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More Praise for A Love So Deep

“A Love So Deep is a heart-warming love story between a man and a woman. It is a story of a friendship between two men. It is also a story about new and unexpected beginnings. The images are vivid, and I could feel the cold crisp morning, I smelled the Chivas at the Water Hole, I could feel the music at the church, and I could taste the meals Sister Mary Ross prepared. You might forget what someone says, but you always remember how it made you feel. A wonderful read.”

—Doris Rose, reader, Sacramento, California
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Dedication

In memory of my beloved mother, Ada Elizabeth Goward

and

To my father, Calvin Graham Goward, Sr.

Love never fails.
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Prologue




It was early fall, and weeping willows bowed to sun-baked lawns while giant redwoods spanked the skies, casting a lazy-like setting about the Bay Area. Maple trees were adorned with leaves of gold and reddish brown while squirrels scampered up twisted branches in preparation of the winter months that lay ahead. It was an enchanting feeling—a movie set backdrop. The summer was coming to an end, but its remnants were still very evident.

It was five in the morning when Charlie Ford, Dexter Brown, Bobby Fuller, with Graham Peters bringing up the rear, strode onto the Berkeley Pier, carrying tackle boxes, bait, chairs, and insulated coffee mugs filled with steaming coffee. The sun was not due to come up for another hour. The calm and peacefulness the water yielded was just right for the few fish that might nibble on their hooks.

Not much talk passed between the four men. This was to be a short trip—a two-hour excursion to help lift the spirits of a friend. Then it would be back to Bobby’s house for his wife’s hot, homemade biscuits with honey oozing from their sides along with a plate of soft-scrambled eggs, a couple pounds of bacon, and fresh brewed coffee to wash it all down. If they were fortunate to catch a few fish in the process, that would be all right, too.

Their poles were extended, lines laying in wait, birds chirping signaling the day to begin. An hour passed, and the sun rose like a yellow monster ready to devour the city. Its reflection illuminated the water a little at a time as it rose over the Oakland and Berkeley Hills to sneak a peek at the four men.

“Something’s biting,” Charlie yelled, reeling in a three-pound halibut. “Hey now, I got me a fish for dinner.”

“Who you gonna get to clean and cook it for you?” Dexter chimed in. “See, I’ve got me a woman that’ll clean my fish, fry it up in a great big pan, and serve it on a platter with homemade potato salad, collard greens, and hush puppies.”

“But you don’t have no fish for your woman to fry,” Charlie countered, letting out a great big howl and slapping Bobby with a high five.

“I wouldn’t eat the fish from the bay anyway. Heard there might be mercury in the water,” Dexter said. “These puny little bass and halibut out in this water is just for sport—test your skills.”

“Amanda!” Graham shouted, jumping into the water, causing the other men to gasp out loud in alarm. Graham gasped for air, his arms flailing around like he was cheering on his favorite offensive end, Jerry Rice of the Oakland Raiders.

“My God, Graham. What’s gotten into you? What are you doing?” Charlie shouted at the top of his lungs, ditching his pole and jumping in. Graham could not swim.

Dexter and Bobby threw down their poles and ran to the water’s edge. Sixty-two-year-old Charlie was the only one in the bunch who could swim, and he was giving it his all in the cold, murky water to save the life of his best friend.

Three feet out into the water, Charlie’s muscular arms grabbed onto Graham, pulling him up. Bubbles came out of Graham’s mouth. Charlie gave him a quick glance while paddling back to shore.

Anxious faces looked down at Charlie as he neared the shore. Dexter and Bobby extended their arms and pulled him onto the bank.

Graham’s body trembled as he stood facing the group. His wet clothing stuck to him like Saran Wrap. His teeth clinked together in rapid succession, making a chattering sound. Bobby took off his jacket and placed it around Graham’s shoulders.

Graham appeared tired and worn as he stared back at the alarmed men who were unable to utter a word. He looked at each one individually—Charlie, Dexter, and Bobby—then shut his eyes, clasping his hands over his face. He let out a sigh and his shoulders slumped with the weight of his grief. Amanda’s death sapped the life straight out of him.

“What’s wrong with you Graham?” Charlie shouted out of fear. “You could have drowned out there? Talk to me.”

“Stop it, Charlie,” Dexter cut in. “I know you’re still hurting,” he said, turning to Graham. “It’s gonna take some time, but you hang in there buddy. It’ll be all right after awhile.”

“Manda, Manda, Manda,” Graham moaned over and over again, his tears flowing like a busted fire hydrant. He fell to his knees, shaking his head, unashamed of his outburst. Life didn’t seem worth living now that Amanda was gone. Charlie held onto him. His crying was so uncontrollable that his body shook violently as if he had been injected with a thousand volts of electricity.

“It’s gonna be all right, man.” Charlie hugged and squeezed his best friend. “If I could, I’d bring Amanda back, but that is not humanly possible. I loved Amanda, too. I wish I could somehow drain the pain from you, but for now, you’ll have to trust that I’ll be there for you.”

“I can’t go on without my beloved Amanda,” Graham wailed.

Charlie, Dexter, and Bobby sat down on the bank next to Graham and wiped tears away from their own eyes.








Chapter 1




She was everywhere. Everywhere Graham turned and in everything he touched, she was there. Her reflection peered back at him when he looked in the mirror. She was a glimmer of light on a distant ocean. He felt her hand graze his while placing the oversized pillow on her favorite spot on the sofa. On the day he’d gone fishing, there she was in all her radiant beauty, staring back at him through the ripples in the water, and he had jumped in to try and save her.
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It was almost two months to the day since Amanda died. Graham had not ventured out of the house except for the day he’d gone fishing with his buddies. He sat home day in and day out waiting for Amanda to return so they could resume their life together. But with the passing of time, his obsession left him scraping the bottom of loneliness.

