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You are seen. This novel is for you.
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PROLOGUE




Losanti, Ohio is a boomerang town. It exists as a place to begin, and to end, but not to live. 

Located on the southwestern edge of the state of Ohio facing the neighboring commonwealth of Kentucky is the city of Losanti. Midwestern but with a touch of the South, its flair can be heard in the distinctive accent of its natives. The signature blend of brewing hops and turned eggs wafts through the air, welcoming all who enter.

The locale is known for two things – its incredible, painful mundanity, and ranch dressing.

Losanti is often the stand-in for many a TV show or movie, the sleepy town where you blink and then you miss it. Its downtown area along the riverfront can double as a city center in any other mid-sized metro.

No monuments have ever been erected to great Losantians of the past and no real landmarks exist, except perhaps the billion-dollar football stadium residents are still angrily paying for with increased sales tax after several decades.

The one thing Losantians are proud of is their ranch dressing. Yes, but not just any ranch dressing. Losanti is the home of Ohio Valley Ranch, the most beloved ranch dressing in the United States. Like most other things in Losanti, this dressing is quite ordinary, but this is the beauty of the brand. Ohio Valley Ranch is so ordinary, it offends the least number of consumers, making it the safest choice from coast to coast.

We all know a town like Losanti — a burg lacking true distinction, but whose natives believe it to be the best place one could ever dream of living.

In 1997, seventeen-year-old Luke Phillips called Losanti home. He was born and raised there, along with his parents Gerald “Cam” Junior and Elizabeth, known as “Libby,” as well as his older brother Gerald III, nicknamed “Trey.”

Trey was attractive, a cunning opportunist with a knack for finding himself in the right place at the right time. While Luke was the smarter of the two, he was not so lucky. His appearance was average, and his accomplishments were found wanting. His parents never passed up an opportunity to remind him of that fact.

Luke attended Denbytown High School, a public secondary school on the northern edge of the city. In twelfth grade, he met Morgan Haas. He was captivated at first sight by the attractive new transplant from, well, everywhere and nowhere at the same time.

Morgan was a “military brat.” Her father Jim was an Army careerist of over twenty years, reaching the level of Lieutenant Colonel. Her mother Nancy meticulously kept a tidy home and cared for Morgan and her seven siblings. Of the eight total children, five were biological and three were adopted. Morgan was the youngest, born in South Korea and adopted as a baby. As a military family, the Haases were always on the move, on or near Army bases all over the United States.

Soon after they met in fifth-period civics class, Luke and Morgan forged a romantic relationship. He thought her pretty enough, an athletic beauty of African American and East Asian extraction with jet-black curly hair and vibrant deep brown eyes. More importantly to him, his friends thought she was incredibly attractive, which elevated his status among his peers. Morgan, for her part, felt that Luke, of German and English background, with his brown mop-top haircut and brilliant blue eyes, was okay in appearance. What she truly loved, however, was his hypnotic, tenor singing voice, and that he could tell a captivating story.

While the couple believed they were in love, their pairing was without the blessing of their parents.

Luke’s mother and father, pillars in their Southern Baptist congregation, would never approve of him dating “the world’s way.” Morgan was not the image they had in mind of a future daughter-in-law. Their desire was for their youngest son to meet a godly, Baptist woman from good stock to court – not date, but court – and marry. Until then, temptation was to be avoided at all costs.

The thing was, Morgan did in fact come from a Christian family. Her parents were devout Calvinist Christians in the Reformed tradition, with deep roots in Western Michigan’s Dutch community. These strong regional links endured despite moves necessitated by her father’s military service. 

Like Luke’s parents, Morgan’s father and mother wanted their daughter to marry an upstanding Christian mate. However, their idea of an “upstanding Christian mate” did not include a Baptist like Luke, especially an underachiever from a middling place like Losanti.

In the world of the Phillipses and the Haases, Baptists and Calvinists did not mix. Yet Luke and Morgan had no concern for petty doctrinal disputes.

Their parents believed that the end of high school was the end of the couple. Unbeknownst to them, they secretly applied to the same colleges. Both were accepted to the University of the Great Lakes, a respected public institution in Upper West Osceola, Michigan, and started shortly after high school graduation in 1998. At Great Lakes, they joined a student organization, Christian Kingdom. Christian Kingdom, or “CK,” was an evangelical campus ministry with chapters at colleges and universities all over the globe. They planned to earn their degrees and perhaps marry and spend the rest of their lives together, God willing.

Unfortunately for Luke and Morgan, God was not so willing. 

Having discovered the ongoing romance, Luke’s parents demanded he end his relationship with Morgan. Over the Christmas holiday in December 1998, he called her on the telephone and did as he was told. His parents were present to ensure the job was done. 

The two were heartbroken, but remained friends. Yet, over time, their faith faltered, Morgan’s especially. Neither could understand a God who would keep them apart for reasons.

Then, during their third year at Great Lakes, Morgan’s parents felt she was not as devoted to God as she was to enjoying her freedom as a young adult at a secular university. One weekday in October 2000, they showed up at Morgan’s residence hall unannounced. As Luke watched from a distance, they forced her to pack up, pulling her out of school, and away from him permanently.








  
  

GONE


NOVEMBER 2001





“Hi, friend.”  

The caramel-shaded doll spoke. Just out of the box, the brand-new toy donning a pale pink jumpsuit sat atop the blue metal bucket. Its deep brown eyes shifted mechanically from side to side.

“Hi, Baby Talk,” the young girl sheepishly responded to the doll. Turning away from it, she fixated on a set of Hot Wheels on the sidewalk. Red one here. Orange one there. Yellow one there. My favorite, she thought to herself. She carefully lined up each toy car end to end around the mound of sand covering the crack of the sidewalk. 

As she moved the final car, the shimmer of a lone dragonfly came into view. Upon the sight, the girl hopped back startled, the skirt of her red, white, and blue dress lifting slightly, exposing the edge of her silk ivory slip.

