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Dear Reader:

Mental illness can be a topic that is swept under the rug, especially when it comes to family. Such is the case with Antoinette “Toni” Williamson, who deserts her mother for decades while living and promoting the lie that she is deceased. When the truth is splattered on the front page of the local newspaper that her mom’s actually institutionalized, Toni’s life in Atlanta begins to crumble. It affects her design business and her relationship with her fiancé, Lamonte, and she flees to her hometown of Sparta, Georgia for comfort. However, there she discovers more secrets await her and meets challenges once she reconnects with her mother.

Stacy spent summers in Georgia listening to stories told by relatives on her porch, and now she creates her own provocative tale told through the eyes of Toni. Readers will enjoy a connection with the main character and her family members in this bittersweet journey that sheds light on mental health.

As always, thanks for supporting the authors of Strebor Books. We always try to bring you groundbreaking, innovative stories that will entertain and enlighten. I can be located at www.facebook.com/AuthorZane or reached via email at Zane@eroticanoir.com.

Blessings,
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This book is dedicated to Sparta, Georgia. Without you, there would be no stories, fond memories, or history. To all my teachers from Head Start through college who endured my fantastical dreams and interesting ways, thank you. There is a special place in heaven for you. Also to my furry friends Marcus Kinchlow and the late Lady Marie Williams, your presence provided a great source of inspiration. Finally, to my late childhood neighbor, Mrs. Elizabeth Carr. Thanks for always asking about me and inspiring me to keep writing.


Then
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“Let’s face it; everyone in life is passing for something.”

—Woodrow Guill, Sparta, Georgia

Clayton Kenneth Myles is my father. That’s my story and I’m sticking to it. Well, Clay and his partner, Russell Morris. They are two of many factors that always made me the odd girl. The one with two dads. The one with the rickety family tree.

Clayton whisked me to Atlanta on my ninth birthday; April Fool’s Day in 1984. I’d made a yellow cake in my Easy Bake oven, and before I could lick the milk chocolate frosting from my fingers, Aunt Mavis told me to go outside and play in a tire swing until my ride came. She joined me a few minutes later in the opposite swing, wearing her white nurse’s uniform.

We smiled at each other and she said, “Hard decisions have deep consequences.” She stood and gave me a tight hug. “This will make sense when you get older. We’re doing this because we love you.”

A speeding, shiny, black Chrysler Laser interrupted my “What do you mean?” The car topped the hill with a plume of smoky dust chasing its fender. The car skidded to a halt, and out jumped Cousin Clayton, a high school English teacher and the family grammarian. Tall, pencil-thin, and rubbing an immaculate goatee, he looked at us, his dark eyes misty from crying.

“Honey, have you heard the news?” he asked Mavis.

“What’s wrong?”

“Cousin, Marvin Gaye is dead! His father shot him in the chest earlier today. The grapevine—no pun intended—is saying he was strung out on cocaine and spending hours watching porn videos in his bedroom. He was wearing a maroon bathrobe he’d had on for days. He was convinced someone was going to kill him. I told Russell something wasn’t right when we went to Marvin’s last concert, but he wouldn’t confirm or deny anything,” said Clayton, peppering the rehash with sweeping hand gestures. His purple, short-sleeved cotton dress shirt and tie were soaked, as if he’d run a marathon, and his black slacks were equally wet. Clayton and Georgia heat were archenemies.

“Oh my,” said Mavis, clutching her chest. “What a waste of talent. I bet Russ and the other sound engineers are devastated. I know how you love your entertainers and how much you love Russ’s studio stories.” She gave him a suspicious gaze. “Do you remember the terms of our agreement?”

He eyed me swinging. Her words had jolted him back to the purpose of his visit, his mission. “We have her room decorated in pink and white.” To me, he said, “You’re going to love your canopy bed and dolls. I found some beautiful dolls on my last trip to India. It makes no sense for a little black girl to be in love with those hideous, pug-faced Cabbage Patch Kids.”

