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Prologue




Her rocking chair creaks,
but only on the back swing. As it silently glides forward again,
she brings it to a complete stop then slowly, very slowly resumes
rocking. Her profile is barely visible in the dimly lit room. Only
the slightest hue of light breaks through the dark and tightly
pulled curtains purposely drawn against the sunlight outside. On
her table sits a large crystal pitcher that holds what remains of
an icily cold beverage. The shimmering beads of water that are
present on the outside of the glass pool into the crevice of the
table and have collected enough to form a trail that leads downward
toward the very edge, in a strong attempt to go over. They seem to
stretch, to yearn to be closer, yet are still not quite there. But
almost.

She has sat motionless
except for the tensing and then releasing that causes the chair to
move. Then slowly, very slowly, she reaches for her glass to bring
it to her lips. Just as she is about to taste, her legs tense once
more and she hears the creak again. She turns her head slightly and
sees that her movement of the glass has caused the puddle to begin
to spread.

One drop of water has
finally found freedom. It quickly escapes the crevice and lingers,
hanging over the edge. Using the table leg as a bridge to a new
life, it joins the others that have gone before, to the newly found
freedom of puddle number two quickly forming at the base of the
table leg on the glistening hardwood floor. This catches her eye
and keeps her attention. Her leg has relaxed. The rocking has
stopped. She stares, oblivious to all else, and then the silence is
broken by the ring of the telephone.

Her leg tenses once more
and her rocking resumes. Backward she goes, with the creak now
timed to the ringing of the phone. On the fourth ring she stops,
she tenses, she sips slowly. She listens. Hello, you have reached the home of Lailah Brooks. I am sorry
I missed your call. Please leave a message at the beep. Oh, and by
the way, if you are looking for Summit Church, they no longer have
this number. Thank you and have a blessed one. A click follows her outgoing message and then she waits.
Finally, she hears a sigh and then a male voice that coughs and
begins.

“I’m
sorry to have bothered you. I was looking for the church, and I
thank you for the information. Bless you.”

Another click follows the
sound of the machine doing what it needs to do. Lailah resumes her
rocking and then carefully lowers her glass from her lips, grasps
it in both hands, and hurls it across the room where it smashes
just inches away from the machine.

“No! I can’t take this any
more. Leave me alone!” Lailah rushes to the table and in movements
much swifter than seem possible, she pushes the entire contents of
the table to the floor.

Just as suddenly, she
returns to her chair and then her leg tenses and relaxes, tenses,
relaxes. As the chair creaks, the next pool of water begins to
form, this time at the base of her chin in a new attempt at freedom
and an effort to form a separate free colony with puddle number two
- on to the top of her shoulder.

















 Chapter 1




The hallway seems to have
shrunk. But Lailah understands that this is more than likely due to
it being jammed with most of her belongings. She stands there,
hands on hips, and surveys her mess, which she tries her best to
think of as her accomplishments. It has not been easy moving her
items from the little rental truck into her second floor apartment,
especially since she is doing so alone. In her cursory glance, she
notices that her unseen neighbor across the hall has opened the
door and she can’t help but to smile. She would do the same if she
had a new person moving in. She would watch until every last piece
was finally behind closed doors.

Deciding to take a quick
breather, Lailah steps into her new home and feels a strong surge
of happiness. She did it! The moving company delivered her major
furnishings the day before, and now she is tackling the smaller
things that remain. Most of what is not in the hallway is exactly
in the position where it will remain. She loves the extremely large
window that opens to nothing but sky. She is still amazed at her
fortune of having found this amazing diamond hiding in such
roughness. Her placement of her rocking chair beside it thrills
her. She thinks that her apartment is lovely.

Walking over to the window
to open it a little wider and let the warm breeze in, she stops and
takes in the view. Though she is only on the second floor, it seems
to be much higher. This she attributes to the fact that their lobby
is marked as such, so in reality she is on the third floor. She can
see little children below enjoying their day in the sunshine. Many
people are out and about, and she cannot wait to complete her task
and then be able to join them, though she will be working still.
She has to return the rental, and with that thought, she returns to
the hallway and to the task at hand.

“Whew! I never thought I’d
see you,” Lailah says aloud, speaking to her small lamp, the last
piece remaining in the hallway and the first piece placed there as
she began hours earlier. She picks it up and prepares to enter her
apartment when she has a sudden urge. She turns just in time to see
the doorway across the hall close at last. At this and her earlier
thought, she bursts out laughing and goes inside to close the door.
The shrill of the telephone startles her. She then laughs even
harder, dashing across to catch it before it stops.
“Hello?”

“Ms. Brooks, this is the
telephone company testing the line. Your service is operating now.
Can we be of further assistance?” The pleasant woman makes her day.
She didn’t know whether to expect her telephone to be connected so
soon or if she would have to wait another day. She expresses this,
and her appreciation. “You are welcome. Do you have a moment to
participate in our customer service survey?”

“I’m sorry, but I have to
rush out. Maybe next time, but thanks again. I appreciate your
contacting me.” She glances at her watch and decides that she had
best return the truck now and finish up settling in afterward. She
grabs her purse and keys and heads for the door. Just as she
reaches for the knob, the telephone rings again.

“I told them I couldn’t do
the survey.” She almost doesn’t answer, but since her machine
hasn’t been hooked up yet, which means that her caller cannot leave
a message, her curiosity gets the best of her. “Hello?”

“Hello. Yes, I was calling
to see what time your Saturday service starts.” The woman on the
other end sounds quite old and rather sweet. Her words throw Lailah
for a loop, though. She prods for clarification.

“I’m sorry, what were you
looking for?” She pauses, glancing at her watch but too respectful
of the elderly to hasten things along.

“The service today, what
time does it start?”

“I’m sorry ma’am, but you
must have the wrong number. This is my home.” These words sound
good to Lailah. She feels good saying them.

