to do it!o
Then, Mar kés voice woulodloit nt &d tupt , AYou do
take care of you. You dondt have to do it. oo

i Ai ndtd not Hitn but to do iit!o

iYou dondét have to do it. o

iAi ndt nothind to it, but to do it!o

iYou dondét have to do it. o
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| was escorted into what appeared to me in my disillusistegd to
be an even darker room with araminationtable and those stirps. |
got undressed as | was instructed and mounted the table.

You dondt have o do it.o
t
You dondd have o}
I don6ét want to do it! Robert

Everything went dark.

When the light returned, the woman was holding my hand, smiling
and talking to me. It seemed that she was telling me things about
herself to comfort me. She told ntleat comrentrating on my career
might help ease the pain. She plannedttst a new job on Monday.
Working always helped her chase away the blues.

Eventually, | started to realize what happened, and | began to cry. |
had sacrificed a child for somethingyt wha? | knew she was a girl. |
already missed putting ponytails abalrrettes in her hair, taking her to
kindergarten, talking to her about boys, men. Men like her father who
could make you feel like you were the most important person in the
world inthe darkbut the most insignificant speck of dust in the light.

| wanted to hold her and share my pain with her. | wanted her to
know how to deal with men better than | could, better than my mother
had prepared me. | wanted her to know how to make meinedeer,

jun ) e 1 S ! S | Jiun 1}

Ai not nothind to it, but to do

t
Ai not not hindé to i , but to do
t

it!o
it!o

pl ease!

but stildl respect and honaonrd htelrat 6ls di

why my brief acquaintance with her came to be, but it was also why it

never came to be. Goddly e , my precious daughter.

Il 6m sorry.

| was helped into mglothes ad escorted into a recovery area with
a group of other women whaid not seem as distraught as | was by
their visit to this place. | began to feel ridiculous as | sat there crying

hysterically. The women di dmeélt even |

their annoyance with me at the absurdity of my audacity to be upset

about the decision webdd all/l made.

regrets about it. | imagined that they had not come in cowering and
hiding like | did, but they had marched right ptsise prtesters and
mentally gave them the 6finger. 6
Weak women who havsecond thoughts never make it this far. |
was out of place, and | knew | had to get in line quick. At least that
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was the impression their solemn, unemotional faces gave me. Or
mayle, they jist chose to express their pain in more private ways
instead ofopenly crying in a room full of unexpectant mothers. Maybe
they were annoyed with me because | di dn
compose myself until | was alone, like a dignified womaméginedit
would have looked rather ridiculous for all of the eightesrwvomen in
the room to be sitting around crying like the babies we never had.
After | had recovered sufficiently to make the trip home, |
rejoined my accomplice in the waiting aread we I&. Back out into
the cold sunlight, | squinted my eyes, tryittgmake the adjustment.
The drive back to my apartment was as silent as the earlier ride to the
clinic. Once we reached my apartment complex, Robert and | sat in his
car for a long whe still in complete silence. Then, he gently took my
hand into his andqueezed it.
iltds going to be okay, o0 he whispered.
His words, as well as his touch gave freedom to tears that streamed
down my face, and | sobbed quietly.

i know. 0O

Al f | ithad thskvasaeing to upset you so much, | would

haveéd He sdfimpnmdeseéntheé mce. ACal l me i f you
anything,d he decided to say instead, and
wor ds, il woul d hwhatelénvordered. | woold | d have

have done somthing to make you more comfortable. | would have
agreed to marryou so that you could keep the baby. | would have
never slept with you in the first place!
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He escorted me to my apartment and asked if | needed him to get
me anything. | tolchim thatl just wanted to be alone, and he agreed to
leave. Once alonaimy apartment, | closed all the shades. After | was
satisfied that the daylight was completely shut out from my apartment,
| undressed and climbed into bed. | waited for God to sayething,
but everything was silent. The apartment felt as empty as |1 didpt
for the rest of the day and the entire night.
The next day was Sunday. | moped around my dark apartment
trying to convince myself that | had done the right thing. Deterntioed
shakeoff my depression and get back into the world again, | decided
that if 1 just didnét think about God, then
going to hell. Besides, death, for me, | had to believe was a long way
off. No need to worry about that now.
Eventually, Mark called to check on me, and | was so relieved to
hear andter person's voice after being alone for two days, | didn't
hesitate to say yes when he asked if he could come over.
| found something a little more appealing to put on, and | popped
some poparn. | figured that he would probably bring some movies.
i Whaupd,s Bae, 06 he said as he entered and Kkiss
I hugged him tightly again.
iYou, okay?o He took my hand and | ed me to
sit down.
| laid my head in td lap, ad he stroked my hair. | cried until |
thought | had no tears tef. He didnét say anything. He j ust
Eventually, he asked if it was okay if he put a movie in, and |
nodded in agreement. He putlindy Sings the Bluewith Diana Ross
and Billy Dee Wiliams He knew | really likedthem He usually
enjoyed comedy ahaction movies.

fil want someone to |l ove me |ike that, o | to
rolled.

iLi ke what 2?0 he asked.

iNo matter what, o | told him. fiHe | oved her
Helovedher unconditionally. d

Al |l ove you | i ke that, o he told me.

| didnd t respond, but I remembered his voice a
went to the clinic that I di dndét have to do w

Al wish you were the one | | oved. 0

il wi sh that, too. O
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i Mar k ,stthatv&r ¢ uso di fferent. o
AfOpposites attract. o

il candt stiaagd Oyour s mo

iAiYou dondédt mind Michelle smoking. o
il dondt have to kiss her.o
iYou want to kiss me?0

il didnét say that.o

fiButdo you?bo

iNo. O

AYou might Iike it.o

iMar k! | catndntowd.odo t hi s righ
fiwWwhen can you?o

il candt stand your drinking. o
Al 6l 1l quit.o

AiThreugls. 0

Al él | stop. o

fi | dondt believe you. o

Al él | prove it to you.o
AHow?O

AYoudl I see. 0

Silence.

fi | gotta run to make, 0 Mark announced finall

AA drug run?2?o

He smiled, a sexy smildéi | goutnt.a You gond walk me to the
door ?0

| got up to see him out.

When we got to the door, he asked me again,
me ? 0

Before | could answer, he pulled me close and gave me a soft, but

passionate kiss on the lips, and | did likeltitfelt like comfort. It felt

like love. It felt like destiny, and | wanted ask him to stay.
fi | gotta go, Bae, 0 he told me, and he was gc¢
| stood there for a fewnoments andold mysel® no way would |

ever get involved with a thug like Mark.
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| got up bight and early on Monday morning and prepared to go to
work. Maybe,l t hought, a full day of divulging ot h
would help me to forget my own. | had resolved to put this dark secret
behind me, marry my fiancé and get on with my. life

| walked into the office pool of reporters and went straight to my
desk b begin working on my latest story. No one looked as if they
knew | had an abortion on Saturday, so | began to feel secure that my
secret was safe. My life was back intact as ihad allbeen a bad
dream.

| took a sip of hot chocolate and peered into coynputer screen.
My editor, MargareDaniels,or Marge as we call her, walked up to my
desk. She had a woman with her who looked vaguely familiar to me.

iCaren, | 6 dmdetiJése ef Brasys®euw tt o Sheds starting t
as the new political columnist. o
AiHel | o, Ms . Bassett. |l 6m pleased to meet Vyo

extended my hand to shake hers.
i Ni creeety @mu t oo. 0 She winked at me and shook 1
bright brown eyesparkled ad smiled at me knowingly.

fJessie is goingutolgpetdl alplol thecdans. @anMar g
beamed. AfBecause we al/l know that what y ou
come to the |l ight!o

It was that woman! The counselor from the abortion clinic! How in
the worlddoes a counselor at an abortion clinic end up as a newspaper
columnist? How could this be happening to me? Why was this
happening to me? | tried to remain calm. After all, it would be unethical
for her to tell people about our previous encourtiéie woutl n 6t dar e
tell anyone, and if she did, then, maybe | could syastrgo upside her
head with a baseball bat!

The day continued without any indication that Jessie Bassett
pl anned to reveal my secret. She didnét ever
feeling d securiy was starting to return. So, when the day finally came
to an end,| confidently descended the stairs that led to the exit and
stepped out into the dark moonlit evening.

| opened my car door and sat behind the wheel. | started the car and
turnedon the dmne light that illuminated my reflection in the rearview
mirror. | combed my hair into place with my fingers and touched up my
lipstick. | took one last look at myself before turning off the dome light,
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realizing that there was nothing | could dosmeticdly that would
make me like who | saw in the mirror.
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When | pulled into the parking lot at the restaurant where | planned
to meet Darnell for dinner, | noticed that there were only a few cars
around. | guessed that Monday was not a very popughtfor eating
out . Foot ball season hadSuppriBewil ended with Sun
game so Monday night football was not the reason for the low
attendance. Besides, it was only 6:30. Darnell should have already
arrived. I didnoét see his car anywhere.
fi | kredw mot going to stand me wup, o | f usse
hurriedly insde the restaurant.
| asked the hostess for our favorite table, which of course, was
available as were most of the tables. She escorted me to the seat
immediately, and in a very giper votce, informed me that my server
would attend to me shortly.
I h afeltrgéod all day, and | was sure it was due to extreme
hunger. The new addition to th®A Times staff had caused me to
forget about eating. | worked through the entire day withaling
l unch. I watched Jessiedbs edemry move, waiting
my face.
| sat at the table and perused the menu intently, hoping to be
interrupted soon by Darnell. | considered some buffalo wings as an
appetizer, but | ordered a strawledaiquii instead. | decided to wait
for Darnell before | got anything tmnat.
As | sipped the last of my daiquiri, Darnell approached the table,
smiling. | had never been very impressed with his facial features. He
was always well groomed and that made lseem rore handsome
than he actually was. He went to the barber and stenefigiously. His
fade was always tight, and he had almost unnaturally white teeth, which
contrasted nicely with his smooth, dark skin.

I di dnodt think | w eruvedmetehahltos hi m f or l ong w
walks to school. | had always been more attracted tdightskinned
pretty boys. |t wasnobt until- the new Bl ack

eighties by filmmakers like Spike Lee and his mo@ehoolDazethat
| began to really appreciate thlarkskinned brothers. Darnell, on the
other hand, took to me right awayopably for the very reason |
initially didnét think very much of him.
AfHey Red, 0 he said when he reached our tab
softly on the cheek with full, pillow soft lips.
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He tookhis seat across from me and began to rattle on about his
day.

fi Iwas rough on my route today. Next week is going to be even
worse. First of the month. Welfare checks. Those project chicks really
drive me crazy. Ricky Baldwin, the guy that usyallns myroute on
the first of the month, is on vacation. I really misshi t o o. 0

Al can i magine, o0 | said, |l ooking around for
it seems |l i ke we should be able to make
abortions i f they cano6t emkakedie care of their ki
and six kids, and they coselywithti néd checks that
my own paycheck. All they do is sit at home on their butts, getting

hi gh, sl eeqeadlarsandi watdhugd soaps. Then, I | ook
paycheck and see the big huaken outevery two weeks for them to

j ust ki ck 1it! slsugeuedssHei troesa seo nrear alo ihi msel f f
than to me.

Then he explained, AYou know, the reason wh

for them to have abortions. labDid you hear that
pased that will allow the state to fund abortions for women whaare
welfare? The next new member to the Ohio state senate could have a
| ot to do with whether it gets passed or no
el ection this year. o

| started to feel fain Everyhing went dark.
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| woke up in a hospital emergency examioattoom. The light was
so bright that it hurt my eyes. It was the second time | had awakened.
The first time, | spoke with a nurse who asked me some questions
about my last period @rthe prgnancy. This time, | looked around and
Darnell was sitting besidae, holding my hand.

AfiHey, Red. 0

AfHey. O

AYoudre gonna be fine. | dondt know what harg
out at the restaurant. | told the nurse you were my wife. | had already

adced youtomy heal th insurance. I di dnodt know whe
covered,wdk i ng for that small time newspaper. o

I ignored Darnell 6s jibe at my job. Hedd do
even believe he meant to be insulting. Neither of us had ever really

taken mub interes i n each otherdés <career. I'n his opi

wa s n 6 1 jobaunlesseitawas sanctioned with government security.
The AA Timeshad only been in existence for a little less than a decade
and was marketed only to Blacks, which indicated t@rrll, ro
security! The fact that he had to pay my rent and car notédidn d o
much for my argument.
iDo you have any idea whatodéds wrong with vyo
sincere concern. Before | could answer, the doctor, a young -goofy
looking white man with a cdagious mile, walked in.

AHI, Mrs. Jenni ngs. inhdeartyyfiiendlyf eel i n6? 0 he asik
voice. He stared at me intently for an answer, still grinning.
filédm okay. o | examined him quickly, noticin

and tennis shoes. | never unsteod wly young doctors always dressed
like that. Dr. Steve Kiley, who vgaon that old TV show, Marcus
Welby, M.D., never wore jeans.
i Good. Youbre gonna be alright,d he continu
let you rest here for another hour or so, then yougmahome.l 6 v e
instructed the nurse to give you some iron pills. You jost foo much
bl ood from the pregnancy you had terminated a
Complete silence.
AfTake care now. The nur suep wiilsli ts.cohedul e you
And he was gondaking apart of me with him, my life as | had known
it with Darnell.
Damel | di dndt ask any questions about the at
left the room or during the ride back to my car. | guess he was too
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stunned, todwurt, and too afraid to face whatatl mean. | pretended |

was tired and half asleep, and therefore, rimé d@o talk much. He
followed me in his car so that he could see me safely home, then he just
beeped his horn after | was inside my apartment building as he drove
off.
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| was glal for thetime alone because | needed to think. | had started
to undressvhen my phone rang. First, Mark.

AiHey, Bae. I have to come check up on you.
mi nutes. Okay?0o0

AAlright. o

Next, Jackie.

AiHey, Cee Cee, you akmod?awdflou di dnot l ook v
today. | s everything alright?20o

iYeah, everyabkingds | 6veebeen feeling a |[|it
|l ately, upset stomach. | 0611 be okay. o
AYoudre not pregnant, are you? You havenodt |
weeks. 0

iNo. O

iPastor P e oepks agsto naagyr yeueashd Darnell, but

hebés concer ned Ithdva madeyno arrargentgntsDa r n e |
counseling. Hedd | i ke very much for you to be
too, but ités not a requirement. o

|l 6m sure a baby ki lywarlhoughu!l dndt be wel come &
iSo, when do you think you can start the col

| thought about what had just happened between Darnell and me,
and | realized how pointless this conversation could be.

iThereds no rush. I 61 1 get back to you. o
ficar en! Y o udirieceinl geestst i tnlganm si x mont hs! | 6d sa
thereds a rush. o

iJacki et,o Ilgohavlebl | get back to you as soon

promise. 0
iOkay, 0 ddtoadhaaydefeat id her voice.
We both hung up, and | put on a big cotton flannel nightgown in
preparationf or Mar kds vi sit. I started to |l ook forw
werenét for him, | 6d be all alone in my pain,
for my baby, who | had cut out of my life. | felt sorry for my fiancé,
who | had betrayed. | ached for Rahevho |wanted to win.
The phone rang again. It was Michelle this time.
AfoOkay, Girlfriend. How did it go?0
Ail't went alright. Darnell knows. 0
ADarnel |! Whyoéd you tell him? The whole po
abortion is so that no oéeespecially Darnellwould know thatyou
were pregnant! o
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i passed out at aostitoormechbldodfromght because | I
the abortion. When the doctor came to explain things to me, he
mentioned the abortion right in front of Darnell. He thought Darnell
was my husband. o

AWell! o DMihe hekpl oded. AfHas -t hat doctor | ost
l ovi ng mi rhe Rnowllme veivesdcheat on their husbands?
Seems like a bell would hawgoneoff in his stupid head that a wife

woul dnodt abort her own husbanddés <chil d! Gi rl
hogitall G& pai d! He has ruined your 1|ife! What di
fi No t.He jug dropped me off at home and went on his merry

way. | think hedés mad. o

i know he ainét got no attitude! Al | t he
done! 0

il donot k now, . IMpeeddomd time to thinkbim t i r e d
donot know what to do. 0

ifiOkay. uwubébb, | but ydondt worry, wedll figure
Al right?0o
iAl right, Mi chell e. I 61l talk to you | ater . ¢
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I lay quietly in my bed, just waiting and wondering if this was all
Godd s proenti Jedsie Bassett showing up on my job from the
abortion clinc and Darnell finding out about the abortion. Was God out
to get me? | pushed the thought from my mind when | heard my door
buzzer. | hurried to let Mark in.
AHey, B a e . 0onthe cle&kiashe enteredntbe apartment.
AHowdéd your day go?o0
it wWwalyt 0o | said heading to the Iliving roo
foll owed. AExcept, I passed out when | was wi
had to be rushed to emergency, and the doctor mentiomet! th 1 6 d
passed out because of losing too much blood from the abortionhimigh
front of Darnell. He thought Darnell was my husband. Also, the
counselor from the abortion clinic showed up on my job today as our
new political col umni st. o
i Man! You nstducké Heetwok a seat beside me on
sofa, opened a beer he tooérr his coat pocket, then searched his jean
pockets until he pulled out a cigarette.
ATel | me about it, o | mur mur ed, moving away
smell his cigarette smoke as rhud curled my feet underneath my
thighs under the cotton nightie. So rhufor quitting to resolve our
differences, | thought.
Mark looked at me in silence for a few uncomfortable moments,
then turned away. He took a long swig of his beer and lit hisatigar
iAwWht 6s the matter?0 | asked.
iYou even | ook sexy in flannel .o
| smiled. | think it was the first time | had smiled in days, maybe
weeks. Mark was indeed my comforter. He motioned for me to come
closer. I di dnot real lteyandbersmell t o because of t
that | knew would be on his breath and in his clotbas] did. He held
me close to him with one arm around me while he used the other hand
to drink beer and smoke cigarettes. | nestled my face close to his jacket
to protect my nose fra the sm&e. We watchedhe 1963 movie,
Whatever Happened to Baby Jane.
fiwhen you first saw this, did you figure owhat really happened
beforetheer®dd6 Mar k asked me.
iAs mean an danavas! |kad moiclleedd a s
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iAWwel |, Bl anc h eeg eitlzgd thédway shé Wwould ldyat ni

on the bell for Jane to serve her daganni ght . I knew she wasnoét ri
either. o

AThat 6s one of my favorite movies, o | told |

wi th my mother every year growing up.o

Al 1 i ke Betteofihadtessdo Sheds a hell

AWho you telling?0 | agreed.

AiThat 6s howtyou gomdhay ehdsiup, 0 he teased.

AAnd which one am | gonna be?0

AYoudd probably be Jane. 0

iAnd you would be the fat guy that was a Mar

AfAre you tryiné t ostsadidawishenya Mamads boy | u
mama. 0

AiHey, I can give as good as | get. o

iwWel ldondét forget Jane was Daddyoés Ilittle gi

Silence.

Finally, Mar k squeezed me a |ittle. ASo, dic

I didndt respond.

iltés okay, 0 he tol cat youewanaifido know you di d.
now?o

ilém a |little sleepy. o

i Ok ay, |l etds go to bed. o

lIsat up straight, AMar k! o

il dm just kiddind, d he | aughed. ACome on. We

We walked to the door, and | felt pretty good until | closed it behind
him. Then, the lonelines the pm, and the guilt returned. | shed |
had agreed to go to bedth him, but no way was | ever going to sleep
with a thug like Mark Townsend.
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The phone awakened me for the second time at about 11:45 the next
morning. | had been awake earl&r9 tocall off sick from work. The
call was from my mother.

iwWhatdoioub at home? Whatds wrong with you? |
and they said you was home sick. o

I wanted to say, fAYes mother, I had an abor
Il 6m a | ittle depressed. 0

fi thinklhave a stomach flu, o | i ed.

iStomach fl u? Youp®\Carla ba@leyou washr o wi n o
throwind up before Christmas! You pregnant?o

ANo, Ma. | 6m not pregnant. o

AwWell, yo6 sister is about to have a nervous

AiWhat yowuttal KMarP® 6b

fédCause that damn John donwe | eft her! She
without no man! o

I wanted to say, iCould that be because youd(

like we had not completed our lives as women unless we got married,
had children and lived happiever d t eButd0 di dnét say anything.
She continued talkirdy not waning any feedback from me anyway.

i woul dnét want no ol & whorish man Ilike Jo
care how much money he had. o

I wanted to say, AWhoridh, |l i ke Daddy?0 Agai
filucdndét stand when your father did his dir
off . iGod rest his soul, but I di dndt put up
willind to Ilet him do anything! 6Long as he s
kids. Thatdés all sheds worried about. o

Iwantedt o as k, Aiwhat were you worried about?0

AWhy donét ometime, Cadn? Spdn@ somestime with

her . She needs somebody to talk to. Lord kno\
she needs to talk to someone closer to her own age. You got sense.

Help yoursisterShe needs a friend. o

fiCarl abs got pl ent y prablems ftor woeyn d s . I got my o
about. o

AiYou got a | ot of sense, but | aindét never
you. Now, what problems you got??0

AJust work and t he we ealzinglgvasd | responded qu

about to give myself away.
AOh yeah. Justi nwp,r khwmmdo t he wedd
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iYeah. Thatdés all. I gotta go, Ma . | 6m not
to give Carla a call | ater or maybe tomorrow
AiYou know, J o h with sooen 6w ommoavne,dd immy mot her

shared, purposely ignoring my attempt to endconversation.

AReal ly. o | tried to sound interested even
woul dnét el aborate.

iYeah, and your sister just keeps calliné o
as an excusd.ittle John is sick. Jimmy needs some shoes. Little John

wonodt ssligeapg aslince you | eft. ltds just pathet

want her, she need to just let him go. Why would anybody want
somebody that dondét want them?o0

fi | donot knovwinling f &Robwerted,ilt guess sheds
hoping things wildl change. 0

iWwWell ,|] dndwowant nobody that di dndét want me .
father may not have always gotten along, but he was right where he

wanted to be, with me!o

AfYeah, o | answered

AGirl, | fethispme egetMyofst ori esol | be on after t
go off, and | wanna seehvat 6 s gonna hApyen today on
Children Besides, you aindédt talkind 6ébout not hin¢

fi Ok ay , oand |happdyipidkedup my remote to turn on the
channel for the soaps a&ll when | hung up the phone.

| kept the room dark, and | stayed in thed under the covers all
day, only getting up to get something to munch on or to go to the
bathroom. Before long, the day was over, and it was evening. | dozed
off for about an houwhen | was awakened again by the telephone.
This time it was Robert.

fi | ame to the paper to take you out to lunch. Are you okay? Why
didndét you go to work today?o

fJust a | ittle down | guess. 0

fi | wanted to | et you knowomehat something ve
upand |1 &m going to be out of oown for a coupl e
talk to you when | get back. Are we okay?bo0
iDepends on what you mean by okay?bo0

AAre you angry with me?bo

ANo. O

iGood. | 61l call you when | get back. You t e
Alilw .o

ADpou need anything??o

iNo. Il 6m fine. o
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iGreat. | 6Inl. 6t al k to you soo

AAl Trighkty.e.®ood

ABye. 0

I di dnodt know what it was, but it felt [

something. | guess he still intended to keep seeing me. | suppose our
relationmweitoendi teé6tause he wasnbt ready to be
yet. Maybe in time, lwould get over the abortion, and we could

become cl oser. I wasndt sure what I wanted an
angry with him for not supporting my desire to keep our baby. A part of

me undestood that the whole thing was a bit premature. A part of me

justdi dndét know whet her I-bystalimreal |y ready t

I needed answer s, but from whom? | could
Michelle or Mark.

Mi chel l e di dnélffelt, anndd eMasrt kaéhsd jhwdvg me n't was
colored by his f eeltwangme td lmerwithme . He woul dnd
Darnell,Roberttor anyone el se. I couldnd6t go to my f a
think | could go to God either.

| was yet alone.

0O s
not
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PART FOUR: February, No Valentine

24
thadbeen two weeks since | had heard from Darr
Day was coming up. I was afraid to call hi m.
How could | possibly explain that | had secret

and still keep him in my life?

ilei! o Miebe voice kept telling me. @
a | the ti me! Lie! Girl, l'ie! Aindt n
Val entinebés Day card that | purchased

Darnell,

I 6m s o s telryouabodt thedabodiond tvas just too ashamed.
I di dndt twa nktn oawmn yacbnoeut it ever . Not you, not
what you think, Darnell. | didndét intend to be
| behaved irresponsibly. | admit that. | weata housgoarty with Michelle
one night in November, and | had too marigiks. | passed out. | woke up
in one of the bedrooms the next morning partially dressed.

| learned later that there was a guy at the party who had helped me to
bed after | passed ou gues he must have helped himself to me as well,
but | d omadytof itrMichele sdideshe thinks he put something in
my drink. She said she had a lot to drink, too, so she fell asleep on the living
room sofa.

I know | should have told you alttathis when it first happened, but |
was just t oo e nbeeaninvolaes m angthing so&crazy. | ne v e
thought it would be best to just to put it behind me, like it never happened. |
hope you can understand anahythinor gi ve me. I pr ol
like that again.

All my love,
Caren

| called Michelleto read the note to her. | wanted her to corroborate my
story if necessary.

iltés worth a try, Caren, 0 she responded. fi /
truth. Be s i de ghat ridtidoasdstory yau nederup thartfoi e v e
know the truttganywayy.t A aka&ndés womandés infidel
¢ a handlethe truthtDon 6t worry. Hedl |l go for it, o0 she as:
fi hope youbre right, Mi chell e, because | do
possiblys ay . 0

AAindt nothind to it,. but to do ito was her f
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I sent the card in time for Darnell to recei\
hoping he would read it, forgive me and be back in my life in time to
celebrate, that is, if he was homoereceie it. He mentioned that he might
be leaving town for a while tasit his dying grandmother.
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25
We did all kinds of Black History Month and
and |l ayouts for the weekébés edition of the news
Tuesday maring in a daze, staring at my computer screen and worrying
aboutwhat Darnell 6s response to my note would b

turned to Robert, which awakened a longing in me to hear from him.
ADi dndt you do a seriRobetdufndmazerasi ews on Coul
perky highpitched voice asked me.
| looked up. It waslessie Bassett, famed abortion counselor turned
political columnist. She was a short, petite woman, about 28 years old.
Everybody in the office thought she was cute and sweet, &ut sh ifodln 6 t
me. She was a viper if ever | saw one. Her neck even sednednally
long, and she always jerked it from side to side, cradkingyuess. She
|l ooked |Ii ke she was doing that dance called AT
Her name even hissed, JessssassBssettand | could swear she
sucked air every time she got readysp@ak making that hissing sound
that contradicted her mousy, squeaky, fpgbhed voice. She seemed to
have the voice of an innocent little girl who could never harm anyone. |
regardd it as he voice of a true serpent that had devoured a rodent and was
either mimicking it or using its voice from within her to invoke trust from
her next unsuspecting victim.
| used the utmost caution when dealing with her. | knew that she was
readily mised andprepared to strike, spitting a deadly venom of lies,
insinuatbns, speculations, and interrogations that would release poison into
the very veins of my existence and suck out everything | was working so
hard to keep inside me where it belongdakere no ae could see.
| grew to deplore her bubbly smile and dancingsethat marked her
demeanor every morning for the past two weeks as she took her seat at the
desk across from mine. She was positioned so that she faced me, which
allowed her to look jufrom he computer screen periodically and flash that
phony smile at méhat always seemed to accompany a sparkle in her eyes
and a glimpse at the tip of her tongue.
Everyone at thé\A Times Weeklytook to Jessie almost immediately,
and for some reasorheswas & avori te pet of my editords. I re
taken in by her. knew she was trouble. | looked up at her with obvious
contempt as she stood over me waiting for a reply.
Al édm ssso sorry. | didndt mean to disturb yol
profleson©® me of Cl evel andds single council men for
column. | thought | could get some information from you to help me get
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started. Marge tells me that youdbve been work
over a year, covering his community centejgrt. $ s o, who®s he dating?

Al édm sorry, Jes gpfremmydésk anchstapegferd as | got

the restroom, oibut | canét help you.

She stayed right on my heels.B u t you worked with him al mos
exclusively for month& you must have gotten somdarmationabout his
personal life. There must be something you camtell. o

| charged into the restroom and marched up to the sink. | turned on the
cold water and started to splash my face rapidly.

Al ol |l see what I have iownstogs. notes, but | 6m |
Besides, my fiancé and | are going through a rough tirhetrig now, and | 6 m
just too upset to think abowyibur column. Now, will you please leave me
alone?0

AOh, 0 she said, and | thought I felt her I
slightly, butthenise askegh Di dn6t he approve of the abortion?
| was breathless. Shecha me pinned. She had said it! Fi nal

what | had anticipated she would one day. Her tongue had finally struck
with the first dose of deadly venom. | could feel myself dgititfle inside.

And even though she and | were the only people ibdatioom, it felt like

she had made the announcement with a bulhtita way it kept ringing

and echoing in my ear abortionfabadrtidria 6 t he approve of
abortiorf0

| struggled to regin my composuréi J essi e, 0 | said, speaking wit
cetainy and iintense conservation of each preciou
fiancé and | are fine withdtn ot t hat itds Aadlybdof your busines

appreciate it if you never mentioned our pacguairance to me again. |

know youdre a r,gquovgetacounseioosworntbthee t hen

confidentiality of the patients you advised. o
ifiCaren, 0 her tone mimicked the wicked Witch

you must know that | wouldevertell anyone abotiour previous encounter.

Il 6m just concer neod upaeb you tvere yabout .the | know h

abortion abortion abortion Remember, | was there. You were regrétful

crying hysterically. amawaraoftheethics menti oned it ©be

involved,buti 6 s j ust you and me here. You can talk t«¢
though 1 d8m working here as a political col umni
counselor. 0

AfJessie, please! Just |l eave it alone! | reall
l ast thing | need! o

| stormed outof the bathroom and marched determinedly to my desk
grabbing ad slamming down everything | touched, imagining that it was
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Jessie | was hurting and not mere inanimate objects. Out of the corner of my

eye, | caught disturbed glances of the otbportersn the newsrood all

peeping around their computer screens with tip faces. | plopped into my

seat and tried to work on a story, but | could
Jessie was driving me crazy. Soon, she would figure out that it was

Robert 6s hddadasd if shé lept snboping. Then, it occurred to

me that maybe Iauld convince Marge to get rid of her. Maybe if |

complained a little, she would consider letting Jessie go.
After all, I had become one of Margeds top r

16 d b @hetime paper, and in the eight years the paper had been in

exigence, | had interned for three summers. Jessie had just joined the staff

with prior experience as an abortion counselor, | reasoned. Surely, if she

represented a problem for one chM ¢ eefhisre rpporters, she would be

expendable.
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ltwas Thursdg mor ni ng, Val entinebds Day when | final
to go through with my plan to get rid of Jessie. Marge sat at her desk staring
puzzled at her computer screen. Her-tialmedspectacle were riding the
bridge of her nose as if one swift motion wbaend them flying across the
room. | stood at her door for a few minutes, unnoticed. She was an older
woman, in her fifties | guess, sort of attractive. She had style. She wore
expasivedak suits and finely manufactured pumps th
degs in with our daily assignments.
She always seemed to be in O6workdé mode as if
whole life. | suppose if she ever let loose, a man might find her quite
appealiig. Jackieand | often speculated comically about a suspected
involvementbetween Marge and Mr. Caldwell. As his secretary, Jackie was
privy to the comings and goings of Mr. Caldwell and his visitors. She often
gave me the 411 on eMedthgecbseddooi sits to his off
meetings, which aroused my suspicions more.
Mr. Caldwell never spoke with anyone who worked for him, except
Jackie and Marge, which gave him an air of mystery that inevitably led to
office gossip and speculation about his perstéifeal | think Jackie just
engaged me sometimes for her own amusementg&ha kick out of
people trying to get information from her. She teased me with comments
i ke, iMarge was i n Mr. Cal dwel Il 6s office thi
Girl. Her hair lookedh little out of place, too. And you know, Margever
hasahairoutofipace. 0
I would respond, AGirl, shut up! You think t1
Why didndédt they just go to his place or her pl
il dondbét know, Gir | .ogdakagrckiecbefdrehey were just tr
starting the workday. o
| was certain she knew thauth, whatever that was. She was loyal,
though. | never expected her to tell me if anything were really going on, and
| knew that she only joked with me about it because she knew U | dn 6t
gossip with other employees about her comments.
Ontheotherhah, i f Mi chell e had thenéen Mr. Cal dwell 6s
could get some dirt. Michelle would have told me stories about any and
every woman Mr. Caldwell even thought about. Plusyshdd hae a few
stories of her own to tell.
Mr. Caldwell was a distingshed older gentleman in his late fifties,
widowed and seriodsvery serious. It was really quite hard to imagine him
and Marge getting it on, Ilkeme.tl &m sure they bot
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sure would be nice to know something for sure about thosé tiranight as

| stood in the door preparing to say something. Then, | could use it to get

Marge to fire Jessie.
AHIi , Marge, o0 | said finally. #ACan | talk to vy
i SuwWreat 86 6B6phe | ooked up from her work, smilin
Her smile was caringShe was always so nice to me, like a mother

almost, and here | was entertaining the thought of blackmailing her. | was

desperate. I had no idea whye | had come to |
specifcally, what | had planned to say in order to accomplish what |

wanted. I took a seat in the 6échairdéd where all
resolve issues with Marge.

