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Praise for Baggage Claim





“Deftly written, with some of the best phrases in the business,Baggage Claim will make you feel like you’re spending time with old friends. Bravo to Talbert for this entertaining, well crafted first novel.”




—Quarterly Black Review




“Enormously entertaining.”




—GospelCity.com




“[L]oaded with humor and fun. An endearing and lighthearted read filled with charming characters, engaging dialogue and clever writing.”




—Jacquelin Thomas, author of The Prodigal Husband




“[A] hilarious, tell-it-like-it-is tale.”




—Upscale




“[F]un, hilarious, and deeply entertaining…. delightful!”




—Kimberla Lawson Roby, author of A Taste of Reality




“With his flair for comedy, romance and inspiration, Talbert is sure to carve for himself a formidable niche in fiction. I never would have guessed he knows so much about women!”




—Suzanne de Passe
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This book is dedicated to my wife, Lyn.




I will love you till there are no more words to say




no more notes to play




no more love to give




and no more life to live.




—David












One day all them bags gone get in your way.




     —ERYKAHBADU















Prologue










Being a flight attendant for the last thirteen years, and looking for Mr. Right for almost as long, there are two things I know a lot about: men and baggage. Given the amount of time and travel spent with both, I’ve come to the conclusion that there are five kinds of men, like there are five kinds of baggage.




First, there’s the overnight bag kind of man. Great for the pickup-and-go kind of girl. Spontaneous. Alive. Convenient. Never makes a plan because he never has a plan and expects you to drop whatever your plans are at a moment’s notice. Most of the time you do, because you can always count on having a good time (or at the very least, some good sex). Problem is, Overnight Bag Man is not very practical. Eventually you’re going to need more room for the stuff you’ve picked up along the way. You’ll want him to handle more, but he can’t—even if he wants to—because he simply doesn’t have the capacity.




Then there’s the garment bag kind of man. He’s accustomed to the finer things in life. Handsome. Articulate. Well groomed. Went to the best schools, eats at the fanciest restaurants, and drives only European cars. Garment Bag Man often hangs framed pictures, articles, and certificates around his house that highlight his favorite person: himself. When it rains, he runs inside for cover. He sleeps with a scarf, and spends more time in the mirror primping than you do. Though Garment Bag Man is extremely fashionable, he isn’t too sturdy. He can’t cope with the hard knocks, the potholes, or the crash landings that life inevitably brings. At the first sign of wear, or the first rip or tear, Garment Bag Man falls completely apart.




Next is the executive bag kind of man. Briefcase Man. He’s the hard-edged, box-shaped piece of luggage that you could drop from a ten-story building and it wouldn’t break. Structured. Firm. The kind of man that is unwavering. Willing to fight for or even die for what he believes in. The only problem with Briefcase Man is that he can only fit what he can fit. You must conform to him. He cannot and will not conform to you. It’s either his way or the highway, and if it’s the highway you chose, he is more than gentlemanly enough to drop you off at the nearest on-ramp.




There’s also the classic duffel bag kind of man. Loose fitting. Unstructured. Unfocused and usually arrives unannounced. Not part of the original set, but picked up along the way as needed. Willing to do whatever, whenever, and to whomever as long as it leads him to that which he seeks. Duffel Bag Man will always try to fit more into his schedule than is humanly possible. He thinks he has more game than Michael Jordan, Emmitt Smith, and Barry Bonds put together, and that his game can get him anything he wants and take him anywhere he desires. Because he wasn’t part of the original set in the first place, he is easily replaced and quickly forgotten.




And last is the trunk kind of man. Rugged. Weather-proof. Well traveled. A self-made man. The kind of man that’s been through a lot and has seen a lot. Carries a lot of stuff, a lot of history: an ex-wife, a dead wife, or a tribe of spoiled and dependent children. Usually older and worn but never tired or torn. An international kind of man. Listens to a lot of jazz. Watches very little television. Always smells good. A self-made man who marches to the beat of his own drum and has little interest in new band members wishing to play a tune of their own.




