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“I WAS LOOKING FOR YOU AT CHURCH TODAY,” WENDY SAID TO HER SISTER OVER THE TELEPHONE.

Kim had known this conversation would take place eventually. “Really.”

“What happened? When we left Soul Sistas Friday night you said you were coming . . . Are you all right? You act like something is wrong . . . You sound sort of stank.”

“Never mind how I’m feeling. What about you? How are you feeling, Sister Sunday?”

“Good,” Wendy said cautiously. She was unsure why Kim called her the same name that they had created for their grandmother. Kim was always joking about how fake Frances acted around other church members and suggested the nickname Sister Sunday—implying that the only time Frances appeared to be saved was on Sunday morning.

“You know you never did tell me what the doctor said about the baby.”

“Uhhh . . . yeah—I’m straight.” Wendy had been meaning to make up a story to tell Kim, but she forgot.

“Need a little good news in your novels? Look no further.”

—Essence



This book is dedicated to my husband, children, 
and mother for their unwavering love and support.
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Chapter One

The Perfect Package

IT WAS TEN MINUTES TO THREE, and Wendy was eager to get out of work on time. “Start cleaning up now,” she said to her first-grade class. They had crayons, markers, and books all over the place.  “Be sure to put everything back where it belongs. After you’re finished, line up at the door and wait there until the bell rings.”

Much to Wendy’s surprise, her instructions were followed with little resistance. A few students mumbled about not being able to finish what they were doing, but even they cooperated without her having to say anything else. Maybe they could sense that something was different about her. Toward the end of each day the children usually had exploratory time and were allowed to choose among various activities such as reading, coloring, playing educational games, or anything else Wendy deemed appropriate. She normally walked around the classroom and interacted with several students during that time. However, this entire week she had sat at her desk like a watchdog, responding only when needed. 

“Just a few more days . . .” Wendy murmured to herself. Next Wednesday the school would be closed for Christmas break, and as much as she hated to admit it, she was looking forward to having some time off.  Although she was only seven weeks pregnant, she was beginning to feel the effects this pregnancy was having on her body. She used to have the vitality of a three-year-old, but lately she felt like she would lose in a race against Methuselah. She was convinced that the term morning sickness was deceptive. If the feelings of nausea, vomiting, heartburn, and headaches were confined only to a few hours of the day, it would make the first trimester of her pregnancy much more bearable. Instead, she was liable to experience morning sickness at any given moment of the day.    

While the children were cleaning up, Wendy was on the edge of her seat as she waited for the bell to ring. Thank God it’s Friday. She didn’t think she would be able to make it another day. She was going straight home after work. She would not leave the house until it was time to go to church Sunday morning. After service, Wendy would then go over to her parents’ house to celebrate her father’s birthday. Wendy hoped to feel better by next Friday, when she and her husband, Kevin, were scheduled to go to Philadelphia and visit his family for the holidays. The Ohio native would rather spend her Christmas vacation recuperating from her ailments in the comfort of her own home, but there was no way she could back out of the trip now. Her mother-in-law was ecstatic about the pregnancy and could not wait until they got to Philly so she could show Wendy some of the things she had already bought for the baby.  

“Keep your hands to yourselves,” Wendy said to two young boys who were shoving each other.  

“He started it!” David stated, pointing to Jeffrey.

“Nuh-uh, he did!” Jeffrey pointed back at him. 

“It doesn’t matter who started it—both of you knock it off,” Wendy replied sternly. Secretly she knew that David probably was at fault, but she didn’t feel like investigating the issue. David was bigger than the other first-graders in both height and weight. Jeffrey was one of those children who looked like he had been born premature and his small size made him an easy target for David. Even though David was sometimes a bully, Wendy had taken a great liking to him; probably because he reminded her of herself. 

Wendy had never been a bully, but she had been heavy and tall as a child. She used to feel awkward standing next to other children in her class. It irritated her when adults would ask how old she was and then say, “You look like you should be older than that.” It wasn’t until the summer before her freshman year of high school that she began to thin out. All of her adult years, Wendy managed to remain a size eight, but she had to work hard at it, contrary to her younger sister, Kim, who naturally wore a six.  

When the bell rang, it was music to her ears. “Okay, let’s go.” Wendy jumped up and escorted her class to the pickup area. Once they were there, another staff member would stay with them until their bus or a parent came to get them. When they reached their destination, Wendy said good-bye to her students and headed back to her classroom.  

“Attention, all teachers and staff: Mrs. Phillips, please come to the office. Wendy Phillips to the front office, please,” she heard Donna Burchett, the office secretary, announce over the PA system. 

For what? Maybe I should go ahead and leave. No one would be able to say for sure that I was in the building during the announcement. Wendy was only a few doors away from her classroom, so all she had to do was grab her stuff and head home. However, she reluctantly turned around and walked toward the office at a medium pace. Her shoulder-length hair often bounced as she walked. Today it was pulled back in a ponytail. Wendy actually hated ponytails and only wore her hair in that style when she worked out. But ever since she had been experiencing morning sickness she devoted less time to her appearance. She even had her glasses on, and Wendy normally wouldn’t be caught dead in a pair of glasses. 