I sat in the o6chairé when | assured her that
if she gae me a chance to work with the paper as an intern. | sat in the

6chairdé when | wiainme dr ¢ po rbteecro.mel asdtuliln the 6
when | couldnét figure out what angle to take
i n the 6chai o@&ovewleeig mdetingned thet Board of

Educati on. | hseant |i nh atdh et 06 cehxapilradi nw why | coul dn
work on time for a whole month. I sat in the
being a general assignmentliwanegporter, and | sat
more time to work on Rober fpdtars community cent el
sat in the O6chairé with similar concerns. We
discussed, problenselved,and reprimands deeply understood.

il éd I ike to knletatelmor e about Jessie, 0

fi Oh, Jessie Bassett?o Skeoeult dgédtded her fond
contain her smile whenever her name was mentioned.

iYes, o | replied trying to sound firm, worri

annoyed as | really was.
iJessi e hagaouéanyt rboeuebnl eg,i vhiansg she? 0

AiWell, no, not r e ahetayefromhanghowthe wondered where
ended ugnered

fi Oh, | 6m gl ad you asked. Wedre really fortur
highly regarded womends counsel or and freel anc
haveretatrd of her . Shebds written articles for

Ebony, Redbook and a | ot of the top womenés

magazines. Ri ght now, sheds working on a nice
emotional, but s hledpsctdmthesssue asxvgllltor i ng pol i ti ca

details someealtlife experiences @m women who have terminated their

pregnanciesandi t exposes politicians6 real views on t
so up close and personal that she does abortion counseling fortresearc

Shedot the right background for the job, too
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Journalism with a minor in Political Science, and she alsohesat er 6 s i n

psychology al | from Case Western. Shedl | make a co

easily with this piece, especialith siate legislation pending on that

abortionissueandanewstate nat or to be el ected in November . (
AiSo why is she here?0 | asked, still too cor

was to me to be impressed by hésumé and even moreso, now that |
knew thathe vey reason she was even privy to my secret was for the very
purpcse of exposing it to the world.
il édm hoping she can tie in some | ocal pol i ti
us. She could certainly make people sit up and take notice/mhtfenes
Besdes, shaneeds a fultime position that can sustain her during thestim
sheds working on freelance projects and waitin

she says she likes it here in Cleveland, and w
town that could make rooforherr i ght now. 0

ALucky us, o0 | mumbl ed.

i what was thred 20 Marge inqui

il dm gl ad to have her with wus,o0 | I|ied. Al h
|l 81l do what | can to make her feel welcome. 0O

I got up from the O6chai rrresoMeler e none of my p
and turned to leave the office. Marge surveyed me with galzzyes over
the top of her spectacles as if she knew there was something more to my
visit than | had shared, but she was the type that never pushed for
information. She had this unwing bele f t hat it just wasnb6t necess:
seemed a very unlikely ttan a person working for a newspaper, but
whenever asked why she di dndt encourage us

information for our stories, shedédd al ways say,
suetocom¢ o the | ight! Dondt worry, youdl|l get vyo
than one way to skin a cat. Just keep your ey
used ag®Ild lines like that, but she would also advise us to find creative

ways to get oorclues thorai epse.r sfoWatsc hc hfar act er |, i fe
friends,associategndth ngs | i ke that. Patience is a virtue.

| imagined that for Marge to be so enamored with Jessie, she must be
astute in methodical and ingenious ways of uncovering secrets that Marge
so igorouslytried to instill in her writers. It caused my stomach tofftip

and my heart to dip, but | knew if Marge | i ket
Jessie always got her story with or without the cooperation of her subject.

AOh, 0 | r erneavingMad geadsl owds ce, Al just hope t h.
Jessieds iesgsponsbbheit editors doesnoét interf

commi t ment to us. o0
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God is a jealous God, but Marge Daniels was a jealous editor. She had
let go many a reporter who had faltered in nneetleadies for her while
pursuing other writing interests over thesge She demanded the best and
the most from all of us. No exceptions! | was sure my comment had planted
a nice seed of concern that would grow into a great harvest of animosity
betweerthe twoof them in the months to come. Hopefully, it would come
into full bloom before Jessie uncovered all the details of my secret. That was
the best | could do to control Jessie for the moment. When | returned to my
desk, | saw Jessie putting flowersray desk

iSsso! 0 she hissed and savarefa’ked as | got <cl o
Val entinets Day! o She had the card in her hand
an apologetic |l ook. AThe card fell on the fl of

from your favorite canclmanRo b er t . 0

| was gasping for breath again, and | snatchedsttiefiom her hand.

Ailt also says that heds sorry he coul dndét s
Heds in Columbus on business. Robert Turnero6s
eyes flamed with imigue.

| just rolled my eyes at her and plopped into my chair.

il fdpodt mind, Jessie. I have a story to fini
waste time socializing when we have deadlines

fi amwor ki ng on my story, Carten. Remember, C
Eligible Bachel ors, Our Council men. o

fi thought t hnatti nveadss fDary tilses udal eThe Val enti ne
i ssue is out. Besi des, I donbét see how youdre

youdre standing here questioning me about my p
i Ss s o, is sorheking epersonal going on between you and

Counci | man whautightering that pythdn grip again, and there

was little room for escape.
fiJessi e, t hereds nothing going on between RO

engaged to be mart aigmmdfiend and dusikssber t 6s | us

associate. We made planstoworkon Valemte 6 s Day because my fianc® i

out of town, and the plans for the community center are needing more and

more attention the closer it gets to completion. He probably just sent the

flowers to showhis appreciation for my efforts on his behalf. Everybody

knons how smooth Robert is. He gives women fl owe
fi guess that was a bit presumptuous of me .

engaged to Robert, there would have been an announcensambeting

in the paper. After all, that would be society news, éspet | y since heds

about to announce his candidacy in the race for the vacant state senate seat.

I't would really help his campaign if he were g
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As | pulled inb my siser's driveway, | began to wonder why John was
cheating on Carland why he would leave this beautiful home and his two
boys to go live with some other woman? | wondered if | should tell Carla
that Mama had told me all of her business. She haddw by row that
there were no secrets among us. If youtelloneofu§,s as i f you told all
three.
| had spent enough time wallowing in my own drama. So, | had agreed
to visit Carla to get my mind off things when she invited me over for dinner.
My niece, Sheilacame running out to my car as | turned off the engine.

twaspr etty chilly out, and she wasnét wearing a
and starting to blossom. | began to worry about how she would deal with the
mal e gender . I hjab phanthe reshdf thedBoad)estona b et t er
women. My worries dissipated when sbave me her usual childish
greeting.
AHi , Auntie Carriel!bo
I hated that name. It sounded |l ike she was t

Mama from down South. Sheila was my favanitce,sol let ha get away
with it even though it made me cringe each timessiebit.

iHey Knuckl ehead! o | said hugging her tightl
cheek. AWhereds your mom?0
filn the house. Shebs fixind you a plate. Joh

bit of information emphatically.

iSheds preparing dYpluatkem,ow Ilyoocaor maodthed her.
doesnét want you to talk Iike that. o

She never called John, Daddy, like her brothers didkShe w he wasndt
her father, and she seemed to like it that. Wdlythe family she needed was
my mot her and f at hertneceSsary foraSheilaand | . John was
although she seemed willing to allow her mother to have him around if that
was whatshewanted. | thought | detected a note of relief in her voice when
shemadétheannancement about Johnédés departure.

We entered the house throuphede back door . Carla didnét all ow
to come through her front door. Her living room was a showcafeftmr
Homes & Gardenor at least she acted like it was, so no one waseallo
to erter it.

| was glad to get a good, horoeo 0 k e d  mereally like tb coakji d n 6t
and | was tired of eating out.

AwWhat 6s up, Sis?0 Carla greeted me.
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Sheila and | walked into her huge kitchen, which also looked like a
Better Homes & Gardeshow@se. It ad a country theme with lots of
doodadsprintcoordinated tows, plaques on the walls and fancy cookware
hanging from ceiling rafters that | knew she never used.

ANot hind much, o | responded as | sat down a
dinette table, wich had @corative checkered blue, white and yellow
placemats with matahg seat cushions in oak wood chairs.

The floor was tiled with an expensive brick marble. She placed a
beautiful pastel blue stoneware plate with white and yellow daisies peeking
throwgh steamig white rice and a juicy steak both covered with brown
gravy am grilled onions. The aroma was intoxicating. | grabbed my fork
and dug in. Then, she placed a tall, cold glass of lemonade in front of me
along with some hot buttered dinner rolls @rsaucerl was in heaven.
Thank God for sisters that know how to thraewn in the kitchen, |
thought. Maybe instead of Jane, | would be Blanche.

| glanced at her occasionally as | ate. She began to tidy up, as usual,
wiping counters and making sure gihing was in its proper place. There
was a part of me that admired h8he had a certain style and class about
her that | didndt know anything about. She al w
had beautiful nighttime apparel and wraps for her hair when shetavent
bed. She was a real lady.

I knew Carla thoroughly enjoyed being thife of a successful lawyer.

It afforded her to live the way she had always dreamed. She always wanted
to be a wife and a mother like our mother. | wanted a career and a husband.
Maybe | tnkcessarify want to be a wife. | just wanted a man around to
do the things that men do, but | wanted him to be committed to doing those
things for me and only me!

| looked at Carla again. Being a wife was who she was. It was her
identity. The icense mgite on her BMW read MRS JNZ. Mine read,
CAREN 1.

iHow areéditrhe pMeans coming?06 She asked as she
across from me at the table. Sheila leaned against her.

fiWhere are the boys?o

AfUpstairs. Theyb6re playing in their room. o
fi Oh . d&albnglbud swig of the lemonade.

AWanna |isten to some music?0

iYeah.

AGirl, | got t hdatheMooddss@per s. You Kknow,

Aioh yeah. | |ike that. Put that on. 0
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She had a small stereo on the island in the center of her kitchen. She put
in the cassetteand pressd play, andin moments,the Whispers were
crooningsoftly in the background.
I tried to think of some <clever or appropr
impending questions as | watched her prepare to sit down again. | knew she
wasnot g 0 i n gway with dvaiding herequegian tabout my
wedding plans. Sheila sat in ttfeair next to me.

iHave you worked on any interesting stories |
ANo, not really, Sheila.o

AiwWhat about Mamaédés councilman?0 Carla interje
AWell , vylenarkihg lodimt $itait , but therebés really not
tell .o

iHe sfuirnee.i si bet you wish you were available,
AHowds John?0

AHowdéds your wedding plans coming?o

fiMama said he |l eft to go |live with some other
iSheila, go seaedwwhatd your brother

i Oh, | 0 sdidbitng myyip.

Sheila dragged witlquiet stomps upstairs. She knew better than to

protest too loudly.

iltés alright. She probably knows anyway. o0

| turned my attention back to my meal.

i So, I guess ydoanythge ftr g/a@alreqpttiaebs Day,
either?0 | asked after a |l ong silence.

fiNope, 06 she admitted.

iwhy arendt you and Darnell going to do anytt
Oops. | did it again. | walked right into that one. | remembered Darnell

had told me hed dmiysoanbaisthiygragdmotheri t h  hi s
just before the hospital incidenteH t ol d me t hat his father hadnét
about twenty years.

fiHe went to visit his grandmother in Florida.
fiReally, d Carla sympat hshpuddee fil 6m sorry to h
gone with him.o

fi couldndét real | yampwpolticalfcdumrfist om wor k. Ther ed
that may be out for my job. | have to be on my
time to take off. o0

AReally. Who is she? Wheredédd she come from?0
iSheds tshaimhei onoal freel ance writer and womenods
My editorworshis t he ground she wal ks on. 0

AwWwhy do you think sheb6s out for your job?bod
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AJust a feeling. o

iwell, Caren, you know you can be paranoid a
enough room for bothgf o u . 0

fi Tereis enough room, but some people just feel threatened by othe

people with talent. Thatds all .o

iYou sure itdéds not you.o

iPositive. Can we change the subject?o

iNo probl em. Howdés your wedding plans coming?
The phone rang. |sdididngefk you, Jesus! 0

AfiHel | o. 6 She answered hdpeditwasedi atel y. I coul

John. Her face frowned with disappointment.

AfHey Maé Sittind NeaheeShetcanieloventd t o Car ené
have dinner with us. o

Carla pointed to the phone to signal thiama warted to talk to me. |

furiously shook my head and mout hed, f#ANo!o
iShe just wentobéltlo téalkl bhehroomcall you back
havendét heaOkdayf.rdnmlJdJohkmd | you | ater. o

Just then, I heard keys kedinasing in Carladbds b

Carla hung up the phone.

iYeah. What éds ¢ odeapd@ngywke Helwasatab ked i n a
man with a loud voice, and an intimidating physique. If | had been Catrla, |
would have been afraid to marry him.

iHey, John, 0 | vokaqivdrabitl coul d hear my
iHey. How are you, CatencC&lasoHi s eyes were sti
knew he wasnét really waiting for a reply to h
calling my womands house?0 he bell owed.

| knew it was time for me to leave.

il am Yy ou declarkdh e

Al déll tell you whato You better not call ther
il dll do whatever | damn well please! 0

| got up to leave.

iYou dondét have to |l eave, Caren!od she yelled.
fi have to get home and go to bed. I have a
pleaded.

AOkayVy!l @a. o

I quickly slipped out the back door. Carla and Johrewetling back
and forth as | seated myself behind the steering wheel. | wondered why the
men in both of our lives could not be faithful to us. It had to be something
we inherited fromour motter.
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After all, she had married the first adulterer, but attbs@yhad made it
to the altar. My chances for that were growing slimmer all the time. Then,
suddenly it hit me as | was driving home that my mother had been alone on

Val ent i,toeldes Deawent h one without my father, and
called herMaybe we should have thrown a great big No Valentine Pity
Party.
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28

AiLook what the wind blew in, o | said as Rol
threshold, dressempeccdly as usual in a designer suit.

iHey Sweet he agently,butgdiely dnithslpse d me

AWhat brings you here?0 | asked.

iYou, of course.o0 He smiled slyly and saunte
my living room. He took a seat on the sofa aradionedfor me to join him.

| did.

Al &m sorry | 6vesolongdwentdhane to &ldridatlouc h f o

had a death in the family. Al so, l dm running
senate, you know. |l 6ve been i@ Columbus for th
ofbushess. o

iYes, I heard. Al t houqt,t lhewas ia Ifirtotml e upse
you. O

il bve been busy with the details. That 6s wh
understand, donét you?o0

iSure. o

AiDid you get my fl owers?o0

iYes. They wer ednmitcsehtshemetotthe papet s hou |

We have a new political columnist nadgssie Bassett. She just happens to
be the same woman who counseled me at the abor

after news about your personads | i fe. She read
abouour i nvolvement. o

fiYeah. I hear d abwublke Shedascont&tsemds definitely t
Col umbus, and sheb6s been in touch with them at
candét believe our luck to have the very counse
beinhebusines of exposing politiciansé views on abo
about the expos® shebés working on. ltds defi
campaign, especially with her working so close
iRobert, what 6s goinbd on? Wh 'y am | t he | a
everythirg ? 0

Ailtds complicated. Hey, | sure have missed yoc
AWhat ?0

fdve been t hieeldayg | alkoowtw wowdr e probably sti
upset about the baby.-tlfdmngtthlngngaoavéreabout
doing with your fiancé, but | want to bétwyouwh en | can, Caren. 0

AYou want us to keep seeing each other?0
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i Wel , we 61l | have to be more careful with Je
around, and we may have to see each other only
got a nice sofa in my office.o

AfRoberdhedo | bl u

fi Wean sort out the details later. Right now, | just want toitie wou
sometimes. |Is that okay?o0

il suppose so0.0

iGood. o

iSo, when are you going to fill me in on what

AThered6s not a whole |l ot tostell. Some frien

encourged me to take this opportunity to broaden my political basé, s
agreed. They had some connections that could open a lot of doors for me,

and | think | can do more for Ward One as a st
fi guess you coul d. nyintergtinglimbingever knew you ha
the political | adder. o

il dve got <wome hdgwmnad meeopl di dndt want to | et
AiwWho are these people?0

fiDondt worry about that, Sweetheart. I just

the abortion, keep helping me with thergounity enter project and keep
on loving me like you did the night dfi¢ fundraiser. Everything will be

okay. Youdll see. 0
iKeep quiet about the abortion?o
il dm sure you know how it could hurt my cha

people knew | had paid to havey mwn chid aborted. Legislation is being
proposed to allow the statepay for abortions for women on welfare, and

of course, the Ohio state senate will be voting on it next year. | could be one
of those state senators. My advisers think | should renmitral @ the

abortion issue to keep from splitting the vote
iSphng ttthe vote?0
fiBet we-enf @erbaxpayers who feel theybre payin

welfare recipients already and fnoice constituents who think that this
could bring longterm relief fom payirg for women who are having too

many children on wel fare. o

AAAnd you had to vote on this issue?o0

iléd vote for the Il egislation to pass. I f &
abortion, she shoul dndédt be denied because she
AOh, | see. 0

i Y aligagre@ 0

Al donét know what | |Hadaealb.orHoiwonc?adn | di sagr ee
AiwWe both know you didnét want to. o
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AThis isndt really about whether itds right ¢
for them?0

ilt would seem that wa hyoils evonutd wi t h aborti on,
whet her itdéds right oratntoagched tmatittero what ot he
iDo you think itdéds right to hide your real S
can get elected?0

Al édm just doing what my advisers said would
gameCar en. 0

AfiDo peopleds |ives and feelings amount to pla
ifSeweé heart . Pl ease, dond6t do this. | &dm doing
wono6t be able to see a | ot of each other durin

spend this precious time debating poditissue ? You havendt even kissed
me. O

He pulled me close and kissedy rips gently at firsd then more

passionately.
il dve mi ssed you so much. Did you miss me?0o0
AYeah, | did,o | admitted.

He started to kiss me again, then stopped suddenly.

i Do y olessieahw nnke at the clinic?09

ANo. O

fiDo you think ramgo@ri 2 me dDdesters

ANo. O

iHow can you be so sure?o0

fJessie would have mentioned it. |t would hav
as she got wind you were running for office. o

il guessghytawdre r

AWy are you doing this tdadmgfamursel f? | dondt
you to run. o

fi need your support, not your discouragemet
Caren. Please, dondt bring me down. 0

il just dondét think ihgaowain 6t ake all this |lyincg

Robert raised his eyebrows in disbelief.
iYoudreetrbononl wver cheated on my fianc® wit|

AListen, | think the whole situation is over\
wrong yet. Letbs worry about problems when t he
justgetback to being together? Ithyt hink youbre a V¢
person. | know youdre not used to any of these
|l &dm not wused to it, either. 1 dm sorry. Okay?09

AiOkay. 0
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iYou are so beauti furyeadblee Whi sipe®éed as he k
want to fight. | just want to make love to onetleé most beautiful women
|l 6ve ever met. | s that okay?o
I knew just Iike the first time we were toge
thing to do, but his presence was powerful, and hishtovas getle and
tender. His cologne was intoxicating, and his kiss masmerizing. He
sensed my apprehension as he continued to kiss me slowly and deliberately.
So, he reached into his pocket to pull out a condom. He showed it to me and
waited for a lok of resdve in my eyes to answer his questioning gaze. |
nodded, and heegan to kiss me again, this time undressing me. We made
love on my living room floor, the kitchen floor and the bathroom floor,
where afterwards, we showered.
Later, | sat on the loein my errycloth robe watching him dress, hoping
that our lovemakingdd somehow secured a commitment from him, but |
knew that it hadnodt. Each time we came, he he
sperm to illustrate the impossibility of conception. He whispérat 1had
nothing to worry about, but meanihg had nothing to wornabout, and |
had nothing-nothing of him to call my own.
| sat there wishing | could say something deep or mevswnething
so profound that heéd kwrwantoletaveuched by it that
me. Instead, | sat there silently as he finishedsiigshoping God would
intervene on my behal f. Then, I remembered th
terms with God right now, being a baby killer
very pleased wit this khd of behavior anyway. Surely, He had to know
t hat p etorgséne sed fordnmafiiage anymore. Robert kissed me
lightly on the cheek and promised hebéd call me
It was a cool, windy March evening on a Saturday,| avehderel what
to do with the rest of the night. Robert had only begreden minutes when
my telephone rang.

il got your card, and | miss the hell out of
ADarnel |l ?20

ifYes, Red. Itds me. o

il wasnbdét sure if |1 6d ever hear from you agai
i We 6 vetogitterf or ten year s. Il 6m not going anywh
needed timetothn k. We al | make mistakes. We both know
my share. | just donét | ikednhom think about you
matter how it happenedboutwhoypwkeep youobl | be more

company with in the future. You could have been sslduurt. You could
have gotten some kind of disease or something. Do you realize that you
were raped?90
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il wouldndét call it that. o

iThat 6s what it was. o0

il guess. | étdboyi st Tlhiek el otcd offors@i d | di dndt c
any diseases, andthepabi s gone. I donét want to keep rel i\

iOkay. I understand. Listen, Craig and Tyrone
of girls, and they want to go bowling. You wan

fi'Yeah Whastimedeo. you want me to be ready?o0

ACan you be ready in an hour?0

Afnere. o

ifiOkay. |1 06l1 see you soon. Love you. o

ANow, you know how | feel about that.o

fll ove you. o

il |l ove you, too. o

| did love Darnell. He was like an old pair of jeans. He was worn out
but hewas comfortable, easy and mine. | hurried through my dresser
drawers, collecting underwear: panties, bra, and socks. From my closet, |
got my favorite pair of jeans and a sororitgfirt from my Central State
days. | pulled out my ironing boarddset itup in the kitchen. | pressed my
jeans and Fhirt, and then $at on my bed to lotion my body, remembering
how Robert had just caressed each and every part of me. | forced myself to
forget about Robert and concentrate on Darnell, my future hlisbgot
dressed and bumped curls into my hair with my curling ironhisly had
gone limp from the lovemaking and shower with Robert. The phone rang
just as | finished applying my makm.

fiwhat 6s up, Girl ?0 Michelle greeted me.

iHey, Gi r | .reatERolertrjugttleft, iamd @érreell igback in

my |ife. Wédmge wjaihngCraowl and Tyrone in a few m
fi see | 6ve taught you wel/l. You gotdem mar c
schedud | i ke toy soldiers. My Gi inl ! So howéd you
onedy ? 0

fiRobert is running for stsare B senator. He <ca
woul dnét tell anyone about the abortion. He s

|l ove again. o

I hope you protected yourself this time.o
Yeah, he took care of it.o

Good. So dupwibpansytooga outewith Darnell and his

|l oser friends?09

iHe cjauslted. He got the card and the note. He
worried. He said | was raped. o

Ot v I

80



whatyou danthed ar k €&

iWel | |, that 6s what they call it when a man
without hemsypeg dni sesd onnotl 6trying to get you to
guy and press charge®

AThank God. I tell you, Michelle, I dondét th
and sneaking around much | onger. What happened
AfiRobert Turner i(igmpwlhat happeded bedi ehe you
slept with him again after theway he¢ at ed you. 0

fi donét know, Mi chell e. He just does somet h
and he makes me feel so good. He has to be the greatest lover in the world!

And, | conceived a chilgvith him. | never conceived a child with anyone

before. I never feltithway he makes me feel . 0

iThat 6s because you ainét never been with no
told you that you need to get more experience before you get married. You

dondét wanhottiof nbbu youdve shopped around a | itt
mightfindthatDbar nel | i s |l acking some things that you
iYou may be right, but I feel secure with De
care of me. He provides for tomee. Hedéd make a b
maried and have <children, ghtnod Robert i snot ir
Although Jessie did say it would be better for his campaign if he were

married. Maybe hedl |l change his mind. I wi s h
and save me from the boredom dhigewvithDar nel | . ©

AWhods Jessie?0

AGirl, you won éwomanevhdceunseledime atthesheds t h
abortion <clinic. N @A Times dseadmpliticavor ki ng at t he
columni st . Sheds nosing around about Robert 6s

came strailgt to med
iThat doesnét sound good.eR&et, are you going
after the way he treatedyandwi t h t hi s Jessi e snooping around?c

iRobert says we can handle her. Besides, I d
me. 0

iMen mean evelhopgaymibmnge thtoey sdeeping with him f
free. Darnel n@ls he@pesndiong evasnnh,gedting it. You I
Mr. Council man put out when you put out. o
iMichelle, 1 candt just ask him for money. 0
AHe dondt mind asking ddoordtwhmltayhe want s. L o«
aindt nothind to it, bugtyspglaotodook i t. When is the
up?2o

AiHe wants t o randezveuindis offiee wken hedyetsoaf
chance. 0
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i Oh, he |ikes adventure. Well, you make sure
and a nevoutfit. When he calls, just tell him you want something special or
sexyt o wear when you see him. | dm telling you.
That 6s just not cool . 0

ioOkay, Michelle. 1086l give it a try.o

ADondt try. Do it. You know, it ainoét nothinc

i Tobuitodo it! | know. 16l catch you |l ater, Gi
in a minute.o

AAl right. Peace out. o
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Craig and Tyrone worked at the Post Office with Darnell. They were
letter carriers, too. Craig and Tyrone were always with different women. |
felt sory for their women because they were getting played. They were
totally in the dark, deceived. They each thought that she was Craig or
Tyroneds only woman, and Darnell forbade me
different. | kept their secrets because | thiignad me specidl a part of
their little clud for men only. It neweoccurred to me that their women
kept secrets from me as well.

Craig and Tyrone were nice looking guys, but their jobs made them look
better than they actually wéreat least to the kih of women they dated.
They drove stylish sports cars, owned ricenes and wore fashizable
clothes, as did DarnelCraig was tallslim, and lightskinned. He kept his

head shaved to hide the premature 6éhole in hi
and pink, ad his teth were slightly stained from all the cigarettes he
smoked.

Tyrone was shorstocky,and muscular. His skin was dark brown, and
his hair was dark and wavy. He had a gold tooth that he constantly sucked
when he looked at women as his eyes grdpeid bodes as if they were
hands. Tyrone made me feel uncomfodadtl times. He always looked at
me like | was a pork chop, and he was a hungiylesiim. He would often
greet me with a very tight hug that made me feel like | had just been frisked
for aLouis Farakhan appearance.
Craig just regarded me with puppy doge and acted like everything |
said was ingenious. He was impressed that Darnell had a woman who was a
college graduate and wrote for a newspaper. | failed to see why Darnell
liked hangilg out with Craig and Tyrone so much. They were intellectually
inferior to him in my opinion. | just put up with them so that | could be with
my man.
Craig and Tyroneods girlfriends were cl assl es
did | feel sorry for them becausisey weregetting played, but | abhorred
socializing withthembecaue t hey were so 6éghetto. d | tried n
| really felt to Darnell because | knew he would use it as an excuse not to
include me when they did things together. So tonight, itStedondaand
Laquita. You could tell they were some typical projeanps.

ADid | knockbéem all down, O6Rone?0 Laquita as
house ball down the gutter that bounced back out and knocked all the pins
down.
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iNaw, that doonToytr exqnded etd,, Babyni ng her butt. fABe
luck next time. o

AMy nturMy turn! o Shalonda shouted as she rar
grabbed a ball and threw it down the allegll in one movement, which
exasperated the serious bowler in the adjacent lane.

i SterliokesHeedy, APut my strike down, Nigga!o

| slid down in my seathinking it was going to be a long night. Darnell
sat next to me.

ATheydbre a trip, aindt they?0 he whispered i
without answering.

AYou | ook graatyotuami ght. | misse

il mi ssed you, too.0 | nestled closer to him.
iYou k ne goingwe bave to talk about this business with

Mi chell e and that scandal ous party.o

My body tensed. | hoped that | had gotten past this issue.

iDarnel |, I t ol cboytitan yimoden &@t want to talk

iwWe donét have to t alagbeywbreedtto what happened,
rethink your relationship with Michelle. She put you in a very dangerous
situation. Doesndét that make you mad? Maybe yo
her anymore. o
Darnell andMichelle had never liked each other. Darnell said she had
too much influence over me. Michelle said | let him control me too much. |
felt that if | could put up with derelicts like Craig and Tyrone, he could
damn well put up with Michelle.
iAnd mayhculyenwdg s out with these 6ghettobd peo
hang outelledvi t h! 6 | vy
Tyrone, Craiglaquita,and Shalonda looked up. Darnell looked at me
as if he wanted to strangle me. Everyone was silent. Embarrassed and
infuriated, | marched out of the bowlingesll | cold hear Laquita and
Shal onda yellinignéfilt &hkwndé habotutr ame! a
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I used my set of keys t drive Darnell 6s car
Tyrone would drive him t my apartment to pic
blow-ups like this bfore.ld i dndét want to be there when he cam
the car s¢ ran into the apartment and made a quick call to Mark.

Mark agreed to meet me halfway between his house and my apartment
so that we could take a walk. | changed into some heavy swedtsnais
shoes. | put on a heavy jacket with a baseball cap andteveneet my
friend.

It was almost ten. | noticed him approaching me as | walked down
Bartlett Avenue toward Rockside Road. The sky was dark and clear. The air
was chilly, but not uncomfable. Thewind was crisp. There was an
occasional gust that hit mface. The light from thestreetlampsand the
residential lampposts that lined the street made Mark easy to recognize.

He was dressed in jeans, a heavy jacket, and a skullcap. TheHips of
corniows were dangling from the back of his cap. As he gotrglbseuld
see those sparkling hazel eyes and his warm, inviting smile. He gave me a

(0]
[0)

big hug.

AHi , Bae.o

iHey, Mark. o

iHow you feelind?d he asked as we started t
Road.

il kmmyo, | guess. O

iAre you feelinbé cann?yd better about the aborti
AiSometi mes | think | am. Ot her ti mes, | &dm n
wanted the baby. o

fi know you did, but you wouldndét I isten to
t hat you goithdoudd twihtahv ei tt.od

AHMmMh, 6 | responded,|lwasthinkinggahich i ng to reveal wt
was that he didnét have anything to offer wus
baby.

fiYou just dondét think I dm good enough for yol
iMark, | didnét say that.o

i Yo doanvéet tho. O

AfLetds not do this, thWafkght.deed you. | donodt
icCaren, itds just hard to |isten to you tal§k
me, but you dondt want me for the things that
supposed to | et you use me?0

fiSonow,6 m using you?0o
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Aiwhat would you call it?0

il t hougfhrti emed smed e

iYou know | want more than that. o

i Mar k, I donét want to have this conversatio
deal with so much right now. Please, just be m

Mark was quieffor a lorg while, then he took my hand in his as we
walked. We turng right on Rockside Road going in the opposite direction

of the bowling alley where | had left Darnell at the corner of Rockside and

Northfield. We headed toward the houses in the neigbbdrwhee Mark

lived.

iSo whatds goind on now?0 he asked finally.
fiRobertds running for state senator. | told
about the abortion. I made up a story about
back together, but everythingds a mess. o0
fiHmmh , &re$pended. He looked at the ground.

