

[image: Cover]



This book is a work of fiction. All of the characters, incidents, and dialogue, except for incidental references to public figures, products, or services, are imaginary and are not intended to refer to any living persons or to disparage any company’s products or services.

Copyright © 2004 by Denise Harris

All rights reserved.

Warner Books

Hachette Book Group, USA

237 Park Avenue, New York, NY 10017

Visit our Web site at www.hachettebookgroupusa.com

First eBook Edition: September 2004

ISBN: 978-0-446-53457-4


This book is dedicated to my son, Jerry.

Keep Him close and follow your dreams.

Love,

Mom


Acknowledgments

I’d first like to take this opportunity to say thank you to my Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. I can do everything with you and nothing without you.

And I would like to give a huge hug and thank-you to my family for enduring with me through this incredible experience. To my parents, Overton Harris Sr. and Evelyn Harris, thank you for always supporting me. To my grandmother Delthine Tolbert and my grandparents who’ve passed on: Odia Tolbert Sr., Maggie Lee Glover, Joe Riley Harris, and Olar Glover.

To my brothers Michael O’Neal Sr., Thomas Harris, Overton Harris Jr., Otis Harris, and to my son, Jerry Gaines Jr., my sister-in-laws, nieces, and nephews—Terry O’Neal, Tasha Harris, Latoya O’Neal, Leah Harris, Tenisha Harris, Tevin Harris, Michael O’Neal Jr., Cameron O’Neal, Jordan O’Neal, Elijah Harris, Josiah Harris, Mya Harris, Tarrel Harris.

To Jerry Gaines Sr., Charlene, Tommy, Pam, Tammy, Charles, Myresha, and the entire Gaines family. To Aunt Shirley, Professor George “Uncle Sonny” Jones and family, Aunt Louise Courtney, Aunt Henny Courtney and the Courtney families in Barstow, California, Aunt Grace and Uncle Sam Archer, Aunt Lula Mae Dixon, Odia “Brother” Tolbert Jr., James Glaze and family, Linda and Kenny Logan, Nancy Harris, Priscilla Tolbert, Karen Tolbert, Norene “Angel” Dixon, Marlene “Molly” Dixon, Rosemary “Rosy” Dixon, Lawanna Tolbert, Marcelus Anthony Davis and family, Tanae Lastar Bowens, Atara Tolbert, Daniel Brown and family, Montrel Williams, Marcel Antonio Williams, Dijon Boswell and family, the Perkins family—Ronald Jr., Patrice Perkins, Susanna, RJ, Ronnie, Frankie-Dijon and Irene, Lisa Tolbert, Tanya Logan, Lisa Prince, and Deanna Gaston. To the Hatchett family, the Tolbert family, Aunt Sis and the Meadors family, Katie Calloway and family, Dorothy Clemmons and family, the Glover family, Ray Dillingham Jr., Jennifer Dillingham, Kamisha Dillingham, Cecilia Dillingham and the whole Dillingham family, the Cummings family, Latreva Cooke, Ryan Cooke Jr., Hanna Cooke, Haley Boucher, Lavisha, Tiffany Pigg, Obed Pigg, and Damion Brown, Tanisha Hopkins, Porsche, Shay Shay, Fabian Vickers Jr., Shaprice Chan, Andrew Chan, Kristen Quarrels, Ashley Quarrels, Shavondria Davis, Treyvon and Peto, Justice Roxbury, Patrice Watkins, Zack Deed Jr., Gloria and Teray, Betty “Moma Betty” Duncan, Sandra “Mama Sandy” Webster, Anita “Mama Nita” Edwards, Karen Williams-Edmond, John D., and Georgia Williams and family, Barbara Willis, Shelly Willis, Florence Danae Willis, Mandisa and Brian.

To Delisia Lemmons, John and Felicia Waldon, Makesha Smith, Wendell and April Ferguson, Roy and Franchesta Hammond, Angela Webster, Kimberlay Williams, John and Sandra Scott, Lashone Williams, Solomon and Jennifer Cason, Jengea Phillips, Jeanette Bell and family, Danny Williams, Kim Tingoncieng and Kevin Farley, Abdul Mahid Kargbo and the Kargbo family, Susanna, Alen, and Lark James, Darryl Mills, Conley Gaston, Savonda Blaylock and family, Maurica Taylor and family, Nakia Epperson, Adrian Duncan, Miss Duncan, Zim Miller, Eric Bell and family, Porter Deese, Alton Pearce III, Letha Harris, Charlene Adams, Brenda Curry and family, Daphne Williams. Peter Atherton, Terry Brown, Cheryl Morris, Layra Jackson and family, Frances Larkins, Beverly Larkins, Betty Sloan, Linda Lavow, Juanita Newell, Mary Kelly, Kayla Lemmons, Sydney and Hunter Waldon, Ania Ferguson, Micah Butler, Rodney, Ryan, Jasmine, Rhakim and Rolan Edmonds, Brian Kyrie, Breanna Phillips, Andre Phillips Jr., Cameo Phillips, Dkhari Phillips, Jordan Davis, Mia MaKenna Farley, Marcus Hammond, and Naomi Hammond.