“Oh, this isn’t Summit
Church? Is this five-four-seven, four-six-six-three?” She sounds
slightly embarrassed. This causes Lailah to stop and be extra
patient and nice.

“No, ma’am, this isn’t a
church, but the number you dialed is right. There must be a mix-up.
I’m sorry.” She smiles and softens even further.

“No, child, I’m sorry.
Thank you for your time. God bless you, sweetness.” She hangs up
and her words linger and warm Lailah. She feels as if this is her
just reward for being patient and considerate. Feeling rather
content and pleased with herself, she sprints to the door and off
to her remaining errands. She even hums a bit to
herself.

Lailah Brooks is excited
and anxious to begin her new life in this new city. Her decision to
relocate was not an easy one, but when all was said and done, she
felt that she had done what she had to do and also what was best
for her. Now that it is all water under the bridge, she also feels
that she has done the right thing.

Though she left her behind
at home, Lailah knew then that her mother would not have had it any
other way. She had encouraged her to pursue her education and then
go after the best that an education could offer. Her only
disappointment was that, in her eyes, Lailah had decided to do
otherwise. Though offered glamorous positions in large advertising
agencies, she had opted to relocate to the suburbs and teach
marketing to students instead. She had decided to forego money and
recognition for deeper personal satisfaction. She wanted to help
motivate and inspire youth in the same way that she had been
inspired. She wanted to give back. Eventually, her mother
understood.

Growing up as an only
child of a single mother had its advantages and disadvantages. Her
mother was able to give her all of everything she had. She did not
have to worry about spreading it out, or it spreading too thin.
Evelyn Brooks had a decent job and was able to do a more than
decent job of providing for her daughter. The downside was that
Evelyn did not have anyone else to pour her affections or
attentions onto and in. All she had was Lailah, and all Lailah had
in return was her mother.

They were a duo,
inseparable, invincible, as long as they remained a team. This was
according to Evelyn. Lailah grew to believe this, to live this, and
to regret this because of its implications - that she would have to
be by her mother’s side forever more as her partner, or she would
fail. Taking these first steps away from her mother was difficult,
much more difficult than she cared to admit, but they were also
necessary. She needed to know that she could stand alone and
succeed. She had to do that far away from the magic of the dynamic
duo, outside of the invincibleness of home. So she
moved.

As Lailah turns her key in the lock, she
hears her phone ringing from inside and tries to hurry, which
causes her to drop her keys and to have to start again. Amazingly
enough, the phone continues to go on and on. She reaches it at
last. “Hello.” There is only silence. “Hello?” At this she gets a
click and then the dial tone. The slight tilt of her head that
follows is a perfect accompaniment for the frown on her face. She
shrugs her shoulder and goes to lock her door and resume her
interrupted project.

Lailah stands, answering
machine in hand, preparing to take the appropriate steps to connect
it and supposedly simplify her life, when the phone once more comes
to life. “Darn! I wish I had done this a couple of minutes
earlier.” By the fifth ring she gathers that her caller isn’t going
to give up and go away to allow her to connect and then screen, so
she answers. “Hello?” This time, too, silence greets her. She does
not bother to ask a second time and begins to hang up when she
hears a voice at the other end. Returning the phone to her ear she
responds, “Hello?”

“Yes, I have an emergency.
May I please speak with a member of the prayer team?” The voice of
a very young woman comes across the line. She sounds on the verge
of tears.

“I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.
This isn’t the church. I don’t know what to tell you, but is there
some way that I can possibly help?” Lailah’s heart is in her
throat. This is an emergency, but it is a church emergency so she
thinks that it can’t be as bad as if it were a hospital or police
emergency. She is a bit more comfortable, but only slightly, than
she would be were she to find that she was receiving misplaced
calls actually intended for 9-1-1 emergency.

There is silence and then
a long but stifled sob. “Oh, I’m sorry. I’m . . .,” the call
ends.

Lailah stands there with
the phone in her hand. She looks at it and then places it back into
its cradle. Her earlier joy is gone. The wind has been taken from
her sails. She flops down onto her sofa and goes to work quickly
connecting her machine to the phone and then recording her new
message. With that accomplished swiftly and to her satisfaction,
she decides it is really time to relax. She heads off to her new
bathroom and her first hot and sudsy bath at home.

With soft music playing in
the background and the lights dimmed, Lailah luxuriates in the
solitude. Her mind wanders to the days ahead, making little mental
notes of things that she still needs to do in order to feel fully
settled in. She leans forward to turn the water on to reheat her
bath, and then settles in once more. She listens, trying to get an
ear for the Saturday evening sounds of her new neighborhood. So far
so good; it is quiet and peaceful. With this thought, the results
of the day’s hectic pace takes over and she begins to doze in the
warmth and sweet fragrance of her bath.

It must take the third
ring of the telephone to wake her. She quickly calculates this as
she hears her machine answer after one ring, though it is set to
pick up on the fourth. She looks around for her illuminated clock
as her outgoing message plays. She cannot believe that she has been
asleep in the tub for half an hour. She sits up and gets a towel,
avoiding the drain just yet in order to hear her caller’s message.
In the back of her mind, she hopes that it is not another call for
the church. It is not.

“Hi, Honey,” she pauses.
“It’s me, Mommy. I thought for certain that I’d catch you in, but I
guess you stepped out to check out your new surroundings. Well,
good for you, but I miss you and I hope you are having a ball
getting settled in. It is certainly good to know that they were
able to hook you up today. I didn’t think I’d be able to get
through yet. This is great. Did I say that I miss you? Call me when
you get in, no matter what time. I want to hear all about your
first day there. I love you, Honey. Now don’t forget to call.”
There is a long pause and then finally a click. Lailah smiles and
releases the drain. She cannot wait to dry off and then call her
mother to chat. She laughs thinking that she is happy she got in a
little nap because it’s going to be a long catch-up session, even
if it is only after just one day.