Now, the perfect man is like the perfect set of luggage—strong, stylish, durable, and dependable. Adjustable, fit to travel, and fit to suit whatever the need at whatever the time. Full of compartments. So many that just when you think you’ve figured him out, and you’ve seen all there is to see, he surprises you with a hidden nook or a forbidden cranny.




Unfortunately, I haven’t quite managed to find the perfect set of luggage or the perfect man. Only individual pieces. And not even matching ones. Just a bunch of random sizes, shapes, colors, and textures. Never the right pieces for the right purposes for the right predicaments. In fact, I’ve accumulated so much baggage from my past relationships, I’m starting to think that it’s not a man that I need, it’s a skycap.















Chapter 1





10:00 A.M. EST


SATURDAY, NOVEMBER 23RD









History is repeating itself. Here I am once again sitting in the back room of a church, preparing for another wedding, not my own. Five times the bridesmaid, and never once the bride. It’s not like I haven’t been asked. It’s just that the offers seem to come at the most insincere times. Like during sex: “Girl, you gon’ make me marry you!” or, “Ooh girl, I got to have it like this till death do we part.” You know the kind. The open-ended, always-pretended, but never-intended-to-be-a-proposal kind of proposal. Once I was even given a ring. Actually, it was a fax of the appraisal on a ring he was allegedly considering purchasing. I don’t know which faded quicker: the ink from the fax or him.




But to date, no husband, no real proposal, and no actual ring. There was this one time in the third grade during lunch. My next-door neighbor, William, got down on his knees, his upper lip coated with milk, reached deep into his box of Cracker Jack, pulled out a caramel candy–covered plastic ring, and said those four magical words—“Will you marry me?” If I had known then that my proposal drought would last for another twenty years, I would’ve accepted his then.




I used to blame my drought on my astrological sign, which is Libra. They say that Libras can’t get along with anyone but themselves. But then two of my Libra girlfriends—excuse me, ex-girlfriends—went and got married last month, ruining a perfectly good excuse for why I was still single. So, now I’ve got a new excuse: the unusual way I was born. My parents were on a plane flying home to Baltimore from Aunt Sybil’s Seattle wedding when my seven months’ pregnant soon-to-be mother started feeling contractions. Momma said it was the air turbulence that sent her into early labor. Daddy said it was the inordinate amount of mixed nuts that she mixed with club soda and ice cream. Whatever the reason, during the most inappropriate time at nearly 20,000 feet in the air, her belches of indigestion turned into moans of contractions and out came me.




There I was in 14C, lying on a plastic tray table. Naked to the world and the rest of the passengers on our flight. Floating high above the clouds, Utah to the right, Idaho to the left. Since neither was a fitting name for their newborn daughter, my parents settled on Montana. Montana Christina Moore. Which also explains why I became a flight attendant. I’m most comfortable in the clouds. Closer to God. Closer to Heaven. Maybe just closer to God so that He can help me find Heaven, which is, of course, in the arms of a loving husband. Okay, so that’s my excuse and I’m sticking with it. And no matter how silly the excuse, if you’re a female member of the Moore family, you’d better have at least one of the two: the excuse or the husband.




In my family having a husband is like Math, English, and Social Studies: a requirement. Being happy is the elective. A husband is a symbol of accomplishment. A treasured trophy of honor. At the very least, a human shield with the power to deflect the constant nagging of my four-times-married mother, family matriarch, and self-proclaimed relationship referee.




“You know, eggs don’t last forever,” she would say at holiday get-togethers as the family nervously laughed at what was obviously not meant to be funny. “Even the ones at the grocery store have an expiration date stamped on the side.”




According to my mother’s loose interpretation of the Bible, it was unholy, unhealthy, and downright blasphemous for a woman to be over the age of twenty-five and not married. She’d quote Galatians, Ephesians, Thessalonians, and any other book of the Bible ending in “ians” as she’d bellow, “You’re not a lady until you’re married and you’re not a woman until you’ve had at least two children.” By the time we were old enough to realize there was no such passage in Galatians, Ephesians, or Thessalonians, it was too late. The psychological damage had already been done. We had bought into it. And for that reason alone, no woman in my family dared go into her twenty-fifth birthday without a husband.




