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The Drum
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Some mysterious power kept drawing Nadia to the Baga drum on display at Raleigh’s N’bushe Gallery. Mocha, her business partner, smiled from a distance. For the past thirty minutes, Mocha had been engaged with patrons. Suddenly, she excused herself and approached the exhibit.

“It is a genuine a-ndëf!” Mocha’s voice startled Nadia. She turned to face her at once. Mocha was a beautiful Creole from Houston, Texas, with roots in New Orleans. She claimed Mande heritage and usually dressed the part. There was a fifteen-year age difference between the women, but they had a lot in common. The elder painted in her spare time. She was also a talented dancer, not unlike her partner.

“Such drums were played during Baga and Nalu ceremonies. These were tribes from the Guinea coastline. The A-tekan commissioned this piece before the post-colonial era. It’s said to be one of the oldest of its kind. I thought it would be an interesting addition to our collection.”

Nadia faced the drum again. She hadn’t attended the auction but had given her consent for the purchase by phone. She trusted Mocha’s discernment wholly. Mocha had taught her much of what she knew about African antiquity. She held degrees in art history and African studies. Mocha had traveled extensively throughout West Africa. She’d even lived there for a time and made important contacts.

“What exactly do you know about the A-tekan?” Nadia asked.

Mocha laughed as she circled the exhibit. She appreciated the girl’s enthusiasm. Lecturing was her great passion.

“They were a women’s society among the Baga people,” she explained. “The men had their own order. We have the Marxists to thank for their dismantlement. The Baga were later absorbed into the surrounding Muslim community. Their culture was abandoned altogether.”

Mocha returned to Nadia. Her smile was almost mocking, but Nadia assured herself it was only Mocha’s way.

“The A-tekan restricted membership to only those who had given birth. This particular drum was designed to their specifications. It must be played while standing. The figures carved within are thought to represent fertility. Perhaps that’s your attraction.”

Nadia looked to the drum again and swallowed hard. The Baga were plainly not shy people. The figures were carved in sexually explicit poses, as if to arouse the onlooker. Every detail was shown. Much of the paint had worn away over time, but Nadia preferred artifacts that way. The piece appeared older than it actually was.

“It is the drumming, song, and dance that are ritual,” Mocha explained. “Traditionalists are one with their gods, you see. The experience is very similar to catching the Holy Ghost.”

“I’ve never been particularly religious,” Nadia said.

“But do you believe? Believing makes things so, Nadia. It brings the impossible into being. Almighty God created the universe with sound. That’s why we sing and drum. The spirit moves us to dance in bliss.”

“Hm, perhaps we could arrange a performance to go along with our display,” Nadia said.

“I’m way ahead of you, sis! My group would be more than happy to do us the honor. But only if you participate. I know you’re a dancer. Your body shows it.”

Nadia smiled bashfully and shook her head.

“Mocha, I don’t know.”

“Girl, you have no business being shy. This is our heritage! Just relax and allow the spirit to move you. So what are your plans for the evening?”

“It’s my turn to cook tonight.”

“Well, when you’re done, come by my place for a spell. Perhaps we can sort out whatever’s going on with you.”

“Mmm, I don’t think so, Mocha.”

“My dear, never underestimate the powers that be. This world is far beyond our understanding. I’ll be expecting you.”

*******
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Dinner was on the bar counter when Nadia arrived at Micah’s place. He had even chilled a bottle of vegan wine. They ate sparingly while recounting the events of their day, but soon gave in to passion. Their dishes remained on the counter.

Magic in His Eyes played softly over the television as they made love on the loft. Micah was gentle with her. She lay contentedly on his chest with a helpless smile. A soft white sheet covered their nakedness.

Mocha’s invite was still on Nadia’s mind. There was still time enough to honor it. Her silence prompted Micah to check her disposition. The dreamy look on her face made him curious.

“Whatchu smilin’ about?” he teased.

Nadia cuddled closer, rubbed her leg up and down his own.

“You know Mocha,” she said.

“Your business partner?”

“Uh Hm. She asked me over tonight.”

Micah sighed and rolled his eyes. “Oh lord!” he scoffed. “She ain’t like that, is she?”

Nadia chose to ignore the remark. “She does readings on the side. But I’ve never seen her in practice. I’m sort of anxious to hear what she has to say.”

“Baby, don’t tell me you’re into that stuff.”