“Ann!”

Upon hearing her name, the child looked back to see who called to her, her braided brunette pigtails swinging. In view was a large box truck parked in the driveway of a pink stucco ranch-style home with a lone palm tree in front. The voice belonging to a mahogany-toned, Rubenesque woman with a moist Jheri curl. “Annie, grab your toys. We’re about to take off.”

“Okay, Mommy.” Ann picked up the talking doll by the arm, and then the bucket, flipping it right side up. She then lined the cars on its bottom and placed the doll inside. Stupid fly. Whoops, can’t say stupid. Mommy says we don’t say that. It’s not in our ‘vo-cab-yu-lair-ee.’

“Baby, let’s go.” A towering, freckle-faced man with tightly coiled sandy red hair lumbered towards the girl. As the man picked up the child, he smiled and told her, “We’ll stop by Mickey D’s on the way out of Fort Lauderdale, and we’re gonna get you some chicken nuggets.”

“Dad…”

“Annie!” Ann was jolted awake. 

She turned her head to the direction of her bedroom door, where there stood the same woman in the dream but with a few lines in her face, now with pin-straight, wrapped sable hair and wearing a bleached sheath dress and matching pumps. The older woman gently informed her, “The limo is here.”

With haste, Ann rose from bed and finished getting ready. She glanced in the mirror and caught a glimpse of an adult woman.

She sprayed her brunette curls with leave-in conditioner and placed her arms in each sleeve of her pink bolero jacket. She then adjusted the skirt of her white fit and flare dress to fit over her expansive hips. For the finishing touch, she slid into her ivory kitten heels and swiped her purse on her way out the door following her mother.

“Okay, Mom. Is Michelle ready?” she asked.

Her mother sighed. “Yes, Shelley’s downstairs.”

“Are you ready?”

“I don’t know if I’ll ever be ready, but time stops for nobody.”

“I know Mom, I know.”


      [image: image-placeholder]“Every time I would return to Detroit, it was always for a funeral. Somebody’s always dying.” 

Ann recalled these words from her father as the sleek black limousine carrying herself, her mother, and her sister, all dressed in ivory, turned right on East Grand Boulevard, and stopped in front of the stately funeral home. The driver parked directly behind the hearse with a casket inside, prepared for the procession to the cemetery following the service.

With her mother and sister leading, she stepped into the doors of the funeral home and turned right into the decorated parlor. As they entered the cream-walled hall, they each received a glossy obituary. Her aunts, uncles, cousins, and her father’s many friends, were in the parlor to greet the bereaved immediate family. 

Once seated at the front of the room, Ann opened the obituary, which was adorned by her father’s smiling face in front, and read it:


Marshall Harris Corbin of Detroit, Michigan, passed away on Tuesday, November 6th, 2001, at the age of 49. Marshall was born July 30, 1952 in Detroit to Estelle and Palmer Corbin, who predeceased him, and grew up in the Boston-Edison district of the city. He graduated from Detroit Cathedral High School, class of 1970, then went on to earn a bachelor’s degree in government from the University of the Great Lakes in Upper West Osceola, Michigan, in 1974, and a juris doctor from Gulf State College in Florida in 1978.

Marshall built a fulfilling career as an attorney specializing in family law at Fishbein and Bishop and was admitted to the bar in three states. He was also well-traveled, having visited five continents during his lifetime. He loved sports such as baseball and football, and played defensive back for the Great Lakes Buzzards, his university football team. 

He married Sherrye Wilkins on January 29th, 1984, and became the father of two girls, raising them to walk upright in the Lord.

Marshall leaves behind his loving wife Sherrye, his daughters, Ann and Michelle, his siblings, Marie (Eddie) Hall, Louie (Eliza) Corbin, and Jeanie Williams, and a host of nieces, nephews, cousins, and friends.



As they sat down, Sherrye whispered, “We reserved the biggest room here, looks like it still wasn’t enough.” There was not an empty seat in the house, and mourners who arrived a touch too late stood in the back.

The funeral director, dressed in black, shuffled to the podium next to the grey and silver-lined casket and removed a piece of paper from his inside suit jacket pocket. He opened it and read aloud.

“Good morning, it is my honor to welcome every single one of you to this homegoing celebration for Marshall Harris Corbin, who entered into rest on Tuesday, November 6, 2001.” He cast his eyes down on the casket, which was closed per Marshall’s wishes.

Next to it was a large display of white and red flowers, and next to that a giant board with a collection of photos from various points in Marshall’s tragically short life. The pictures included a black-and-white shot of Marshall as a child playing football, a yearbook portrait from high school, a sepia photo of him flexing, presumably in his late teens or early twenties, and a color professional snapshot of himself as a young adult with his mother and siblings. The board also featured a wedding picture of himself, Sherrye, and Ann, a family image where he posed with his wife and two children, and numerous candid Polaroids and snapshots from the nearly fifty years Marshall lived.

In irritated distraction, Ann thought, This is beautiful, but we should’ve had the funeral at our home church.


      [image: image-placeholder]Charity Community Church had been the church home for the Corbin family since the mid-nineties. A nondenominational evangelical Christian congregation located on Detroit’s far east side, it was mere blocks from the family home in the East English Village neighborhood. Charity was a formerly Baptist institution that held fast to a suburban, mostly homogeneous demographic in a gradually diversifying urban enclave. 

The family attended church infrequently prior to joining the congregation. Marshall dabbled in various religions during his lifetime, including several varieties of Christianity, two sects of Islam, Buddhism, and a benign spirituality divorced from organized religion. Sherrye, on the other hand, lived as an enthusiastic, Bible-believing Christian who prayed without ceasing and strongly believed she would be raptured – beamed up to heaven while avoiding death – once the world inevitably ended right soon. Yet despite her personal devotion, she loathed all-day Sunday church services much like the ones she had experienced in her younger days tarrying at Pentecostal revivals.

