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SUGAR LAND

There are certain events which are so sublime a writer has to question the ability to document it properly. Especially live, and in person. I sat, not only as an observer but a participant in a drama with no words, thoughts were almost beyond comprehension; they call it living, sometimes. 

Memory Care. Our friend Eric, his wife Sylvia. Nine other family members and their visitors. A staff of eight present. A Christmas Dinner, festive music. I’ll get to Elvis later. A brief welcome and introduction.

Eric was sitting comfortably, it seemed, when we arrived at the small day room, about eight others around, patients and staff. We were told about designated tables and ushered into the dining room. 

Sylvia had greeted him warmly and he responded to the familiarity of her presence. He looked at me and my wife, Joan, old friends in good standing, touched our hands and hugged her. I can be a bit standoffish sometimes. 

We found our table, took off our wraps, and sat. I began a reconnaissance of faces, the calm yet stirring movements of comfort offered by the assembled. One gentleman caught my attention, a soft, straight ahead gaze, I thought him to be a physician. Eric has a Ph. D in Mathematics. I learned Suzy, siting in a wheelchair ahead of us loved opera and maybe I should speak to her. I did not, maybe another time. Full disclosure, the first question I asked Joan when we were introduced was what was her favorite opera? Turandot, if you must know. Conversation, fellowship, then time for the meal.

The physical plant can be described as high end, clean, tasteful. I’ve known of its existence for twenty years, and who ever prepared the meal matched the ambiance. We were all satisfied.

I continued to scan the room and felt that in the moment whatever heartaches brought us all to this point, friends and family seemed comfortable just sitting, eating, making whatever conversation and accommodation was required or appropriate. There was a sense of wonder as staff continued to interact with the right pitch, a familiarity with their charges that seemed familial. Then, the DJ! A few hints about songs he was about to play, some Stevie Wonder, and with a kind of masterful raising of the bar, knowing perhaps the average age here, for the clients at least, was probably eighty-two, asked the crowd to name Elvis’s top three songs as he turned up the volume of his Juke Box: Jail House Rock was offered, Blue Suede Shoes, and of course, You Ain’t Nothing But a Hound Dog. Dancing, smiles, gestures of a shared past, memories returned, a joy of physical movement, arms swaying, hips revived, Elvis the Pelvis, as I recall! This was Saturday Night at the Hop restored! I don’t remember when I’ve witnessed such a performance of innocent exposure delightfully rendered. I do borrow from a certain text that says, roughly, “The most satisfactory years of your existence can lie ahead.”

Pictures were taken, gestures of community offered, staff began the cleanup, and as I put on my coat, a woman asked me, “Where are you going?” I responded, “To the other place. I’ll be back tomorrow.” An elegant, wistful smile crossed her face. I had made a friend.

BOOK TWO    

When Randall and Rhonda passed each other in the grocery store, they felt something and looked at each other quickly, then looked away and continued with their shopping. It took him about five steps before he turned around and called to her, “Excuse me, Ms.”

She frowned, turned back, and stepped toward him.

“Ms., I’m a lot older than you, so this is not a come-on, but do I know you?”

She was also confused about the feeling and answered.

“No, why do you ask?”

“I, when we passed each other, I had a feeling I’ve never had in my life,” he says to her.

“Sir, okay, that’s interesting. I must get back to work. Take care,” she says to him.

“I meant no harm, Ms. I’m sorry. Have a good day,” he says to her.

As Rhonda turned to walk to the register and check out, she saw him pass between aisles, near the meat section. She too has a feeling that’s different, new, and curious. She wants to talk to him more, but thinks he could be weird, so she goes out the door and doesn’t look back. He’s now come to the front window, watching her every step. The assistant manager comes over to ask if he needs help with something.

“Oh no, thanks, I’m fine. I was distracted by something. Thank you.”

He goes to the speedy check-out register to settle his bill.

*
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Dr. Joyce Taylor’s brother Ronnie got out of prison on August 10, 2013. He reported to probation the next day, met his correction officer, and they discussed the rules of his supervised release. He was to contact a Mr. Larry Fleming within two days for counseling. He was not a therapist, but someone who would help Ronnie with his transition back to the real world. They went over a few questions Ronnie had, and Mr. Stevens said for him to come back next Tuesday for a follow-up.