“Wendy Phillips, please come to the office,” Ms. Burchett repeated. 

Coming! she wanted to yell. I hope it is something simple like a signature needed on some paperwork I filed. She dreaded the possibility that a parent would be waiting to speak with her about his or her child’s behavior. 

“Hi, you paged me?” Wendy inquired as she burst through the door into the administrative office.   

“Yes, dear. You had a telephone call,” Ms. Burchett replied, exposing the gap between teeth stained from years of smoking.

“A telephone call? From who?” Wendy asked, scrunching her eyebrows. No one ever calls me at work. Her friends and family knew that she taught and was unavailable during the day. “It must be from a parent. I’ll take the message, but I’m not calling anyone back until Monday.” 

“No, honey. It wasn’t from a parent. Someone called from a Dr. Korva’s office.”

“Oh,” she said nervously, trying hard to keep her composure and not panic.

“I wrote down the number.” Ms. Burchett handed Wendy a piece of paper and pointed to the phone on her desk. “You can call from here if you’d like.” She carefully studied Wendy’s response.

“That’s okay. I’ll wait and call later since I’m getting ready to leave anyhow.”

“The lady didn’t tell me why she was calling, but it sounded important.”

Wendy could tell that Ms. Burchett was fishing for information. Odds were she had already tried to gather as much as she could from the person who called. Wendy hadn’t told anyone at the school about her pregnancy yet, and now was not the time to make that announcement. “Thanks so much, Ms. Burchett, but I’m sort of in a hurry so I’ll just call back from my cell phone on my way home.”

“Okay. I just hope everything is fine,” she said with her narrow, bluish green eyes peering from the top of her glasses. “Are you sick, honey?”

“No ma’am,” Wendy said honestly. Her mind was so boggled with getting to a phone to return Dr. Korva’s call that the feelings of morning sickness had been temporarily suppressed. 

“Then why would someone from a doctor’s office call you?”

As much as Wendy wanted to tell Ms. Burchett to mind her own business, she couldn’t. The woman was at least in her late fifties or early sixties and Wendy couldn’t strike up the nerve to tell her off. If only I was a little more like Kim, she thought. Her sister would not have wasted any time getting Ms. Burchett out of her business. Wendy and Kim did have similar characteristics, with their dark brown hair, brown eyes, and dimples. However, Wendy’s complexion was just a little lighter than Kim’s, and she was also a few inches taller than her younger sibling. Both ladies favored their mother, but it was Kim who had been blessed not only with the high metabolism but also with the ability to speak her mind audaciously. Although Wendy generally liked Ms. Burchett, this interrogation was testing her patience. “I’m not sure, but I better run so I can find out, huh? You have a good weekend, Ms. Burchett,” she said, backing toward the door. 

“Okay, you too—and I’ll talk to you on Monday.”

Not if I can avoid it you won’t! Wendy walked out of the office and raced back to her classroom. She was so disturbed by the call that she rushed by several of her co-workers without speaking. Why did Dr. Korva call me at work? Wendy was desperate to find out.  

When Wendy returned to her classroom, she grabbed the cell phone out of her purse only to discover that there was a message waiting. That was nothing unusual because her phone stayed on vibrate during the day. A lot of times Kim called her from the hair salon where she worked and left messages when she was between clients. 

“Hi, Wendy, this is Susan, Dr. Korva’s nurse. She would like you to come into the office today, if possible, to discuss your test results. She’s leaving around four this afternoon. If you can’t make it before she leaves, then you definitely need to come sometime early next week. Please call the office and let the receptionist know what’ll work best for you. The number here is 555-3794. We hope to see you soon.”

Wendy’s heart sank. Dr. Korva told me that they take blood and vaginal swabs to run tests on all expectant mothers. The only reason they would call was if something came back abnormal.   

She looked at her watch. The time was now three-fifteen. It would be a stretch to make it from the southeast side of Columbus to the northern suburb where her gynecologist’s office was located. Such a trip would take forty minutes this time of day, at the very least. Still, she tried to call the doctor’s office anyway, hoping that, with any luck, they would squeeze her in.   

Shaking and short of breath, Wendy wiped her sweaty palms on her clothing and dialed the number. “Hi, this is Wendy Phillips,” she said, trying to hold back tears. “I’m returning a call to Dr. Korva. Will she be able to see me today? I can be there in about a half hour?” She altered her traveling time, expecting to increase her chance of being seen. 

“Oh,” she said solemnly when the receptionist stated that Dr. Korva was running behind schedule. Wendy couldn’t be seen until Monday morning. “Well, can you tell her I’m on the line? Maybe she can just tell me the results over the phone.” She crossed her fingers, praying that she would be transferred to the doctor. No such luck. Dr. Korva preferred to talk in person. “Okay, I’ll be there at nine on Monday,” she said, confirming the time of her appointment, and hung up the phone in despair. 