“Mommy, it is great! It’s
so warm, even now, and the breeze feels good and it smells good
too. Can you believe it? You were right- the rocker is great in
front of my big window. Wait until you see it. I hope you can come
out soon.” Lailah is all smiles. She finally has someone to talk to
other than her furnishings and her lamp.

“I knew it would be great.
Honey, you always have had a great sense of style. I don’t know why
you sound so surprised. But you know what? You must have really
been wiped out to fall asleep in bubbles,” her mother
chuckles.

Lailah has always loved
her mother’s smile and adored her laugh. Laughter rang out more
times than not in their home. They always found something to
admire, love, appreciate, and enjoy. So there were laughs. Because
of this, both Lailah and her mother found that they had more than
their fair share of admirers. Their positive disposition seemed a
magnate for all around them. They had acquaintances, but considered
one another as their own best friend. Men were abundant, each
trying desperately, it seemed, to win the heart of either the
mother or the daughter. But none had, and it appeared that none
would. They were careful and extremely selective because, after
all, they could take them or leave them. The Brooks women were more
than popular; they were in demand.

“But Mommy, guess what? I
think they gave me the number of an old church or something because
a couple of people called here asking about it. At first I thought
it was just a wrong number, but it must have been a number for a
church called Summit Church. I hope I don’t get many more of those,
because the first one was cute, but the second was kind of sad.”
She stops only just now thinking of the young woman who called
earlier.

“That certainly is
interesting. Maybe it was just a fluke. It will probably stop after
a while. I wouldn’t worry about it. But a church of all things, why
couldn’t it be a television station or newspaper, you know?
Something you could at least help with a little bit.” Again her
mother laughs. It takes a moment, but Lailah eventually joins in.
After all, her mother is right. She would not be much assistance to
people who, for one reason or another, find themselves looking for
a church.

Lailah opens her curtains
first thing in the morning and sits in her rocker while enjoying
the morning air. “I’m going to love it here.” She rocks slowly and
sips her coffee, loving the idea of having nothing in particular to
do. Gradually, she hears the sounds of more and more people
beginning their Sunday morning. In the distance she hears bells
chiming a beautiful tune and knows that it must be a church
somewhere sounding off to parishioners en route. Just then, her
phone rings. She stretches and then stands to answer.

“Good morning. I’m calling
to get the hours of the singles’ session today.” A strong and clear
baritone is coming through her telephone. Lailah stops and smiles
before giving her reply, but she knows that there is more to a man
than his voice, though this is definitely a good one. She runs her
hand through her hair and then answers.

“Hello and good morning to
you, too, though I’m sorry to say that I think you have the wrong
number. This is a new number for me, and it seems that it must have
belonged to a church before. Summit, right?” She wonders what this
man looks like and why he would need a church singles’ group if he
looks as good as he sounds.

“Oh, I’m sorry. Yes, I was
looking for Summit. Well, you must be having an interesting time
screening all their calls.” He laughs at this, and she cannot help
but to join him. His laughter rivals that of her mothers. It draws
her in and makes her want to converse for a while with this
stranger.

“So far I’m one out of
two. But I guess if I count you, then I can change that to two out
of three. Not bad. Hey, where is this Summit Church any way? I may
as well know since I have been unofficially hired as receptionist.”
She can’t believe that she is chatting away like this with a
complete stranger.

“Two out of three, huh? I
won’t even ask what happened with that one out of.” He laughs
again. She runs her hand through her hair again. “Summit is off of
High End and Fourth, you know, near the city center. You can’t miss
it if you’ve ever been over there. Big white building with lots and
lots of greenery that makes you think it is the closest thing to
heaven on earth. Ever seen it?” He waits for her response, but she
cannot help but to feel as if at the other end of the phone he is
wearing a huge smile on his invisible face.

“Well, I just moved here,
so it is all a mystery to me. But it sounds heavenly.” She laughs
at herself. He joins her.

“Hey, you sure have a good
sense of humor and seem to be really good natured. For you to take
all of your beautiful Sunday morning to chat with a wrong number,
well that is mighty noble of you.”

“Believe me, if you had
been calling looking for the neighborhood topless bar or the corner
girly spot, I probably would have hung up, but then I would only be
one for three.”

“Well, I
must thank the lady for her kindness. I mean that. I guess I had
better let you go so I can find the real number for the church.
Otherwise, I might be late. Thanks again and God bless.” He waits
long enough for her to reply and then their little chat ends.
Lailah decides to begin her day. She dresses and heads outdoors,
full of curiosity and unable to shake a strong urge to explore and
to look for the big white building at High End and
Fourth.

She is surprised that she
hadn’t noticed it before. Just as her mysterious caller described,
it seems to be heaven away from heaven. He actually did not do it
full justice, for he completely left out the beautiful, colorfully
stained windows and the bright flowers blooming all around. The
landscape is not only green, but it is lush and manicured to
perfection. The architecture of the building draws the eyes upward
and then does not allow the gaze to stay in one spot. She finds
herself wanting to go inside to see how the various gables and
turrets are captured internally. This is quite an impressive
structure.

On her second trip around
the building, she spots a beautifully scripted sign proclaiming
this to be Summit Church, God’s
Place. She smiles and wonders how the Lord
would feel about that. The dove depicted in the signage shines in
the sunlight, appearing to shift slightly, which Lailah finds
extremely interesting. Upon closer inspection, she discovers that
it appears to have been created from white glass and is seemingly
raised slightly above the sign to give it a three dimensional
quality.

“Beautiful”, she exclaims,
as she begins to thinks of other destinations with her curiosity
now somewhat sated. But she finds that she is left with a nagging
something laying somewhere beneath her subconscious. She looks back
at the overflowing parking lot and speaks aloud again, “Summit
Church, God’s Place”. With that, she drives off leaving it behind
her and getting one last glimmer of the shining, white dove before
rounding the corner to begin the rest of her day.

