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Chapter 1

Stop on By
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MANDEN RIDGE WAS COVERED with its first thick blanket of snow for the New Year. Behind a coverlet of dismal clouds shone the morning sun.  According to the latest weather forecast, its rays would not be visible for at least another twenty-four hours. Not one of the town's residents was in sight.  The streets in the uptown district were barely visible.  Long icicles hung from the rooftops of old repurposed buildings. Even the bronze Civil War monument at the heart of town was iced over. The Battle of Old Baxter, standing frozen, was a tribute to the Colored Troops who once fought there.  

Most of the snow had fallen overnight, piling up to nearly six inches, while wind gusts crested just over 35 miles per hour. Snow was still falling, drifting in the wintery breeze. Residents had depleted the local stores of eggs, milk and sandwich bread only hours before the storm blew in.  They were hibernating comfortably now, safe from the rare nor’easter. 

Some elders in the community still called Manden Old Baxter, the name it bore when white landowners ruled the area. After the war, economic shifts destabilized Baxter, prompting an exodus of residents. An influx of former slaves moved into the area from Louisiana and beyond. The migration caused a population shift. Leadership fell into the hands of wealthy blacks. Baxter began to thrive again as their prosperity grew. Residents renamed the community Manden Ridge, later incorporating it into New Landing, the bustling business hub of New Landing County. Manden eventually became its own town, now home to a population of just under 800. 

Seventh Street near Center City was lined with mansions dating back to the early nineteenth century. Most were registered as historical landmarks. The original owners had made their fortunes in banking, industrialization, land ownership and business dealings. New Landing County paid the current occupants for upkeep. They had amassed their wealth similarly. 

In just another hour or so, children would be treading ecstatically through the snow. The local television and radio stations had just announced the county’s decision to close all New Landing schools.  

Mabel Thompson sat listening to the latest broadcast inside a snow-capped BMW Z3 Roadster hardtop. The heat generated from her car and the wool cape she wore kept her nice and cozy. She watched the snowflakes drift gracefully across the sky, feeling herself sink into a deep depression as they melted on her windshield.  

She had just reached Manden Ridge when the blizzard began.  Market Street Inn was the only hotel in town. It’s bright neon sign seemed like a God-send as she crossed over the icy Polk River, exiting the interstate into town.  She had driven all the way from New York with a few rest stops in between – just the radio and her.  Exhausted from the journey, she rented the last available suite, committing to an entire month.

Mabel was careful not to break a nail as she removed a beautiful lavender envelope from her purse. It was addressed to her in beautiful handwriting. She removed the matching card inside and read the raised print for the umpteenth time. The card had arrived at her pied-à-terre in Manhattan almost a month ago.  


You are cordially invited to the wedding of Evan Dominic Richardson and Leah Chavis on 7 July at the home of Mr. & Mrs. Hakim Abdul Al-Waliy, parents of the groom, located at 739 Chesnutt Drive in Manden Ridge, North Carolina.  



Mabel swallowed back the lump in her throat.  The card had been mailed to her out of spite. It was time to clear the air.  She held her head high, preventing her tears from falling as she returned the card to its envelope and slipped it back into her purse. 

Evan had been writing to her ever since their breakup. He filled her in on all the goings-on in Old Baxter. Then there were the poems laced with his cologne. They came randomly on the same airmail stationery. He always kept a set. 

Mabel pulled out a folded page from her side pocket and unraveled it.  Mid-center was a triolet written so beautifully that it seemed impossible for any human hand to have created it.  Mabel’s tears, however, removed all doubt as they dripped onto the worn page, turning a couple of its black letters into a bluish blur.  

"Damn it!” she whispered. “I should buy him a Montblanc." 

Mabel removed a Bonnie Lace from her purse, dabbing carefully at the tears streaming down her beautiful, Peru-colored face.

It was the last of six poems he had mailed to her, arriving just three days after the wedding invitation. She imagined his voice pleading with her as she read his sentiments aloud in her mind.


I swear I cannot breathe!

My pain has blocked my speech.

I pray the Lord will soon bring ease.

I swear I cannot breathe!

This pain just will not cease.

Although I’m told true love’s 

within reach,

I swear I cannot breathe!



Mabel closed her eyes and held the stationery to her nose, taking in the familiar scent of Calvin Klein’s Eternity.  

