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You’d think they’d call it morning sickness because it makes you sick in the morning, wouldn’t you? Oh, well. Mysteries of life, all that junk.

We’re late to my parents’, which is no real surprise. I just hate to disappoint them.

Again.

Here’s Blessing, twenty minutes late.

I can hear it now.

I turn around in my seat. Make sure Tyson’s presentable.

“Baby, don’t you know your pants got holes in them?”

He doesn’t look up from his iPad.

“And you better not plan to stare at that screen all night. We’re going to Grandma and Grandpa’s to talk to folks and have a good time. You got that?”

He gives me a grunt in response, which is about all I can expect of him these days. Kid’s in preschool and he’s already going through mood swings. Damion in the driver’s seat’s getting ready to make a scene, but I touch his arm and whisper, “It’s ok.” The last thing Tyson needs is for my boyfriend to blow up all over him. It’s Christmas Eve. Time for love and harmony and family together, all that stuff and nonsense, as Dad would say.

Man, I can’t believe how bloated I feel. There’s no way I can hide the pregnancy from my parents much longer. I just hate to think of the disappointment on their faces.

Again.

You’d think by now pregnancy would be a breeze, wouldn’t you? Carrying your boyfriend’s child in your thirties when you both have jobs and a home to live in’s got to be easier than being a little twelve-year-old ward of the state too scared to tell your foster parents that your uncle got you knocked up, right?

And there’ve been two other pregnancies between then and now, so it’s not like I’m new at this.

But I’m still terrified of telling my parents. Maybe some things never change.

Mom and Dad will have to learn the truth eventually. Damion can’t figure out why it’s such a big secret, but he doesn’t understand my parents. I mean, he’s with them enough. They invite us over for Sunday lunch or big holiday meals like this all the time, but that doesn’t mean Damion really knows them.

Dad’s as conservative as they get. Seriously, with that James Earl Jones voice he’s got plus how right-winged he is and all into his evangelical Christian preaching, you’d think he’d be hosting one of those conservative AM radio talk shows instead of just listening to them like some sort of news addict.

He’s a pastor on top of that, so you can imagine how fun my life was when I moved in with him and Sandy as a preteen who was too scared to mention the fact I was pregnant. Didn’t get adopted until a few years later, but that had more to do with the state paperwork than anything else. They’ve always been Mom and Dad from as long as I can remember, even if I didn’t call them that right away.

It’s strange that I think about the past so much these days. As if I didn’t have problems of my own. And I’m not talking about the fact that my dad’s the pastor of one of the largest churches in the Cambridge area and I’m pregnant with my on-again, off-again boyfriend’s baby and my folks don’t even have a clue. I’ve been nervous ever since I found out about this baby, but right now I’ve got bigger things to worry about.

I’ve got all the regular stress of the holidays and all those obligations to buy gifts with money that doesn’t exist, I’ve got a son who’s about to get expelled from preschool if he keeps getting into fights, and I’ve got a psychotic ex-boyfriend/former pimp making death threats against me and my kid and my extended family.

Merry Christmas, right?

Most wonderful time of the year.
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My parents’ house is decked out like normal. Tyson’s been telling me about all the baking he and Mom have been doing on those days she watches him while I’m at work, but you never fully appreciate just how much that woman cooks until you walk into her dining room and see the spread.

Seriously, I think there are small countries in Africa you could feed with all this surplus.

Mom wraps her arms around me the second I step through the front door, and I feel myself stiffen. That woman’s so intuitive I’m almost surprised when she lets me go without asking when the baby’s due.

She’ll be excited for another grandchild. That’s just the way she is. It’s Dad I’m concerned about. I know the news is going to take him completely by surprise. In his mind, I’m the same little twelve-year-old girl he and Mom took in so many years ago, this pure little innocent thing.

As if I was pure and innocent at that point, me and my seven-month-old fetus.

Dad shouldn’t be surprised I’m knocked up again. Actually, given my history, the really shocking news is that I’m not even more messed up.

Not that my life’s been peaches and cream, especially since Jarrod got out of prison.