How am I going to make it until then? She dreaded going back to the office and arranging for a substitute through Ms. Burchett. Forget it. I’ll just call in, she opted. Sure, not submitting a request for a substitute beforehand was inconsiderate and very unprofessional, but she didn’t care at this point. Her main concern was finding some way to make it through the weekend without losing her mind. 

Wendy got her stuff and headed for the car. She tried to talk herself into remaining calm, but it wasn’t working. She felt light-headed. What if my baby is retarded? What if it’s deformed or has some kind of genetic defect? she tormented herself. She was afraid of what the doctor would say. She knew it was bad news. Her fear turned into anger toward Kevin. I told him his smoking could cause damage to the child, but he didn’t believe me. If Kevin just smoked cigarettes, she could probably deal with it a little better, but he sometimes smoked marijuana, and Wendy couldn’t stand that. 

Whenever she complained about his recreational activities, Kevin got upset. He would tell her that he was not doing anything she hadn’t been aware of before they got married. True, Wendy had known about his smoking when they were dating, but it was different then. She was attracted to his street-but-sweet personality. She had never dated anyone so successful yet a little rough around the edges. Plus, he was very pleasing to the eye. He reminded her of a Denzel Washington wrapped up in a Barry White voice. He was the perfect package: sexy, successful, and single.    

Kevin’s accomplishments intrigued her most of all. He worked hard for everything he owned and had built his real estate business from the ground up. He was very successful and made well over six figures a year. He didn’t have parents who could afford to pay for his education. He’d paid for it himself. He hadn’t grown up in the suburbs of some major city, but had lived in various ghettos of Philadelphia. His father left home when Kevin was only three, and his mother raised him, his older brother, and his sister with money she received from the federal government. He hadn’t let his life’s circumstances prevent him from making something of himself, and Wendy respected that. 

Foolishly, she had convinced herself that Kevin would change the things she didn’t like about him once they married, but he hadn’t. Now, nearly six months into the marriage, the honeymoon was well over and reality had settled in. If something is wrong with the baby, I know it’ll be all his fault, Wendy told herself.



Chapter Two

No Ordinary Sunday

IT WAS COLD AND WINDY OUTSIDE, but the atmosphere inside the two-story home owned by Michael and Marlene Tibbs for the last twenty years was very warm and cozy. The house was just the right size for a couple with two adult children, two grandchildren, and more on the way. They had three bedrooms with a full bath upstairs and a half-bath downstairs in the partially finished basement. In the summer, Marlene enjoyed sitting outside on the deck that Michael had built and watching the kids play or having barbecues with her family. When they first bought the house, it had been painted green outside and every room inside was a different color. After much debate about the exterior, the couple finally settled on a soft, baby-blue paint job, and the inside rooms were all painted the same neutral color. 

The living room was Marlene’s favorite place in the house. Its decorations constituted a miniature African museum. Marlene had always harbored a great love for Africa. During her childhood, her best friend had been from Morocco, and Marlene learned a great deal about African culture from her. As a thirtieth-wedding-anniversary present to their parents, Wendy and Kim had bought them a two-week vacation package to Kenya. After that trip, Marlene had embarked on giving her living room an African decor. 

 Although Marlene took pride in how well she had decorated the living room, the kitchen was where she often did her best work. In honor of her husband’s fifty-fifth birthday, she had made all of his favorite dishes. Marlene had spent the afternoon cooking corn on the cob, macaroni and cheese, homemade mashed potatoes and gravy, dinner rolls, and fried chicken. She also made a pot of green beans; not because they were Michael’s favorite, but because she just couldn’t stand having a formal dinner without any green vegetables.   

“We can eat now,” Marlene announced, walking out of the kitchen and carrying the last entrée. Seeing her family gathered around the dining room table reminded Marlene of when Kim and Wendy were children and how all of them would eat dinner together every night. Now the girls had their own lives. Newlyweds, Wendy and Kevin were expecting their first child, and Kim’s two small children, Tori and Tyler, along with her boyfriend, Terrance, kept her busy. Unfortunately, the Tibbs family didn’t get together very often for formal dinners unless it was a holiday or some other special occasion.

“Baby, everything smells really good,” Michael said. 

The rest of the family agreed. 

“Thanks,” Marlene said, and took her seat. After their girls moved out of the house, Michael and Marlene had enjoyed being empty nesters for a while. The telephone didn’t ring as much, the TV wasn’t on all night, and the radio stayed at a volume that was enjoyable. Now they had Marlene’s mother, Frances, living with them. She was in her early seventies and brought a whole new set of issues for the couple to deal with, such as waking up to the smell of BenGay, uncontrollable flatulence, or finding teeth soaking in one of their good cups. 