As he was leaving the federal building, Ronnie turned to look up to the ninth floor and breathed a deep sigh of relief. His custody journey began here eight years ago when he was convicted of wire fraud. Two of his cohorts had rolled on him, but he was no longer angry with them, although he didn’t wish to see them either. He was glad to begin this phase of his life, and Joyce was being helpful. She had found him a place to live and connected him with a friend who needed someone to empty a house and get it ready for sale. The project would pay him $600.00 a week and could last about five months. Ronnie felt grateful and was eager to get started.

*
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Lester Ramsey, 37-year-old champion Ping Pong player had done six years at FCI Talladega for conspiracy to distribute crack cocaine. They couldn’t stick the murder charge on him. He’s been married to Sheila Banks Ramsey for 15 years, mainly because of their three kids. She wants to leave him but can’t find anyone better. The kids, Ashley, 10, Jason, 8, and Pete, 6, love Daddy. Lester loves Sheila like he has since they first met in Cedartown at the Ping Pong Championships of 1979. He’d never played a girl before, and she’d never beat a boy before at this level of competition. The match went on for two hours, with Lester calling it quits. All he wanted was the $300 second-place money.

“I could have beat her,” he thought to himself as he purposefully allowed an easy shot to pass by on his left side. She was shocked, as the score was tied at 20. She didn’t argue and accepted the $ 500 first-place money and trophy.

*
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As Lester and Sheila drove back home from a weekend gathering at his parents’ house, she knew she had to get honest with him.

“Lester, I’m thinking of leaving you,” she stated softly.

“Why do you want to do that, Hon?” he asked.

“I don’t know, just some stirrings to do something else.”

“Yeah,” Lester grunts, “am I mistreating you?”

“No.”

“When are you leaving?” he asks her.

“I don’t know. I just thought I’d tell you what I’ve been thinking.”

“I appreciate that. What about the kids?”

“That’s what I don’t know.”

“Do this, see how you feel in 30 days, and if you want to stir more than stay, just go. I love you. Just be honest with the kids. If you want to split our assets, go ahead. I think we’re worth about $9 million.”

Sheila begins to cry and curse herself. Lester reaches for her and rests his right hand on her left shoulder. She put her hand atop his, and they rode the next 110 miles in silence. 

*
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Rhonda figured it was a good thing to tell John about the man at the grocery store today. They were going out for pizza and a beer later, so it would be a good time to explore her experience with whatever it was that had happened.

Eddie’s Pizza Palace was a good, family-style place to talk, eat, and enjoy people you know. It had been in business for 30 years and had a reputation as a place to come for fellowship as you were likely to see someone you worked with or a family member of someone you at least had a waving, head nod relationship with. You could be comfortable here.  

Gannon Corner was a small community of about 4,000 people 54 miles northeast of downtown Atlanta. It would be considered middle class by most measures as the two manufacturing shops hired people long term, and the federal government had a full range of offices here, some not disclosed. It was hilly, though it was once a farming area. Most people had grown up and died here, though now there was more movement in and out as the eighties babies from all over passed through here due to large residential developments and a couple of big box retailers. 

John and Rhonda started coming here a month ago, and this would be their third time here. Eddie’s oldest daughter, Sally, recognized them when they came in and waved them over to her serving area. She liked Rhonda because they were the same age, and she had known John forever. She wanted to take care of them and have some conversation with Rhonda.

“How are y'all doing tonight? Come on over here!” she bellowed in her loud and jovial fashion. “John, good to see you. How’s that boy doing?”

“He’s good. He’s six months clean, and he and Jesse are in school, trying to make a baby, I believe; they can’t keep their hands off each other!”

They all laugh as Sally reaches out to hug Rhonda: “Hey darling, how are you doing tonight? So good to see you. You keeping this boy straight? Watch him, he’s a good one. Some of these girls have had their eyes on him a long time! If you need any help, let me know.” They all laugh as she seats them at a full-sized two-sea table, not in the corner, but where they can have some privacy.

Sally DuMont, 43, has been married three times, currently in the process of leaving this last one. She has two boys, Jake and Arnold, by Danny Rhodes, whom she didn’t marry. They’ve since moved to Smyrna, 25 miles west, and started families of their own. They visit Mama about once a month with their families.

