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Orodena
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The dinner table was set for two. Divine used her finest ware for the occasion. Orodena was a guest. She befriended the royal while abroad. Divine had been his apprentice in the village. They were bound together traditionally. She brought him home after service was rendered. He came and went as he pleased. Orodena answered the call of her summoning bell.

His Majesty was a traveling man. He had children around the world. And he loved visiting all of them. But Divine was special. Obaálá preferred the finer things in life. She always delivered. 

Dinner was ready by the time he arrived. Divine prepared pumpkin corn chowder and cassava bread just for him. She served mineral water in black crystal goblets. There was spiced robusta coffee for later on. It went well with the cinna-buns she made for dessert. 

Divine moved their conversation to the living area when His Majesty was good and settled in. Music streamed from the smart speakers on the sofa table. The Cuban bata drumming charged Obaálá’s spirit. He found himself swaying to the rhythm after a while.  Divine served the elder spiced black cherry rum and then lit an aged Maduro. She purchased the cigar especially for him. 

Obaálá grew louder with every drink. He was on his third glass now. Their conversation had suddenly turned lewd. He wore a lascivious smirk while eyeballing his comely companion. She adored his manliness but kept a respectful distance. For the life of him, he just couldn’t figure out why. They were rightfully married after all. Divine belonged to him. She wore his ring – a golden band carved in the form of a flying dove. He sat stiffly with his head cocked to the side.

“Perhaps you’d like to rest now,” Divine advised in perfect Yoruba. “I have a room all made up for you.”

“Will you be joining me?” he asked in his signature gravelly voice.

“There is one already waiting for you with open arms, my king.”

His Majesty sat upright with widened eyes filled with delight. “Gbogbo rẹ̀ dára!” he declared. 

The elder took one last puff on his cigar, then placed it in the ashtray provided for him.  He rose from an armchair and followed his hostess to a door in back. Divine disgorged the pungent scent of cinnamon perfume mingled with candle wax when she opened up. A beautiful arrangement of red and white candles illuminated the small, black-curtained suite.

Obaálá’s desire rose when he caught sight of the beautiful damsel squirming about on red satin sheets. She appeared to be battling her way out of a deep sleep. Her dark, naked flesh glistened in the glow of the dancing candlelight. His desire rose when he caught scent of her womanliness. Divine helped him out of his robe. He wore nothing beneath.

“Welcome, my husband!” Divine said. “What’s mine will be yours tonight.” 

Obaálá climbed aboard and mounted the insentient demoiselle.

“Ummm. Gbogbo rẹ̀ dára!”  

*******
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THE ALARM WENT OFF on Travis’s G-Shock. He didn’t normally wear his watch to bed but thought nothing of it. It wasn’t the first time he’d forgotten to take it off. There was just enough time for a shower and light breakfast before starting off in his work truck. It was Saturday. He was a groundskeeper. Business boomed on weekends. 

Travis sat upright on his side of the bed. He yawned and stretched his long, lean body in the dark. It took him a minute to realize that his clothes were missing. He’d never been bold enough to sleep in the nude. He thought back. 

There was no recollection of events leading up to his blackout. He shrugged it off after a while and reached for his lamp by force of habit. His heart fluttered when the light came on. Nothing was familiar to him.  

A sudden movement from behind caused him to look back. He gasped at the sight of Veronica stirring about in her slumber. A red satin top sheet covered her nakedness. Travis shook her gently.

“Veronica!” 

“Hm?” Her eyes popped open a few seconds later. She studied his face while coming to her senses. “Travis?” she called out groggily.  Veronica held the sheet to her bosom and slid to a sitting position.  “Did we just...”

“Yyyep. Looks like. Only I don’t remember a thing!”

Veronica scratched the side of her head while scoping their surroundings. “Nor do I!” she said.

“Well, Divine said it would be this way when and if.”

“Huh?” 

“Ronnie, don’t you remember the agreement we made? Y’all called me over last night to do the deed.” That was all he remembered. Anything that happened in between was now a complete blur.

Veronica shook her head then peeked beneath her covering. If they’d been intimate, it was no longer evident. Someone had cleaned her up. She looked to Travis again. Her heart fluttered when she noticed the red mojo hanging around his neck. “Oh my God. You!” she shrieked. 