Everyone bowed their heads and closed their eyes as Michael said grace. “Father, I want to thank You for this meal that has been prepared for us. Please use this food to strengthen and nourish our bodies. In the name of Jesus, I pray, amen.” He kept his prayer short and simple. Church had let out a little later than normal that day and Marlene still had to go to the grocery store afterwards. It was almost six o’clock, and Michael hadn’t had anything to eat since breakfast. Being nearly six foot tall and one hundred and ninety-seven pounds, he normally didn’t go too long without food. 

“Pastah know he brought forth some good word today.” Michael looked up as Frances began speaking, only to see remnants of macaroni and cheese between her chubby cheeks. He wished that his mother-in-law would learn to swallow her food before striking up a conversation.  

“Mm-hmm, he sho’ did,” Marlene said, seconding her mother’s statement. “Kim, the choir sang that one song you used to like when you were a little girl. What’s the name of it, Wendy?”

“ ‘Safe in His Arms,’ ” Wendy announced quietly. She wasn’t in a talkative mood. The entire weekend she’d been stressing about what the doctor would tell her tomorrow.

“Yeah, that’s right,” Marlene confirmed. “Sister Rogers sang lead and tore that song up! That woman can really sing.”   

“What did Pastor Jones preach about?” Kim asked. 

The question caught Frances so off guard that her semi-pleasant expression turned into a scowl and she became very defensive. “Well, you can’t expect me to remember ev’rything he say word for word. I just know it was some good word. Maybe if you show up ev’ry now and then you would know for yourself what he was preachin’ about and you wouldn’t have to rely on secondhand information.” This time it was the green beans that everyone, except for Michael, got the displeasure of seeing. He knew to keep his eyes on his plate.       

“Mama, please don’t speak to Kim that way. She asked a reasonable question.” Marlene sighed. She knew that Frances’s comments had lit a fire, and she desperately wanted to put it out. 

“I know what that chile was doin’. She was tryin’ to question my Christianity.”  Frances imitated Kim: “ ‘What did Pastah Jones preach about?’ Like she really care about what he said. If she did, she would have been there. Ain’t that what the Word say? Forsake not the assemblin’ of ourselves together. You ought to take them children to church yourself instead of sending them with your mama ev’ry Sunday.”  

The more Frances spoke, the higher Kim’s blood pressure rose. Her almond-colored skin wrinkled as she frowned. Her temples began pulsating and everyone could tell she was angry. Kim had completely lost her appetite as her eyes glared at her grandmother. Terrance reached over to pat Kim on the back as if to say Calm down, sweetie, but it was too late. By the time he touched her, Kim had already made up her mind that she wasn’t going to sit there and let that woman attack her without striking back.   

“First of all,” Kim began, “I wasn’t trying to question your Christianity. And even if I was, why would you be upset if it’s as secure as you claim it to be?” Frances had indeed started the fire; Kim was just adding fuel. Her emphasis on the word if cut Frances as sharply as a knife. “You were saying how good he was like you were about to start speaking in tongues and now you can’t tell me what he spoke about. Okay, maybe I do need to go to church, but it looks like you need to stay awake when you go. You apparently got just as much out of the service as I did: nothing!”

The heat in the Tibbs household rose ten degrees and no one had even touched the thermostat. A very uncomfortable silence filled the air. Michael continued eating as though nothing had taken place. The silence was interrupted only whenever his fork hit the plate. Although he thought Kim was being very disrespectful, he believed it was about time someone told Frances about herself.  

Everyone knew that what Kim said was true. Frances was known to fall asleep during church and wake up every now and then just to join the rest of the congregation in saying “Amen.” Even so, no one ever had the audacity to call her on it until now. There had been tension between Frances and Kim ever since Kim had gotten pregnant with Tori. Frances gave her such a hard time about it that Kim’s tolerance for her grandmother’s verbal abuse had gotten very low. Today everyone got a glimpse of just how tired of Frances Kim was.     

“Pastor spoke on three reasons why we have pain in our lives and why God allows us to go through some things,” Wendy interjected. She knew that things could get a lot worse if she didn’t speak up, and she didn’t feel like witnessing a family feud.   

“It was a really good sermon, Kim,” Marlene replied. She was glad Wendy had broken the code of silence.    

“I got that part . . . that it was a really ‘good sermon’ ”—Kim was still very irritated—“but what did he say?”  She glanced at her grandmother, who was clearly upset that someone was going to fill her in on that morning’s events. Frances sat with her eyes closed as she folded her plump arms across her chest. At this point, Kim no longer cared what the service was about. The whole ordeal with her grandmother had made her uninterested. Nevertheless, she would listen anyhow because she knew how much it would bother Frances.  

“Basically, he gave three reasons why God allows pain in our lives. The first one is that it teaches us how to handle blessings humbly,” Marlene stated. 

“He said that God hates pride. There will always be something in our lives that keeps us humble,” Kevin jumped in. 