Mavis grabbed Clayton’s arm and they walked near the hydrangeas. I eavesdropped, caught fragmented utterances floating in the air. Georgia Mental Hospital. Paranoid Schizophrenia. Mall episode. Long recovery. As they leaned into each other, they stole glances at me and shook their heads in pity.

Mama was home one day, gone the next. I knew she wasn’t dead. Death always ushered in visitors, fried chicken, potato salad, and a slew of relatives who only appeared for funerals or when spoils were divided.

“Toni, go inside and get your suitcase,” said Aunt Mavis. “You’re going to Atlanta to stay with Cousin Clayton a few months. You’ll be back in time for school in September.”

“What about my classes?”

“Clayton pulled some strings. You’ll be in a magnet school until June.”

I peeled my body from the swing and ran to my room. My jelly shoes squeaked and a small breeze lifted my sundress. I zipped my packed suitcase and thought of my older sister, Willa. Last year, Mama sent her to live with our aunts, Norlyza and Carrie Bell. After making me test the food Willa prepared, Mama said she was poisoning our food with arsenic and d-CON pellets. I stepped onto the porch, suitcase in my left hand, Dream Skater doll in my right. I tiptoed into the middle of the adults’ conversation.

Clayton looked at Mavis. “So when is Greta coming home?”

“It’ll be a while. Raymond and I have to nurse her back to health again. We can’t keep her at the house, so she’s at the hospital. She’s flushing her meds down the toilet.”

“Do you think the episode had something to do with the divorce?”

“Hard to say. You know Greta has blue genes,” said Mavis, winking at Clayton.

“Blue genes, indeed,” he said.

“Mama has lots of blue jeans,” I added. “I want the picture of her in the tank top and Lee jeans. I loved the checkered dress I wore. Daddy was grinning and Mama had that half-smile on her face. I sat between them on the motorcycle in that picture. Remember, Aunt Mavis?”

“How could I forget? That particular cookout is one of the happiest recollections of my brother before he…” Her voice trailed off with the memory.

“What a cute suitcase,” said Clayton, lightening the mood. I followed him as he placed it in the backseat.

Aunt Mavis tightened my ponytail holder and hugged me again as I sat in the car. She closed my door and made Clayton promise to call her when we arrived in Atlanta. Clayton pulled down a pair of Ray-Bans from his sun visor. I caressed Dream Skater’s hair.

“You ready, Antoinette?”

“Yes, sir. I’m ready.”

“Don’t be nervous. This is temporary until your mother gets better. You’re with family, so there’s nothing to fear.”

“I’m not scared. I’m excited.”

“That’s the spirit.”

He slid a bubble wrap container in my lap.

“What is this?” I opened the container and flipped the cassette tape over twice. It read UNRELEASED.

“Our little secret. Russ smuggled this out of the studio. Sent it two weeks ago when he was out in L.A. doing studio work on Marvin’s latest album. Personally, I don’t think this little ditty will see the light of day now that he’s gone, but we get to hear it before the rest of the world.”

With that, he plopped in a cassette and we drove away listening to Marvin Gaye extol the sanctified lady saving her thing for Jesus. We became a dynamic duo that day, Wonder Twins passing for straight and sane, heading to Atlanta munching honey-roasted peanuts and drinking ice-cold Coca-Colas.


Now
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“Every morning I wake up clothed and in my right mind, I feel all right.”

—Lillian Stanton, Sparta, Georgia

Chapter 1

Threes. It always comes in threes. How else can I explain my fiancé, Lamonte, knocking on my backdoor, my cell ringing repeatedly, and a slew of reporters standing on my front lawn at seven in the morning? I’m not cut out for this. Not on a regular day and certainly not the morning of my engagement party.

“Baby, let me in,” says Lamonte.

His voice is so sexy he can talk the habit off a nun. I crack the backdoor open and my heart melts when I see him. During the spring and summer months, Lamonte ditches his suits in favor of starched collared shirts, chinos, and spit-shined oxfords. He holds my gaze, not showing any emotion.

“Lamonte, please tell me what’s going on,” I demand. I motion for him to come to the patio as I slide the door open.