Travis had no idea what she was talking about. He made a smacking sound with his mouth. “It tastes like... I’ve been smoking!” he said then cupped his mouth to check his breath. “Hey, I’ve been drinking too! Maybe that’s why I have this headache.”

Veronica looked around the room again. The candles were all burned out. Yet, the scent of Cinnabar and candle wax still lingered in the air. “Lord O’ Mercy!” she declared in an authentic Caribbean lilt. “We’re in Vye’s spirit room. She must’ve summoned Orodena.”

“Who dat?” Travis teased.

“Never mind. Just get dressed. I’m gonna find Vye. She owes us an explanation.”

Travis sat back and looked around the room again. “Oh, now I remember!” he said. “This was the room with all the altars. What happened to everything?”

“Travis, there were only two. Vye doesn’t have any need for them now that we’re building near the pond. It’s all sacred ground back there. This room has been repurposed.”  

“Well, I’m not doing this again,” Travis scoffed. “It’s just too weird!” 

Travis spotted his clothes lying in a corner chair. Someone had taken the time to fold and stack them neatly. But he didn’t remember taking them off. Veronica’s house robe was draped over the back. He refused to budge while she was still in the room. She took the initiative and passed before him in the nude. He smiled inadvertently at the sight of her. 

Veronica was a flawless Caribbean beauty; tall, dark, and curvy in all the right places. The sensuous way she moved made his desire rise again. It just came naturally for her. Suddenly he understood how gracious Divine had been to him. He felt “right proud” of himself.

Veronica slipped on the long silk kimono and faced him while tying it together. The shy look on his face made her smile. “Am I your first?” she asked. He kept staring but said nothing.  “Travis, we really appreciate you helping us out this way. I hope the next time will be very special for you. We’re still cool, right?” 

Travis thought it over for a moment and then sighed softly.  “Yeah, we’re good. Just don’t tell nobody about this! I’m embarrassed as hell right now.” 

“Embarrassed!” Veronica chortled. “Travis, of me?” 

He swallowed hard as they continued to lock eyes with each other. Veronica understood and winked for good measure. “I’ll get you something for that headache,” she said and then sashayed towards the door. Travis kept himself covered until she was completely out of sight. She closed the door back for his sake then headed for the dining area.

To her great surprise, breakfast was on the table. An extra place had been set for their guest. There were platters of fruits, hotcakes, sausage and scrambled eggs all for the taking. It was an instant plant-based meal. The hotcakes and sausages had come from a box. Rarely did Divine cook with the exception of an occasional omelet made from JUST Egg. She’d been a regular at the Cacao Lounge before Veronica came along. 

The scent of brewing coffee drew Veronica to the kitchen. Divine had the Keurig going when she arrived. She was scrolling through her phone messages while waiting for her mug to be filled. 

The woman was an ageless sepia beauty – tall, svelte, and regal. She’d worn the same short tapered bob for years. Divine was known all over town for her lavish outfits. She switched between Spiritualist and Voodoo priestess depending on her mood. It added character to her fortune-telling venture in the city. 

Divine the Professor, however, was all about business. She preferred midi skirt suits and maxi dresses for travel and board meetings. But she always kept it modest no matter the occasion. 

The spring kimono she was wearing reached down to her ankles. Her feet were bare. A silver bracelet glistening with diamonds adorned her left ankle. It was an anniversary gift from Veronica. They’d been together for three blissful years. Veronica felt proud to have her as a lover and smiled.

“Vye?” she called out coyly.

Divine came alive when she looked back. “Well, good morning, love! I was just about to come for you. Breakfast is served.”

Veronica swallowed hard and readied herself to speak her truth. “I woke up with Travis lying next to me.”

“Uh huh...”

“We were both in the nude.”

“Well, that’s usually how it’s done, beloved.” 

“Yeah, but he’s wearing the mojo you made last summer.”

“Surprise!” Divine teased.

“Vye! You went too far now. We never discussed bringing Orodena into the equation.” 

“But we did agree on Travis.”

“Well, I don’t wanna raise some demigod!”

Divine laid her phone on the counter and removed a mug from beneath the single drip. She flavored the robusta with condiments meticulously arranged on the island counter. 