To all of my writer friends, teachers, colleagues, and role models who are taking this journey with me, thank you for all of the love, encouragement, words of wisdom, and support. Renee Swindle, Eric Jerome Dickey, Lolita Files, E. Lynne Harris, Terry McMillian, Junot Diaz, Tbone, Elmaz Albinader, Diem Jones, Jackie Luckett, Kira Allen, Leslie Easdale, Kamal Ravikant, Jante Spencer, Phillip Whilhite, Jay Laplante, Victoria Leon Gurerro, Willy Wilkinson, Erika Martinez, The San Francisco Writers Group—Wil Lutwick, Jean Washington, Marita Valdmanis, Ruta LaFranco, Andy Moore, Marc Cohen. To Juevenal Acosta, Edie Meidav, Sarah Stone, Eric Martin, Carolyn Cooke, Calla Devin, Melinda Misuraca, David Dzurick, Denise Bostrom, Alia Curtis, Kristina Del Pino, Dawn Gernhardt, Paul Stukowski, Anna Rosenblat, Anika Hamilton.

To the Sorors of Alpha Kappa Alpha Soroity Inc., and Xi Gamma Omega chapter in Oakland, Danii Taylor @ Studio 36 Hair Creations by Danii salon in Hayward, California, Vona-Voices Writers Workshops in San Francisco, Maui Writers Conference, to Paula Aloi, Brandon, Kelley Konnof, Master June Yoon at Sky Martial Arts, Gregory Ben and Pankaj Mohan over at Microsoft.

To my angel network: Mike Lynch, Betty Weibe, Hal Pearson, Charles Buettner, Richard Moore, and Donna Jackson. Thank you!

To my pastor, Bishop Ernestine Cleveland-Reems, and my church, the Center of Hope Church in Oakland, California. What an awesome praying place!

To my publisher, Denise Stinson, and the Walk Worthy Press family. My words can’t thank you enough. But I will try—you believed in me and my work from day one, thank you. But also, thank you for the title, and your artist for the great cover! They rock. I love them. Thanks!

To my editors, Frances Jalet-Miller, Mari C. Okuda, Karen Kosztolnyik, Roland Ottewell, and the folks over at Warner Books. You guys are fantastic-al! Thank you!

To the readers, thank you for supporting me and this project. 

I hope you have a great time reading the story of Chantell Meyers (and all the drama and issues and love that she brings to the table!).

Well, I’m going to go get started on another book, so I’m signing off. Feel free to visit my Web site at denisemichelleharris.com, and drop me a line or two; I’d love to hear from you. Until the next time, God bless.

Take care and keep Him close, Denise Michelle Harris


1

A New Beginning

It was a Tuesday afternoon, I’d say about 12:45, and my next appointment was near my parents’ home. I had a little over an hour to kill, and a serious craving for a fruit salad. My stepmother, Charlotte, who I’d known was in Portland visiting her sister, had a knack for picking the sweetest fruit in the market.

I remember a rich Sarah Vaughan-sounding voice flowing through my speakers as I pulled into my parents’ driveway. I closed my eyes and listened as the old sounds merged with the new over a smooth melodic rhythm. When I turned off the engine, I was still trying to figure out who was singing. I took my Dior sunglasses from my eyes and placed them atop my shoulder-length mane just so. I walked up the driveway with a click-click sound coming from the heels of my shoes.

The lawn’s long blades of vibrant green grass swayed lightly with the breeze. I chuckled because I couldn’t believe that my Home Depot-loving, do-it-yourself father had let it grow so long. Daddy was serious about his lawn, but I’d caught him sleeping on the job. I was going to tease him about it too, as soon as I got in the house. I smoothed out my white linen pants with my hands and passed through the garage.

I opened the door and yelled from the kitchen, “Dad!” My mouth started to water as I wondered if there were any mangoes in the fruit bowl. “Dad, it’s me, Chantell, your most favorite daughter. You home?”

I walked into the living room, past the pictures on the glass shelf. The picture of me and my boyfriend, Eric, stood out, probably because we were cheesing from ear to ear in front of Caesar’s Palace. Eric was holding me over his head, me lying sideways like a lovely assistant in a Siegfried and Roy magic show.

“Daddy, where you at?”

I went upstairs and heard the television on in my parents’ room. The bedroom door was cracked, and I pushed it open. “Dad.”

Golf was on the TV, but I didn’t see him. I walked in a few paces, and immediately felt faint when I saw his brown legs on the floor sticking out between the bed and the wall.