Today was going to be a new day, Graham promised himself. Self-pity had its place, but now he was ready to rise from its shadow. As he lay on the couch trying to make good on that promise, he was suddenly twenty again—a young man recently come to the Bay Area from St. Louis to follow a dream.
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Graham’s best friend, Charlie Ford, had arrived in the Bay Area a year earlier. Charlie’s Uncle Roscoe, or Roc as he preferred to be called, migrated to California after the war, finding work at the Naval Air Station in Alameda. Uncle Roc had invited Charlie to come out west after high school.

Graham and Charlie went way back. They met at junior high school. Charlie was one year older and seven inches taller than Graham, although Graham swore he was six feet tall when he had his Sunday-go-to-meeting shoes on. Charlie had coal-black, wavy hair that appeared an iridescent blue depending on the light. Graham had a thick crown of self-made waves with the help of a little Murray’s hair pomade and a stocking cap. They were a pair. You’d rarely see one without the other. And yes, they could turn the charm on and were not accustomed to being without a girl wrapped in each arm.

Graham and Charlie played football in high school and were the main ingredient in a singing group they formed. Now Graham found himself in the Bay Area by way of Southern Pacific Railways with a shoebox filled with all his worldly possessions under his arm. Graham’s mother, Eula Mae Perry Peters, had died suddenly of a brain aneurism, one short year after his father died. So Graham set off to see the world, leaving his two younger sisters behind with his Aunt Rubye to care for them.

It was Graham’s first week in Oakland. The city was all a-buzz—a little like St. Louis, except that there were more jobs for Negroes and maybe a chance to strike it rich. Striking it rich didn’t seem to be a likely event in Graham’s immediate future unless he accidentally fell into it, but he did like the feel of the place he now called home.

Charlie subletted a small room from his Uncle Roc and asked Graham to stay with him until he got on his feet. There would be no problem with Graham getting a job. Hire notices were posted all over the black community. Everyone was looking for young, strong Negro men to work in the Naval shipyard, lifting heavy cargo.

But this was the weekend, and Graham was ready to see the sights. It had been a long, tedious ride on the train. The bright lights of the San Francisco Bay were a wonderful welcome mat for a young kid a long way from home.

“Come on, Graham,” Charlie shouted. “The show’s gonna start in about an hour. Man, you and me will be back in business in no time—all the babes we want.”

“Church, Charlie? You’ve gotta be kidding. All of those clubs we passed on the way in. I’m sure we can find some good-looking girls there. I’m ready to unwind a little, kick up my heels.”

“Relax, Graham. They say if you want a real woman, go to the church house. There’s a convention going on at this big church up on Market Street that’s about three blocks away and in walking distance. My man, Curtis MacArthur, swore up and down that there’s gonna be a lot of babes at the convention. They come from far and wide. Graham, man, you can take your pick—short ones, tall ones, skinny ones, fat if you like, but there’s enough to go around for seconds, thirds if you want. There’s gonna to be good music, eating and even a little preaching, but this is the place to be if you want the cream of the crop.”

“Charlie, you are crazy. You should have been a car salesman. Anyway, I don’t have anything to wear.”

“That’s no problem. Uncle Roc got plenty of suits. They might be a tad bit too big, but they’ll do for tonight.” Charlie laughed and hit Graham on the back. “You’re my buddy, and we’re a team. Now what kinda friend would I be strolling with a fine babe on my arm and my best friend sitting back in the room all by himself?”

“You don’t want me to answer that…?”

“Go on, tell me.”

“What makes you so sure any of these girls are gonna even look at you? They’re lookin’ for preachers so they can become first ladies. No slick, jive-talking, unrepentant, tall, dreamy-eyed, dark-haired boy without an ounce of salvation got half a chance.”

“I was counting on that tall, dreamy-eyed, dark-haired boy to do the trick.” They both laughed until it hurt.

“You’re right,” Graham continued, “we are a pair, but you run on tonight. I’ll catch you in church another time.”

“Suit yourself, buddy. You’re gonna wish you were there. And don’t let me have to tell you I told you so.”

“Get on and get out of here. I might take a walk later.”

“Gonna try and sneak a peek, eh?”

“Catch you later.”

Graham sat in the room contemplating life—what he was going to do tonight and then tomorrow. An hour had passed since Charlie left. It seemed the whole neighborhood had evaporated into the night—a hushed quiet that made Graham a bit wary. He jumped up and went to the window, but only the stars and the moon dared to stare back at him, the moon illuminating his face in the windowpane.

Graham grabbed his jacket off the chair and headed out the door. He wasn’t sure where he was going, but he knew he needed to get out of that noiseless house—maybe hear a little music, ahh maybe some preaching, but he wanted to be where there was life and a little reminder of home.

He headed West passing a few couples out strolling. Then he noticed the cars—so many lined the street. He continued another block, and the cars—Buicks, Packards, and Fords, inhabited every available space on either side of the street. Yeah, he would own one of them one day. Then he heard it, felt it reverberate throughout his body. It reminded him of thunder, cymbals crashing. Yes, someone was having a good time, and it didn’t sound like the blues they were playing back at Slim’s in St. Louis.

As Graham neared the big church on Market Street, a flurry of activity surrounded it. The building seemed to sway on its cinder blocks, careful not to empty its precious cargo from inside. It was ten p.m., and although there seemed to be a lot going on inside the church, there was a lot happening outside as well. Small circles of young people milled about holding conversations. Suddenly, Graham was converged upon by a sea of purple and white choir robes which dutifully stretched into a single line waiting to march into the sanctuary. Graham looked around, but Charlie was nowhere to be found.

As Graham inched closer, a beautiful girl in her late teens emerged from the fellowship hall. She was about Graham’s height, give or take an inch. She wore the prettiest white silk suit and a white pill hat with a bow made of lace attached to the front. The ends of her hair were turned up in a shoulder-length flip that accentuated her nutmeg-colored skin. But it was the nut-brown legs that made Graham come from his hiding place. Graham stumbled over a workhorse that had been placed over an open manhole. He regained his composure and followed her right into church.

He’d forgotten for a moment that he was not dressed appropriately, but that didn’t matter. Charlie was right; “the crème de la crème” resided here. Someone called “Amanda,” and the girl with the nut-brown legs waved her hand. What a pretty name. Graham would have to move closer if he was going to say anything to her at all. She looked his way and then quickly away, bobbing her head to the music as the choir marched in. She looked his way again, and Graham locked upon her gaze and didn’t let go.

