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    “Terrell, we’re still feeling the goosebumps.”


    —Quincy Jones


     


    “My beautiful baby boy, even more beautiful on the inside, and he sings even better than that. Now Ms. Patti is giving him his wings to fly among the greats.”


    —PATTI LaBELLE
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    Prologue



    In the beginning God created the heavens and the Earth. Now the Earth was formless and empty, darkness was over the surface of the deep, and the Spirit of God was hovering over the waters. And God said, “Let there be light,” and there was light. God saw that the light was good and he separated the light from the darkness. God called the light “day,” and the darkness he called “night.” And there was evening, and there was morning—the first day.


    —Genesis, 1–3


    Some scientists would have you believe that a bunch of asteroids traveling randomly through space collided into each other with such force that they started a massive rotation we now know as our solar system, and that those nine enormous pieces of rock that randomly collided are now uniformly spinning around a ball of fire. All nine planets started to take on their own identity, as well as becoming perfectly round in shape. Some are frozen over or full of molten rock. One in particular, according to this theory, formed just the right conditions—such as gravity, water, and air—upon which a thing called “life” could emerge and subsequently survive. Some kind of primitive, microscopic organism grew out of this randomness and began to take shape, multiplying and feeding off their surroundings. Over millions of years, these organisms began to collect and form different types of characteristics, from insect to beast to animal, until finally evolving into the human race as we know it today. During this evolutionary period, the Earth continued to revolve around the sun, and even more incredibly, it’s still on the same course. Nothing has changed, no random shifting on its axis, no random collisions with other materials. Throughout this evolutionary period, humans developed into such amazing beings that they have not only devised ways to move themselves from one place to the other in moving and flying vehicles, they have created technology that has permitted flight to other planets, like the Moon and Mars. We humans have also created ships and crafts to take us across and to the depths of the sea, and constructed buildings to withstand the elements.


    If you’ll recall, according to this theory, everything we know, and everything we don’t know, came about because of a random coincidence that had to do with some floating rocks that appeared out of nowhere and played bumper cars with each other. Sounds unbelievable, right? Well, maybe that’s because it just might be. Personally, I don’t believe in coincidences. In other words, I believe that the Big Bang is about as much of a coincidence as the story I’m about to share with you now.
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    chapter 1


    Empire


    I was in New York City at the Ritz-Carlton Hotel for one of the most exciting nights of my career so far, waiting for my publicist to let me know that the car had arrived to take me to the premiere for season four of the hit television show Empire. I began playing the character Warren Hall in the final episode of season three, cast to play the nephew of Phylicia Rashad and cousin of Taye Diggs. Wow! I couldn’t have asked for a better introduction…until my first scene. The camera slowly pans up with a shot of me singing one of the most captivating songs ever, “Born to Love You,” to Jussie Smollett who plays Jamal, my love interest on the show. After two months of waiting, I finally got the offer letter and was bumped up to series regular. I realized that this was the opportunity of a lifetime, one I had been working toward my whole life.


    So here I was, looking out over the New York skyline, thinking about how far I’d come and how much further I still wanted to go, enjoying the feeling of success that I had worked hard to achieve. It was a huge moment for me, although I have to admit, my mind briefly wandered to the thoughts of the other actors on the show and how, for them, a night like this was almost routine. But not for me. Not yet, anyway. Before this I’d worked with Tyler Perry in his touring theater plays including Madea’s Class Reunion, Meet the Browns, and What’s Done in the Dark, and it’s where I learned how to really kill it with an audience every night, all of which I owe to Mr. Perry. Tyler’s first movie, Diary of a Mad Black Woman, was my first film. I played the young pastor singing the soul-stirring gospel song “Father Can You Hear Me.” This movie went straight to number one, which I still regard as being nothing less than miraculous.


    But tonight was all about Empire, man. What a show, a forerunner in black entertainment, going mainstream for all audiences, of all colors and backgrounds. I loved watching it and now I was a part of it. In my heart and soul, I knew this was a portent of greater things to come as I stood there feeling like, fuck yeah, I’ve worked my ass off to get where I am, and now I’m ready. I was sure that nothing, not one single thing, could stop me from enjoying this night to the fullest. That is, until I noticed a series of Facebook messages light up my phone.