“Daddy!” His feet were still in his house slippers.

It felt like a dream. I ran over to the big almond-colored man in his late fifties. I knelt down and shook him, all six feet and 250 pounds of him, but he didn’t respond. “Daddy! Daddy, get up!” My heart beat faster as the reality of that moment set in. “Come on, Daddy, don’t do this. Wake up!”

His head was cold, and panic raced through me. “Daddy, please don’t die. God, please!” I flashed back to my mother. Her funeral. I remembered sitting down in the front row with Grandma Hattie, some relatives, and my dad. Everyone was wailing, and I sat there looking up at the roof and ignoring the light teal casket with my mom in it. “Oh God no. Not again.”

I wiped my dad’s forehead. My mind went to the last time my grandmother took me to church before she got sick and passed away. She’d bought me a new green dress and I wore it proudly as I sat next to her on Sunday.

First my mother, then my grandmother, then my best friend Keith . . . Then I broke down. “No! Noo! Nooo!” My voice was choking me, and I fought to speak. “What to do! What to do?” I felt under his jaw line for a pulse. There was a slight one.

“Daddy, listen to me,” I said. “You can’t leave me, okay? Okay?” He had dark circles around his eyes and he looked like he’d lost twenty pounds since I’d seen him a couple of days ago. I reached in my purse, found my phone, and dialed 911. With my father’s head resting on my lap, I sat there calling his name until the ambulance arrived.

The prognosis wasn’t good. Daddy had had a massive heart attack that required a triple bypass, and they’d found prostate cancer. Apparently, when he fell he hit his head, and he’d been unconscious for over an hour when I found him. As soon as we arrived at the hospital, the doctors rushed him into surgery and tried to clear the valves that led to his heart. A rush of uncertainty, instability, and loneliness came flowing back to me. I’d called Eric several times, but he wasn’t picking up.

I asked the doctor what they were going to do about the cancer, and he said that they had to do things one at a time. Once they got Daddy’s heart working, they’d get him started on chemotherapy. I was a complete mess, and that didn’t make me feel any better.

My father, my compadre, lay unconscious as I sat by his bed. Tubes were sticking out of everywhere, and machines were beeping. I didn’t know what to do. I’d called my stepmother, Charlotte, and she said she’d be on the next plane back to California. But why had she left him in the first place if he was sick?

Signs were plastered all over the walls, saying, “No Cellular Phone Use.” I picked up the tan phone from the bedside table and pulled it over to the window.

“Eric, it’s me, Chantell, again. I wish you would answer the phone. I’m really going through it, Daddy just got out of surgery and he is on a breathing machine.” My words felt again like they were choking me. “They have operated on his heart, and he has cancer.” I broke down. “Eric, call me, okay? I’m at Summit Medical Center, the second floor, room 231, okay? Bye.” I hung up.

The physician attending to my father walked into the room in green scrubs and Reeboks. I asked him what was going to happen next for my dad. When he looked at me and suggested I call my relatives, I just blocked him out. When he hinted that they weren’t even sure if Daddy would wake up, I told him off good. Then I marched straight down to the nurses’ ward.

“Who is the chief of staff?”

“That would be Dr. Lambert,” said a nurse with a smile.

“Well, get him. I’d like to speak to him,” I said.

“Ma’am, I’m sorry, that is not possible.”

“All things are possible!” I screamed through my tears. “Now go get him! Go get him right now!” My arms were outstretched and moving all around limply. “I will not call my relatives! I will not call anyone!” The nurse ran from around the station and put her arms around me.

“Ma’am! Ma’am?”

I cried out, “And I, I, I’m not going to! So you just— So—”

“Ma’am! Dr. Lambert’s in Atlanta.”

In my father’s hospital room, I rested my head on his bed, and thought back. He’d done a good job of raising me. I’d blocked out a lot of my really early years, but I remembered how miserable my father was after my mother died. He was trying to raise me, take care of the bills, the house, and the garage. Folks said he gave me too much, and that I was spoiled. But my grandmother said I wasn’t spoiled. She said I just had the gift of gab, like her. My dad would say we were having meatloaf and mashed potatoes for dinner, and I’d talk him into pepperoni pizza and jawbreakers for dessert.

I laid my head on my dad’s bed and smiled. I remembered Grandma also used to say that she thought I’d end up marrying Keith Talbit, an ashy little boy from church. She said we matched like hot and cold. She said that when you put us together, we could surely warm a room. I didn’t know about all of that, but we were best friends up until junior high. Then, just like Mom and Grandma, Keith left me too.

Anyway, just about four months after my mother died, my father met Charlotte. They married almost a year later. Charlotte and I got along pretty well. She treated me decent, and I liked that my dad seemed to be getting back to his old self. The three of us, we had our ups and downs, but we made it.