She seemed shy in a girlish sort of way, but Graham forged ahead. He pushed closer to her, the crowd unyielding until he was within an inch from touching her nose.

“Hi, Amanda,” he said above the noise.

She sneered at him, wrinkling up her nose.

“Who are you, and how do you know my name?” Amanda Carter demanded.

“That’s a secret,” he said, even more mesmerized by her beauty. “My name is Graham.” He extended his hand. “I’m going to be a preacher one day.”

Graham saw the puzzled look on her face. “What does that have to do with me?” she retorted, leaving his hand in mid-air.

“Well…I…Would you like to go outside and talk for a few minutes?”

Amanda cocked her head back hesitating before she spoke. Her eyes cut a path down the length of his body and rested on his wrinkled khaki pants and blue pea coat that had doubled as a pillow on his trek to the west.

“Sure, why not,” she said nonchalantly. “You seem harmless enough, but after this choir sings. They are so good.”

Oh, if Charlie could see him now. Graham could tell Ms. Amanda liked the attention he was giving her, although she pretended she didn’t. When the choir finished singing, they quietly went outside. They made small talk, but Graham was transfixed by her beauty (eyes the color of ripe olives embedded in an oval, nutmeg-colored face) and those beautiful nut-brown legs that he wished he could wrap his own around. Actually, he wanted to reach out and touch her, maybe place a kiss on those fine chiseled lips of hers that smelled of sweet berries when he got close enough to catch a whiff.

There was something about Amanda that was different—unlike those other girls who stumbled over themselves vying for the chance to be his lady. Graham Peters became a different person that night—his heart ached for Amanda Carter, a girl he had just met. If given half a chance, he would cherish her until the end of time.







Chapter 2



Two hours had elapsed when the telephone’s ring brought Graham out of his reverie.

“Who’s wanting me now?” he said aloud. “Don’t they know I just wanna be left alone? Shut up!” he hollered at the telephone as the caller made no attempt to give up its quest to be heard. Graham made no attempt to answer. “All people want to do is give advice and get in your business,” Graham grumbled. And he was having no parts of it.

Graham walked listlessly around the house, finally retreating to his bedroom. “Why Amanda, why?” Graham cried out loud, throwing his hands in the air. He sat on the edge of the bed, closed his eyes, and shook his head. He would not fulfill his promise to himself today. Maybe tomorrow, Graham thought.

Graham stood up and ran his hand along the dresser where Amanda kept her things. There were photos of their two girls, Deborah and Elizabeth, now fully grown with families of their own. The pictures were taken when they were five and six years old, respectively. Sitting next to the pictures was Amanda’s jewelry box. It held everything from precious gems to costume pieces. Many were gifts the girls or Graham had given her. Amanda cherished each and every piece and would often tell people she couldn’t part with them.

Graham rifled through the box until his heart stopped where his finger had also stopped. In the midst of all those trinkets was the rose pendant Graham had given Amanda on their first date as a token of his love and affection. Graham picked up the pendant and twirled it in his hand. He clutched it tightly, finally bringing it to his chest. The memory was so vivid—that first date. Graham fell on the bed and let time take him to the moment when he knew for sure that Amanda was his true love.
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It had been three weeks since Graham set eyes on Amanda at the big church on Market Street. Amanda lived not far from Charlie’s Uncle Roc, but it was difficult to see her. Since Graham worked during the day at the Naval shipyard, it was next to impossible for Amanda to meet Graham. Mr. and Mrs. Carter kept a tight rein on their daughter. The best that Graham and Amanda could hope for was a phone call here and there.

As fate would have it, Graham got a weekend off and vowed to see Amanda. After giving Charlie what he owed for rent, Graham took five dollars from his remaining salary and set off to find something nice for her. A man bearing gifts had to amount to something. He’d show the Carters what he was made of.

There was an H. G. Grant store downtown that sold nice little trinkets; hopefully, he would find something befitting Amanda. He had called her the night before and asked her to meet him there for a fountain soda. Then he would give her the gift.

Graham circled the jewelry counter examining each piece. His eyes finally rested on the most beautiful rose pendant he had ever seen. He picked up the pendant and examined it thoroughly. A big, burly white woman peered at him from over the counter, sure Graham had no money to pay for the pendant. It made Graham’s heart soar when he asked those steely-blue eyes how much the pendant cost. When she said $3.95, he handed her a five-dollar bill. It made his heart even happier when he saw Amanda walk through the door and head for the lunch counter.

Graham hoped she was as happy to see him as he was to see her. It was the longest three weeks, but sometimes things worth having took a long time to obtain. He saw her look around, then look at her watch, wondering if he would show. He picked up his stride, walked up behind her, and whispered, “Hi, Amanda. You look so pretty today.”

Unable to contain her smile, Amanda blushed openly. Graham and Amanda stood at the counter and ordered floats, then sipped in silence. It was easy on the phone, but talking to each other in person posed a real challenge. Neither of them had felt this way about anyone else. They were both so young, however, nothing had prepared them for how they felt now. Graham sipped the last of his float and prepared to speak.

“I have a little something for you. I hope you don’t mind.”

“What is it, Graham?”

“You’ll just have to open it and see,” he said excitedly.

Amanda reached into the bag and pulled out the cardstock that held the rose pendant. Her smile turned to a frown. “I can’t accept this, Graham. My parents would be furious.”

“They wouldn’t have to know; it’s just between us. You can wear it whenever we’re together. Do you like it? I picked it out special for you.”

“Yes, I like it…I like it very much It’s the best gift anyone has ever given me outside of my mother and father.”

Graham was pleased with himself.

They sat staring at each other, each wanting a little more. A long A-line wool skirt now covered those nut-brown legs that Graham had admired. The wrinkled shirt and khaki pants Graham wore on the night he met Amanda were replaced with a red-and-white-striped, short-sleeved shirt that was tucked in a pair of starched blue slacks.