“Well, we’re both into holistic living.”

“Nadia, I’m fine with what we have.”

“Maybe I’m not. Mocha was born with a veil. That’s according to her website. The French call it en caul. She’s Creole, you know.”

“Oh! One of those hoodoo folks, huh?”

“Well, there’s hoodoo and then there’s voodoo. Hoodoo is the magical aspect without religion. I’m not sure what Mocha is into. But I aim to find out. Do you mind?”

“Suit yourself, sweetheart. But it sounds like a crock to me.”

Nadia rose up on her elbow and kissed him before attempting to climb out of bed. He grabbed her by the arm and pulled her back down.

“One more time?” he pleaded.

She grinned as he rolled on top. 

*******
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It was almost ten in the evening when Nadia finally reached Mocha’s home. Her last-minute tryst with Micah had held her back. Mocha lived in a red row house in one of the newer residential areas. It was Nadia’s first time visiting. The place looked too large for just one person. It was three stories high. She hadn’t known Mocha to have a family. The woman traveled frequently and at will.

Lights were shining on every floor of the home. Nadia knocked until Mocha finally appeared at the door. Mocha had changed into an African-print kaftan. She’d wrapped her locks in a bun high atop her head. Nadia found her regal. She stepped aside for her guest to enter.

“Welcome!” Mocha greeted in her usual sensuous voice. Nadia noticed that her feet were bare. A NO SHOES sign was posted by the door, yet there was no place in particular to store them. She dropped her sandals by the door and entered the home. Mocha led the way.

The interior was elegantly styled. Mocha had superior taste in decor. Abstract paintings of African spiritual themes adorned the walls. The place almost looked like a museum. Nadia guessed that Mocha was the artist. The works appeared to be originals. Authentic tribal pieces were displayed here and there, artifacts from her travels, Nadia presumed. The heavy scent of perfumed incense filled the air. Nadia wasn’t sure what kind it was, but it was making her head swim. She felt as if she were dreaming.

Mocha ushered her into a small back room. It appeared to be a private botanica. The towering cubby on her left contained an interesting collection of jarred herbs, roots, and the like. Nadia wondered if Mocha was Catholic. A lavish devotional corner was situated on the opposite side of the room. Its casement candles provided just enough light to see by. Mocha strolled toward the antique parlor table and pulled out a chair for her. There were tarot cards, a bottle of wine, two glasses, and a single white glowing candle on top.

“Have you ever been divined for?”

“No, never!”

Mocha laughed at the quickness of her response. “Girl, you are such a neophyte!” she teased. “Have a seat.” She waited patiently for Nadia to comply, then settled in the other chair. Nadia observed in silence as Mocha turned over the cards. She’d always admired the elder’s rings but never gathered the nerve to inquire about them. Mocha met her eyes after a while and frowned.

“This man has two lovers.”

“Yes, we have an arrangement.”

Mocha settled back in her chair and studied the girl for a while.

“So let me get this straight. You’re all right with sharing your man?”

“Well, we know one another very well. I grew up with them in the same neighborhood. Micah’s just helping out a friend.”

“You’ve been married before,” Mocha said assuredly.

“Almost. The situation I’m going through tends to complicate matters. I’d rather set them free than make anyone unhappy.”

“Twice!” Mocha affirmed with raised brows. Her acumen astounded Nadia. Her heartbeat hastened. But Mocha still didn’t quite understand. She turned over more cards and studied the arrangement for a while.

“There is a child involved.”

“Yes, that’s right. Micah donated his sperm to a lesbian couple. But that was before we decided to hook up.”

“Oh, I see now! So you wish to bear a child for him as well.”

“More than anything, Mocha.” Mocha met her eyes again and smiled.

“Are you sure this is what you want? Certain things cannot be undone.”

“Girl, if you pull this off, I’m a believer for life!” The diviner switched to a more comfortable position and waited for her to expound. Nadia pressed on. “You see, Mocha, I have this medical condition that’s preventing me from getting pregnant. There is no cure. Pregnancy isn’t impossible, but highly unlikely. I’ve known this for years.”

“Well, everything comes with a price.”

“How much are we talking about?”

“Christ paid with his blood!”

Nadia gasped.

“Are we talking about sacrifice?” she shrieked.

“The spirits must be placated, dear! You must give to receive. That’s a universal law. There is life in the blood. The greater one’s boon, the bigger the sacrifice. That’s just how it goes.”