Arms filled to capacity,
Lailah feels a sense of déjà vu as she stands in the hallway
outside her door attempting to insert the key into the lock. The
phone is ringing on the other side of the wall. This time she does
not rush to enter because she knows her machine will pick up for
her. She shifts her bags, bracing one between the door and her
knee, finally succeeding in undoing the lock. Relieved, she goes
straight to her kitchen to deposit the bags. She takes her time to
put things away and to grab a beverage before heading over to check
her message. She is surprised to find that the machine is
indicating six new arrivals. This was in the space of her two-hour
exploration and mini shopping expedition.

“No one has my number
except Mommy.” She pushes the play button and listens.

“Hi. I hope I have the
right number. I was looking for the church, but I think this is the
wrong number. Sorry.” The caller sounds like a teenage girl. The
machine clicks and proceeds to the next call.

“Hi again. Sorry, I do
have the wrong number.” There is a long sigh. “But if not, please
call me at. . .” The number is rambled off quickly, showing that
the young lady doubts that she will get a return call. The machine
clicks again.

“Hi Honey. Mommy. Just
checking on you again today. I wanted to see how you slept in your
new place. Don’t worry about calling because I plan to be out most
of the day. I’ll catch up with you later. Love you.” Her mother’s
message makes her smile. Then the machine clicks again, but the
next one is a hang up. She walks away to look out the window at the
grounds below. Click.

“Hi. It’s me again. You
know—the singles’ group guy. I bet that’s how you think of me since
you don’t know my name.” He offers up that same laugh from earlier
in the day. “I couldn’t help myself. I hope this isn’t too forward,
but I was just thinking of how nice you seemed and wanted to call
to see if you might be interested in getting together with me to. .
.” The message ends because the call timed out.

Lailah stands with her
back to the window, glass in hand, and mouth wide open. After a
bit, she closes her mouth and then opens it again, but this time in
a wide smile. She laughs as she hears the click again, and sees
that call number six is up to play. She runs over to the machine
and waits. Suddenly, a loud screech startles her and causes her to
step back abruptly, splashing some of her drink onto the floor. She
squints her eyes, as if this will stop the sound, and just as it
does stop, another squelch follows. Then through the crackling
static of the call she can hear a voice, but just
barely.

“Who . . . you?” Static
and screech. “Call. . .” Squeak, squelch. “Not nice to . . . hurt.
. .” and that is the end of the call. That is the end of the calls.
Nothing more! Nothing to finish singles’ group guy’s question, and
nothing to explain this oddity of a call. Nor could she tell if it
was him or someone else, and all she does know for certain is that
she has goose bumps and a shiver. That last call wasn’t at all what
she expected. It leaves Lailah wanting to call her mother. Instead,
she gets a towel to mop up her spill and then heads off to her
rocker to soak in the sun and ponder the possibility of whether or
not he will call her back. Along with that is the bigger question
of what his name might be, and does he indeed have a face to match
that voice?

















 Chapter 2




The days have rushed by,
and it seems that the summer will not last forever as Lailah had
hoped. Soon, she will begin her new job of teaching young minds
(younger than hers that is) the intricate details of the wonderful
and exciting world of marketing. Lailah has a deep affection for
her chosen field of teaching. She believes that she has gained much
insight in her personal life from the principles taught in the
class. Mostly, she has formed a strong belief that all things in
life have a price and most can be bought or acquired for some price
if set just right. Along with that, her little carefully shaped
secret insight is that if you want something badly enough and it
isn’t for sale, you shouldn’t dare set the price too low, because
if you do, you stand to lose any chance of acquiring that item.
This is not because you underbid per se, but more likely because
you insulted the potential seller. You see, if you place the price
too high, you stand at risk of making the owner feel as if it were
really something worth hanging onto, and therefore, rethinking the
value or raising the price of the much prized item. You have to set
the price just right to win in the selling game.

In less than a week’s
time, Lailah will be at the campus preparing for her orientation,
and then counting down the remaining weeks until her tenure track
officially begins. Landing this job created for her much stronger
feelings of adequacy, competency, and fulfillment than would have
any of the others for which she may have been qualified. To Lailah
a bottom of the ladder job without any guarantee of permanency at
this university far outranked starting out at the top at a high
volume, high visibility firm. For her there was no comparison. This
was her dream job, and she felt challenged, intimidated, and
worried about measuring up. This wasn’t a slam dunk for her, but
instead it was a chance, and she wanted nothing more than to take
it.

“Hi, Mommy, how’s it
going?” Lailah is reclining on her sofa with her bare feet resting
on the coffee table in front of it. She has a huge bowl of ice
cream beside her and takes a big spoonful as she listens to her
mother’s response.

“Couldn’t be better,
except maybe for seeing my little girl. But soon enough for that,
right? Have you done your shopping yet? You really should get a
head start on your teacher’s wardrobe. Have you decided what look
you’re going for? You know that first impression on those young
minds will make all the difference in the world, and once you get
one going, you have to stick to it. Otherwise, they’ll think you’re
all mixed up and see it as a weakness to immediately exploit. You
know how kids are these days.”

“Mommy, don’t worry. I
already have plans to hit the stores a little later today once it
cools off a bit. I can’t bear the thought of facing the heat right
now. Besides, it just isn’t the same when I have to go by myself. I
wish you could join me.” She takes yet another big
spoon.

“Lailah, you need to get
out and meet some people there. I know you will once you start
working, but in the mean time what are you going to do? You know it
takes hours to drive down there, and I don’t want to face the heat
either. Besides, I don’t have the summer off the way you do. We
aren’t all as fortunate as you in that regard.” She laughs at her
words because the last thing she views Lailah as in the position of
teacher, is fortunate.