Veronica knew the routine by heart; two packets of organic cane sugar and a single serving of plant-based creamer. Vanilla oat milk was her favorite. Veronica had been managing Divine’s coffee shop for the past two years. It wasn’t her job to serve. But Divine would only accept coffee from her. 

“No worries, beloved. I have everything under control.” Divine spoke casually while blending her ingredients with a fresh bamboo stirrer. She was just too cool for Veronica’s liking.

“Oh! So it’s like that, huh? Well, Vye, I feel that honesty is the best policy here. Travis and I took turns pleasing one another around the clock. We figured you wouldn’t mind since the objective is to get me pregnant. Right? Only he stayed virile longer than expected. Hey, let’s hear it for the power of youth!” 

It was all a lie. She’d hoped to stir up some emotion in Divine – anything that would let her know she still cared for her. But Divine remained unchanged. 

“Baby, what more can I say? You got some good stuff, girl! The man has been abstinent for months. Hell, I’d be horny too after a dry spell like that. We nabbed him at just the right time. Coochie is always better when you’re hungry for it.”

Veronica wanted to laugh but rolled her eyes instead. “Oh, you’re impossible!” she scoffed.

The blatant attempt to provoke her humored Divine. She met her gaze and snickered. “Honey, the worst is over. It’s too late for regrets. Orodena has done his thing and gone. And let me tell you, girl, you were loving every minute of it. FOR REAL! I was all too ready to toss that boy out of here this morning.”

“I thought I was dreaming! You know. With the ritual drumming and all?”

“Nah. You were somewhere in between.”

“Vye, I honestly can’t recall.” 

“Well, that’s a good thing, honey.”

“Yeah, but suppose it all comes back later on? Dissociative amnesia is very real, you know.” 

Divine leaned against the counter and sampled her coffee. Its rightness made her smile again. 

“Ronnie, this wasn’t exactly a traumatic event for you. We had our fun before you blacked out on me. I was trying to get you in the mood. You were at your peak by the time Travis arrived. He was out like a light within five minutes. I’ve been checking on you around the clock.”

Veronica covered her ears. “I don’t wanna hear any more!” she shrieked.

“Why? You were the one having all the fun. Nothing incestuous went on if that’s what you’re thinking. I dropped a bit of winter cherry into your nightcap. It relaxed you enough to get this done. Travis arrived by nine and did exactly what was asked of him. Girl, you LOVED it!”

“Oh my god!” Veronica scoffed. “I’ll never be able to look at him the same way again.”

“Well, Travis should have no recollection of it, either.”

“No, he doesn’t. But he is complaining of a headache.”

“Yes, it’s a common side effect with spirit possession. Just give him a couple of aspirin. It’ll soon pass.” 

“Vye, memories can resurface later on.”

“Baby! First of all, they aren’t his memories. He was completely displaced. We were only using his body. That’s how this works.”

Veronica bounced irritably in place. “Oooh! Why couldn’t we have just done the IVF procedure?”

Divine snapped her fingers three times in a circle above her head. “God forbid! Darling, passion has its place. Magia sexualis is as old as the written word. The ancients had their method. This is ours. I wanted you to enjoy the moment. Girl, don’t tell me you’ve never considered this. I know you like a book! It has always been at the back of your mind to do this young man.”

Veronica sighed and massaged her temples. She was beginning to develop a headache herself. Trying to reason with Divine seemed like a hopeless cause sometimes. 

“Okay,” she confessed. “But it was just a passing thought. I never had the gall to carry through. Besides, you know my condition. There is every chance that this one encounter will not result in pregnancy. Travis has said that he will not agree to this again.”

Divine took another sip of coffee while studying her disposition. “He won’t have to,” she answered evenly. “I took every precaution with you right down to following your cycle. Our chances increase during the days just before ovulation which you are now in. IVF is expensive, beloved. Imagine the amount of cash we’d be wasting on failed attempts. I’m convinced that we’ll have better results this way.”

“Well, how can you be so confident that it worked?”

“Because I have faith! Ecstatic rites are still practiced in remote areas of Africa. Did I ever tell you about the two girls I met in the village? Both were impregnated when the gods descended. The offspring were born perfectly normal. It took me a while to accept that they had no physical father. But I left there thoroughly convinced that it was real. Those who have lived before often desire to re-experience all the pleasures of physical life through the living. Orodena is one of those. His children are many.”