Nadia looked away and thought over Mocha’s words.
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The Wedding Banquet
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The wedding of Reginald Aloysius Sloan to Antonia Denise Ashby had finally come to fruition. His smile seemed everlasting as he danced his new bride around the banquet hall at Better Days Ministry. The couple chose Kelly Price’s I Wanna Thank You for their first dance. Their guests, twelve in total, gradually joined in.

All had gone well during the ceremony. Pastor Sloan allowed no more than twenty attendees. Masks were mandatory. Her brother Slim acted as Reggie’s best man. Toni insisted on having Jasmine as her bridesmaid. Chaska, Jasmine’s daughter, served as their flower girl. Doctor Brooks loved children. She made sure the toddler stayed on task.

Toni had been at a loss over who would give her away. She’d grown up in foster care. Reggie decided to walk his own bride down the aisle. No one anticipated the arrival of Daryl Evora. He insisted on taking charge at the last minute. Slim introduced him to the bride before joining his clueless nephew at the altar. Reggie went along with the change without question. He felt certain everything would be explained to him after the wedding.

Pastor Sloan knew precisely who the masked intruder was as he made his way down the aisle with Toni on his arm. She proceeded with the sacrament all the same. Daryl had taken excellent care of himself over the years. He was still a handsome man with the same short natural and bushy mustache. The man had a fondness for fine clothes. His trendy three-piece suit complemented his slim athletic frame. The black oxfords were his usual English brand.

Brooks found him alluring. It was her first time seeing the man in person, but she knew exactly who he was. Regina had described him perfectly. His eyes seemed to smile when he met the minister’s gaze.

Reggie’s eyes shifted between the two of them during the “I do’s.” He didn’t recognize the stranger at all. But apparently, everyone else did. Reggie assumed he was one of Toni’s long-lost relatives and shrugged it off.

Doctor Brooks helped arrange the banquet. She ordered food from a kosher catering service but left the decorating to Toni and her girlfriend. They had a full month to organize. It was an all-white affair with gold trimming, including a beautiful three-tiered cake. The young guests were enjoying themselves beneath the colorful moving disco lights.

Daryl thought to try his luck with Regina after Brooks walked away to answer a call. He adjusted his cravat while strolling toward the refreshment table. Regina paid him no mind but knew her son was watching. Reggie didn’t like strange men hanging around her. The wedding oration had left the minister’s throat dry. Daryl smiled on as she dipped herself a cupful of chilled pineapple punch.

She’d grown regal with age but was obviously sassy as ever. Her white sequin cocktail dress fell slightly above her knees. The vestido slit was a bit daring for a preacher, he thought. Nonetheless, she wore it well. She’d styled her hair in a flawless upsweep with genuine baby’s breath pinned into it. The woman was absolutely faultless. It was hard to believe she had once belonged to him. He felt proud.

“That was quite an entrance, Mr. Evora. You’ve given the tradition a whole new meaning.”

“I was only trying to help, Gina.”

She finally met his eyes and sipped from her drink. The entire scene suddenly turned surreal for him. Her presence was daunting. Yet somehow, he managed to hold it all together.

“Well, I can see you’ve done well for yourself! I tune in to your broadcast every now and then.”

“God is real,” she professed between sips. “I needn’t ask who invited you here.”

Regina rolled her eyes toward Slim and squinted as he piled his plate high with food. He was purposely avoiding the minister. The matter was now squarely in her hands. They would surely have words later on.

Daryl laughed while stroking his dimpled chin. “Hey, take it easy on Simon! You know he’s my man. I heard about the wedding, Gina. But Slim had no idea I was gonna show up. I figured there’d be no time for objections if I appeared at the last minute.”

“It is done,” she said with a shrug of her shoulders.

“Well, don’t you think he’s too young to be getting hitched? Reggie ain’t finished with school yet!”

“Accountability must start at some point. Your son is soon to be a father himself. Didn’t Simon tell you?”

“Well, I’m not surprised. He’s a good-looking kid, a real chip off the old block. Gina, boys will be boys! We could’ve handled this another way. Marriage is serious business, girl. You ought to know that.”

Regina lowered her cup and laughed a little. It was just like Daryl to downplay the situation.

“We?” she scoffed with raised brows.