“Mommy, be nice. I know
how you feel about my job, but you’ll get used to it. As for
meeting people, you know I will. But right now I’m kind of enjoying
having time to myself and being kind of a loner here. We never had
that back home. People were always around, and we were always on
the go somewhere. You have no idea how nice it feels to have
nowhere to go and no one to see. I’m loving it. I may just become a
recluse.” They laugh together, two bells sounding off in a rhythmic
melody with one tone only slightly different from the
other.

Lailah stands at one of
the multitude of entrances to the outlet mall and prepares herself
mentally for the task at hand. It has become her ritual to pre-plot
her shopping excursions because of the inevitable onslaught from
the opposite sex. The more focused she is, with certain
destinations known beforehand, the less time involved and the less
frustrating it will be. Were she looking for a mate, she is certain
that none would be forthcoming, but since she is not interested,
they seem to abound. Steeling herself, she goes about her way
without any of the joy she would feel were she accompanied by her
mother or another female friend.

“Hi there, lovely. Please
excuse me but I just couldn’t help myself. I had to at least say
hello to you. If I didn’t, I’d kick myself all the way home for
missing the opportunity of a lifetime.”

Lailah cannot believe it.
She has just crossed the threshold and can still hear the
mechanical voice announcing that she is entering zone two, but the
rest of the very helpful message is lost behind this man’s words.
She places a frozen smile on her lips in preparation for her reply,
thinking to herself, he has got to be kidding. Not even breaking
her stride, she tosses her words over her shoulder. “Hi.” That is
all she offers, and she hopes that her hint is strong enough to
dissuade him.

“Can you hold up a second,
please?” His pace increases and he easily joins in step with
her.

“Actually, no, I cannot.
But thanks for the compliment.” With these words, she rounds the
corner and heads off to her first destination. When she doesn’t
hear further word or comment from him, she smiles and slows her
pace, relieved, “Men!”

Lailah has bags in hand
and is entering her last stop while feeling quite pleased with her
progress. As she strolls casually into the shop, she catches a
glimpse of the same man who offered his greetings earlier and
quickly averts her eyes. “Oh no, please don’t see me, please don’t
see me.” She murmurs these words to herself as she quickly ducks
behind a clothing rack, attempting to disappear from sight. After a
few moments of pretending to look through a rack of blouses that do
not appeal to her, she steals a quick look to see if the coast is
clear. It isn’t, and to her dismay, he is heading right in her
direction. “Shoot!” No use in continuing the charade, she goes over
to a rack with things more closely aligned to her taste.

She purposely looks up and
directly at the man, no hint of a smile anywhere on her face. He is
tall and slender, nicely dressed, and what she considers as
clean-cut. The light tan shirt he is wearing offsets his dark
complexion nicely. His watch, bracelet and necklace also glint
against his skin. But in all his neatness, and with his pretty
teeth, which are beaming at her in the biggest of smiles, he falls
short of Lailah’s definition of handsomeness. He looks to her as
average as they come and she feels no sort of an attraction toward
him at all.

“Well, it is you, the
lovely one. You sure don’t mess around, do you? Looks like you’re
almost completely done, and it seems you’ve done it in record time
– for a woman.” He laughs, and the melody of it rings out toward
her, drawing her in. She can’t help herself, she smiles in
return.

“Well, would you look at
that? She gets prettier.”

Lailah smiles further and allows her steely
wall to crumble. She decides to at least be pleasant. “Thank you.
You sure are full of compliments. You must be well rehearsed at
it.”

“Zing! Score one for the
lady.” He laughs his hearty laugh, and she joins him this
time.

“Score one indeed, and I
bet I hit the nail on the head.” She finds that she is enjoying
this little game that they are playing.

“Actually, I’m sorry to
tell you this but you’re wrong. My compliments come few and far
between and are saved for the loveliest of the lovelies—and only
under special circumstances. Speaking of which, my name is Damon.
Damon Steed, and I just happen to be your new neighbor.” He extends
his hand and laughs at her reaction.

“What? You’re my neighbor?
Hold on a minute, you have got to explain this one. You live in my
building?” She stops speaking but doesn’t close her mouth. Her eyes
are wide with surprise and seeing this, he falls into laughter once
more.

Damon Steed has been
observing Lailah since her first day in their apartment complex. He
likes what he has seen thus far. He thinks back to the day she was
moving in and to how oblivious to all around her. She didn’t
realize that she had more than just him as an audience. Several of
the guys got together and watched their new neighbor, all wondering
and commenting about her. Today is his first close up look at her
and he is not disappointed at all.

Her thick, sandy brown
hair is in a pulled back ponytail that bobs back and forth at the
nape of her neck. Her hazel brown eyes greatly compliment her
reddish complexion. She has a petit and physically fit frame,
casually pulled together in jeans and a lightweight top. She has a
natural look going for herself, much as she did when she moved in,
and he wonders if this is her everyday look, one void of makeup and
fanfare. If so, he likes it a great deal.

“I guess I’ve got your
full attention,” he says, laughing before proceeding. “Yep, I live
in your apartment complex. Or should I say that you live in mine?
As a matter of fact, I can do you one better than that.” A
mischievous glint enters his eyes and he raises one eyebrow,
pulling off a sly look and catching her full attention even
more.

“One better, what does
that mean?” She bites hook, line and sinker. Again, her mouth
remains open.

“I bet you don’t even know
you do that, do you?” He crosses his arms and looks not only sly,
but smug as well.

“Do what? Why are you
changing the subject? And what are you talking about, Damon Steed?”
She sets her bags down and crosses her arms as well while thinking
two can play this game. But he does have the upper hand.

He laughs at her stance
and decides it is time to let the cat out of the bag. Before he
does, he leans forward - close enough to her in proximity to get a
whiff of her scent. He pulls away again, nodding his head as if a
confirmation of something.