“Vye, they’re just stories! I highly doubt the men responsible for those pregnancies were truly possessed.”

Divine arched her brows. “Ronnie, who are you trying to convince – me or yourself?” 

There was no reply. 

She laughed a little and then stroked Veronica’s face with the backside of her hand.  “Believe it or not, beloved, Orodena was here last night. He laid down with you. And you made love to him. Oh, I’m a witness to that!” 

“Well, I still don’t have a good feeling about this.” 

“Oh, Ronnie! You’re such a doubting Thomas. I’ll tell you what. We’ll visit the hospital in a few weeks just to see if it worked. If not, then we’ll try things your way. All right?”

Veronica looked away and held herself for comfort. She wanted to stay angry. But Divine had a way with her. She set her mug on the counter and held Veronica in her in arms. 

“Ronnie, I know how you feel about Travis. I’ve been observing your demeanor around him. Children should be conceived through love. That’s why I took this decision. Now, what we don’t want is to cause conflict in the family. Let’s not make a big deal out of this. All right? I need you to trust my discernment.” 

Veronica needed to believe and nodded.

Divine sealed their solidarity with a kiss on the temple.

“Hey! Can a brutha get a couple of aspirin around here?” Travis called out.

Divine grabbed her coffee mug and escorted her beloved out of the kitchen.
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Stranger in the Forest
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It was Saturday. Moore had weekends off. He headed straight for Oak Town. Jack promised to show him around the forest. They entered from Main Street. Jack led the way, sifting the leaves around with his elder’s cane.  

He was a quiet man. Rarely did Jack speak unless spoken to. Moore had respect for him but remained skeptical of the powers locals claimed he possessed. 

The men made light conversation while venturing deep into the thicket. Jack familiarized his novice with the local botanica along the way. They weren’t headed for any place in particular. But the elder seemed to know exactly where he was going.

Moore was still having flashbacks about his encounter along the highway. The cops had hauled him off to jail for a mere traffic violation. But Digby held true to her word. She demanded an investigation. Moore felt the need to explain himself nonetheless.

“I know what I saw, Jack. There was a kid standing by the roadside. Man, I’ve never seen anything like it. He had glowing green eyes. Now that’s what made me swerve.”

“Well, I never doubted your story, boy. These woods stretch way back yonder to the road. That was all Meyer’s property until the state took over and built the highway. His slaves used to gather there and invoke spirit. Now that’s whatcha call an invisible church.”

“Is that right?” Moore said apathetically.

Jack looked his way. Most of the community had written Moore off as a pompous outsider. But Jack was determined to get through to the “boy”. It was imperative that he did. 

“Yeah, the old heads say its hainted back there.”

“Oh, I believe it, Jack!” 

They were almost at the pond. The elder stopped suddenly and pointed his cane at a giant sycamore tree on the opposite side of the water. “Look yonder,” Jack commanded. “That tree been standin’ since before the war. Natives would call it sacred if they still owned the land. They believed the sycamore connected them to the spirit world. We made it a shrine to Orodena. He a spirit Vye brung back from Africa while you was still a boy. Heard tell he mighty vicious to those who disrespect. I ain’t never crossed ‘im. Neither should you.”

Moore snorted a laugh. 

“Seriously, old man?” 

Jack met his eyes again, his face grim. “I found your phone on the ground there,” he said. “You must’ve dropped it when they snatched yah. Orodena might be a stranger in this land. But we treats ‘im with respect. He looks out for us in return.”

“Ah, it’s just a stupid old tree with debris all around it.”

Jack laughed and shook his head. “You lookin’ at it like a child, Eugene! That broken pottery what he come in. We buried ‘im right here in the ground. These trees and plants is all extensions of Mother Earth. They breathe air and drink water the same as we do. A tree got sap for blood. That’s what they feeds on. We keep Orodena good and nourished.”

“A tree ain’t god, Jack.”

“Never said it was. But it’s alive like us. Everything got a spirit, Eugene. There’s more to life than what the naked eye can see. But then again there’s folks like Divine. She got a way of communicating with them spirits. 

It was hard on her at first. We sent her to Africa to get her head straight. She got divined for while over there. That’s how she come by who she really was. They took her to a village way out in the forest. Vye met up with some elders there. And, well, they seen ole boy standin’ by ‘er.  