I looked at my daddy in his coma-like state, and it broke my heart. I looked up at the machine that monitored his heart. His life. And that was when it hit me. That’s when I remembered. “All things are possible.” My grandmother Hattie Brumwick’s words came back to me like the north star returning to its place in the sky. When her words registered, I grabbed hold of them. My grandmother used to say, “When all else fails, call on God. He’ll never leave you and He’ll never forsake you.”

I knelt down beside my dad’s bed. “God, please. I hope you hear me. Spare my dad. Please. He’s all that I have. He’s a good guy, God, he loves everybody.” I hadn’t prayed in years. And I didn’t know if I was praying right.

“You won’t be sorry if you heal him, Lord. I know you can do it. Because you can do all things.” I hoped that God was listening.

“Through you everything is possible. And, God, forgive me for my attitude, and everything that I’ve done wrong. If you do this for me, and let him live, God, I will work hard to be a better person. I promise you I will. I promise.”

Through the tears, I prayed harder, as I’d seen my grandmother do probably a hundred times. “Please, Lord, thank you for your intervention. Thank you, Jesus. Thank you, Jesus . . .”

Then I sort of zoned out, and I was on this consciously unconscious level. And I kept praying my grandmother’s words. “Nothing is too hard for you, God. Through you everything is possible. You can do all things, God. Thank you, Jesus . . .”

And I’ll be darned if when I opened my eyes Daddy didn’t turn his head toward me and whisper, “Hey, pumpkin. Whatcha know good?”
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My Mind's Eye

Eric and I arrived at the Sushi Boat in downtown Fremont before Ron and Tia did. We sat at a little table for four and held their places and talked.

“Eric?”

“What?”

“You know that I do love you.”

“Then why am I being punished?”

“You’re not. It’s uncomfortable for me too. I miss you too, I just feel—no, I know—that we’re doing the right thing.”

Eric was silent. He looked so sad.

“Baby,” I said, “I’m trying.”

I felt sorry for him, but I wanted him to understand me clearly. It felt good connecting with God. God woke up my dad, He did it right there with me in the room. And He was helping me to be a better person too. I mean, I knew that I could probably be a little high-maintenance, maybe a little high-strung, but I was starting to feel more peace, and I was really trying to be right.

“So the solution is to sacrifice my needs for your promise,” said Eric.

“Well, babe, it’s not like we’re going to go without sex forever. It’s just until we make that next level of commitment.”

I thought maybe he’d catch a hint and ask me something, but he didn’t. Then he blew out such a sigh that I thought his glass of water would tip over. He spoke very carefully. “Chantell. We’ve already been through this. I know that you made a promise to God, and that’s a good thing. I am not knocking that, but you are going to have to chill out on the pressuring me thing. I mean, we’ve already been having sex. Why can’t we keep doing what we’ve been doing?”

“Eric, we’re supposed to be more connected.”

“After two years I think that we are about as connected as we’re going to be.”

“We can be more connected, Eric—”

“Chantell,” he interrupted, “just stop, aiiright?”

On the one hand, I thought Eric was being selfish; on the other hand, I understood. He missed me and he wanted me. I looked up. “Okay. Shh! Here they come. Let’s finish this later . . . Tia! Ron! Over here.”

“Hi, you guys!” Tia strode over in a powder and navy blue pantsuit that had been tailored to fit her little waistline. Ron was right behind her.

“Hi!” I said and gave them both a big hug.

“Hey, how is it going?” said Eric, standing and shaking Ron’s hand and hugging Tia before he sat back down.

We ordered our drinks.

“Chantell, how is your father?” That was Ron.

“Dad is hanging in there. He’s a trouper. On Friday they let him go home, and he was talking about ordering more redwood for the deck out back that he was building but we told him to slow his row.”

Everyone chuckled.

“Thanks for the flowers, you guys.”

“You’re welcome,” said Tia.

At that table, we all wore something that I think we were particularly proud of that day. Tia’s husband, Ron, a forty-two-year-old real estate developer originally from Naw’leans, wore his traditional smile. You heard it when he spoke, almost more than his drawl. And Eric, my handsome, six-foot-two-inch, twenty-seven-year-old boyfriend, wore a new tattoo that resembled a thick bolt of lightning going all the way around his big biceps. I, Chantell Meyers, a twenty-eight-year-old newspaper executive, wore a black wraparound dress that accented my small waist and ample hips. My best friend Tia, a thirty-one-year-old sistah friend, wore a look of admiration, and love, that showed up whenever Ron was anywhere in her sight.

Love. As a naive teenager, I used to say that I’d rather meet my soul mate in my dreams than give my heart to anyone else. But by the time I finished college, I’d determined that my prince had pulled a no-show. I decided that soul mates were relative to your situation. For example, if you were a big L.A. Lakers fan and you went to a game and were attracted to another avid L.A. Lakers fan, and the two of you decided that you were going to be together and spend all of your free time going to games and buying Lakers paraphernalia, then, voilà!—you were soul mates.