Sally is one of those sweet, honest, lively souls whom men seem to disrespect. But Eddie always warned any of them if they thought to put their hands on her to bring her back to him. There would be trouble if they did it. Plus, her younger brothers, Tiny and Man, loved their sister. Tiny weighed 320 at 6’4”, and Man was about 250 at 6’2”. Most guys she dated, then married, tended to be the jealous type and couldn’t handle her friendliness towards others. They were attracted to it, but over time, they didn’t want to share her as much as she needed to socialize. She was just that way, and if you were not mature enough, it caused you problems. She loved Danny, and he would have been a good one for her, but he couldn’t stay off the booze, and Eddie ran him off, seeing evidence he hit her, but she covered for him, hoping it could work out. He left town and hadn’t been seen since the boys were eight and six. She still thought about him, and usually that’s why she would wind up getting divorced because she would, at some point of discord in the present relationship say, “If you were half the man that Danny was you would know how to handle me!” And most men knew it was over at that point, or else they better hope the sheriff got there before Eddie did. And that’s where it stood with Cleveland Robinson, who heard it about two weeks ago when Sally came home on Friday night after work and praised a male patron’s respect of his wife and kids and how good the man looked. Naive, perhaps, but just friendly. Cleveland raised his hand, and at that moment, he knew it was time to pack, and he did. They divorced two weeks later.  

“What are yawl going to have to drink?” Sally asked them.

“Water for now, I believe,” spoke Rhonda, looking over at John, who nodded in agreement.

“Do you have any chips and salsa tonight?” he asks her.

“We do. Hot or mild?” she asked.

He looks to Rhonda, who gestures with her lips, “Mild.”

“We’ll go mild,” he says to her.

“Okay, darlings, I’ll be right back.”

Sally walks off, smiling, looking over to another table, and asks, “Yawl doing all right?” The two couples say ‘yes’ at the same time, smiling and waving to her.

“Like I said earlier,” Rhonda begins, “I didn’t fear him, but the feeling was new.”

“Like what? Like falling in love or something?” John asks anxiously.

“You know, it was like that, but different. You know how they used to talk about ‘familiar strangers.’ Even though you don’t strike up a conversation if you don’t see them in a while, you can miss them. For example, at a bus stop, you see the same people every day, but you don’t talk. Some you think about, some you don’t. Well, it was a lot stronger. I recognized him.”

“Kind of weird, huh?” 

“I don’t think he was a pervert, but it was odd.”

They sat and ate, drank most of the beer, and were out of there in an hour and a half. Rhonda decided to spend the night with John.

*
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Danny Rhodes lived on the beach at Waikiki for a few months after his mother died. His small tent was near the twelve coconut trees where the AA people met at 7 am. He was usually up and had his area clean and neat before they started to gather. He noticed a lot of the same people came each day, but a lot of tourists showed up as well. He even heard a couple say they were from Chamblee, Georgia, one time.

They would set up a large coffee pot under the pavilion near the wall before the actual beach, and they didn’t mind if he got a cup, which he did some days, especially if he were going to try to find work somewhere. He knew a few people now who would have small jobs for him to do, and he could make meal money and a few dollars to save. He still wanted to get back to Gannon Corner one day, but his travels the past twenty years had led him here. He liked the weather but wanted to return to the mainland, Arizona, or New Mexico he fancied.

He thought of Sally and the boys on occasion, but not enough to where he really missed them. He talked to Jake and Arnold about ten years ago, but they were not receptive to his conversation, and Sally did not speak with him. He figured it best if he kept drifting, and maybe one day he’d find a home.

*
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Ronnie Taylor was a good-looking black man, Ola Mae Franklin thought to herself as she took her seat across from him on the 6:13 am bus to the Five Points Train Station. She was going to sit with her grandmother while her brother, Frankie D, went to work. Looking at his smooth skin, bulked up body, and cautious eyes, she figured he had just gotten out of prison. She saw the same look on Frankie when he got out ten years ago after serving 12 years on a bank robbery charge. He had remained clean and working ever since he got out and was making everybody proud the way he was taking care of Minnie, who was dying of cancer. She didn’t want to give this brother the time of day if she were right about him, knowing that he would have some game, which she knew from her brother. She was too old and settled to play but spoke to him anyway.

“Good morning,” she says to him.