Orodena was a royal in his time. They cut him down in battle. Oh, he a hot one now! You gotta handle him in a certain way. 

Vye’s ancestors used to honor Orodena before the white man come along.  She went through initiation and learned the ways of her people. Vye married Orodena and brung ‘im home to protect the land.”

“Oh, come on, man! That’s all cap. Whoever heard tell of a human marrying a spirit?” 

“It ain’t that kinda marriage,” Jack said. “That’s just a fancy way of saying she committed to the spirit. There’s a ritual you undergo. She took that path, Eugene.”

“Umh. So she sold her soul to the devil, huh? Yeah, it figures.”

Jack leaned back and gave more a look-over. “Boy, whatchu got against Vye?” he asked.

“She’s a charlatan. Can’t you all see that? Drayton got y’all believing in ghosts and things while robbing you blind. Now here I am working hard for my pay. I’m barely scraping by while she makes a killing off of scamming innocent folks that I’m supposed to be protecting.”

Jack laughed. He wondered why. It wasn’t a laughing matter to him. The more he thought about Divine Drayton, the angrier he became. 

“Y’all still kin,” Jack said. “I told you that when you first come back to your senses.”

“Yeah, I remember. We all have criminals in the family, Jack. It ain’t never been nuthin’ to brag about.”

Jack released a long sigh. He’d had his fill of Moore for the day. “We don’t take kindly to piss-ants shittin’ all over our ways,” he said. 

His words rendered Moore speechless. Jack had never cussed at him before. There wasn’t a hint of a smile on his face either. He meant what he said. Moore knew better than to cross the line with him. Jack was the bigger man by far. He’d been a prize fighter at that. Moore stayed silent.

“Anyway, boy, we held a ceremony for Orodena right here in these woods. Vye committed the spirit to that tree. He protects the land and its people now. You can always find ‘m by the crossroads. That’s where the power of God manifests. It’s why folks receive their sacrament at the altar at church.”

“So he like Jesus, huh?” Moore teased.

Jack decided to ignore the sarcasm. He’d be a believer soon enough. Eugene was part of the circle now whether he liked it or not. 

“Orodena our gatekeeper,” Jack said. “He accessible to the community at crossroads. But all this back here private property. It’s off limits to those who ain’t part of the inner circle. We leaves offerings in the ground. Might not be more than a few pennies. Some folks use pee-cans.  But don’t you eeever take back what’s his. I mean NEVER, Eugene! You hear me, boy? That goes for ALL the spirits.”

“Well, shoot! I didn’t take nuthin’ the last time. What they grab me for?”

“Ain’t nobody asked you for pictures! What we was doin’ out here wasn’t none a yo’ damn business. But you came snoopin’ anyways and got got’.”

“Jack, I’m the sheriff!”

“You was off duty that night.”  

A strange wind rustled the leaves on the trees. The gust stole Moore’s attention away before he had a chance to redeem himself. Jack grabbed the brim of his Stetson as debris whirled all around them. There had been no sign of a storm at the beginning of their quest. The clouds were blocking out the sun now.  And the trees bending.  

Moore’s world began to spin. He held his head and stumbled backwards. The wind was threatening to blow him away. He tried his best to stand his ground. 

There was a shadowy figure watching from a distance. Moore gasped when he caught sight of him. The men were too far apart to see him clearly. But Eugene was certain that it was human. Then came the giant barking from somewhere behind him.

“He got a dog with ‘im!” Moore yelled. “God, Jack! They gone rip us apart.”

Jack’s laughter crescendoed in the midst of everything. “Uh-HUUUH!” he yelled, looking every bit like Beelzebub in Moore’s mind. “I TOLD yah it would all come back. You tried to exploit us, boy. But Ole Zeke caught yah red-handed! He done showed you a thing or two.” 

The wind blew harder as his laughter lingered on. Moore’s first instinct was to run. But his feet felt like led. He was on the verge of tears, looking in every direction. 

It all died down after a short while. The sun came out. And the birds began to sing again. It was as if nothing had happened at all. 

Moore grabbed his knees and struggled to collect his breath. “So there’s two of ‘em!” he panted. He caught a worm’s-eye view of Jack’s long, lean frame. Cool as a cucumber, Moore thought. 