“I need to run home now. I’d like to see you again, though. Maybe we can meet in the park.”

“How about tomorrow?” Graham said gleefully. “I have the whole weekend free. Mosswood Park isn’t too far from here. We could meet about noon.”

“I have to go to church tomorrow, but maybe I can get away around two o’clock.”

“Okay, that would…”

“Graham, I have a better idea. Why don’t you come to church tomorrow? That way, my parents would see you—even get to meet you.”

Graham pondered this. Church was where he met her, but he certainly had no intention of venturing back there anytime soon. Graham saw the spark in Amanda’s eyes, and somehow he knew that if he disappointed her, he would probably lose her forever. He must really be in love to agree to attend church services. There was nothing left to do but say yes.
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Graham was cute and even a little intelligent—well, maybe very intelligent in a weird sort of way. He was kind and attentive, although the extent of their casual relationship had been through the telephone lines.

Amanda’s eyes searched the pews looking for Graham, not wanting to appear too anxious. He said he would come to the eleven o’clock service that had been in progress for the past ten minutes. Then she spotted him in the rear of the church. She slowly turned her head back toward the front, satisfied things were falling into place. She allowed herself a small grin—surprised by her own forwardness, her attempt to be a catalyst in bringing the two of them together.

She was in love and like a flower in bloom.

There were plenty of walks in the park after that day in church—the trip to the Santa Cruz boardwalk and many root beer floats were slurped from the counter of H. G. Grant. A few kisses were shared between them—sweet, tender kisses. And their bodies begged for more than Amanda was willing to give at the time.

There would be more than enough time for that, as Graham finally proposed to Amanda four months later, to the delight of both Deacon and Mrs. Carter. And to top it all off, Graham became a deacon in the big church up on Market Street—a place Amanda knew Graham had come to love. It wasn’t just the people or the fact he met Amanda there, it was the love that transcended the place and how Graham was taken in among its members and made one of their own. And now he was going to marry the head deacon’s daughter. He and Charlie could have never envisioned this back in St. Louis.
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Graham opened his eyes. The house was dark and still. He must have lain there a long time, because the street lamps provided the only light that shone in his empty house and empty heart. It was then he realized that the rose pendant was still in his hand. He slowly rose from the bed and put the pendant back in the jewelry box, closing the lid gently. Another day had come and gone.







Chapter 3



Particles of sunlight filtered through the venetian blinds. Graham lay outstretched across the bed in clothes that had hugged his body for the last three days, unwilling to let go of the body they held hostage.

For a brief moment, Graham thought about Charlie and some of the other buddies he had shut out of his life in the past month. Charlie was thick-skinned, didn’t bruise easily, and was always ready to do battle with Graham. Maybe he’d give Charlie a call. Naw, then he’d have to sit and listen to all of the escapades that took Charlie longer to tell than it took to change four flat tires on a busy interstate.

Graham was restless and that only added to his loneliness. Graham jumped out of bed, stopping for only a brief moment to catch a glimpse of himself in the mirror. The mirror was unkind, but Graham didn’t care. Who was going to see him today anyway? The large grandfather clock that sat in the corner of the formal living room chimed nine times.

Graham didn’t bother to splash water on his face or pick up the toothbrush and toothpaste to chase away the germs and bad odor that had taken residence in his mouth. If life’s urgency weren’t so demanding, he’d probably forego that as well. He made a feeble attempt to wash his hands, and then sauntered into the kitchen.

The contents of the refrigerator stared back at Graham while he carefully weighed his options. Nothing seemed appealing until he saw the lone egg tucked in the back of the refrigerator. An egg sandwich would do, Graham thought. He bent down low, reaching in with his large hand to pick the egg up from its resting place. In his haste to get the egg, Graham’s thumb pushed through the side of the thin shell, spilling yolk onto the shelf below. Graham retrieved his hand, slamming the refrigerator door shut in disgust, leaving the contents of the broken egg inside.

Graham had no taste for anything now and started to ease down into a kitchen chair when the doorbell rang. “Who the hell is it?” Graham stammered. The doorbell rang two more times until he could hear the tiny footsteps retreat. He went to the front window and looked out, catching the backside of Sister Mary Ross from the church. Graham believed Sister Mary was a little sweet on him. She does have a nice behind for a fifty-four-year-old woman all bottled up in that too-tight paisley print skirt, but not as nice as Amanda’s, he thought. Maybe he’d hook Sister Mary up with Charlie. But she’d probably smother him to death.

Sister Mary left another package on the front porch—probably more food. She had come by last Tuesday and Thursday also with a hefty plate of food. Graham’s first impulse was to leave it on the porch, but instead, he was compelled to go outside and get the package, since Sister Mary was kind enough to think of him and bring it by.

A blast of hot air met his unwashed face. He picked up the package along with the daily newspaper from the cement porch and hurried back inside. The brown paper bag contained a large plate of succulent turkey breast surrounded by homemade mashed potatoes and gravy, homemade macaroni and cheese, collard greens, and two pieces of cornbread. But nothing teased Graham and made his mouth water like Mary’s thin-crust, sweet potato pie that none in the immediate community could emulate. Two slices sat atop the canopy of wonderful food.

Graham tossed the plate into the refrigerator. He was not in the mood for turkey breast at that hour. But he sat down in front of the two pieces of sweet potato pie—Sister Mary’s famous sweet potato pie that was about to bring him joy. He placed his fork in the pie, gently cutting a piece from the pointed end and slowly lifting it to his mouth. He sat it on the edge of his tongue, savoring the taste for only a moment, then repeating the cycle until the first piece of pie had been consumed. As he started to cut into the second piece, Graham laid his head on the cluttered table, closing his eyes, allowing time to travel once again to a happier moment in his life.
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Amanda was so beautiful coming down the aisle. The Victorian-lace gown with its long, flowing train caressed Amanda’s body with the elegance of a princess. Sister Mary’s cousin, Loretha, a talented seamstress, had outdone herself this time. And Loretha couldn’t contain her smile as she marveled at her own handiwork.