“Like what?” Terrance asked.  

Kevin shrugged his shoulders. “It could be anything.  Most likely something you’ve done in the past, like skeletons that you don’t want falling out of the closet.”

“Oh, I see . . .” Terrance paused to reflect on the point. He hadn’t grown up in church like Kim had. He went with Kim occasionally when they were teenagers, but when she stopped going, so did he. He enjoyed listening to her family talk about Pastor Jones’s sermons, however. It seemed like Pastor Jones didn’t talk at his congregation as though he was three steps closer to heaven than they would ever be. Rather, he appeared to be very down-to-earth and spoke in such a way that they understood what he said and could apply his messages to their lives.  

“Secondly, our pain teaches us how to submit to God’s will,” Marlene revealed. “One of the ways we learn to submit to God is through our failures, because sometimes our failures are back doors to blessings.”

“What was the third reason he mentioned?” Kim asked her mother as her interest in the sermon was sparked.  

“That our pain or even our problems teach us to rely on God.”  

Kevin looked at Terrance. “It was real cool, man. You and Kim should come with us one Sunday.”

Kim wanted to laugh when Kevin added his two cents to the conversation. He only went to church every blue moon, yet he said they should come with them as though he was there faithfully every Sunday. 

“Maybe one day we will; I’m sure Kim and I have done some stuff worthy of repentance,” Terrance responded to Kevin’s invitation.

“I think that’s the case with all of us. Ain’t that right, honey?” Marlene nudged her husband.  

“Yeah, um-hmm,” Michael said. He hadn’t planned on joining the conversation. While everyone else had stopped eating or slowed down to start talking, he was getting ready to work on his second round of food.    

“As Pastor Jones always says, ‘It doesn’t matter if you’ve committed many sins or a few. Either way, it’s a debt we couldn’t pay and we’re all covered under the same blood,’” Marlene affirmed.

Everyone except Frances nodded in agreement. “I don’t see why y’all waste your time tellin’ her what Pastah preached on,” Frances blurted out, interrupting Kim’s state of tranquility. “It ain’t like she gonna take the Word and live by it. Um-hmm . . . we sho’ nuf is covered under the same blood all right, but the Bible also say that if one should sin willingly after they have received the truth then there is no other sacrifice for that person’s sins. Oh Glory Hallelujah,” Frances said, and lifted her hands in the air as though she just felt The Spirit. “I hate to be the one to tell y’all this, but that chile is goin’ to hell!” 

The nerve Frances had previously struck in Kim was reignited. “You know what? You might as well reserve your seat right next to mine ’cuz I won’t be burnin’ by myself,” Kim snapped.

“Uh . . .” Frances gasped.  

“Kimberly Michele Tibbs, apologize to your grandmother right this minute! I will not allow you to disrespect her like that,” Marlene said sternly, although she knew that her mother was out of line. Still, she had raised her kids to be respectful toward their elders. No matter what Frances said, Kim had no right to respond to her the way she did. 

“Mama, I get tired of her getting on my back all of the time,” Kim said defensively. 

“She is right, you know. You do need to go to church every now and again.”  

“Oh boy, here we go with the ‘you need to go to church’ speech!” Kim abruptly left the table and marched into the kitchen. Terrance followed behind her. 

If Michael hadn’t grabbed Marlene by the arm, she would’ve been on her way into the kitchen to knock some do right into that child of hers.  

“Baby, just let her go,” he said calmly. 

“The girl’s gotta a lil’ attitude, I see. There’s always a bad apple in every bunch. I know the devil when I see him and that girl is full of him,” Frances sneered.

“Mama, please stop—”

“Well she is. Y’all wanna get mad at me and I’m just speakin’ the truth. John 8:32 says, ‘And ye shall know the truth, and the truth shall make you free.’ Y’all don’t wanna be set free. I know the devil when I see him. I got the gift of discernment,” Frances said smugly.

“Mama, just drop it, please. We are supposed to be celebrating Michael’s birthday today. Have you forgotten that?” 

Frances mumbled, imitating Marlene. “‘Mama, just drop it, please.’ I can’t help it that your chile is evil. It’s a good thing that she don’t go to church—as much wrong as she’s done, she wouldn’t feel comfortable there nohow!” She tried to take a bite of her corn, but the lump left in her throat from Kim’s outburst made it hard for her to swallow. 

Michael always tried to stay out of it when the ladies argued, but it really got under his skin hearing his mother-in-law verbally assault his baby girl. Sure, he didn’t like the fact that Kim had given birth to her children out of wedlock and was living with her boyfriend. However, none of that changed the fact that she was his daughter and he loved her. “Ladies, please! Mama Gibson, out of respect for my house, my daughter, and me, I am going to insist that you be more cordial to Kim. No matter what you think about her, she is still our daughter and your granddaughter.”

 “Well ex-cuse me! I thought that I lived here too, but thank you for reminding me about whose house this is.”