She longed for Evan’s strong arms to be around her now.  But he was backed into a wall. He had summoned her to his rescue. She rose early for the deed.

Her engine was warm enough to start the quest now.  She pushed an ejected CD back into her player, then cranked up the volume.  Loleatta Holloway’s raspy, soulful plea had offered comfort throughout her long journey. Cry to Me was now her anthem. She mouthed the lyrics while backing out of her space.  Mabel sniffled back the tears attempting to escape through her nostrils and swallowed them back as she left the hotel behind.  

“Honey, they sure don’t make music like that anymore!” she commented in a particularly sensual voice slightly course from years of smoking.  

With the streetlight still burning and morning on the rise, Mabel drove slowly, mindful of the black ice as she made her way through a maze of snow-dusted streets. The roads weren’t so bad, she thought. Manden Ridge had prepared for the storm – salting the streets and other common areas. She had seen far worse in New York.  

The town seemed to be deserted. Its traffic lights swung eerily in the cold wind. There were tire marks in the streets, but they were already dusted over. Mabel traveled alone, headlights burning as she followed the directions on her customized navigation system. She struggled to make sense of the street signs as she cruised along.  The brightness of the snow was dangerously blinding. 

Suddenly, she remembered the Christian Dior shades tucked away in the glove compartment and slid them over her reddened hazel eyes. Her mauve lips glistened as she lifted her head, a subtle smile playing at the corners. “God is so Good!” she declared. “He’s really making it easy for me to reach him.”  

Mabel had prayed earnestly on the night before her departure, kneeling before her antique statuette of Mater Dolorosa. She prayed for guidance in her discretion. Taking Evan away from his fiancé had been a hard decision to make. But having Bondye’s sanction eased her guilt.  The girl would have to understand.  After all, Evan belonged to her first. The love between them had never waned.

Their relationship had been turbulent, though Evan boasted to friends that he had her “whipped”. He knew Mabel would do anything for him, including saving him from a marriage he didn’t want. And, true to form, she had come to set him free.

Evan was her junior by several years. The difference in their ages still bothered her. But he had been blessed with his mother’s good looks. Mabel had always been a sucker for handsome men. Now that she thought about it, the man was beyond handsome. Evan was downright pretty and had the mack to match. No woman, young or old, could resist taking a second glance when he passed by them with his slow, cool stride. Always the ham, he glanced back on occasion, offering a wink and a smile.

Mabel loved the attention they received whenever they went out on the town together. Although her beauty paralleled his, she felt insecure at times but had never been reduced to fighting over any man.  

Evan was equally proud, declaring her one of the most beautiful sisters he had ever laid eyes on. And he had been around the world in the Sixth Fleet. He knew Mabel could have her pick of any man and had surreptitiously feared her dumping him. The young man found himself yielding to her every command.

Mabel missed his company but could no longer stomach his infidelity. Two illegitimate children by two different women had been her limit with him.  It was never love that caused him to stray but a simple case of a loose zipper and an ever-wandering eye.  

Evan was still young. She dismissed the constant flirting from her mind. But there was only so much that her heart could take. 

After confessing the paternity of his second child, Mabel had sent him home to his parents for good.  He cried over the break-up, locking himself away in his room for over a week.  

She treasured the memories of their nights together – his sweet suckling, tender kisses, and slow gentle rocking that had left her screaming deep inside her throat. He left her senseless, shivering all over in ecstasy.  No other man had made her feel that way. Her body yearned for him. Their souls were entwined.

Evan wrote regularly now; she imagined for his sanity. She couldn’t fathom what else could be holding him back in rural North Carolina. Manden Ridge had outlived its glory days; there was no need for an all-black town anymore.

Her man was cosmopolitan, born and raised in San Francisco. He loved Mabel for always bringing out the best in him. She loved his poems and encouraged him to publish, but he had never taken it seriously – he only ever wrote for her.

Leah Chavis was the mother of Evan’s second child, Amira. They had been staying with his parents ever since her third trimester.  In one of his letters, he described the girl as “cute and highly intelligent”.  She was barely nineteen, “sort of on the shy side” and “real country-like”.  

His father introduced them when he came to Manden Ridge on leave.  Leah, was a nursing student from Dodson, a small farming community just outside of New Landing.