“Hey, don’t make me out to be some deadbeat, now! I recall asking you to send him to me. But you outright refused.”

“Daryl, this is neither the time nor place to start an argument.”

“I’m not arguing. But Janice would’ve welcomed him into our home. She was a very special woman. A boy needs a man in his life. I suppose you realize that by now.”

“Perhaps you should’ve thought of that before walking out on us.”

“I’m a changed man.”

“Oh, are you now?”

Daryl swallowed hard. “I buried my wife a few months back. She succumbed to a lengthy illness. And, well, now I’m back.”

There wasn’t a hint of empathy in Regina’s face. Her silence made him feel foolish. He drew in a long, deep breath and then exhaled slowly before chancing to speak again. 

“Gina, I’ve been racking my brain over what to say to you once I got here. I wanna apologize for all the pain I’ve caused you. The actuality of how short life is really sinks in once you lose a spouse. We were married for twelve wonderful years. But now that’s all in the past. Maybe we could try again whenever you’re ready to forgive me.”

“I forgave you a long time ago. I had to in order to move on with my life. God is my strength, Daryl. No man can match the fulfillment I receive from that.”

He laughed and shook his head in awe of her. “Wow, I just can’t get over how beautiful you are! I can hardly contain myself.”

“God is good,” she professed.

The newlyweds received a round of applause as their song faded out. Reggie kissed his bride, then parted on the Love No Limit remix. He made his way to the refreshment table to check on his mother. Brooks grabbed him along the way and held him tight. She nearly reduced him to tears as she whispered a blessing into his ear. Reggie was the child she never had. She kissed him sweetly, then allowed him to go his way.

“Is everything all right, Mom?”

Reggie looked the intruder over suspiciously.

“Oh, I’m fine, sweetheart! I was just having a few words with our surprise guest. Boy, where are your manners? Say hello to your father.”

Reggie’s jaw dropped as he stepped back on impulse. He’d seen plenty of pictures of Daryl while growing up but didn’t recognize the man in person. Daryl looked different from their days in Baltimore. He had more mass now and seemed more mature.

Regina smiled wickedly as she walked away and joined Brooks at their table.

“Congratulations, son!” Daryl extended his hand to the groom. But Reggie left him hanging.

“Man, where you been?” he scoffed.
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Ghetto Love
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It was a beautiful day in Wexford. The wind blew easy as Vera Simpson planted the last of three potted peony bushes in her backyard. She and Oscar shared a beautiful French country-style home in Wexford’s prestigious Brooklyn Heights. The house had been designed to the couple’s specifications. They raised Nadia there from birth.

Oscar was seated in an armchair on the opposite side of the sliding glass door. He’d just gotten around to bringing in the morning paper. The advice column was his favorite section. He couldn’t believe the foolish things people wrote in about. What he wouldn’t give to have them all as patients. He was a licensed psychiatrist but now taught at a local university.

Vera smiled contentedly while looking over her day’s work. She was proud of herself. Her flower garden was turning out well. After a while, she grabbed her gardening tools and entered the great room through the sliding door.

“Vera, I don’t know why you insist on planting flowers with fall just around the corner. You’re about as bad as these folks writing to strangers for advice.”

“It relaxes me, Oscar. I deal with patients all week. Their troubles become mine. Then I’m forced to listen to your crazy rantings at home.”

“Never mind that. Just fix me some lunch. I’m starving!”

“Get it yourself! I am not your maid.”

Oscar sighed and folded up his paper. “Let’s face it, Vera. You’re just getting old. I’m gonna see about getting you some help around here.” He stood and dropped the journal in his chair.

Vera peeled off her gloves as he made his way to the kitchen. She was still a beautiful woman, but Oscar saw no sense in filling her head with flattery. She knew he loved her. They’d been married for close to forty years. She walked to a full mirror hanging by the archway and fluffed out her curly red natural with her fingers. Vera examined herself from every angle. Her figure wasn’t half bad for a woman her age. She’d be closer to her daughter’s size if only she could lose just a few more pounds.

“I heard from Nadia today,” she called.

“Oh yeah?”

“Yeah. I’m supposed to tell you that they have a new drum on display. She thought you might be interested. Ay-en-deef? I know it’s something like that.”

“Ah! So they have an a-ndëf now. I hear those things are very hard to come by.”

“Well, I was thinking maybe we could visit over the weekend. They’re having some kind of African drumming event behind the gallery. Nadia sounded really excited about it.”