“Good morning,” he says, almost not looking up to make eye contact as she sits more comfortably, looking him over.

“You’re new on this bus ride?”

He didn’t answer, checking her out, thinking she was nice looking, but the motherly type. She backed off, and after a few seconds, he says, “Yes ma’am.”

“Do I look that old?” she asks him.

“No. I’m just trying to be respectful,” he answers.

She sits with that, and he looks away from her, out the window. He fidgets a bit, then resets, stone face-like.

“You just got out of prison, didn’t you?” She says.

He looks at her in disbelief and smiles.

“How did you know?”

“I’ve got a brother who did time,” she says to him, trying to be empathetic.

Again, he goes stone-faced, not sure where this is going. He thinks of his sister.

“Okay, that’s good. Thanks. I don’t feel like talking,” he says, becoming uncomfortable.

“Okay,” she says, “Have a good day.”

*
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Ronnie was on his way to see the counselor. He had settled into the one-bedroom apartment and purchased a bed, a dresser, a flat-screen television, and some kitchenware. Joyce was going to help him with the bathroom, hygiene products, and a few other items this afternoon. She had found a table and a good sofa at a consignment shop that seemed adequate for his initial needs.

*
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Ronnie Taylor had been in line to assume the position of mortgage manager for Trust Citizens Bank. He started off in the storage room, worked his way to become a receivables clerk, then a teller.  He went to GSU and earned a Business Degree. He became Mr. Perkins’s assistant and learned about the mortgage-loan trade. Ronnie was a people magnet and had all types of friends. He would sit with people, discuss financial options, home types, prospects for certain areas, and usually either knew, or would find out about your work history, payment history, and how you spent money, then he would go to the data bank and ascertain the truth. If he approved you, you were considered a safe bet. Things went very well for him and the bank until David Perkins became ill, and Ronnie had to take on managerial duties as well. This is when the players came his way, and the profit potentials increased, on paper. Dope dealers who became home builders had a lot of initial cash but not much business sense or legitimate work history. So, when he started compromising the scoring sheets, money went out, but after about three months, it did not come back as agreed. So, the bank got stuck with some bad loans. That’s when Ronnie devised the scheme to factor certain loans, based on other loans, and so forth, until the Ponzi-like system crashed. Plus, Ronnie learned how to skim a little from the bottom, and thus had stashed about a million, until the feds came to see him, and the bank’s president. All would have been well if he had not fallen in love with Wanda Jackson and quit after that first million.

*
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Ronnie was on time, and Mr. Fleming met him at the door of the office. Larry was about to go to the restroom, so he told him to come in and have a seat. He did, and a few minutes later Larry returned.

“Mr. Ronald Taylor, thanks for coming by. How does it feel to be out?”

“It feels good. The bus ride in was smooth, and your office was easy to find.”

“Good. Why do you think your probation officer sent you to see me?”

“He said you could help with my transition back home.”

“That I can do. Are you ready?”

“Yes.”

“Let’s see, eight years in, wire fraud, no priors. Did you keep any of the money you stashed?”

“Some.”

“You have some work for the next five months or so, is that correct?”

“Yes.”

“So, tell me your story.”

“43, smart, a good dude. I’m not going to say I just got caught up because that’s not the whole story. I set up a scheme and stole money, period. Would I do it again? No. Do I blame anybody? No. Have I paid my debt to society? Yes. I hope to meet some people, be sociable, meet the right lady, and settle down. I have two kids by my first wife, and that’s enough. You know, it’s strange being a convicted felon. I look at myself differently now because I’ve only known this person for ten years. What I did and who I became was somebody else. No drugs to blame and no alcohol, just choices. How about you?” he asks Larry.

“I got caught up, different time, different era. Heroin. I became a junkie, and that took me out there. I survived, and I’ve had a lot of good breaks since getting clean in 1988, and here I am. I know how to come back from the dead, but I didn’t do it alone. And that’s the main thing I want you to know. We don’t do it alone.”

“So how does this work?”

“You come see me once a week for a month, and we’ll talk about how you are doing. After that, if all is well, we’ll cut down to twice a month for a couple, then once a month for about a year.”

” Are you going to psycho-analyze me?”

