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Pam


It’s a shame that I don’t even want to go into my own home. I really don’t, but I can’t sit in the car all night, because I know that my children are probably starving. And I know my home is no doubt in shambles. Plus, on top of everything else, I have to use the bathroom. Most of the time, before I enter my home, I just sit in my driveway like this, for a good half hour, listening to Lauryn, Jill, Erykah or Angie. It’s the only quiet time I get all day.


Compared to my homelife, my job is actually a walk in the park. I work in lovely corporate America. Yes, that’s right. I’m a professional black woman. It has a nice ring to it, doesn’t it? The only thing is, it’s not really all that it’s cracked up to be. I know that I’m blessed to have gainful employment, but corporate America is definitely overrated.


I tell people that I have a job and not a career, because shouldn’t a career be something that you love? I don’t love what I do. I don’t even like it. I keep telling myself that it’s a means to an end, although I’m not exactly sure what the end is. I used to know. At any rate, it keeps my babies’ bellies full (and their father’s too), a roof over our heads and clothes on our backs.


When people ask me what my husband does, I really don’t know how to answer. I say that he’s a record producer/talent scout/songwriter, because that’s what he says he does. But, in the truest sense of the expression, he is a starving artist.


Troy was a musician when I met him. It was one of the things that attracted me to him. I loved his mixture of creativity, rebellion and ambition. Back then it was sexy, but after two kids, two repossessed cars and a Chapter 7 bankruptcy the thrill is gone.


As soon as I open my car door, I hear the loud music coming out of the house. I look to my neighbor’s house. As cold as it is, Miss Betty, our elderly next-door neighbor, is sitting on her porch. Her arms are folded tightly against her ratty-looking wool coat. I can barely see her face peeking over the fur trim, but I don’t need to see her to know that her lips are pursed and her eyes are narrowed to little slits. She’s probably just waiting for someone to give her a reason to dial 911 as Troy has caused her to do on numerous occasions.


“Hi, Miss Betty. How are you doing?”


“I’d be doing a whole lot better if I could have some peace and quiet.”


“I know, Miss Betty. I’ll tell them to turn the music down.”


I place my key in the lock, but I don’t turn it. No one knows I’m here yet, and if I want to, I can still escape. I can sneak off to the library or just walk around Ann Taylor trying on the things that I would buy if I had some extra money.


I guess I take too long deciding, because my daughters are looking at me through the living room window. They are waving and laughing. I can’t help but smile, and I wave back. Cicely is only six years old, but her face, the spitting image of her father’s, is starting to mature. Cicely’s cocoa skin and huge inquisitive eyes are almost the exact opposite of Gretchen’s, her younger sister. Gretchen has my honey coloring and my head full of auburn curls. When she laughs, her eyes just about disappear. I’m not trying to boast, but my children are positively beautiful. They’re the one thing that Troy and I have gotten right. Finally, my husband, wearing an asinine grin, swings the door open.


“Hey, everybody!” he says. “The queen is home.”


Queen? Now, that’s enough to make me laugh, and I’m not talking about a chuckle. I’m talking about a sidesplitting, belly-grabbing, knee-slapping guffaw. How many queens do you know of that are responsible for cooking, cleaning, washing and basically waiting on everybody in the household hand and foot?


There are a grand total of seven people lounging in what should be my living room. Troy has transformed it into a recording studio. Resting atop my peach sofa is a gigantic speaker with a tangled mess of cords hanging from its rear. In the center of the room is a makeshift booth that Troy has crafted from fiberglass and foam rubber. Off in the corner there are four keyboards, a drum machine and a personal computer. It looks like a disaster area, but Troy expects to become the next Berry Gordy.


Troy is working on some sort of hip-hop street compilation to showcase all of his so-called artists. It seems like he’s been doing this forever, although it’s only been more like five months. Before that, he was investing all of his time and all of our money into creating demo tapes for major recording studios. He got discouraged when he didn’t get any responses, so he’s decided to become an independent label. I wonder how long this new venture will last.