    Looking at the display and the names that kept popping up, I noticed various family members and people I haven’t heard from in years. Even before I read the messages, something sunk in my soul, hitting me like a Mack truck, and I knew. Momma died. Even though my heart froze, I gotta be honest and tell you my first thought was, Thank you, Momma, for ruining my night.


    My publicist, who always kept a key to my room, knocked briefly, then came in all excited, gushing, “It’s time!” I was silent. “What’s wrong?” she asked.


    “Momma died,” I said without emotion.


    “Oh my God, Terrell! Your mother died? I’m so sorry.”


    “No. Momma was my grandmother.”


    “You called your grandmother ‘Momma’?” she asked, looking at me with empathetic eyes.


    “Yeah, she raised me…and Candy. Anyway…” The puzzled look on her face told me she was still searching for the words to comfort me while thinking, What the hell are you talking about? You’re probably wondering the same thing. Yes, Momma was my grandmother. And my mother? Well, that’s a whole ’nother story. In fact, it’s the story. I know it’s all a bit confusing right now, so I won’t leave you hanging. How about I tell it from the very beginning? But you better be ready for a wild ride…. Get yourself a glass of whatever you like to drink and sit yo ass down. This shit’s going to make the Twilight Zone look like Disneyland. And don’t worry, we’ll get back to this Empire night soon enough….

  


  
    chapter 2


    Candy


    Buffalo, New York. Known for its Buffalo wings, heavy winter snowfalls, the infamous fruit belt and, most of all, the Buffalo Bills. Back in the mid-nineties, the Bills were led by a hardworking quarterback named Jim Kelly, who was instrumental in taking the team all the way to the Super Bowl four times in a row. It was also during the sixties, seventies, and early eighties that Buffalo’s economy boomed, centering on thriving factories like Bethlehem Steel and major tourist attractions like Niagara Falls.


    I grew up on the East Side of Buffalo. The East Side of Buffalo, like most other east sides, was mainly populated by black folks, and for the most part was pretty cool and moderately safe. Most neighborhoods were livable, but far from the kept lawns and swimming pool-filled yards of the surrounding suburbs, like Cheektowaga. One particular mid-July summer day on Guilford Street, like most Buffalo summers, the heat beat down so hard it seemed to melt the asphalt. Down on the corner somebody had turned on the fire hydrant, and all the neighborhood kids were playing and running through the water to cool off. Even some adults took the opportunity to rinse off the heat of the day. This would go on until the scorching sun began to set, or until the fire department came to shut off the makeshift waterpark, whichever came first. Just a regular summer day of fooling around.


    Stuck on the porch of 58 Guilford playing with her dolls was a chunky nine-year-old girl who had the skin of a dark chocolate bar and a spirit as pure as an angel’s. Her jet-black, shoulder-length hair was pressed straight and held down by two over-sized pink barrettes. Lela, or “Candy” as she was appropriately nicknamed by her mother, was a good-natured child with a smile that could light up a thousand rooms. She was as happy as could be, playing all alone with her dolls while humming songs and nursery rhymes, completely lost in her own world. The thing about Candy, though, was that she wasn’t like the other children in the neighborhood, and those who were around her never gave her a chance to forget it.


    “I’m gonna beat yo butt,” Candy scolded one of her dolls as she hobbled along on a crudely crafted wooden leg down toward the other side of the porch. Before she arrived, she started to hear the familiar voices from down the sidewalk:


    “Hey, there, one-legged freak!”


    “Handicapped little bitch!”


    “Look at the retard over there.”


    “Hey, Candy, wanna hit some baseballs with that leg you got?”


    They all burst out laughing.


    Candy looked back at them with her innocent eyes, and even though she didn’t understand everything they were saying, she could feel that they were being mean. I’m sure that in her own naive way she wondered how they could be so cruel and wished they liked her instead. Her thoughts were interrupted with more hurtful words.


    “Hey, No-Leg.”


    “Little Miss Pissy…still wearing your diaper at nine years old!”


    “Why you all messed up?”


    Defenseless, Candy tried to speak up for herself, saying in a soft voice, “Leave me alone, stop saying those things.” She fought back her tears and hoped they would do what she said, but they didn’t, and they never would, they were simply joined by the laughing voices of more children returning home from their day of fun.


    “My momma said don’t touch her.”