AYou donédt kwabobout ot hi s?0

fiDi d you ever |havke somd probldms t nead dotatk e

about with a friend someti mes?o0

iMark, you donét have to take this attitude
mesomdti ng, just tell me. o

AMy mom is sick. o

il dm s orhray .t dCame d rlooked into hiyelyes.i ng ? 0

He stopped walking. | stopped, td®.Car e n, my mot her is the onl"
person in this world who loves me. All | want to know is that if for some

reason Be has to leave me that somebody else in this world daoes a

me. 0

iMark, you know | care aboutl you. Youdre one
grabbed his hand and held it tightly.

fi dondét know, Caren. Somet i mes, I think tha
y o0 u . alwayd here for you whenever you need me, but what | toeeed

know is, will you be there for me when | need
| 61l be here for you, Mark. I promise. 0
Good. Well, |l etbds talk about you. Whatoés goi
hi s name WesRredohalk again.

I | aughed. ALet 6s prback in high Isckoola b o u t us. Re me m
when | was on the drill team for Kennedy? You used to hang out at our

practices. You remember the drills we used to
Yeah. 16d follow you anywhere. 0

| 6 mnggotgecrotlid. Let ds do some of those drill s t
Youvazyc | &m not marchinbé down these streets

o<

i
i

Ot v It
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iCome on! It 6l be fun. We can march back tc
Darnell has picked up his car by now. 0

iOkay, 0 heantg.greed rel u

AYour left, your left, tireo drilk left, right, I
instructions.

We marched around the block and back to my a
was gone. We went up to my apartment and watched some movies until |
fell asleep. As usual, Maput meto bed and went home.

That night | had a dream that | kdygaring little feet marching away
from me, and | was trying desperately to keep up with them.
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When | went to work the next day, Jackie greeted me with an insistent,

iAWedr e lumahtogg heo today, o as | signed in on the
Her sighature extension braids were framing her Hershey chocolate face

in a pageboy style instead of being pulled back into a ponytail.

AfOkay, o | said |l ooking at her questioningly.
AWeddi @ psihoeded e

ioh yeah. | guess we do need to talk.o
AWhat dat tde, Girlfriend? You are getting marrtr
AfAs far as | know. o

iThen, youbre going to have to start getting

You and Darnell need to set up yaounselng with Pastor Peoples, too, if
you stil wanthimtoperiom t he ceremony. 0

AiCounseling?o

iYes, Caren. Remember? Pastor Peoples |ikes t
t hat he marries know what theybre getting 1in
Bernard and méefore wemarried, and | have to tell you, it was great

preparatiof or our married |ife.o

fiJackie, 0 | r esponddateand realzikgitn g i nt o her bean
was time to come <clean, at |l east a little any
through some problesrright ro w . I donét know where we stand f
I 611 coméd tom ERBt er. Maybe by then, I 611 be mc
Darnel | and | stand. Thatés only a couple of
okay?o0

fi Wh at happened?d she aBefrettoudlooki ng very <conc
answer, Mr. Caldwell stepped out of his office amdio Jacki edbs reception
area. He gave me a stern look that asked lwhy w airs thenéwsroom

working.

AfJackie, o0 he said as if | weren6t there. #ACOI
handed her sheet opaper with some handwriting on it.

Al déll tal klaokiyesudollateai d as | turned to ente
i Ok ay, Cee Cee, 0 she replied. Al ol | tell Pas
to you around Easter. o

AThanks. That will be fine.d

| closed he door khind me and headed for my desk. Jessie was already
poisedo strike as | sat down and logged in on my computer.

fiSsso, Robertodos back in town, o0 she started.
fiYes, h e inia cool ©ne | stated
iSsso, youbve seen him?9d

88



whatyou danthed ar k €&
il have. o
iYou doearstodyalamot ht he community center project?
fiNo. O
AiThen, uwhguwyds ynoeet ? 0
AWedbre friends. o
iYou make friends with everyone you intervieyv
you keep any kind of objectivity?o
Il s there some point to this |line of questior
heedyouh el p. 0
With what?o
There are some s mdblumbus evholl belieeea vy we i gh't
Councilman Turner has aligned himéeomething related to the abortion
| egi slation. Has the council man mentioned anyt
Mentioned afgthing |Iike what
N a nfa sne. Has he told you who he talked to when he was in
Col umbus?o
i No . Il s there some reason why he shoul d? Wha
to hear him mention?9
AKirkland, perhaps. o
AiNo. | havendt heard him mention any Kirklanc
Jessie leaned baak her chair. Her soft spiral curls framed her face as
usual. The dngth dropped gently at the nape of her neck. Several co
workers had commented that they thought her head of curls made her look
like a cute, petite, sophisticated and womanly Shirley Tenitdbdked like
a weave to me and reminde@more of Medusa.
She was twirling her pencil in between her thumb and index finger. She
had a short, chubby, Frenofanicured hand adorned with a very beautiful
diamond engagement ring and a diamond tenatelet orher wrist. It was
about one carat. She wore a finelyaiat red, twepiece suit and a white
silk blouse. | had to admit to myself that | did envy her style. She seemed so
together. Sharp! | wondered who her fiancé was, but | hated her todanuch
engagen idle chitchat.
iThe Kirklands anmtAfrican Arheacarilalygrs, o f promine
doctor s, and politicians. They wield a | ot 0
everywhere, and they usually get whatever they want. What they want now
is to control thetate sera e . 0
AWhy?o0 | was drawn in now.
AAbortion and wel fare. o
AWat about abortion and wel fare?o

ot 3O O I

i
i
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AiThey want that | aw to pass that wildl all ow
their healthcare benefits to pay for their abo
AwWhat is it to them?0

i T h e y dodtoasw taeir family who perform abortions. They want in

onthatmoney. O

iOh, 0 | |ried$ofooun @ha press release | was editing.
iSsso, will you help me find out if Council me
t hem?d

AWhy dondt vy owasanogsdiwithder &gairh i m? 0 |
iWhy wondt you c @&?pogousadvesomethingfio me on t h

hide other t han what I already know?0 She ra
exasperated with me.

It felt good to get under her skin for a changemiled.fi N o . I have

nothingt o hi de, olfelttiumphanpp onded.

iWel | , twesotelel ajbuosut that! o she threatened as

fiercely in her exquisite red leather pumps and a matching red leather
designer briefcase swinging on its strap from her shoulder.
Her curls bouced as she made her exit from the newsroom. | had to
cove my mouth to keep from laughing out loud. Then suddenly, |
remembered thatdid have a whole lot thide,and antagonizing Jessie was
probably not the smartest thing to do. She was fuvidthhsme,and she was
on to something about Robert. Maybe Robed leneeded to put our heads
together, | thought.
I called Robert to invite him to |l unch. He t
away for lunch, but he would call me later that evening when ataame.
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It was about skthirty when | got home, and | qldy changed from my
skirt and blazer into some sweats andghift. | wanted to be relaxed and
comfortable when Robert called to discuss our problem. | put on some
Maze featuring Frankie Bexly. | found their music relaxing, good for soul
searching andhinking. | propped myself up in my bed on a couple of
pillows and pulled my journal from under my bed to write out my thoughts.
fiLovely Inspiratiom playedsoftly as | tried to sort out myeéngs onpaper
about Darnell, Robert, the abortion, tvedding,and Jessie. All | could
write was,

|l 6m worried about a |l ot of things today. I d
know where to turn.

| closed the entry with my usual,

AMi ss you Daddy! o

As | slidthe jourral back under the bed, my phone rang.

fi Wh at 6 s theap? Wha wes g0 urgent you neetdespeakwith
me about ?0

il candédt get a hello. A how was your day?o
fiLook, Caren. I 6m a |little annoyed with you.
more careful. The what @ you do? You call me and want to go out to

lunch.Doyu realize how serious this is? Wedre tal
Caren! My livelihood! This isnét about Car en
attention! o

iYou know | call ed bbetdanseethatyou want ed to hel p
ainédt worth helping!bo

fiCaren, Wwang!upPpbnbém sorry. | &m just wunder a
Pl ease, tell me whatodés goind on?o0

I took a deep breath. | realized that | neede
needed mine.

iltds skett.sSBdDe Baking a | ot of guestions about
know in Columbus. She mentioned something about you being tied to the

Kirkland family. Theyodére supposed to be influe
What do you know about them?0

Al wonder waed Reasked whispeiingts himself.

il t ho u g hknowyRobert, whatis oihg on with you? Do you

know these Kirklands? What is Jessie talking a
ANot hing for you to worry about. Jessie soun
at straws, tryingo make aname for herself. Be careful around her, Caren.

Dontbetl | her anything about us. Hey, when can |
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il dondt know. What do you have in mind?0o

il bve got to work | ate tomorrow night. Why dc¢
around midnight? Make sinoones e es you. 0

iRobert! Donét you think thatdés a bit | ate?o0
Al édm sorry, Sweetheart. 1t wonodét be like thi:
night ?20

AiOkay. Tomorrow night it is.o

ifBye, Sweetheart. o

ABye. o
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It was Easter Sundayna | hadpromised Jackie that | would attend
worship services tmake arrangements with Pastor Peoples for Darnell and
me to start marital counseling.
| looked out of my window at the pouring rain, and | tried to think of a
reason | could use to get out kfepingmy pr omi se. I di dnot want t o
disappoint Jackie or meap my wedding plans, so | reluctantly began to
assemble my new Easter ouitfit.
I n making t he short commut e t o t he church
neighborhood, | managed to splash muddy water on my pdits/hos
while hurrying from my apartment to the car. | Idkttee curl from my hair,
and the skirt of my twgiece white suit got wrinkled. By the time | made it
into the church, | had a few dirt spots on my skirt, and my black trench coat
was soakingvet. Tha 6 s j ust great!! I thaught. My white s
never get those dirt spots out.
It was about five minutes to eleven when | arrived. The church was
already packed. It was an averaiged building, but there seemed to be
hundreds of peophding i nto the pews. It had been at least five years since |
had even visited Matthias. It was totally remodeled. | had forgotten a lot of
the rituals that the church practiced. | rarely looked back at life in the church
when | decided to leave not loaffer | lost my virginity to Darnell. It had
come down to a chag between the man | loved and the God | had never

really known. We werendt ready to get married
with him, someone el se woul ah I j ust coul dnéd
knowing t hat | woul d cont i taacypbcdte.lf or ni cat e. I did

remember how Jackie used to criticize me for coming to church and
sleeping with Darnell. She said | was straddling the fence, and | needed to
make a choice. Maybe now, | cdudome bek. Maybe after Darnell and |
got married, | would be glcome again.
Who was | trying to fool? My future with Darnell was growing dimmer
by the minute, and my affair with Robert wasnb
| headed up to about the fourthw of pavs in the middle section. The
church had about twelvews of pews, three sections and a balcony with
about four rows and two sections. Twir standooked like it seated about
100 people.
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An older man sat at a big piano and a younger wonaat aa ogan. |
noticed drums, too. Maybe the music and singingld be good, | thought
as | took a seat next to Jackie, Bernard and their two children.
Jackieds husband still |l ooked as handsome as
their kids, aneightyearold daughte, Bernadette and a five year old son,
Bernard Jr. wereute and well behaved.
Al &m gl ad you made it in spite of the weathe
gently. Her smile was full of encouragement.
Aildm a woman of that@i rwiofr di. e Wb.uo know
Bernardsmiled at me and nodded hello. | smiled and waved athin
to the kids.
| sat quietly trying to make some sense of my life as the worship service
began. A group of deacons stood in front of the congregation and started
what according to the clelr progran was called the devotional period.
They read a verse two from the Bible, led a prayer and sang a church
hymn, maybe not in that order. Then, they asked for testimonies. |
remembered that part of the service from when | was a member. | used to
get up eery year on my birthday and thank the Lord for allowimgto see
another year. That was the only testimony | ever gave.
These people were standing up telling all their personal biiiakesit
how the Lord had brought them through alcohol and crddictians,
problems with their wives and husbands and evendiabproblems. The
congregation was shouting AAmen! o6 and praisin
glancing at my watch occasionally and checking to see how much further
we had to go on the churctogram.
They passed the collection plate around a couple of,tamelshe choir
sang a few songs. Then, it was finally time for the sermon, which meant that
once | made it through that, it would be just a few formalities before it was

time to go.
Pastor Boples stpped up to the podium in the pulpit and greeted the
cogregation with a hearty, AHappy Resurrectio
returned the greeting in chorus. Pastor Peoples was a very handsome, young
preacher. He wasnoét t tedfromiheniWasast or Peoples | r

a teen. Jackie said this Pastor Peoplesaienwsas about eight to ten years
older than we were, which would make him about tHiviy.
He was tall and thick with a light brown complexion, vggtbomed
sandy brown hair and big browges. Hislips were full, and he had a few
gaps between his teethe was indeed handsome. | knew if | ever became a
church member again, | would definitely come b
heard him preach yet though. | hoped he would be interestirsteto to.|
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remembered sl eepi ng t hmoosulghbopedahe | ot of his
woul d i ft my spirits because after al |l I
spiritual uplifting.

ADid you notice Mark Townsendo6s mother 6s name

at |
d |

o =

i n | i iewhspeedioane,lpointing to a Mrs. Gladys Townsend on the
church bulletin.

iMark Townsend?0 | asked in bewilderment.

ifYeah, you remember Mark Townsend. We grew u
believe you told me youdd seen him at your apa
maintenace man or something?o0

iYeah, | di d.esHito mdtitserc hautriclhl? 6go

fiYeah. She never left.o

Al guess | do remember my mother told me whe
she still came here even though shedd moved to

fi Mat t hhe &isd & icheirchtyou grow old in. You should have
stayed. Youshul d come back. o

fildm not | iving right, Jackie. You know that.
iThe Lord says come as you are.o

iThat s not what you said when | | eft.o

il ve grown. O

iwhat 6s wrong with Markéds mot her ?0

fi T hangouncd a couple of weeks ago that she had a heart attack. |

dondét think they expect her to make it. We neec
or something. We should cMlark;s e e how heds hol ding up. o

iYeah. 16l call him when | get home. 0

Jackie turneddr atteribn to Pastor Peoples, and | wondered how Mark
was doingfor a few minutes, but before long | was thinking about Robert
and our midnight rendezvous. He had really rocked my world that night!

Suddenl vy, I heard PastuolivesiPse ospilnelsd blel | ow, ATh:e
was jolted, and | started to focus in on whetvas saying.
iMy brothers and sisters, the dirt of our |i"

a stain that no human detergent can get clean. The dirt of our lives leaves
scars. So, we needhe carefuwhen we fool around with sin. | know a lot
of you thirk that you can patrticipate in some sin, and no one will ever find

out, but my brothers and sisters, God knows, a
He paused, and the congregation answered in che , | find you |

out! o

i6Cause what youeddgan.in the darké, o he |
Everyone answered, fAéwill come to the |light!Z¢
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| thought about the many times | had heard Marge say that as Pastor
Peoples went into this story about this king called David inSiashuel or
somewhere around there in the Bible. He had sleptamitioman named
Bathsheba, the wife of one of his best soldiers, Uriah. He tried to cover up
the fact that he had gotten her pregnant by calling Uriah home from the war
to sleep with her. Herusband wa a loyal man. He slept at the doorstep of
Ki ng Dpalace id 6rder to protect him instead of going home to be
with his wife.

So, according to Pastor Peopl es, when that

David gave one of his men instructions to put kga thefront line of the

battle so that he would be killed. &ftUriah was killed, King David gave

the woman enough time to mourn her husband. Then, he took her for his
wife. King David thought he had gotten away with what he had done until
God sent anephet, Mithan, who told King David that the Lord knew what

he hal done buhad already forgiven him.

Then, Pastor Peoples started listing all the ways God punished this King
David for his sins. First, God did not allow the child that King David and
Bath$ieba coneived in adultery to live. Next, one of his sons rapsan
sister. Another son caused him to have to flee from his palace, and this son
sl ept with King Davidbés wives on the
see.

Pastor Peoples reiteratdtat everthough you may do your dirt in the
dark, when God catckeup to you, all your sins will be in the light for
everyone to see. | started to imagine Jessie telling the world in a newspaper
article about my affair with Robert and the subsequent abartiourchild.

rooftop

It coul dnét real | y ehthapgnlg mppén intheasoned. Things
movies or on soap operas.
iThe dirt of our l' i ves, my brothers and

perpetuated in the things we watch on TV, the soap operas, théimight

dramas een the music we listen to. Be careful what you areterder ned by . 0
I was tired of Pastor Peoples now.

about. | hated when people insisted that our actions are the result of the

media, what we watch on TV or tlmusic welisten to. | am perfectly

capable of making my own deci® n s . It doesnbét matter

or what kind of music | listen to. Whitlid in the dark was going to stay in

the dark! No one could prove anything! | would take this secret igrave.

Besides, if God could forgive this King David for adyitand murder, He

could certainly forgive me for fornication and abortion. | fought back tears

as | begged God in my mind to please forgive me and not to punish me like

hedédd punishhed King Davi
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fi My others and sisters, God does forgive our sins, but Besdo 6 t
always release us from the consequences of our sins. But thanks be to God
that he does release us from the ultimate consequence of sin. It says in His
word that the wages of sinis de@aButtte gi ft of God is eternal I i f €
only through the blad of Jesus that we can truly be cleansed from the dirt
of our lives, which is sin. He shed his blood for us when He died on the
cross on Friday evening. But this great Resurrection Day \ebrate
because early on Sunday morning, He got up with all povegrquering
deathand sin for each and every one of us who w
come accept His gift of love, which is our salvation. The doors of the church
are open. o
Jackie gave ma questiaing look, but | bowed my head. | thought
about my wedd n g . | 6d bdemaywe t thdught aboatche
abortion. Had God forgiven me for that? | thought about Robert and how
good it felt to be wit®®ndyemWVatif coul dndét gi ve R

Damel |l and | didndét mak edby,an®Robethad t o have s ome
di dnét want to get married. | still wasnét wel
iAre you going to talk to Pastor Peoples?0
AfYeah. 10611 talk to him after service to set

Danellcacsma ke it . O
AHedd better make it. o
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After | got hone from worship service, Darnell called to invite me over
for dinner at his parentsd home. Darnell d6s gra
and he had been going on about how her death had endettgy®ar
feud between his father and his aunt.
Dar nel |IE&Gs hadhmavad away twenty years earlier with her
mother, her husband, Lou, and their son. According to Darnell, he believed
the feud stemmed over differences about the care of their motiehad
sy fered a serious st rimeeoakd oeeded special O60a
Darnell 6s father, Arthur Jennings, wanted to
but his sister Elsie insisted on hiring a nurse and caring for her at home. She
had cur sed ditahooughly for@wen stiggestingethey put their
mother in &home. She packed her mother and family up and moved back to
their homet own in Pensacol a, FIl orida to get S
sisters and brothers.
Grandmother Jennings eventually regedefromthe stroke butdied
from heart failure at age 79. AuBtsie had never called or spoke to her
brother since their fallout until she called to tell him that their mother was

dying.
Darnell had explained all of this to me when he told me whykt hira
sol ong to respond to my VtaHloedatsinebs Day card. 5
had guessed. The family patched things up while they were there, and now,
Mr . Jenningsd sister and her family were <con

Darnel | 6s f amigfuss wex holidayyisnersnespeeiallyshis b
mother, and she egpted me to help with the preparations. So, Darnell
picked me up at about 4:00 p.m. Dinner was going to be at six.
I't was still raining heavily as we drove to
midway betwea his Warrensville Heights condo and my Bedford Heights
apartment in another southeastern subtiBleveland Maple Heights. The
tenrminute drive seemed longer as the sound of the windshield wipers
quickly whipped back and forth almost drowningt the sands of a love
ballad playing softly on the radio.
fi | alketd to Pastor Peoples today after church about our wedding
ceremony. | made an appointment for our firs
mentioned to gauge where we stood.
AYou know my gnogetmar rwadt atu her church, 0 he
responded sarcastically, smd ng how | abhorred &édholiness6 chur
Awell, she aindédt too old for her wants to hur
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ANow, whatoés wrong with my mothero6és church? |
me, 0 he simibetas es thiel |k nteevas hat | knew he coul dnbd
leave when & became an adult.

il heard aboutdemmp. YXoucaanddt wawanr mphet s. Yol
have to speak in tongues. | guess | shouldnot

We were silent for a few moments. btight th& perhaps Darnell felt
the need t o hishesoBventhallysl thooght itthetter o say, w
ifJackie says that we shouldndét put down a chur
because we donét under st andatthdgem. She says the
tteach the truth about Jesus Christ.o

i Sheds rheraydr you wabt to get married is fine with me. You
know that. o

iYou still believe in Jesus Christ, Darnel |l ?¢
iYou canodt be a child of Mattie Jennings if
AWhat a@abdut vy

fi | onddt know. You know somestael i gions say thi:
prophet. How do you know which one is right?o
fi Yo u khaw@aden. Yolbelieve Like the saying goes, you have to
stand fosomethingpr you 6l I fall for anything. o

So, why otbchucdbht armowmaor e ? 0

Too many hypocrites in the church. o

Wha about your motherds church?o
Theydére the biggest. o

And your mother?0

Shebés the only saint. o

You sound a bit biased. 0

| &m supposed to be. o
Youbre crazy. o

Crazy O6bout you Red. o

o 1 B t S ' s 1 B S ' s ' S S 1 B 13
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Asonaswe ame into the house, imarnell s mot her
the kitchen where she felt a woman belonged. Mattie Jennings was a short
woman with long black hair that she wore in a bun. She looked as if she
were quite attractive as a young woman, taw m herfifties, it seemed
that her big holiday dinners haaken their toll on her figure as well as her
tired, worn face.

| helped Mrs. Jennings set the table and put the finishing touches on
some of the dishes. They always had big, bstige dinnes complet with
all my favorite soul food dishes like macarand cheese, roast beef, ham,
turkey, dressing, turnip and mustard greens and a variety of cakes and pies.

From where | was standing in the dining room, | could see Uncle Joe,
Mr s . J e rherj conmgsirdthe lirantodoor. He greeted everyone with
a loud hearty, down South, country laugh.

iHey there now, everybody. What s goindé on!
house! 0 he bell owed.

I heard Darnell 6s father greet him.

fiwWhat 6s up t findaweAndyovn o By ot dmmrt he only Big
Daddy in this house! 0

Theylaghed heartily as Darnell took Uncle Joeds
came in behind Uncle Joe with her husband, Lou.

AiCar en! Come in here, o6 Darnell called from t

youtomeetmauntandincl e from Fl orida. 0
| joined them in the living roomgladly leaving Mrs. Jennings to the
remaining dinner preparations.

iAunt EIl sie, 6 Darnel/l sai d, pulling me to hi
Caren. Caren, this is my Aunt Elsie Turner anchibebandl.ou Turner. Of

course, you already know Uncle Joe. 0

iPeased to meet you, 0 | said to the coupl e,
them both.

iSheds a fine little thing, Darni e. You do

redbone. You know them redbones is meantbhte yi shé6dtne, 6 Uncl e

Lou said grabbing me and hugging rigétty.

ifYeah. She is a pretty Ilittle thing, Darni e,
tells me she smart, tdowor k f or a newspaper. | f Il 6d 6a be
Cleveland and s as®upgwhr ofuirr dtoyy ,| Rdb bdhd ef.ioxed h
What a coincidence. Another Rob&urner, | thought.

iYeah, Caren. My cousin Robert is the counci
ward, 0 Darnell interjected. Al just met him f¢
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kids when | went to my grandrmadh e rmérad. Dd you know him? You
interview local politicias s ometi mes, don6t you?o0
My mouth just about dropped to the floor as | stood there surveying
Aunt Elsie, comparing her tall, slim frame, chocolate complexion, dark
wavy hair and full brown lippomymenory of Robertés features. The
looked at Uncle LouThey did look like older versions of Robert or rather,
he looked like them. | fell into a nearby chair in the midst of the crowd of
relatives who were steadily converging upon the living rcamd | tied to
digest what | had just learned.
iBoy, Robbweubd be jealous of you, Darnie. Y
redbones, too. Hedll be here in a minute, o Unc
| was beside myself with fear. | wanted to leave. | sat at the tableyquietl
when itwas time to eat. | was glad when everyone begargestimo one
would be interested in talking for a while, especially asking me more
qguestions about whether | 6d ever worked with R
The doorbell rang. Darnell answered it.
iwhat 6s 2@, |[dCbReogbier t 6s voice approaching the
room.

fiHeyr yebveed y ! ltés my <cousin, Council man Rober
Ohi o06s next state senators, o0 Darnell announced
Davi d, Darnell 6s younger brother, came downs

He was eighteen dralmostan exact replica of Darnell, only he was taller.
His grlfriend, Linda, was right behind him. She must have gone to the
bathroom or something. No way Mattie Jennings allowed them to spend
time together upstairs alone.
iHey Cuz, 0 DaugdedRbgerreet eidihdmsd i s my girl, Lind
Linda spoke gently. $hwas a skinny, browskinned girl with a stylish
short haircut, big eyes and a shy grin. She constantly maegpogagyes at
Darnell, and Robert looked at her a little too long for my tastes.
i Roblbivevgnt you to meet my fianc®e, Caren. o
Robert lookedit me. It was obvious that he was not the least bit shaken
by my presence.
AHel | o, Car.disyoite wAsmeoth tind seduictiid. 6 v e
already had the pleasure of meetinig lovely young laly. She interviews
me for the paper all the time. Havét you ever read any of her arti

Al nAATmes? 0 Darnell responded. fAMan, | dondt re
fi T hAfeican American Times Weeklig the most progressive voice in

Ohi 006s mBluandRoylgwear t def ended. AYou dondt know wh
missingBesi des, i f a beauti ful sister |like Caren
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read the Bible from beginning to end in one night just to see what she had to
say. o0

ALooks I i ke you got a fan, Red. o

| tried to hidemy blush by looking down at my plate.

Robert sat dirgtly across from me at the table, and he played footsie
with me all through dinner. | thought | would faint from anxiety. | noticed
Linda smiling at Darnell. She had a crush on Darnell. ltal@®us b just
about everyone in the family, but no one regdritl seriously.

The two of them played fliting games all the time. | never felt
threatened by it, but David did. He would playfully punch Damell as hard as

he couldevery timehe passed hinDamellwoul d | augh and say, #fAAlrighi
man, keep oonndtpllaeyti nndbe! hDave to break off in yod
of yod6 little girlfriend. o

fi Man, you ainét gondé do nothind but get y O
retorted.

iOkay now! I t ai aténessrg omenrae bteo dnaoynled oMr st. h
Jennings shouted.

iYou bétitmesomelthing then, 6 Darnell shot back.

fi Tdimsomet hi ng!d David yell ed.

iBoth of you, stop it now. Still act | ike kidc

So, when David coul € hedtaned pdlinimgh Dar nel | anymor
with me.

iYou | ook ve&rayemraeotty today,
iDoesndédt she?d Robert agreed.
fiYeah, you know them redbones are the prett
wanted to see, 0 Uncle Lou chimed in.

AFinish eatindéd, Lou, 0 Aunt EIlsie demanded.

| ate my dhner slavly, leaving quite a bit on my plate, which always

infuriated Mrs. Jennings, but | was too unsettled to worry about pleasing

her. | wanted to get away from everyone. Finally, | remembered some boxes

of household things Mrs. Jennings had promisedhat wee stored in the

basement.

fi Mr s . Jenni nijlsgp looH throughothose mhings ¢h the

basement we talked about before?o

iSure, Honey. You go on down there and pick
know where everything is.o0
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Grateful for thechance toget away from everyone, | rushed to the
basement, osed myself up in the laundry room, sat in the middle of the
floor, broke down and cried. My life was coming apart faster than | could
put it back together. Once | thought | had a handle ositraion another
would come and threaten everything | wandg@in. | was going to lose
Darnell for sure if he found out that not only was my pregnancy not the
result of a rape, but that | had gotten pregnant by his first cousin.

After a while as | wipeany eyes) saw a pair of black and white Stacy
Adams pointecat my feet where | sat on the floor with my knees in my
chest and my head resting on them. Then, a hand reached down to me like
Billy Dee did to Diana Ross ihady Sings the Blued looked up mto

Robet 6s smiling face. He htedlgueddy me t o my feet
room door.

iwhy are you crying, Sweetheart? 1sndt this
experienced in your |ife?0

iwhat 6s so funny about finding out youdve b
fianch s ddusitn?0o | pouted.
iltds not s ucdndldarely kngw edah ather. AnBffair ne | |

canodt get any more adventurous than this! Pol
scandals and lies. | think itdéds exciting.o
iYoudre sick. yoweodstnyoou care about

iCare about my <cousi & &movehen. | said before,
Besides, he doesnét care about you. So why sho
I know his type. Youbre just his faithful st al
but not hisonly woman. Youthink héd s f ai t hf ul to you? He doesndt
believe in fidelly. None of the men in this family do. Wake up, Caren. Get

in the game. | f youbre gonna play, play to win
I had no idea what Robert was talking about,
knowi t . He was five year s eaohatbe I |, and | di dnot
remained silent.

fiHe doesndt | ove you, Sweetheart. I f he did,
You do need me, dondét you? When youdre home al
think he is? If he @ly loved you, then you woul dndét have ti me
Heb6debenthkeeping you satisfied. But thatos my
I keep you satisfied?o0

| stood frozen.
AiYou do want me, donét you? You can have me
He wondt yoe.M mssedyou the moment you left the room. He
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siihasn@ome | ooking for you. Heds probably sti
Come on, Sweetheart. This might be my only chance to be with you for
weeks. The campaign is about to kick into high gear. Theapyieletion is
next month. o

ARi ght here?o0

ARi ght here. o

I could feel his presence in my space before he even touched me. My
body was already heating up to his despicable proposal. He touched my
face, and my body responded. It turned into liquid buttening devn the
painted white brick walls of that basemenif #swvas a hot cob of corn.

He kissed my neck, and his lips felt soft, his breath was sweet.

AwWhat i f somebody catches us?0o
AThey wondt. o

ABut, theyod6re right upstairs.o
iSsh. o

He kept kissingne and udressing me. It was exciting. What a great
story it would make to tell Michelle. She always engaged in exciting,
adventurous lovemaking. She told me about elevators, business offices,
beaches and parks. | felt like Erica Kane in one of her l@mescanthe
only words that came to my mind were théclyfrom that old song that

sadil f | oving you is wrong, | dondt wanna be rig
iAiAi ndt nothind to it, but to do it.o Michell e
fi need you, Swe et helatr @ fuh. Nbhoeet rel ax. It 611 b
will catch us. o

iYoudre sure. o

i Pos.ioti ve

il dondt know, Robert. o

il need youyeyBweet heart . |

Suddenly, | couldndt remember any of my despe
child, any of his broken promises or any of the lonelntsid hogd he
would call. He was with me now, and he needed Heloved me. His

hands were everywhere, caressing me, waking up
were asleep. His lips were so close to my breasts that they perked up in
anticipation.

I di dabdbdtang mireg hed6d done in the past or any
upstirs. All | cared about was this man giving me more pleasure than |
could stand without moaning over and over again until | felt his naked chest
against mine. His shirt was in my mouth to mufflg moansand groans. |
could hear him calling my name.
iCalr e@aren! Where are you? Caren, are you dow
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iYes! Yes!o | tried to respond through the s
Then, he started moving faster than | wanted him to.

iCar en! 0 gamel wshetd lhd veodd stp calling me like that.
He was ruiing the mood. Suddenly, he shuddered and stopped.

iDarnel | is down here, o0 he whispered. He got
shirt from my mouth and ducked behind the washer. | picked up a dirty shirt
from a hundry basket and wet it in the basement sink, detitie water run

at just a trickle so Darnell couldnét hear it.
my clothes and hair, and then, | unlocked the laundry room door. Darnell
busted through.

i Wh aetyoua@d ng i n here?o

ALooking for thesthboxed fyomrmenod her had
AWhydd you have the door | ocked?0

il guess | 6ve just been down here thinking. o
AThinking about what, Red?0 he said pulling
hope. Youneedtotakecareyoirman | t s been a |l ong time. 0

I felt squesamiesh.f IIDawaehdt noticed the smell
cologne or the scent of our sex. Instinctively, | stepped away from his
intended embrace, trembling.