I recognize most of the young people crowded into the room, although I must admit, after a while they all start to look similar. There is a young man named Dark Shadow, and that’s exactly what he looks like. Then there is the rap trio, Blades. They consist of two boys and a girl, and they’re still in high school. I asked them once why they picked the name Blades for their group; they told me it was because their rhymes were sharper than knives. I’m sorry, I don’t get it. It just sounds too violent to me. Ethan is tapping on one of the keyboards. He’s supposed to be Troy’s production assistant. Truthfully, Troy just likes the poor boy. Even I can tell that he has absolutely no talent, and less than stellar looks, but he’s determined to be a star. I wish he’d take himself to college.


To be fair, the house isn’t as messy as I thought it would be, but it reeks of cigarette smoke. Troy knows I can’t stand the smell of cigarettes because it gives me a headache. Troy also knows that I don’t want my children inhaling secondhand smoke. We’ve had the conversation more than enough times for it to be a permanent fixture in his memory bank. The most disturbing piece of all this is that the tiny girl that has the cigarette hanging from her mouth doesn’t even look old enough to buy them.


Troy has always been good at anticipating when I’m about to go off. I suppose it’s a skill that he has developed over the years. Just as I’m about to show my ugly side, Troy slides across my hardwood floors and snatches the cigarette out of the young girl’s mouth.


He says, “My wife doesn’t like cigarettes, Lisa. Besides, they’re bad for your voice.”


“Sorry, Troy. I wouldn’t want to upset the wifey,” she smirks.


Okay, Miss Lisa has no idea who she’s dealing with. She better be glad that she looks all of fifteen, because if she were legal, I’d swear I’d knock the taste out of her mouth. Lisa has skin the color of milk, and her eyes are like two perfectly shaped spheres of onyx. The front of her hair is an intricate mass of cornrows, and the back cascades over her shoulders. She’d probably be gorgeous if her attitude didn’t leak through her pores.


“Mommy, I’m hungry.”


I look down at my baby. They should’ve eaten already. Mrs. Franks, Gretchen’s babysitter, is good enough to pick Cicely up from kindergarten and bring both girls home so that Troy doesn’t have to leave the house. The least he could do is fix them a snack if not dinner. I smile at Cicely, because I try not to take my stress out on my girls, but I can’t say that I’m always successful.


“Hi, Hungry. My name is Mommy.”


Cicely laughs at my joke. “No, Mommy! I’m Cicely. My tummy is hungry.”


“Me too!” pipes Gretchen, not to be outdone by her older sister.


“All right. Let Mommy take her shoes off, and then we’ll see what’s in the kitchen. Why don’t you two go in there and wait for me. Okay?”


Cicely and Gretchen race to the kitchen at breakneck speed. I know Gretchen is going to be a track star one day, because she’s fast with her short muscular legs. She outruns her taller sister every time.


“Troy, have the girls eaten anything since they’ve been home?”


“I’m not sure, Pam. I think they had a cookie.”


“A cookie? What do you mean you’re not sure?” I hear myself start to rave, but I can’t stop myself. “Did you give them anything to eat? They are six and four years old, Troy—they are not capable of preparing their own meals. I left you a note that you were supposed to give them a sandwich. Two slices of bread and some peanut butter. You were too busy for that?”


Troy looks at me as if I’m speaking Greek. I know he saw my note. I posted it on the bathroom mirror before I left for work.


“I guess I was just too busy working, honey. I’m sorry about that.”


I don’t know how one person could be so selfish. I just roll my eyes and walk out of the room, because anything that comes out of my mouth right now is going to be ignorant.


Troy calls after me. “Wait a minute, Pam. Before you do that, I want you to listen to this track. Tell me how you like it.”


Despite the looks of starvation on my children’s faces, I go back into the living room/studio. I wouldn’t want anybody to think I’m not supportive of my husband, because as much as I complain, that is simply not the case. If anything, I want him to blow up worse than any of these weed-smoking teenagers propped around my living room. Troy plays the song that he’s apparently been working on all day, and everyone in the room is bobbing their heads. I can’t really get into it myself. Hip-hop soul is not my cup of tea. Give me some gospel, some old-school rhythm and blues, or even some of these neo-soul artists.


“That’s tight, ain’t it, Pam?”


“Yeah, Troy. It’s really hittin’.”


I cannot stand the way Troy talks when he’s around these young wannabe superstars. He acts like he isn’t thirty-three years old and a grown man. What I really want to tell him is that the song sounds just like all the other songs he writes.