“You haven’t said anything, have you?”

“Said anything about what? Is there something you haven’t told me? Is this about the Midtown project?”

Lamonte takes my left hand. I follow him, all towering six feet four inches of him, and sit on his lap at his favorite table in my house in the breakfast nook. We’d picked this one out together on a trip to St. Simons Island last year.

“Toni, baby,” he says, rubbing my left hand and massaging my right shoulder. “This has nothing to do with me. It’s about you. Actually, your family.”

“Is Clay in trouble?”

“I think you should take a look for yourself, Toni.”

I take a seat across from him now as he unfolds the Atlanta Journal-Constitution. There I am on the front page beneath the caption, “Mother Longs for Reunion with Daughters.” Not only does the caption knock the wind out of me, but the accompanying photo leaves me momentarily speechless. It is a replica of the one I keep tucked in the bottom drawer of my home office desk. My sister, Willa, and I wear matching pink and black turtleneck sweaters. Mama had jumped up from her spot next to Willa and me at Olan Mills Studio that afternoon. She refused to pose with us when the photo was taken; she said the people in the camera lens were making fun of her.

Lamonte moves closer now, knowing I have to take in every word, examine the train wreck the AJC has created on what is supposed to be one of the most memorable days of my life. He waits for my full explanation. I can’t offer one right now. His phone rings, startling us.

“Take it in the living room,” I whisper.

I continue reading, thankful I closed my shades last night. Even in this dimness, I feel naked. I look at the photo again and my heart aches for my mother.

Lamonte returns to comfort me again.

He sits back and rubs his clean-shaven face. “That was Richard on the phone. He said the paper will issue a formal apology to you by noon today. The picture was supposed to be in silhouette, but went to print with full exposure. Don’t panic, baby. Not now. We’ll get through this together.”

Richard Phelps, our mutual attorney, pokes fun at people so much we call it his side hustle.

“That’s easy for you to say. The AJC’s readership and my colleagues all think I’m a garden variety fruitcake.” I pause. “Did you say ‘together’? As in, we’ll go through with this engagement party and wedding?”

“Toni, I made a commitment to you. This doesn’t look good, but I want to give you a chance to respond to what I read this morning.” He holds up the article.

“How am I supposed to respond?”

“Start by telling me the truth. Please.”

“Lamonte, Clay has the answer for everything. But you and I both know he’s in no position to answer right now.”

He motions for me to sit in his lap again and I enjoy resting there for a brief moment. I feel like a fraud in his arms. I’m trying to find the right words to justify my lies, but I can’t. This wasn’t a white lie; this was more like a pastel one, the kind you tell when you know the truth will get in the way of your happiness.

“Toni, this is awkward. I’ll cook while we strategize.”

In Lamonte Dunlap fashion, he goes to the kitchen, raids the cabinets, and starts his usual Saturday morning ritual the two of us enjoy when life is simple and we’re not talking business and politics. He pulls down the Krusteaz pancake mix, grabs bacon and eggs from the fridge, and finds my bag of oranges so he can squeeze the life out of them the way we like.

“We have to think of something to say to the reporters. I’ll call the Blue Willow Inn to let them know we’re still on for the engagement party,” he says as he plops eggs into the pancake mix.

“Light on the eggs, Lamonte.” His back is turned to me, but I know his mind is moving at lightning speed. He hunches his shoulders as he stirs the mix. “You’re about to face more scrutiny than you have in your life. Are you ready?”

“I don’t want to be bothered with this today.”

“I’ll step out on the lawn after we eat and address the scavengers.”

“Yes, after we eat,” I say.

Lamonte prepares our plates and pours juice. “Everything will be fine. This will blow over before you know it.”

The elephant in the room grows. My hands tremble and my knees bounce as I think of an explanation. I’ve lied so long I’m not sure what the truth looks like.

I sigh and ask, “Aren’t you curious about the article?”

His face slackens as he sips juice. “If you want to explain, that’s your choice. I find it hard to believe the woman I’ve loved the last five years would keep a secret this huge from me. I’m waiting to hear what the mix-up is.”