“Oh, hell no! You know how to do that. We’ll just talk about life and what’s up. Easy. If it gets heavy, you let me know, then we’ll go there. Otherwise, do good work, manage yourself, and go where you need to go.”

“Is that it?”

“That’s it.”

“So, I come back next week, same time?”

“Yeah, same day and time.”

“There is one thing. There was a lady on the bus today who said she knew I just got out of prison.”

“Watch them and yourself. She may have meant well, but there’s something about criminals and females that’s freaky, so be careful. Play your game, that’s all.”

“Okay. See you next week.”

“Stay down.”

##
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Lester and Sheila had an appointment right after Ronnie, and they passed him in the hallway. They were nervous, but Mr. Fleming came highly recommended. They opened the door to the office and saw him seated at a table, making notes in a chart. He stood and greeted them.

“Hello, I’m Larry Fleming. Come on in. You must be Lester and Sheila?”

“Yes, thank you, sir,” Lester answers, and Sheila smiles.

“I have water, and we can make coffee if you desire it?”

“No thanks, we’re fine,” Lester says, but Sheila speaks up, “I’ll take a water, thank you.”

“Let’s go in here.” He gestures toward the office, and as they find seats, he gets the water and hands it to Sheila. He waits for them to sit, then he sits, and all is quiet for a few seconds. Lester looks around and doesn’t see any diplomas or certificates on the walls. Sheila thinks it’s a nice office space, and he seems kind.

“Are you a doctor or something?” Lester asks.

“A something. I’m a certified addiction counselor with a lot of experience in life choices. People of all kinds come to see me, and when it works, we’ll know early.”

“Shouldn’t you be a marriage and family counselor?”

“Not me. They’re out there. Do you need a referral?”

“I just wondered?”

“Wondering is extra.”

They all laugh and loosen up a bit.

“How much does this cost?” Lester asks.

“How much does a quarter pound of weed go for?”

Lester feels exposed.

“Look, I don’t referee fights, and I can’t tell yawl what to do. We’ll talk and see where it goes. If you get it right after one session, that's good. If it takes more, we’ll do that. Easy.”

Sheila is ready to speak now.

“For about a year now, I’ve been thinking about leaving this clown, but I only told him last week after his uncle’s funeral. There’s no one else, but I’ve got some stirrings in me that I don’t know what they mean. He hit me a few years ago, and that may be part of it, but I just don’t like him anymore. We have some kids, and that’s the part I can’t figure out. I can’t just leave them, and I don’t know what to do,” She reports.

“Lester?”

“I don’t know what to say or do. This is where you come in.”

“If the love is still there, you can make it work. If that’s gone, for either party, it’s over. Sheila?”

“Gone.”

“Lester?”

“Weak.”

“Well, there it is. The kids, Sheila?”

“His call. Right now, I’m done. Period.”

“My parents will look after them for a while, then we’ll figure out something,” Lester says. “Today, tomorrow?”

“I’m not going back to Alabama,” Sheila says dryly.

“Okay, free to go. I’ll handle the rest. Do you want me to write you a check today?”

“Yes.”

“How much?”

“Four million.”

“That’s fair.”

Lester takes out his bank book, makes a few calls, writes her the check, hands Larry two one hundred-dollar bills, and they all say goodbye, although Lester makes an appointment to come back next week.

*
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Rhonda made the forty-five-minute drive into Atlanta to see Mr. Fleming. She and John decided it best for her to talk with him alone about this issue, and they could return another time about their developing relationship. Mr. Fleming was gracious and warm to her as she took a seat and shyly smiled at him.

“Ms. Clemente, thanks for coming. How do we need to address this?” he asked.

“It was uncomfortable but nice. John and I have talked about the encounter a lot, and he thinks this man may be my father,” she asserts.

“The biological response seems consistent with that kind of knowing absence. Have you seen him since that one time?”

“No.”

“What other thoughts and feelings have you been able to talk over with John?”

“I think the main thing is the interracial component, only because if my mother was forced to give me up for that reason, I’m truly angry about that. If he couldn’t handle it, that’s another issue. If they were not in love, I can understand. She was young and in college, so I get that. It was 1972. I guess it’s the void of the void that makes it acceptable in a strange way.”

“So, this man, how old did he look?”

“I’m sure sixty-something.”

“About your father’s possible age.”

“I suspect so.”