A neighbor recommended Charity Community Church to Sherrye, which led her to attend. Their quick services that released congregants in plenty of time for afternoon Detroit Lions games fit the bill. In support of his wife, Marshall attended as well.

In addition to the abbreviated time commitment on Sunday mornings, the Corbins were attracted to Charity because the members were pleasant and opportunities were available to give service, which excited Marshall in particular. A vibrant children’s ministry was available for young Michelle to attend, as well as Vacation Bible School in the summers.

Ann rarely attended church as a teen, as she enjoyed sleep and was skeptical of the existence of God. But after deciding to become a Christian during her first year at the University of the Great Lakes, she attended Charity during summers and school breaks.

As long as you didn’t need anything, Charity was good enough.

The day after Marshall passed away, Sherrye called the church to inform them of his death and to arrange for Pastor Ron to preside over a funeral to be held at Charity. After all, they had been active members for six years, dutifully tithed, and gave above and beyond in financial offerings and volunteer service. Marshall even volunteered and provided legal help to members who needed it. 

“Charity Community Church, Marilyn speaking. How may I help you?” a lady answered the call.

“Hi, Marilyn, this is Sherrye Corbin. My husband Marshall, he’s a member and on the church legal team. He died yesterday.”

Marilyn sighed. “Welp, I’m sorry to hear that.”

“Thank you. I’m calling because we want to hold the funeral at the church sometime within the next week or so. Marshall worked closely with Pastor Ron and held him in high regard, so, if possible, we would like to have him officiate. If not, one of the other ministers is fine. How would we go about arranging that?”

“No,” the office manager stated matter-of-factly.

Sherrye was flabbergasted. “What?”

“No,” Marilyn reiterated. “Pastor Ron is on vacation and the pastoral staff and assistant ministers are busy. The sanctuary and chapel are both unavailable. Goodbye.”

Sherrye was then met with the harsh buzz of a dial tone. “I didn’t even give her a date…” she voiced softly. 

Over the next week, no call came from the pastoral staff or any of the ministers. No sympathy card appeared in the mail. Nothing from a church the Corbins called home for the past several years.

Sherrye was readily willing to forgive. Ann, not so much. It was awful enough that God did not answer when she prayed fervently for her dear father to live that fateful day, to keep her teenage sister Michelle from being forced to survive the rest of her childhood without a father, not to leave her pious and devoted mother a widow way too soon. Instead, God decided that November morning was Marshall’s time to meet him face-to-face. On top of that, the dismissive way the church, the same church her parents devoted their time and tithe to, treated him in death was a real kick in the teeth.

Dad deserved better than this. Charity Community Church is dead to me.


      [image: image-placeholder]While Charity Community Church had forgotten Marshall, it was crystal clear that the overflow of people in the parlor of Detroit’s Hillman Funeral Home had not. The funeral home assistant had run to the office copier to make additional prints of the obituary to accommodate the overflow. The director dictated the details of Marshall’s life, which Ann wrote with the input of Sherrye. 

“Uh Mom, am I supposed to include just when you and Dad got married, or am I supposed to include when he was married to my birth mother, too?” Ann asked a few days previously, as she was typing up the obituary on the home computer.

Sherrye softly clarified, “Just ours, sweetie. You don’t get into all of that in obituaries. Just the highlights, the good things.”

“Okay,” Ann obliged.

At the funeral, following the reading, an instrumental selection played “Goin’ Up Yonder.” As the hired keyboardist tapped the keys on the walnut spinet piano, many who already knew the words sang along. “We’re goin’ up a-yonder! We’re goin’ up a-yonder! We’re goin’ up a-yonder, to be with my Lord!”

After the spiritual ended, the time had come for any mourner who desired to give remarks about the deceased to approach the podium. Several attendees stepped up to the wood-paneled podium and shared fond memories of Marshall. Attendees giving remarks included the partners from Marshall’s law firm, friends from the mayor’s office and the Wayne County Court, childhood friends, old teammates from his time playing football at Great Lakes, and friends from his bodybuilding days in the seventies.

Then, Michelle rose to take the podium. Through tears, she shared with the crowd, “My dad was awesome. He was always there for me, he would teach me things, we would go places together, and he would tell me stories about going to a bunch of different countries, and other stories about his life too. He talked about how much he cared about the kids he represented, and how hard it was. He cared a lot about people, and he cared a lot about us. He worried a lot about my sister when she went away to college.”

Her eyes landed on her father’s siblings, Marie, Louie, and Jeanie, and their families. The siblings were significantly older than their late brother; sixteen, fifteen, and ten years older, respectively. Marshall was the baby out of the four, which made his sudden departure from this mortal coil particularly harrowing for them. 

The articulate twelve-year-old paused and directed her next words to Louie. “Uncle Louie, Dad said that you were more like a father to him than an older brother. He looked up to you and you meant so much to him.” She then declared through heavier tears, “I miss you, Dad!” She returned to her seat and cried on her mother’s shoulder. 

As Ann somberly patted her sister’s back, she could never forget the morning her father left the land of the living. 


      [image: image-placeholder]November 6, 2001

Ann was away at college at the University of the Great Lakes, her father’s alma mater, in mid-Michigan. She was fast asleep in her dorm room on a school night, but the loud ringing of the landline telephone roused her. 

She peered at the digital clock. Quarter to four. Weird. Half asleep, she rolled over and picked up the receiver.

“Hello?” Ann answered groggily.

“Annie, this is Mom.”

“Uh, hi, Mom,” Ann muttered.

“This is urgent,” Sherrye reported, voice wavering. “Your father fell at home and we’re at the hospital. Your father is dead.”

“Are you serious?” Ann responded, the news not registering in her mind.

“Yes. You need to get home as soon as you can.”