“Nah. Zeke ain’t no deity! He’s only an impression of what was. But his bloodline still thrives in these parts. Divine and nem his offspring. They inherited the spirits when he passed on. Orodena like huh man, though. He’ll protect Vye come hell or high water! So you best not cross her neither. That could be deadly, Eugene!”

Moore stood erect. He took a moment to calm himself.  His bodied was still trembling.  He studied Jack’s face while steadying his breathing. Had it been all in his mind? He seriously wondered. 

“Post-traumatic stress is a real thing, man! Yeah. That’s all it is. Being in these woods got me seeing things. I’ll be good in a minute.” 

“Sho nuff?” Jack teased. He laughed then reached for his pipe. Jack lit it with a silver lighter while studying Eugene’s panic-stricken face. 

Yuchine didn’t allow smoking in public places. That included all wooded areas. Moore was sure to receive a mouthful from Digby if he dared to fine him. He was one of the few she respected. Moore turned a blind eye as usual. Inwardly, he enjoyed the aroma. Jack was partial to cherry tobacco.

“Well, how exactly do I fit into this madness?” Moore asked.

“So glad you asked!” Jack teased. “Zeke had a boy out of wedlock. He run off one day and never came back. I reckon they bumped heads one time too many. But Zeke’s blood still ran through his veins. Some years later, a chile named Sarah came to town. She claimed to be the boy’s daughter. Sarah had the gift, Eugene. It was strong in her like Vye. But then she up and disappeared a few weeks later.” 

Eugene took a step back and gave the elder a long once-over. “Hey, that’s my granny’s name!” 

“Hush yo’ mouf!” Jack teased.

“So Drayton’s really my cousin, huh?”

“That’s what I been tryin’ a tell you all along,” Jack said. He took another puff on his pipe and watched the smoke curl up in the air. “The water has a way of calling folks home, Eugene. That’s how it happened for me and so many others from Oak Town. Yo’ granny was one of us. That makes you part of the family too.”

Moore thought it over while shuffling from foot to foot. His legs were beginning to ache from all the hiking. He’d been dreaming about the water for years but never mentioned it to anyone. 

The Navy was where he thought he ought to be.  He enlisted right out of high school. Moore had been a good soldier. But it left him unfulfilled. He ended up a patrolman in the Garden City. But Yuchine was where he belonged. His spirit told him so. He beat out ten candidates for the position. But he still wondered how. Digby had never liked him. The feeling was mutual.

“Sarah was Grandma’s mother,” he confessed.  “She died before I was born. I heard a lot of creepy tales about her—all the things she supposedly did. But I never believed none of it until now.” 

Jack journeyed a few feet ahead then stopped. He smiled at the calls of the fauna as if he understood. “We all here for a reason, Eugene. It’s just a matter of figurin’ out your place. Digby didn’t make you sheriff because she wanted to. The simbi already know how they wanna use folks. She just a pawn in the game. We all is. So whatchu got planned for my baby girl?”

Moore suddenly felt his blood run cold. He’d never been afraid of Jack. But now he wondered if he was even human. He’d seen him control the weather. They were alone in a place unfamiliar to him. Anything could happen if he answered wrong. Yet, he dared to venture after him. Jack faced off with him again. He waited patiently for a response while puffing on his pipe.

“I oan know just yet. But I do love Savannah. Now, that’s facts.”

Jack laughed much to his relief. He spoke with the pipe now dangling between his lips.

“Her mama nem ran off with my manager. They took a right smart amount of my money wit ‘em. Well... I figured I got the best when they left me with Savannah. I brought her on home and ain’t looked back since. 

What money I had left, I used to fix that old trap in Oak Town. Mama had passed by then. Juanita and nem came by regular to check on Savannah. They made sure she never lacked for nuthin’. Whatever you got goin’ on better with her meet with their approval else all hell gone break loose.”

“I’m a do right by ‘er!” Moore said.

Jack removed the pipe from his mouth. His expression hardened—eyes wide, sharp, and menacing.

“You bettuh,” he warned, voice low and tight.
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The Letter
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It was a beautiful day in Savannah. The wind was blowing just right as Veronica made her way across the parking lot. She’d just come from an appointment at the Women’s Medical Center. Her phone rang on the way to her car. She’d dismissed two calls already. Both had come from the same private number. She worried that it might be important and finally answered.