Ouch. I face the man I love. The one I’ve only allowed a tiny glimpse into my world.

“I meant to tell you before the wedding, Lamonte. The opportunity never presented itself.”

“You were willing to have a wedding without having your mother present?”

I nod.

“What else should I know about you? You told me your mother died.”

I shift in my seat. My cottony mouth offers, “I was young when I moved to Atlanta. My family thought it would be good for me to have a break from my mother’s episodes.”

“Episodes?”

“She—”

Lamonte’s phone rings again. The voice announces Brooklyn Lucille Dunlap. Lamonte answers on the second ring. He accidentally presses the speaker button—a knack I can’t get him to shake—and his mother yells, “Where’s the lunatic?”

Lamonte quickly takes the phone off speaker and steps away from me. I can’t hear everything she says, but from her booming voice, I string together, “bad choice,” “not wife material,” and “crazy grandchildren.”

Lamonte holds up his hand and says to his mother, “I’m a grown man capable of making my own choices. Goodbye, Mother!”

He joins me at the table again, picks up the AJC, and re-reads the article. I see disappointment in his face and reach across the table to caress his hands. He pulls away.

“For twenty-three years, you’ve lived in this city without driving a few towns over to see your mother who’s institutionalized in a mental facility?”

“Lamonte—”

He reads from the article. “My family decided it was better to parcel my children out like land just because I lose my grip on reality sometimes. My own baby girl is a big-time architect in Atlanta and she won’t come to see about me.”

“Lamonte—”

He holds his hand up again and reads, “She is so ashamed of me she spells her business name like a man. She won’t use the name me and her father gave her.”

“Lamonte.”

“Toni, you told me the reason you spelled your name Tony was because you didn’t want to be discriminated against as a female architect.”

“That is true. When people see the name Tony Williamson, they assume I’m a man and are willing to do business with me. Tell me you haven’t noticed the shock in men’s faces when they meet me for the first time.”

“Toni, you’ve been in business five years. Everyone in Atlanta knows Tony Williamson. Your work defies gender. Even race. Who are you? Don’t I deserve to know who I’m about to spend the rest of my life with?”

I’ve got nothing. There is nothing I can say to him to convince him how sorry I am.

“Did you ever try to reach out to your sister all these years?”

“I tried. No luck.” I’ll fix this lie later.

Lamonte clears our plates from the table in silence. A die-hard penny-pincher, he rarely uses my dishwasher. Says it’s too expensive. Instead, he fills my sink with hot water, Dawn, and a capful of bleach and cleans the dishes. As if his scrubbing will wash away what is going on between us.

I join him at the sink, but he shoos me away, tells me to get ready for tonight. I gaze out the front window at my lawn; a few reporters remain.

I walk to my front door, yank the door open, stand in my robe and slippers and yell, “You are trespassing. Please leave the premises.”


Chapter 2
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After Lamonte leaves, I swipe a casual outfit from my closet and run to the office to pick up a few items I left last week. Most of my personal and household items are at a storage unit on Virginia Avenue. The drive from Atlanta to Conyers isn’t far, but Lamonte and I decided it would be easier for me to move into his house before the wedding. I have a few items at his place, but next week, I’ll move the bulk of my storage contents to his house. Our house.

My home is a management company’s dream: hardwood floors, fresh paint, a new roof, stained-glass windows, and exotic tile. Nothing says 1930 meets 2007 like modern upgrades. After five unsuccessful attempts to find a renter, I struck gold with an Atlanta Art Institute student. After a credit check and three separate creep-ups on her current apartment, I presented Giovanna with a lease. I think of her as I enter the building. This is where I first met her.

My hope is no one notices me as I dart in and out. I’m down to five to-dos on my party checklist for tonight. I can’t stop trembling, and my stomach is in knots over the party. How many people will show after reading the article? How will Lamonte react when someone brings up my mother?

Phillip, the doorman at my office building, opens the door for me and tips his hat, but averts his eyes, a first for him. I speed up, hoping to get this done and get out of the building ASAP.