Amanda’s best friend, Nadine Parker, was her maid of honor while Charlie stood as best man for Graham. Deacon Elroy and Martha Carter were proud parents that day, looking longingly after their only child who was leaving their house for his. They say Deacon Carter had to be nearly pried away from Amanda’s arm.

Not a soul from Graham’s family attended the wedding. His Aunt Rubye didn’t have the fare for herself and his two sisters to come out West. Graham would have to share with them later how wonderful that day had been. The date was April 7, 1946.

They didn’t have a honeymoon. However, Graham promised Amanda that he would one day take her wherever she wanted to go. After the reception held in the great fellowship hall, with a hundred well-wishers partaking in the celebration, the couple quietly slipped away and headed for the San Francisco beach. They took off their shoes and wiggled their feet in the sand. They strolled the length of the beach, discussing the rest of their lives together, letting the breeze swish through them—symbolic of their newfound freedom.

Amanda was in college working on her associate degree in early childhood. She wanted to become a teacher. Graham promised that she could continue until she received her degree. He had no plans of standing in the way of his new wife’s goals and aspirations.

They got back in the car Graham had purchased a few months ago, with the money saved working overtime at the shipyard, and drove to the pier to catch the cable car. Things were looking up. He thought Charlie might be a little jealous now that Amanda had come into his life to stay, however, Graham reassured Charlie that he was his best friend and always would be.

They rode the cable car to Lombard Street, the crooked street that San Francisco is famous for. Coit Tower stood high on a hill to the north, and Alcatraz sat in a blanket of fog surrounded by the bay. The time had come to commence their love that was to last a lifetime. They headed toward home.
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Graham tried to raise his head, but thoughts of Amanda lured him back to the vision of their wedding night. They went to Graham’s apartment, now their apartment, and embraced for the longest time. They pulled back and looked into each other’s eyes, caught up in the moment. Their lips met, tasting and teasing seductively.

Graham held his love, flesh of his flesh, bone of his bone. The softness of her skin tantalized him while her round black eyes peered at him seductively. Amanda’s dimple, tucked in her left cheek, smiled at him as he placed another kiss upon her lips. Graham wrapped his arms around her petite, nutmeg-colored frame, ready to release her from her white Victorian lace dress, so he could gaze upon and feel those nutmeg-colored legs of hers and everything else she had to offer.

Amanda was nervous, maybe a little shy, for the moment had come that she had waited for the last seven months. Although she felt the heat of passion many times before during their courtship, Amanda found that tonight she was unprepared to take their passion to a new level, a level where fire and desire would become consumed until they wanted no more. She was a quick study; and she slept like a baby afterward.

The next day, Graham couldn’t take his eyes from his bride. Pride welled up in him like ten helium balloons. She seemed so at ease as she went about the day, as if she had been accustomed to the routine. Maybe she had attended one of those sophisticated schools of etiquette, but the most likely candidate was her mother, whose tutelage Amanda received each day of her life.

Graham raised his head from the table now, full of the memories that kept Amanda near him. He felt nauseous. He had not eaten a real meal in days—his only sustenance the two pieces of Sister Mary’s sweet potato pie. You couldn’t tell it by the pile of dishes that stood a mile high off the Formica counter. Graham had tried to eat but ended up leaving most of it on his plate or throwing it away. His daughters had called checking up on him, but he always told them he was doing fine.

He started for the refrigerator to retrieve the plate of food Sister Mary had sent, but the sharp smell of chicken grease brought back a month of Sundays and Amanda sweating over a large, black cast-iron skillet—grease popping across its surface like Orville Redenbacher popcorn.
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Amanda was a good cook and crisp, fried chicken was one of her specialties. Their house could have passed for a fast-food chicken joint the way folks flocked to it when they smelled Amanda’s deep-fried chicken bubbling in the hot grease. Its golden-brown skin waited to be spanked by fat and thin lips that hung open in anticipation. Charlie was at the table as often as Graham and would have had to have a life-threatening illness to miss Amanda’s fried chicken. According to Charlie, it was the best in the West.

Sundays after church, the Peters’ house was the place to be. Amanda would cook four chickens to the delight of all invited to their table. With the exception of Graham, Charlie, Deacon and Sister Carter, all others had to rotate turns, because Amanda and Graham just couldn’t feed everybody at the same time and on the same day. And after Amanda had the girls, the Sunday list got smaller still.

But Graham remembered it so vividly—the first full night they were together after they had married. Amanda promised to fix him a wonderful dinner. She even put out a few pieces of china her mother and father had given them as a wedding present and placed a long, slender candle in the center of their tiny wooden table.

Graham was listening to the radio. The commentator talked about a boxing match that took place a couple of nights before. Negroes were anxious to have a black hero in this event. As Graham sat listening, the smell of the hot chicken frying wafted under his nose. He rose to follow its scent. There in her petite splendor was Amanda slaving over a big, black skillet frying up some of the best fried chicken he’d ever taste in his life.

Amanda’s back was to Graham, and the roundness of her well-defined hips and those shapely legs beckoned him forward. He tiptoed quietly behind her, placing his hands on either side of her curvaceous hips, letting his hand glide down and around the mound of flesh that had his lips watering.

“Stop it, Graham, you’re going to make me burn myself,” Amanda said, playfully swatting Graham’s hands.

“The chicken was smelling so good, and I couldn’t resist coming in to get a better whiff, but what I got instead…”

Pop!

“Ouch, ‘Manda. That hurt.”

Amanda turned to look at Graham, her hair swinging as she did. She still wore her hair in a flip, just like she did the day Graham met her, with her bangs pulled back with a yellow headband. “You’re such a baby, Graham, but I love you.” And she planted the sweetest kiss on his lips.

Graham did not want to remove his lips from hers. He could have stayed there all night holding her close and tight. “Better not let the chicken burn,” he said finally, still caressing those fine hips of hers. Amanda playfully smacked his hands again, so she could remove the chicken from the bubbling grease.