    “Yeah, she a one-legged monster.”


    “She can’t walk right, and if she touches my leg, she gonna give it to me!”


    Candy sat silently in the middle of the porch as they mocked her, unable to stop the tears streaming down her face. She closed her eyes and wiped it away, knowing more would soon follow.


    The raggedy old wooden screen door flung open and a raging voice yelled, “Get the hell outta here before I whip all y’all sorry asses!” The firecracker of a woman ran to the edge of the porch and the kids scattered like cockroaches when the light goes on. This was one woman the neighborhood kids, and some of the adults, didn’t want to have a run-in with. Known by her sixteen brothers and sisters as Ida Mae, she preferred to be called one or the other. Ida, when she was being sophisticated or dealing with white folks, Mae when she was being a bitch or around family and friends. Mae was Candy’s mother and, for the most part, her protector.


    Because of Candy’s condition, Mae was used to people mistreating or teasing her, so she was always within arms’ reach wherever Candy was. She’d be the first to tell you that it wasn’t easy, but a mother gotta do what a mother gotta do, and Candy was her baby girl.


    She looked at her momma with tears in her eyes. “Those kids don’t like me, and I don’t know what I did to make them say those mean things to me.”


    To put it mildly, Mae always had a way with words, and looking back, I realized this was her way of showing strength. “Girl, you didn’t do shit, so don’t you worry about them lil bad-ass kids! They ain’t got no sense no way!” She led Candy back into the house. When she slammed the door, the broken latch on the old screen door clicked behind them.


    Once they were inside, Candy cradled her dolls and went over to the couch to play while Mae disappeared into the kitchen. Moments later, she heard dishes clanking and cupboards being slammed around. Candy could hear Mae muttering things under her breath that she couldn’t make out one minute, then yelling at the top of her voice the next. Candy never heard her momma like this before, but truth be told, Mae was in there taking her anger out on anything in sight.


    Tears welled up in her eyes. Mae knew that something had to give, that she was not going to do it on her own like she thought she could after her last relationship broke down. She needed someone, and it better be someone good and reliable. A man came to her mind, and she suddenly stopped her ranting and calmed herself down.


    Mae came out of the kitchen with a tray in her hands. On it was some food for Candy and a glass of water, and next to that, a bunch of different colored pills. Mae set down the tray and turned on the TV. “Take all them pills before you eat, Candy baby,” she said sweetly before disappearing into her bedroom.


    Candy did as she was told, even though she had an uneasy feeling that she done something wrong, as usual. But with the TV on, food to eat, and her dolls to play with, she was distracted from her thoughts for a time, and as evening transitioned into the silence of many nights and the cars that had been passing finally slowed down, Candy started to wonder what had happened to her mother and why she wasn’t coming out of her bedroom. She got up and went and opened Mae’s door a crack.


    “Momma?” Mae was wriggling into her tightest skirt, already wearing her longest hair and highest heels. She’d spent the last hour making herself prettier than Candy had ever seen her momma look, and Candy smiled. “You’re so pretty, Momma. Where are you going?”


    “Out!” Then she called her son, who was playing in the backyard. “Peewee!” then seconds later, “Peewee!” Peewee came running in the back door and Mae whopped him on the back of his head. “Where the hell were you and what were you doin’? I’ve been calling yo ass for hours. Now you take care of Candy, and I’ll see y’all in the morning.” She checked her face in the mirror once more and, satisfied, grabbed her bag and left the room.


    Candy watched her walk to the front door and, when the rickety old screen door slammed shut behind her, off she went.


    A preoccupied guy and small for his age, Peewee took care of Candy as best he could when Mae wasn’t around, which was most every night. Wondering why Mae took off earlier than usual bugged him a lot because she’d never gone out before Candy was asleep. He tried not to show his feelings, and after fixing himself something to eat and watching some TV with his younger sister, Peewee got Candy into bed. He then went straight into his room and took the ripped-out pages of an old X-rated magazine that he’d stolen out from under his bed where he had stashed a ton of the stuff.


    With almost everyone settling down a bit, if you listened close enough, even through the stillness of the night, you could hear and feel the undertones of sadness, stress, unfaithfulness, disregard, and abuse that hung thick in the air, just like the heat of that particular Buffalo summer.