“Okay, I love you.”

“I love you too.”

After hanging up, Ann sat upright on the bed. While slowly taking in the news from her mother, she felt numb. As she bought a ticket and rode a charter bus to her hometown later that morning, she felt numb. On the worst day of her life, she felt numb.

The week was emotionally fraught for the entire family, but Ann knew she needed to remain strong for her shocked mother and crushed sister. She helped Sherrye choose a funeral home and accompanied her family to the facility. She chimed in to help guide the process while her mother made the arrangements, all covered by Marshall’s generous life insurance policy. 

Ann wrote the obituary, cooked dinner for her family to make sure they ate to keep up their strength, and assisted in picking out their customary white outfits for Marshall’s homegoing. After all, since he was presumably going to heaven, death was supposed to be a celebration rather than a sad occasion. 

She felt the weight of the week and took temporary comfort in the memories she had of her father. Just a little while longer.


      [image: image-placeholder]August 1993

It was a sunny Saturday morning, and Marshall drove around town conducting his daily errands, including to the bank, to the park, and to spend time with his multitude of friends around town. As was the case much of the time, thirteen-year-old Ann, “Mini Marshall,” tagged along with him. 

While driving through the city, Marshall reflected on life, as he often did, and told stories of times past in the city he so loved. “Back when I was a kid, Annie, this area was a lot different. Lots of people, lots of businesses, everybody watched out for each other,” he recalled. The teen stared out the passenger side window at the boarded-up homes, barren lots, and gutted storefronts that dotted the east side avenues.

Continuing along East Warren Avenue, he pointed out an area to his daughter. “Annie, not far from here was a neighborhood called Black Bottom, and it was where most of us Black folks lived. But it wasn’t called Black Bottom because we lived there. It was called that because of the soil. It was dark because it was fertile, it was full of nutrients, and it was the lifeblood of the Indians who were here first. The soil was vital for them to grow crops.”

During the drive, he pointed out the Black-owned businesses and local institutions that he had been fond of that had long since closed. “Things were good,” he remembered. “We had our own, we were self-sufficient, until they tore down the neighborhood for the freeway. That changed everything for us. Our community was never the same. It wasn’t just the unrest in ’67, it was the freeway.”

“What about the freeway?” Ann asked.

“When I was a kid, I used to live on a street that was close to downtown in Black Bottom. Your grandparents  migrated up here from Mississippi in the 1940s and they owned a bar in Paradise Valley. It was called the Snippity Snap Saloon, close to where we lived, and your Auntie Marie bartended there too. Things were okay for our family. Then, the government decided they were going to build a bypass into downtown from the Chrysler Freeway,” Marshall explained, referring to the section of Interstate 75 that runs through the City of Detroit.

“You’re talking about 375?”

“Yes Annie, they built I-375 right on top of our neighborhoods just to have a shortcut into downtown from the Chrysler Freeway. And it wasn’t much of a shortcut either. We were forced out of our homes, and our businesses were gone. It shattered the community. We all scattered around the city. Our family eventually rebuilt by getting into real estate. Your Big Mama did well for herself, even once your grandfather died, but it’s impossible for an entire community to do that.”

“Oh, wow,” she voiced, astonished.

“People always talk about the rebellion…what they call the ‘riots,’ being what killed Detroit. No…Detroit was dying long before that. The freeway was the beginning of the end.” 


      [image: image-placeholder]As the service wrapped up, Ann continued thinking of her father in life. The times they had as a close father and daughter duo had come to an end, and everything reminded her of the loss. 

After the funeral, everyone proceeded to their vehicles to join in the procession to the cemetery where Marshall would be laid to rest. The pallbearers lifted the hefty casket and took it out of the funeral home. Once outside, the men slid it into the shiny hearse. Sherrye, Ann, and Michelle followed, taking their seats in the limousine behind it. The other mourners lined up along East Grand Boulevard. The procession line grew so long that it wrapped around the corner and continued for two additional city blocks.

Once the hearse began moving, so did the limousine and the participating cars. Several minutes later, the lengthy funeral procession continued up Woodward Avenue, passing Detroit’s mile roads until crossing Seven Mile Road, then turning left, arriving at Woodlawn Cemetery.

Woodlawn Cemetery was the place of eternal rest for the Corbin family, including her paternal grandparents and other relatives. Ann stared out the window quietly as the limousine passed through the black wrought iron gates. For a brief moment, her thoughts drifted to an earlier time with her father, when the passing of another loved one was the topic of discussion.
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One weekend when Ann was nine years old, she and her father spent the day at Belle Isle, an island park on Detroit’s riverfront. They were sitting on the grass near the edge of the Detroit River. 

Marshall pointed to Windsor, Ontario, Canada, which could easily be seen on the other side of the river. “You see how close that looks?”

“Yeah,” Ann answered. “It’s like you can touch the other side.”

“Annie, that distance is a lot further than it looks. I had a cousin named Jerry. We grew up together, and he was an excellent swimmer. He went to Cass Tech and he was on the high school swim team. He was so good, he was going to try out for the Olympics.”

“Oh, wow,” she marveled.

“Well, one time Jerry was with his friends out here on Belle Isle. And he bet them that he could swim from here to Windsor. I’m sure he thought he could easily win the bet because he was confident in his talents. You don’t become successful if you’re not confident.”

“So, Dad, did he make it?”

He took a deep breath. “Well, he went out there, and he did his best, but the distance is longer than it looks. A lot longer. Jerry got tired out swimming across the current. He lost steam…and he drowned.”

Ann peered out at the expanse.

Marshall added, “They never found the body. There is nothing underneath his gravestone.”


      [image: image-placeholder]Once arriving at the cemetery for Marshall’s burial, the queue wound through the manicured grounds at a leisurely pace, stopping at a location where two rows of folding chairs were set up next to a platform, covered by a small tent. 