My sister Sharon, two years my junior, after three visits to the obgyn married her gynecologist, giving a whole new meaning to the phrase “sampling the goods.” She seemed happy. Though I can’t really tell. We weren’t that close to begin with and then she and her husband moved to Ohio.




My sister Sarah, five years my junior, married the good Reverend Mark or Mike or Marty…I kind of forget. They met during a revival. He was old-fashioned, extra-Saved, thirty-nine years old going on sixty, and looking for a bride. Sarah, on the other hand, was naïve, inexperienced, twenty-three going on six, and looking for a free ride. Both saw in each other what they wanted, quickly married, and relocated to some small town down south. She never forgave my mother for remarrying after Daddy died so we don’t see her very often.




My cousin Clarissa, on the night before she turned twenty-five, met a complete stranger in a nightclub and married him before the clock struck twelve. Of course, the next day they divorced, which was okay, since there was no shame in divorce. In divorce there was compassion. Sympathy. Being divorced was like joining a sorority where you could sit around during holidays eating potluck, sharing pain, and sipping on a never-ending supply of bitter aid.




But for some strange reason, which I have yet to discover, I dared to be single. I chose to be the sole Moore family rebel. To go against the grain. To challenge the family and their ridiculous rules. As a result, I have the unheralded dishonor of being the only woman in the family over twenty-five who has never taken the coveted stroll down the aisle. My maiden status is the favored conversation at reunions, birthdays, baptisms, and funerals. I’ve become my mother’s sole whipping girl. And with a decade of putdowns, setbacks, and near-marriage misses, I have more stripes on my back than the entire cast of Roots.




The only unmarried sibling left is my baby sister Sheree. My favorite sister, Sheree. She’s twenty-one and heavily into her studies at Temple. She wants to be a doctor, a lawyer, a dentist, or something professional that will require at least ten years of internships, research, and residencies. She doesn’t even have a boyfriend. And if she did, she has absolutely no intention of getting married anytime soon. How could she and still become a doctor, lawyer, dentist, or something professional that will require at least ten years of internships, research, and residencies? Did I tell you how much I love Sheree?




So, whispered ever so gently, I’m thirty-five and single with no kids. And not because of any physical deformities. I’m attractive, shapely, with a jamoca honey nut almond color. Well, really, I’m medium brown, but jamoca honey nut almond just sounds more exotic. A size eight, though I always make the salesperson bring me a size six to try on first just so I can act shocked that it doesn’t fit. I’ve got long, layered black hair and light brown eyes. My legs are sleeker than the lines on a 747, my skin smoother than a brother from the Nation. My teeth are floodlight bright, lashes naturally long, and there’s just enough junk in my trunk to look like Janet, Miss Jackson if you’re nasty. I’m smart, educated, pledged Delta at Morgan State University. Not because I wasn’t fine enough to be an AKA, or smart enough to be a Zeta, but the Deltas on campus were cool and I was dating this foine brother who was the president of the Delta sweethearts and it just didn’t seem like a good political move to cross party lines. Come to think of it, why am I still single?




A knock on the door pulled me out of my usual daze. It was Sharon’s son, my five-year-old nephew Cedric, all dressed up.




“Auntie Montana,” he said, beaming, “a man just brought you a letter.” He handed me a FedEx envelope.




“Thank you, Cedric.”




“You welcome.”




“Cedric, can I have a kiss?”




“Uh Uh!!” He frowned and ran out of the room like I just asked him to eat a helping of okra and green peas.




I wasn’t expecting any mail, especially not today. Who would be sending me a package…Graham? Oh my God, it’s from Graham, the man that I have been dating now for five months, twenty-three days, ten hours, and nineteen seconds! Graham was my latest and my greatest. This year’s most eligible candidate for the position of lifetime co-pilot. Graham was my deep-voiced, Billy Dee look-alike minus the mustache. My first class man, an executive bag/carry on. Kind and thoughtful. A gentleman. His signature was a long-stemmed red rose that greeted me on holidays, special days, and just-because-of days.




“You want my arm to fall off?”