Evan explained in a letter that he invited her back to the room he rented at Market Street Inn. They were just hanging out, watching movies and ordering pizza, he said, when she suddenly developed a bad headache. He gave her Tylenol and offered Leah the bed.

About two months later, aboard ship, he received word that she was pregnant by him. He didn’t challenge the paternity out of respect for his father. Joshua Clark had been a longtime friend of Leah’s late mother.

Mabel knew the letter was full of lies. She had been on assignment in Tokyo when it happened, modeling for Bishounen, her favorite designer. Evan clearly took advantage. But forcing him into a marriage wasn’t good for either of them. She would help him support the child if ever it came down to that. His parents had already taken custody of the boy.

Whenever he wrote of Leah in letters, there was never any mention of love. Mabel felt sorry for him even though he had wronged her twice. There was pressure on him now to “do the right thing.” The wedding invitation shook her to the core.

“Lord knows I don’t wanna hurt that baby,” she reasoned aloud. “But they’re about to make the biggest mistake of their lives!”

There weren’t many cars on the streets. Her ride was short. The navigation system took her straight to a snowcapped cobblestone monument with CHARLES W. CHESNUTT PARK engraved on its bronze face.

She turned onto Chesnutt Drive and was amazed by what she saw. The streets were aligned with beautiful mansions set back from the road in the shade of snowcapped trees with spacious snow-coated lawns in front. Mabel read the numbers on the cobblestone mailbox posts while cruising through a maze of opulence.

Number 739 was at the end of a cul-de-sac on Poplar Street. The gate was open as if the occupants were expecting her but not a car in sight. She imagined they were parked inside the double-door garage. Mabel pulled into the cobblestone driveway and stopped her motor. "Oh oh, Mezanmi!" she declared, her eyes sweeping over the sheer elegance before her. An actual gazebo graced the yard, its very presence adding to the estate’s grandeur. The Tudor itself stood two stories high, exuding majesty and immutable charm.

Evan had written that the community his parents lived in was exclusive. What she saw was beyond her wildest expectations. She wondered in that moment why he would ever want to leave. It was clear now that Manden Ridge was a hidden gem. She stepped out of the car for a better view.

A bespectacled girl rose from a bench beneath the gazebo. She was aptly dressed for the weather in a toboggan and bulky bubble coat with gloves. Mabel hadn’t noticed her before. Her better mind told her it was Leah.

Mabel’s heart raced when her eyes shifted to the small boy who had just peeled himself from the snow. Evan’s first born, she supposed. He’d been born to a Metis girl from Manitoba and looked the part. She calculated in her mind that he had to be around twenty-two months by now.

The toddler drew closer for a better view of the stranger who had just invaded their privacy. His sitter caught up, taking his tiny mittened hand in hers as Mabel approached.

Leah was equally stunned. The woman before them looked as if she had just stepped out of a scene from Cleopatra Jones, her tall, lean body wrapped in a long winter cape and designer sunglasses on her face.

Mabel removed the shades for a better view.

“Well, good morning, mademoiselle! You must be Leah.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Leah answered, her Southern drawl soft and unmistakable.

Evan hadn’t exaggerated one iota. The girl was adorable, velvety skin, fine features. He preferred tall women, being over six feet and some change himself. She guessed Leah to be about five-eight, just an inch or so shorter than her.

Without the glasses, she could work wonders for the girl. But Leah was painfully shy. Mabel could feel the hesitation radiating off her. To break the ice, she extended a hand and offered a polite smile. “Mabel Thompson,” she said. “I’m a friend of Sarah’s from California. Is she home?”

The girl gasped. “Oh yeah! You must be one of the models from Dominic. She talks about y’all all the time.”

Mabel laughed.

“Sarah opened doors for a lot of us girls. I just stopped by to pay my respect. Heard she just got married.”

“Well, it’s been a minute,” Leah said, pushing up her glasses. “They got married up north where they met. She expecting you?”

Mabel kept smiling, fully aware that Evan was being pushed, no, shoved, into marriage by his mother. As sweet as Leah was, she simply wasn’t his type. Mabel imagined that Sarah had even selected the starter ring, the one she knew was on the girl’s gloved left hand. Her Spidey senses told her it was so.