The pallbearers left their cars first to move the ornate casket up the gentle incline to the green platform. After it was placed atop the platform, the limousine was opened so that Marshall’s immediate family could sit in the first row. 

For Ann, Michelle, and Sherrye, the brief walk felt like an eternity. Once seated, the other mourners left their vehicles to converge on the hill to pay final respects to Marshall Harris Corbin.

The place where he would be laid to rest was near the gravestones of other members of the Corbin family. Ann glanced at the plot where his mother was buried. This observation brought to mind the first time she experienced death.
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“When your Big Mama died, she left her body, so she’s in heaven now,” explained Sherrye gently as she pressed Ann’s untamed curls. 

“Heaven?” inquired the five-year-old.

“Yes sweetie, heaven. That’s where God is. Sit still. Move your head down. Just need to get the kitchen.”

The child complied silently.

Sherrye continued working on her daughter’s hair, carefully straightening the short hairs on the back of her neck using an extremely hot pressing comb. “Big Mama’s in heaven. That’s where Jesus is, and she’s gone to be with Jesus.”

“Okay, Mommy.”

“When we go to the funeral, you’ll see Big Mama’s body laying down in a casket.”

“What’s a casket?”

“A long box with a lid, where dead people’s bodies go to rest. Her body will be in the casket, but it won’t be her. She’s not in there. Her soul, the real her, she’ll be with Jesus.”

The sanctuary of Zion Hope Missionary Baptist Church was very blue. The crushed velvet upholstery adorning the tall windows, the pews, the choir seats, and the thrones for the deacons and the pastor, were a sky shade of blue. The floor was covered in shag carpeting dyed a similar color to match. Lacquered redwood trimmed the seating, which was filled with wailing mourners. A white casket with gold finish was elevated on a dark wooden pedestal, the lid open to show the visage of an elderly woman clad in pink.

A kindergarten-aged Ann, wearing a silk black and white dress with bows, walked up to the casket with her parents. She placed her right hand on her grandmother’s, which lay stiffly over the left. Big Mama’s hands were oddly cold, not a bit like the warm hands that would hold a young Ann on her lap in life. She remembered her mother saying that her grandmother was no longer in her body. Now, touching her chilly fingers, she felt that.

“Annie, tell Big Mama goodbye,” Marshall uttered through tears and sniffles of his own.

“Goodbye, Big Mama.”


      [image: image-placeholder]Quietly, Ann sat with her mother and sister at the burial site, where her father’s casket was lowered into a deep, dark hole. The funeral director recited, “We therefore commit the body of Marshall Harris Corbin to the ground. Earth to earth, ashes to ashes, dust to dust. From dust you were made, and to dust you shall return.” 

A lone tear rolled down her face. “Goodbye, Dad.”


      [image: image-placeholder]After the events of the day, the Corbin family, minus their patriarch, retired to the family home on Grayton Street. Sherrye and Michelle entered their respective bedrooms to rest. 

Ann proceeded to her childhood bedroom, still decorated with posters representing the interests she loved as a teenage girl. Images of Tupac Shakur, TLC, R. Kelly, and the 1997 Detroit Red Wings still adorned the painted beige walls. A chest-high pine bookshelf filled with her favorite books sat opposite her white-framed daybed. 

She softly shut the door, removed her dress clothes, and changed into her green plaid pajama bottoms and matching long-sleeved sleep shirt. She then left her room and headed down the creaky stairs into the living room.

There, she sat alone on the felt brown couch watching television — or really, the television was watching her. Jay Leno performed his Tonight Show monologue on the bubble screen. She enjoyed watching him with her father as a teen, but only the monologue because she needed to go to bed early on school nights.

Now by herself, she could finally sit with her feelings. The house was too quiet. Dad is really dead. She had held the weight of her immense grief as much as she could, but it was now all too real. She was a daddy’s girl whose daddy was gone. She wept.

The footsteps were barely heard creeping down the staircase. Sherrye took a seat next to Ann and grabbed her hurting daughter, holding her close as she finally expressed the pain of loss. In that moment, she realized that they would be okay. They would go on together as a family, and Marshall would be there in spirit.

Ann’s mind and heart went to how her father was so close to his dear mother, that even long after her death, he would speak to her in his prayers to the Almighty. Much like the Catholic saints, whose role is to intercede on behalf of devoted believers, Marshall looked towards the ancestors, especially his mother, to give him guidance, comfort, and peace. And it was now that she understood. 

Our ancestors become saints because it is how we keep the departed alive forever. 
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A week after the funeral, Ann rode a Greyhound bus back to Upper West Osceola to continue her studies at the University of the Great Lakes. Once she arrived on campus about two hours after departure, the bus dropped her off at the roadside stop, marked only by a small sign. 

She only waited at the stop for a few minutes when a brown Toyota Tercel pulled up to the curb. Ann knew that car anywhere. It belonged to her closest friend, Terah Sanders. Terah was also from Detroit, and they had been best friends since high school. She also attended the university and they shared a dorm room that year. 

Ann slid her luggage into the back seat and sat up front with her friend.

“Thanks, girl!”

“No problemo! Anytime!” spoke Terah in a sweet, almost singing voice, as she shifted into first gear and headed toward their residence hall.

“How was your test?” Ann asked.

“Mmm, it was a’ight. Prayerfully I passed, it counts for half my grade.” The exam kept Terah from attending the funeral of Ann’s father. Invoking her deep evangelical Christian faith, a faith they shared, she continued, “All I can do is give it to God.”

“Amen.”

“How was the bus ride back?”

“Not bad, it was about what you’d expect.”

“Mmm-hmm.” Terah nodded while moving her long box braids away from her face.

“You know, I’m sure looking forward to getting back to my normal routine.”

“I hear you. It’ll probably keep your mind off things.”

“Oh yeah, for sure. Really wanting to get back to my Stata project,” Ann was anxious to finish a major course assignment using her favorite statistical software.