“What?! Why did you do
that? Stop playing with me and answer my questions.” She stamps her
foot down, and he falls out in laughter. She laughs along with him,
shaking her head and not believing the way this encounter has
turned out. She is truly enjoying herself, but curiosity has really
gotten the better of her. “Come on now, I can’t stand this any
longer.”

“Okay, okay. Lovely, I was
just checking to see if you still smelled as good as you did that
day when you were working so hard that I could smell your delicious
fragrance all the way across the hall.” He waits for his words to
sink in and for her reaction.

It takes a few minutes for
Lailah to put two and two together because she at first gets stuck
on the part about him smelling her fragrance. Once she digests
that, her minds moves onward, and then slowly understanding dawns
on her. As it does, it shows on her face, and Damon once again has
a wonderful cause for laughter. Not only does her mouth open, her
eyes widen too, and her reddish complexion reddens even further. At
this last, he doubles over in laughter, clutching his sides and
finally bracing himself with one muscled arm resting on his leg. He
is thoroughly enjoying this, and it is almost too much for Lailah’s
comfort.

“Hey,
it’s you! You live across the hall? You are my peeping Tom?” She stops
speaking, waiting for his words to confirm or not. “Stop that
laughing, Damon, and answer me!” But she snickers too, only
briefly, before putting on a falsely stern face.

“Yep, it’s me. I would
have helped, but you were just too cute and gung-ho, and besides,
it was more fun watching. I had a front row seat and the perfect
vantage point. I could see you, but you couldn’t see me. Even
better, the more you worked, the better you smelled.” His sly look
returns. “And by the way, lovely, you’re doing it again.” He teases
and stops, knowing she will question him.

“What? And my name is
Lailah. You can stop calling me Lovely now.” She crooks her eyebrow
higher, waiting for his response.

“Well, lovely Lailah, you
seem to forget to close your mouth sometimes.” And at the pop of
her lips together, he is once more doubled over.

“Oh shut-up.” That is the
best she can manage. Finally, she gives in and laughs along with
him, bending to retrieve her packages.

“I’m sorry, but it’s true
and it is also cute. Please, don’t ever stop. Hey, I’m happy to
meet you. All the guys will be jealous. You already have quite a
gang of admirers there, but I’ve got the prime spot, right across
the hall, and with that a name, too. Now all I need is a date for
lunch and I can die and go on to heaven.” He has that sly, raised
eyebrow look again.

“Damon
Steed, hunh? Well, Mr. Steed, I have you know that I have shopping
to finish up, and . . . another thing . . . , I
never date strangers!”
Lailah watches his face closely and seeing the eyebrow drop,
and his mouth
fall open, she laughs and feels entirely vindicated. With a shrug
of her shoulders and a shake of her ponytail, she takes her bags
and exits the store, only glancing back once to see him heartily
laughing as he watches her walk away. She smiles and tosses back a
wink, before heading off to another store to wrap up her shopping
for the day.

As she stands outside her
door preparing to open it, she half expects Damon to be there
waiting for her, but he isn’t. She takes longer than she normally
would and makes a little extra noise. Why, she doesn’t know.
However, it is all to no avail anyway, there is no sign of him at
all. She enters and drops her packages on the sofa, glancing over
to notice that she has three new messages. She decides to let them
wait. After opening all bags and removing the various items, she
sorts them into piles and admires them again. She is quite pleased
with the outcome of her shopping excursion. She realizes that part
of that feeling is due to having met her very pleasant neighbor
from across the hall. Taking time to hang her new items, she goes
into her bedroom to put her things away.

Standing at the doorway of
her walk-in closet, she holds one of her new skirts in front of her
reflection in the mirrored doors. She really likes the color and
feels that the hues offset her skin in a very complimentary way.
“You did good, girl.” Finally, seated at her vanity and holding her
new earrings up to her lobes and releasing her hair for a better
perspective, she remembers that she has messages waiting. She puts
the earrings into the appropriate drawer, picks up her new perfume
bottle, breathes in deeply and sighs. There is a soft smile on her
face as she walks back into her living room.

She hits the play button
and waits. “Hi Honey, it’s me. I was hoping you weren’t there,
which means you are out shopping. Good for you. Call me so I can
hear all about the goodies you picked up. I hope you spent tons of
money. You deserve it, and you are going to knock those kids dead
when you start, no matter what look you decided on. You really
are.” Lailah smiles, her mother always knows the exact right thing
to say to make her feel wonderful. She waits for message number
two.

“If you’d like to place a call, please hang up and try
again.” This is followed by three
mechanical busy tones, and then the same words. Lailah does not
wait for this to repeat. It is the normal message she gets when
someone calls and then hangs up without the machine registering the
disconnection. She pushes the play button again to proceed to the
next message.

Lailah listens, and as she
does, her face drains completely of color. She falls to the sofa
and sits there motionless for a few moments. Finally, she stands
and goes to replay her last message, listening carefully for each
and every word.

“You,” the caller’s voice
is muffled by the same static that she heard when she last received
a call from him. “You are the one.” She cannot make out the next
words because of the squelching, but then there is complete
clarity. “You must go. Help me.” The long moan that follows is all
that remains of the message with the exception of one word.
“Huuurting . . .” She sits again, her back straight, arms
tensed.

Though it is over eighty
degrees outside, Lailah feels a strong chill. She stares at her
answering machine not knowing what to do. Her mind reels with
questions. Who is it? Why do they keep calling her number? What do
they want? She has these thoughts and more but doesn’t truly want
to know the answers to these questions. Not really. Her eyes move
around her apartment. The curtains are billowing out at the large
window, though the air being blown is warm. There is the sound of
children playing outside, but the usual happy tones are now muted
to her. The television sits in the entertainment center, its screen
a black, unused hole. Slowly, she turns her attention back to the
machine and stands, finger poised to push the play button again.
She leans forward and places her finger just above the
buttons.