“You’re so cute!” she said. “I can see why Evan spoke so highly of you. He mailed me a personal invitation to the wedding.”

Leah lowered her gaze, smiling bashfully.

Mabel suddenly met the boy’s curious gaze. His nose was running, but it didn’t seem to faze either of them. She fought back the urge to wipe it for him. “Oh, now, don’t tell me this is Joseph. This big already? Woy!”

“Yes, Ma’am,” Leah said. “This here Joseph Barnabas, but we just call ’im Barney. My daughter inside. Amira his, too.”

“Yes, I heard through the grapevine Sarah was a grandmother twice over. My, time sure does fly, doesn’t it, Leah?”

“Yes, ma’am, I reckon it do.”

Mabel’s smile faded slowly as she garnered her nerve. “Evan home?” she asked.

“No, Ma’am. Evan at work. He an electrician with the Manden Ridge Power Company. You just missed ’im, as a matter of fact. We got a lot of power outages in the area. They called him in early today.”

Mabel faced the estate, and walked a few steps closer. All the ma’ams were beginning to annoy her, a constant reminder of how old she actually was.

“You alright, ma’am?” Leah called out.

Mabel had withdrawn from the world momentarily. As sweet as Leah was, she had to do what needed to be done. After all, everything was fair in love and war. She prepared herself mentally to do battle with Sarah. Had she not intervened, the man would’ve come back to her a long time ago. Sarah was more controlling than she had ever been. With the exception of joining the Navy, Evan had always done exactly as his mother said. Suddenly, she came to herself, remembering Leah.

“I’m fine, sweetie,” Mabel answered.

Leah smiled at her loveliness, her eyes sweeping over her. The woman reminded her of her favorite doll, as if Christie had come to life before her very eyes. Suddenly, she felt inadequate and ran a hand over her toboggan.

“You’re very beautiful, ma’am,” she said.

Mabel’s heart melted. She dared not look back at the girl’s sweet, dumb face.

“It was nice meeting you, Leah.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

*******
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THE TALL WIRY FRAME of Hakim Abdul Al-Waliy stood in the entrance of his English Tudor mansion. He looked confused. No stranger dared to address him by his former name. He was trying desperately to break his family from the habit.

Hakim scratched his head, curious about the fancy lady standing before him. Whoever she was, she sure as hell had it going on. Sarah would have shot him on the spot for what he was thinking, but it was the truth.

Mabel was checking “Josh” out as well. She knew him from the wedding photos his wife sent to her. Mabel had been out of the country on assignment but called to give her best wishes. She smiled slyly, her eyes shamelessly touring his body.

Joshua looked exactly the way she pictured Evan at that age. From what she could recall, he was around ten years Sarah’s junior. His hairline was beginning to recede. He wore his hair cut low so that it wouldn’t appear too obvious. Mabel wondered how he really looked behind the beard growing in. She despised facial hair but had to admit that it became Josh. He was wearing the Calvins very well. Her gaze had wandered downward mischievously.

Ironically enough, Stop On By was playing from somewhere inside of the home. Mabel began a cool sway. Now that she was back in the body of Christ, secular music repulsed "Sididy Sarah.” Mabel knew it had to be Joshua who was into Bobby, one of her all-time favorites. She liked Josh already.

“Sorry, Miss, but I just can’t seem to place your face for the life of me!”

His voice was similar to Evan’s. Mabel found it sexy, although she despised the southern drawl. Her smile slowly transformed into her signature mischievous grin.

“I’m a friend of Sarah’s,” she answered seductively. “We go way back, Josh, almost like sisters.”

Joshua shrugged, then stepped aside, holding the door open for her to enter. “Sarah upstairs,” he said. “She’ll be down directly.”  

Mabel stepped into the grand marble-tiled foyer; her gaze immediately drawn to the soaring cathedral ceiling. Suspended overhead, a crystal chandelier glistened, its facets catching the daylight streaming through a deep inset transom window above the door. Directly in front of her, a steep, elegant staircase rose, its short balustrades framing the landing at the top. The walls, adorned with beautiful wainscoting, added to the home’s opulence. Two open entrances flanked the foyer, leading to adjoining rooms, while a spacious living area unfolded just beyond the staircase. The house was breathtaking.
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