“Girl, not gonna lie, it amazes me how you enjoy math, of all things,” Terah marveled. “See, that’s why I’m an urban planning major. No math…well, at least, not a lot of it.”

“Yeah, it’s not for everybody, but it’s fun, especially stats. It’s math with a story, it’s math with meaning behind it, you know what I mean?”

“I hear you.”

Once they arrived at Packard Hall, their dormitory, on campus, Terah began the hunt for an open student parking space. These parking spots were usually in short supply, but this time, one happened to be available, so they were in luck. Terah swiftly pulled into the open space. “Ooh, thank you, Jesus,” she whispered, thrilled at her good fortune. 

“Do you think you’ll make it to Christian Kingdom large group meeting?” inquired Terah. 

“Eh, I dunno. Part of me wants to sleep so bad, but I’ve done enough of that. Gotta get back into the swing of things. I suppose I’ll show my face.”

The friends were active participants in Christian Kingdom, a global, interdenominational Christian campus ministry. Christian Kingdom, or CK, held large group meetings on Thursday evenings and small group Bible studies on other nights during the week. The Great Lakes chapter was particularly noteworthy because of its cultural diversity. The evangelical trend of “racial reconciliation” had greatly impacted it, leading to campus leadership efforts to diversify the fellowship. Their initiatives resulted in an influx of international students, as well as students of Asian and Latino descent, to a chapter that was once nearly all-white.

While the ministry was ethnically diverse, Ann and Terah were the Black representation in the chapter. This occasionally led to uncomfortable moments among group members.
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One Friday afternoon, Terah strolled into the dorm room she shared with Ann during their second year in college. 

“You’re not gonna believe this, Annie.”

“Oh, what’s up?” Ann responded while perusing online bulletin boards on her computer. 

“So, I ran into Megan Tsong from CK. Saw her on my way back from class.”

“Oh, okay…”

“So, apparently, she’s having a party tonight. And we’re actually invited.”

“Huh…that’s a first. Folks from CK don’t really invite us to anything unless it’s our peeps.”

“Yeah, I know, girl.”

“But Terah, do we really wanna go?”

“Yes, yes we do. We got invited; Megan’s being nice, so we should honor that. It’s just off campus. I got the address. It’s at seven.”

Ann looked up from the monitor. “‘Kay…what are we supposed to wear?”

“She said it’s a costume party, but costume’s optional.”

“I mean, we could try to come up with something.”

“Sure, we could.”

“Shouldn’t we bring something?”

“Megan said to just bring ourselves. They already got food and drink covered.”

“Are you sure? I don’t want us to show up empty-handed and come off rude or something.”

Terah grew slightly annoyed. “If she wanted us to bring something, she should say something.”

Later that day, Ann found a witch’s hat in their shared closet and matched it with a dusky sweater, jeans, and boots. Terah opted for a white lab coat she used for her chemistry prerequisite to pull off dressing as a doctor. The two then walked to the party, five minutes away. 

The destination was a subdivided house in the middle of the block just off campus. It was three stories and appeared to be a little worse for wear, with weathered tan siding and a wooden balcony jutting out from the top floor. The friends stopped in front of the building.

Terah looked down at the note. “Okay, it says to climb the stairs to the third floor. The one with the balcony.”

Ann grimaced slightly, concerned about the makeshift wooden stairs. “Alright, that’s it then. Not loving those stairs, though.”

“It’ll be fine.”

They made their way up the stairs carefully. As they continued their ascent, the music grew increasingly loud, intensifying the shaking motion on the outdoor staircase the closer they got. 

“Geeze,” Ann moaned, “why’s that music so loud?”

Terah rolled her eyes and said something Ann couldn’t hear.

“What?”

Terah got louder. “It’s a party, Annie!”

Once at the top, Terah knocked on the door. After a few moments, the door opened. 

“Hi!” A young man looked down slightly at the women. “Who are you?”

“Hi, I’m Terah, and this is Ann. Megan invited us.”

“Megan?”

“Megan Tsong.”

Just then, Megan, who was wearing a black cat costume with whiskers, came to the door. She looked up at the man who opened the door. “Linh, it’s fine. These are my friends.”

“Oh, okay.” He stepped away.

“Don’t mind Linh,” Megan spoke loudly. “He’s fine, just a little weird sometimes. Anyway, glad you guys could make it. Come on in. Snacks and drinks are at the table over there, and feel free to mingle, dance, have fun!”

“Thanks, Megan!” Terah responded with gratitude and loudness.

Fighting nerves, Ann made a beeline to the refreshment table, grabbed a red plastic cup, and filled it from the punch bowl. As she stood there drinking and munching on plain potato chips from a bowl next to her, she scanned the room while Terah mingled with the other guests. 

This is weird, she thought. It caught her eye that many of the guests, who were mostly Asian and white, had their faces painted black and were wearing bright red lipstick. Some wore black afro wigs of various sizes. Their “costumes” were rounded out by baggy clothes and gaudy gold chains. I hate this. I really hate this.

A young man sauntered up to her. He wore a white hoodie plastered with pink bunnies. His clear green eyes looked her up and down. “Enjoying the chips?”

“Sure, I guess.”

“Chips ain’t gonna love you, but I sure will. Wanna head in there?” He pointed to a hallway to which Ann could see no end.

She tried to speak, but no words departed from her mouth.

“Missed your chance, fatty.” He strolled away, snickering.

A half hour later, Terah came back to retrieve her friend. “You see these people? This is bull,” she said in Ann’s ear.

“I hate this,” she whispered back loudly.

“Don’t I know it?”

Ann led her furious friend out the door and down the stairs.  Upset and feeling insulted, they returned to their residence hall.

The next day, they vented to each other about their experience at the event.

“That party was foul,” Ann snarked.