“Uh-umm . . .”

Lailah jerks at this
unexpected sound! As a reflex, her hand falls down to the machine
and she hits the delete button, instantly erasing the haunting
message. She straightens, her heart pumping rapidly in her chest.
Turning to the direction of the sound, she gasps for breath and
then realizes what it is. She stomps across her apartment and
throws open the door. There, with the biggest smile and the biggest
bouquet of sunflowers she has ever seen, is Damon Steed.

Lailah is at a loss for
words. Her first impulse is to scream at him! Her heart is still
racing beneath her blouse, but it is slowing. It is slowly slowing.
“Damon, you scared me to death! Haven’t you ever heard of
knocking?” She places her hands on her hips, waiting for her skin
to return to her bones. She was quite frightened by the call,
followed by his unexpected visit.

“Hey, I’m sorry. I did
knock, but I guess you didn’t hear me. I knew you were there
because I saw your car, and besides, I heard you. I didn’t want to
miss my opportunity to give you my little present.” He has a
sheepish grin, and it works to soften her.

“For me? Damon, you
shouldn’t have.” Her tone immediately softens. “Thank you so much.”
She stands there, flowers in hand, purposely blocking the door, and
not even thinking of inviting him in. She can see by the look on
his face that he catches this and finds it amusing. “Look, I’m
sorry I snapped, but you startled me. I just had this strange
message on my machine. . .” She stops here, suddenly recalling what
happened. Leaving him in the open doorway, she goes back to her
machine and sees the red numeral two standing there. “Man, you made
me delete it. Shoot!”

She turns to see that as a gentleman should,
he has remained just where she left him, in the doorway. “Oh well,
it’s probably for the better. I was getting ready to play it over
again when you scared the living daylights out of me. I probably
would have played it until the tape wore out.” She smiles, finally,
and her heart has returned to its normal thump.

“Lailah, I really am sorry
about that. Forgive me?” He puts on a little pout and bending from
the waist, removes an imaginary cap in a flourish, turns in a
military-like about face, and takes exaggerated steps across the
hall to his apartment. The door is wide open.

“Hey, its okay, I forgive
you, and these are beautiful. Thanks Damon. By the way, it was a
pleasure meeting you today. Catch you later.” She smiles at his nod
and wink, and then closes her door, only to open it again when he
calls her name. “Yes?”

“Nice hair.” He stands
there, allowing her to close her door first. She does, with a big
smile on her face.

Purposely attempting to
put the thought of the call from her mind, she goes about arranging
the sunflowers in a glass vase. With her task completed, she pours
a tall glass of lemonade and sits in her rocker enjoying the sight
of the lovely flowers on the table beside her. She rocks and sips,
rocks and sips, but it is no use. Her eyes return to the answering
machine, no longer her good friend and ally. “Shoot!”

When the telephone rings,
Lailah jumps. Slowly she walks to the sofa and listens as it rings
again, and again. Just as it begins the fourth ring, she grabs for
it. She cannot take a chance on waiting for the machine to pick up.
She thinks that she wouldn’t know what to do were she present when
a similar message was being left. At that thought, a left over
shiver runs down her spine. She listens to the phone without
speaking. Finally, she hears her caller. Relieved, she greets in
return.

“Mommy! I’m so happy to
hear from you. I can’t believe I forgot to call you back.” Lailah
is speaking to just the person she wants. This is just the person
that she needs to speak with right now.

“Hey, Honey, what’s wrong?
Is everything okay, because you sound a little odd?” Her mother
doesn’t hesitate to voice her concern at the unusual sound in her
daughter’s voice.

In that instant, just as
her mother poses the question, Lailah makes a mental decision. She
does not want to worry her mother about the telephone. She knows
that mentioning even a hint of what has occurred will send her
mother into a state of extreme motherliness. This she doesn’t want
to do, and also, Lailah prefers to go with the notion that it isn’t
as bad as it seems. Not only will this prevent a major issue with
her mother, it will also lull Lailah back into feeling that this
hasn’t really happened at all. So, mind made up, she
replies.

“Oh, Mommy, everything’s
wonderful!” Now committed to her deception, she gets fully into the
act and moves on. “The instant I heard your voice, I realized my
faux pas in not returning your call. Shame on me for making you
have to call me again. But boy do I have details to share with
you.” Her tone conveys a hint of conspiracy, which she knows will
make her mother interested. It works, and thoroughly appeased, her
mother is excited as she hears of her daughter’s day.

“I can’t believe all the
yummy sounding things you picked up today. You are a great shopper
and you are going to look simply marvelous in your new pieces. They
won’t know what hit them . . . and about this neighbor, please tell
me more.” She stops, the bells waiting just below the surface to
begin their tinkling.

“Mommy, he is something
else to say the least. His name is Damon, and I guess he and some
of the other guys here have been watching me.” She stops,
remembering Damon’s words.

The tinkling bells break free in her
mother’s laughter. The words that follow are not at all surprising
to Lailah. “Well, of course they have. So, what does he look
like?”

Knowing her mother very
well, and only waiting out of courtesy for these to be voiced,
Lailah is already prepared to respond. “Mommy, he’s not at all our
type. But he is certainly sweet enough and has the best sense of
humor. I just wish he wasn’t interested, though. That makes it so
hard.” She sighs and waits for further words from her mother, this
time with no inkling of what they will be.

“Well, Honey, you are way
out there without any friends at all. Since he seems to be a nice
enough guy, and you enjoyed chatting with him, it can’t do any harm
to have him as a friend. Just make it clear up front so that there
are no hard feelings. If he doesn’t want to accept that, then you
know you can’t be involved in any way because he’ll only get hurt.”
She waits to be sure her daughter is on the same page that she
is.