AWhat 6s the matter, Red?0

fi r eal | ays hl eitukned totihspecs it nvare closely. | played
withthebut t ons. ACan we get one | ike this when we
i What ever you want, Red. Now, come here. | dv
to kiss me on the neck. AWhy are you shaking?o
iltds cobd down here.

il waarnrm you up, 60 he said, trying to kiss my n
iStop, Darnell. 1 6m not in the mood. 0

AYou should be in the mood. We havendt been
maybe youdd rather be with the father of vyour
fiDarnel |, n owas unfems s acroymmelndm j ust worried abo
some t hi nsgesd olubtm sotkraeys? | &m ready to go. I 61 1
car . 0

fiJust use your keys and drive yoursel f. I cal
family members. 106l heavlader Davi d bring me to pi
AYou can at | east s etomakesur®Robeltd | demanded, t

would have a chance to come out of his hiding place. Darnell went to get
my coat and met me at the back door. We walked out into the pouring rain,
which made me feel a littlmore cofident about any scent | might have
been wearing whebarnell kissed me on the cheek and said he was sorry.
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I felt a bit cleansed on the outside by God¢
inside | felt cheap and dirty. | felt used and discarded by RolbéstwEs &
fun and games to him. It wasndét fun for me any
What Robert and | had just shared was not the passionate lovemaking
that |1 had expected. It was just sex. He had heard Darnell coming
downstairs, but he was willing to risk my reputation fisr drgasm| was
finally starting to see that Robert was using. He needed me to help him
with his community center project and keep quiet about the abortion until he
got elected.
Darnell told me that he would see me later when he came to pick up his
car It stated to rain harder as Darnell opened the car doonéor was a
mess driving home. | was confused, hurt and angry. The rain was pouring
profusely, and it was difficult to think straight or see through my tears and

the rain.

Why ¢ oul ldanedRobrt Blong?W\hyt was | lettingm use me?

lhaddonehi ngs t hat | never thought | would do. I
had just had sex with Robert, Darnell 6s cousi

house with the whole family just footsteps away. Howldjd from being
almost virginal to becoming just short of@wmon whore?
When | got home, the phone was ringing. | was afraid to answer it. It
mi ght have been Robert. It continued to ring
Hedédd wait at | elmfrele mmebhheseex seleedule or s o
again. It continued tang. It was probably Darnell calling to see if | made it
home safely. | picked up the phone.
AYes! o | answered out of breath.
iMy mot her died today, 06 Mark sobbed.
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PART SEVEN: May Flowers
37

My mother always did hate flowers as gifts.
AJust @i weonmeg !toh Shedd often say when Carl a a
quandary as to what to get her for any special occasion. | went to a flower
shop in Randall Park Mall anyway to get fl ower
| rationalized that a nice silk floral arrangement for hesktl table
would look nice with her new living room décor. | knew she would
eventually appreciate them, especially if | slipped a fifty in with the card.
| rushed through the mall early tt&tinday a@ernoon with plans to stop
at the card shoponthewayut and be at my mot herdés within t|
dinner with her and my sister.
Carla and | planned to cook dinner and spend the daynwitinothey
which would not be easy because Mary Boogettond fways hawe an
agreeable temperament.
| walked swiftly until | reached my destination. | paused for a moment
before entering the shop to catch my breath. | wanted to look composed and
attractive. | hated to look unkempt in public. | knew my hadt paobaby
blown out of place from the windy breeze outside.
I ran my fingers through my hair to put it back into place using the
shopds glass as a highly inadequate mirror. I
paying for flowers. His back was turned to me, lldguld €ll he was quite
attractive. His hair was wajroomedand his designer suit had a nice fit.
It only took a couple seconds more for me to recognize that it was
Robert. He was buying flowers for his mother | guessed. Darnell told me
shewas stilntown.lhadndt spoken with Robert since East e
He had becom increasingly busy with the campaign, especially after
having won one of the top spots in the primary election the week before. He
delegated most of the final details for the community ceotits thended
director, who | was assigned to interview iastef Robert. Robert had now
become Jessiebs territory.
My attraction to Robert was beginning to feel like an addiction. |
dreamed and fantasized about him constantly. The midnight rendeleous, t
first night together that started on the elevator, theweahad made love in
every room of my apartment. He was so exciting. Even the episode on
Easter didndt seem so bad anymore.
Yet sometimes | still felt dirty, whorish and used. | tried to corevinc
myselfthat there was no point in continuing a relationsfith Robert, but |
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just coul dnét erase the past few months with
couldndét stop wanting him. Besi des, if |1 stopj
make me feel any better atbonyself My virtue was gone. | coul dnbd
Roberttheway wanted him because he just wasndt will

often tried to convince myself that Darnell was the better choice bdwuse
took care of me, and he redityedme , b ut edmdo hekiarg tiniet s
for me. | just wanted to be loved by sdrody, anybody.

iHel | o Robert. o | approached him casually.
iCaren. 0 He turned to greet me. He didndt | oc
irritated me.

ABuying flowers for your mother?d | asked.

il emabwd Heagaorm you. Howbve you been?o0

AiYou al ways say that. o

iSay what?0

il havendét heard from you. You always try to
havendét spodokawnen Gbubeaxlalue e

Awell, you know | |ike tHoetvadkhe ot hi ngs at yout
with Darnell . 0

It infuriated me how he always useny relationship with Darnell to

escape fault.

AiLi ke you really give a damn about Darnell ar
He wasndét going to get away with it this ti me
iCar en, i f this i somgbotkwaghadlddhavb e an ar gument ,
it here in public. Bma statesemaor i al candi date, you know. 0

iOh vyes, | know, your mo st honorabl e counci
senator, I know. 0O

Noticing the cashier looking at us, he grabbed my arm and pulled me

out of the shp, leavirg the flowers on the counter. The card dropped to the

floor as we exited the shop.

I nstinctively, I picked it -+op. It read, ATo
be. AlIl my | ove, Robert. o

AWho the hell is Veronica?bo

fiMyf i anc ®e! 0 h elly, andhe but hisdinges @ver bisligst i ¢ a

to indicate that he anted me to lower my voice.

AYoudre engaged?0 | ignored his request.

iCar en, I dondt have time to discuss this w
public. 18l just sayothis: You can6t have it
fi Y o ever wanted me, Robert. You never asked me to leaveelD

for you. o

ANow, why in Godds name would | ask you to do
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iBecause you said you |l oved me. o

AAnd what the hell does |l ove have to do with
fi thought t hat odywowetnto indaiway tobee s omeb

with them. | thoughtveweret yi ng t o be toget her. o

iWe were together, and it was great. Now, it0@¢
AJust | ike that.o

AJust | ike that.o

He turned and headed back into the shop, picked up the flawers

walked past me as if I wer edntbhete, even standing

speechlegs watching the man who was supposed stve me from
drowning in a sea of boredom and loneliness with Darnell drift away to seek
another mission. He had merely thrown me aplifeserveland left me to
get to safety on my own.

Suddenly, héurned and walked back toward me.

iCaren, 0 he said, taking my hand in his whil
ot her hand, Al didndt mean to hurt you or dis
exactly sureof what you wanted or expected from this relationship,
esped | |y after | asked you to have the abortion.
I was willing to give until now. o

He paused and looked at me for a moment, trying to gauge my
emotions, | supposed.
fi Lins toenhtei ncuce d, iveronica calme back into my ||
We were pretty deeply involved some years ago,
us had ever gotten over the other. | ran into her when | was in Columbus a
couple of months ago, and we discovesedstill cared for each other very
mu c h . No w, t rhtlzat youchever snaadttanythireg 40 me, but
Caren, you have to admit, we were over before
He reached for my other hand, letting the flowers drop to the floor. He
searched my eyes foorae kindof reaction. | stood there silently, holding
back tees.
iYou coul dndt possibly have expected me to g
you were engaged to another man, 0 he started a
obvious to me that you still love him when | oveaird youalking to him in
the basement on Easter. You tolchtdbout the abortion. You told me you
didnét want anybody to know about it.o

Al didndét tell him. He found out. o

AiDo you | ove him?d

Al dondt know. O

fi know. | 6ve al waydndvenwewforus. That 6s why it wc
You see, it doeshout mgobtier |l hawotwvehéedbesadt |
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you the way you deserve to be loved. What matters is how you feel about
him, and you love him more than he deserves. We could never be as long as
he has even themallesipart of your heart. You just wanted me because he
was ndt enough. | deserve better than that!o
I was silent. | just stood there, silent. | wanted to say something, but
there was nothing to say. | felt a strong powerful connection to this man
withwhom lhal conceived my first mehil d, but he didn
wasnét worthy of him. He was going to start a
and | had to accept it.
So, | stood theresilent, knowing that the slightest word would betray
me as | stood #re, tryng to appear unaffected. | nodded in agreement, and
| waited in that same spot until he picked up his flowers, kissed me on the
cheek, told me heé6éd call me and di sappeared i
Mot her 6s Day shoppers.
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My mot h bBen dvas ifidd iwithcthe smell of collard greens,
macaroni angheese and baked chicken with dressing. Carla had cooked the
dinner without me. She was a great cook. My mother had taught her well. |
spent more time with my father growing up. While Carla wih my
mother in the kitchen, | would follow my father arounce | pi ng him o&6fi x6
things. Once, at age four when he was adding another room onto our house,
| took his drill and made a big hole in a newly constructed wall while his
back was turned.
ALoolkdy,hepd ng you! o | exclai med.
| remember the frustrated loon his face as he snatched the drill from
me and said, ioOh boy! Give me that thang, Gal
mot her, AMary! Come get this gal! She don6é put
| realized werthepar s t hat he wasnét very happy with
after hearing the story told several times to friends and relatives, but | could
tell he was slightly amused with the memory. | started ending my journal
entries, AMiss yo uedDeddinkgdrivebnmadelmim 1983 after he
run off the road into a telephepole whenhe was on his way hormae
night My father suffered serious internal injuries. He died in the hospital the
next day.
After his death, my mother was almost impossible to pleasea@hd
as if she were the only one who had suffered a |akik my father was
her best friend. They argued a lot. He cheated sometimes. She lied about
money, but they seemed comfortable with their arrangement. My mother
pl ayed on Car hydod meatts .M warejumping thiowgh
hoops, trying to make hbappy, but all she did was complain.

ifiYyédall donét care nothind 6bout me. I f your f
that these bills got paid. Hedédd run my errand
y dalthese years, and now | ecanbét get you to do n

We did everything for her. We shopped for her groceries, cleaned her
house, cooked her meals and took care of her business. Nothing was
enough. We hardly had time to attend to our own.liFeglly, we resolved
to do what we could and leave her toetalare of her own responsibilities
from time to time. Then, she resorted to what had caused a lifelong sibling
rivalry between my sister and me, comparing.

ACarl a is the anythingt ®mmemd.h@at ever does

ifiCaren is the only daughter | can depend on.
AiCarla would never | et me go without anything
ifiCaren does everything | tell her to do. o
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iCarla is the only one who talks to me. o

iCaren is the only one who gets good grades. @
i Castheonl y one who gets along with her teacher
Itiednd t o |l et my motherés taunting get to me,

hi ghly upset when she came down on the wrong s

comparisons. | got upset with my mother for causing Cadaranto ight,

but | felt helpless to stop it. Knowledge oragance of the cause of the war

never seemed to make a difference. War was just going to happen. We both

fought desperately, Carla, to gain my mother 0:¢

that her apprav | dniatten B angered me that my mother was able to

wield so much control over us, but she had set a familial pattern that no one

seemed able to break.
She was closer to Carla, but | think she was most proud of me because |

had graduated from collegand wdked for a newspaper. Carla graduated

from high schooltrained to be a legal secretamet,and married John and

had two children. My father would always say he loved both Carla and me

the same, but | think we all knew he vpmsuderof me. Healways paised

me for how well | did in school. He bragged teiffiils and family about me

all the time. He was especially proud, too, that | had gone to college. He

wanted Carla to go, but she just wasnédét intere
As | walked throughhte kitche in from the side door, taking in the

tantalizingaroma f Car |l ads di shes simmering on the sto

the oven, I heard my motherds voice on the tel
yell s of Carlads childr @deayarggl ayi ng with neighbo
iANo, Girl. That 6s Car | aMiss Garderi n 0 . Caren donot
Wo man, you know. She supposed to be helpinbd, l
through the door. Yeah, Girl. Cookind me Mot he

| ran into Carla who came out of the batimomto tre hallway, which
was only 2 or 3 steps from the entratoehe living room where | was

headed.
iwhat 6s wup Sis?0 she greeted me. iYou can
Everything else is almost ready. o

| nodded, went into the livingpom, and headed towarthé sofa.My
mother had a small newly decorated living room teankt o Carl abds
decorating. The light pastel, multblored sofa was a bit large for the room,
but it went well with the light wood tables and muatilored lamp bases that
mat c hed t fce plesead tha diksflordl @rangement in the center
ofteomcktail table and placed my motherdés card i
two pastel blue rocker recliners that brought out one of the colors on the sofa
and matched the mini blinds and matchingesh thacovered the front
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window. There was also a large screslor TV, which sat in direct view
from the sofa encased in a light wood entertainment center that also housed
a stereo.

My sister had done a great job redecorating after my father dibdt, an
helped my mother start her new life without him. | ploppadhe sofa with
its large comfortable pillow seats and let the cushions engulf and caress me.

AfAre you gonna make the cornbread?0d Carla pre
AYeah! o0 | snapped. foidoutyeud mi nd i f | sit dowr
AEverything is al moshi Wdonel se&lo&s havendt done
i We | | hell o, Mi ss Caren, 0 my mother greeted 1
her bedroom to join us. iSo, you finally deci
Mary Boogert ojolingyetgantorsng. iHer stridewsas

slow and steady. She was prdgaine of the mostsef s sur ed women | 6d

ever known. She always seemed to be in control. She had wide searching
brown eyes that could quickly change from hot to warm to cold right along
with her mood.

iHel I o, Mot her, 0 | r e shpravhedevead | I al ways calle
was trying to make her feel important or when she was getting on my
nerves. Since | had just arrived, and it was |

trying to make her feel importan
fi C almas raally outdone herself today. Do you smell allgbat food

cookind in there? | thought you were supposed
I huffed, rolled my eyes as | wal ked past her
and went into the kitchen to make the twead, ralizing that maybe |

wasnét trying naat. make her feel i mpo

AiWhew! 6 she teased. ALooks |like somebodyds g
Whereds my Motherds Day gift? And you havenot
Mot her 6s Day yet! o

iltds on t hé&omthaekbiltec, hde nl, sfhrtbauptpeyd Mot her 6s Day! o
| lookedthrough the cupd|rds now in an attempt to find a baking pan. |
was determined to ignore her now. The kitchen had a very homey feel to it.
Carla had new cabinets installed that were a-6ghired wood. Ta newly
tiled floor was beige, and it was adorned with rredtored throw rugs. The
refrigerator and stove were fairly new, and they were almond with brown
trim.
| found a baking pan. It was old and blackened from hundreds of uses.
My mother still had dotofold di shes, pots and pans that didno
with he newly remodeled kitchen. Carla had a hard time getting Mama to
throw away anything. The living room still had severatfakhioned knick
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knacksalong with her 1960s pictures of Dr. KingdaRresidet Kennedy
which looked severely out of place in thegw, contemporary environment.

AiOh this is nice,0 my mother called to me,
Thanks Daughter dear! o

Carla sat at the kitchen table watching me. My mother sat in one of th
living room recliners, which was in direct view of Carla.

ifSeherebds Darnell ?060 Carla went first.

iSpendi ng Mo thbmeatohse rDaoy Iwiarmhswered to imply ¢ttt
was a ridiculous question.

AAre vyoall still gettingidmeahried next mont h’
adbout it lately.o

fiDondt seem |like wos, beetnhenmkondt amwps plimy
mot her6s turn now.

i guess so, o0 | answered Carlad6s question a
comment.

iYou guess! d Mama shouted. AYou dondt guess

Eitheryouareor you ai ndét! o
I didnét respond.

iwell , whetn fyocoru sfhionbd, oluet me know. 0

fiHow come you say, you guess?0 Carla asked,
al ong?b9o

iwWebre getting along fine. | just havendét beece
i Wel | , h o wttahaveayweddingevith maepanning? Do you

have a caterer? Hayeu sent out the invitations? Have you decided where
youdre going to have the ceremony? You shoul d
needed help, 06 Carla went on.

fiJackiedbs been t afd thevweddiogaceremony.f the details
Darnell 6s mot her ichelle is coardinatinggevetythieg f oo d . M
else. | went with Jackie to church just last month to meet Pastor Peoples in
order to set up counseling and arrange for him to officiate the wedding

ceremoy . 0

fiHoowome you di dnét ask your sister to be in t
il dondét know. O

iThat s okay. | donét need to be in her weddi
AYoudre gonna | earn one day to stop putting
family. Carla aindt nderweddibeédn | i ke that. She
iShe can be in the wedding. o

Al dono6t tvheen twetdod ibneg inmo w! 0

il donét bl ame her. | wouldndét want to be no
Awell, why bother to bring it up then?09
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il just wanted to know why you treat yobd sist
il dthindhhé wanted to be in it.o

AYou just di dindtt.waymtudme tnevkee il i ked me, Car
il dondét think sheds crazy about either one c
I didnét respond.

iYou dondt seem too excited mehout getting mar

she continued.

iDo we have to talk about this?0

Carla andMama looked at each other and were silent.

After a few moments, my mother started to hum one of her favorite Sam
Cooke songs, Carla started setting the table. | mixed some Jiffy cornbread
mix and puit in the oven.

ATell you the tr,utfl, o0ddvtadna knoaw tvehdataglaGm gonn
do about either one of my daughters. One don
married, and the other one dondédt know i f sheds

Carla huffed and sat dovagain, btiMama kept right on talking as if
she didnbadéesombod &kt hough we were both sure s

fi stayed married to your father for thirty
just ainét | ike they used t oughbe. I'n my day, c
thck and thin. These | owdefiandrigmhen just | eavind
And now, these women donét wanna take respons
they dondé | aid up and got .-yeatbidd you know t hat
daughter had an abortion! | jusbch 6t whradw t he worl d is comindé to.
And Johnnie Mae saidsheaws gl ad she did it. 6Said she didn
stuck raisind no grandchil dren. I ainét raise
when yébéall have kids and whojustyou havedbem with.
hae t he baby. Wedl |l | usMattehadfackthet o make a way so.
Lord will make a way! Johnnie Mae need to read

I wanted to crawl into Mamaédés | ap and hug he

and beg her for forgiveness. Most of all, | wathher & hold me and tell me
that even though | had done sonmagtterribly wrong, she still loved me. |
never thought my mother was capable of that kind of love. It seemed like
love and approval went together with her. Yet, if she loved me like |
realizzd that lloved the daughter that | aborted, then maybe | had my
mother all wrong.
| realized that if | had just allowed my baby to live, | could have
forgiven her anything. My mother would have forgiven me for getting
pregnant the way | did. | knew thaw. | cauld have kept my daughter, but
she woul dnét fbegabermeoh and God probably wou
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It was too late, now. My daughter was gone. There was no use
disappointing my mother by telling her the truth now. | wanted to tell her. |
kne w s lte @ldedo tell me if God could ever forgive me for whditl,
but from the way she was going on about Johnnie Mae and her daughter, |
knew the answer without asking the question.

After the cornbread was done, we all ate. Carla packed up therkids
left shortly after dinner. | stayed a little while with myotiner. We played
some Sam Cooke and Al Green. | sat quietly on the floor by the stereo while
my mother rocked in one of the recliners singing and reminiscing about my
father.

| was as lonelas she wa | felt more pathetic, though. At least she had
experenced the love of a man for thirty years. A man who thought enough
of her to marry her and father two children with her. Robert was marrying
someone else and had refused to father our thildd ieveémkdotv if | still
wanted to marry Darnell and everlif di d, I often felt
want to marry me.

After a few hours of commiserating with my mother, | decided to go
home. | just wanted t o fladspemtith t hi s
my mother, and not the motherbe that | shouldthave been. | would have
been about six months along by now.
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The door buzzerangas | entered my apartment. | reached inside and hit
the intercom, fAYes! o
Ailtds me. Mark. Buzz me up!o

| hit the luzzer to unlock the door, and | left the door to my apemt
open for him to enter. | was glad Mark had come to visit. | needed him. |
hadndét talked to him since Easter when he told
I didnét know ewkenedo tipsettimaidsy hd had calledm. H
crying.
Fr ankl ylike tdlkingdta hirmwién he was like that. | hoped he
was okay now. He appeared in my living room after a few moments holding
a bouquet of carnations.
AHappy Mot her 6s DtheflwverCirtany faceandHe shove
took a seat on my sofa.
iwhat &8s pyobl em? And whatodés with the Happy N

Thatés a terrible thing to joke about. You kno
ioh, youbre a mother alright!o

iMar k, whatdéds goiomglketrh? sWhhy are tal king t
iSomebody needs t o rtelosesotheonreqau what it feels

l ove to death! o
What are you talking about?0
I just wanted you to remember that when a ||
maybe you donét u n d e ros lbshyoudtook. Hoa t because the |
why would you care about anybody ellging?
iYoudre talking crazy! 1Is this about your mot
iYeah, you damn right itbés about my mother.
you. | held you when you were pregnant. | even offered to help/flothe
baby if you wanted to keep it. | comforted you when yaueaionely for

i
i

yob fianc®. I was there for you through it al
|l east |1 6ve tried to be. But when | needed you,
di dndét evgnmafmméetal m You didndét even ask me
was anythingyoe oul d do. You didnét even send a damn
And you promised if I ever needed you that vyc
wonder Darnell or Robert domitnéwant to spend r
gothnho room in yod |ife for nobody but you! o

He sat there ating at me, waiting for a response. | was stunned. Mark
had never spoken so harshly to me before. He stood up, shook his head in
contempt, then he stormed out.
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| stood there for a momertshamed fchow | had let Mark down, hurt
by some of his cutting wds, but to my surprise, | started to smile. For the
first time | realized that | really meant something to Mark. It was important
to him that | share this burden with him. | was touchefiltligoa to be
needed by someone, to matter to someone. Hengag lsecause | was not
there for him. | mattered to Mark, and | vowed to myself that from now on
he was going to matter to me.
| put his flowers in a vase and placed them on the nightstdo ny
bed. When | went to sleep, | dreamt that | heard tbtstieps again. Tiny
footsteps. I still couldnét catch them.
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That next day, Monday morning, it was back to work again and more
than likely another sparring match with Jessie. | reltigtaat dwn at my
computer, looked up to meet her face and edilibat there was no hissing
Jessie poised to strike. | logged onto my computer and began to read my e
mail. | had one, from whom else, Jessie:

I 61 | be in Col umbu sssmehWes | retuenel k . I know youol |
should have some dirt on your boy, Tuner He6s about to take a fall
Girlfriend. Hope you don6ét hit the ground with
late. See you next week!

What in the world was Jessie talking about? What coulgsssbly
find out in Columbus that would affect me? What did nfgifvith Robert
and the abortion have to do with it? Why did | have to confess?

Okay, | reasoned. If Jessie could confirm that Robert had a child
aborted, that would reveal his stand onabertionissue as prohoice. This
could cost him the electionh@t much was clear. But why was Jessie in
Columbus? Why was she concerned about this family, the Kirklands and
their political connections? What did they have to do with Robert? Why had
Robetleffme in the dark about evenything? Why didn
his interest in running for state senator during any of our interviews? Why
would he suddenly abandon his position as councilman that he once seemed
so dedicated to? What did | have tovdth it? Why was Jessie threatening
me about telling the truth? #eemed that she was after something much
bigger than just uncovering the affair between Robert and me and the
abortion of our chil d. |l 6d talk to Marge, | de
desk, | notced Marge approaching me.

i Good mdarne m.go

AHIi rgkla | was just about to come talk with vy«

AiWhat about ?0

I fumbl ed. I hadndt decided how | wanted tc
wit hout revealing what | didndt want Marge to

AUh, Canduredd mbi d for state senator. o

AiThat 6 s J e s aswarelirsa matteraf-fagttone s he a

fi know, but she asks me a | ot of questions
and wedve become pretty good friends. Actual l
cousin.iedabéuni wnoor i1t | ooks | i ke shebdbs out to get

AThat 6bs, har ejno I f thereds something the publ
before hebés elected, I hired her to uncover it
to remain objective i f sinessudu ecgmdtng t o make i
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make friends with all the people you intervieAnd as far as his

relationship to your fianc®, you candt | et tha
either. I may need you to watch our backs on this one. Jessie may decide to

go off on her wn. | ned you to keep a clear head. You implied yourself

that wemay not be able to trust Jessie. Now, check yourself and keep your

eyes and ears open. 611 fill you in more when
iMarge. 1 6dm scared! o |66l pt!l®gd out, Al need t
iScared?o0 Marge | ooked fooemwiel der ed. She step

obviously surprised by my outburst.
I quickly took my seat and tried to compose |
g u e slaughed nervously.

iYes, maybe you aredol ®bkoumpdve me a concerne
some time off?0

ANo. 1611 be alright.o

iGodd.wonodt send you on any assignhments toda
stack of news releases that are in the bin. It
can handle the out sdtdlavewstei jnthnent s . It 611 be

office in case we hear something fronssie that needs to be checked out

here in Cleveland. So relax. Get a cup of coffee or something. Then, get

started on those news releases. Alright.o
fi NgroblemMar ge. 1611 . bake care of them
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PART EIGHT: No Bride in June

41
Darnell 6s whlbl eabamzl|l gbhwats Robertds wupcoming
to Veronica who l had | earned through Jessiebs col umn,

lawyer from a wealthy family with strong political ties. The Kirklands. All
the pictues that featured Robert and Veronica made them appéer
very attractive, happy couple.
Robertds parents were staying with the Jenni
with preparations for the wedding scheduled for the third Saturday in June.
Darrell and Iwere supposed to have our wedding on the second Saiturda
June. That is, until he came to me with a request that we postpone in light of
Robertds impending nuptials.
il have some bad news, 0 he started as we wer ¢
the first Sundayin June. It was a very dark evening. There was a
thundeshower threatening all of Cuyahoga County, and there we were
driving around like we had nothing to fear. It gave me an uneasy feeling,
though, like God was angry about something. It remimdedf wren He
made it rain for forty days and forty nights aftelfing Noah to build the

ar k. |l 6d been told about that story many ti mes
AWhat i s wtwl@&h | asked
AMy family thinks we shdisbtihgpost pone our wed
married, you Kknow. | t thisg. Mighthglpdhised t o be a big -
chances of getting elected, too. We all want t
di sappointed, but we can get married anyti me.

about some of ththingsPastor Peoples has been telling us to consider in
our caunseling sessions, and | think maybe we need a little more time
anyway. 0

Pastor Peoples had been talking to us about loving each other the way
God |l oves wus. Agapei Samweneededltomakd s what he call e
sure God was first, and Darnell shoctane right after God for me. | should
come right after God for Darnell. He told us to read first Corinthians,
chapter 13 and from that try to understand what love really means. He also
told us that v should be two whole and complete people in and of
ourglves. We should not try to complete one another or feel a need to be
completed by the other, but rather we should complement each other.

Darnell looked worried at a lot of our sessions, tlobdre al |y di dnét
pay much attention to Pastor Peoples. Hisice was for people that
plannedo goto church all the time. | just wanted him to marry us. | could

121



deborah mcdaniel

handle any problems that came up in the marriage on my own if we ever
made it to the &dir.

Excep, my secret always seemed to be standing betweereus big
brick wall, so high, we couldnét get over it,
and so wide, we coul dnot get around it. He s
conceiving so,aedaepe ienlssabées dhikindkew he di dndt re
believe that | had caeived the way | described in that note. Our
conversations had become strained. He had started to come around for visits
less and less. Our relationship was unraveling slowly, but surely.

| was afral we were never going tfb marry, and | w a
wanted to marry him anymore. My heart was So
upcoming wedding, | was sure that | was in love with Robert.

Al ol l send out notices tandedrr ow. Thereos S t
relaxing from my tensed state.

Darnell seemed surprised byy | ack of protest. He didnodét qu
though. I guess he thought he shouldnét | ook a

getting tired of pretending, ttrying to save

salvagable. | was hurt that both these men had so easilysdisthime. |

was prone to delusions of siitlulgence, and | wanted to believe that | was

the star of everyoneb6s story, at | east those |
Trying to be honestitih mysef now, | remained silent as Darnell drove.

I di d nnytepiphaayra be disturbed by meaningless dialogue with

him about issues that had most certainly outgrown our sincere concemn.

We went through the motiormely of the eveningd
sayng what we needed to sagamefdarnel | 6s uneasi ne
his assumption that | was unhappy about his announcement that he wanted
to postpone our wedding. He had probably resolved to let me suffer in
silence.

| contemplated and evaludteny feel ngs about Robertds wedding,
well as my own cancellededding. What surprised me most was that | kept

wondering what Mark was doing. I felt so unset
stood with him now. | hoped he would forgive me for being so insensi
abou his mot herbés deat h. letolpovet®d he woul d give

him that | really valued our friendship.

| was so lost in thought that the evening seemed to pass without my
being quite sure what happened. The storm never broke. The thustder |
rumbled every now and then, as if God, though still angny, deided to
give us another chance. We saw a movie. We got something to eat as usual,
but what happened in between seemed a blur.
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Finally, Darnell pulled into my parking lot. He told mettha needd to
get home so he could get up early for work inrtfwning. | thanked him
for taking me out. Something | did from time to time to assure him that he
wasnobét being taken for granted.

| 8d read in Essence or Ebsmamogodt hat thanking a
way to keep a relationship together. | was programmedéd k eep your mand
mo de . I had become so accustomed to working t
even bother to check to see if | still wanted him.
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| was still reflective the next day at workdli d raidt to beathere. It
was hard to think about interviewipgople, researchirgjoriesand writing
articles when | felt so misdirected and so without a purpose. Was | supposed

to try to win Robertés | ove?shjyas | supposed to
with Darnell? | was beginning to lose interest in both eéhgsals, mostly

because | knew | coul dnot attain them. | t hout
didnoét think he wanted to hear from me right n
iSssoo, t h eautin@ serenaony rfor Rablern T usr ner 6

community center today. Marge thought you should cibweith me. She

acts like | canédi tdios alniykéi alge wi o domdt ytomust r

somet hing. o
Jessieds eyes pierced through me for a respol
only trying tobe fair b me after seeing how upset | seemed to be about
Jessis investigation. I al so knew that the seed
probable disloyaltyad takemoot.
| needed something to break where Jessie was concerned. | was sick of
her! She had e watchig me like a hawk and dropping hints that she still
supected a relationship between Robert and me even though he was
marrying Veronica.
At ti mes, | felt that I didnot really have
keeping my affair with Robert a secanymore-other than my reputation
with my motherAfter all, who wanted to hear her rant and rave for months
on end about how whorishly | had behaved and how | was going to hell for

having an abortion? | could d®dre |l ess about R
care dout hurting me, and my days with Darnell were nhumbarsavay.

The writing was on bréakupmthedDbrhelltobge t | I didnét wan
my fault.

So, | determined that | was not going to let Jessie uncover my secret.
She could suspect ahswanted She coul dndét prove a thing. I
make sure thashe never could. | decided to follow another one of
Mi chell ebs theories, although not her inventio
your friends close and your enemies closer. If Jessie wamyggtise to
uncovering my secret, | needed to get the rfesthandso that | could try
to head her off.
| was on pretty decent terms with Jessie now. | had learned to tolerate
her. | had even become intrigued with what | thought she might know about
Robert andhese Kirklands. | wanted to know, too.
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ASure, hetsstemeMM | responded to her reque:
assignment.

iGreat! We need to | eave in an hour. You can
AiNo problem. 106l be ready.