  


  
    chapter 3


    Hooked


    The music was loud, the energy high, and the drinks were flowing. Hooks, the neighborhood bar, was open most days and every single night. Unlike Cheers, where everybody knows your name, if you were a regular at Hooks, everyone knew not only your name but your social security number, your momma’s name, and her social security number. Men buying drinks and doing their best to impress was normal, and tonight was no exception. Remember, it was summer and humid, so asses were out, charging the air with a whole lot of highly charged sexual energy.


    Mae and her crew were regulars at Hooks. Not only a good-looking woman, she wasn’t at all shy, and was certainly no stranger with the men. You didn’t get three kids with three different men if talking to the opposite sex was an issue. Married, single, it didn’t matter. If Mae set her mind on one, he was as good as hers, even if it was only for a night or two. This made her popular with the fellas and less favorable with the other women. Not that she cared what they thought. It wasn’t like she didn’t want someone permanent, she did, but her experience up until then hadn’t been all that great, and the life she had right now was proof of that. The fact was, Mae was no easy woman to get along with, and her home life wasn’t exactly Little House on the Prairie.


    However, tonight she had this crazy feeling that the man she had her sights on wouldn’t care about any of that, that he would be able to take care of her proper, her and her kids. That made the shit easier to deal with. After Candy was born and her father took off like the rest of them, she went on a sexual rampage. Now she was ready for all that to stop, and she was convinced that her only way out was gonna be a man with money. She knew exactly who that man was. She’d seen him in there a bunch of times, but the competition had always been too thick, and by the time she’d arrive, which was usually far later, he’d already be on his way out with at least one gal hanging on his arm. Tonight The Catch would be hers, she promised herself.


    Alton Burder was his name, and for Jabo, the nickname he was called by everyone he knew, it looked like a night like any other. Sitting in the corner at his regular spot with a good view of all the happenings on the dance floor, he could talk with his friends while keeping an eye on any woman he’d not had before. Yeah, Jabo was a hardworking factory worker by day, and by night, he was the kind of man whose pants were always pressed, his shoes shined, his hat tilted to one side on his handsome head, and his wallet wide open. He was famously known by the women as “The Catch” and a complete and total ladies’ man by his buddies.


    Jabo owned cars and homes and didn’t mind flashing his money and spending it. Like Mae with the menfolk, Jabo was very popular with the ladies. He would pick them up, try them on, wear them for a night, and never talk to them again, even if they came by his table, cursing at him while sticking their cleavage in his face. Jabo knew his power, and some say the man would even glide when he walked. He was the type of guy who made other men insecure before he even walked into the room. Jabo never really settled with any woman for an extended period of time, they just didn’t keep his interest. Or if they did, it was easily swayed by another. But he also was getting tired of that life and would sometimes say, “I am gettin’ way too old for this shit.” The problem was, how was he gonna find the right lady without getting bored with her within twelve hours?


    He didn’t know it then, but this question would be answered soon, since this was going to be a very different night for both him and Mae.


    When Mae arrived, she spotted Jabo over in his favorite corner surrounded by his less-cool buddies and a fan of women. Although she pretended like she hadn’t seen him, she kept him in clear view while he was laughing loud and taking shots. Then he sent a message up to the owner and bartender, Big Mary, to play his favorite song, “The Thrill is Gone” by B.B. King, right when Mae was walking up to the bar to see who was going to buy her a drink. Since Jabo was a regular, and considered friends with Big Mary and her husband John D., Mary yelled out, “You don’t run nothing ’round here, Jabo, but I’mma put it on this one time, but not next!”


    Everybody laughed, knowing their relationship. As long as Jabo kept spending money, Big Mary would play every damn one of his favorites.


    The opening bars of the song began and Jabo jumped up out of his seat. “Yeah, baby, that’s my song!”


    Mae downed her drink, and before the first guitar lick began, she raised her arms and yelled, “Oh, yes, I love me some B.B. King!” She started dancing and snapping her fingers, moving her hips so hard you would’ve thought she was gonna knock one of them out of place.


    Jabo noticed Mae straight through his entourage, this woman he had seen before but had never talked to. Tonight there was something about the way she moved, something that caught his eye so that he couldn’t take his gaze off her. Jabo was definitely impressed.