That’s why I kept my eyes open whenever I frequented places like the Stoneridge Mall in Pleasanton. I didn’t meet Eric at Stoneridge Mall, though. Nope, I met him at the outlets in Vacaville. He came up to me with those Eddie Bauer bags in hand and told me that I reminded him of a beautiful, exotic butterfly. He said I moved with a grace that was only matched by my beauty. I knew that it was love. I didn’t have to look anymore.

“Ay, Chantell, tell them. Tell them how looong I, I mean we, had to wait before we could get in to see the movie the other day.”

“Huh? It wasn’t that long, only maybe fifteen or twenty minutes,” I said.

“Sure it was. I had to wait, and wait, and wait.” Eric fixed me with a stare, and continued sarcastically, “The line ahead of us was so long, I just knew that the ticket sales were going to just suddenly get cut off.”

I eyed Eric and he beamed with this ridiculous smile. “It was okay,” I said. “We finally got to see it.” I looked at Eric and bit the side of my lip.

“Yeah, I guess,” said Eric. “I just think it’s wrong to make somebody wait, then cut them off.” He looked across the table and added, “Ron, man, I bet Tia never cut you off—”

“Stop it, Eric. We saw the freakin’ movie! Okay?”

Eric’s lips went into a bit of a smirk but his eyes looked so serious.

Tia tried to save our lunchtime bonding session before it turned sour. “Chantell, gurl, did I tell you? I am lovin’ that dress on you!”

She was such a peacemaker. I smiled. “Why thank you, darling,” I teased with a deep, sexy tone. “You too look quite lovely, as usual.”

“So true. So true,” she teased back.

We laughed like schoolgirls.

The guys just shook their heads at our silliness.

“So, let me tell you how my father woke up,” I said.

Ron and Tia sat next to each other and shared one cup of water while I talked.

“So then I was crying and I was calling out to God and asking Him to help. It was strange because in some kind of way, while I was crying, I knew Daddy was going to wake up.”

“Wow.” Tia nodded.

“God does do things like that,” Ron said.

“Yep, and maybe God woke him up because He needed to stop you from disturbing the other patients,” said Eric with a smirk.

“Wrong. Whatever, Eric, you’re not funny.”

I looked at Ron and Tia, who sat close together comfortably. I was always amazed because I didn’t think that they even consciously decided to share the cup of water. They just automatically sipped from one glass. I was still trying to figure out what “it” was that Ron and Tia had in common when the waitress came over and took our order.

When the lady asked what we would like, it was Ron’s turn to get silly. “Um, yes, I’ll have the avocado and shrimp sushi roll, and the salmon lunch special . . . And my wife here will have the eel—the unagi.”

Tia, who was taking a sip of hot tea, suddenly put her hand up and tried to swallow her drink quickly. “Um, no, stop! Please excuse my husband. He knows I don’t eat eel.”

Ron laughed. “Aw, baby, I thought you were going to live dangerously today.”

“Stop it, Ronnie. I’m not foolin’ with no eels and you know it,” she said while leaning over and pecking him on the lips. Then she looked at the waitress and said, “May I please have the chicken teriyaki lunch instead?”

Ron just smiled. He was so funny. I teased her often about Ron being her sugah daddy, but they had something great. I scooted over and got a little closer to Eric. We had been together for over two years and were headed into the village of soul mates ourselves. He always made sure he looked nice, as did I, so we shopped a lot, and traveled a lot, and had lots of fun together.

We ate our food and chatted as tiny fishing boats rode past the front counter, circling the kitchen and chefs’ area in a tiny metal pond displaying varieties of sushi. Orange ones, yellow ones, sushi with crab legs sticking out, sushi wrapped in seaweed, and sushi covered with rice.

Yep, I’d adapted my recipe for happiness a couple times over the last five or ten years. The latest version was a lot simpler, and it didn’t really involve a soul mate per se. It basically said, there were three things that you should always keep. Keep your man by your side, keep your game face on, and if at all possible, keep a Coach bag in your hand. If you were a person who could manage all three of those things, then I’d bet that you were somewhere having a nice life.

Yeah, Eric and I had some good times. He was funny, and he had this really deep, sexy voice. We usually took advantage of all that the Bay Area had to offer. Salsa dancing, Rollerblading, festivals, concerts. We’d do whatever sounded good. He liked to project a bit of a bad-boy image, but basically he was a pussycat. He liked excitement. And although I was happy when we began dating, I sometimes still found myself feeling a little lonely. Sometimes I questioned us. When I found myself doing that, I’d remind myself to stop being silly and look at what I had. I mean, Eric was Boris Kodjoe fine. Eric was make-you-wanna-haul-off-and-slap-somebody fine! He had a six-pack that a lot of models on television would envy, and he was always dressed to the nines.