“It really was,” Terah agreed. “Megan called me after we got back, guess she noticed we didn’t stay long. I told her we took ourselves on home.”

“Huh. So, lemme guess, she said, ‘The party was fine?’”

“Yeah, pretty much. I told her how we both felt about the blackface, and she was like, ‘It was fine. You’re making a big deal out of nothing.’”

“Ugh. Of course she did.”

“Wish I was surprised.” 

A few days after Megan’s party, Ann departed from her morning Math 315 session once it was over and walked across The Mall, a large grassy area in the middle of campus surrounded by the Main Library and several classroom buildings.

“AC!”

Ann heard a loud, somewhat deep voice in the distance. Only one person calls me that. She turned around and caught a glimpse of Luke Phillips.

“Wait up!”

“Of course, Luke!” she called back, smiling at the average, athletic man.

“Hey, AC, what’s up?”

“Not much, how’s it going?”

“Good, good. Wanna grab lunch at Buzzard Lake?”

She looked up at him and paused for a moment, captivated by his bright eyes, which shifted shades with the light, the sun, the moon, and the mood. “Uh…yeah, sure.”

The friends visited the Buzzard Lake Cafe, a campus cafeteria offering takeout meal plan options. Once their food was ready, they headed outside to Buzzard Lake, a manufactured campus water installation best known for hordes of students swimming in it on football game days for good luck. They sat on a bench by the lake and enjoyed their lunch.

“How was your class this morning?” he asked.

“Not bad…it’s math, can’t complain. You had your photography class this morning, right?”

“Yeah, I did.”

“How did that go?”

“Excellent – got an ‘A’ on my black and white portfolio project. Wanna see?”

After she nodded,  opened his backpack, pulled out a portfolio, and handed it to her. When she opened it, she perused several photos, including a photo of Buzzard Lake on a bright fall day, and a few landscape photos of The Mall while leaves were falling from the trees.

“Luke, these are great. I told you that you have a talent for this.”

“I do alright. Anyway, check out the one on the last page.”

Ann flipped to the final snapshot, which was of her sitting crosslegged on a thick, concrete wall which supported the Main Library stairs. She was staring straight ahead, the photo capturing her in profile. The strong winds blew against her face, and her big brunette curls flagged behind her.

“Y’know, my professor told me that was his favorite.”

She blushed, then quietly closed the folder and handed it back to him.

Luke then changed the subject. “So…did you go to Megan’s party the other day?”

“Yeah. Terah came with, but we didn’t stay long,” Ann mentioned.

“Oh, okay. I got an invite for it, but I didn’t bother. Costume party – not my scene.”

“I hear you. I didn’t even know about it until Terah told me. I guess she ran into Megan and she invited us last minute. You didn’t really miss anything.”

“Oh, okay, cool. How bad was it?”

“Uh, it was stupid bad. I mean, dudes in, like, blackface.”

“Blackface?”

“Yeah, blackface. Like, these were white and Asian people with faces painted coal black with bright red lipstick pretending to be Black people. They thought they were being funny.”

Luke made a disgusted face. “Oh, that’s bad. Really bad. Seriously?”

“Yeah. For real. Truth be told, thinking back, I wonder if we were just invited as a joke. Sometimes I wonder why I even bother with CK at all, other than you, Terah, and our other friends.”

“I can see why you’d be offended by that, but is it really a CK thing, though? Sounds like it’s just Megan and her roommates, and they’re not in CK…they aren’t even Christians.”

“Yeah, but, like, there was the time last spring when Steve Lopez asked me and Terah to come with him and some other CK people to see that new movie The Skulls after Tuesday small group. But then when we got there, the theater was close to full, and nobody saved any seats for us, just for themselves.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. So, we had to sit far away from the group. They didn’t even acknowledge us when we showed up. We only went because they invited us and we thought it would be cool to bond with them. I wasn’t exactly dying to see that movie.”

“That sucks…that really does. Hopefully, that was just a mistake. Steve’s pretty cool.”

“You’d think, but there was the time when we had finished up large group meeting and I stuck around to help clean up. This was, like, a month or so ago. Megan, Steve, Mei, and some of the other CK student leaders were standing around, and I think it was Mei who made a comment about a Black guy in her class asking her out. She was like, ‘ewww.’ She said that even if she liked him, there was no way she would date him since she couldn’t bring him home to meet her parents.”

“Yikes.”

“Yeah, I know. And every single person standing around said pretty much the same thing, that they wouldn’t date Black people for that reason.”

Luke was stupefied.

“Um, you know, I get it…we like who we like. But I feel like no matter what kind of person I am, if I’m a strong Christian or if I’m serious about my purity, it doesn’t matter because being Black trumps everything.”

He sighed. “I’m sorry, AC.”

Ann shrugged. “It is what it is. I go to CK to worship God, but also because of you, Terah, and our group of friends.  You guys are awesome. The rest of them…I don’t know. I try, but I just don’t fit in. It’s always like that.” 

“Y’know, those reasons make sense, but why keep putting yourself through this? Sounds awful, honestly.”

“I dunno. Good question. I mean, we’re supposed to forgive, right?”

“Yeah, I guess that’s true.”

“You know, I do my best…and maybe I’m stubborn, I dunno. Not fitting in is nothing new to me, but my parents always said, ‘Don’t quit.’ That stuck with me, I guess.”

He nodded while chewing his bratwurst.

“But the other thing is, I wanna support Terah. She feels called to be a bridge-builder within CK so she can make a real difference. You know, diversity ‘on earth as it is in heaven.’”

“Yeah, I know what you mean. But you gotta take care of yourself, too.”


      [image: image-placeholder]A few hours after returning to campus from her hometown following her father’s funeral, Ann threw on her “campus uniform,” consisting of dark blue jeans from The Avenue, a plain pink tee, a light blue pullover hoodie with a “UGL” logo and buzzard mascot, and Doc Martens. After getting dressed, she took off on her five-minute walk to Milliken Hall, a classroom building in the center of campus where the Christian Kingdom large group meeting would be held. 