“Yes, Mommy, I guess
you’re right. It can’t do any harm just being friendly neighbors.
He does live right across the hall, and he was loads of fun today,
he really was. He has the best laugh, too. But even with all that,
I didn’t feel myself warming to him in any other way, so I guess
friends it is. But you’re right. I hope he can accept that. I don’t
know, though. He seemed to be a little swoony, if you know what I
mean.” Her mother laughs, but Lailah does not.

“Well, Honey, what did you
expect? So, have you gotten a glimpse of any of the other guys yet?
Any potential there?”

“Mommy, I really haven’t
even thought about it. Just today I was hoping that they will all
leave me alone. I meant it when I said that I like the time alone.
It feels really nice, but having met Damon does give me something
more to look forward to. I never did hear back from that guy who
got me because of a wrong number. He was interesting, but more
because of the fantasy of what he might be like than who he really
is. Too bad, though. I had hoped he’d call again.”

“I remember that. Do you
still get calls for that church?”

Her mother’s question
throws her off center, but only for a second. She hadn’t connected
her scary calls with the church calls before now. She shakes the
thought from her mind and answers her mother. “I forgot all about
that. No, I haven’t gotten their calls again. That really was
interesting, though.” She speaks and doesn’t feel that she is
sidestepping the truth by omitting the details of today’s call,
because they are two completely different matters.

“Well, that’s good. I told
you they’d probably stop soon enough, but now that is one less
opportunity for you to meet people. Maybe you should go over to
that church for the singles’ meeting.” Her mother, quite
uncharacteristically, hoots with laughter and after a moment,
Lailah joins her.

Lailah and Evelyn Brooks
are not church going women. They never have been. Evelyn has never
seen a need for it. Also, she has never had reason to believe in
it, as her mother and father never attended church, and neither did
her grandmother or grandfather. Theirs is a family of atheists of
the highest order. They simply do not believe. With Evelyn’s father
a very well educated man, who was one of the first black men to
head a science department in a predominately-Caucasian university,
she was raised with a firm belief in the big-bang theory. Her
father espoused the details at home as much as he did at work. His
father before him believed the same, and therefore, Evelyn never
had cause to believe otherwise or a desire to. She raised her
daughter in the exact same way. Evelyn’s view of churchgoers is
different from that of her father’s. He saw them as misled; she
sees them as open game for ridicule. Lailah is caught somewhere in
between.

Lailah stretches and then looks at her
bedside clock. She has risen several minutes before her alarm is
set to wake her. Laying there thinking of the day ahead, she
decides to get an even bigger head start than she had planned when
she set her alarm an hour ahead of the time needed to dress and
head off for her first day at work. She switches off the clock and
slips out of bed to begin her preparations for the day.

Selecting her new burgundy
skirt and coordinating blouse, she feels confident that her first
day’s statement will say exactly what she wants it to. Expecting
yet another scorcher, she foregoes the sweater that will compliment
the outfit when the weather cools. On the way out, she checks her
makeup, which consists of lipstick and mascara. More than satisfied
with her appearance, she heads off to whatever awaits
her.

“Welcome, Ms. Brooks. We
are very pleased and excited to have you joining us here. You will
be a valued asset to us and to the students. Your credentials are
quite impressive, which is why you were selected. But not to worry,
we do realize that this is actually your first teaching assignment,
so we will pair you with Ms. Sloan while you get acclimated with
our processes here. You’ll do just fine.” Dr. Franklyn leans back
in his seat, a strong and confident smile on his face.

This man, the Vice
President of Academic Affairs, reminds Lailah of her grandfather.
He actually has a shock of freckles that match exactly in color the
shock of red, closely cropped hair on his head. He is heftily
plump, actually rotund, but is nicely dressed in a suit that
somehow compliments his frame. Seeing such a red-bone in a position like his,
calls up memories of her grandfather more than does anything else.
Lailah attributes the ease that she felt during her interview
process to her feeling of comfort with this man. She also credits
the feeling of familiarity and memories of her grandfather
substantially with her successfully landing the job in spite of her
nervousness.

“Dr. Franklyn, you are too
kind. You have been wonderfully generous to me throughout this
entire process, and I promise you, you will not regret it. I look
forward to being a part of the faculty here and you have no idea
how much it means to me, or how much it will help me that you have
Ms. Sloan slated to work along side me for a while. Now I can
breathe a sigh of relief. Thank you, Sir.” Lailah smiles warmly and
sincerely. She truly likes this man.

“Well then, let’s say we
begin our rounds. How’s that sound?” He stands, and after making
the trek from behind his desk, takes Lailah by the elbow and
escorts her out of his office.

The Highland Hills
University campus is beautiful. Lailah has been enchanted with it
since her first opportunity to visit. The initial tour during the
interview process was brief. Today she has been promised an
extensive one and is looking forward to it. There are students
scattered around, some in groups and others alone. Most have their
heads buried in books or papers, which she assumes to be either
schedules or maps. The campus is massive. Getting lost here will
not be hard to do. Lailah feels extremely special being personally
escorted on the first leg of her journey by Dr. Franklyn himself.
They cover a few closely situated areas of the campus before he
relinquishes her to Ms. Sloan.

“I am leaving you in the
best hands possible. This will allow the two of you the opportunity
to chat and to get to know one another before the real work begins,
right Ms. Sloan?” Dr. Franklyn smiles and heads back in the
direction of his office.

“Well now, let’s dispense
with the formalities. How does that sound?” Ms. Sloan is stunningly
beautiful. Her extremely dark complexion and short close-cropped
hair are in sharp contrast to Lailah’s. They are opposites. Where
Lailah is short and petite, she is tall and shapely. Her voice is
deep and full, Lailah’s high and light. They make quite a pair
crossing the campus. “So please call me Darlene. May I call you
Lailah?” She looks down at her protégée with a warm
smile.
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