People always said that I was beautiful too. I don’t think that I ever completely bought into it, though. I didn’t necessarily think that I was bad-looking; I got hit on often. I was five feet eight inches, curvy, and 140 pounds. I had brown skin, the color of caramel, and blunt-cut shoulder-length hair that Tia normally took great care of for me. I was experimenting with it then, though, and had taken to washing and conditioning and just letting the air lock in the body and natural texture. I had curious eyes that slanted, and pouty lips, and a little mole above my right brow that every boyfriend that I ever had found irresistible.

However, of all the people in my lifetime that had said to me, “Wow, that’s a great mole,” or “I wish I had a little mole on my face,” I never forgot a comment from my childhood, made by the little boy next door. Little Timmy said it looked “jus’ like a booger on yo head.” Oh, I laugh now, and I punched him in the stomach then, but that’s the kind of thing that one doesn’t easily forget.

So it wasn’t so much that I thought I was unattractive. No, no, I used what people saw when they looked at me, when I needed to. It was just that, well, I had a good mind. And I worked hard to show people that I was smart. But lots of times folks weren’t interested in that.

My mole, my eyes, my looks, they came from my real mother. I didn’t know her, though, because she died when I was five years old. She had sickle-cell, and she lost so much weight that I thought she was melting. A strange thing about that, however, is that when she died, I started to cry, and Dad told me not to. He’d hug me and say, “Don’t cry, princess, everything will be okay.” So I’d wipe my eyes and try to smile. Every time the tears started to fill my eyes, Dad would get really anxious, and he’d try to tell me jokes or take me to a movie, and he’d tell me to “just try not to think about it.” I didn’t like to see my dad act so strange, so I learned to stop crying. It had been twenty-three years, and I’d never cried another day over my mother.

I suppose I got my theories on soul-mate-ism from my parents. I remember once, my dad told me that he married my real mother because from the moment they first conversed, she tugged at his soul. I wasn’t sure what tugging at your soul felt like, but I’d guess that Eric and I did that, sometimes. Tia herself said that we looked like black models from a Gap commercial. And that’s important. You should look happy and vibrant. People treat you better when they think you have money, or are beautiful. They want to be your friend. Besides that, if you keep up the front, then people never really know how bad you feel.

Dad always said I was a princess, and I believed him . . . In a way I still did. A princess was attractive, and single, and she had beautiful clothes. Yeah, I tried to fill the bill, but I didn’t like it when people called me snooty or stuck-up. I just wanted to put my best foot forward so people saw me in a positive light. Just because you want to look presentable, that didn’t make you “a piece of work.” Just because you didn’t go around showing everybody your pain, that didn’t mean that you don’t have any. People should know that. But hey, if they couldn’t understand that, too bad. I wasn’t going to go around with my hair undone, waving a white flag and looking like I had trials in my life, cuz it wasn’t nobody’s business. With me, everyone got the same story: The life of Chantell Meyers is fantastic!

“So, are you guys going to the big game this year?” That was Ron.

“For sho,” said Eric. “I went down to the Berkeley ticket office last Friday. You guys?”

“Definitely. Ron’s client brought him over some great Stanford seats,” said Tia.

I knew that my real mother went to Stanford. That perhaps should have been something that I was proud of, but it was deep in my past. After you’ve ignored something for so long, the desire to speak about it just subsides. I kept eating in silence.

I’d always been private that way. I had my share of bills, and despite the way things may have appeared, they were hard to juggle by myself. I was getting older and my biological clock was ticking. But I figured, once Eric and I got married, things would fall into place.

I took another sip from my glass and looked over at my beau. The water was refreshing. Eric had let his goatee grow a little thicker than normal. He was talking to Ron about the junker car that he was restoring.

“. . . And I’m going to get two racing stripes painted on the doors before I take it down to the track.” The ice hit the bottom of my empty cup as I set it back on the table.

“Oh, yeah. That’s going to be nice!” said Ron.

“Yeah, it should be. I named her Margarita.” He looked over at me. “Chantell’s jealous. She doesn’t like me spending all of my spare time going to wrecking yards looking for parts for Margarita. But trust me, when she’s all finished and looking beautiful”—he pointed at me—“she’ll want a key.” He chuckled.

I laughed too, because I probably would want a key. Not because I was into race cars or anything, but because he was ready to share with me. I really liked him, though he sometimes was a little inconsiderate, like when he turned off his phone and my dad was sick. He was out at the Pick and Pull under the hood of a car with his phone off at the time. I was so mad at him, but, hey, it was just happenstance, and I was trying to be about peace. I smiled at him while he talked. Eric Summit was a keeper, and I was in it for the long haul.