I place a picture of Clay, Russell, and me in Cancun in a large box on my office chair. This will be one of the photos I place on the family portraits display at the Blue Willow Inn this evening. I gather up a few more items and check a few emails before leaving the office. I suspended work emails on my phone because I disconnect when I leave this place. Lamonte taught me how to unwind, kick up my feet once I step away from computer drafts. I log on and the first email I read takes my breath away.

Dear Ms. Williamson:

Due to recent findings, we regret to inform you that your donation to Daughters Alone will be returned to you within the week. Furthermore, your invitation as keynote speaker at our annual empowerment series has been rescinded. We cannot expose the girls to someone whose idea of motherhood is tainted and shrouded in lies. The girls looked up to you and even went out of their way to comfort you after learning your mother died in a plane crash when you were their age. We appreciate the time you’ve given the girls thus far—workshops, career day, tour of your firm—but the revelation that your mother is alive and well, albeit in horrific circumstances, makes it impossible to continue the mentorship agreement we have with you. I wish you well in your future endeavors.

Dr. Erin Crawford, CEO, Daughters Alone

I stare at the screen. Of all the work I’ve done in the community, mentoring with Daughters Alone has been the most rewarding. I pick up the phone to call Dr. Crawford and notice the email arrived at six o’clock this morning. She probably read the article after the paperboy tossed it on her porch around four-thirty. She boasted of being a zombie until her morning fix of coffee and the AJC kicked in.

As I hang the phone up, Kimmie Foster’s face comes to mind. She was most smitten with me when I joined the girls for the Orange Hat Tea at Restaurant Eugene. I didn’t get the orange hat reference until Dr. Crawford said orange represented the sunset, a new start. The girls, all left motherless by death, drugs, or abandonment, needed encouragement, hope for a better day. Kimmie sat next to me at the tea wearing a cream-colored Sunday-go-to-meeting suit that hung off her thin frame. I knew I’d purchase her new outfits with Dr. Crawford’s permission. She pulled at the coffee-colored stockings that resembled elephant wrinkles and crossed and uncrossed her skinny legs. She tried to hide her scuffed, cream-colored shoes by keeping her feet planted under the table. She was silent during the tour of my office, but at the tea, she leaned in to me and said, “You’re lucky your mama died. She couldn’t help it. My mama didn’t want me and I don’t think my aunt does either.”

I sipped sweet tea, remembering Dr. Crawford told me Kimmie’s mother couldn’t handle child-rearing responsibilities and walked out. “Kimmie, she has to get herself together. I’m sure she’ll be back when she’s ready.”

“How did your mother die?”

Until Kimmie asked, I never offered specifics. I sipped again and said, “She died in a plane crash when I was nine.”

Kimmie’s eyes locked with mine. “I’m sorry, Ms. Toni. I’m sure she’s in a better place.”

The sad memory of Kimmie’s eyes jolt me back to my emails. A string of emails from prospective clients inform me next month’s meetings are canceled. All of them. They read the same. “Due to unforeseen circumstances.” “Decided to go in a different direction.” “Found a comparable price with another firm.” The last one started with the words “integrity” and “character.” I shut the messages down because I can’t deal with this now.

Clayton Kenneth Myles’s life rule number one states, “Get through tough situations with a smile and a fierce poker face; you can collapse with tears and a bowl of Mayfield Butter Pecan ice cream later.” Clayton Kenneth Myles’s life rule number two states, “We are superheroes with the following letters on our chests: CLD. Cry. Lie. Deny. Pick one that bests suits the jam you’re in.” I’ll have to use rule number one tonight. It’s the only way I’ll be able to face our friends and my future in-laws.

At least I have Lamonte’s love and commitment. I’ve saved money over the years and can weather a financial storm if I can’t get new clients. Instead of a week for a honeymoon, Lamonte and I scheduled a month off to get adjusted to being husband and wife. I can count on him to comfort me until the wedding. He is my rock, the one person I’ve grown to depend on over the years.