125



deborah mcdaniel
43

| joined Jessie in her fire enginelr#390 Covette an hour later, and we
were off to cover the opemin o f Robertdés community <center.
i mpressed with Jessiebs car. Her freelance pro
thought. | knew she AAGmdssharywt af f or the car on
As werode almg with Jessie blaring 93FM WZAK, | thought about the
impassioned and dedicated man that sat down to lunch with me almost a
year ago to discuss his plans to open a community center and what it would
mean for his constituents.
He spoke so enthusigcally about how this center was going to give the
young peoplén the neighborhood something to do after school, keep them
off the streets. It would provide an opportunity for senior citizens to
fellowship with one another during the day. Local busees®uldhold
seminars, forums and recreational activities treehelp strengthen, educate
and rebuild families in the community. It would also house a daycare center.
He described how local businesses, dtgte,and federal government
as well as theanstituets could contribute to this venture and help it come
to fruition. Then, he talked about the dinner dance that was planned to help
raise funds with the help of the Ward One community. That was the dinner
dance that gave birth to our illicit relatighip.
| took notes hurriedly while he spoke passionately ankl ttoe most
distinguished looking bites out of his burger. Every now and then, he would
stop talking and eating, his eyes focusing on me as if he had just discovered
| was there. He looked ate as ifmy presence distracted him, and tHaan
would refocus ad continue. | was flattered.
iSsso, I heard that you attended a fund rai
Councilman Turner this past November . What wa
Jessie yelled over themwd and tle radio.
i What ?0 I responded, my geminiscingg mysel f t o di s
momentarily. Jessie turned down the radio.
iYou and Robert attended a dinner dance toget

r
d

fiYeah, we di d. I wanted to talk to the guesH
thoudtswereon t he project. Publicity. You know. 0
iSsso, wH&dd oy?du t

AWow. That was back in November. | dondt r eme
APerson | talked to said you guys never | eft
AfOkay, Jessie. What are you getting at?0o0
AYou and Roledttwa svehries ilmavby you aborted, and t

whyyouandyouifanc® are al ways having problems. 0
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iYou have a great i magination. That might be
real life. You might get sued if you dondt get
trytoprintanyof t hat crap in a newspaper article.o
i Car en, seenkigsinghnrirehis car the night of that fund raiser
in the parking 1l ot. You guys were dancing so
breath of fresh air between you, according to
iWeldur ysources are wrong. Wedre friends. F
cousin. o

i s sto

iYeah. That 6s really going to make t
Candidate Aborts BabyithCousi nés Fi anc®e. Sounds |
trust. You know, if you count the weekstleen thenight the fundraiser

was held and the day you appeatthe clinic, it adds up to just about how

far along you were when you aborted. o
AWhere do you come up with these ideas?0

Al donét come up with them. |1 just uncover th
i Why wo ul tdo hyrone or Rebert like that? What have we

ever done to you?o

hi
ke a ma

il just want you to confirm that the jerk fa
and | 8611 keep your drmotyeu. Botuflt hawto it . I'tds him |
use other people to getto the sttimgnlcm 6t pr ot ect you. The whole tr

is going to come out. @ | can break the story with the emphasis on him,
and | can downplay your role. The people need to know whaithis ball

is really like before theyobethect him in Noveml
journalist who gives the people the truth, withorwithto your hel p. I 6m just
trying to I ook out for you. It would be a | ot
iRobert would make a great state senator. He
AiStil |l h ewkadtahe dumpeddyeurHe must have really put

itonyou,Gif ri end. Maybe | oughta try it out. o
iThat 6s disgusting. 0

AfJeal ous, huh?9

iRobert and | are just friends. Thereds no r e
iStick to the | iteyourslt driyk,e Gihralt. ilnt éyso ug o iStg ctko
bring you down, butyougottho what you gotta do. 0

il dm telling the truth, Jessie. o

Aiso, if youbre telling the truth, whose baby
I was speechless. | wasno6t prepared to answe
wo ul denlitevbe t hat story | gé@&wée¢hatDarnel | . She al ¢
would abort my fianc®b6és chil d. She knew | had

abortion to do it unless | was trying to hide my pregnancy, and why would |
want to hide being pregnant hetman was about to marry?
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iThat s none od. your business, Jessi
iThat 6s becaushesniddteasiagly Robert 6s. o0 S
I smiled, too, trying to look unmoved byrteccusations. Thehturned
to look out of the window. | stared at the houses aridibgs wepassed
until we arrived at the community center.
i Yofuiranc® wor ks at the post office downtown,

iYeah, why?o

AAsk him if he knows my sister, Janice Basset
Al o6l |l me nt i o nThantl locken attheérshe loked so s ai d.

happy, driving at lightning speed, fliting witeveral men as she floated

pastthemfi There i s one thing |16d |Iike to know, Jess
AWhat 6s t hat ?0

Ailf you could prove that | sl ept with Robert
reveal that | aborted baby \ithout breaking patientonfidentiality® |

smiledconlent |l y and added, il woul dnodt mind drivir
know. 0

AWhen | é6m dynwdodwii t hiyowy,our sel f. I wondét have

anything.o0 She smil edigandidipheiveredai taward t he |
Kirkland goirg up the steps. She looks dtfddo e s n 6t she? She has a | ot o
style. o

fiYeah, s he 6 s repmohdedi A blind mdn cadld seenthatd |

either | wasnb6t i mpressefWwatt s htehe ogt aways | eal
on her? Youmentioned trying to find out if Robert had some corioedb

the Kirkland family, and sheés a Kirkland. Wha
iSsso, now you want some information from me.
Girlfriend. 0

iFor the | ast tngtoxghe Yow,onbes hiaw.ed anyt hi
AiThen, | guess yyomd cowoadnh geu?anyt hing fr
AiFine.d | got out of the car and sl ammed the
ifEasssy on my oOovette, Girlfriend. o

She got out of the car and followed me to the mesiestl, newly

constructed whiteldldingwi t h t he words, AWard One Community
protrudngf om t he buil dingés wall next to its gl as:
closed by a big red ribbon.
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Robert, Veroni ca, t he centeros newl vy appoi
represent at i v ficefvercstandibghndrontobtiyeaosob s o
couple of camerameithree photographéysone | recognized as our own
and two other newspaper reporters were standing on the steps in front of
Robert. A couple more TV cameras were approaching.
| felt queasy aswalked wth Jessie to join the other reporters. | tried to
look i nterested, but not too interested as | <can
He looked as if he tensed somewhat at myepiess That relaxed me a little.
| got a closer look at Veronica and teshsmgain.She was wearing an
expensive pastel blue linen typgce suit with a light gray silk blouse and
pastel blue pumps. She wore her hair in a very elegantly styled French roll
with a long piece of hair coming dovan the right side of her facBhe hd
smooth,bananeacolored skin and beautiful, extremely straiglttite teeth
that sparkled when she smiled. She smiled a lot, too, especially for the
cameras as she c¢clung elegantly to Robertds s
standing next to Robert, and it infted me.They looked like the picture
perfect couplé the kindof couple that a handsome, young politician was
expected to belong to. | felt inadequate, like all those looks Robert gave me

during our first | unch weristacted | i e. He coul dnodt
by my presence if he could date women like Veronica.

iSsso, get a grip, Girlfriend. Your <cat cl aw
interrupting my inspection.

iwhat do you need me to do here?d6 | asked.

il dm going to tell datsrof hp temooyg r apher to get s
and the building. You talkk to Robert aneV oni ¢ a, and 1611 talk to t
mayor6s office and the centerds director after
to give us interviews first. o

fi dondét want to talk damoRautert and Veronica
enough for everyone to hear.

AA | ittleenodttouwen?yd, SBhre gl oated a | ittle. I K

giving her more reason to suspect that | was jealous because | had a thing

for Robert. | folded my arms in protest as | tried to think of atvayet ait

of covering the story.
AYoudve beenrtabauttheiplanging bfdhis Eeatdr éor a

year. It makes perfect sense that you should talk to him about its completion

and grand opening. Marge insisted on it.o
ADamn! 0 | wh ias|pazd adittle, tryirg to mecideavhat |

could possibly do.
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i Now, I wonder , just why woul dndt you want t
council man who sent you flowers for Valentine
with you and kissed you at his last fundraiser and g/bageeand projects
youdve covered farond cymedrhat@oulgdbti tyolue Yeanti ec
bunch?o

fiY o u @wd my panties in a bunch. l dm tired o
insinuations. You think | donét see what youbr
| interview those w o . I'tds not going ttoseewor k. Thereds no:
I 61l talk to them, okay! No problem. o

iGood! | 6Bl mneawat d®ilmgtal k to the others. o

We stood there quietly on the steps while t

commendations to Robddr hiswork in the community. Then, the director
voiced his bpes for the center. Next, Robert and Veronica shared their
vision for the center and ended with a statement of their desire for the center
to still be around for their children to enjoy.

Finaly, the ibbon was cut, and the media and other distinguishests
were given a tour of the facility. | made it through the interview with Robert

and Veronica. Jessie didnét get the rise out o
control my envy by concentrajonVeoni cadés big nose. She was pret
spite of it, butt definitely lost her a few pointsnahe beauty rating scale.

She had stubby fingernail s, too. They werenodt

You would think a woman with that much style, class arwhey wold

keep her hands manicured. Her feet were big, taptlkicking them under

the table throughout the interview, accidentally, of course. | could tell by the
way she grimaced whenever my foot hit hers that she must have had corns,
which really nade me hgpy because | knew Robert loved to kiss toes and
fondle feet.
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A couple of weeks |l ater, it was Robert and Ve
| declined Darnell 6s invitation to attend as |
decided it was time to recoleiwith Ma r k . | coul dndét wait for the fe

to be underw so | could be assured of being left alenet that it was a
difficult task to get rid of Darnell. It was around 8 p.m. when | finally called
Mark. | had rehearsed apologies, made mentaldagefor ar evening
together and petitioned God all day for k& forgive me. | was ready to
be with my friend again.
Mark must have missed me, too because he di di
apology and my invitation to come over. We watched the end of & NB
finals game. We shacked on chigfp, and pop. We talked abowhat had
been going on in our lives since we last spoke.
AMy mom | eft the house to me. | tdéds all paid
on it twice a year. | got a job doing janitorial work for théeHosptal. It
pays great. | can afford to take care of thilities, keep groceries in the

house and have a I|little something for mysel f,
proudly.

iThat 6s great, Mark. o

fi stopped selling weed, thong . | &dm ready to r
life, Bae. | want my |ife to have more meaning. o
AHow so0?0

il dondét know. | think | want to get closer t
iThat 6s good. o

AYou think so0?0

fiSure told him. It touched me thate still valued myopinion.

il dve really mi salizdsog things ab@bayeu, but | 6ve re
too. 0

AfYeah. Like what?0

AYoudbtaianl I t hat . o

AiWhat ?0

iYou aindt all that . You know you be tryiné
better than me. Li ke | ainét good enough for

gond gi ve vy o ueducaedindepéndenteaclassyeandyalbtiat,
but yobsbeddups 0me

AWhat ?0

AYou messed up in the head, Bae. 0 He took my
just tryinbé to be real with you. You know how
tryind to hrurnoltyhdé@n 6t d@lti, ndopbsuto you Il ivind in so
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fantasyworld You kil lind6 babies O6cause you think ha
beind married is gonna hurt yod i mage. You goi
aindét never sl ept with nhsfirachysinbut him, and you
6cause heds a poliakeciaam,omand pyod htiatt yisn dnetss e ah
up, Bae. |l dve | ost a | ot of respect for you. Y
Ailf thatés what you think about me, Mar k., t
dondt nee dyflamé hhseancelled duriwedding, and the man |

cheatedohi m with is marrying another woman. | 6ve
hurting. I donét need you to throw it all wup i
il dm here because | am yod friend, Bae. I a
short. Idondét wansee you treat yobdself |like a | ose
happy. Youdre a treasure. Dondét treat yobself
AHow am | treating myself |ike a tramp?o

ABy | etting men use you. Darnel | has wused yo

school, and Robettsed youo get his career off the ground and to set him

up far a woman with money and connections. Without all the press you

gave him in those newspaper articles yoatet hat woman heds marrying
probably wouldnét have given him the time of d

i Rotts@dhey were involved before. o
iYeah wel | , diif forsshat he lvas,dheyweuida mever
split up. She wants what you made hi m. o

Mark and | talked for hours. At eleven, we decided to watch the news.
They showed cl i ps soweddiigio the upcomiegnd Ver oni cad
highlights and announced they wouldregian update on the -git at
Cleveland State for the former Vice President of Minority Affairs. Mark put
his arm around me, and we snuggled close on my sofa.
iAre you okay ? dipsiofRobartsakdd/eronivalaieed t h e

ASure. I &m fine. o
AWhenr g@alui ze how speci al you ar e, youbl I get
Youdll see. 0

When the news came back on, the first thing they started to talk about

was Robert and Veroni czlbdipsaoféthd di ng. They showi
community center ann canplishment asscilyme o f Robertéds
councilman of Ward One. They talked about sdrigi-profile cases that
Veronica had won in Columbus, none of which meant anything to me. They
said she was the daughteStéite Awlitor, Vince Kirkland.

Al wish | kneRWohvidhratt 6 svamarbreyhiimgl her . 0 | sai d
myself than to Mark.

AAre you stildl hung up on him? He married he
wants to be with, Bae. o0
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AiNo, Mark. I|tds gos egdthambbobatt h8ommet hin
ALet. iHe®@ow with her now. o

fi N oeally, Mark. Jessie Bassett is on to something that has to do with

t he Kir kIl and eldctonand this impéhdity degiglabos on

abortion. Therebés a g.omnection, but nobodyds t
ATHast deep, but why do youmcare? Robertds I
anymore. o

fi wi sh | di dnot have to care, but because
child, Jessiebs targeted me in her investigat:i
hersel f and eardpoote abortpn issoebseoing t be the t

hottestnewsin@v el and and in Ohio if she can pull it
ADo you think she will?0

iShe knows | had an abortion. She suspects R

going on. She can also guess that the child | abadschotDar nel | 6s. She
knows the trutht.. 6She just candt prove i

iSo what you gonna do?0o0

Al donoét know. What can | do?0

iCan she prove it was Robertds baby?0

Al dono6ét think so. How could she?b0

iHe went to the clinic with you. Did she see

i No. ehad,shslwoul d have said so by now. o

AiDid anybody see him?o

fiProtesters. o

fiDo you think they were close enough to recocg

iNo. We were huddled close together, and he v
| think he even held his coat up to shield us fronrtheiv i e w. 0

il donét know, Bae. Thadveyouweeyer be where you me
been to his house?b90

ANo. O

iSo yb6all made the baby here or at a hotel ?0

AfHere. O

Aiwell, you know Mrs. Bagley across the hall
she ever saw him over here?90

il dorodwt. K never paid it any attention. o

AYou guyhiwksmdt at all . o

AWell, just because he visited me in my apar:t
sex. o0

AThat s true, but people are gonna wonder wh

with you at your apartmentthgpucoul n 6t t al k about at his office
regularbusinedsour s . 0
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iOkay Mark thatdés enough. I canbét worry ovel
done is done. Letdés just hope that Jessie wonbo
AFi ne. Look, I h o p e ajgind. Gan dficcroidet mi nd, but | ne

up? My nerves are just shot betweesmii N6 my mama and worryind Obo
you. 0

il thought you were giving up weed. O

i sai d | wasnot gonna sell it I didndt sa
Maybe 16l stop eventually. o

Awel I, t { O ydded.d mawved away from him as he rolled

his joint a it it.
| watched him from the sofa as he sat on the living room floor smoking

the joint as if | werendt even there. He had n
and | di dndt rndlainh dygnorewldai tmy Head orbtiee ar o u

arm of the sofa and claseny eyes and wished he would leave.

The next morning was Sunday. I didndt wake

cuddled up on the living room sofa. Mark was sprawled out on the floor
surrounded by alub five enpty beer bottles. | rubbed the sleep from my
eyesand at up on the sofa. Why hadndt he gone hom
pitiful sight. He was so ghetto, | thought.
There was no way he could ever be my man. He seemed so smart

sometimes, but othénteshee e med so dumb. It was daytime, and
want Markar ound anymor e. I di dndt want anyone to ¢
apartment in the daytime. | didndt need him to

from the sofa and nudged his arm with my foot.
i Mar kup!Get
Heol |l ed over slowly and pr?wbbbed his eyes. fAYea

filtés 11: 00 in the morning. You better get ur
AwWhy? Aindt nobody waitindé for me there. o

il dm about to go out,o | |ied.

fi Oh Where you goind on gatog8ternday morni né6? Chu
| 6d Ili ke to spend the day with you. o

fi Mar k .t spénd theadaybwith you. | have things to do. Come on.

Get up. I 61l call you |l ater, okay?o

He sat up on the floor and fumbled around for hi& &iders. He put
them in his pocket and starteidiing upthe beer bottles.
AA brother camfmdt hgetgondhome@adk hast eased.

iMar k, | donot have time to cook. | have to
and go home. 0
AAl right. Chill. 16&dm goin6.o
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He got up slowly and tried to brush himself off amadightenhimself
up, but he still #&maydnothehwotld callriteHa d y
stumbled a few steps and then headed for the door. | followed him.

iCan a br otbhyeer hguegt oa cdosds or s
his arms out to me whiléragglingto keep from falling. | gave him a quick
hug accompéad by a peck on the cheek.

AfCome on. Get out of here, o | wurged, Al oll c
evening. o

AfiHow come you only call me at night?0 he ask
the hallway.

Afdondty eml |l you at night Madayk. Come on now.
together another time. Alright?0

AAl right. Call me. o

i Okay, I will. o

iOh, and Bae?0

ifYes, Mark. o

il |l ove you. o

fiLove you, too. o
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PART NINE: Julies
46

We planned a big cookout at my hat r 6se fortthe fourth of July.
Darnell and | made plans each spend the day with our own families.
Then, we would get together later that evening to see fireworks at the
Garfield HeightsMetro Park | invited Jackie and Michelle over my
mo t h e se) ad @rlainwvited a couple of her friends. | wanted tatev

Mar k, but | still wasndt ready to bring Mark ¢
Besides, he was just a friend, and | didnét wa
about our relationship.

| decided tt lwoud c al | Mark the next day. A couple o
fiends and brothertkossistdrend dvssiwvere coming as well.

My mot herés siblings |lived out of town. My mot

annual Ward One parade that was scheduled toe cttmough our
neighborhood sometime that day. She and Carta decorating the front
porch in preparation. They put up a big banne!
on your Wedding State Senator Turner!o My mot
Robert Tumer for State Sert 0o mplarged ig her front yard.
They set up the porchlriiture, brought out the stereo speakers and put
a pitcher of lemonade and other refreshments on the table in order to make
everything just right for them to sit and watch the parade go bgs lavbit
less excited about the event. | did nothing to peefmarit. | sat on the hood
of my car in the driveway where | could see my paternal uncle, CJ, who
lived just one street over, firing up the grill in my mother's backyard.
WZAK 93FM blared frommy car adio as | alternated watching my
uncle inthe backydr and my sisterés boys in the front vy,
the signs. My niece, Sheila, was on the porch with my mother and sister,
waiting for His Highness to ride by in his royal procession. Jamhie

Miche| | e pull ed up one behHhivewdyandhe ot her iinto my
parked behind my sisterds car, which was parke
fiwhat 6s up, Girls?d6 | hollered to my | ifelong
fiHeeey! 6 They s ang ndinglikgWwaada,tieme i n uni son, SO

F o »ndiving Colorcharacter.

They joined me on thedlad of my car. It sank a little under the weight.
Michelle wore sunglasses and hot orange jean shorts with a yellow cut off
shirt that revealed her flat belly while hiding its button beneattothenap
of her shorts. Her higheeled orange and yellow sats showed off
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pedicured feet and orange nail polish with yellow nail art that matched her
fingernails and outfit.
Jackie wore a long, multiolored sundress with African print, which
favoredyellow ower the other colors. The three of us had been accedto
since high school to getting our fair share of attention from men, but
somehow it didndét seem to stop each of wus fro
area or another. Inadequacies that seemdrtett thepaths we followed in
life. Michelle to money and sexackie to God and church and me to
education and setfetermination.
fJessie was |l ooking for you Friday, o Jackie t
I didndt 1 i ke Jessi anadebomintsdke hat wasndt sure why.
to see if | would share something wlitér.
fJessi e cano pdutedsandmylled g lbegs updn top of
the carés hood and wrapped my arms around my Kk
iWhat 6s up with Jessie?o0 Mi chell e inquired
prab |l e ms ? 0
fiwhat problems has she been causiné?0 Jackie
fiBedbs been trying to uncover some dirt on Co
her.

fi Oh, no wonder you donét | ike her,0 Jackie r
Il i ke nobody sayind nondéirn n@imi@ébded O6bout Council ma
Ki m Way an sfromlcLiviagrCal@.t e r

AHe aindét all that! o Michelle retorted.

iHow do you know?0 Jackie asked.

I gave Michelle a |l ook to | et her know that |

about my affair with Robert.
fil j us the respoded finally. She gave me a look of her own,

whichletme know t hat she didnét approve of me hidi |
fiHe has a good public record, 06 Jackie defende
fiHe may hapubler @ac grod,d frivater e ¢ drsd hli &m

worried aboti . 0

fi Wh are you talkingaboui chel | e ?0

iAre youd denrma t el

AMi chell el!d

AGirl, you grown! Why you so afraid of what ¢

yod mama! 0

| put my head on top of my knees as | embraced them tighter.

fi had an af é&dhednpwéed h mRobert ,Veronica, o |
admitted more to my kneesathto Jackie.
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fi told you he was a player! I told you he
another notch on his belt! How could you sl ec¢
supposed to be marrying Darnell ?0

fi d oowdd t lkeklsi let go of my knees and allowed my legs to

stretch full length while sliding my bottom off the car until my feet hit the
concrete driveway and brought my body to an abrupt stop. | leaned against
the car and looked down at my black bikemrtshfsomwhich healthy thighs

and legs emerged toward athletcked ankles and Nike tensisoed feet.

ALook, o0 Michelle jumped i n, AfDarnell 6s been
|l eavind her all alone, and Robertdés been after
herdthat pod romantic stuff DaGsmebéemindt been te
sendind her flowers and takind her to lunch
neglectind herandShledlsl ,beRmb elrotnbesl yf i ne! Who wol
give in?o0

il woul dnodt, Omeliatelyki e answered i m

iYou donét know what y oked iwloen | d do. Youbve n
shoes. You ainét that damn holy. You can get
get on my nerves witéd yobd holier than thou sel

iDondt get mad at me O6cause | got morals!o

iwel |, iodly, theo uwlsyo dgjondét you show a I|ittle con
sometimes? An 6 t yoéal l church people supposed to sh
understanding someti mes? What yobéall call it, C

iltés okay, Mi chelle. Jackie is just trying t

iWel | ,edsschte anel i ttl e harder. So, what 6s up wi
Basett at work? Whatés the deal with her?0o

They rolled their eyes at each other, but th
They never agreed on anything, and they were used to it.

fiYeah, I wanypaabBbhogewhal ong, either. l's it b
tookoverpur story on Robert Turner?o0

iNo, Jacki e. It 6s because sheods al so an alt
counseled me. | had an abortion. She believes

iShut wup! o J atitkeiRiehard.x cl ai med | i k

Mi chell e followed. AAinét that deep?0

AYouné@at 0l yangie gasped. ANo wonder she ask:
guestions about your whereabouts. She checks t

for your weekly comings and goings. One day, she requegiedrtom a

year back. | saw her tapping her pen on the dayswgot to Councilman

Turnerds office |ike she was counting them. Sc
you?o
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iShe mentioned something about someone seei.

dinner dance in November. 0

i Qlyouaidt tell me ydall went to that dinner dar
il demdt you a | ot of things, Jackie. o

Awell, | thought we were friends. o

AWith friends |ike you who needs enemies?0 Mi
Jackie I ooked perplexed. hdthéfve been a good f
you, 0 ,glanng at Miahelld.

iYou todgtamhalj b You think you know everythi
done yobé6 way, then it aindt right. Everybody
Mi ss Thang! o

fiCee Cee?0

AYou do judge a fFfeeinggo | tried not to hurt he
Jackie folded her arms and started to pace it @fone.

iSo, whyds your abortion so important to Jess
iBecause Robert is running for a state sene
important abortion issue coming up for a vote in the dtagisla u r e . He 6s

been dodging his stand on the abortionédsecause he knows it could cost
him the election. Jessie wants him exposed as-ahpioe advocate. She
knows that if sheds the one to reveal his stan
stooybr her . 0o
iYou gotta adomiMiedeass.rl eembi ti on,
fi Dyou think you or Robert can stop her? Keep this whole thing under
wraps?0 Jackie questioned with concern.

Al donoét know. o

iKick her nosy behind!d Miclpell e asserted, f#l
inmylusiness |like that. o

il candét do tphrootf,esMiicomalll.ed. | 6m a

iYoudbre a professional from 9 to 5. At 5:01,
to her house. Then, youdl | be two people sett]l
her natural Black behind! | bgoutha 6 | | st op her from mindind othe
business! Yowant me to do it. 16l stomp her o6til hei
fiMi chelle, cut it out! Youdre trippind!o | te

iGood afternoon, people of the #1 Ward in th
ward where fatasies docome true. We made the community center a
reality, and with your support, we can make my election to the state senate a
reality! This is your councilman and future state senator, Robert Tumner,
wishing you all a Happy Independence Day! And whettelp wayto
celebrate the birth of a free country than byr@sing your right to vote in
the general election in November. o
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Robertds voice came booming through a megaph
the John F. Kennedy Hi ghiFé&aspbyol 6s marching bai
Guy.

iSpeak of the devil b6 ordtdedrenkaofmy mur mur ed movi ng
car.

| could see my mother and sister sitting on the porch. My mother was
waving excitedly as the parade passed. The participants walked by slowly,
smiling and waving to usnd the dber neighbors who were sitting on their

porches.
Theparade wasnot very |l ong. There were a col
groups, Kennedydés drill team and marching banc

the rear with his campaign staff walking ahead of his old stgiek land
white Cadillac with the drop top let back.
Robert and/eronica were seated on the top of the back seat with their
feet resting on the car seat. Veronica waved and smiled at people on the
other side of the street. Robert was on our side. | saéednunkof my car
facing them to get a better view, and | eted them intently as they passed.
Robertés eyes met mine. He stopped talking on
me, knowing Veronica was too busy showboating to the other side of the
street to notie him. Heblew a kiss.
My mot her shoutedaniBackeat Yadw Qounroil

AJust fine, Mr s . Boogerton. o He spoke into t1l
see you. Youbre | ookindé good! o
Soon | was staring at the back of Robert and \

Un c | e lou@, Ya8py voice broke my trance. Uncle CJ wasajlitle

younger than my parents. He was medium build with a bent over walk and

handsome features. His head was tsldwcasing hiseddishbrown skin.

His lips werefull, and he wore extremektraigh, white dentures that were

so perfect you knew they e r diiaréat teeth. His eyes were light brown

l' i ke my fatherds, and he had -a narrow nose. H
shirt. As he walked in our direction, he called out to us from wheradhe h

been iring up the grill in the backyard.

iHey, Cware@€arMal Yoéall wanna eat? Caren, go
bring the meat out here! How we gondé have a co
fire ready! The fire been nodiedy! Doné6t take a
Mary, come on wit the meat! Caren got her compamny &ed everythang,

and yodall aindt even put the meat on the grill
mi nute! Come on now. Bring the meat out!o
AiCarl a, go take that paninhekicthen meat | got in t
fod | have to kiFuéemhé bnheaedf mpnmopbech.
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Jackie, Michelle, and | looked at each other for a few moments,
wondering if we should comment on the processional we had just watched
or my mother and uncle fussingeach dter.

fi havendt sai d hefindllpbrokeahe glenter mot her . 0 Jacki
and headed toward the front porch.
iMe neither, 0 Michelle agreed and foll owed Ja

| walked slowly behind them.
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A couple of weeks later, | decided | was readpubmy life in order.
The last few months had been chaatisay the least. | had gotten through
Robertés wedding day thanks to Mark, but now I
consider my future. Mark had told me that | would get married when | got
myself bgetherand | felt together.
Robert was married. It was aveetween us. Although Mark was a good

friend, he just woul dnot make a good husband.
invested all my adult |ife with my fianc®, an
that timego to wate. | could be faithful to him now. | just knew It.

believed we were destined to be together. Afte

in the past year, and even though things had become strained between us,
neither of us had said godge.
As | relaxed in mybed, listening to the radio, | immersed myself in
thoughts about Darnell. | listened to thestthe Two of UsShowwith Lynn
Tolliver and Ralph Poole every Saturday. | had done so since | graduated
from high school. They were playing some olalie goode love songs that
remi nded me o fwithDareell §/e wede soin ldve ten. s
wanted to recapture what we had.
I knew what Robert said to me that Easter
basement was true. Darnell was not, and probably had bess, ithful
to me. I had oft en eaunbess inghis pogkets, womends phon
heard from friends that they had seen him out somewhere with someone
else. Lord only knows what he was doing when he was away in the service
while | was at Central State.
Hisexph nat i ons were al ways intoetddavsur i ng, and hedd
well he took care of me by buying me expensive gifts and giving me money
when | needed it. He paid my rent and my car note. He took me to nice
restaurants, concerts and trips every and/thenAnd, of course, he would
always reason that bec@we had been together so long, he must love me.
He could have |l eft a long time ago if he didnbod
So, | overlooked the infidelities, | believe, because my mother had done
so with my father, andny fatherwas a good man. He took care of my
mother, and hevas a good father, the best. Darnell was a good man, too. He
took care of me. Besides, | also believed that if you were committed to a
man, you didno6t | eave hithatmegwilheds unfaithful
tend to behave that way. They cané6t help it.
You stay with them through the good times and the bad. You weather
the storms and enjoy the sunny days. You pray for fewer rainy days.
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Besides, everybody knows that if a man provides for youdialyn then

t hat means he real | yt wdmenvbelisve. Warku . That 6s what n

al ways referred to it as being a O0keptd woman
So, keeping all this in mind, | decided to go and visit Darnell at his

condo one Saturday morning about two weeks aftertioé duly. | figured

it was time we put our cards on the ¢atal see if we were really going to try

to make our relationship work. | put on some jeans anglar jumped in

my car and zipped through the intersections of Northfield Road from

Bedford Heignts to Warensville Heights until | arrived to make my sispr

visit. | used my key to go inside, but Darnell was not there.
AThat 6s what | get for trying to surprise hin
He didnot have a | ot of faandi ture. There wa:

red i ner in the 1 i vi ngelevision mracksysten80 pr oj ecti on sc

but no pictures on the walls, no cocktail or end tables and no lamps. In the
middle of the browrtarpeted floor, which contrasted poorly with the white
furniture and barevhite wdls, there was an exercise bench with weights
sprawed all around it. | decided to wait for him.
| plopped into the recliner with the remote control, switched the power
on and started to channel surf. There was absolutely nothing on television
on Saturdaymornings. The new cartoons were terrible. Cable dict do
much to improve your options. | turned on a movie that was already in
progress on HBO. | kicked up the recliner into the laying position, knowing
| would probably nap instead of watching ttnovie,as | hated to watch
movies that had already startéthlike Darnell, who loved to try to figure
out from the unfolding events what must have happened at the beginning.
| began to daydream about my future with Darnell living in this place. |
startal to thirk of ways to make it look and feel more like a hoirtearned
and looked at the empty dining room behind me. | got up. | walked into the
kitchen, which had almorcblored appliances. | noticed that Darnell had no
throw rugs or decorative dishtowelTherewere no plaques on the walls
wi t h sayienngbss IKiktec héeChar6 No el ectric can opener.
mixer. Just a few pots and pans from@irece col |l ecti on that hedd pro
bought at a discount store along with the dinnerware set fothativas
dispersed among the dish pan, the dish rackatinater top and the cabinet.
The dish rack was blue, the dishpan was white and the counter top was
brown.
ANo coordination!d | grimaced.
On top of all that, he had no canister set. He alwayswvedrisugar
flour and other food items directly romthepack e t hey came in. Hedll be
much better off when | move in, | thought. | started to feel all warm and
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tingly about Darnell, and | wished that he were with me so that | could hold
him, kiss him andenew mycommitment to him so that we could put our

livesb# k t ogether. | wanted O6usd6 back, and
I went into his bedroom where the feelings | was having would feel
more appropriate. Darnel |l 8ds bedroom was

watabed witha hulking dark oak frame that boasted four stysdsgts,
which held up a very masculifigoking canopy encasing a mirror. |
recalled the reflection in that mirror
hovering over me on lusty nights when we had loeere attetive to each
other. The dresser and armoire matde bed and each piece had drawers
with gold swinging handles. A beautiful black and gold comforter adorned
the bed that matched the sheet set and the curtains. | bought the set for him
when hdirst mowed into the condo two years ago.

| threw myself inb the unmade bed on my belly and waited for the
water to settle under my body. | grabbed one of his huge, fluffy pillows to
rest my head on as | rolled over on my back and gazed at my reflection i
the miror. | thought | looked quite attractive lying teand | smiled and
posed in ways that | thought would make Darnell want to make love to me
if he should walk in and find me there.

| soon grew bored with that game, and | sprawled myself ate$et
hanging my upper torso over one side and began tawufingers through
the fibers of the carpet. It was plush and soft to feel, but its brown color
made me cringe at its ugliness. It abhorred me so much; | instinctively
withdrew my hands from itBbers al began to tap the wood base of the
bed. A beddingskirt covered it. | lay there for a few minutes just tapping
and thinking until | felt the swinging handle on a drawer. | never noticed
that the bed had drawers inside its base before. | pullattaiveopen and
raised the skirt to inspect what was iasid

A trashylooking woman in a tight fitting, up to her butt, down to her
breasts dress was provocatively staring up at me. | smiled.