It takes me all of two minutes to make bologna and cheese sandwiches for the girls. I guess I could make them something warm like a can of soup, but they seem to be satisfied with what they’ve got. Actually, they look grateful. I’m still wondering when they last ate.


Troy pokes his head into the kitchen. I know he’s about to ask me for something. It better not be money. All I have anyway is my tithe, and husband or not, he is not about to get the Lord’s money. I made up my mind on that a long time ago.


“Honey, we have a show on Sunday evening. Are you going to be able to make it?”


“Not this time. I’ve got evening service.”


Troy looks disappointed, but I don’t care. He knows full well that I spend all day Sunday in church. Why would he schedule a show on Sunday if he wanted me to go to it?


“You mean to tell me that Jesus is going to be mad if you miss one service? Come on, Pam. You’ll still be saved.”


“I know I’ll still be saved. I don’t need you to tell me that,” I say. “That’s not the point. Sunday is the Lord’s day.”


Troy responds sarcastically, “When do I get a day?”


I can’t believe my ears. “How’s Monday through Saturday sound?”


“What? Oh, you mean the days I share with the usher board, the nurse guild and Bible class and prayer meetings. You mean those days? It sounds like the whole week belongs to Jesus. Seems like after you went and got yourself saved and all, you forgot all about me. Am I right?”


I’m not even going to respond to Troy, because he is just allowing the devil to use him. I walk right past him and on upstairs to our bedroom. This is my sanctuary. The comforter may be five years old, and the flower print faded, but it has the alluring scent of my favorite fabric softener. Everything is in order in this room. The mostly empty perfume and lotion bottles on my dresser are lined up neatly, and there’s not a speck of dust to be seen. I lie across the bed and let the last of the day’s sunlight cover my body.


I hear myself sighing out loud. Why does he always have to throw church up in my face? I’ve got plenty of things to throw right back at him, like his chronic unemployment—or his phantom music career, for that matter—but I don’t.


It’s true, I do spend a lot of time at church, but so what? It’s not like he misses me around here. He’s always got company. If I was home, he probably wouldn’t even notice me. He’s got a lot of nerve. He should be grateful that I go to church so much. It’s the only way I’m able to put up with his sorry behind.


I go to the master bathroom and turn the jets on in the Jacuzzi tub, which is, by the way, the best investment I’ve ever made. I missed a lot of hair appointments and passed up on several new outfits for this little treat. A grown woman needs to indulge herself sometimes. I’m getting relaxed just looking at the water swirl around.


I can feel a whole day’s worth of tension melt away as soon as my entire body is immersed in the scented water. I close my eyes and travel to my fantasy world, the one where I’m a world-famous novelist and socialite. I’m young, beautiful, high-school-senior thin and single. I’m sitting in my luxurious boudoir waiting for my maid to bring me breakfast. She knocks at the door.


“Come in, Olga,” I say.


The knocking continues, and suddenly I’m jerked back into the real world. Someone is actually knocking on the bathroom door. It never fails.


“Who is it?”


“Mommy, it’s me, Gretchen. I have to pee.”















Chapter Two
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Taylor


I never, not in a million years, thought that I’d ever be someone’s baby’s mama. A wife and a mother I could envision. That was the plan. But a baby’s mama?


But no matter how I look at it, that is just what I am. I have a beautiful baby boy, but I am not married to his father. So what does that make me? Yes, I know. A baby’s mama. I need to just accept it, I guess, but I cringe every time I hear it.


Why does it seem that every time I need to get somewhere in a hurry, the traffic works against me? Right now it’s bumper-to-bumper on I-480. Today we were graced with one of Cleveland’s own afternoon snowstorms. It’s the first one this year, but since it’s only November, I doubt that it will be the last. I think I’m a good driver, but I always get anxious on the highway when the roads are slippery, and if the salt trucks were out, I sure can’t tell.


I’m almost one hundred percent sure that I’m going to be late picking up Joshua. I can’t afford Sister Lang’s late fees, and she knows that. Perhaps today she’ll have pity on me and not charge. It would be a miracle, but stranger things have happened. Lord, please, touch her heart.