“Veronica speaking.”

A man’s laughter followed. She waited patiently for him to speak. “Guess who?” he said.

The breath rushed out of Veronica. She recognized the voice instantly. He still spoke with the same Bajan lilt.

“Erik?”

“Surprise!” he said. “It’s so good to hear your voice, Von. I’m hella anxious to see you again. When can we do lunch? I’ve been in town for the past couple of days.”

“I’m afraid that won’t be possible,” she said.

“But why? I thought we parted as friends.”

Veronica opened the door of a graphite two-door Infiniti. She scoped her surroundings over the rooftop while allowing the boxed-in heat to unleash.

“Erik, I’ve moved on.”

“Well, does it mean we can’t be civil?”

“It is a matter of respect.”

“Ah! So there’s someone else.”

“I’m married now.”

“Well, congratulations, dear! I’m really happy for you. So when will you tell the family?”

Veronica’s heart seemed to skip a beat as she entered behind the steering wheel. “How do you know I haven’t already?” she asked.

“Baby girl! Your sisters haven’t heard from you since our breakup. Are you all right?”

“Yes, I’m fine, thank you. Your wellness check is unwarranted. How did you get my number?”

“Never mind that. Tomorrow isn’t promised to anyone, Von. They wish to hear from you soon.”

“Am I a child?”

“No. But be woman enough to confront them face to face in spite of whatever is going on with you. They deserve to know their offense.”

“They’ve done nothing wrong.”

“Then, what are you hiding?”

“Nothing!”

It was a lie. But Erik was beginning to annoy her. He was pressing too hard.  She didn’t owe him any explanation. They were no longer a couple. There was silence at both ends. Yet, she knew he was still there. Finally, he sighed.

“I need to see you, Von. I’m not leaving until this happens. Your sisters’ concerns are now mine. You will keep hearing from me until we meet up. I hope there’ll be no need to get the authorities involved.”

Veronica knew it wasn’t a bluff. Erik was a lead attorney at a law firm based in California. The man was several years her senior at that. He had always looked out for her in spite of his philandering. She looked had.

“There’s no need for all of that,” she said. “Just tell me where and when.”  

*******
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MARINER’S BAY WAS A seafood restaurant overlooking the Wilmington River. Veronica found her party waiting for her at the entrance along the quay. 

Erik was a tall and handsome Bajan with impeccable taste in fashion. He was sprouting a beard now. But not much else had changed about him. He’d come dressed in white cargo shorts and a black solid mesh tee that showed off his pecks. Her own choice of attire made him smile. 

Erik found her stunning in her lightweight sweater tank and ruffled skirt shorts. He thought her rhinestone sandals gave the outfit a chic flair. A familiar studded purse hung from Veronica’s right shoulder. It had been a gift from him to her. He was surprised that she still had it. 

The familiar scent of Cinnabar hit him all at once. His mind went back to their days in Monterey. Veronica allowed him to kiss her but only on the cheek. He escorted her to a table for two on the deck. Erik’s smile seemed everlasting as he stared deep into her soul. Two lovers reunited at last, he thought.

“Well, look at you!” he said aloud. “Still pretty as a picture. I’m already regretting our breakup.”

“I don’t,” Veronica replied.

Her curtness made him flinch. Yet his smile remained. It took a lot to make Erik angry. He’d even smiled during their breakup.

“So! Who’s the lucky man?” he asked.

“Divine,” she answered assuredly.

“What an odd name for a fellow.”

“Well, I usually call her Vye.” 

Erik fell back in his chair. “Seriously?” he shrieked. 

There was no response. 

He’d ordered two pink bikini cocktails before her arrival. They used to be her favorite. Veronica sipped sparingly from her portion as they locked eyes with each other. The man blew slowly until his shock subsided.  

“Jesus Christ!” he declared. I never know when you are serious.”

“When have you ever known me to be a liar, Erik?”

His smile vanished completely. Erik swallowed hard before chancing to speak again. “Now I understand all the secrecy,” he said.

“Oh, it’s no secret. We’re very open about it. Lies grow bigger whenever the truth is hidden. We have a legal commitment to one another.”