Once she arrived, she entered the cavernous auditorium, stopping to compose herself. The room was furnished with bolted-in seating with small movable desktops for notes attached to the seats. At the front was an overhead projector, turned on and ready to go, its light shining on a screen pulled down from the wall. A microphone, acoustic guitar, keyboard, and basic drum set were also plugged in at the front, along with sound equipment.

“Hi, Ann!” called out Cristina Molina. “Good to see you back! Missed you last week!”

Ann waved back.

Alyssa Van Hooten turned her head to see her, then jumped up and ran to hug her. Her curly blonde locks were bouncing behind her. “I heard about your dad. I’m so sorry.” Luke walked up, along with another friend, Paul Chu.

“My condolences, Ann,” Paul said, giving Ann a firm side hug. 

“Thanks, Paul.”

Luke approached her. “I’m sorry you lost your dad, AC. I don’t really know what to say, but lemme know if you ever wanna talk.”

Ann nodded. “Thanks, Luke. I appreciate you saying that.” 

Others also greeted the grieving young woman with their condolences, and she softly thanked everyone. All this attention feels weird…I hate being the focus like this. But I get it, and I appreciate that they’re trying to comfort me. 

Once seven o’clock rolled around, it was about time for the Christian Kingdom large group meeting to start. The worship band, consisting of Paul on guitar, Megan on keyboard, a woman named Sri Dharma on vocals, and a young man named Kyle Tracey on drums, started their Christian contemporary music set. Craig Dombrowski, a staff leader known as “Brother Craig,” controlled the projector, sliding transparent slides with lyrics onto the glass at the appropriate times. The team performed three selections for the attendees to sing together, including “How Great is Our God,” “I Want to Know You More,” and Ann’s favorite, “Better is One Day.”

After the opening songs, the worship team sat down, and Brother Craig approached the podium. Towering over the podium he gave what was essentially a religious sermon. He read from the book of Job in the Bible. This ancient story was about how God and Satan bet on the likelihood that Job, a man devoted to God, would renounce his deity if he lost every blessing he had been provided, including his family and his health.

This felt a bit on the nose for Ann, given her recent loss. Great.

“The devil seeks to steal, kill, and destroy. He desires to separate us from the Lord. We are not promised a comfortable life. Goodness, we’re not even promised tomorrow!” Running his fingers through his spiky bleach-blond hair, he continued preaching. “But when we’re facing hard times, whether they’re small or big, we wanna turn to the Lord in prayer and ask him to use our pain for his glory. Amen?”

“Amen!” the group shouted.

“He may not answer your prayers the way you expect. But Jesus Christ and his sacrifice on the cross, that is the answer. He has not abandoned you; he has not forsaken you, he is here, he is here with you, and he is who you need to rely on, even when you have nothing else, just like Job. Amen?”

“Amen!”

Then, Brother Craig shared, “One of our own, Ann Corbin, has returned to campus today and is here with us. Her father died about two weeks ago. As we know, death is not the end for those of us who believe, but the beginning of a glorious eternity with the Lord.”

I hope Dad is with the Lord. Ann knew that her father believed in a higher power, but he was a bit of a spiritual wanderer, dabbling in several faiths and philosophies throughout his life. The prayer in the auditorium brought to mind conversations she had with him about his beliefs.
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One day when Ann was sixteen, she was bored and looked for something to occupy her time. So, she rifled through the incredible multitude of books that her father owned. Found on bookshelves in the family home were tomes about several topics. Some were spiritual in nature, including  Siddhartha, The Qur’an, and The Urantia Book. She even noticed a few controversial books, including The Turner Diaries, The Communist Manifesto, and Message to the Blackman in America. After thumbing through each of them, she brought the bunch to Marshall, who was busy writing at his office desk.

“Dad, why d’you have these books?”

“Which books?”

“These ones. Some of them are about other religions, and you know Mom won’t like that…and there’s a lot of bad stuff in some of them. Do you believe all this?”

Marshall sat back in his reclining chair and chuckled. “Good question, Annie. Lemme see these.” 

She handed him the stack of books, and he quickly skimmed through each. 

“So, you know how I listen to talk radio, right?” he asked. “Even the hosts that say really prejudiced shit about us Black folks?”

Ann nodded. “Yeah.”

“We listen to it, but not because we’re toms and believe that shit about ourselves and our people. We know better, or at least we should. We listen to it because we want to understand all sides of things, including the side of the folks we disagree with. We even want to know what our enemies, and those who hate us, think. We don’t want to be blindsided. It makes us prepared; it makes us more effective. You know what I mean?”

“Yeah Dad, I think I get it.”

“It’s the same thing with books. You don’t want to just read things you agree with a hundred percent. Knowledge is power, we don’t want to limit our knowledge because it comes in a package that we don’t fully agree with.” 

She nodded as he handed her back the books. 

“Don’t limit what you read. It doesn’t matter how you feel about it as a whole, or whether the authors were good or bad people,” he explained. “Folks are complex, folks are complicated. Most folks live their lives in shades of grey.”

“Hmm...okay.”

“Annie, take what is useful to you. Take what you can and throw the rest away.”


      [image: image-placeholder]While Brother Craig had given his words of assurance from the podium, Ann felt less than assured. He then called her down to the front of the room.  

When she got there, he, as well as Rhonda Bevins, the other staff leader known as “Sister Rhonda,” and several students proceeded to the front, laid hands on her, and prayed fervently for her father, her, and her family.  

For Ann, the prayers and touch were comforting, as this made her feel the presence of God. But a tiny yet significant piece of her feared deep down that her father’s spirituality placed him out of reach of the grace of a loving God. Guilt steadily crept in, guilt that perhaps she did not fight hard enough to save him from himself.
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