I guess I thought I was in love when I got pregnant with Joshua. I bought all of the lies, and it didn’t even take a lot of convincing. I think I was just ripe for love… or ripe for a man. Either way, when Luke told me, “Taylor, I do not love my wife,” I believed him. When he said, “One day we’re going to have our own family,” I believed him. He had to be telling the truth, or else I was an idiot and this man was just using me for sex. Well, it turns out that I was an idiot.


Now, I’m not one of those women who would try and trap a man with a baby. From what I can see, the woman is the one who ends up trapped. So, no, I did not get pregnant on purpose, although Luke might tell you otherwise.


I kind of hoped that he’d be happy to know that he was actually able to father a child. He said that he and his wife had been trying to have a baby for almost twenty years. That was one of his excuses for cheating: the stress of trying to get her pregnant. Yeah, it does sound pretty ridiculous now, but what does everyone say about hindsight?


When I told Luke that I was pregnant, he was not thrilled—at all. The first thing he did was ask me to get an abortion. I was floored! This man is a minister in our church. I can’t even believe he came to me like that.


After he realized that I would not agree to murdering our child, he presented another request. He asked that I never reveal, to anyone, my son’s paternity. For a while it seemed reasonable for me to keep his secret, but now that my son is two years old, I don’t know if it was such a good idea.


I remember going to my pastor, telling him that I was stepping down from my various auxiliaries because of my pregnancy. Of course, Pastor wanted to know if the father was someone in our church. Let me just say that although I never understood it completely in my high school English class, I now know what The Scarlet Letter’s Hester Prynne was going through. The only difference between Hester and me is that she loved her baby’s father. At that point, I was ready to sell mine out completely.


I kept my promise, though, and to this day I haven’t told anyone. My grandmother used to say, “What’s done in the dark always comes to the light.” I truly believe that. Every day, Joshua looks more and more like his father, and I know that Luke can see it. I catch him looking at Joshua from time to time, out of the corner of his eye.


Lately, I’ve started to think of his wife. Of course, I never did when I was sleeping with Luke, because that was more than my conscience could bear. She’s my sister in Christ, but I had to think of her as a cold fish of a woman who only wanted to have sex to get herself a baby. Though it wasn’t any real justification for what we were doing, I clung to it for dear life. The illusion that I was bringing the happiness that he could not find in marriage was enough to fuel my illicit lust.


“Illicit lust” may sound like a harsh term to some people. Why not use a less biting synonym such as “affair” or “tryst”? Well, to be honest, I had to get real with myself. When Luke told me that we were over, I was truly devastated. I even prayed for a solution that would allow us to be together. As crazy as it sounds, I prayed for another woman’s husband. Thank God for deliverance.


It’s been almost three years since I’ve even held a conversation with Luke. No, he has never apologized for taking advantage of my stupidity. No, he has not even acknowledged my child’s presence. He has not offered one red cent, and he’s got plenty.


Being a single parent is no joke either. It’s difficult going through the financial crises and money situations (public assistance has never been and I hope will never be an option for me). But I find even more trying the times when Joshua does something cute or precocious and I don’t have anyone to tell. Not anyone who will care about it as much as I do.


And then there are those days that I just want a break. I want to read a book or watch a movie uninterrupted. As a single mom I’m always on duty. Joshua is always there. I love him to death, but sometimes (and I really hate to admit this) I resent my son. Or maybe I resent the sin that brought him here.


Whew! I pull up to Sister Lang’s house with two minutes to spare. Thank you, Lord, for small favors. It doesn’t take much these days to make me testify. On Sunday I’ll be saying, “I thank and praise God for getting me to Sister Lang’s house on time.”


Sister Lang, as usual, has my son packed up and ready to go. His winter jacket is barely warm enough for today’s temperature, but I have to wait until the fifteenth to get him a snowsuit. He’ll be warm enough going from the house to the car.


“Thank you for having him dressed, Sister Lang. It really helps me.”


“Oh, Taylor, it’s not a problem at all.”


“Well, thank you all the same.”


Sister Lang looks out her window, shaking her head. I already know what she’s thinking.


“Child, it’s cold out there. Is that little summer jacket going to be enough for Joshua?”


Sister Lang gets on my last nerve exaggerating like that.