    Mae turned him on, and she knew it. Even from across the room she could feel the sex-tricity. Big Mary went over to Jabo’s table and set down another drink, then smiled as she watched Jabo’s gaze follow the sexy hip and pelvic thrusts.


    “Watch out Jabo, I don’t think even you can handle that,” Big Mary said, laughing loud as she went back to the bar to keep the drinks flowing.


    Jabo got out of his seat and went over to the table where Mae was dancing. He held out his hand to her. “The name’s Alton.”


    “I know who you are…Jabo,” Mae said, not taking his hand, and definitely not stopping her dance.


    “Oh, you know me, do you?” Jabo casually slipped his hands back into his pants pockets. The game was on.


    “Of course I do. Every woman on the East Side of Buffalo knows Mister Alton Burder.”


    Jabo laughed without taking his eyes off the prize. “Maybe they think they know him, but…how would you like to get to know him better?” He wasn’t asking.


    Mae slowly lowered her arms as Jabo came in closer and began to put his hands around her waist. She placed a hand on his chest and pushed him away gently, “You know, Mister Jabo, I’m not like any of those other women you can just say a few words to and make ’em fall into your arms, so—”


    Before she could say any more, he kissed her, and she fell right into his arms.


    When the song stopped playing and they were still kissing, everybody in the bar stood and watched, both the gals and the guys, equally pissed, pleased, or disappointed, wanting one or both of them for themselves. Everyone in the bar started cheering and laughing.


    “Aww, another Hooks love connection,” said Big Mary. “Let’s see how long this one lasts,” she added with a smirk as she put on the next record.


    Jabo winked at Big Mary then led Mae in another dance while the crowd got back to their business. The night wore on and the two danced and drank the hours away until everyone had left and it was just the two of them sitting at Jabo’s corner table.


    Big Mary and John D. were cleaning up the bar, and Big Mary asked as she walked by, “Y’all want some coffee?”


    “I’ll have a cup, that’d be nice. You want one too?” Jabo asked Mae sweetly. Mae declined. She still had the taste of alcohol on her lips and she wasn’t ready to change that. “So, Miss Mae, tell me about yourself.”


    Mae wasn’t used to talking about herself to men, they usually got right down to it, which was one of the clues she had that this was going to be different. She needed to play it well if she was gonna keep this one. She decided to lay her cards, well…most of them, right down on the table.


    “I’m thirty-six and originally from Mississippi. I got three kids, two boys, my oldest is in the Army, and my daughter, she’s a very special child. Oh, and I’m one of sixteen brothers and sisters, so in case you fixing to try some funny stuff…”


    Jabo laughed, but he knew the threat was real. You didn’t go messing with anyone who had that kind of backup. “What do you mean by special?” he asked, genuinely curious about her little girl.


    “My daughter, I call her Candy ’cause she so sweet, but her actual name is Lela—anyway, she was born with a deformity in one of her legs and they had to amputate it when she was born. Also, her kidneys and other organs never fully developed so she has medical issues. Nobody really knows what’s going on inside that child’s body. She has to take a bunch of pills every day, and honestly, Jabo, I don’t know how long we gonna have her with us. She’s a nine-year-old, but sometimes it feels like she hasn’t changed since she was about three. Kind of a slow learner, you know? Doctors told me it’s ’cause we baby her. But she’s my baby,” Mae said with a smile. “I do my best to protect her and make sure that whatever time she has left is good.”


    Jabo laid a sympathetic hand on Mae’s arm and gave her a sweet kiss, like he understood everything she was going through. She was hooked, giving the bar full credit to its name.


    “Look at me, I’m talking your ear off,” she said. “Tell me about you.”


    “Me? I have a daughter too, who’s thirty-three, and a seventeen-year-old grandson. I work at Bethlehem Steel, but I’m retiring this year, and I plan to travel and relax for the rest of my life ’cause I’ve definitely earned it.” Mae smiled at him. “What’s wrong?”


    “Nothing. It’s just that I never saw you as someone other than a ladies’ man who I’d see here on occasion. I guess the thought never crossed my head that you and I would even talk, much less anything else.”


    Jabo kissed her again, this time longer, then said, “Mae, I think there’s a reason you came into my life right now. To be honest with you, I’m getting too old to keep playing the field. Not to mention the fact that I’ve already plowed just about everyone in it.” Mae let out a loud laugh. “You seem like a good woman. Hell, you must be ’cause you even laugh at my jokes.”