I gather a few more items from my office and head to the lobby. I slightly trip on the newly buffed flooring and the contents of my purse scatter on the floor. I kneel, stuff the items back in my purse, and stop when I see my mother’s photo. Willa surprised her in this shot, caught her off guard when she wasn’t taking her meds. The wild look in her eyes reminds me of the times she anesthetized her pain with heart-wrenching soul tunes. Bill Withers was her Thorazine. Marvin Gaye was her Prolixin. Natalie Cole was her Haldol.

She stares back at me, the spitting image of her mother, Rose. I adjust my face with a smile so the pain doesn’t show. As I exit the building, Philip, eyes still downcast, bids me farewell. I wave to him. I turn once more, hoping our eyes meet as they always do. He gives me a sympathetic nod. A few spaces from the building, I find a bench, whip out Mama’s photo, and look at her half-smile, the one she flashed when she wasn’t medicated.


Chapter 3
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My most prominent memory of my mother’s psychotic breaks is one that happened at the Hatcher Square Mall in Milledgeville, Georgia. We stood near the wishing well water fountain filled with pennies. I’d just thrown in two pennies and prayed to the mental illness gods. I begged them to stop the voices my mother heard at three in the morning. She argued back and forth, assuring them she was a good person and a suitable parent. She scratched at her arms and scalp some mornings, pulling plugs of hair or making zigzag lines in her skin. Their accusations were many; she defended herself against each one.

Near the fountain, she ripped open a pack of Kools she had hidden in her pants pocket and lit one. She looked at each passerby and asked me, “Don’t you hear that bitch talking to me?”

I turned to see if a woman had tried to get our attention.

My mother popped the collar of her starched white shirt. “She’s got one more time to call me out my name.”

A security guard approached us. “Is everything okay here?” He pulled a radio from its holder on his wide belt.

She gave him a vicious once-over. She pointed her finger at him and beckoned him to come closer. “What do you think? I know you hear her too.”

Nervous, I chimed in, “Officer, everything is fine. We’re going to Strawberry Suds and Dreams.”

I guided her away from the fountain, upset that I’d left the house alone with her and without her medication. We were supposed to get perfume and then chicken breast sandwiches from Chicken Delite once we returned home. Only Aunt Mavis could calm her down in these instances. This episode had carried over from last night and I needed a way to get her out of this mall. Mama pointed to Strawberry Suds and Dreams before I could direct her attention to the exit.

We walked into the store as she muttered curses to the invisible woman stalking her. She lifted her hands, dropped them, and said through clenched teeth, “I ain’t doing it!” As cool as you please, her attention shifted to Hannah, a perky salesgirl pitching soaps and lotions at infomercial speed. Pink and red mister in hand, she moved toward us with a reserved smile.

“Hi, would you like to try our strawberry mist? Today’s special is buy two, get one free.”

Mama extended her left wrist to the young lady, whose pitch quickened with her interest. “It’s a light mist and part of the Strawberry Suds and Dreams Relaxation Collection.” She tossed shoulder-length curls to the left.

Mama ran her wrist under her nose. She shook her head, then insisted we leave. “I told you I don’t have a gun!” she shouted.

Hannah inched away from us to the register. She picked up the telephone and asked security to come to the store. I pulled Mama’s arm toward the store exit. Hannah’s call would trigger the worst in my mother and we had to leave. She dashed my hopes when she dropped to the floor, Indian-style, and beat the floor with her fists.

Her voice raised two octaves, startling shoppers who formed a small circle around her. “You can’t make me kill President Reagan!”

She bushwhacked the floor until blood trickled from her hands. The same security guard from the fountain broke through the circle of onlookers. He radioed nine-one-one, and a woman in the circle pulled me into her warm embrace. While others whispered, she knelt beside me and said, “I’ll be with you until the ambulance comes. Don’t be scared.”

“Can you call my Aunt Mavis?”

“I’ll find a pay phone and call after they take your mother. I can’t leave you here by yourself.”

She stood with me as paramedics entered the store with a gurney. Mama fought them with all her might, looking past me and my guardian angel. I panicked as a needle appeared and the male paramedic shot my mother’s left arm with precision. She lay still as they hoisted her on the gurney.