“Sister Lang, he’ll be okay. We’re just going from the house to the car. The car is already warmed up.”


“I’ve heard of people getting frostbite in seconds.”


I smile instead of rolling my eyes. “I don’t think we have to worry about that today. I’m getting him a snowsuit when I get paid.”


“Humph. Can’t his daddy buy him a coat?”


I knew that was coming. I have virtually the same conversation with this woman at least once a week. Can’t his daddy get his hair cut? Can’t his daddy pick him up sometimes? She knows my situation.


“Well, Sister Lang, you know our story. Just pray my strength in the Lord, okay?” If nothing else works, this always shuts her up.


“All right, honey. I’ll do that.”


It takes me all of two and a half seconds to get Joshua to the car. He falls asleep as soon as his head hits the cushion on his car seat. Thank you, Lord, for another miracle. Some days Joshua’s toddler chatter nearly drives me insane. And I know that Sister Lang must be giving him sugar on his way out of her house, because he’s usually raring to go when I pick him up.


I see my sleeping son’s innocent, chubby reflection in my rearview mirror, and I can’t help but feel just a little sorrowful. Joshua is sleeping so peacefully. He has no idea that his life is lacking anything. He’s supposed to be able to roughhouse with his daddy and learn how to use the bathroom from his daddy. He’s supposed to learn from his daddy how to be a man too. How in the world am I supposed to teach him that?















Chapter Three
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Yvonne


I’m glad that my husband is saved. He is saved, sanctified and filled with the Holy Ghost. Hallelujah to God! It is such a blessing to be married to a man of God. So many of the sisters I know are married to no-good, low-down brothers. And the single ones are desperate to find a man. Any man. That’s why I started this support group called Sister to Sister. These women need somebody to tell them how to get a real man of God, how to treat a real man and how to keep him.


Now, I’m not saying that my marriage is perfect. I’d be lying if I did. Me and Luke have had as many problems as anybody else. We just have God in our union, and that’s the difference.


Sister to Sister is really just a prayer circle for women. We’ve got some married women that are having trouble with their mates (saved and unsaved). We’ve got single women that want to get married so badly they can taste it. And recently, a lot of single mothers have been joining us.


I invited Taylor Johnson to come to our meeting this week, and she looked at me kind of funny. That girl acts like she doesn’t need anybody, including her baby’s father. I mean, I’m not one to meddle, but it seems like if you know who the daddy is, then he should at least be helping out financially. She says that she knows, but maybe she doesn’t. That little Joshua is cute as a button too. I don’t see why the daddy wouldn’t want to be around. Some black men are just doggish, I guess. That’s what happens when you don’t do things God’s way. I’m glad I never had to go through those particular consequences and repercussions myself.


Obviously, I was not clear when I said that the meeting would start promptly at 7:30 p.m., because I’m the only one here. I wipe some of the frost off of the window to see if anyone else has pulled into the church parking lot. So far my car is the only one, and after only a half hour it’s already covered with snow.


We probably won’t have much of a turnout tonight because the snow is really coming down. Some of these folk have been in Cleveland their whole lives and they still get excited about snow.


I had to adjust to this cold weather when I moved here from Atlanta. The very first winter that I was in Cleveland we had a blizzard that put about a foot of snow at my doorstep. I’d only seen snow maybe once or twice in my whole life. I cried every time I walked out of the door and almost crashed my husband’s new car trying to get to the grocery store.


When I met Luke, he was nineteen years old and traveling with his pastor. I was eighteen, fresh out of high school, and ready to face the world. At the time, I didn’t have any intentions of going to college, even though my mama begged me to attend Spelman. She never had the chance to attend college, but she’d always wanted to go. I was the exact opposite of Mama. I hated school, and only did just enough to earn my diploma. Besides, my daddy convinced me that I was pretty enough to get a rich husband and never have to work a day in my life. I believed him. All I wanted to do was find a good church boy, settle down and get married. And there Luke was, looking fine as wine.


I fell for Luke almost immediately, mostly because he didn’t sound country. He spoke so eloquently. He was attending Bible College. I knew he was going to end up being a pastor someday, and he will too, if Pastor Brown ever sits his old butt down and retires. Don’t get me wrong, I love Pastor Brown, but there comes a time when you have to pass on the mantle.