    This was music to Mae’s ears, and if she wasn’t dreaming, she might actually have just caught the biggest fish on the East Side of Buffalo. She liked that Jabo was tall, dark, and handsome. But most of all rich, which was pretty much what sealed the deal for her. Then he surprised her with something she’d never expected to hear in a million years.


    “Mae, I want to invite you and your kids over for dinner on Tuesday if you don’t have any plans.”


    Mae almost fell off her chair but managed to keep her cool. She smiled. “Jabo, I’d like that very much.”


    They kissed again until Big Mary’s booming voice came at them from behind the bar.


    “Okay, you two lovebirds. It’s five forty-five in the morning and y’all ain’t gotta go home, but you do gotta get the hell outta my bar!”


    Jabo took the last sip of coffee and they both stood up.


    “Come on, let me take you home.” Jabo kissed Big Mary on the cheek, slapped John D. on the back, and escorted Mae outside into the dawn of the day.


    “For some reason, I got a feeling them two just might work,” Big Mary said to John D. She turned off the lights and closed the back door to the bar.


    John D. looked up at Big Mary and said real slow, “Shiiiiiiiit!”

  


  
    chapter 4


    Church Fight


    Mae showed up late to the Sunday morning service after a night with Jabo, just as high as the spirits at Mt. Carmel Baptist Church. Mt. Carmel was the place where the Monday through Saturday night sinners would come and show off their outfits, gossip, look for husbands (even if they already had one), and for maybe an hour or two of holiness. Mae was no different. Except for today. This was the last time she’d come to church a sinner because now she had a man. And what a man. She smiled to herself at the thought of them all falling off their chairs the first time she walked in with him to the next church service. They’d react just like she had when he asked her to dinner with him and his family. I mean, who asks a lady they just met to bring her family along and meet his unless he’s serious about her?


    When Mae came in through the side door of the church, the choir was beginning its march into the sanctuary. You could hear every tambourine two blocks away. One of the ushers helped Mae and Candy to the only available seats, and she blew a kiss to her mother, Mrs. Lula L. Spencer, who we all knew as Granny. After cutting her eyes at Mae for coming in late, Granny rocked from side to side to the music along with the rest of the mothers in the front row, who were known as The Mothers’ Board. Mae’s face went from a cocky smile to a frown when she saw who she was being seated next to.


    Nancy Johnson was the longtime girlfriend of a man everyone knew as Windy. He was known as being a very kind man, but Windy was a bad-looking version of Gregory Hines. Rumor had it that he and Mae were fooling around behind Nancy’s back, which was completely true, and by the look on Nancy’s face, Mae could tell that Nancy knew it too. Avoiding Nancy’s dagger eyes at all costs, Mae sat down and got herself and Candy situated. If looks could kill, this celebration would have been Mae’s funeral instead of a Sunday service. Nancy turned her lips down and held her head up.


    Hand clapping and foot stomping rang out all over the building. The choir went to the vamp of the song and the church erupted with almost everyone in the building catching the Holy Ghost. Having almost forgotten about Nancy and Windy and the shitty things she’d done, Mae felt the warmth of the spirit heating up inside her. Hanging onto every word pastor Reverend Miller said, she waved her hands and yelled, “Yes, Lord!”


    And as the song ended and the musicians were finalizing their musical frenzy with a rumbling of instruments, Nancy caught what she wanted everyone to believe was the Holy Ghost too, and started flinging her arms faster and faster, yelling, “Yes, Lord!” and “Thank ya, Jesus!” Then, out of nowhere, she cold punched Mae straight in the face.


    Mae’s glasses went to the left and her head to the right. Thankfully, the whole thing happened so fast no one actually saw it, and when she opened her eyes, an usher was standing in front of her with a tissue, thinking she was also in the spirit. When Mae raised her face up to thank him, she found herself staring into the face of Isaphene, Nancy’s younger sister, who had a look like she was going to kill her. Mae grabbed the tissue, stood up, and hoping no one would notice while things were still in the thick, grabbed Candy and darted out the doors they’d come in through.