“Will you know who be there?”

Vera joined him in the kitchen. He was making sandwiches when she entered. There were two plates lying out on the bar counter. Oscar had never been a selfish man. She chose her seat and observed.

“Skip the mayo on mine,” she said. “And yes, I’m sure Micah will be there. You’re not about to break them up, Oscar. Our daughter’s in love again. I think Micah’s gonna be around for a while. So you’d better get used to it.”

Oscar laughed mockingly. “Ghetto love!” he teased while painting a slice of pita bread with Grey Poupon. “I’ll tell you, Vera, there’s nothing quite like it. This boy leaves kids all over the place and then decides to hook up with our daughter. Now here you are expecting me to be happy about it.”

“Oh, it’s only one child, Oscar! What Micah has done is commendable. I’ve had so many patients end up heartbroken over their inability to conceive.”

“Well, whoever said the Kilpatrick girl was infertile? It’s just that lifestyle she’s chosen for herself. I think it’s deplorable. This boy is gonna end up breaking your daughter’s heart just like the others.”

“Oscar, why must you always be so critical of him? He’s a college professor, for Christ’s sake! And the fact that he already has a child makes him less likely to sever the relationship. It could happen for them if God wills it.”

Oscar laughed again. “So you believe in miracles,” he said. “Vera, the likelihood of that girl getting pregnant is slim to none. We’ve both known that since she was a sixteen-year-old girl. We’ll never be grandparents. Just accept it! I have.”

“No, I will not!” Vera looked away sharply and rubbed her arms. The room had suddenly grown chilly. She had never come to terms with Nadia’s infertility. In the back of her mind, there was still hope for her. She was a gynecologist and had seen many breakthroughs in her field.

“We’ll just leave this in God’s hands,” she said.

“Now, Vera, if it had been God’s will for Nadia to bear children, she would’ve done so by now. This girl is well into her thirties with two broken engagements and now this joker. Time is dwindling away, dear.”

“But she wants this, Oscar! I can see it in her eyes. I hear it in her voice whenever we speak of it.”

Oscar froze in the midst of decking their sandwiches with cheese and an assortment of fresh deli meat. He made his way to Vera and surprised her with a kiss.

“Woman, you best believe I want the very best for our daughter. But God knows well the plans He has for all of us.”

Vera stroked his face gently. “He has also said that He will listen when we call upon Him in prayer,” she said.

Oscar smiled at the pitiable look on her face. “Well, you pray on, woman. I happen to believe in miracles, too.” He grabbed her hand and kissed it sweetly.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Just Friends
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The wedding was over by noon. Slim drove the newlyweds to the airport in a white limousine. Only an hour remained before their flight to Nassau. Regina had arranged a five-day stay at the Grand Hyatt, one of her favorite vacation spots. She was home now.

Brooks tailed her to the house and made herself comfortable in the den behind the staircase. It was a cool day. The physician changed into a cashmere tunic sweater dress and leggings for comfort.

It was nice having Regina to herself for a while. She placed an original Sarah Vaughan vinyl on the room’s retro turntable while waiting for the minister to join her. September Song played low, setting the mood. She’d gifted the album to Regina on her fortieth birthday.

Edna smiled when the minister finally entered with a porcelain tea set in hand. She was wearing her favorite outfit; pearl-hued Mulberry silk pajamas trimmed in lace. Regina’s hair was loose for a change. It fell in large waves several inches below her shoulders. And it was all hers.

“Hey, that’s nice,” she said, then set the tray down on the coffee table. “The children should touch down in another hour or so. This house sure does feel empty without them!”

“Girl, you do too much for those kids.”

“Have some tea?”

Brooks folded her arms instead. “That is not the tea I’ve come for. Gina, what did he say to you?”

“Who, pray tell?”

“Oh, you know who!”

Regina laughed as Brooks shadowed her to the window. She opened the blinds and looked out over her flower garden. It extended to the sides of her villa. The begonias were still in bloom. They needed to be covered before the first frost. She made a mental note to inform the gardener.

“Can you believe that joker asked me for a second chance?” she scoffed.

“Yes, I can! Gina, you’re still a beautiful woman. I’ve been saying this for years. What was your response to him?”

Regina faced off with Edna and reached out to tease her hair. Her smile lessened as they stared deep into each other’s eyes.