Anyway, Luke swept me right off my feet. We only courted for about a month before he asked me to marry him. Yes. It was a whirlwind romance, and I loved every second of it. Everyone back home said that it was too soon, but Luke said that God told him I was his wife.


We got married right in my pastor’s office. We didn’t even have rings to exchange, but I didn’t care. Who needed a cheap gold band or a big white wedding dress when I had the man right there in flesh and blood?


It came as a shock to me when Luke told me we were moving to Cleveland. For some reason, it had never occurred to me that Luke wouldn’t want to stay in the South. I objected to the move, and even threatened to divorce him, but Luke let me know in no uncertain terms that I belonged to him.


I remember screaming at the top of my lungs and wanting to go back to my mother’s house. Luke had continued packing our bags like he didn’t even hear me. I knew that I was acting like a little girl, but I threw an all-out tantrum. I started throwing dishes and knickknacks across the room. Luke continued right on ignoring me. I didn’t like being ignored, so I picked up one of Luke’s heavy textbooks and hurled it across the room, aiming for his head. He ducked out of the way in the nick of time, but I had certainly gotten his attention. But after I’d gotten it, I realized that I didn’t really want it.


Luke came across that room like a demon-possessed man. He grabbed me by my long hair and pulled me down to my knees. He slapped me three times across my face and told me to get it together.


Never in my life had I been hit by a man. My daddy hadn’t believed in whipping girls, although my mama had a different philosophy. I was afraid that I had opened a whole box of worms and that Luke would be hitting me for the rest of our marriage. I didn’t know what to do. I was terrified of leaving my family behind and going to a strange city where I knew no one, especially if my husband was gone be whipping me.


After a few hours passed by, Luke apologized for hitting me. He vowed to never do it again, and that was enough for me. I was to blame for his outburst anyway, and I promised myself that I wouldn’t ever push his buttons like that. In twenty years Luke has never again laid a hand on me.


Getting used to Cleveland was difficult for me. Since I didn’t have any friends, I got active in the church. Most of the girls my age were going to college or working, and they thought I was old-fashioned to be tied down to a husband at such a young age. Luke didn’t want me working, so I didn’t. I went out with the missionaries, visiting the sick and shut-in and praying with them. It didn’t bother me to be hanging around with a bunch of church mothers. The giggly, young, single sisters got on my last nerve anyhow.


Those church mothers imparted a lot of wisdom to me, and I believe that’s why my marriage has lasted this long, when it seems like everyone else is getting separated and divorced. I know what kind of work it takes to keep a marriage together. The sisters taught me how to clean my house until it sparkled. I already knew how to cook, and I made sure that Luke never came home without his dinner waiting on the table. And in the bedroom—well, let’s just say that I ain’t never had a headache.


Even now, after twenty years, I still serve my husband in the same way, and he loves and appreciates me for it. I keep myself looking good too. Some of these sisters in our church have one or two kids and just let themselves go. They get fat and lazy and then wonder why their husbands are stepping out on the side. I understand putting on a few pounds, but they have no excuse to be walking around nappy-headed. That’s why they make Dark & Lovely. I know my husband gets everything he needs at home. I’m not bragging either. It’s just what I know.


I see Sister Pam Lyons. It’s a good thing too, because in another five minutes I was going to head back home. I should’ve known that she’d be the first one to show up. That girl has more problems than anyone I know. She’s one of those career women. I told her that she needs to quit that job and stay home with her babies. It isn’t natural for a man to just let a woman take care of him, but her husband hasn’t had a job in over a year. Not a real job anyway. She says he’s a record producer, but I think he’s a dreamer. Don’t get me wrong, now, there is nothing wrong with dreaming. Not as long as you wake up and take some action. If you ask me, Mr. Lyons is just sleeping his life away, and Pam is nothing but a crutch. If he came to church other than on Easter and Mother’s Day, he just might get delivered.


Looks like Pam’s business suit is getting a bit snug. She’s either stressed or prospering, but I believe it’s stress. She’s been fighting that battle of the bulge for a while now; I hope she wins soon. I think she’s about one meal away from being plus-sized. She’s got a cute haircut, though, and some red highlights in all that curly hair of hers. I’ve never been bold enough to do anything like that to my hair. I like it long and I like it thick. Most of the time it’s just pulled back into a bun, but it’s a comfort to know it’s there.