Marlene put her head in her hands. She would jump in between her mother and her daughter, but when it was her husband and her mother she tried to stay out of it. Michael was a man of few words. When he did say something, it was a clear indication that he’d had enough.

Tyler was so busy playing with his food that he was unaware of what had been going on. He drowned out the adults and entertained himself by mixing all of his side items together. His resemblance to his father was eerie. Take away the mustache, the muscles, and about three feet, and left standing would be a four-year-old replica of Terrance. It was as if Kim didn’t have anything to do with Tyler’s genetic makeup at all. 

Unlike her brother, six-year-old Tori was very attentive to the debate going on around her. She didn’t like hearing her great-grandmother say negative things about her mother. She would have liked to say something in Kim’s defense, but she knew she’d better stay in a child’s place. Getting in “grown folks’ business” would guarantee chastisement by her mother, grandmother, and possibly Aunt Wendy. Her small brown eyes lit up when her paw-paw spoke. A tiny grin appeared on her face, exposing her missing front teeth and showing off the dimples she had inherited from her mother.  

Before Michael had a chance to say anything else, Marlene jumped in, changing the subject in an attempt to ease some of the tension. “Wendy, why are you so quiet, honey? Are you feeling okay?”

“Yeah, I’m fine. I’m just tired, that’s all.”

“Try and get more rest. You really need to take care of yourself now that you’re carrying a little one inside of you,” Marlene encouraged. “Are you taking your prenatal vitamins?” 

“Yeeeeees.” 

“You’re just abnormally quiet today. Are you sure you’re all right?”

“I think Wendy is a little nervous about the pregnancy,” Kevin spoke up.

“I . . . I just don’t know if I am ready to be a mother,” Wendy confessed. 

“That’s nonsense. I know you love kids. You’re a teacher, for God’s sake—how could you not?” Marlene reasoned.

Wendy tried to explain, “Yeah, I do love kids, but—”  

“Just be thankful that you can have children. Some folks can’t, you know.”

Wendy had her reasons for not being excited about the baby, but she would never be able to convince her mother of that. Instead, she just nodded in agreement. Everyone else was happier about the pregnancy than Wendy. It was ironic, especially since her motive behind getting married was to start a family. 

Under different circumstances she would be delighted. However, Kevin was not being the husband she desired him to be right now. Even his money couldn’t change that. She didn’t understand how someone who was just a couple hundred thousand dollars shy of becoming a self-made millionaire could spend his weekends hanging out in clubs, drinking and getting high with his no-good friends. She could strangle him on Sunday mornings when he preferred to sleep in rather than go to church. Every weekend they had the same argument ending with the same results: Wendy went to church mad and came home even madder when he was still in bed. He hadn’t gone out last night, which was probably the only reason he’d gotten up for church this morning. 

Kevin was the most successful man Wendy had ever dated, and the only one who had respected her decision not to have sex until she married. Many of her other relationships hadn’t lasted long for that very reason. Last year Wendy had met Kevin at a Christmas fund-raising event hosted by a nonprofit organization, only weeks after ending another relationship. Kevin’s company was a big contributor and Wendy was a volunteer. They hit it off and six months later they were married. At first, Wendy thought Kevin was the one. Now she wasn’t so sure she would be spending the rest of her life with him. Everything happened for a reason, a season, or a lifetime. Depending on how severe the baby’s defects were, Kevin’s involvement in her life might only be for a season. Her visit with the obstetrician would clarify things. She hadn’t told Kevin about the appointment and didn’t intend to until it was over.

“Are you still going to take some time off from teaching after the baby is born?” Michael asked his daughter.

“Yes. I’ll put in my resignation for next year in a few weeks.”

“I told her to go ahead and resign now, but she doesn’t want to,” Kevin admitted. He made more than enough to support both of them. In fact, Wendy had had the option of being a stay-at-home wife prior to finding out about her pregnancy, but she wanted to continue teaching. She loved working with kids. Plus, she was afraid of becoming a bored housewife who did nothing all day except watch soap operas and talk shows. She planned to take some time off after the baby was born, though. She didn’t know how long; maybe a year or two, or maybe indefinitely, since taking care of the baby would be a full-time job. In any event, she wasn’t willing to abandon her students in the middle of the school year.  

“Resigning now may not be a bad idea,” Marlene agreed with Kevin. Kim and Terrance walked out of the kitchen just as Marlene finished speaking. Terrance took the kids upstairs to wash their hands. Kim sat down at the table.

“What’s not a bad idea?” Kim was curious. 

“For your sister to go ahead and resign from teaching now. Every time I see her she complains about being tired,” Marlene answered. 

“I want to finish out this school year,” Wendy said persistently. “And anyhow, I didn’t complain. You asked me what was wrong so I told you.”

“Okay. We’re only concerned about you and the baby,” her mother reassured her. 