Those were the first words that came out of his mouth as he stood gazing romantically into my eyes. On second thought, it was more like, “Excuse me, my arm is about to fall off!” As he stood there with a piercingly painful look as a tear fell from his eye. I had accidentally closed his arm in the door as he was exiting the plane. Oops. Disastrous for some but destiny for us. It was the spark that led to our further conversation.




Graham is a very successful commercial real estate broker who lives in a suburb outside Chicago. He’s got a huge house, three fireplaces, and a German Shepherd named Duke…at least, that’s how I imagine him to live. Since he’s almost always on the road, I haven’t had the pleasure of spending time with him at his home, which I guess would mean he has duffel bag tendencies. But at least he’s a Prada duffel bag. Not that it’s affected us much. Over time we’ve managed to develop a pretty healthy long-distance and occasional short-instance relationship. And nowadays, with cell phones, emails, and two-way pagers, we’ve been able to develop a promising relationship knowing that he’s never more than an electronic device away.




I quickly tore open the envelope. Several rose petals and a handwritten note inscribed on the finest cut of linen parchment dropped from the package. Inhaling its fragrance, I began to read.






Dearest Montana,




I hope all is well. Though you are absent in body, you are present in mind.







Mmmph. Graham is not only fine, but he’s poetic too. You go, Graham.






I’ve had a change of business plans and I’ll be spending Thanksgiving at home this year. I know it’s short notice, but I would love for you to join me for an evening you won’t soon forget.




Love,




Graham.







Swiftly rummaging through the envelope, I noticed another surprise—a round-trip plane ticket to Chicago. Not that I needed it to travel, but the gentlemanly gesture speaks volumes to the kind of man Graham is.




Thanksgiving?! Chicago?! Graham?! Wow. God really does love me. Swooning with joy, I almost fell from my chair in disbelief. Graham has just invited me to Chicago for Thanksgiving weekend. Surely he realizes the implications. I mean, when a man just wants to kick it, he invites you to spend Labor Day, Groundhog Day, or maybe even Valentine’s day. But Thanksgiving? No…he knows exactly what Thanksgiving means. Thanksgiving carries the aroma of love, the scent of commitment…the fragrance of family. A Thanksgiving with Graham means a weekend filled with fine dining, stimulating conversation, and a healthy serving of stank naked sex. Like Burger King, Graham could have me his way. Like a turkey, I want to be basted, buttered, slapped, and stuffed, legs spread till the juices ooze from within, filling the air with the aroma of hot roasted turkey, and what’s left of my hot toasted coo—




“Auntie Montana, my momma said you should have your makeup on by now.” It was my little nephew again, no doubt sent to make sure I was getting ready.




“Okay,” I replied, looking guilty.




Watching him turn and leave, I kissed the letter, tucked it safely away, and attempted to focus on what I was here for. My mother. It was her wedding day and in one hour she’d be a November bride. Having already been an April bride, a May bride, a June bride, and a July bride, she’d run out of summer months and had now moved on to the holiday months. She loved being married, and hated being alone. By now she’s had enough rice thrown at her to feed the entire continent of Asia. But I’ve gotta give it to her; she has no problem finding a husband and no problem skipping down the aisle as if it were her first time. Shameless is her middle name. Catherine Shameless Moore. She’s always kept her first married name, though, not wanting her girls to grow up without an identity. But ever since my daddy died, it seems as if there’s been a never-ending revolving door of replacement dads, shuffling around like little jokers in a game of spades, all vowing to fill the space. All trying to take our daddy’s place.




First it was Deacon Orlando Scott, the senior deacon at our family church. Deacon Scott was nice. Not too tall, but not too short. Not too heavy, but not too skinny. Not too light, but not too dark. Now that I think of it, he was pretty generic. And he smelled. It wasn’t a bad smell, just that old people smell. You know, the one when you walk into the church and it smells like mothballs mixed with Jean Naté. He had never been married, didn’t have any children, and devoted his life to organizing the finances of the church. He and my mother were the same age and seemed to share the same passions…church, chicken, and gossip. He had known my father well and, after his death, Deacon Scott’s frequent visits for consolation turned into even more frequent visits for her affection. They didn’t seem like they were in love, rather in heavy like. Soon they were married.