“Edna, I have God in my life now. I’m finally at peace.”

“Well, there’s absolutely nothing preventing you from rekindling an old flame.”

“I have my family to think about.”

“Sweetie, Reggie’s a married man now. That’s how you wanted it. Remember?”

“You speak as if he’s dead and buried.”

“Gina, those kids have their own life to live. Let go and back off. Now is the time to do you.”

“That girl needs me, Edna. This is her first child. And you know very well that none of this was planned.”

“That’s not a handicap, dear. All new moms learn from basic instinct. Keep on messing with mama bear. She’s bound to lash out at some point.”

Regina lowered her hand and sighed. “Edna, I’m just trying to look out for mine. Too many of us have come into this world unwanted. That will not be the case with my grandchild. I’m really looking forward to this.”

Edna didn’t want to talk about “the children” anymore. Her mind was still on Daryl. She dared to step closer and placed her arm around Regina’s waist.

“You still haven’t answered my question,” she said. “He sure is pretty. So will you?”

Regina laughed again.

“Girl, drink your tea.”

Brooks sighed irritably and walked away. She was fragile and easily offended. Care was taken in how Regina said things to her. Nonetheless, she knew precisely where Edna was coming from. The matter between them had to be set straight. Regina observed as she dropped down on the love sofa. She moved with all the grace and elegance of a feline. It just came naturally for her.

Edna always flavored her tea with raw organic honey and fresh lemon slices. Everything was on the tray, including her cherished Biscoffs. They’d eaten very little during the banquet. There were plans for a candlelight dinner for two later in the evening.

Regina joined her doleful friend on the sofa and turned the physician’s face toward her. She wondered if Edna even realized just how beautiful she was. The woman had a flawless caramel complexion with bedroom eyes and naturally long lashes that were “to die for.” The nude makeup enhanced her delicate features. She kept her hair in a stylish bob that she rarely allowed past her chin. They’d both sworn never to go gray. Brooks, a natural brunette, used henna to conceal any hint of it. The minister smiled helplessly at her refinement.

“No, I’m not going to accept, Edna. You know me better than that. What we’ve established at Better Days means so much more. It has filled a certain void in my life. I’d still be lost without you. However, the boundaries will remain, my friend.”

She kissed Edna’s cheeks and then her lips ever so gently. Brooks savored the moment. She closed her eyes and released a long, soft sigh.

“He’s not gonna stop pursuing you,” she cautioned.

“Oh, he’ll get tired eventually.”

“So where do we go from here?”

“Wherever God leads us. He makes the path straight for those who believe and trust.”

Edna grabbed her right hand with both of hers and kissed it. “I love you,” she professed.

“Edna! Have I gotten through to you at all?”

“No! Girl, I’m not stupid. I don’t like the way he looks at you.”

“Honey, what else do you want me to do?”

“I want a moral commitment from you. One that is sealed before God.”

The minister withdrew her hand quickly. “Edna, that’s not possible. You’re gonna ruin everything.”

“Oh, calm down! I’ve figured it all out. I have some vacation time coming soon. Patmos would be the ideal place for us, considering its historical background. We’ll steal away to one of the local ekklisíes and take our vows. That’s if we can get at least one cleric on our side. Attitudes are changing with the demand for equal rights on the rise. Church is not a building but an assembly of citizens. The patriarchs must realize. Either they get with the program or face extinction.”

“Well, first of all, we cannot assume that the locals share our grievances. And exactly what vows are you speaking of, Edna?”

“You’ve heard of the adelphopoiia ceremony.”

“Honey, that tradition fell out of practice centuries ago.”

“We’ll restore it.”

“And how do you propose we do that?”

“Honey, you tell me. You’re an ordained minister. You’ve made connections all over the world. Make this happen for us!”

“Sweetheart, I stand for God’s word. Let there be no confusion about that.”

“Gina, the important thing is that we know who we are to each other and what we stand for.”

“Girl, we both know that you don’t trust me around men. And it isn’t just for religious reasons.”

“You don’t need anyone but me. I don’t want you falling back into the world. No one must split apart what God has joined together. We have a higher calling, sis.”

“Yes, this is true.”

“Well, will you at least think about it?”

Regina rolled her eyes.

“Oh Lord Jesus,” she scoffed.

Edna reached for her hand again and massaged it gently. “Gina, do I still have you?” 