ATypical man. o

| thought that Darnell must secretly colleciysepictures of trashy
women. | picked it up and noticed thatwas a picture from a 35mm
camera. | turned it over. It was autographed,

To Darnell,

My future husband.

All my luy Mercedesacksorlennings

| looked down into the drawer again and notiogale pictires of the

same trashy tramp, pictures of her alam trashy outfits, pictures of her
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with Darnell at different nightclubs and other events. Even a picture of her
with Darnell on a cruise along with Craig, Tyrobaguita,and Shalonda.
He had neer takenme on a cruise! The dog! The drawer was full of
Christmas cards, birthday cards, Valentineds D:i
and several letters. All from Mercedes Jack¥mmings. The pictures,
cards)etters,and dates indicated that they musstdnbeerseeing each other
for a few years.
Suddenly,at he years | 6d been with Darnel]l no |l ong
or significance. His declarations that each year was proof of his undying
love for me brought the foundation of our relationship to a ciagbleap
of nothingness.
| picked up a letter dated, M&r&8, 1990. It read,

Dear Darnell,
| sorry for getting mad at you last night and putting you out but | jest git
so tried of you staying with that heffa. Shalonda and Laquita told me how
the stuck upmeffa aked when you went boling. When you gone telbbat
us so we can git married like you said. | luv you so much Darnell. | wont us
to be together. | luv you and the baby luv you to.
Mercedes Jacksalennings

| must have read that note a hunldtienes tying to make sense of it.
This girl must be duof her mind to think that Darnell was going to marry
her. What baby? | kept looking at the pictures. There was just no way in the
world Darnell could be seriously interested in a trampy piece jfgbtcas
like her. There had to be some explanatian,tbe reality of those cards,
letters and pictures would not let me rationalize anything except Darnell was
seriously involved with this woman.
My heart sank, and | felt a panicked need to do sontethi eliminate
her from Darnel Iddo ¢ hlei fde.awlerqguioc Dlay nepeérdes ni ght
and retrieved his address book. | searched frantically for Mercedes
Jacksonbés phone number . I found it under t he
Mercedes, and it had four gy hemame.
Before | could dial the number, curigsipurned me to look up my own
name, and there | was under tewith no stars. | was furious. | dialed

Mercedes6 number and | istened to the phone ri
impatiently on the flooas | pid¢ured imaginary steam escaping from my

ears.

iHel o! 0 she shouted into the phone after the
AMay | speak to Mercedes Jackson?0d0 | asked poc
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o ies . 0

ils Darnell there?0

AWho the hell is &6dis?0

AThis is his fianc®e, Caren.o

AfHaf f dahdt my damn house! 0

Before | could say anotheror d, she sl ammed down the phone.

know what to do. My mindaced | was scared and trembling with rage. |
wanted to call the trick back! How dare she hang up on me! The skank! The
skeezer! kalled ker every name, but a child of God as | rantadged,and

paced Darnell 6s bedr oom. I was afraid she mea
me. | had an acute awareness that if Darnell left me, | would really be
ALONE!

The fear, anxiety, pacing and worry thoghly echausted me, and | fell
into a deep sleep. | akened after several hours to Darnell kissing me on
the cheek. | looked into his smiling face. He was wearing his postal uniform.
You had to worubkingmpeyes.y ?0 | asked
Yeah, Radanglha? oyo
I wanted to sur piwastedtoytalisecifwebve mi ssed yo
could try to put the past behind us and start
to come completely out of my sleep.

il dondt have a probl &hehalinothihg t hat |, Red. & He
to hide. AWhat oduad ?voou want to talk ab

! S ! e 1

AiThings have been so distant between us | ate
|l ove you. Do you still I ove me?0

AYou know | do. o

AiThen, why candét we spend more time together

spend 8 much tine with Craig and Tyrone? And when you do, wlbyyou

have to exclude me?0

AiwWe both know the answer to that, dondt we?
the last time we went out together. You donoét
probl em. 0

AYou dom éte.loi ke

AiM friends didndét get me raped and pregnant!
fithought we werendt going to talk about that
AYoudre the one who wanted to talk things out
dondt believe youdre tellinganlhe truth about h
mary someone | candt trust?0

ACan | trust you?bo

Avu know me. My | oyalty ybuawse 6aleways been to vy

talking aboutherer o utbhe one who got pregnant. o
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fiJust because you candt get pregnant doesnot

the sare thingWho is this?0 | d e mapictire d , hol ding up Me
and |letter, fAHas she had your child?0o

ASo, now youb6bre going through my things!o he
picture and note from my hand. He got up from the bed and began to pace
the floor.

fi ¥s, | weththrough your things! How else would | findtdhe truth?
Were you going to tell me about her? And why does this illiterate tramp call
you her future husband? What does she mean by she loves you and the baby
loves you? Do you have a baby witl He o
iYouwed t he detective, ssonal bepoingimgg. t hr ough peopl ed
Youtellmesincey ou know so much! o
iForget it Darnel |I! Youbdd only | ie anyway.
scooting over the waving waterbed and finding my way to the edge. | went
out intothe living room where my purse, shoes and cgs keere. | picked
up my purse and keys, slipped into my shoes and stormed out the door.
Darnell was right on my heels.

iCcaren, youbre the one whodés | ying! I never
nevertddyouam ut her. You knew | 6¢gelledeen with other w
from the front door.
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| jumped into my car and blew my horn like a maniac for him to let me
out because he had pulled his car into the driveway behind me. He jumped
into his car, pulld out andollowed me as | sped through the intersections
back to my own apartment.
| zipped into my parking space and stomped to the door of the building.
| stepped into the lobby and searched through my purse for my door key.
Darnell joined me in the hiby as llocated the key and opened the door. He
followedme in.
iwhat the hell do
AfWedbre not done t a
iwWe are as far as
| pushed two on the small elevator.
AWedl | see welgeitoyto utrh aatp awhhement . 0
Moments after the silent elewatride, | slammed open my door and
stormed into the apartment.
iNow, what do you want, Darnell ?0
He walkedpastme furiously and went into my bedroom. | followed
him. | stared at him in wondernteas | wached him pull my journal from
under my bed wherenraively thought no one would ever find it. A brief
flash of him playing with the carpet while hanging over the side of my bed
the same way | had fallen into his secret world went through my asind
stodl there, frozen.
fiMaybe itds becradlsmayled sihtbdeen mgc a Ws e

want 20 | screamed at hi
ng, 0 he said forcefully.

ou
ki
Om concerned. 0

unfaithful. I guess itdés because | d&m tired of
Il 6m excited \looightwithtmiyeew flieaniflyanewl friertd a
is sexyexcitingand hands ome. He makes! Hme f eel l'i ke | go
makes me feel like a womamd everybody knows that men are just like
jobs. You donét | eave theodoone you have until vy

As he read my words aloud, they seemed to hawe imgpactthan
when | was their only audience.

iSo whias dallt about , to&kaowsehakhgtheche demanded
journal in my face.

Al I could think was that | was glad | hadn
he didndét know t hat hisHirg cooss,Roberéld went out with
was too embarrassed to spdaitood there, dumbfounded.

AThis entry idh dhsepdt Nbhaembarowfd the time vy
me you were raped by some unknown man at a party with Michelle and
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became pregnant? | know youldin 6 to ang partytwith Michelle, but | bet
she helped yoconcoct thisrumpedups t or y. Di dnét she?0

il never said | was raped. o

iYou said somebody had sex with you without
rape. | was worried about you. | hurt for you. How caratmgnsoméody

who would |ie about something |Iike that?0o

inetp it, Darnell. |1 dondt want to talk about i
AWho was it, Caren?o0

AiNone of your business! ltds the past. It 8s
ever being with him again. You had norighttoreadnyu r nal . 0

AJust | i ke you had ngs Howieschwaslt o go t hrough m
going to find out the truth as you put it?o0
That comment hit me hard like a boomerang.

ildm sorry, o0 | said, defeated.

fiYes. That you are. o0 Hisndhisegesds pi erced my he:
threw daggers. The disgust and contempt irehess made me feel like a

Lilliputian from Gulliverbés Travels. We had 1|

We had hurt each other deeply. We had broken sacred trusts. We had

wronged each other. We waraughth a cycl e of trying to use the
faults to pistify our ownBut we were still here after all these years, trying to

hold on to something. We still wanted something that only the other could

provide. We still cared for each other. Iwas@fie Di dnét t hat <count for
something?

ils therjealr malastome you cancelled our wedding
asked after several moments of silence. Tears welled up in my eyes.

il dve known since April. Yes. That 6s why | (
was hpingyouwo ul d t el | me the truth. o

iOr maybe you ngerteo jtusatdeh me i n for a Mercede

i We | | Il mepwemenfare just |ike cars. o

We laughed uneasily.

il shouldnét have |lied to you, Darnel I . | dm ¢
want you tothink tha I wasndt trustwortely. I sl ept with
was | onely. | needed you, and you were never t

| started to cry. He watched me silently for several minutes as | sobbed
and sobbed and whispered repeatedly, Al 6m sorr

He walked towarane slowy, carefully and wrapped his arms around
me. We stod there, holding each other, crying.
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PART TEN: Hot August
49

i Mo mmy ! Pl ease help me! Pl ease donodt | et me
out as | lay on a beach towel taking in the sun on a saabhhn Forida
while on vacation with Darnell visiting hiarhily.

Only half awake, I sat u
around, but | didndét see h
while, | supposed, with my sunglasses cogemy $eeping eyes.

| looked around for help, but no oneasvaround. | got up slowly
focusing in on the little girl, who was drifting farther out into the water and
calling for her mother to help her. | started to run to her, but when | got to

p when | heard the
er mother anywhere.

the edgefthevat er, | remembered | didndt know how to
AfHeSEpPmebody haelafpehzy | yell ed
i Mo mmy ! Pl ease help me! Dondt | et me die!d

sweetly and pitifully.
There was nothing | could do to save her. To try to swim out to her
would besacrificing my own life. | looked around and arouhatning in
circles like a dog chasing his tail and stopping periodically to look at the
little girl. She looked directly into my eyes. She had light brown almond
shaped eyes like mine. Involanty, my attention turned to her lips. They
whispered to mé¢ Mo mmy pl ease dondét kil me . I l ove yo
wonot make you sad. mnme.pr oHeirs el.i pRsl ewaesree dloinkdet k
mine. | started toward her. The water got higher and highenstgany
body, past my knees, thighs and stomach. When itogoty neck, | got
scared again. | turned and waded back to the safety of the beach.
il dm sorry. | canb6ét save you! o0 | screamed out
fi Mo mmy ! Pl ease! dPil eeladsiarlsohtl dherq) she | et me
started to disappear into thater. | could hear her feet kicking against the
water, like tiny footsteps.
il dm sorry! o | kept sobbing.
Tears dripped into my ears and stained my pillowcase as | awakened
from a fretful sleepl wipedmy eyes with my hands as | looked around for
the tssue box that | kept on my nightstanehlizing that | was going to
make my eyes turn red and puffy if | kept rubbing them.
My tears mixed with sweat dripped onto parts of my hair causing it to
look sortof mangled around the ends. It was hot in my bedron the last
Sunday of August. The temperature had to be in the high 90s. | looked out
of my bedroom window where the shade had not been pulled down before |
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went to bed the previous night thghuthe sker white curtains that swayed
gently to the light keeze that came through the screen, and | saw it was
daylight.
| heard the birds chirping having their morning conversation against the
sounds of passing cars on Interstate 271. | looked atamy alock The
red numbers staring back at me said 7:03triet to look at Darnell who
lay beside me. We had made love for the first time in months, a year
actually.
After a twoweek hiatus from me, he decided that he wanted to try to
work things out. Héold methat he would end things with Mercedes so that
we calld have a fresh start. | promised that | would never cheat on him
again, but | still chose to keep the identity of my lover a secret.
| assured him of how very much | loved him by making lowé Wwim
for hours. He told me that he had loved me for sototgat he di dnét t hi nk
he knew how to | ove anyone el se. I wasnoét qui
longt erm relationship with Mercedes, but I al so
would actually prefer adotchie ® me. | got up to turn on the ceiling fan,
then retuned to bed where | snuggled close to Darnell and whispered in his
ear.
iLetds make a baby. o
He turned to me lazily, yawning and stretching. He wrapped me in his
arms. | started to kiss him temige | kissed his lips, his cheeks, gently
nibbling his ear otil he started to respond to me, and we made love again.
We tried new positions that | had always been too inhibited before Robert to
try. We made love in every room and on every piece of tuenin my
apartment.
He had some tr i cwitlsmetdiosettooHwoddgredhever tri ed
where he was coming up with all these kinky ideas. Mercedes Jackson came
to mind, but | quickly pushed her out where she belonged. | wondered if he
wanted to askf my sexality had heightened because of my lover as |
suspeted was the case with him. | tried desperately to keep Robert and
Mercedes out of my thoughts and concentrate oI
want anything to mess up our reconciliation. | was réadgarryhim and
have his children. After our morning lovekirag, we showered and dressed.
| hoped that | had conceived his child.
AYoudre stildl on t heslippmg onlhis jeaar endét you?0 he
shorts.
AWhat difference domagiedistonmaled Weédr e getting
ready to have a baby. o
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iYou magubhenkegdy, but trust me, Red, webre
youbre still on the pill. 0

I di dndt respond. I hadndét been on the pill
them a few months after Darnell andet sur welding date. They were

making me sick, and | figuredd6d j ust ask Darnel!l to use somet
when the time came. It never came, until last night.

il thought | heard you say something about m
you onthe pill? Are youtrigtogepr egnant ? 0

Aildm just trying to |l ove you, Darnell .o

AfWhat does that mean? Red, we candét have no &
AFine. o

iSo youbre on the pill, right?o

AYou should have worried about that before nc

Darnell was fully dressed now and prepgrio leae. He sat on the

edge of the bed, brushing his wavé felt disconnected from him néw

l' i ke he had gotten all/l he wanted from me, and
iSo, are you on the pill for the hundredth ti
iAre we getting married?0
Darnell ceasd his gpoming and moved closer to where | lay on the bed

watching him.
i Red, | 6ve |l oved you since | was old enough
enjoyed this time webve spent together. It és

spent with any wommade nilt akerewt Wwabvevebuot
decided to try to forgive each et  f or | but theydédre not easily f
think we need more time before we start discus
| sat up and leaned back onto my headboard. | stared down at my biker
shorts, lettig my eys stroll down my thighs and legs to my bare feet. |
dropped my upper torso sideways onto the bed and sprawled across it. | felt
i ke | could deal with the disappointment of
down.
Darnell came over and sat next to myadheand sbked my wet,
mangled hair softly. The ceiling faromtinued to whirl quietly over our
heads. The bed was a mess from our morning and afternoon delight. We
were both sweating lightly. His touch was soo
would have literallynmade méeel hot and bothered.
| rolled onto my back and tldis hand into mine and kissed it.
ADarnel |, pl ease. Candét we get past this? L
Thereds no sense in dwelling on the past. Wha
move on.o
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fi Wevill. We just need to take our time. | need that. As a maegtl
that. Do you understand?o0
Al guess 16l1 have to,0 | said feeling the <c
when he had to do something éas a mané that he
i Come o0 n patiing heeon eyahip i signal he wanted me to get
upandseei m to the door. fAl have to go now. [16Il1 ¢
| scooted out of the bed and walked with him to the door. As | opened it
for him, he turned and pulled me into his arms.
Al doewt,Rd.l Vervy much. 0o

iYeah, me too. o

And he was gone.

twas so stuffy in my apartment. My air condi't
the fans just werendt getting the job done. I

spread myself across it. It was too hot to moway perfetly still under that
ceiling fan to keep as cool bpossibly could. It seemed to just blow the hot
air around.
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50
Early in the evening | decided | just coul dnt
AHel |l o. 0
AHey, Mark. 1tds me. Caren. o
ifHey, Bae. nHodvahyess?e dohavendét seen or heard fr
inawhilel miss you. Whatés up? You ainét mad at me
il dm hot as hell, but 16&dm not mad at you. | ¢
you werené6t home. 0
iSo, whatodéds up?o0
il dm bur ni ng 68 pyaadmetithe ntaietanance pdople
aregone. Theacondi ti oner isndt working. Can you ¢ o0m
it?o0
AiNo problem, Bae. 10611 be right over.o
iThanks, Mark. | |l ook forward to seeing you.
I hung up the phone araly still under the ceiling fan waiting for Mark
to delverme from t he unbearable heat. I mi ssed him
how hedd feel about it but I coul dnot wai t

reconciliation with Darnell.
| wanted to let him know that | hachélly goten myself together. It
bothered me that | had dgminted Mark because | knew how much he
thought of me. It was a real hit in the gut to have him say that he had been
disgusted by my actions of late.
He would be proud of me now | hoped, everutiiohe nijht be a little
disappointed that he and | would/eebe a couple. | turned on some Public
Enemy and blared~ight the Powed
I't took me to sce DetseRght ThiSgMark e Leeds movi e,
and | had walked to the Southgate Cinema to seefdhe hte shows last
summer. Mark loved rap music and RuEnemy was the only rap music |
had. | loved the way Radio Raheem kept plafifight the Poweron that
big radio in the movie.
| thought Mark might be hungry when he got to my apartmentagt
dinnatime, but it was too hot to cook. | ordered a @izzgot out my ice
bucket, filled it with ice and put a bottle of wine in it to chill. | took out two
wineglasses and decided | wanted my reunion with Mark to be a little less
noisy, so | turned & Public Enemy and turned on some Dazz Band from
my oO6xalmsw jtape that I had made from about fi v
albums.
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The door buzzer rang after about three songs had played, and | playfully
sang fiKnock, Knock as | opened the door. | greetedriavith a warm

friendly hug.

AfHey! Whatodés up?o0

AfYou Bae. i You shod6 | ook sexy in those biker s
AfBehave yourself, Mark.o

AWhy | gotta behave? You shouldndt wear not hj
want me to say nothind about it.o

i Come o0 nyoubeeru pWhtaot | at el y?0
| smiled at him and appraised hirsctieetly. He had on mesh black
Nike shorts with a white swoosh in the bottom left corner and a matching
tank, white Nike socks with a black swoosh, and black and white Nike
tennis shoes. He worelightweight Nike jacket that | imagined must have
made hirrhot, but | made no comment about it.
His attire was a little more stylish than his usual jeans or work pants. He
took the jacket off and folded it carefully on his arm as he walked toward
my sofa.His ensenble complemented his strong, muscular physique qui
nicely. His reddishbrown skin glistened with a light mist of sweat that
made him |l ook delectabl e. Hi s thuggish demeano
how handsome and sexy he truly was. Those lemithazé eyes refused to
be ignored. | pushed those thotggfrom my head quickly as | sat down
with him on the sofa.
fi ainét been doind much. Tryiné
joinind my motherds churchofind8dhe to
Lord before she died. o
He laid his jacket carefyl over the arm of the sofa near where he sat. |
threw some giant pillows on the floor, and we slid down from the sofa to sit
on them.
fi candét i magine you in hes$eeondc h, o | kidded hi
time youdve mentioned Wantmogttbegetercbaseb to
I remembered that his motherds church was Me
the days, heJackieand | had gone to Sunday school there. The church that
Jackie still attended. | din 6 t ionntle@ainltknew what church he was

to get rigt
Il d me she wi

taking abouté r f ear t hat I would remind him of how i
when his mother died.

Al am serious. I think it just may be what |
|l ve been through a | ot, Bae. 0

ATel | ume iadgghrae e d . I thought about the big mes

myself into with RobertDarnell,and Jessie Bassett.
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There was an awkward silence for a moment when our eyes met. |
blushed at the effect those beautiful hazel eyes of his always had on me. |
looked down aimy bare feet. The next thing | knew his hand iifisg my
chin forcing my eyes to meet his alluring gaze.

AWhy is it so hard for you to |l ook at me, Bae
Ailtéds not hard for me to | ook at you. I'tos
responded nervolys

Al ndob mind i f you st arireandlookeé t ol d me. I bl u
away. fAiCan | stare at you then?0 he asked.

Ailf you want to.o

il want to. o

fi ordered some pizza for us, but you can d
while we wait for them to deliver it.o

A Wi2Wthyas 70 He |1 aughed.

Awell, itdos okawihe kRaeeyangwasasmd then. o

iThat 6 s wh at totelliyoudor ybaesdHa wat teaging img.
He got up and walked over to the air conditioner as | headed for the kitchen
to get the wine anglasses.

iLet me check this mypzmgvhenitigets now so | can en
here. | got a Il ot to tell you, Bae. o

AOh?06 | called from the kitchen.

fiYeah, a whole |l ot.o His voice quieted, t hen
like the wires are loose in thigiti | useed to have to reconnect them all the

time whenlwor ked here. ltéds no big deal . I 61 1 have
You need to tell them to get you another unit
one. 0

| returned to the living room to find Mark replacitig facirg on the air
conditioner. | put the ice bucketthithe wine and the glasses on the floor
and resumed my seat on the pillow.
ilt should be cooling off soon, 06 he told me &
again.
The Dazz Band was singingnvitation to Lovep which flowed right
into the next selectiofiBadGirl.0 Mark lifted his glass.

iTo the baddest girl I know. 0
| raised my glass, too, atobk a sip A Odh sadid,daughing after |
swallowed Al é6m messed up in the head. Remember tha
iYeadmemberbuts o i s the girl tdiferst tal kind O6bout i
she |l oved Skip, then Pierre and on and on. Sh

what she wanna do. | was worried about you, Bae. | spoke to you that way
because | wanted you to snap out of thaytale world you was caught up
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in. Youneedtoquitckai né them Obougied men and get wit a

me. | dondt know when you gond realize that.o
iYou dondét think Darnell is right for me?o
iHel I no! Hebés a punk and a cheat! o

il cheated, too.o

fi Yab,butpyu did it because you were |l onely. o

iSo, aveyaugbod reason for cheating that make
i No ! 't just says somMdthmitég dilflf.6rlendton®dkkout
think you wanted to sleep around, Bae. | think you felt you hadoial@r to

get what you needed. Darnell doesitbecause ked s t o do it . o

I |l eaned back against the sofa, feeling a |i
whi ch gave me confirmation that | wasno6t the s
as.

iSo, what O0pinmthle thiuscaPBPout inquired wanting

outexacfy where Markds head was after hearing his
The door buzzer rang before he could begin his reply.

iHol d that thought! o6 |I told him as | jumped
quickly pulled a tventy from his pocket and handed it to me.
i Heyroeu go, Bae. 0

| grabbed the twenty and ran to the intercom to announce to the delivery
boy that | would be down in a minute. | came back to the apartment five
minutes later with a hot pepperoni asdusage ipza. | grabbed some
napkins from the kitchen amlaced the pizza on the floor in the middle of
our pillows next to the wine.
Mark leaned his head back on the sofa as | rejoined him on the floor. He
wiggled his foot to the music. The Dazz Bamdonedmy favorite ballad,
fil oklelep on LoboouInd tYeolul. it was a favorite of Mar
was singing it with his eyes closed and his face was all tore up like he could
feel the words and music deep down in his soul.
He just kept singing thedek overand over again along with the
background vocalistwith great tenacity. When the song was over, he sat up
and looked into my eyes again. This time | felt myswdft a little as Mark
took my chin in his hand ag8en and told me, f
ad ter all that wedvetbddewet hrooveglhlyoDo sy o ek i dwe
day | met you, which had to be whgou wereabout five yearsld
| smiled and looked away, then | picked up a slice of pizza and began to
eat it hungrily.
il c oalllthdmadt ou used to talka about me, o | an:
few bites of pizza.
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i Now, I know you know that a boy al ways teas
when he becomes a man, well, you know. 0 He 1|l oo
iwWant some more wine?0 | asked.

iSuthegnswveed | ooking slightl ygetdi sappointed thai
me to hold our gaze for more than a few seconds.

iSo, you were going to tell me about your dec

iYeah. A | ot has happened to me in the | ast
mothe 6 s relly &drdhand | started drinking more and lemgpa lot of
weed. | was selling bud for this guy named JD, and | kinda lost it when Ma

di ed. I wasndt takind care of business. I s mo k
wasnét wor ki nd dmad fehitgdid got mad and pulleccao u

gun on me. Youlk o w, | 6ve al ways hung with a pretty ro
aindét never had nobody pull a gun on me before
my head, and he was talkiné much smack too! He
Mand otn 6be messind wit my darhlmorkey!l 611 kil
you! 6 HeMawiavse |Iwaksen 6té boys, | 6d kill you right |

candét sell no mod of my damn weed!
Then he popped me upside the head with the butt of that gun and walked
the helloff. | had to be rushed to the hospital and trefded concussion.
There was a big gash in the back of my head.
l ucky to be alive. Blessed to be alive, bl esse
Mark started rubbing his hands together nervously f@ssiftaking
about himeardeathexperience put himrigita c k at deat hés door again. |
was sweating. | looked up at the air conditioner to see if it was running. |
could hear iit, but it didnét really feel much
fi dondét &codime,d,Bafiet,hbath experience really scar
knew | neded to make some changes in my life after that. | started thinking
about my mother. What would she want me to do? You know? Did | tell
you how she died?59

ANo. | dondét think so,0 | answered.
He looked at ne pointedly. | knew the look came from a brief tatien
t hat I hadndét been concerned enough to ask. T

had to let go of the anger and resentment, he went on with his story.
iShe had a heart aatetfomottwoveeks.yed i n i ntensive
stayed with her as much as tiveguld let me. She told me before she died,

her |l ast words as | sat at her bedside cryind
cryin6é Obout me. |1 6m gond be must fine. You ne
goihobu need to be tryinén, owhgen ictliosseyod@ o t he
ti me, I 611 see you when you get there. & Bae,
believed it. 6l 611 see you when you get there
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there. & Her Iwshsformeyler odlg child. Baey | wanaas t
make her proud.di dndét do nothind she could be proud o
l'ivino, but i f therebds really a chance that |
to be proud of me when that time comes. | wanna do whatge#aldoso
I can see her again.o

A tear fell on his cheeland | put my arms around him.

il wanna see her again, Bae. | wanna see her
AYou wild]l. I f she said you will, then you wi/l
He sobbed in my arms for several minuteore he regained i

COMpOSte.

fi thought about when fogewoudos ked me i f God w
having an abortion, and Mama always told me that God forgives you if you

ask him in prayer and believe that He has forgiven you. | thought about all

the crazy mebnsed fogiveness fdroamcel knevh lehad to

start markyei md cthamange. I think thatdéds what you n
you and me are two of a kind. | think we need each other. | think we can do

this thing together. Lord knows we both need f
| was somoved by Markds story y hat I didnot da

reconciliation with Darnell. | could feel that he needed me now, and | had

never been there for him before. | knew | had to be there for him now.
fiBae, I need you to keep something for me. o
fi O k.@aMy response was eagdrwanted to do anything | coula t

make up for how | had failed him before. He pulled out a small gun he had

hidden in his jacket pocket. | jumped.

iDondédt be scared, Bae. I just want you to put
got itto protet myself from JD or really to get him back for wiat did to

me . I realize | dondét need it anymore. Godds ¢
want it around me until I know | 6ve got my hes

trust myself with it right now. Ik o w bhiet éslalff e wi th you. 0
I di dndt r e s pny hedd. Helgot jipuptated theaqandre d
one of my dresser drawers and then returned to me on the living room floor.
fi donét care what it takes, Bae. |l m gonna
convinceyouthatwe bel ong t oget her . 0o
He took my chin in his hanchoe again, forcing me to look into those
penetratindiazeleyes. | looked down, and he took his hand away from my

chin and put his arms around me.

iltds okay. Ther eds whabdidyoukakie,tcd he assured me.
tell me?0

Having decided already thabw was not the time to talk about Darnell,

|l responded, fl dve been having a | ot of bad dr
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ioh yeah. O6Bout what?o0

AA Iittle girl who | ooks | ckrbétme is in troubl
ssy e her. I canoét S Wi m. reamst aboft itiny s t , I woul d jus
footsteps that | couldnét catch, but | ast ni gl
sound of the Iittle girlés feet kicking agains
AHMMh. Thatodéds interesting. o

fi | réattydddd when|wake up,youkndwg ui | t y. O

AWasn$ou supposed to have your baby around t*h
fiYeah, o0 | admitted, fbut why are you bringing
fiBae, I know ités had to be on your mind. o
iYeah, but | guesioutlud.uosst di dnét want to say
iKeepind it in they.dlappknediBre ¥oudt make it go a
was pregnant, and you had an abortion. Didnot

anybody for you to talk to or anything to help
i No . Her mai n asiogetme though the groceddre,y w

notto worry aboutwha f f ect it would have on me | ater. | 6
shebébs been hounding me at work. She wonoét | et
to use her knowledge of it to expose Robert. o

iThat 6s m eybes theteshauld be a Nd&v against having
abortions. o
iwWet heydre just bad dr eams, Mar k. | 6m sure ti
be fine. o
fi h o p eaid.d msted myhhead dhis lap so he could stroke my
hair. We sathere quietly for a few moments.etstrokedmy hair softly
easing me into a relaxed and cort#ble state. | still felt hot and sweaty.
iThe air isnbét working,o | complained finall.y
iHere, this will cool you off. 06 He took some
it gently over my facearms,andthighs ad then another piece down my
tank top. | was remied again obo the Right Thingas he slid the ice in
circular motions under my tank top and around my breasts in much the
same way Spike Lee did to Rosie Perez in the movie.
| made no move to gtchim. Hetouchedcaressedcand massaged each
and every pa of my body until | relaxed into a deep sleep.
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i Mo mmy ! Pl ease dondét | et me die! Hel p me! o TI
the window of my apartment building. Flames consumed the building
quickly. | got aut of my car in the parking lot and ran toward building as
| looked up at the little girl in my window.
AOh my goodness! o | screamed. fASomebody call
| ran toward the door, but when | tried to open it, a burst of flames
forced meout and knocked me to the asphalt pavementairgded to my
feet and tried to find the girl in the window again. Thick, black smoke
framed her faceHer softjet-black hair caressed her face and fell softly to
her shoulders like mine. She hung the whdow, reaching for me.

i Mommy, pl edsoevle Doe?6tPlycass e dondt kil l me. Pl
|l et me die. o

Ailédm not killing you!o | stomped around on t
smal | temper tantrum. iStop <<aying that! | 6m |
Ités my fault! o

iOof course itdnnynot Sheursmi deldt at Mone haunti ng
ilf you come in to save me, then you would di
more i mportant than | ittle girls, arené6t they?

ANo! No! Thatdéds not what | meant! o

i Come hMommyPrhes ase, Mommy, donét | et me die. o

| stormed deteninedly to the door again, but when | touched the handle
it burned my hand. | jerked away quickly, and | looked inside at the flames
that waited to engulf me if | dared to enter.

fi | ¢ an 6 tSomelmdpeasy help me! Somebody please call the
fredgpart ment! o

fi |l ove you, Mommy. o6 The Ilittle girl told me
into the flames and smoke. fi |l ove you. o | C C
move away from the window. | rantoward ttoragai , but | coul dndét get

i n. | ¢ oulththodetfootstepst c h up wi

iWake up, Bae!d Mark shook me gently. fLet me

| got up drowsily and walked with Mark to my bed. | caught a quick
glimpse of the clock before my head hit my pillovhicho | d me | 6d been
asleep for little over an houvlark laid down beside me and let me lay in

his ar ms. Things felt different now. I wasnot
wrong. It was still hot, and | wiped sweat from my forehead and complained
againto Mark.