Amanda arranged the chicken neatly on a platter just as she had seen her mother do. She pulled a dish of baked macaroni and cheese from the oven. There were fresh green beans simmering in a pot along with some thinly sliced onions, new potatoes, and bacon pieces. Homemade cornbread rounded out the feast. She set the dishes of food on the stove since the small wooden table would not hold it all. Graham was in awe. He had not experienced love in this form since he left Aunt Rubye’s house. Now he had a wife who made him feel special and loved and looked good enough to eat, as did the food she set before him.

They ate from the china while sipping wine from the long-stemmed goblets Nadine had given them. This was their first whole day and second night together as newlyweds. They looked across the table at each other in silence, passing messages between them that only they understood. The mood was peaceful, and nothing could take away from how they felt at this moment.

“I’d like to dance, Graham. Turn on the phonograph and play some Mahalia Jackson.”

“She’s a gospel singer, ‘Manda. We can’t dance to that.”

“She’s my favorite singer. I hear she might even sing at Carnegie Hall one day. Anyway, I don’t care what she’s singing as long as we can dance to it.”

“Okay, ‘Manda. Anything for you.”

“You mean that, Graham?” Amanda stepped back and put her hands on her hips and tossed her head up and down, looking at the full length of her man.

“Yes, Amanda, anything for you within reason. You know I will lay down my life for you, even go the last mile for you as long as this love of ours stands the test of time.”

“I’ll always love you, Graham Peters…from your young, boyish and handsome face with the cutest little eyelashes curled tight at the ends to the soles of your size-nine feet. Come here.”

And with that, she took Graham by both hands bringing him close to her, twirling him around and then letting him take the lead as Mahalia sang, “I believe for every drop of rain that falls, a flower grows. Out there in the dark somewhere, a candle glows. Every time I hear a newborn baby cry or touch a leaf or see the sky, I believe, I believe.”







Chapter 4



Graham was unaware of how many days and nights had passed. The last that he could recall was slow dancing with Amanda to one of Mahalia Jackson’s songs.

What time is it? Graham wondered, stumbling out of bed scratching his head. The clock on the nightstand with its illuminated hands read ten o’clock. Next to the clock stood an opened, half-empty bottle of Johnny Walker Red. “How did this get here? I don’t drink,” Graham said aloud, snatching the bottle from its resting place and bringing the neck of the bottle to his mouth. “Ahh, that was good.” And Graham fell back on the king-size bed and went to sleep.

The continuous banging at the front door roused Graham from his slumber. He slowly, mechanically, walked in the direction of the noise, knocking a picture off the wall but managing to remain on two feet.

“Graham, are you in there?” the voice on the outside shouted. “If you are, open up this door.”

“Go away,” came the feeble reply.

“Graham, if you don’t open up this door, I’m going to get the fire department and the police and have them knock this door down. Now, I mean it. Open up this door!”

Graham stood staring at the door. He wasn’t sure what he should do. He was in no mood to have a conversation with anybody, and he certainly didn’t feel like having one with Charlie.

“All right, Graham. I’m going to count to ten, and if this door is not open when I get to nine and a half, I’m going to call the cops. One…two…three…four…five…six…” Graham moved closer to see if Charlie was still counting. “Seven…eight…”

Graham cracked the door open, and before he could shut it, Charlie forced the door open, almost toppling Graham in the process. Graham regained his footing and stood in the doorway with a scowl on his face like one of the Three Stooges after he had been hit over the head with a baseball bat. Then Graham followed Charlie into the room.
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It was dark when Charlie first entered the house, but he didn’t need his sight to determine that things weren’t quite right. The stale, rank odor that permeated the house sought refuge in his nostrils.

Charlie was appalled at the sight before him once his eyes had adjusted to the light. He dropped The Oakland Tribune on one of the mahogany end tables that sat on either side of the overstuffed beige loveseat. What had happened to his dear friend, his best friend, Graham Peters? The four-day stubble that covered Graham’s chin and crawled up the side of his face to his temples was ghostly white, adding at least ten years to his age. His usually well-manicured mane was mowed down by several nights of fitful sleep, along with the absence of a comb or brush. Graham’s white shirt and khaki pants were dirty and disheveled, and the smell that emitted from Graham’s unwashed body told the story only too loudly.

When Charlie walked into the kitchen to help Graham sit down, he was confronted with yet another appalling sight. Dirty dishes, some of which still contained food, were piled two feet high in the sink, contributing to the pungent smell that had invaded the house. Charlie opened the refrigerator, hoping to find something to prepare for Graham to eat. There were several plates of uneaten food. There was also what appeared to be remnants of a slab of bacon. But what made Charlie recoil in disgust was the sight of a broken egg whose yolk clung to the insides of the refrigerator like icicles with its cracked shell resting on the shelf below. Charlie closed the refrigerator, opting to go out and buy something instead.

Charlie went around the house opening several windows. The fresh air found the stench a worthy opponent. Something would have to give soon, because Charlie was beginning to gag from the funk, and tears were forming in his eyes because of the heartbreak he found here.

Charlie looked at his friend curled up in a ball, refusing to speak because Amanda had left him by himself. Charlie wanted to curse Amanda, blaming her for Graham’s slow demise. When she left, she took Charlie’s best friend’s heart and stomped on it like ripe grapes ready to be turned into wine. But if Amanda had a choice, she wouldn’t have left Graham, and Charlie knew that. In fact, Charlie missed her as much as Graham did.

Charlie couldn’t take anymore and stood before Graham, pleading with him to take his life back. Graham looked up at him, and then lowered his eyes without speaking.

“Graham, I’m not going to tolerate much more of this outta you,” Charlie hissed. “Get up, get up now and let’s take a nice, long, hot bath. It’ll make you feel better.”

Graham scowled at Charlie, hoping that would be enough for Charlie to leave him alone. But Charlie had been with Graham almost his entire life, and he knew what made Graham tick. Graham may have been inaccessible to any type of reason at that moment, but Charlie was not going to sit idly by and let Graham wither away.