The minister looked her way again and took a moment before offering a response.

“Give me time to research the matter, Edna.”

Edna breathed easy. She kissed Regina back, then smiled contentedly.
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Ritual
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Doctor Brooks entered the examination room. Nadia Simpson sat waiting for her. She’d instructed her medics to collect blood work and cultures. Nadia was still seated on the examination table. She didn’t like the look on the physician’s face. Brooks sighed as she lowered herself onto a stool next to her patient.

“You’re not pregnant,” she announced.

Nadia felt her heart drop. She’d been hoping for a miracle, well aware the odds were against her.

“Nadia, there are options. I don’t want you giving up hope this soon. You obviously want this.”

“I already know about fertility clinics, Edna.”

“Well?”

Nadia shrugged. “I don’t wanna go through all that trouble just to end up in heartbreak again. Then there’s the expense.”

“So where does your husband stand on the matter?”

“We’re not married yet.”

Nadia braced herself for a reprimand as she watched Edna’s eyebrows rise. She knew the woman was a staunch Christian. Brooks had been trying to convert her for months.

“Nadia! Has this man at least offered to marry you?”

“Nah, I don’t wanna tie anyone down.”

“Girl, why are you trying to have a baby for a man who doesn’t even care enough to give you his name?”

“Oh, Micah’s not like that!”

She felt foolish for saying so. Edna smiled and rolled her eyes. She’d heard it all before.

“Look, I know it sounds cliché. But I’ve known Micah all my life. We grew up together in the same neighborhood. He’s really a good man.”

“Honey, I’m not here to judge. It’s my job to help you as best I can. Fertility treatment is your best option if you insist on going through with this.”

“Well, just to clarify things, Micah’s been really good to me. I’m sure he would agree to marriage if that’s what I wanted. We just aren’t ready.”

“Girl, who are you fooling? You’re just afraid of commitment because of this one minor setback. My parents were childless for many years before they had me. For nothing will be impossible with God, beloved. You have to believe that. Conception is just one of those miraculous things, you know.”

Edna took notice of the girl rubbing herself. “You’ve been doing that since you arrived,” she said.

“What?”

“Rubbing your side. Are you experiencing any discomfort there?”

Nadia shrugged. “Just the usual that comes along with getting a tattoo,” she said.

“Hm. What an odd place to have a tattoo. Mind if I take a look?”

“It’s not necessary.”

“I’ll be the judge of that. Lie back, please.”

Nadia felt her heart skip a beat. She hesitated for a moment before complying. Brooks stood and uncovered the area. There were three incisions carved into the right iliac. They were raised and slightly inflamed.

“Nadia, what’s going on here?”

“It’s just something I’m trying out.”

“You did this to yourself?”

“No, they were given to me by a trusted colleague a few days ago.”

Edna took notice of the tiny African fertility doll attached to her patient’s black string necklace.

“Girl, don’t tell me you’re messing with spirits now!”

Nadia rose from the table and started to dress.

“I haven’t released you yet!”

“Well, I’m done talking.”

Nadia regretted her tone almost instantly. She didn’t want to talk anymore. But Edna had been exceptionally kind to her. She hadn’t meant to hurt her feelings.

“It’s just a form of alternative medicine,” she said. “I’ll be all right. Many of the drugs you physicians prescribe come from the rainforest. So what’s the difference? At this point, I’m down for just about anything.”

“Then try God! Pastor Sloan can help you. She isn’t fake.”

Nadia tried hard not to laugh. She’d seen Sloan’s billboard along the highway. There was no way she was seeking advice from a luxuriant, smooth-talking televangelist. The smirk on her face put Brooks off at once.

“Success doesn’t make her a charlatan,” she scoffed. “I’m a regular guest on that show. Judge with right judgment!”

“Oh, I’m not judging at all. I’m sure she’s a lovely person, Edna. But I don’t think so.”

“Then let me pray with you. It matters not whether you believe. God is real. Nothing can be said or done to change that fact.”

Nadia raised her hand, signaling the medic to back down. “Edna, I don’t mean no harm, but I’m really not the praying type.”

“I know. But you said you were down for anything. You have no control over those spirits. They will eat you alive if you’re not careful. Believe me, honey, I know way more than you think. My grandmother was a conjure woman from Mirebalais. That’s why my father prayed so hard for deliverance. He was next in line to inherit her spirits. Papa tried to distance himself from that world. He even changed his name from Brévil to Brooks.”