Ailtds hot in here, o0 | moaned.

161



deborah mcdaniel

AfMaybe ybakehotifdsome of these clothes, o he
began to help me out of my tank top.
| pulled a sheet over me, and Mark resumed touching, caressing and
massaging me again. This time he kissgdneck, ad it felt right. It felt
good, and for the fitdime in a long time, | felt wanted, needed and truly
loved.
ATell me if you want me to stop, o0 he whisper
gently all over my body.
| realized that stopping was the ldshg | wanted him to do. His tender
foreplay gave me so uoh pleasure that | screamed out in ecstasy three
times. | shook and held him tightly as he made love to me.
il 6ve waitedoshbhel emigspered.hi 1 6m not sure hov
|l ast. o
He madedve to mefor so long that | thought | would pass outnfro
exhaustion. When héinally reached his climax, he shook the whole bed
and grabbed the sheets in a frenzy until he finally went limp. | felt like he
had released his whole soul into my womb, ancoatd fel into a deep
slumber.
A couple of hours lated, groggily awoke to the sound of my frantic
door buzzer. | jumped from my bed and ran to the intercom.

AfYes! o | answered.

i Red! Wh a 't are you doing? | 6éve been ringing
minuteslLetmein | f orgot my key, 6 Darnell yelled at n
il asalseep. | didnét know you were coming back
AJust buzz me in. I l ook like a fool down he

mani ac! 0
| had already hit the buzzer when | turned to face Mark.

iAMar k! o

fi Hebéemhes t oday? What dés goindé on with you guys?
i We kweodr everything out. Webre back together. o
iAnd what about wus? We just made | ove. 0 Mark
shirt was in his hand.

iwWe have to talk about thieshel ater. You gott a
elevator gets to the second floor. Take the stairs.

AYoudre still screwed up! o he yelled. His eye
AiMark, please. | just need time to think. | o

Mark went to the living room for his shoes and slippetad my door
without saying another word. | watched hilisappear onto the stairwell as
the elevator doors opened to spew out Darnell.
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fAnxXxious to see me, huh?0d Darnel |l teased, an
there naked. fAWhy vyouhevwsdéaskethtodé o6r ound with no c

iltds hot Ifdtiritated by both dim and tte question.
iNaw, you just want some more of me. You ste
Girl,0 he said pulling me close to him and ki s

il want to tldhinket haatc odid Is hcoowodr me of f . 0O
| pulled away from Darell and went quickly to the living room to grab
up the wine and glasses before Darnell could notice that there were glasses
for two.
AJust sit down for a minucdhange Let me pick wup
the sheets. You can wait formeinthebedwhiled k e a s hower . 0
iHow about if | take one with you? | |ike whe
My heart sank at the thought of having someone else inside me again.
We already had sex several times thatnimg andafternoon in addition to
the lengthy session thi Mark just less than an hour ago.
| put on my thin, short robe and changed the sheets. | headed for the
bathroom with Darnell right on my heels. | grudgingly let him make love to
me in the showenal once gain when we got into bed. He pulled out early

bot h times for fear of getting me pregnant j us
already.
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AMommy, | 6d&m burning! Please come get me! Pl ea
Flames and smoke surrounded the little githweyeslike mine again.

Still, I looked helplessly upt her in the window from the parking lot.
Al &m coming, Sweetheart. I promise. 1 dm goi ng
I ran inside the apartment building again and raced to the door of the

apartment, but before d¢ould taich the hotdoorknob a gloved hand

appearedwhhr e | was about to place my own, and | | ¢c
face.
il 6l get the baby. You stay here. o

| ran back out into the parking lot where | could look up at the window,
but the little girl wagjone. Ma k woul dnét be able to save her. I
sat in the middle of the parking lot with my legs crossed and began to cry

unt il Mark returned with a baby in his arms. I
girl. 1 didnét s eoenttefrelreacbkedauttblmidy i n t he water
the baby, but Markulled away.

iThe baby is safe with me, 0 he told me and ws

| sat up straight in my bed feeling that same pang of guilt. I looked at my
clock. It was 8:10. Monday morning. Darnell had gtmevork. | had fifty
minutes to shower, dress and makedbmmute to th&A Times. | jumped
out of bed and sped through my morning routine at twice the normal pace.

| ran down the stairs instead of taking the elevator and rushed out into
the parking lotda my car.As | positioned myself behind the steering whee
| turned to look up at my apartment window. It was empty. | started my
engine quickly and applied my make up in the rearview mirror as | sped out
of the parking lot and onto Interstate 271 to #@@ding oward 77 into
downtown Cleveland.

| barely acknwl edged Jacki ebs, fiwhat 6s up, Girl ?2060 a:
headed into the City Room. The reporters were finishing their morning
coffee and starting to sit down to their computers. | started to feel my
composure et ur ni ng when | noticeedaleasyi owabadnhdt ar
up to dealing with her yet. | sat down to my computer and opened my e
mail.

Caren,

We need to talk. See me in my office at 10:30 sharp.
Marge

The message sounded like trajbhnd lhad the sinking feeling that
Jessie Bassett wawolved somehow. | tried not to think about what Marge
wanted to see me about, and | checked my | og f
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di dndét have any. That was seabenge, but | was r
to catch up on editing news releases and writirggstories | had already
covered. Everything had to be ready for press by Wednesday.
iSsso, did Marge send you a notice about a me
iDo you have to know édwearsyappedl ng t hat goes on
at Jessie.

il was |j ustout.r yeixncgu steo mwearfrory trying to help. o
Awarn? Help? Why woul d I need help? | have
wrong. o
il é6ll say you have.o Jessie smiled slyly.
AfOkay, Jessie. Letods thtave it. What are you te
fi Iriedtto get you to tell the truth, but youwauldt cooper at e. No w,
your job may be in jeopardy. o
I nfuriated at Jessiebs taunting and frustrat
to what she was talking aboutd I stormed full

bustedn on a private meeting between Marge and Nid®ell. Frozen in
their positions sitting across from each othe
widened with expectancy. | halted suddenly realizing the stupidity of my

abrupt entrance.

i May | ?he IMaskedideunvoice was stern.

Mr. Caldwell settledack into his seat and looked at me searchingly.

il dm sorry, Mar ge. ltéds Jessie. She just dri\
is in jeopardy!o

Marge and Mr. Caldwell gave each other a knowing glamok tlen,
Mr. Caldwell got up from his seat, the infamdus h ai r . 6

iHere, sit down, young |l ady, o he said hol ding
| sat cautiously and looked back and forth from him to Marge

guestioningly. I donét t hieniectyMr . Cal dwel | had
before. He walked over to the bigwindowintMg e 6s of fi ce t hat | ooked ou
over the city of Cleveland and showed off the
ilt seems some information has fallen into
harmful to you, Margestnted qui te newsworthy, o

| took a deep breathas my mindracedoveal | t he confrontations 1|6d
with Jessie about Robert and me since | had gotten my abortion in January. |

knew she wasndédt going to let it go.

AWhat information?0 | asked nervously.

AfJessi mvadiptbieerg Council man Turner because hebd

for a state senate seat, and it seems that there are a couple of people from
your apartment building that saw you making love outside your apartment
door with him the night of his dinner dance fundeaia November. There
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are also some former patients afemarby abortion clinic who say they saw
Councilman Turner sleeping in the waiting area in January. They say they
saw him leave with a woman who fits your descriptibinere are some
protesters who lieve the/ recognized the both of you there, too. Jessie

says shebs sur e it wa s you, but she wonét ¢
background, |l &m sure she knows it was you, to
have to give Jessie the go ahead on it. Was the young lday atvdrton

clinic you?o

i Mar ge, h ow ¢ aaunciyhanururretrcaftet theipassitve o  C
relationship wedbve built with him when he star
fi donét want to do it, Caren, but itds goi

stories in Clevelad--in OHo! You know Jessie is a wekhown writer. She

can sell this story to anyone in a New York minute. We need this break,

Caren. The story is going to come out whether we print it or not. Just tell me

that it wasndét yououmimart hen@ebodti on clinic with
Marge looked at Mr. Caldwell for suppoHe stood quietly by the

window, trying to give us thdlusion of being alone, like the proverbial fly

on the wall.
fi Wh at di fference does it make who the woman
about the woma .  botit dwsnerand his stand on the abortion igsue,n 6 t
it?o0
fivyes Caren, thatédés true, but once itds report
child with his collaboration, what do you think everyone will want to
know?o
| held my head down. There was ne.ushe tuth was going to come
out.
i My mot h e readjsamething tka thi$ dbout me, Marge! My
fianc® wildl |l eave me for sure. Robert is his f

know it was me! 0
Marge and Mr. Caldwell gave each other an affirming ,l@sid Mr.

Caldwell started to pace behind 6the chair. 6
fiLsten here, young | ady, we don6t want vyou t
are tied. Maybe you should take a leave of absence until this thing blows

over . Once the story boeanktsheoutyoubre probably
covering stories anyway. Other reportgiltbe asking you questions about

Mr. Turner while youdbére trying to get the stor
things wildl be pretty tense between you and J
goodnotohaveé see her every day. o

Al 6ve j ustt habloeustsihea dnyiste Iwfi, Wil |l ! o6 Marge inte

It startled me to hear Marge call Mr. Caldwell by his first name.
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Al just | i ke her nerve threatening to sell t
has no loyaltyWil,and you know how | feel about that! o

il bvegbod| temutati on as reporter at this pape
done a good job for you since | was a college
just throw me out for Jessie Bassatio would sell you diat thedrop of a

hat. | care about this paper. | catmat the people who work here. All

Jessie cares about is Jessie! How could you do
Marge! | 6ve woyolkleay alatryd? 0 Wher eds

fiLook, Caren. | wakdt nged ht e sabkyJebat esheds

det er mi n g lteak fdr he) and vahy sould we risk her selling the

story to someone else when webdve paid her sal
Caren, the story is going to come out. People deserve to know tthe tru

about Turner before they go to the polls in Novembéfe have a

responsibility to our readers. I f we dondt rur
canodt be trusted to tell the truth when one
credibility israh. ebaadknrarock ahdmahardr ry, Ca

place. Wehavetomu t he story. o
Tears streamed down my face. | felt hurt, embarrassed, confused and
scared. | felt like the weight of the world was on my shoulders.

iMy goodness, Caren. 0 Maerlgmedonwal ked over to m
my shoul der . i How @to sdmdthiny likes thisg e t your self i
Havendt | always told you that what you do in
l'ight?o0

Anger started to build as | began to try to assess who was the blame for
the way my lifewas conmg apart, and my resentment grew toward Marge
the moment she used that infamous catch phrase to judge me.
iwWhere did that stupi geledasywippdg come from anyw
tears from my cheeks.
| concluded that the whole thing was Marge and Galdwel 6 s f aul t
because they could stop this from heipg, and they refused to use their
influence to help me. They were too concerned about their precious paper.

iltés a biblical truth, o Marge answered, ilan

going for you nowyoumigh want t o spend some time in Godbs
combrt. Youdbre about to go through an ordeal un
experienced, and youdre going to need more s
needed in your I|ife. 16l1 be praying for you,

Mr. Caldwdl stood beside Marge now. They looked so unégedinst
me. | thought about all the times Jackie and | had kidded about the two of
them having an affair. It seemed more believable to me now than it ever had
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before. My anger raged as | stood ug gave tem the most disgusted look
| could muster.
fi Y okoow what you can do with your prayers! How dare you judge
me! How dare you talk to me about the word of God. The both of you can
just kiss my black behind! edtopotandédt wait for th
yourst ory on the fr ontdAAJmes®ublsHerasdo mebodyds pape
Editor Making Out and Making News! o
I got up from O6the chair6 and slammed the d
giving them a chance to utter a single word of rebuttal. | stormed teshy
and began packing my things hurriedly. The moreatiged, the more |
cried, and the more | pushed away any rational thought or feeling that tried
to tell me | was overreacting.
iSsso, youdbre |l eaving us, huh?0 Jessie inquir
iYoudd | u$dhellmay ftora me bgferd | kitk your nosy
behindala ound t his newsroom! 0
AAl ri ghty tnlimécking the JmhGareyscharacter frdm

Living Color. i | was just trying to see i f you were c
misjudged me, Caren. | tried to hglpu. Youj ust woul dndét | et me. Turner
i snét wownut sawhatiged for him. Hedl | screw thi:
the same way he screwed you. ltés best for eve
Sur e, i toll hurt you forOhmwilhbettl e whil e, but
saved from at least one crooked politician.

iGo to hel I ,,rolingsygteaey leyies at herad Istartece d

on my way with all/l my belongings in a duffle b

about saving Cleveland or Ohio. All you care dbisumaking a name for
Jessie. You could have found amativay to support the other candidate if
t hat was your real concern. You didnot have t
Robert wasnét the best man for the job. o
| stormed out of the newsroom as all the regge wathed me in
wonderment, sure to ask Jessie wiagidened as soon as | was safely out of
sight. | busted through the door that led to the lobby where Jackie was
typing on her computer. She looked up when she heard the door.
iwWhat 6s goskedg on?0 she a
fillkave t o t el | yldoldhdraaltwalkedoutCal | me, 0

168



whatyou danthed ar k €&
PART ELEVEN: September Harvest

53

AiThe fruit is always so good this time of ye
walked through the produce aisle in the supermarket.

iYeah, 0 Heushigahe pad whileel inspected nectarines and
peches. fAltés harvest time. o

| was in a good mood. It was Labor Day. Darnell and | were shopping
for a few items to have an intimate cookout on my apartment balcony.

| had told Darnell that | quit my jpbecaus¢ coul dnét get al ong with

Jessie. Hegavene | ong | ecture about how | shoul dnét
interfere with my personal goals. He also made a point of telling me that |,

of all peopl e, should know that you donot | e
anothemone.

He suggested | take the postal exam sabddor some timewithin the
next few weeks. So, | applied, and he seemed relieved that | was finally
going to work in the real world.
It had been a wmHAeTknessandnl evas erjoding | ef t t he
every manent | could with Darnell. | knew our days wenumbered.
Jessiebs story would be hitting the newsstands
family would know that 16d slept with Robert.
| had an abortion. | had gone over cowstlexplaations, excuses and
reasons that | could giveveryone, but none that | thought might gain me
forgiveness and a wedding ring.
| started to pray for God to intervénetop them from printing the
story. Let Jessie get struck down by lightning. Letdaeircese unreliable.
Mrs. Bagley across the hallgimably told Jessie about Robert and me
making love in the hallway. | should have been more careful. Maybe Mr.
Caldwell and Marge would take pity on me and somehow convince Jessie
to ditch the story. Nue of thee options were likely. | knew it.
Darnell andl drove back to my apartment in silence. He looked very
pensive as he drove through the streets of Bedford Heights. | wondered
what was on his mind. Had someone already told him about the story?
Finaly, as wewere nearing my apartment complex he uttdfiedle need t o
tal k. o
My heart stopped and quickened. | tried to anticipate what he wanted to
talk about. Those words, Owemaheed to talkoé rer
on the day | left thé\A Times Heknewmyth ought s al erted me. I hadnot
checked the pap#his morning. Maybe it was in th#ain Dealeinstead of
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the AA Times I couldndt rule out the possibility th
This was probablfp-dayyand | di dndt evdghthdvemow it. | thought
until Thursday when the next issue of fi Timescame out, but if Jessie

went to thePD, the story could come out any day.

il never wanted you to find out about this, I
hide for only so long, 0 he started.

AWhat takimabheut 20 | asked my&el fl. AFind out a
asked him.

il have a son, 0 he announced. fiHe was born | a

| was stunned. My heart dropped and broke into millions of little pieces
and floated to every part of my body. | was crushedesbdttld d ndét even
know how to react. My mind keptvigiting memories, trying to make sense
of what Darnell had just said. It returned to July when | found the letters
from Mercedes Jackson in his room. He had a son with that tramp after |
had given up mdaughtefor him! | screamed in my mind.
AWit hdbBer dackson?0 | muttered.
iYeah, o h egiving me & ebriek Idok of surprise at the
realization that he had already lied about the depth of their relationship.

Then, he shrugged it off as if he tightitr r el evant at this point. @Al t
saveyof rom all of this, but | couldnét. Mer cedes
She told me that she was on the pill, but she
an abortion, but she refused. She wants to getenarti 0

i Arycdbu? 0

i Red, Mer cedes d oerenbittour ohddameana nyt hi ng t
everything to me. 0

iSo, youbre going to marry her?0

il dondédt know, maybe. o

i So, what has alll this time wedve been spend

What about the promises you maat@ut on new commitment to each
ot her ?0
i Just ahtyingwahpld on to something | knew | was about to

|l ose. O

| sat quietly as Darnell pulled into the parking lot and parked the car.

fi told her that I was 1 meislnove with you, b ut
future for us. She thinks if | really loveady, | would have married you by
now. o0

Ails she right??2?9

ARed, you know how much | | ove you. | canot

you around. | 6éve tried to distance myself from
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wanttobewi t h you. | 8m j usntd nlotc asnadtti sgfeite do vweirt ht hyeo u,
things | read in your journal .o

Ails that why you slept with her without wusing
i Why did y ou sl eep with the guy you were

protection?o

Al wayltwande!l pl anned. o

il was |l onely, too. o

AiDarhéve, al ways been there for you. How coul
l onel y?o

il never felt Ilike it was me you wanted. o
fiwhat ? That doesnét make any sense. I wanted
life with you. | wanted tdbe yourwife.Iwant ed t o have your children. o
AYoafidnitely wanted to get married and have
think it necessarily had to be me that you did
AHow could you say that? | 6ve been faithful
Youdree otnl y man | 6ve eavteronbee enmi swiatkhe .edxcept f or
fiYeah, but you dondét think I &d&m good enough f

guy was a college graduate, probably what you would consider successful.
You think you deserve better than me beeaumi grauated from college,

and I 6m j uktera opostal wo

iDarnel |, I just applied there myself. Youdre
iltés a career for me, Red. For you, itds a t
iThis conversation is skupbdteh. bedm not I ike t

than you. | love you just the way you aré

iYoudre not being honest with yourself. o

iSo, whatds going to happen to us now?o0

il dondédt know. What do you think should happe
iwhat is it you see in this Mercedes?0
iThat 6s what thinkse #13. gvoud @emmatgh for me, do

you?o

iNo, .I Slloen®gs a tramp. o

iSheds a person. o

iSo, what atpersarcdt ed you to this

iltéds the sex if you must know. Sheds good ir
AYou dolnd@o otdhiimk bed?0

AYou al ways want unBometnes, |jnstwamttol ove to yo

have sex! ilnkj wmeetdrcaco céotmptai i bl e sexual l y. |l dm a
and youdre a spiritual | over. o

AiYou sound crazy! I thought you enjoyed bei

understand what you want .o
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il &dm not sur emegbiadar | atntl sdaneknow what | don
want. lalsk now what | want right now is to go see m)
I fumed with anger at the sound of those wor
he was proud, even happy. | felt left out, alone. | got out of the car and
stated takirg the grocery bags out of the trunk of Ddrnéls Ni ssan 300X .
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He got out and grabbed the bags | couldnét ¢
my apartment building. Once inside my apartment, we put the bags on the
kitchen floor. | went to my bedrooand flungmyself onto the bed. Darnell
followed me andtood over me quietly.

Al have to go. 108611 call you.o
And he was gone.
My heart ached so much | didndét know whet her

someone to just talk it out. | wanted to call Mark, but | khevwas agry
with me. | thought about calling Michellbut she would just make light of
the situation. She didndét |i ke Darnell anyway.
mother or sister would pity me.

| just wanted someone to hold me and tell me that eveigtiibe ran
that | had loved for an entire decade battayed me, | was still beautiful,
still desirable, still worth having. Only Mark could do that for me, but would
he? | picked up the phone and dialed his number. The phone just kept
ringing.

fi Da mnshoutedh s | sl ammed down the phone. ADoesnb
anything about answering machines?o

A couple of hours passed. It was six in the evening. | was beside myself
with grief. | imagined that Darnell had gone to be with Mercedes and their
baby. Was she ithe hospt al ? Was she at home? Was she at
Why didnét anybody in Darnell és family tell m
family for years. Didnét his mother care about
sympathize with me as another woman? Thoughtd tiieaholdays and
special occasions | spent with Dalimaced through my head.

Everyone al ways said |d6dd be a Jennings one d
time. Darnell and | would marry, have children and live happily ever after.
Now, he was with someonesel He sd he might marry her. They had
started a faity. | had killed my baby in hopes to fulfill a dream that would
never be.

I picked up the phone and called the communi
campaign headquarters. Even though it was Labor Daygw somémes
Robert liked to work when no one waewamd.

ACouncil man Turner here. Can | help you?o
AfRobert. 1 tds me. o

AicCaren? Hi. How are you? You sound upset. 0O
ARobert, | need to talk to you. o
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iTal k? About what? | donéeeyduhi nk it woul d be
until the electiormssi sne®?wer. Whatds up? You mi
His voice softened. My heart was soothed somewhat by the sound of
desire in his voice.
iYoudre married now, Robert. I called becaus
need a friend, and | had no one étseall. Besides, | have some news that
mightaffecy our campai gn. o

Al 6l be at your apartment in fifteen minutes
I hung up the phone, and then I called Mercedes Jackson whose number

I had committed to memory sihonee t he day | | ook
book

AiHel | o! 06 she scr e aedindhe backgraind. ear. The baby ¢
iMercedes?0

iYeah, who 6di s?o

AiThis is Darnell s fianc®e, Caren. He told m
wanted to | et you know that it doesndét change

wedregsetiihg married. o
fi thought tb talld wmeunpbotmod! Her e, you bette
tramp somethiné! o
iCaren, why are you calling here?d0 Darnell ye
| hung up the phone and began to pace the floor. | wanted to do
somet hi ng, knowwbd | was dda hdrhaihd angry. | imagined
Darnel comforting Mercedes, telling her | was crazy or something. | paced
the floor for what seemed like hours. | was so mad. | could have just spit!
Robert finally rang my buzzer. | took a glance at mysdtie béhroom
mirror. | looked terrible. My eyes wered and puffy. | had been crying and
rubbing them, and | hadndét even realized it. 5
all messed up. It was flying every which way.
| followed the trail of clear blue plastigocery lags from the kitchen to
the living room doorl buzzed Robert in and opened the door for him to
enter once he got to my floor. I saw my neight
the doorway, then close again quickly. Mrs. Bagley, | thought.
Robert steppd off the elevator looking as smooth as usual in an
expensive suit, silk shirt and tie and a pair of very stylish shoes. His hair was
neatly trimmed and faded. daack waves laid nicely on the top. He was
shod nuff fine!
AWhat 6s up, S ved eyt chek asrhe Rakedhih®d mk i s s
apartmentl.i kiefoyuo Udowek been crying. What
ARobert, o | sai d, l eading him to th
you. 0 We both took a seat.

6s going
e sofa. f
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Okay. 0 He took a deep breath.
Jessi e has forooboraglhensuspiciors abowt . | quib ¢
my job abotia week ago. The story is coming out soon. Has anybody
guestioned you?o0

Robert looked stunned for about five minutes, and then, he answered,

ANo. Whydd you wait so long to tell me?0

i We h av e nbéen ongpeaking teimg these days, Robert. The

onyrrason | &dm telling you now is because |1 6m r e
have anyone else to turn to. | donét know what

AWhat does Jessie know? How did she find out ?
iMar ge sai d n e rsgBadiwoacrass thepal,ddidandr| y M

that she saw usaking love in the hallway in November, the night of the

dinner dance. Former patients from the abortion clinic told her that they saw

you sleeping in the waiting area and that you left with me whed thea

aboction in January. o

fi knew we dfuhahought!| habdl roddea tratanight of the

di nner dance or the day | took you to the cli
state senate. o

iRobert, wh at made you decide to run? What
familyhavr e t o do with it?o0
iVveronica! ¢ ame cshdiwteedniica, 06 he said again s
iwell, Robert! Whatdés going on?0o

fiLook, Sweet heart . ltés really quite simple.

we attended law school together at Ohio State. She gghamt. Iwas

going to marry her. She had a miscagiaand | called off the wedding. She

broke wup with me, of course. I graduated and
seen or heard from her since. When she read iAAh&imes Columbus

edition that | was stiing a caonmunity center in Ward One, she called me.

She wanted me to come to Columbus for a visit. | went to see her when |

returned from Florida, my grandmot herés funer .
and uncle wanted to help me. They had connections, powénfrmhce.

They were sure they could get me electedhe state senate. | talked to

them about it, and it seemed like a good career move. The next thing |

know, sheédés telling me how much she still]l | ov e
Said we could have it aiogethe So | bought into it, and here | am married

to her and running for office. 0

AWhy marry her now?09
Ailt was part of the deal Besides, Veronica i
iSo, what do you think her reaction will be v

175



deborah mcdaniel

fi I & m Raniumill enderstand. This all happened before we istarr

Everything will be fine. | just need to adjust
AiThat 6s fine for you, but 1 dm |l osing everythi
already halfway into the arms of anotheyman. Wha he finds out about

us, heodllurme.avxe me for s

Robert gazed at me intently with a look of pity mixed with concern and

desire.

AYoudbre still hung up on Darnell, huh?o
ifiHeb6s all | 6ve got, Robert!o | started to cry

Robert pulled me into siarms ad held me.
iltds gonna be What @htgoiTmg kon D0 me

fiDarnel | 6s a father. He had a son | ast we e K
Mercedes. 0
iYeah, | know about Mer cedes. Donot know wha

According to t hegherdmaifdwyearsiow.dlsiowbeen seei
about Darnell Jrtoo. We all kept telling Darnell to tell you, but | guess he

didndét want to deal with it.o

fAiDarnell Jr . !youRebér me?@why di dnodt

Al tried to tell you on Beusnder . You werenbt

Darnell were over.you awayswadyt. nvyo updlraec e otoo gtoeoldl

for Darnell or me. Give yourself some time to get over this. The right man

will come along. How could any man resist you?
He gave me a light kiss on the lips and squeezetigint.

fi have to go now. fetencenferdaothorretwo c al | a press

morning before Jessie goes to press with her story. | wish you had told me

about this when it first happened. 0

fildm sorry, but before you |l eave, will you pr
fi Athing,Swve et heart. Whatédés up?o0

iTal k t o DExplanghings. Télldim | lowe him. Convince

him that |l &dm better for him than Mercedes. Te
marry her just because of the baby. We can wor
Al 611 dopSweetheartt | kwtn youdre better off without

He kissed me again and headed for the door. | followed him slowly to
see him out. He opened the door to camera flashes, microphones and TV

cameras.

ACouncil man Turner! | s intonceiedue t hat you and ¢
a child together that you abortedinJanya of t hi s year ?0

ACouncil man Turner! I s Ms . Boogerton your

fianc®e?0
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AAre you and Ms. Boogerton stilldl carrying or
youdbre married to Veronica Kirkland now?bo
Dyouhae any morals, Mr. Councilman?o9
Il's MstoBogegeting dressed now, Sir?o
No! I am not getting dressed. Council man T
di scussing some business!o | yelled and tried

i Ms . Boogerton, h lman Tarrar possibly bavea nd Counci
any business to discusswhienn 6 s been reported that you no | on
the AA Times? o

iMs. Boogerton, are you still engaged to the

fives,| am! Darnell Jennings and | are set to be married before the end
oftheyar, and thereds abewednCouaclman not hi ng going o
Turner and me. He escorted me tothe clinictoalmpta by, not hi s own. 0o
So, it was you at the abortion clinic in Jar
Yes. I aborted for medical reasons. o
Ms . B 0 o garabation beéndod medical reasons, you could
hav¥e done it with your own private doctor. o

iMy doctor doesnot perform abortions for any
religion. o

AYour nei ghbor s say that theyobve seen y ou
Councilman Turner ithis veryhallway? Are you sure that the baby was not

1 B | S 1

jn } S ! S 1

fathered by Mr. Turner?0

iSssooo, Mr . Council man, what do you have t
Bassett stepped out from among the crowd of r
know youbre still sdanceWilherdgathevsti h your cousind

finance your campaigwhen he finds out? Or is it all worth it to the
Kirklands just to have another Ohio state senator in their pockets? That is,
youdre elected. o

iNo comment, 06 Robert an stafemenatd . Al él | be happ:
my press conference tomorrow morningtlee Ward One Community
Cent er . opushied thiough theecrowd of reporters to the staircase
exit. Some reporters followed him down the stairs. Others fled to the
elevator. Jessie stood there for ameat smiking at me.

fiSsso, Ms . B o leegyitsrhawve finally hit the fanel éolchs  t
you this day would come. 0

| glared at Jessie without saying a word. | noticed she wore a Plain
Dealer badge. | closed my door and went to bed.
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Pounding ormy apartnent door awakened me at about 3 a.m. | ganp
out of bed and opened the door without even asking who it was.

AWhat 6s-inh@pw?8i @at adr unk, staggering David Jenn

as he stumbled into my apartment.

fiDavi d! What arndattheoeu idroitntge hmarer?i nAg? Howdd
you getinsidethb ui | di ng?o

iCame t o Yy o uinlasveGameyirowith the et ftthe bar
closers who live in this building.o

AwWhat 6s wrong? Why are you drunk?o

Al thought we coul d cotlmadSeoanodreanodnse anot her . I
in the car. You want some?0

iYovwed been driving in your condition?0o

AiDar nel | is a punk! He sl ept with Linda, an

Mercedes! 0 he announced.

il 81l go make you some coffee. Youbre not mak

| went into the kitchenand left David sprawled across my sofboiled
some water for instant coffee. | made him a nice strong cup, black with just
a teaspoon of sugar. When | brought it to him, he looked a little more alert.
He sat up straight. | gave him the coffde.drankt in silence. | made a few
more cups. Hetarted to sober a little.
fiHow much have you had to drink?o

iNot that much. I dondt really drink. | just
would do this to me. o

fitdormétli eve it. Dathhmddl woul dndt sl eep wi

AiHe did. o

iHow do you know?o

il carugatt ties condo yesterday. o

AThere must have been a reason. 0

iYeah, theydve been messing around. Thatds tF
iDid you ask him what happened?o

iTal ked to him earlier today. o

fiwhat did he say?0o

fi S ahie dvas arry. It just happened. Said she was jusingi me

anyway. Tried to act |i ke he was protecting me
Al édm sorry, David. o

AThanks. |1 6m sorry for what he did to you, t

gotten into Darmé&t khlwoa dobodydbut himsklfelf he |just do
it 6s aation toyau,nthatostatement you made on the news tonight
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really pissed Mercedes off. She thinks Darnell is really planning to marry
you instead of her. o

i Wh at d o vy o Howa& ®arnell rdadid whit ey said
about Robert and me?0

iHe was Ygpouwi edti dnét really sleep with him, did
iYou better get some sleep. Wedbll sort this
AThanks, Caren. o

fi

No problem, David. oo

| gave David a pillow and a blanket, and theoyméd infor the night. It
only took me a few minugeto drift off. | was exhausted. My whole world
had been turned upside down and inside out. | had no idea what | was going
to do next. | was hurt beyond belief. | was angry, and | felt helpless and
hopeless. Sleepvas my only comfort.
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The telephoe awakened me around noon.
AHell o, 0 | answered groggily.
iSweet heart. Ités me, Robert I have bad news
ioh, your press conference. How did it go?0
il cancelled it. Darnell 6s been shot, murder e
fi Wh?aRobertwhat are you talking about? | just talkeith Darnell
yesterday. o
il shoul dnét have given you this news over t
see you right now. I 6m with the family. Ever
hol ding Mercedes for questioning. o

i Meedes?Wat 6 s going on, Robert?o
AAl I I k DamelN was shot brhhés route early this moréing
before dawn in the projects where Mercedes lives. | think the police believe
she may have seen or heard something. o

Al 611 get dr ess aeyoahtd tclvenel ewvrirng Wher e
fiYeah, b ut it ioulddbe a gobd ideahfor ok to show up

her e. The familybds all upset about the news r
Veronicads here with me, too. Sheds not happy,

Aunt Mattie, and they expect Mercedes to come back shortt They dondt

want any fighting between the two of you. o
ioOkay, 6 | agreed and hung up the phone.
| got out of bed and went to check on David. The blanket was folded

with the pillow on top of it. | checkeithe batihoom, but David was gone. |

guessed he wasnbarrassed to face me sober.