Frances looked at Kim and began doing her own rendition of Aretha Franklin’s “Respect.” “M-A-R-R-I-E-D find out what it means to be, M-A-R-R-I-E-D before you have ba-a-bies.”

Kim wanted desperately to slap the woman. However, she chose to ignore her like everyone else. “We’re getting ready to go,” she announced to her family.

“No, you can’t. Your dad still has to open his presents and cut the cake. You can’t leave before he does that,” Marlene protested. 

“She can go if she wants to,” Michael said. “I won’t be offended. It’s not like this is my first birthday, and hopefully it won’t be my last.”

“But still, you know Tyler and Tori will want some cake,” Marlene pressed her case.

“We’ll stay, but you can wrap up our cake and we’ll take it home.” Kim gave in, knowing that this was a special day for Michael. 

When Terrance and the kids came back into the dining room, Marlene went into the kitchen and brought out the birthday cake. They all gathered around the table and sang “Happy Birthday” to Michael as he blew out his candles. Tori and Tyler then sat on his lap and helped him open his presents. Because it was getting late, Wendy and Kevin requested to take their cake home also. 

Kim gave a round of hugs and kisses to her sister, brother-in-law, and mother while conveniently neglecting Frances. Kim walked over to her father and gently rubbed his bald head. “Daddy, I’m sorry for messing up your birthday,” she whispered in  his ear and kissed him on the cheek. He smiled and winked at her, indicating that he wasn’t the least bit upset. 

Marlene walked her family to the door and watched them get into their cars. She smiled as the thought of becoming a grandmother for the third time excited her. So much had happened that day with church getting out late, Michael’s birthday, and Kim arguing with her mother. Marlene closed the door, leaned her head back, and said to herself, Today has been anything but an ordinary Sunday!



Chapter Three

What’s the Worst That Can Happen?

WHAT?” Wendy could not believe what she heard. She sat in the chair, staring at Dr. Korva while her mouth dropped to the floor. 

“You tested positive for a sexually transmitted disease,” Dr. Korva restated. “You have chlamydia, which is why I needed to see you again so quickly. I want to begin treating you in order to minimize any effects this could have on the baby.” 

Having the gynecologist repeat herself only confirmed that Wendy had heard her right the first time. Dr. Korva, who appeared to be of Asian descent, spoke with a slight accent. She pronounced chlamydia as “chlaemydia,” using the long a sound, which made the word stand out even more. “B-b-but how?” Wendy stammered and slumped over, putting her face in her hands.

“I understand that you’re upset, but instead of focusing on how you contracted the disease, we need to concern ourselves with getting you treatment right now. Okay?”

Oh shut up! I know how I got the disease! Wendy wanted to say as feelings of rage boiled inside her. She knew that Dr. Korva was just doing her job, but she was ready to explode on anyone who rubbed her the wrong way. Tears formed in her eyes, but pride kept them from falling. Crying would only add to her embarrassment. She almost would have preferred it if Dr. Korva had confirmed her suspicions that something was wrong with the baby. At least then she wouldn’t feel so dirty. “But . . . I never had any symptoms,” Wendy contested. 

“I’m sure you did. However, they were probably so mild that you didn’t recognize them. It’s common for people who contract chlamydia not to notice or feel anything different.” 

“Is my baby going to be all right?” Wendy asked, still fighting back the tears. 

“Chances are”—she handed Wendy a tissue—“your baby will be just fine. We found out early enough to treat you before any significant damage occurred.” 

“What do you mean by significant? What’s the worst that can happen to my baby?” Wendy accepted the tissue from Dr. Korva and blotted her eyes to prevent a downpour. This whole conversation seemed so unrealistic that Wendy could swear she had entered The Twilight Zone. She had never engaged in premarital sex, and Kevin was the only one she’d been with during their marriage. Yet she felt as dirty as a cheerleader who’d slept with half the guys on the football team. 

“If left untreated, the bacteria could spread to your baby’s eyes during childbirth and possibly cause blindness,” Dr. Korva explained. “However, there’s no point in discussing this because you’re only in your seventh week of pregnancy. There will be no danger to your child by the time you deliver,” Dr. Korva assured. 

Wendy let out a sigh of relief. 

“I’m writing you a prescription for ofloxacin.”

“Oxa what?” Wendy blurted.

“O-flox-a-cin,” Dr. Korva pronounced. “It’s an antibiotic. You’ll take one 300-milligram tablet every twelve hours for one week.” She handed Wendy the prescription. “Once you have taken all of the medication, I need you to make an appointment to come back into the office so we can run more tests to make sure that no traces of the disease still exist.”

“What are the side effects?”

“Some people experience such things like nausea, insomnia, headaches, dizziness, vomiting, or diarrhea. But don’t let that scare you. In those instances, there is usually an allergy to the drug. You’ll be able to tell right away if you are allergic.”

Wendy nodded to indicate that she understood. She wasn’t alarmed by the side effects at all. It sounded like what she was going through on a daily basis with the morning sickness. 