“Did you recognize him; I mean in the sense did he look like you?”

“He did. That’s what was most disturbing because the feeling was about knowing this person in a strong way, but why? So even though I wanted to stay close to him, something else said run.

“Were you given any other history by your parents, the ones who raised you?”

“Only that she was white, and he was black, and that he was not there for my birth. I think they said she never told him she was even pregnant, and surely not about my birth. So odd, but maybe not? I used to fantasize about her, and them, but you know, not a lot.”

“Do you want to talk about this more now, or with John later?”

“Probably with him later. This has been a lot right here. Do you think John and I should move forward; I mean stay together? It’s probably too late for me to have a child. I wouldn’t want that to happen again?”

“Well, you’re a mature woman, and more aware of benefits and consequences. You both will know what’s right.” 

“I hope so. Thank you.”  

*
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Rhonda was raised by George and Deborah Clemente’ in a nice home on Beckwith Street. They had good jobs and were able to send her to a private high school. They were strict with her, as they used to say, but she could have friends over, and participate in school activities that were interesting to her. Her mixed-race heritage didn’t come up much as there were students from all over the globe in attendance and they were too busy preparing for the future. Rhonda was a good kid, and stayed away from troublemakers, and did very well.

As she went on to college she became more private, and didn’t develop many relationships, though the friends she made were calm, and quiet types who didn’t have a need for a lot of external stimuli. She had a few boyfriends, but one was too pushy, and their dating didn’t last long, another lasted about two years, but he had some other needs, and had to move on. She continued a good relationship with her parents, but after she graduated they moved to Oregon, and she got a good job, and rented a small apartment in a nice section of Decatur. They stayed in contact, but as time moved on a distance developed. They had performed about as well as any adults could with a mixed race, adopted girl during the 70s and 80s. And she had been the kind of daughter most parents hoped for. All was well with them.

*
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Randall Green had put a nice, comfortable life together. He was one of the millions who followed a path to destiny that is not encumbered by a lot of busyness.  He thoroughly enjoyed his work, and had hobbies, and hobby mates that were satisfying. He took up golf for a time, but his first love was mathematics and electronics. He was a good uncle for his sister’s kids, and the people where he lived knew him, and he was well regarded by all. The only scandal of his life happened about ten years ago when he became involved with a woman going through a divorce, who decided to return to her husband, which left Randall angry and embarrassed. His friends didn’t make a big deal of it, and he healed rather quickly. Turns out the whole affair helped the husband repent from his erring ways.

Randall was hindered in his ability to have a satisfying relationship with a female. His first major turn-on was with the older, white clerk at the community store, Ms. Margie. He knew when she smiled at him; something about her wrinkled face and the sound of her voice made him feel special. As a child of ten, he wasn’t quite ready for some other biological awareness, but he knew this was what he responded to. It was only later with Catherine, who seemed older, wore tight skirts, and had light colored skin that the pubescent biological experience exploded. They would cuddle and kiss behind her grandmother’s house after school the spring before graduating elementary school. But, based on his aunt’s detailed warning that she was too fast for her age, he stayed away from her. That sort of thing continued with other girls he picked who were either too big or too dark skinned. So, as he got older, he really wouldn’t try to date, until meeting Shirley in college. That went well until she got too close, and he pulled away. Even though she was white, and the relationship felt good, that old message kicked in, ‘Not for you.’

*
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John Klinger was thinking how the past recycles in thought and feeling. Some of the actions during his youth and early adulthood would not allow for him to sit with a woman of color. He grew up with strong views about racial separation. ‘Like should stick with like,’ was his credo, and even though he would not act out against other races, he preferred they stay in their place, ‘over there’! His change came about slowly as the guys he worked with at General Motors worked as hard as he did, were honest in the way he felt most comfortable, and none of the 20 people in his section pushed to be his friend. They came to work, got along, earned that overtime pay, and went home. He was surprised though when Ann died in 2005 at the number of Black people who came to the house during the Wake, not just the union representative. He didn’t realize how affected his crew was the day he cried on the line. That was the morning after she fell, and Harry asked him if mommy would die and leave them. The sight of his little son looking so powerless and earnest in wanting to be brave, yet not knowing that was the last night they would all spend together. Many faulted John for coming to work, and sending Harry to school, but that was how he dealt with the pain of it all. Three months of working the overnight shift so that he could take her for chemo treatments, and manage the house, had worn him down, and it was one of the brothers who simply walked by and said, “I understand.” John didn’t look at him, or anyone that night, but he remembered how they took over his station so that he could have a moment to himself. Those experiences changed him, slowly, so it was odd the night Rhonda stayed over that he had some of the old racist notions return. He thought that part of him was gone forever, but here it was, a place in time he’d rather forget.