“Praise the Lord, Sister Yvonne. I’m sorry I’m late. I had to feed my daughters when I got home today,” says Pam in a lackluster tone. She sounds tired.


“Hey, Pam! He’s worthy. Girl, you obviously aren’t the only one running a little late.”


Pam peers out the window. “Yes, I see. It’s probably the snow. Maybe we should’ve canceled.”


“Mmm-hmm. How are things going with you?”


Pam plops down into a seat. “I’m truly blessed, sis. I just got promoted at work. I answer to a vice president now.”


I clap my hands together. “Well, bless God! We need black women in strategic places in these companies. Maybe you can help someone get hired.”


Pam responds hesitantly, “Maybe so. If they’re qualified, of course.”


“Of course. Well, it looks like it’s just going to be us tonight. I was really hoping that Sister Taylor would come. She’s been looking kind of down lately.”


“Really? She’s never been to one of our meetings. Why did you think that she’d be here tonight?”


“I invited her. Sister Lang said that the girl didn’t even have enough money to buy her baby a winter coat.”


Pam looks as though she doesn’t believe me. But I happen to know that Sister Lang is a very good source who always double-checks her stories.


“Are you sure? I wonder why she didn’t mention it to anyone. I know somebody in the church has some hand-me-downs for little boys.”


I roll my eyes and respond, “Maybe she needs to get the child’s father involved.”


Pam waves both hands in the air. “Hey, that’s none of my business, Yvonne. I’m sure she has her reasons for what she’s doing.”


I don’t know what Pam is thinking, but as her sister in Christ I think it’s my duty to get involved. It’s what the Lord has called me to do. Some of these young women need guidance. Everyone knows that she refused to tell Pastor Brown about her partner in crime. She needs to be getting a check so she can buy that little boy what he needs.


“She needs help.”


“Well, if she doesn’t come to me on her own, all I can do is pray for her,” says Pam decidedly.


I have a response for Pam, but I keep it to myself, because Sister Rhoda Peterson and Sister Rochelle Andrews walk in. The two of them just come to the meetings to get the latest gossip. Most of the time, they’re the ones who bring all the news—good and bad. There’s a big difference between being concerned and being nosy. Being nosy is nothing but sin, plain and simple.


I greet them both. “Praise the Lord, Sister Peterson and Sister Andrews.”


“Praise him!” Rhoda replies. “You all are not going to believe where we’re coming from.”


I say, “We probably won’t believe it, but go ’head and tell us anyway.”


“We just left from Sister Barb Davis’ house,” Rochelle says gleefully. “She done put her husband out.”


“Out as in outdoors?” I ask.


Rhoda answers, “Out as in ‘get out of my house, you lazy fool.’ Out as in ‘hit the road, Jack, and don’t come back no more.’ ”


Pam gasps, “She can’t mean that! They’ve been married for ten years at least.”


“Twelve,” says Rhoda matter-of-factly. “And they were supposedly very happy.”


Rochelle adds, “Yeah, you know. Them be the ones.”


I don’t know if Pam notices, but to me it seems that Rhoda and Rochelle are just too excited about sharing their news. They ought to be ashamed of themselves. I happen to know for a fact that Barb and Percy were very happy. If Percy is cheating he’s nothing but a fool if I ever saw one. Rhoda and Rochelle are sitting over there looking tickled pink. I wonder if they even prayed with or for Sister Davis or any of the other church members about their marriages. What am I saying? I know they probably haven’t, but neither have I.


Pam says, “I know they’ll work things out. I’m sure of it.”


Rochelle chuckles. “If they don’t, I know quite a few empty beds that would welcome Percy Davis. Barb better be careful what she wishes for.”


Rhoda and Rochelle are the only ones laughing at Rochelle’s tasteless joke. They don’t even notice Sister Taylor lingering at the doorway. At first glimpse she looks like one of those girls in a rap video. Her clothes are fine—a jean skirt and a button-down blouse. It’s just that her body is a little bit too voluptuous for them. The girl has more curves than the law allows, and it seems like she got curvier after she had her baby. That jean skirt is hugging all kinds of hips and behind. I’m a little bit jealous. I could never fill out clothes like that with my bird legs and flat chest, although Luke never complained. I’m not sure what’s going on with Taylor’s hair. She’s got enough blonde hair weave on her head to give joy to about twenty ponytail-wearing wannabes. And don’t get me started on that makeup. No wonder she was late… she was at home putting her face on.