The back of my throat was a little dry and the waitress hadn’t been back around yet, so I picked up Eric’s glass and put it to my mouth. But before the water could roll down and reach my lips, Eric said, “Hey! What are you doing? That’s not your cup.”
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Workin’ 9 to 5

It had been three weeks since my father’s collapse, and he was still improving. Yesterday he had even tried to go for a walk, but both Charlotte and I weren’t having any of that. We sent him right back to bed.

So I was back to work still trying to make good on the promises that I’d made to God at the hospital. I adjusted the earpiece to my phone and walked toward my building.

I stood out on the sidewalk for a moment and took my cell phone out of my purse. The bright San Francisco sun towered above. I needed to remind Eric about our plans for tomorrow night before I started what I knew was going to be a hectic day at the office. I looked around the haze-free sky and saw that the San Franciscans were loving it. Everyone had sunglasses on. A couple of ladies had tied their suit jackets around their waists and were power-walking. I dialed the number and Eric’s phone rang. Around me, the tone of businessmen’s mellow laughs appeared to have picked up an octave. People went on about their lives just a bit more animated.

“Hey, babe, it’s me. I just wanted to leave you a quick note to remind you about tomorrow night. The boat leaves at eight, so let’s meet at . . . say, seven o’clock? Okay, that’s it. I’ll talk to you later. Bye.” I hung up and rushed inside to catch an elevator already filled up with people.

It didn’t feel like my life had changed all that much. I mean, with me now being close to God and all. As soon as I got to my cubicle, my desk phone rang. “Hello. Yes, Mr. Felton . . . Sure, no problem!” I said in a bright and chipper voice.

It was my new client, Kauffman’s Sporting Goods. John Felton, the small chain’s marketing manager, was getting jittery about the success of their half-yearly sale that was fast approaching that weekend.

He was nervous about the headline that he had chosen for the ad. “Do you think it sounds okay?” He was nervous about the number of readers who would see the ads. “How many people did you say read the paper?”

There was quite a bit of stress in my life, and to be honest, I’m not sure how conscious I was of it. I was busy reassuring him that we could help him get his company’s message around the Bay Area when I overheard two of my coworkers talking.

Mina, a woman whom I had unfortunately worked with for four years, was whispering to Gary, the new account manager in the office. Even at a whisper, her high-pitched voice came right over to my side of the thin cubicle.

“Shhh! Don’t even worry about it. It’s new business,” she said.

I tried to ignore her. She was the kind of coworker that the rest of us could do without. Gary definitely didn’t need her training him.

I jotted down a few follow-up notes and wrapped up the call. “Sure. Your ad will run in the Monday Business edition for three of the six months . . . Nope, I have everything I need.” I closed the file and put my new Kate Spade bag in the bottom drawer of my desk. “Sure. And, Mr. Felton, please call me if you have any more concerns or questions. That is what I am here for. You too, bye-bye.”

I hung up the phone and tried to ignore the woman on the other side of the cubicle. To be fair, it’s not that we hated each other, it was just that we kept butting heads. I couldn’t count the number of times in the past that the newspaper had held contests and Mina and I had fought tooth and nail to win the trip to Palm Springs or the $500 gift certificate to Nordstrom. She was as money-motivated as I was, so yeah, it got personal.

And, yeah, I know that I said that I was trying to live right, but I was not exactly ready to say “God bless you” when she’d just rolled her eyes or scrunched up her lips at me.

I ignored the two and called to check on Daddy. “So how’s he doing this morning?”

“He’s sleepin’ now, but he’s doing okay.”

“Oh, that’s good.” I silently thanked the Lord, my new best friend again.

Charlotte went on to say, “I made a big pot of chicken noodle soup last night. He ate some of that this mornin’.”

After we hung up, I sent an e-mail to the sales assistant, asking her if she could help me in getting some changes quickly made to another client’s ad before tomorrow’s press run.

It was a few minutes later that I heard Mina come back over to Gary’s cube, and this time I had reason to be concerned. It was muffled, but I was sure she said to him either “. . . support Skyway Modems” or “. . . separate from Skyway Modems.” Either way, Skyway was my account, and nobody at the newspaper should have been dealing with them except for upper management or myself. I’d found them last year and had grown the account from a tiny, one-time, business-card-sized advertisement into an account worth over a million dollars. I made as little noise as possible and strained my ears to hear . . . 

“It’s a spin-off, so it’s new business,” Mina boldly encouraged.

My account, Skyway Modems was launching a new service in the fall, and I guessed that was what Mina was encouraging him to go after. Gary was new to the San Francisco Daily News and just a tadpole in the pond of account managers, but Mina was determined to turn him into a snake. I got up and walked around the thin carpeted divider and over toward his desk to see just what was going on.

Sure enough, they were looking in an Adweek magazine at Skyway’s blue-and-white logo at the bottom of a black page. Mina was standing over Gary while he made notes in a crisp, new manila folder.