    Mae pulled out of the church parking lot and cried all the way home. Candy had no idea what was going on and started crying too, but Mae was so embarrassed by what had happened she ignored her. Burning up with humiliation, even though it wasn’t the first time something like this had happened, she was sure as hell determined that it would be the last. Now, more than ever, she was going to have to make her relationship with Jabo be her last so that all of those women would have something else to talk about and she’d never be in that position again.

  


  
    chapter 5


    The Birthday Party,

    Part One


    “Candy, hold still or I’m gonna burn yo face,” Mae said as she flattened Candy’s hair with a curling iron, getting the last kinks out before finishing it off with her favorite barrettes. The kitchen smelled like fried hair and smoke.


    “Momma, that hurts!” Candy cried.


    “Why now all of a sudden? Don’t I do this every damn week?”


    Candy knew not to contradict Momma when she was hell-bent on doing something, but she’d never ironed her hair with this much force, that was for sure. “I’m sorry, Momma.”


    “I just want everything to be perfect, baby girl. We gotta make a good impression.”


    “Good impression on who, Momma?” Peewee asked as he came running into the kitchen.


    “Peewee, I told you we was going over to Mister Burder’s for dinner tonight,” Mae said impatiently, “so take off those pants and go and get your good pair of jeans.”


    “Okay, Momma.” Peewee knew not to make her angry, and for some reason today she seemed extra tense.


    Mae was more than nervous about meeting Jabo’s family. They’d only known each other a couple of days and already they were going to meet each other’s family. It was such a clear positive sign, she for sure didn’t want to blow her chance. She would no longer be known as the party girl with a few kids who was going nowhere.


    Knowing Momma, she probably thought, I’m finally gonna be somebody, I’m going somewhere, and things are going to change. I hope these damn kids act right!


    “Ouch!” Candy yelped again when the curling iron touched her face.


    “Girl, if you’d sit still then you won’t get burnt!” Mae scolded.


    Candy, confused since she’d been sitting there as still as if she had been asleep, looked up at Mae and smiled as sweet as she could to get back on her good side, but Mae’s mind was elsewhere…as usual.


    They finally made it out of the house and took the bus down to a slightly better part of town where Mae had only dreamt of living. Candy looked just like her name, wearing a pink dress and one white patent leather shoe on her foot. Peewee was entertaining his little sister with a magic trick he’d learned with some cards, but the cards kept falling on the floor of the bus, which didn’t do anything but get on Mae’s nerves.


    “Peewee, pick them damn cards back up and stop fidgeting!” Mae barked at the boy.


    “Yes, Momma.” He put them back in his pocket. He had planned to show Mr. Burder the trick.


    The three of them sat in silence while the bus made the short trip to Jabo’s house.


    * * *


    Bernice, Jabo’s only daughter, who everyone called Bonnie, was six foot one, as loud as she was tall, and had a sense of humor to match her height. She was also very much Daddy’s girl, and therefore fiercely protective of him. She was in the kitchen preparing some mac and cheese while her son Kevin stood looking out the window, admiring the car Jabo had bought him. Kevin was Jabo’s only grandson, so he was as spoiled as spoiled could be. They were close, almost as close as a father and son, and Kevin called Jabo “Daddy.”


    Jabo was coming out of the back room when the front door flung open. “I know you didn’t get that boy no Porsche, Jabo.”


    Jabo had a guilty look on his face.


    “Lord have mercy, he only seventeen years old. Why don’t you just go get him a jet?” She handed Jabo a big box covered in elaborate wrapping paper. “This is for you.”


    “Oda-Lee, now don’t you come in here messing with me on my birthday,” Jabo said playfully. “I got all I need, so let the boy have some fun.” He put the box down and gave his younger sister Oda-Lee a big hug.


    Oda-Lee was called Anie by the young folks and was the one in the family who said all the things everyone else wanted to say but didn’t have the nerve to. Her daughter Betty came in behind her. Betty was twenty-one and an only child. Oda-Lee released herself from Jabo’s arms and went over to the kitchen area.


    “Is the turkey done yet? I don’t know if I want no turkey Bonnie cooked anyway!”


    “I followed all the instructions you gave me,” Bonnie said while grating cheese and rinsing off the macaroni.