Harry was happy for his father and told him so. He thought Rhonda was cool, and they seemed to like each other. Things were going well for him and Jessica, and he wanted that for his dad as well. He was long past any notions about another mother and didn’t think of Rhonda in that way. She was Daddy’s friend, and that was good enough for him.

Rhonda and John had agreed that the next time she saw this man, if it were in a public place and it felt safe, she would approach him. She couldn’t let go of the notion that he could be her father, as unlikely as it seemed. That the city woman, shopping for a friend in a small town, would discover her father, based on feelings and some obvious physical resemblance. She thought of his face, and semi-smile, and the way he waved his hand in that brief gesture. It was the way she would move. She thought more of her mother and what she must look like now, and if she would have the same feeling experience if she walked past her in a mall, or she came in as a customer at her job.  

All of this was strange and so unexpected. Like meeting John at a basketball game because the guy who asked her out couldn’t make it but left the tickets at the will-call window, and Rhonda asking the first man that walked by if he needed a ticket. John was there, waiting for his friends who had the tickets, but went to a bar first, and forgot about him. They wound up having a soft date and have been together ever since, even though casually, until recently. They seemed to be realizing they needed each other in a way that was new for them, that if the ‘soul mate’ thing had any credence, this was surely it.

*

[image: ]


Ronnie Taylor was being cautious in conversations with females, especially after being approached by three females to become a ‘Baby’s Daddy’! It was strange to him. He was away for so long that he was trying to keep to himself as he rode the bus back and forth to places. He realized that these would not be the type of people he dealt with when he was working and driving everywhere. That is, not socially. At the bank, he worked with all types of customers, but that was different.

Frank Thomas took him to get his driving license renewed, look at some vehicles, and get some work clothes this past weekend. He liked Ronnie, and was already appreciative of his work skills, and would help where he could.

The plan was for Ronnie to come over and work on the house three or four days a week. He would have to sort through everything that Frank’s aunt Gertrude left there. She was a collector, and there was a lot to do. There was a lot of trash but also things that could be sold or repurposed. Papers, documents, old photographs, and such would be put in file boxes, and once the dumpster arrived, he could begin to fill that. Everything that could be recycled would be, and Ronnie either knew about or learned the ins and outs of that trade. The five thousand in cash, old hundreds and fifties stuck together in three envelopes he found taped under the dresser in the bedroom he gave to Frank, and Frank let him keep the eight hundred in coins found in a bowling bag. Ronnie’s dishonesty had been about greed and lust, not lack of morals. He had learned his lesson and could be trusted today. 

*
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Rhonda was shapely and quite attractive. She weighed herself and examined her body in the full-length mirror after showering. Her skin was still tight, and her 5’4’’, 140lb. frame was gorgeous by any standard. Her skin was light and creamy, soft to the touch, but just firm enough from her standard workout schedule. Her hair was long, dark, and silky. Her lips, nose, and eyes projected a serious, though energetic awareness, and her full arms and legs expressed feminine strength to carry and to nurture.

She carried her beauty and intelligence well, and at work, she was respected due to her competence and thoroughness. Her designs had won awards for creativity and message portrayal, and customers usually asked for her by name to work on their book covers. She wore the attention well and was fun to work with.

*
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John was becoming more attracted to her and understood some of his feelings for her. It had been eleven years since Linda’s death, and that pain was still sharp. He had learned about another kind of love through that experience, and he wasn’t sure if he was ready for all that this relationship might bring, and he wasn’t even sure he knew what that meant, the way his father had described it. Not only the racial issues, if any, but for him, at this stage of his life? Where would he want to go, to live, how could he best support her needs, and to what extent? So much was flooding his psyche now, as his instincts, fortunately, were kicking into the extent that what he thought about often didn’t jibe with his behaviors. He wanted to be with her, despite the concerns about safety and propriety. 
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