“I’m not into anything dark,” Nadia said. “I have better sense than that. This is only supposed to enhance my chances of getting pregnant.”

“You’re infected!”

“I’ll be fine in a few days.”

“Have you ingested anything?”

“Just a harmless herbal tea.”

Hm. I presume your friend prepared that for you as well.”

“Yes, as a matter of fact, she did!”

“Nadia, you don’t even know what she’s given you. Those roots traditionalists work with are spirits.”

“And what are pharmaceuticals?”

Edna was stumped and offered no response. She watched in silence as Nadia slipped on her shoes. Nadia grabbed her purse next and then faced Brooks again.

“Thanks for caring,” she said, and then exited the room.

*******
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Sloan’s Light of Christ Bible Study was broadcast from her home every Wednesday evening. It had been that way since the start of the pandemic. Her production team was responsible for posting the shows for public streaming. The cameramen were already set up in the living room. They were scheduled to go live in less than ten minutes.

Edna looked on from a distance as the makeup team prepared Sloan for her show. She was supposed to be tonight’s guest but had decided to reschedule. Regina read over the lesson plan she’d prepared for a later show. She felt the physician’s eyes on her and suddenly met her gaze. Edna’s face was filled with gloom. Her disposition prompted the minister to abandon the makeover and approach.

“You wanna tell me what this is about?”

Edna sighed and folded her arms. “Gina, I’m sorry. I just haven’t been myself today. I’m concerned about a patient of mine. Her desperation is causing her to act irrationally.”

“Edna, you’ve been a physician for over twenty-five years. Why are you letting this get you down? You tried to help.”

“She’s a lost soul, Gina. I offered to introduce her to you, but she declined.”

“Well, honey, our ministry isn’t for everyone. You know that. We can’t save the whole world. Did she say something that offended you?”

“No, not really.”

Regina reached for her hand and squeezed gently. “What’s her name?” she asked drably.

“I can’t tell you that. But she’s turned to traditional healing. That’s what worries me.”

“Well, I don’t see any problem with that. Honey, we’re African-centered ourselves.”

“Yeah, but this girl has ritual cuts on her body!”

“Sweetie, that’s no different from Chinese acupuncture. You see how widely it’s accepted. Edna, we’ve all had shots. It’s just a primitive way of introducing medicines into the bloodstream.”

“Gina, this isn’t good. Spirits are nothing to play around with. The stories my father told will haunt me for life. I’m really concerned for her.”

“Well, I think you’re overreacting. We’ll talk about this later.” Regina kissed her cheeks audibly, then looked back at her cameramen. A tall, thin man wearing a Better Days cap and T-shirt held up five fingers.

“Girl, watch me work!” Sloan teased. She walked away and took her usual place by the inglenook.
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N’bushe Drumming Ceremony
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The Saturday morning drumming ceremony at N’bushe was finally underway. It was an outdoor event, but masks were still required. The staff placed double chairs six feet apart in accordance with the new social distancing policy. Attendees were given a tour of the gallery, then ushered out back where a six-man drumming circle performed on a three-tiered platform. Mocha danced below when the mood hit her.

It was a modest turnout. Nadia had planned it that way. Her parents were the first to arrive. They appeared to be enjoying themselves despite Micah’s presence. Oscar engaged in light conversation with the young man after a while. He was surprised by how knowledgeable Micah was about the drums on display. Both men were drummers, but Oscar was a private collector. He’d tried to bargain with Mocha over the a-ndëf but was unsuccessful.

Nadia was thrilled when Rani arrived with Chaska. She hadn’t expected her to bring the child. Micah joined them beneath the vendor tent. He took charge of the toddler while Rani signed autographs.

“See my beautiful daughter?” Micah boasted.

“You mean my daughter,” Rani scoffed.

They all laughed at Chaska’s fascination with Micah’s beard. She tugged to test its authenticity.

“Hey, easy now!” he teased. “It doesn’t detach, you know.”

“Too bad Jazz couldn’t make it,” Nadia said.

“Yeah, girl. Who knew the pregnancy would take this soon?”

Rani was in the middle of autographing another novel. Three stacks of her latest book were on the table for the taking. They’d been donated as gifts for attendees. At least five people had recognized the author incognito. She’d come wearing shades and a mask.
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