“Look, Graham, I know you’re hurting, but you’ve got to grab hold of yourself, man. You have so much more of life to live. It’s me and you again even if we are a little rusty behind the ears.” Charlie laughed at his own memory of them in their young days—woofing the women. Charlie thought he saw a hint of recognition in Graham’s eyes.

Charlie walked across the room to sit next to Graham. “Whew, buddy. I’m gonna run you some bath water. We can reminisce later.”

Charlie rose from his seat and turned back to look at the half shell Graham had become. “Why don’t we go to church tomorrow? It’ll do you some good…do me some good, too. You know, I haven’t seen the inside of a church since Elizabeth got married.” Graham sat there in his pitiful state, and Charlie proceeded down the hall to the bathroom.
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Graham’s eyes scanned the room like a surveillance camera, not sure what he would find. Everything his eyes rested upon reminded him of Amanda. Graham got up from the chair and went and lay down on the couch in the living room. He closed his eyes and was quickly drawn to the day he and Amanda had moved there.

It was a brisk autumn day. The large brown, yellow, and red maple leaves were falling everywhere, scurrying about, not sure whether to stay or float away into the yard of the new next-door neighbor. Amanda was so excited because they were finally going to move into their own home in a small quiet little neighborhood that was far enough away from Mommy and Daddy but close enough that if they needed to get to her parents, they could.

Amanda bought gingham curtains for the kitchen and bathroom windows, and her good friend, Loretha, volunteered and made comforters with matching curtains for the rooms of Amanda’s daughters, Deborah and Elizabeth. Amanda and Graham purchased their first set of furniture from the Sears and Roebuck catalog. It would be delivered later that day. Deborah and Elizabeth were with their grandmother, Martha, which left Graham and Amanda to themselves.

“You want to christen the living room?” Graham teased, giving Amanda a sly, seductive wink.

“Graham, you’re so naughty. We can’t. We don’t know what time the Sears truck will bring our furniture. And…”

“So, it’s not a bad idea, hmmm?”

“Graham, behave. We’ve got a lot of work to do. Help me put up these curtains.”

“I’ll help you if you give me a great, big kiss first.”

“I know you, Graham Peters. You are up to no good. With our luck, we’d be well into making our third baby. What if one of our new neighbors stops by to introduce themselves?”

“We’re married, ain’t we?” Graham tried to be comical. “Well, this married couple makes love in the afternoon. And anyway, they can’t disturb us if we don’t let them.”

“Graham, you’re so crazy.”

“But you like it. Come here, baby. Time out for all this talking. If we start now, we’ll be ready and energized by the time the Sears truck rolls up.”

Amanda sashayed slowly toward Graham letting those strong, nut-brown legs do their thing as Graham became hypnotized and mesmerized by her rhythm. They lay on the blue shag carpet letting their passion take over. Graham planted kisses on her mouth, down her neck, then on her breasts, lingering to savor the sweetness her nipples produced. Amanda took Graham’s face in her hands, planting kisses on the top of his head as he moved slowly downward. Their bodies moved to a rhythm that was all their own.
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Graham inched further down into the couch, thoroughly enjoying this part of his dream when a light tap on his shoulder dared to disturb him.

“Water ready,” Charlie said in a soothing voice.

“Leave me be, Charlie. This ain’t none of your business.”

“Oh, we do talk. You don’t say. Well,” Charlie said, starting off slow and ending on a high note. “Get your stinkin’ ass in that water now! If you don’t, I’ll have to treat you like a little kid and bathe you myself.”

Charlie had half a mind to walk out the door, but the fishing trip flashed before him. And he thought better of it.

Charlie busied himself, trying to restore Graham’s house to some semblance of order. He watched Graham from the corner of his eye. He briefly looked away and saw the large pile of dishes again.

“What you been eating, Graham?” Charlie asked, not expecting an answer. “Maybe you can make it your business to get up off of that couch and fix me something—well after you take your bath, that is.”

Charlie ran hot water in the kitchen sink until it was nice and sudsy. He scraped the remains from the dishes and placed them in the hot water to soak. Newspapers littered the room and methodically Charlie went about picking and straightening up. It felt good helping out his friend in this time of crisis. Graham wasn’t so depressed that he wasn’t eating and reading the paper, Charlie thought. He’d give Graham some time, in fact, all the time he needed.

Charlie plugged along until a shadow in the doorway forced him to stand still.

“What would you like to eat?” whispered the voice. “Well, think about it,” Graham said when it was apparent that the cat had Charlie’s tongue. “Think about it; I’ve got to take my bath before my water gets cold.”

“It’s good to have you back, Graham.”

“It’s good to be back, Charlie. You don’t give a man a choice, but it sure does feel good.”

Charlie heard Graham shuffle down the hall. “Grits, eggs, bacon, toast…and coffee—yeah, a strong pot of black coffee,” Graham yelled. Graham smiled to himself and shut the bathroom door behind him.







Chapter 5



Graham looked in the mirror, admiring his fresh look. It made him feel like a million dollars. Amanda didn’t peer back at him today. He looked for her, but she didn’t appear—like she knew Graham needed this time.

Graham rose early this Sunday morning, anxious for the new day he’d promised himself. He put on his best Brooks Brothers suit, a gray pin-stripe, double-breasted piece. It made him look devilishly handsome. He plopped his feet in a slick pair of Stacy Adams his daughter Deborah had given him last Christmas. He hadn’t heard from either of his daughters in a week—probably tired of putting up with an old fool who didn’t want anyone’s help, even theirs.

Graham patted his hair in place, examining it for the sixth time. When Amanda was alive, it was she who gave him the nod of approval, and as long as he had Amanda’s thumbs up, nothing much else mattered. Graham could hear the sputtering of an automobile and then the blast of a horn. Charlie had arrived to take him to church. Amanda would have chuckled at the idea of Charlie escorting Graham to church.

Graham took one last look in the mirror, then headed out the door. It was a beautiful day outside. The birds chirped loudly, adding music to the already colorful backdrop the city lent. The sun in its splendor, radiating showers of love everywhere, put a smile on Graham’s face. Even Charlie, sitting tall behind the wheel of his red Honda Accord XL, seemed to be mesmerized by all that God had made. Charlie’s long arm outstretched beyond the open window, beckoned the sun to come sit in the palm of his hand.