“If you have any bleeding, call the office immediately and please drink lots of water.”

“Okay.” Wendy spoke softly.

“Before you have sexual intercourse again, your partner needs to be treated or—”

“You mean my husband,” Wendy interrupted, indicating that she did not like the term partner. It implied engagement in reckless sexual activity. 

“Yes, excuse me—your husband,” Dr. Korva said apologetically, sensing the tension. “Anyhow, he needs to be treated before the two of you have intercourse again or you will become re-infected.”

Wendy nodded her head in agreement, but she could care less whether or not Kevin got treatment. He would definitely hear about her visit today, but that wouldn’t be all she’d have to say. There is no way he is going to touch me again after this. 

“Well, if you don’t have any questions for me, you’re free to go. Just make sure you stop at the front desk and make a follow-up appointment.”

“Actually, I have one request, if you don’t mind.” 

“Yes?”

“If you need to reach me during the day, just call my cell phone or even leave a message on my home phone, but please do not call me at work. I’m uncomfortable receiving personal calls there,” Wendy admitted. This morning she had called the school and said that she couldn’t come in because of a family emergency. It was the best thing she could think of; the message she’d received on Friday was urgent, and the baby was part of her family, so technically she hadn’t told a lie.

“Sure, no problem,” Dr. Korva said. “I apologize for any inconvenience I may have caused you.”

“It’s okay.”

“Well, have a good week and try not to stress yourself out over this. Your baby will be fine.” She gently rubbed Wendy’s back to reassure her. 

“Thanks.”

After Dr. Korva left the room, Wendy was temporarily paralyzed from the numbness she felt. She sat for a few minutes before going to her car. Once she was outside, it was a while before she could actually drive off the parking lot. She was finally able to process everything that had taken place. She thought about her life and how it was not going the way she had planned. All I ever wanted was to get married and have children. I have both, and neither is satisfying. “God, what did I do to deserve this?” she asked out loud, looking toward heaven. 

Wendy was angry with herself, Kevin, and God. How could I not know that Kevin had been cheating on me? How could he even do such a thing? Who is the other woman? Wendy pondered these questions. 

She should’ve known something was going on. Married men don’t stay out in clubs with their single friends till the wee hours of the morning doing nothing. Birds of feather flock together! Kevin’s friends were no good and apparently neither was he.

How can God observe my faithfulness to Him and not bless me with a good and faithful husband? What ever happened to never leaving or forsaking me? she thought. Her whole life she had aimed to please God, and this was how He repaid her. “Why, God? Why did you allow this to happen to me?” Wendy cried out of frustration as she beat her fist against the steering wheel. 



Chapter Four

A Christmas to Remember

IT WAS ABOUT FOUR O’CLOCK IN THE AFTERNOON. Tori and Tyler were downstairs in the den playing with all of their new toys while their parents, grandparents, and great-grandmother lounged in mini-Africa watching Christmas specials on TV. Everyone was trying to recover from the feast Marlene had prepared earlier. The remainders of ham, turkey, dressing, collard greens, potato salad, macaroni salad, and chitterlings lay on the dining room table. For dessert, Marlene had made sweet potato pie, strawberry cheesecake, and banana pudding. Everyone desired to eat more, but their bodies wouldn’t tolerate another bite without exploding.  

“Looks like it turned out to be a white Christmas after all,” Marlene said joyfully to her family while gazing out the window. She loved watching the snow fall, concealing everything it touched.

“The snow is pretty and all, but I can do without the cold weather,” said Kim. She was seated directly in front of the fireplace and still had a blanket wrapped around her. Kim had lived in Columbus all twenty-four years of her life, yet she had never gotten used to the cold winters. Each year she complained as though she had never experienced this weather before. 

“Girl, you just need a lil’ meat on your bones,” Frances joked. “You don’t have enough fat on your body. You see all this meat on me”—she grabbed a chunk of her stomach—“it may not keep your man around, but it’ll sho’ keep you warm.”    

Everyone laughed, including Michael, although he felt sick after watching Frances’s actions. He prayed that Marlene wouldn’t adopt her mother’s appearance as they grew older. Frances truly did have a lot of internal insulation. She, Marlene, and Kim were all just a few inches over five feet, but they varied greatly in size. One of Frances’s dresses could wrap around Kim three times and still be too big. Marlene was somewhere in between the two.

Kim liked seeing her grandmother act silly and laugh instead of being so cantankerous. By now both of them had gotten over the spat they’d had on Michael’s birthday. “Mama, have you heard from Wendy?” Kim wanted to know.

“She called on Saturday and said that they made it to Philadelphia okay.”

“How long are they stayin’?” Frances inquired.

“Until after the New Year.”

“It’s different celebrating Christmas without Wendy,” Michael confessed. Christmas was one of Wendy’s favorite holidays, and he missed the excitement and joy she brought with her. 
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