“Where are you taking her?” my guardian angel asked the paramedics.

“Georgia Mental. What can you tell us about her?” he asked.

I spoke up. “She hears voices. She didn’t take her meds.”

“Sounds like skits,” said the female paramedic. I watched them take my mother away. After sifting through her purse for change, my guardian angel found a pay phone and called Aunt Mavis. Her lips were moving, but I heard nothing as people passed us. They pointed at me, pity covering their faces. Minutes later, we were seated at the fountain again.

“Your Aunt Mavis is on her way from Sparta.”

I silently rested in her bosom again.

“I know what you’re going through. I work at Georgia Mental and some of my people are a little touched, too. We don’t talk about it much, though.”

“Why not?”

“The world ain’t got sympathy for people that’s different.” She rubbed my back. “You really don’t know me, do you?”

I shook my head and asked, “You’re from Sparta, too?”

She considered my question as she touched the sparkling chain looped around her stylish glasses. “I’ll let your Aunt Mavis tell you who I am.”


Chapter 4
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The June weather is perfect and the engagement party crowd isn’t as thin as I anticipated. I’m surprised so many people are here. Their smiles are tight and their congratulatory hugs limp, but they’re here. Their presence says they have faith we can weather this storm. Lamonte and I greet our guests on the Blue Willow Inn lawn. I look at the stately mansion and marvel at how my vision was transformed perfectly. The staff worked with me and recreated all my design sketches. Gazanias, begonias, and African marigolds are placed throughout the yard and on the steps in hues of red, pink, and gold in Tuscan planters. The Reed Thorne Jazz Band plays our favorite selections on the left side of the wraparound porch. The far end of the lawn is set up for our engagement party games. We zigzag through the maze of waiters and waitresses indulging our guests with champagne, cheese and bacon-stuffed mushrooms, pesto sriracha shrimp and basil bruschetta, fruit, cheeses, and julienned vegetables.

We shared our second date at The Blue Willow Inn; our first date was at my house putting out a small kitchen fire I started trying to cook Lamonte’s favorite dishes. I doused what was supposed to be smothered chicken and smashed potatoes with my kitchen fire extinguisher. The cream cheese pound cake stuck to the pan because I didn’t realize the pan required Baker’s Joy, and the yeastless rolls refused to rise. The following Saturday, we drove here to Social Circle and Lamonte politely said he didn’t mind cooking, but if our relationship continued, I’d have to master a few staples.

“You’d better let me see that ring!” a weak voice calls from the right.

I turn my attention to the cupcake bar. Decked out in matching seersucker suits are Russ and Clay. Russ’s suit is green, Clay’s, blue. Lamonte falls in step with me as I approach them. I bend toward Clay’s wheelchair and he makes a brave attempt to sit up, but falls back and coughs.

“Careful, Clay,” Russ admonishes and places the oxygen mask on his face.

Clay takes in a few bursts of oxygen, then removes the mask. “Honey, I wouldn’t have missed this party for all the cocaine in Columbia.”

“Or all the inside trader secrets from Wall Street,” Russ added.

The four of us laugh as Clay coughs again. Emphysema halted his teaching career, but his jokes are endless. His vanity made it nearly impossible for us to make him wear the mask instead of the nasal cannula. He swore he was cuter in the cannula and felt the mask obstructed his handsome face.

Clay makes slight moves in his chair. He wants to dance, but his body is unwilling. “Is that what I think it is?” He hums in time with the band’s vocalist. It isn’t until Russell matches his humming that I remember the song.

“Mysterious vibes, that we share. God’s love is in the air. We’d know the Blackbyrds anywhere.”

As if chasing away a memory, Clay silences Russell with a finger to his lips. He smiles at me. “Hold your ring finger out for me.”

I place my left hand in his as he turns the ring around, observing every detail as he did my clothes and shoes when I was younger. “Now that is the princess of all princesses. How exquisite.” He faces Lamonte. “Who designed it?”
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