“Well, are you coming in?” I ask, drawing everyone’s attention to Taylor.


She answers, “Yes, Sister Yvonne. Thank you for inviting me. I thought you all had a big group. For a minute I thought I was at the wrong room.”


Pam grabs her hand. “We usually do have more in attendance, but you know how some people get when they see a little snow. Come on in and get comfortable. There are refreshments over there on the table.”


“Thank you.”


If you ask me, Taylor looks exhausted, but anyone could still see that she is a beautiful girl. She’s got big bags under her eyes, and she’s all slumped over. That’s probably why she’s wearing so much makeup. But no amount of face paint can disguise that kind of weariness. She doesn’t look like a twenty-six-year-old woman. I’m glad she decided to let us help her.


Rhoda and Rochelle calm down and take seats near me. It’s my guess that they really don’t want to miss what Taylor has to say, if anything. There’s a lot of stuff going around the church about Taylor and her son. I doubt that Taylor is going to give any answer to the rumors, though. To her credit, she has been really low-key during her whole ordeal. Some of these girls get pregnant and flaunt it—like it’s cute or something—but Taylor is different. She’s a quiet type.


“So has the meeting started?” Taylor asks. “Is there some type of formal discussion or something?”


“Not really. If someone has a prayer request, then we pray for her. If someone wants to share a struggle that she’s going through, we talk about that.”


“Oh, okay. Well, I’ll just sit back and listen for now.”


Since it’s obvious that Taylor is not about to spill her guts, Rhoda continues to give all the details on the Davises’ situation. It seems that she suspects that he’s cheating with one of the young single sisters in the church. Sister Davis doesn’t know who the mistress is, but she caught him talking on the telephone late at night. Apparently, when she picked up the phone, she heard a young woman’s voice.


Taylor shifts in her seat and concentrates on her cookies. Rhoda’s commentary appears to be disturbing her. At first I think that she may be Brother Davis’ mistress, but the expression on her face is not the least bit guilty. She looks quite peeved, to be exact. With every word that Rhoda speaks, Taylor’s eyebrows become more and more furrowed. Pam stares across the room, determined to not share in a gossiper’s sin.


When Rhoda is finished, I ask, “Sister Taylor, is there something bothering you? You look a little angry or irritated or something.”


Taylor looks up at everyone in the room. Her head moves in a slow semicircle, sizing up the women. I guess I look like I’m the ringleader, because she directs all of her anger at me.


“I didn’t know that this was just a group to gossip about those not in attendance. I thought we were here to encourage and pray for one another. I hardly call what Sister Rhoda just did encouraging. In fact, I find it quite offensive.”


Rhoda sucks her teeth. “Well, inquiring minds want to know. Anyway, if we don’t keep up to date on the scoop, there is no way we can pray effectively for people.”


“Sister Rhoda, she does have a point,” I say. “Maybe we need to just stick to the facts and try to stay away from the opinion part of the story.”


I don’t think my answer to Sister Rhoda is really good enough for Taylor. She still looks angrier than a bee whose honey was just stolen. Rhoda looks good and mad too, and she can be real petty when she wants to. Taylor doesn’t know who she’s tangling with.


Rhoda says, “Well, Sister Taylor, you seem to be awful touchy about this whole conversation. Could it be that the mistress is one of your little friends from the singles ministry? If you know something like that and aren’t telling the pastor, then you’re sharing in their sin.”


Taylor stands up. “I’m not even going to dignify that with an answer. I’m also not going to spend any more of my precious time in this gossiping, hen party session. Thank you, Sister Yvonne, for the invite, but I won’t be coming back.”


We all sit in silence as Taylor storms out of the room. It’s too bad that she can’t understand our mission. Well, my mission at least. I sure didn’t mean to offend her. I just truly want to help God’s women. I hate that Rhoda scared her away. It’s my guess that Taylor needs my help more than anyone in the church, and I intend on helping.
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