    “I know you did, and last time you followed directions the dog ended up dead. You always finds a way, child.” Oda-Lee shook her head, and everybody started laughing. Except Bonnie. “Betty, you and Kevin go set the table. I think we gonna be ten, and I’ll take over the cooking, make sure it’s seasoned right.”


    Betty and Kevin did as they were told, and Jabo went over to his two work buddies who were sitting on the couch shooting the shit.


    When the two of them were alone in the kitchen area, Oda-Lee started looking for her favorite seasoning salt and putting the final touches on dinner.


    Bonnie leaned up against the counter and folded her arms across her chest. “Anie, can I talk to you about something?”


    “Girl, if it’s about that comment I just made, you know I’m joking with ya,” she said with a smile, knowing she wasn’t.


    “No, Anie, it’s not that, it’s something else.”


    Oda-Lee stopped what she was doing and looked straight at Bonnie. “You know you can ask me anything. What’s wrong, baby?”


    * * *


    Peewee let out a low whistle as they approached Jabo’s house. “Nice place.”


    Mae raised an eyebrow and frowned at him, but a slight smile did cross her lips, thinking how right he was. She was already packing boxes in her mind.


    They approached the steps going up to the house, and Mae made sure one more time that her kids weren’t gonna be the reason she and Jabo wouldn’t work out. “You two better be on your best behavior, you hear me? I will whoop both your asses if you do anything stupid.” With the fear of God firmly in place, they walked up to the house, Mae holding onto Candy’s arm while she limped up the steps. They could hear laughter coming from inside the house as well as the sounds of Bobby “Blue” Bland playing.


    Her heart beating faster and her palms clammy, Mae rang the doorbell.


    In the kitchen, Bonnie was just about to tell Oda-Lee what was on her mind, but the doorbell interrupted her. Jabo got up and went to the door himself, Bonnie following close behind. No sense telling Oda-Lee what she’d be seeing for herself in a few minutes.


    Kevin grinned at Betty. “Daddy never gets the door.”


    Jabo swung it open and smiled when he saw Mae and her children standing there. Right behind him, Bonnie frowned when she saw ‘that woman’ and her two kids looking so dressed up she thought they’d got the days mixed up and were on their way to church. Knowing exactly who Ida Mae was, her blood started to boil. This was not the lady she envisioned for her precious daddy to settle down with.


    “Mae! Come on in. Come on, Mae!” Jabo excitedly reached out his hand to pull her inside. Bonnie moved out of the way and slinked back into the kitchen. Jabo took Candy’s hand and bent down to her level. “You must be Candy. It is so nice to meet you.”


    Candy flashed her million-dollar smile and stepped up into the house. Then it was Peewee’s turn. The men shook hands and Jabo closed the door behind them.


    Mae and her kids stood looking around the living room awkwardly. A couple of men were sitting on the couch who looked like they might be friends of Jabo’s from work. On the other side of the room there was a large dining table and beyond that, an open kitchen. There were balloons everywhere and a banner over the fireplace that read Happy Birthday, Jabo.


    Mae’s heart jumped into her throat. Oh my God. It’s his birthday.


    Jabo didn’t give her more time to think about it. Excited, he took her by the hand and pulled her to him, giving Mae the biggest hug. “Welcome to my home, baby,” he said, then kissed her.


    She kissed him back, forgetting for just a minute they were surrounded by people, then said, “Happy birthday, sneaky,” giving him a playful swat on the arm for not telling her. They exchanged loving looks then Jabo turned his attention to his guests. “Hey, everybody, I want y’all to meet Ida Mae Spencer and her kids, Candy and Peewee. She likes to be called Mae and just in case you don’t know, Mae is my girlfriend, so you better treat her right.” Everybody was smiling and introducing themselves, except for Anie, who was still over in the kitchen tending to the food and making sure it was edible, and Bonnie. Mae almost felt completely overwhelmed by everyone coming to her at once. Well, almost everyone.


    “No present?” Bonnie said, her arms crossed.


    Mae was so mortified she would have liked to crawl underneath the coffee table, but Jabo protectively put his arm around her, letting Bonnie and everyone else know where his loyalties were now going to be lying. “I didn’t tell Mae it was my birthday on purpose. Now let’s all sit down and have a nice dinner. It’s my day so I don’t want no lip from any of y’all.” He ended his speech with a look at his daughter as they all headed over to the table. Bonnie walked off in a huff.
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