I didn’t even know he was free until he just showed up. I was closing up the bank a couple weeks ago. Hurrying out so I could pick up Tyson from Damion’s mom’s place and give him an earful for the way he talked back to his teacher earlier that day. I swear, the boy could do fine in preschool except the teacher and workers have it out for him. I defend him to their faces, which is the only reason he hasn’t been expelled yet, but when it’s just the two of us, you better believe he knows how ticked off I am.

What’s with a kid who can’t make it through two hours of preschool without getting into a fight with one of his classmates? Seriously? I ask him that all the time. “Honey, why you gotta go making trouble when you know it just makes your teachers mad?”

And he shrugs and says, “I dunno,” and makes me wonder if he even realizes that he’s doing it. Half the time, I swear he’s totally clueless.

He could have started kindergarten last fall, but Mom said he wasn’t ready. And I suppose if he’s giving his preschool workers that much of a hassle, maybe it’s true. But still ...

Too smart for his own good. That’s what he is. Problem is I don’t even remember being that age, so of course I have nothing to compare it to. Far as I know, I was even worse than he is, but there’s no way to go back in time and prove that. Only forward.

That’s what I keep telling myself.

Keep moving forward.

Which is why it was so hard when Jarrod showed up like a shadow from the past.

He startled me. He’s always loved to startle me. Sneak up behind me, grab me by the ribs, and laugh in my face when he made me scream like a little girl.

Which is exactly what I was when we met. So young.

Young and laughing and screaming whenever I got tickled by my step-cousin’s teenage uncle.

Well, he did it again just a few weeks ago. Startled me the night I was closing the bank. He’s lucky. Some women carry pepper spray or stun guns or things like that. He could have gotten himself hurt.

I turned around, ready to deck whoever attacked me, then I saw him standing there laughing. Head thrown back, just going at it like he was watching the funniest movie in the world.

So I laughed too. Stupid of me. Probably just encouraged him.

Some habits are hard to break.

“What’re you doing here?” I asked, and he said, “Oh, just looking for my girl.”

I should have called the cops. Called the cops or called my boyfriend. Something. Anything but stand there smiling like an idiot. It’s like my body’s still reacting to memories that are a decade and a half old by this point.

Memories that make me think we used to have this perfect storybook romance between us.

Man, I hate how stupid I can be.

“How long’s it been?” he asked, and like the idiot I am, I knew exactly how much time had passed, right down to the month.

“I didn’t think you were getting out until fall,” I told him.

And he smiled. Probably happy to discover I’d been keeping track. Eagerly counting down the days.

As if.

“Got off for good behavior. You know how it is.”

And I nodded. Yes, I do know how it is, thanks to Jarrod and those things I did for him so many years ago.

“How’s your son?” he asked, and that’s the first time I remember feeling scared. I’m such a fool. Why didn’t I call 911 the minute he showed up? It’s not like he was physically preventing me. The desk phone was right there. It would have been easy. If I’d been desperate, I could have even hit that little red panic button behind the counter.

But I stood there trying to change the subject, trying to get him to forget about my boy.

“What you worrying about him for?” I finally asked.

And Jarrod grinned like he had something planned, and I remember feeling nauseated, but it was completely different than morning sickness.

Even then I could have called the police, although my restraining order was several years old. It might have expired, but I wasn’t sure. Either way, I should have called them. At the very least demanded to know why they released a felon like him without giving me some kind of warning.

But instead I stood there smiling, hoping to distract him so he’d stop thinking about my boy.

Mom’s leading me into the living room, snapping me out of these memories. She’s introducing me to some new charity case she’s taken into her home. I do my best to act polite, but in the back of my mind, I’m still thinking about Jarrod, the man who called himself my uncle because I was step-related to his niece, the man who stole so much more than my childhood.

Maybe you’d expect me to be dreaming about all the ways I’d kill him if I got the chance or wishing some other slow and painful death on him, which I’m sure he deserves. But no, I’m thinking about that first night he told me he loved me. About the get-rich-quick scheme he came up with, promising me a home in Hawaii, telling me he’d marry me as soon as I hit eighteen.

Then recalling the cold, menacing tone in his voice when he threatened to kill me and everyone I love.
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There isn’t a college student, exchange student, or single bachelor or bachelorette from my parents’ church who wasn’t invited here tonight. Whole bunch of strays and loners, plus whatever family managed to make it.