“You mean you’re actually married to a fellow woman?”

Veronica had never grown used to doubters. There was laughter when he spoke. He seemed to be mocking her. She abandoned her drink momentarily to flash him a two-toned knot ring embedded with diamonds that sparkled in the sunlight with every twist. “Married? No, Erik. I wear this to ward off men who don’t have a chance in hell.”

The moment turned surreal for Erik. He blinked his eyes as reality settled in. There was absolutely nothing about Veronica that identified her as queer. The woman was as gorgeous as ever. She was still his “Nubian Queen”.

“Von, I’d never imagine this in a million years! It leaves a man feeling... some sort of way.”

“Well, the attraction was always there, Erik. I just happened to have met you first.”

“So, you are bisexual.”

Veronica shrugged nonchalantly.

“Gay is gay to me.” 

“Well, what if I was to say I want you back?”

“I don’t need your pity!”

“Darling, who’s pitying you? I’m just now realizing that letting you go was the biggest mistake of my life. How I wish that I could hold you again. I want to make love to you. You stay on my mind constantly. I really believe we’re meant for each other, Von. I never found happiness after you left. I’ve even devoted my latest album to you. I still play soprano by night, you know.”

“I’m pregnant,” she announced.

He’d heard her clearly. Yet, her blasé expression remained. Erik laughed again. He thought she was joking and wagged his finger in her face.

“Erik, what have I to gain by lying to you? “

“You’re trying to make me jealous, of course!”

His smile irked her. Veronica removed a medical report from her purse and shoved it into his hand. He skimmed over the document then met her eyes again.

“What’s this?” he asked.

“Well, I’m sure you can read. Those are my lab results. I was walking out of the clinic when you called.”

“Von, how did this happen?”  

“The old-fashioned way, my dear. You should have trusted and believed. Or were you just too much for one girl?”

Erik examined the report again then met her eyes while fiddling with his mustache. Veronica was all too familiar with the habit. She smiled inadvertently. All doubts had finally been erased from his mind. It showed on his face. 

“How will you explain?” he asked.

“Now you understand my dilemma.” Veronica reached for her glass. But Erik pulled it away from her.

“No!” he said. “I don’t understand this at all. If you are gay then how?”

“The whole world is a series of miracles, Erik. That’s all I can say for now. I’m still trying to figure it out for myself.”

“Von, are you truly happy with her?”

“Yes, I am ecstatic! Divine is the love of my life. This is what we’ve been striving for.”

“Well, you must find a way to tell your sisters. They deserve to know what is going on with you. And they shouldn’t be hearing it from me. Why go through this alone when you have family?”

“I’ll make contact in my own time.”

“Darling, three years has been long enough.”

Veronica looked towards the rolling water and thought over his words.

He smiled at her grace. “My Nubian Queen!” Erik professed dreamily. “I hope she’s been treating you well.” 

“Divine completes me. That’s why I wanted to seal our bond with a child. Now it has happened.”

Erik released a long sigh and then shook his head pitiably. “Von, I’ve wronged you in so many ways. I just didn’t realize what I had until it was too late. My heart is breaking right now.”

“Erik, I forgave you a long time ago. But I belong to someone else now. Someday you’ll find a woman who is right for you.”

Erik reached out for her hand and kissed it sweetly. 

“Call home,” he implored.

“They will not understand.”

“Von, their love for you stands much taller than that. Lola would’ve never reached out to me otherwise. Make things right with her before it’s too late.”

Erik let her go and slid a small air envelope out of his back pocket. He passed it to her. Veronica removed its matching stationery and read silently. The perfumed fragrance was hauntingly familiar. It made her think of home.  She imagined her eldest sister’s voice.


VERONICA MY DEAREST,




I pray the Lord has kept you alive and well. May he allow this letter to make it to you without incident. The cease in communication has baffled us. Not one day goes by that we do not think of you. There is nothing we are unable to work out as a family. You know very well that Papa’s dying wish was for his children to remain as one. I am your elder sister. When your mother died, I embraced you as my own. You desired to study abroad. I made this happen for you. Christiansted remains your first home wherever you are. Your absence is felt by those you left behind. My precious jewel! You are loved and greatly missed. This life is but a fleeting moment, dear. We desire to see you soon.
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