I started to walk up to them, wanting to say, “Excuse you! You’re busted! That’s my account, you account thieves!” But a sistah had to be more professional than that. My mind raced with options as I neared Gary’s desk. I could have approached them and acted surprised and said, “Is that something for my account, Skyway Modems, that you’re working on for me? Thank you!”

I chose a different tactic. “Hi, guys, I see that you are checking out Skyway’s new product line. It doesn’t launch until September. Are you writing that up for me?” I said with a smile.

“No. Well, uh, this is new business, and actually it’s going to be separate from what you’re doing with them,” said Gary, who then looked at Mina like he expected her to give him a thumbs-up.

Mina pushed her glasses up closer to her face with her index finger. With her fiery red hair twisted up into her trademark bun, she just gave him a subtle approving nod. I looked at the new employee, then back to Mina. Was she so desperate to be the lone big dog in the yard that she would resort to setups and account stealing? Why was she encouraging this kind of shenanigan (shenanigan—a word I picked up from my grandmother)?

“Nothing about Skyway is new,” I said confidently. “They have been with me all year, Gary. In fact, I’m very aware of the new division that they are planning to launch.” This was getting ridiculous. “Thank you, Gary, but I’ve got Skyway Modems covered. Really I do.” I was smiling but I was getting a little irritated. I folded my arms and said with certainty, “So, are you writing up that paperwork for practice, or are you starting that file for me?”

Gary shook his head no. “I’m sorry, Chantell, it’s new business. It hasn’t run in our paper before, so I found it.”

Mina smiled and shrugged her shoulders. Then her cell phone rang. “Hey, I’ll let you guys work this out. Excuse me,” she said and walked away.

“You can’t do that. It’s clearly a part of my account.”

“I can respect your opinion, but I’ve already put in the request to management.”

Apparently, Gary wasn’t a tadpole in the pond after all. Nope, homeboy was a piranha. A piranha who wanted to play hardball, so I grabbed the bat and stepped up to the plate.

I did what any top-producing sales rep in good standing would do. I stormed into Canun Ramsey’s office and acted a plum fool! With my arms outstretched, I told Canun that I was shocked at what was going on on the sales floor! With my hands at my hips, I said I’d been with the paper far too long to have to deal with that kind of tomfoolery! I held my shoulders back and spoke with authority. “This is outrageous! We are supposed to be a team. Where is the teamwork in self-thievery?” When I walked out of Canun’s office, my Skyway Modem account was fully intact. I breezed back to my desk cool and calm. Oh yeah! Shoot, I may have even switched a little when I walked. And that Mina Everett, I didn’t see her face for the rest of the day. One point for the home team, zero for the visitors. I put on a fresh coat of lipstick and thought, Go team!

If I only had known. The game was just getting started.
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Sail On

I pulled into the pier’s parking lot. The networking event was being put on by a company called mymail.com, aboard a dining cruise. The e-mail said that the event would last from 8 p.m. until 11 p.m. It was still pretty early, so there I sat in the parking lot, one of the first people to arrive.

Except for location changes, the monthly networking events were pretty much the same, month in and month out. Folks would start out ultraconservative: “Oh, hi there! It’s Sarah, right? Ben, dear, look, it’s Sarah. You remember Sarah, don’t you? We met her at the Society of Online Marketing’s event last month? Sarah, you were working for bigheadhuntingmonsters.com, right?”

Then at the end of the evening, after the speeches and the announcements, and after Grand Marnier and tequila shots, it was: “Whooohoo! Ceelll-a-brate Good Tiiimes, Come On!”

I knew the routine and was pretty used to it. I looked in my rearview mirror and put on my lipstick.

The night quickly moved in and I still didn’t see Eric. I decided to wait for him in the lobby on the ship. I walked up the ramp that led to the ship and felt my new pink-and-red dress’s jagged edges dangle at my knees each time I took a step.

These networking events were pretty mundane, but this looked like a lovely ship, so maybe it would be a good night. Either way, my objective was clear. I was there for one reason and one reason only. I wanted to meet and get the business cards of the people who controlled the advertising budgets for mymail.com. If I could make a strong connection with the VP of advertising or the marketing director, I was in. Just one good joke, or maybe a flip of my hair if it was a guy, or a name-drop of a company he admired, and the person would remember me when I called him from my desk tomorrow. And I’d exceed my goal for the year with just one account. Again. Yep, I was feeling real good about myself that night.

The five-leveled ship wasn’t set to sail for almost an hour. I walked over to the bar area and surveyed the place. There were maybe only fifteen people dressed in party clothes wandering around. A bartender was wiping down the glossy tan counters and hanging beautiful wineglasses upside down in brass slats above his head. I checked the time again and walked over and sat at a stool. I felt silly sitting there by myself. I took out my phone and called Eric. His voice mail picked up. I hung up.
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