Mom and Dad’s house is modest by Medford standards, but they’ve squeezed thirty or forty or more people here for Mom’s famous Christmas Eve dinner.

Mom’s been giving me the questioning eye all night. I swear she knows about the baby. Maybe she’ll find a way to mention it to Dad, warm him up to the idea of becoming a grandpa again.

No matter how he reacts, it won’t be as hard as when I got pregnant with Tyson. Of course, my relationship with my parents at that point in my life was strained at best. I can’t say that I’m proud of it, but when you’ve got a past as convoluted and difficult as mine, you can understand how sometimes people end up with criminal records.

Not that I made all the right decisions. I’m not trying to give you a bunch of excuses, but some folks make things so clear-cut. So black and white. They see a woman arrested for being an accessory to child prostitution and assume she’s a felon who deserves to be locked up, kept out of the public eye, prevented from ever having contact with minors and ideally sterilized.

They don’t see the x-rays showing the broken ribs or fractured cheekbones. They don’t see the photos documenting all the black eyes or finger-sized bruises on your neck. All they see is the label.

It’s a small miracle I don’t have to register anymore. I know conservatives are the ones who are supposed to be all hard on crime and stuff, but it was my dad who pleaded my case in front of a bunch of lawyers and statesmen. Made me tell my side of the story.

That’s when they stopped seeing me as a perpetrator.

That’s why I don’t have to register anymore.

Thank God.

Jarrod didn’t know that. Stupid jerk hadn’t even done his homework.

“So your boyfriend know you’re a felon?” he asked me that night at the bank. He was standing between me and the exit by then, and he’s still more than half a foot taller than I am. Trouble is he also spent nearly all his free time behind bars pumping iron, so he’s even stronger now than he was when he got locked up.

Lucky me, right?

I didn’t want to talk to him about Damion, but when your ex has just gotten out of prison and shows up at your work when no one else is there and now he’s deliberately blocking your chances of escape, you don’t have a whole lot of opportunities to call the shots.

I have no idea how he found out about Damion, but that doesn’t matter. It’s simple for someone like him. Just like discovering where I worked, knowing my schedule so he could be there the one night a week I was on closing.

“What’s he look like?” Jarrod asked. “He dark and handsome like me? Big hunk?” He stepped closer, and I remember worrying that I was going to be late picking up my son. Out of all the things I should have been scared of right then, I was worrying that Tyson would have to stay an extra ten or fifteen minutes with Damion’s mom.

“He’s a good guy,” I told Jarrod. “We’re just trying to get by. That’s all.”

“Yeah? What about our house in Hawaii? What about all that money we were gonna make?”

“Hawaii was one big lie, and you know it,” I reminded him. “All you needed me for was to keep your other girls in line.”

I sounded like a little kid complaining when someone else cuts on the way to the cafeteria.

He reached his hand out and stroked my cheek. I should have pulled away. Even now, I don’t know why I didn’t.

Old habits.

“Come on, baby. You remember how good we were together, don’t you? Tell me something, your man know about us? You tell him about all the good times we had?”

He was talking so sweet I thought maybe he’d let me leave. I tried to squeeze past, but he grabbed me by the shoulder. How could I have forgotten how tight his grip was?

“Where you off to so fast?” His breath was hot in my ear. I can’t say it was exactly a tickle, but I remember it sent goosebumps racing up my spine.

“I’m off the clock,” I said. “I gotta go.”

“Gonna get your son?” he asked.

“That’s not your business,” I told him. My voice was forceful, but I had stopped trying to strong-arm my way past him.

Sometimes with Jarrod, you learn to just take what’s coming and wait for whatever mood he’s in to pass.

He ignored my little remark and stood there staring at me. “You look so good,” he said, and to this day I thank God that those simple words didn’t make me feel anything more than a slight flush. All I wanted to do was go pick up my boy.

He sighed. Cocked his head to the side like I’ve seen him do thousands of times. “Man, I’ve missed you.”

I could tell that any hint of danger had passed. Funny how after so many years I could still read the signs that well.