I was relieved he had | eft. I didnét want to
t hat his brother was dead. I still coul dnét b
Murdered. What happed? Killed on his route. Who would have done such
athing?

It was Tuesday, September 4, time for the first of the month checks to
come out. Maybe someone tried to rob him. That had to be it. Why were
they holding Mercedes? Was she a witness?

Darnell was dad. | kep telling myself. The anger | had been ifegl

toward him the day before was fading. I was ni
feel. It was like losing him twice. | called my mother.

AiMa, 06 | said when | heard her answer.

AWhat the hel | undnaitCoywruc inhensasni nTou réonreor f or ? 0
she yelled.
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fi D a minvhigpered to myself. | had forgotten about the news reporters
last night.
fi canét believe you had no abortion! I knov
that! | &m just too embadyalloogrsosvd t o | eave the hoc
i s tal kindé 6b ouptinthis mess! Whaiupossebséd yaudou g h
sleep with that man and then kill the baby? Lord, have mercy! What you
gond do now? Lord, have mercy! Lord, have merc
my child!o
| hung up he phonelt rang againimmediately. | stared atfior several
minutes as it just rang and randieR | turned on my answering machine.
My mother was just a preview of what | was in store for if | dared step out
of my apartment or make any contact viftie outsile world. The phone
stopped ringing for alub ten minutes. Then, it started to ring again. This
time the caller left a message instead of hanging up on my answering

machine.

fCee. Itds Michelle. Girlfriend, what in the
been in thenews all morning on the radio, on TV, metpaper. Girl, this is

maj or drama! Call me. 0

Next. Jackie. Al was afraid this was going t
sick about you. She wants you to know that sh
Call mariedd ®dmt you, too. 0

Then, theravas just ringig and hangips.Nextmy door buzzer started
ringing every thirty minutes or so. | had become a prisoner in my own
home. I couldndét answer the phone. I coul dnot
callanyone. lo u | doradytvherg. | just sat in my room, thinking
| wondered what Mark thought about all this. | wondered if he would
speak to me if | called. | picked up the phone and dialed his number
between the ceasing of rings. No one answered. | felt reatly atmv.
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After a few days of seclusion, | feleteer. | was determined to face the
world and attend Darnell és funeral. I got dr
Jenningsd house. When | arrived, Mattie Jennin
iYes, Caren, wmat can | do for you
il nwad to know abouem®arsedl| 6s funeral arranc
Ailédm sorry, Honey. We buried Darnell yesterdas
AoOh. o

My knees weakened a little. The life seemed to drain from me just
hearing that Darnell had been buried. | stumbled.

il dd | i ke odfes mycomed ol entes. Why di dnét anybod
notfyme? 6 m his, | mean | was his fianc®e. 0
iSomeone tried to call you, but there was no
AWhy didndédt they |l eave a message?o0

fiLook, Baby. I didndt make the call s. Ot her
I 6 m wsoemathatlyou missed the service, but as you kiasnell left a

child here. His mother is here right now, and
good idea for you to come in. I 61 I tell every

smiled at me nervously.
AAl rigbtni Mgs. 0J
As | turned to leave, Rolieand Veronicapproached
fi Ro b e wasdo dapgy to see someone who might be nice to me.
iwhat 6s been going on with the campaign? | s ev
Veronica grabbed his arm and through clenched teeth, | heashy,
fiDondt you dare say a word to her. o
Robertlooked at me nervously. He nodded at me as they walked past,

but he didnét speak. Mr s . Jennings welcomed t
my car. I drove to Markés houee. I got out anc
was hoanhswer . I wasno6t G wholeeness withdy t o di scuss t

Michelle or Jackie, so | went home.

Once | was inside the lobby of my apartment building, | checked my
mailbox. It was full of handwritten letters. | opened one. It had the words,
6 Babiyl spmwled &cross it in big black lettersttem with a magic
marker.

| dropped the letters to the floor and there in the midst of my hate mail
was an official post card from the United States Postal Service. | picked it
up, stepped over the otHetters ad pushed the elevator button. When the
elevator opened for me, | stepped in, turned around and let the doors close
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me in. | pushed two, and | read the post card. It said that my exam was
scheduled for Wednesday, September 19 at 9:00 a.m.
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PART TWELVE: October Homecoming
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iHey! L ed etral §tate hontecomihg this weekend. That will
cheer you up. Theydre having some great al umni
brochure they mailed me. Did you get yours?o
quietly on my soé. She regarded me carefully from the regli
il canodt believe Darnell is dead. o
AGirl, youdre gonna make yourself sick just

time. How long have you been sitting around here in that terrycloth
bat hrobe?0
iltoéafebweesn. | 6m just | o sbelievetiow hout Darnell . |
his family just turned their backs on me just because | slept with Robert.
They have a lot of nerve when they knew Darnell had fathered a child with
Mercedes while he was engaged to me! | gliesn m&ing myself sick. |
havendét ewdnshadeat perimi ddle of August. o

Aioh, Lord, 06 Michelle whispered.

iWhat ?0

il just get a Ilittle worried when women start
il know you doné6t think | &m pregnant! o

Aiwell , are you?o0

fi Do n ddiculobge O r

AAm | being ridiculous?o

iYes, yodoabe. even wanna think about NO mor e

born or not being born!o

She shrugged and decided to change the subject.

AHowds Mar k?0

iHavendédt talked to him. o0 HmMBHehought back to t}
had stormed out of my apartment because@ianad showed up. Darnell
and | had made love, and now, Darnell Wead.and Markwas angry with

me because. . . Oh, Lord!d My mouth dropped, a
hand

AWhat 6 s tMickelleasked.t er ? 0

fi Nthelle, | could be pregnant. Iwastryingp get pregnant in August!o
AHere, Girl!o She pulled a pregnancy kit fro
surel!o

AYou keep pregnancy kits in your purse?0
ALook, Girl. Mi nd yod b uwsfireymss! Now, go pee

make my bl ood pressure go up!o
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| took the kit and went to the bathroom. | came back to the living room
with it a few minutes later and placed the test on top of my television.

Now, we just have to wait a few minutes. o
Yeah, | kyowgannad 8oi f whads positive?0
What canwowodébuedoprieffjnant by a dead man or a m;
your guts?0

1 B | S 1

iA man who hates your guts? What you talkinbé
i Mar k. I had sex with Mark and Darnell on t he
i Wo o, you watsi n ggoeykoldy Girfriend! Mark

Townsend?o

fiu candét judge a book by its cover. Mar k 6s
much better now than he did in high school .o

fi never said his cover was bad! That was yc
was too good for him.o

fi Mi ceh,elhlow wi | | I know whose baby it is?o0

AfThegot DNA tests to figure that stuff out no
fi Wh at woul d be the point of knowing anyway?

Mar k i snbét speaking to me.o

iwhat 6s the point? Girl,idpgthedre trippind as
point. Darnell worked for the Post Office | f it és his c¢child, you can g
donét know what you gonna do if ités Markébés. o
iMark has a good job now. 0

iOh yeah! Well, there you have it. Child supr
iDoes ever yhohdowngo dbllarssand cents with you,

Mi chell e?d

fiDoll ars are the only thing that make sense t
| stretched out on the sofa, then curled into a ball.

AGirl friend, you got too much drama goindé on

come over . chééeypwe . gdmnavhat you think about goi
home& omi ng? o

fiJackie wonot go to anything I|ike that. She
besides, she has a family to take care of. 0
iAwel |, she can stay her I|little Susie Homemak
Come obefunol t 6|

iDo you think Darnell went to heaven?bo

fiHel I no! o

ifiHe was raised in the church, you know?0o
AAnd ever since heds been raised, heds been r
that hell was gondé be his home! Girl, hi s che:

heaen.Belew e t hat ! 0o
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iMy mot her s aitddotolga to heaven is bglievain h a d

Jesus Christ. He believed in Him.Oo

il f he really believed in Him, he woul dnot
whori sh! T HikeltPeoglé thabbeliev€ in Jesus suppdseatt

i ke Jesus. Thatdés what my mama told me. o

fiS o, where do you think youbére gonna go? Y
member ship in the hell raisers club, too, you

Al know I &m going to hell. So, | 6&m gonna ha
can. Girl, Ilknowlc andti klee Jesus. So, atwelondét even try. I
enjoy myself now. Thatdés the way | see it. Be
out there, how could you possibly know which o
believe in Jesus. The Nation of Islam says Jlestis wagust a prophet.

Christianity is for whitep e op | e, and you know I 6m down with
Farrakhan, anyway. He can set some white fol ks
fiYeah, but where do they go when they die?0

i They 6dead, guesss ltook, I realbai ndtn ét ty worry about
dying rightnow. Goohc k your test. o
| got up from the sofa and walked over to the television. Nervously, |
picked up the test. A big blue plus sign glared at me through the plastic tube.
iltéds positive. o
fiDamn. Pr enpmegenrt. t\Whate you gond do?0
il dondbn&nowanhadthink about it right now.
a doctor. Maybe the test is wrong. o
| sank into the cushions of my sofa again and curled into a ball.
iwe can only hope, 0 Michell e whispered.
The dwr buzzerang. Michelle motioned for me to staheve | was as
she got up from the recliner to answer the door.
AfYeah! 0 she shouted into the intercom.
Ailtds Jackiel!d
Michelle buzzed her in, opened the door and went to meet her at the
elevator. A few mintes latey Jackie and Michelle joined me in theirlig
room. Jackie sat by my head where | was still curled up in a ball. Michelle
turned on the radio and went back to her seat in the recliner.
AHow you doi ndrckingmylaac. ki e asked
APregnantd aga
fi Y Bb. &ell, you know Michelle flledmeinro t hat in the hall way. o
I smiled weakly and put my head on Jackieds
the sofa so | could be comfortable.
AMy | ife is so messed up, Jackie. |l &dm so emb
to mymother @ sister. | miss Darnell. His family hatene. They blame me
for his death. o
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Aiwhy do they blame you?0 Jackie asked. AAl I
Mercedes is the main suspect. o
il dondt know. The police claim that Mercede:
beause | sa we were planning to marry by the eridhe year on the news

that night. Darnell had promised to marry her. My comments made it look

|l i ke he lied to her.o
iSo, that 6s your fault?0 Michelle snapped.
somet hi ngoRewBdpel 6lse d htehe trigger, not you! o
Al t hyibmk tmaed because | sl ept with Robert. o
AWhat ever! o Michelle rolled her eyes and rock
iWe miss AYTimes @t t he
iYeah Yaunighds .me. |1 6m sure no one el se does. 0
i No . Ma r ype Shemowssyaugust went off because you were

hurt and angry. S h e &P&in Dehlemow. 8les on Jessi eds at
decided not to publish the story about you and Robert. Marge saw that you

had been right about J e s sed gdurs | ack of l oyal
warnings. o

iSo, why hashbHBer sime wmpljed back?o0

iltéds too soon. She still thinks you woul dn
reporter with all this bad publicity. Have you talked to Robert? How do you
think this has affected his campaignsoks likeh e 6 s st i | | on top accordincg
to the news

iYeah, | think heb6s going to make it. o

iltéds that O6good boydé i mage you created for
to shake. The community center is doing wel!/l
work. They know peopl make nstakes, but his record as councilman has

been great. |t was you that helped people see
iMark said that, too. o

fiMar k?06 Jackie |l ooked puzzled. fAWhods Mar k?0
iMark Townsend. 0

ioh yeah. You still talk to him, huh?o

iShe does madarme 0t han talk to h

I

gave Michelle a stern look.

AfWhat n@ewmg? Celackie asked.

iMar k might be the father of this baby if |
Aioh Lord! Does the drama ever end with you?
Jackie got up and began to pace the living room floor.

ADondt g ettof st MisstHeliethanlhuou. Shebs already

o O
—_—

depressed. Dondt make her feel worse. o
AYoudre right. 1 6m sorry, Cee Cee. 0
Ailtds okay. 0
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iNow, as | was saying before, we need to do
this gloom and doomtthommmd sgd® to the Central S
il donoét feel, lakae Igbmnguramywhekiee canbét go. 0o
iAi ndt nothind to it, but to do it! Right, Je
Aildll go on one condition.o

AwWhat 6s that?0 Michelle asked.

iwWe have to go to church ond Sunday when we ¢

and kics are out of town this weekend visiting Family in Chicago. | can
kick it with you guys all weekend just like a single woman. Just like when

we were in high school, but we have to go to c
AChurch! 0o Michel lindignatcers.p ofhld edlo wd tt hf eellr el i ke
all thabe tliormedjomben | get back. 0

iCome on, Michelle. She needs something to fe

Shedés in bad shape. Partying isndt going to do
Jesus can. o
i Wh at e wleeltle\waed i hand at Jackie, then she looketde
and her expression became sol emn. AAlright, [
conceded.
AYou in, Cee Cee?0 Jackie asked.
| was touched by their concern for me. True friends, | thought.
Al é&m in. o
i Gooddhallesddi A Go take a s hopwaecrk.edWedbl | hel p you
After | got showered and dressed, Michelle and Jackie helped me pack
an overnight bag. We left that Friday evening
State. My head started to flood with memories ofdings Mictelle and |
went to fraternity parties arftbmecoming activities every year. | thought
about all the nights Darnell had come to visit when he was on leave from the
Air Force, and we had made love in my dorm room.
| cried every time | thought aboDarnell, but | was glad | decided to
go. We wentd the football game on Saturday afternoon as usual, then to the
homecoming dance that night. Michelle and | renewed acquaintances with
old friends, sorority sisters and introduced Jackie to our old lifehatlea
lot of fun reminiscing in the dorm room vetayed in. It was just like the
sleepovers we used to have as teenagers. We went to sleep late and got up
early.
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We headed back to Cleveland in time to make it back for 11:00 worship
service at Mattias. It &lt good to be there. The choir was estaimt with
song. The fellowship period was warm and welcoming. | sat between Jackie
and Michelle. Michelle was fidgety as if it really bothered her to be there.
Jackie just looked on at everything with aqafal smi e . She didnodt
really say much. | watckhesveryone and everything, taking in every detail. |
felt Ilike a foreigner. 16d forgotten what it v
some people pointing and whi shpering about me.
collection plate was passed around a couplin@es, and the choir sang a
few songs, Pastor Peoples stepped up to the podium in the pulpit and started
his sermon.
Ailtds homecoming ti me, Saints! Several col | e
their homecoming. fiey havepartied all weekend. Won or lost footbal
games. Marched in parades. The band has played, and fun has been had by

al.Butl 6d | i ke to take a <closer l ook at the wor
believe that there is something about that word that shoedah sorathing

to the saints today. Amen?o

Thecmgregation replied, AAmen. o

fiHomecoming as defined in the dictionary i s

alumni return to visit their home colleges or universities. My brothers and
sisters, you see, | find it veryrange tlat colleges could have this special
time every year whereby alumni can come back home to these campuses,

but |l 6m faced with the question, where are t
from?
What | 6ém getting at, my brslmilhers and sisters,

say God, used to be the home of some e$¢heducated scholars who now
find their homes in places of higher learning, corporate offices and
entrepreneuri al endeavor s. Theydve ventured aw
dream, and they go back to theillege anduniversity homes, but they
h a v e n dback mmenteGod.
Now, my brothers and sisters, | want to know when will our ccllege
educated prodigal sisters and brothers come back home? When will they
realize that as t he rdtcarmamtd gain the s avy , 6 What doe
world, but | ose his soul ?50
When will the prodigal sons and daughters of the most High God come
back home? And | know you all know the story that Jesus told about the
prodigal son, dondét you? WeBbls if you dondt,
The fifteenth chapter of Luke. Whenygtret t o it, say amen. o
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| looked around nervously as people began picking up their Bibles and
leafing through them hurriedly to find their places until you could hear a
chain reaction of amens throughoutsheactuay.

Jackie found her place and waited guattiy for Pastor Peoples to read
from it. Michelle leafed absently through the church bulletin. She sat at the
end of the pew with her crossed leg dangling in the aisle. Occasionally, |
saw her peep overdttop ofthe bulletin and wink at a handsome beoth
sitting in the adjacent pew. We sat in the middle section, and he sat to our
|l eft. He was quite fixated on Michelleds | ong

| noticed a red Bible on the back of the pew directly in fromef |
picked it up and began to leaf through tlages. | thought | remembered
Luke as a book that was in the New Testament. | flipped through the pages
in the back and there it was, The Gospel According to Luke. | found the

fifteenth chapter.
iSt ar tversed0i at t he King JamesesVersion, o0 Pastor
continued, ithe text reads as follows and Jes

you, there is joy in the presence of the angels of God over one sinner that

repenteth. 6 And he saiAddtheypdgecofr t ai n man had 1t
them said to his father, Fath give me the portion of goods that falleth to

me. And he divided unto them his living. And not many days after, the

younger son gathered all together, and took his journey into a far country,

and therevasted hé substance with riotous living. And whibe had spent

all, there arose a mighty famine in that land; and he began to be in want.

And he went and joined himself to a citizen of that country; and he sent him

into his fields to feed swine. And he wd fain have filled his belly with the

husks thathe swine did eat; and no man gave unto him. And when he came

to himself, he said, 6How many hired servants
enough to spare, and | shall perish with hunger! | will arise and gy to

fathe, and will say unto him, Father, | haganed against heaven, and

before thee, and am no more worthy to be called thy son, make me as one of

thy hired saosevaadarmedo.hig fathen But when he was a

great way off, his fatheasv him, aad had compassion, and ran, and fell on

hs neck, and kissed him. And the son said unto
against heaven, and in thy sight, and am no more worthy to be called thy
son. But the father s abestiroefandptits servants, O&6Bri

on him; and put a ring onshhand, and shoes on his feet, And bring hither

the fatted calf, and kill it; and let us eat and be merry, For this, my son, was

dead, and is alive again; he was | ost and i s
megry.o
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Pagor Peoples paused, took a deep breath,ah hen announced, Al 6d | i ke
to take for a thought today, A Homecoming for the Prodigal Sons and
Daughters of the Most High God. o

The congregation closed their Bibles, and everyone seemed to settle in
to listen to viat he had to say. | followed suit. | wgenuinely interested. |
was also touched by how that father had received his son back home after he
had left and blew all his money.

ABy show of hands, 0 Pastor Peoples continued
college gradub e s ? 0

I looked around as | raised my haAdittle less than half the people in
the pews raised their hands in a crowd that looked to be about four hundred
strong.

ANow, l dm not going to ask how many of you
Christ as your peomal Lordand Savior or how many of you used toabe
member of a church before you went to college and are not members
anymor e. |l &dm a shepherd, I know my fl ock, and
some of you have not made this church or any other church yoer Bom
| Olikk to say to you who have not accep@thr i st or who donét have a
church home, welcome home!

I know a lot of you know what the prodigal son of Luke 15 experienced

when you were in college. You know what itds |
yourmaoreyanddscover that therkeovalotrofo pl ace | i ke hom
you know what itds |like to have spent all the

the first of the month by the #%f the month, and you had to survive until
the 3@ of the month before you ol get amymore. A lot of you fasted
withouthavinppny desire of sacrifice for the Lord in

The congregation laughed.

AAnd you couldndt wait to get back home for
di nner that Mama cooked so swwll . Youdd go home
could wash your clothes and get your Sundiayer, and for you, that was a
great homecoming.

But oh, my brothers and sisters, what a great homecoming it is when
you can come back home to your heavenly Father who is waiting for you
with open arms. Ad insted of a soul food dinner for your homecomgin
He has a homecoming feast for vyour soul ! Som
talking about! o

People started to shout hallelujalisiensand thank you Jesus! Jackie
jumped to her feet and started clapping. Micreteted ¢ pay attention.

iOh, just echledc ko nceu tmowreer st i me, Saints. O0Cause
be excited! It says that there is joy! Joy in the presence of the angels of God
overonesinner that repents! So that means that if just one of you repents
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from your sirs and turns to Jesus today, then thelamgé&eaven will start a

party! Theyol |l be partyind harder t han y ou
homecoming dance. Theyol | be partyind harder
party. Theyo6l |l buevergathat tightclubdast hightt der t han yo

The angels Wi rejoice because jugine sinner has come back home.
You see, my brothers and sisters, those of us who have been like the

prodigal son and know what ités like to | ose
provisionhatweha e i n our Fat her depicngoghtse are cl apping
now because we know what it means to be able to say and mean what the

Psal mi st David said when he said, 6l was gl ad
the house of the Lback domdodalmowwhabp f us who ar e

i tds | i ke alsoo orlaghtar oy thepedstarging in our sinful

ways. We were out there just c¢crying, 060h if |
|l ove me for me!d Can | get a witness somebody?
The congregation was on firewmoPeoplewere running up and down

the aisles sceemi n g, iThank you Jesus! Thank you for |

back home! o
iHow many of you are out there just crying a
Lord? Saying Father please, just send me somebody to love me fondne! A
y o u gilk sarving in your sinful ways! Oh,need some help up here this
morning!o
AiThank you, Jesus!d A young woman shrieked.
iYoudre jumping from bed to bed trying to f
someone you can call your own, but after you gave allu 6 vt give, o

you get up andipdudbBemsetbdfl yseu | ookind for | ov
of Jack Daniels, in a crack pipe, rolled up in an &ider, but when you get

through d&morkii mdrandt il | starvindé! Some of you
andall night, butts just as wide asa houseymut 6 tei | | st arvi nd!

Youbre hungry and youbre thirsty, and you kn

hunger satisfied and that thirst quenched if you could just find love.

Someone to love you for you! And you go homeytur Mamaand

Daddydés house, butanydoutblhh @y 6grreo wine Inloiwvnd you or
shoudbe telliné you, t hat itds time for you to
because your mother and father were never designed to satisfy the hunger or

guench the thirst of yo soul. They should have told you how to getuyo

soul filled, and a lot of you had parents that did that for Batyou went to

college, to the military, to a job, to drug dealing, to stealing and everywhere

else you went when you left home. And yhinkyobr e ri ch now because

you have inheriteche world. You got a new car, a nbauseand a pocket

full of money, but youbre stildl starvind and
filled.
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Well, my brothers and sisters, you might ask me, Brother Preadfar,

isit that | 8m st ad how cadl bafiled? Howméamist i né6 f or a
find someone to love me fane?And lastly, Brother Preacher, where is my
home if ités not with my parents and how can |

to you, my brotheyand s§ t e m glad yol d@sked.

First ot &bbd Bhdswhae that youdbre starvinb
ltéds the broken body and shed blood of Jesus.
a minute that man cannot I|ive by bread alone.
neal, at leat not one that loves yourbodyorypue r sonal i t y. ltés your soul
that needs to be nourished and | oved, and God

Humans are not even capable of the kind of love our soul needs. If you
do one thing webvdea pgliem with yoe We wahte n  w
you to fixit. And the only time we can love you for you is when you is a

whole 1ot |Iike us. Can | get a witness?0

The congregation shouted, #fAAmen! o

iYou gotta be careful, too,obabout the places
is nota home. A place of learning is nota me . Your mama and daddyods
house s hoawadsibetctledywle @ me . 6Cause I|like the song
says,

Mama may have and Papa may have, but God bl e
his own!

And then sometimes you caave youiown house, but even your own

house is1ot ahomewhet he ri ght personds not there. Now, I
know that songiA House is Noa Homeo

So, for all of you who have a house, but youdé
to | ove yo e st lumgry gnd thirsty fprasaméthing, then |

think itdéds safe to say that your house is not
So, I say to you now, my brothers and sister
home on earth. You can search this whole worl
what elpakingppr out side of the Word of God. o

You se , if you pick up the Word of God, youbl |
not our home. Wedre just passing through, and
for is righteousness. And you can get filled when you break the bféife,

which is the Word of God with otherlvers in the house of God, which is

the church.

BecauwseMaittthew 4, vaashaleotlebylbread says, AM
alone, but by every word that proceedeth out o
Pastor Peoples kieup hisBible and announced,| presemt to you,

brothers and sisters, your homecoming feast for your soul. If you want

someone to love you for you, then just order some John 3:16 which says

that o6God so |l oved the woeihthee6 and you can ju
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where it says waonybéegpttenéSorh Ant wheseeveg ave Hi s

believeth in Him shall ngterishbuh ave everl asting |ife.

Now, what man, woman, boy or girl can love you like that? Love you so
much that they would give their onlyithforyou. You candét even borrow
sugar no mora®m most people.

Now, i f youbre stildl hungry, maybe you need
verse 8 where it says, 60But God commendeth hi c
means you and me) oOinmers,iChiast ahedef owe wereée yet
That meansyoucancem t o Jesus just | i ke you are. Donét
trying to get cleaned up for God, O6cause he kn

he died for you. And how does God know this, you ask?

Youbre stillt ok uaditjediemansh3i2d whichLsays,
6Fdllhave sinned and come short of the glory of
would include me, and it would include you! Some of you are still hungry! |
hear your souls grumbling rmawn 6What about Mos
ad al | t hose goodkesdiie off of Romans 310,e Bi bl e?6 Ta
6And it is written, THERE | S NONE RIGHTEOUS, N
means Moses, Abrahame, and each and every one of you! None of us

are all that witmout Christ. Webre all/l sinner
Are yau still hungry? Souls still grumbling? Bhow can | receive the

l ove | need for my soul if I dm so bad? I|tds t
Letds take a bite out of Romans 6, verse 23. (

but the gift of God iseternbli f e . 6
And how can you get your gift of eternéé? Your soul still rumbles.
Take a chunk out of Romans 1190 |, 6That if thou shalt confess
mouth the Lord Jesus, and shalt believe in thine heart that God raised him
from the dead, thou shalt kaved. Br with the heart man believeth unto

right eousness; and with the mouth confession is
Your Father in heaven is saying to you now,
you are. |l 6ve demonstrated myw |l ove for you whi
my Sonto die so you could come back home to me

He says when you come home, he wondét | eave Yy

up than the father of our text today did for |
you up and dress you in fine robes. His blood will wash awalyeatlitt of

your sins, and He will present yauthe world just as the prodigal son was

presentedthisf at her 6 s servant s.

God will say this about you, O0This is my | os
dead and now is alive. 0 Bwecaese without Chri
spiritually dead, and your soul is last you are physically dying. But the
gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus, our Lord.
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So, I say to you, my brothers and sisters, \
Letds start a paraysyhaifijustone simerepets, Luke 15: 10 s
ifoneofyous ay s , Fat her | have sinned against you,
be called your son or daughter, then the angels of God will rejoice in
heaven. Thereds a party goin@don in heaven rig
andavay from sin on urdhéssll oventtewdtldked 6s day i n ch
me hear the church say, |1tés a party up there!

iltds a party up there!o The congregation res

i Now, | et 6s st ar toneleredodagvbowantsh e r e . Il s there

start a party in heaven? Is there drie
The choir stood to sing, and the whole congregation stood to its feet
clapping and praising God.
| realized that | had been hungering and thirsting for righteousness. |
was ashamed of md hwaspregeantootime sdcanditiméd e ¢ o
inayearand | didnét even know who the father was.
home to God. | wanted to know Him better than | had as a child. My heart
was yearning for someone who would love me for me. Pastor Peogles ha
convined me that | could find that love withsiles.
iThe doors of the church are open, 0 he appeal

thirstind for something more meaningful i n you
in the bread of I i f eupplyRlhyour hepdsi ans 4: 19, O0He
according to Hisrichesinglr y i n Chri st Jirehsthes. 8 He is Jehova
Great Provider. I f youdbre | ooking to be rescu
youdve been living Our Lord Jesus Christ is t

save you, wadsyou wih His precious blood. There is nothing terrible
t hat you may have done that you canot be for

continue in wunbelief. Make Him your Lord and
never leave you or forsake you. When you need someotaktto o
someone to console you, and you jush dot know which way to go, t he

Holy Spirit is the Great Comforter, and the Great Counselor. He will lead

you into all truth.
Come on down and confess the death, burial and resurrection of our

Lord Jesus Chst rightnow and believe it in your heart. Comelwme to

Jesus. Heés gone to prepare a place for you. A

coming back for all those who believe. Is ther
| could feel the presence of the Lord as | sat there wonderigabtid

forgive mysins if He could clean me up.uBthere was another presence,

something that kept saying,

ANo. You candédt turn away from everything the
away from. You canét feel the Lordbdbs arms arou
homealonem bed. The Lord cfadanddesiredarkce you feel beaut
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he shod can6t make |l ove to you the way Mark d
husband first. And who is going to marry you
him first, e s pedd? &dulkny wi fy oo wéamedt g aatboa t c hihi s

one. Goyniad at you foreviaatlyou did to the other one. No one is

going to marry you and take care of some other
t o0s

0
0

even know if youbre good in bed. Tha why Da
becausehe was better in bed. Do you want a naahusband? Or do you

want the Lord? I f you go uwpymbrbere now, youdre
fun. Youol I be just |l ike Jackie minus the h
l onel i ness. No s e x ujushloe torfeve soméoned woul dndt vyo
make love to you the waMark did that time in August? Hell, maybe you

could get Mark to make | ove to you again if th

You better wait until you get a husband, then you can come to the Lord with
yourwholehear t . o
People were starting to come dowime center aisle of the church
moving toward Pastor Peoples who was standing with his arms outstretched
at the altar. There were about four young women who came. They were
seated in front of about five dems.
Jx kie shouted, fAHall elujah! o for each perso
Michelle cried softly.
| sat frozen in my spot.
Then, a medium build man withraddishbrown complexion, a sharp
haircut faded in the back and on the sides, dressed in a stylish black suit
approachedPastor Peples. They hugged each other and shookifiaHe
turned to face the congregation, and | saw those sparkling hazel eyes. He
kept looking down, but finally those hazel eyes rose and met mine. He
turned away quickly to focus on Pastor Peoples.
fi A nmiat do ve hear concerning our dear Brother Towds@nd Past or
Peoples asked the deacons after the ladies had been accepted into the church
on their Christian experience. AWait a minute.
answer. il just wathmstyoutgoansHisymotilen met hi ng about
Sister Gladys Townsentlas been a lorgtanding member of this church.
Most of you probably know, she passed away earlier this year. | do believe
it was Easter Sunday. But like a true saint, her last words were sharing the
Gogel with her only son. She told him that the onlgywhe was going to
see her again was if he accepted Jesus Christ as his Lord and Savior. He
took his mother at her word, and here he is standing before us today, ready
to give his life to Christ. | know thangel®f God are really rejoicing today.
Hallely ah saints!o
The congregation echoed, AHallelujah!o
iDeacons?0
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fi move that Brother Townsend be accepted in
Christian Church by way of baptism. o

iSecond. 0

AANny quest imilerdoeri ndgi snconses,i d et 6s use the usua
forooti ng around here. All in favor?o

AiHal |l el ujah! o

AAl I opposed? Thereds nobody angry, but Sata

|l etds give the

of our new members. Everybody,
The congregation stood tieeir feet and clapped.
Mark did it! He said he wsagoing to tumn his life over to the Lord, and

he did it!
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When | got home from the service, | went to my bedroom and started to
undress. My feelings overwhelmed me. | realized when | saw Mark today
that | truly missed him. | loved him and he hated mh&vas his child | was
carrying. | just knew it. What was | going to do? | thought back to the time
in August when we made love for the first and only time, and | thanked God
that | had finally known what was lke to truly be loved and cherished by a
man even if it was a sin.

| wanted to be with him so much, but the way he looked away from me
told me that there was no chance of that. | looked around for something to
hold that reminded me of him. Sometiithat vould make me feel close to
him again. Sorething that would prove that we really did share something
special that day. | remembered the gun he left in my drawer. | opened the
drawer, but the gun was gone.

ilt was David, o | whispered.
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EPILOGUE

Yes, that joumal entry, that night and that year had changed my life. It
was that night when | started to look for love in all the wrong places. |
began to make decisions that year that kept me on the road to eternal
sgritual death.

I'td6s been t en hgpataakest maford givimg/neytifetd h o u g
Christ that day in church, little did | know, it was that day when | started a
tenyear journey back home to God.

It was my search for true love that Satan useddd lme aws from
God, but God used that same gquedbring me back home to a Provider,

Savior, Comforter and Counselor who loves me for me.

PraiseYou, Lord! Miss you Daddy!
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