It was weird having a man other than my father living in our house. I think at times he even wore some of Daddy’s clothes. Not that they fit. No man ever could fit Daddy’s clothes, but somehow, I think having another man in his clothes helped my mother feel as if he were in some way still alive. My mother said she didn’t want her four daughters to grow up without a male figure in the house. So Deacon Scott served a purpose. Sleeping in separate full-size beds, I guess he served a purpose, however temporary.




Six months into the marriage, they divorced. We got a new church home and, six months later, a new replacement daddy.




Oliver Martin. Dark-skinned, big and burly, cuddly and warm, with a face more wrinkled than a pug. Oliver always sported a checkered hat and the aroma of cigar, which he tried to smoke in the house. I say “tried” because it didn’t take him long to figure out that smoking in the house wasn’t worth the week-long verbal lashing he would get from my mother. For the most part they got along well, and pretty soon a brand-new king-size bed replaced the two old full-size beds.




Oliver was a business owner. On Sundays, after we got home from church, he would preach about the benefits of being an entrepreneur and the trappings of owning your own business.




“Grapes always taste sweeter when you own the vine they came from,” he would proudly say, “and having a vine begins first with planting a seed.”




We would stay up for hours listening to him talk about the civil rights movement and how he used to march with Dr. King in all the big marches we read about during Black History Month. It really didn’t matter whether or not he was telling the truth. What mattered most to us was that the stories always ended with a supernatural climax.




“…and in the middle of Dr. King’s speech the lightning struck, the thunder started, and we knew that in any minute it was gonna start pouring rain. But not on Dr. King’s head…uh uh. The rain started to fall and just as it almost touched the ground, Dr. King reached high up into heaven, pointed his finger, and the rain stopped mid-air.” He finished with his own hand in the air for added dramatic effect.




Pretty soon, his story time with us gave way to more frequent arguing time with my mother over his extended hours at work and shortened hours at home. They divorced after three years. Surprisingly enough, they remarried a year later, lasting five more years until eventually she could take no more. She claimed that being married to a man who was never around was like holding on to a winning lottery ticket that had expired—not worth much more than the paper it was printed on. They called it quits for good.




Every now and then I stop by the liquor store for a soda and a civil rights story, both of which he is too eager to freely give.




Now on deck is my mother’s fourth husband, Mitchell. Mitchell Carter. A gentle and soft-spoken father of two married sons that are both around my age. Being retired from the military, he speaks in 0800 and 0600 military talk. Besides that, he’s okay, I guess. I haven’t really been around him long enough to know or to care. That’s her man. She’s got Mitchell and I’ve got Thanksgiving. Thanksgiving Day Graham. There was another knock at the door. Uh oh. I haven’t even started with my makeup. My mother’s gonna kill me.




“Montana, it’s me, William. Can I come in?”




Thank God, it’s William. I yelled through the door, “Just a second, I have to slip something on!”




“I’ve seen them before, remember?”




“Not in almost twenty years you haven’t.”




“As of yesterday, they don’t look like they’ve changed much to me.”




“Ha ha. One second.”




William has been my friend since forever. We started as boyfriend and girlfriend in elementary school and stayed that way through the eleventh grade when we both lost our virginity to each other. For as long as I can remember, William has always been there for me, never missing an event. Birthdays, holidays, or whatever days, he’s been as sturdy and dependable as a Ford truck. An all around blue-collar man, a handy man, the black Brawny man. Outwardly tough as nails, inwardly gentle as a lamb.




To my mother, he was like the son she never had and the husband for me she always wanted. William and I would probably still be together if it hadn’t been for my mother pushing it so hard. At sixteen, what girl wants to be with a guy that her family likes, especially her mother?




After we split, I began dating what seemed to be every deadbeat, no-count dog from Los Angeles to Louisiana. From Syracuse to Seattle. From Boston to Birmingham. Through each bad relationship William has been there. Through all the temporary good times in relationships, he’s been there. Now that we’re adults, it’s probably best that we didn’t hook up. I probably would’ve turned him from a good guy into a deadbeat too. Anyway, William’s much more valuable to me as a friend than as just another ex-boyfriend, and I’m glad he’s here. His presence makes these events more tolerable than they actually are. His friendship makes not having a husband easier to deal with. Though at times, it’s still more than I can bear.