“I’ve gotta go.” I brushed by him, and he didn’t stop me. “I’ll see you around.”

“Yeah,” he said, so cocky and confident I could see the grin on his face without having to turn to look at him. “See you around.”

He spoke the words in a snarl that made my pulse race and my hands start sweating so that by the time I pulled up in front of Damion’s mom’s house I was still shaking.
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“How’s my baby?” Dad booms as he wraps me up in a hug. For a split second I’m afraid that Damion’s told him about the pregnancy and that’s what he’s talking about, but then Dad kisses me on the cheek, calls me his little girl, and I understand.

I’m the baby. Just like I always will be in Dad’s mind, even though I’m a mother well into my thirties and got pregnant for the first time over two decades ago.

As far as Dad’s concerned, I’ll always be the scared little girl he met so many years ago.

I’ll never forget the day CPS brought me over to my new home. I was all of twelve and a half but was already pregnant with Jarrod’s baby. And there were Carl and Sandy looking so tickled to have me join their little picture-perfect family.

Dad and I hit it off right away, which goes completely against everything you’d expect. I mean, if you’d read even the first page or two of my CPS file, you’d understand why I had every reason to mistrust men, especially older authority figures.

Sandy was, well ... you’d have to meet her for yourself. She’s like a tsunami of compassion. And for some people, that’s exactly what they need, but others like me end up with this feeling like they’re going to drown. It wasn’t that my foster mother and I didn’t get along. Sure, we had our ups and downs, but for the most part we were fine together.

But it was Dad I connected with first. Dad I bonded with the strongest.

Which is why I don’t want him to find out about Jarrod.

I saw him twice after that first time at the bank. Looking back, I was stupid not to call the cops right away. And even once I got free from him that night, that should have been the first thing I did, not speeding over to pick up my son and hold him so close.

Couple days passed, and I was foolish enough to hope that I’d seen the last of Jarrod. Should have known better, but some truths are too difficult to accept right away. Your brain needs time to warm up to reality, know what I mean?

He called me a few days later. Don’t ask me how he got the number to my cell. When you’re someone like Jarrod, you figure out how to do those things. I swear that man has connections all up and down the East Coast, and he uses most of them for things far more villainous than pestering an old girlfriend.

“What you doing?” he asked all gruff, as if I were a little kid supposed to check in with him every night or something.

“That you, Jarrod?” I asked, thankful that Damion was working late. I still hadn’t told my boyfriend about running into Jarrod at the bank because I was hoping to act like an ostrich and keep my head buried in the sand. Or maybe that’s an emu. I couldn’t even tell you the difference. I just know they’re both strange as anything I’ve ever seen.

“Where you at?” He talked like I owed him an explanation for where I’d been and what I’d been doing for the past two days since he’d scared me at the bank.

“What’s it to you?”

“Just wondering.” His voice got soft again, reminding me of the man I’d fallen in love with over half a lifetime ago.

I was all of ten. How sick is that? Which made him nineteen. And even though things didn’t happen between us until another year or two, he started grooming me right from the beginning.

Bringing me little gifts whenever I went to spend the night with my cousin.

Paying her a crisp twenty-dollar bill if she’d help me sneak out of her house so I could go driving with him without anyone knowing. We went to the movies. We went out for ice cream. That man even took me roller-skating. Told everyone we met I was his niece, his beautiful niece, and it was my birthday so he was taking me out for a special treat.

Every day with Jarrod was my birthday.

And the presents ... Everything ranging from pieces of jewelry that he told me cost several hundred dollars to little stuffed Hello Kitty animals because I was so young I still liked junk like that.

By the time I hit sixth grade, things escalated quickly. School was hard for me. Always had been, but junior high was especially brutal. A lot of it had to do with the social cliques. We were really segregated. I’m not talking just race either, although I’m sure that was part of it. And since I’ve got dark skin most of the white folks thought I was tough or stuck-up, but the black kids weren’t all that accepting either, as if my few years bouncing around to different foster families from all kinds of different ethnicities kept me from being “all black.”

But even worse than the race issues were just the dumb social circles. Who had the new Adidas shoes and who didn’t. Who had a Jansport backpack and who bought generic.
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