Charlie gave Graham the longest smile when Graham approached the car to get in. It had taken some doing—some prayer and a little cussing, but Graham Peters was on the road to recovery. Even though forty years had passed and new lives had been formed, loves garnered and lost, Graham and Charlie looked like the old duo from St. Louis ready to set out on a new adventure.

The church on Market Street was about a twenty-minute drive from Graham’s house. Charlie would have to step on it if they planned to be on time. Graham sat silent reflecting on the last time he had been to church. It was the day he had buried Amanda.

Graham’s heart was pounding so hard he felt it could be heard across town. They parked the car outside the church on Market Street, and Charlie jumped out and extended his arm to Graham, hoping the support would make Graham feel more comfortable. Graham’s knees could scarcely keep him up. The parking lot was full and it seemed that everybody who was anybody decided to make this church the place to worship.

As the pair came close to entering, Graham hesitated, not sure that this was a good idea after all.

“C’mon, Graham. Everything’s going to be all right,” Charlie said.

“I can’t do this, Charlie. I just don’t feel right. I can still see Amanda lying…”

“Well, praise the Lord. It’s Deacon Peters and his friend Charlie,” Sister Mary Ross said upon opening the door and finding the two of them standing on the steps. “Ya’ll go on in and make yourselves comfortable in the Lord’s house.”

“Thank you, Sister Ross,” Graham replied, catching another glimpse of her backside once she passed by them.

“If I didn’t know any better,” Charlie chimed in, “I think Sister Mary is a little sweet on you, Graham.”

“You’re exaggerating, Charlie. But did you get a look at that…?” Graham gestured with his hands pointing to his backside.

“You mean her ass?”

“We’re in the house of God, Charlie. Let’s go in before I change my mind.” They looked at each other and chuckled.

As the pair made their way down the aisle, heads turned forty-five degrees left and right, depending on what side of the aisle they sat. Eligible bachelorettes, young and old, did double-takes when they realized who the handsome gentlemen were that graced their sanctuary. A couple of Charlie’s past flames nodded their availability, flashed elongated eyelashes, tossing their weaved manes for further effect.

But it was Graham who stopped short before the pew Charlie had selected. Right before him sat his children—Deborah and her husband, Grant, alongside Elizabeth and her husband, Riley. They stared at one another, disbelieving their own eyes. Graham was ashamed at how he had treated them—the daughters he loved with all his heart. They turned around and stood with tears staining their faces and embraced their father who had somehow come back from the dead.

Pastor Fields, now in his eighties, stood before the congregation, flashing his new set of dentures and directing the parishioners to join in a hymn of praise. The wooden pews that held the hymnals and Gideon Bibles still look the same, Graham thought. It had only been two months.

Graham reached for the hymnal, but the tempo and the beat of the music led to a hand-clapping celebration of praise. “This is a time for rejoicing,” Reverend Fields shouted. “The Lord has brought our lost lamb back into the fold.” Graham and Charlie looked from one to the other, not sure if Reverend Fields were talking about them or some other lost sheep.

The rhythmic thumping and clicking of Mother Hattie Mae Johnson’s and Sister Betty Boyd Floyd’s high-heeled shoes on the worn-out floorboards left a cloud of dust in its wake. The bass of the Hammond organ pumped by the long slender fingers of Reverend Fields’ granddaughter, Charlotte, intermingled with the percussion of the snare drum and added to the frenzy of the dancers, the Spirit-filled dancers, lost in their reverent praise of the Almighty.

Charlotte made the organ roar, and the worshippers jumped from every pew surrounding Graham and Charlie. Graham was enjoying himself and felt a sly grin slide out the corner of his mouth. He looked over at Charlie who seemed terribly uncomfortable and afraid—afraid he’d get caught up, because he had too much running and womanizing left in him to give up all to follow Jesus. Yes, Graham had missed the congregation, and he felt a tear fall down his cheek remembering that it was in this very church that he met Amanda with no intention of ever coming back. He was home.

As Reverend Fields rose to speak, images of Amanda lying before the crowd at her homegoing enveloped Graham. His leg began to tremble, first slowly, then picking up the pace. His foot tapped on the floor, creating a melody all its own—shoving Graham’s anxiety out in the open. He couldn’t shake the image of Amanda in her coffin and dropped his head to avoid looking straight ahead.

“We are all going to meet Our Maker one day,” Reverend Fields exhorted, extending his index finger toward Heaven. And Graham fled, with Charlie close at his heels, followed by Deborah, Elizabeth, and their husbands.

They caught up with him in the vestibule, Graham now sobbing uncontrollably. “Why did your mother leave me?” he wailed. “God, why did You take her away from me?”

“Daddy, it’s going to be all right,” Deborah said, forever the family spokesperson. “Liz and I miss Mom, too. You have to know that her spirit lives on inside of us.”

“Yes, Daddy, Deborah is right,” Elizabeth interjected. “Mom lived a good life, but she wants us to honor her by going on and living our lives to the fullest. We weren’t trying to get you to forget Mom; she’ll always be in our hearts. If not for yourself, you have to be strong for the rest of us—me, Deborah, and your grandchildren.”

Graham pushed back the tears. “I know you girls are right, and I apologize for the way I’ve been acting. If it weren’t for Charlie here, I wouldn’t be here now. You all bear with me. I’m doing the best I can. I just saw your mother lying in there all over again, and I guess it spooked me. You’re right; I’ll be fine.”

“Everything all right?” Sister Mary asked, as she appeared through the double doors of the church, pushing a tissue at Graham. “If there’s anything you need, just call on me. I can stop by your house later this evening and bring you some dinner, Deacon Peters.”

“That ain’t a bad idea, Sister Mary,” Charlie chimed in. “You got enough for all of us?”

Graham smiled in the direction of his daughters. He was so proud of them. They had been a rock after Amanda’s heart attack; and all they wanted to do was care for him. Charlie breathed a sigh of relief.
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