“Okay, I’m ready, come in.”




He opened the door, peeking around first then finally entering.




“Wow, look at you. You look breathtaking.”




“Maybe that’s why I’m not married. I take men’s breath away. By the time they catch it, they’ve moved on and married someone else. Note to self: Try not to make men lose their breath.”




“You don’t let up, do you? Still stewing over being single?”




“Stewing? No, I’ve now taken stewing to a much higher level. I’m now in a crock pot, pressure-cooking over being single. If you listen closely you can hear the steam coming from my ears,” I said, laughing.




“It’s your fault, you know,” he replied. “You could have been married. I proposed to you twenty years ago, remember? But you said, let me see, what did you say…?” He cocked his head in thought, then scrunched up his face. “‘Nuh uh!!!’ That’s exactly what you said.”




“William, you proposed to me in elementary school during recess. We were nine. You wanted my cookie, if I remember correctly, and the only way you thought you could get it was by giving me a ring from the bottom of your Cracker Jack box.”




“Well, at least I was offering a ring for your cookie. That’s more than I can say for the brothers you’ve dated ever since.”




Sucking my teeth and rolling my eyes. “Yeah, okay, funny boy. Go ahead and make fun of me. It’s your fault we’re not married. If you hadn’t been so nice, my mother wouldn’t have liked you so much and our love would have been forbidden and dangerous, and you know you always want what you can’t have.”




“Oh…so is that why you didn’t want me? ’Cause you thought you could have me?”




“I didn’t think, I knew. And I still know,” I said, looking way too confident. “But then again, that was in high school. I’m sure I don’t still have it like that,” I said as I continued applying my makeup.




“You know, if I looked real hard I could probably dig up that ring from the Cracker Jack box. It’s not too late. I mean, you’re already dressed. I could slip the preacher a twenty, steal a couple of your mother’s flowers, put a couple cans on my truck, and together we could ride off into the sunset.”




I looked at William standing there, looking as debonair as ever. Slightly over six feet, with cocoa-brown skin that matched his naturally hazel eyes. He was a looker. Unfortunately he was also incredibly boring. To William, a wild and adventurous evening meant ordering a pepperoni pizza and watching Willy Wonka and the Chocolate Factory, Chitty Chitty Bang Bang, or the original version of Doctor Dolittle with Rex Harrison. He was a kid at heart, but having inherited his father’s construction business, William had become a living, breathing, talking routine. Like The Truman Show, his life was predictable, repetitious, and mundane. He stood poised for an answer and finally, I responded.




“As much as I would love to accept your offer, you’ll be happy to know that someone is likely to have beaten you to the punch. I have a new man who happens to be a very strong candidate for marriage.”




“Oh great, what’s his name? Bob, Ted, Jim, Jack, John…”




“Ha, ha. His name is Graham and he’s invited me to Chicago for Thanksgiving.”




“Should I order my tux? You know, I’ve been meaning to pick one up for some time now. I just haven’t gotten around to it yet.”




“No, but you should probably order a stretcher for my mother. When she hears the news, she’ll hyperventilate, fall to the ground, knock herself unconscious, and end up ruining the day she’s been praying for since the day I was born a girl.”




“Well, I better let you finish getting ready. Again, you look breathtaking. I mean, really beautiful.”




Winking and smiling, he walked out the door.




With William gone my thoughts were now back to Graham. Thinking of Graham is the only thing that’s going to get me through this wedding without losing my mind. Especially since I know that in any minute my mother is going to come barreling through the door.




No sooner had I thought it, than the door swung wide open and there she was. In a moment of dramatic pause she appeared in the doorway, adorned like the Queen of Sheba. A fabulous laced gown suited for royalty covered every inch of her body. She entered, twirling around like a schoolgirl, making me scatter through my purse searching for anything resembling tablets of Tums, Rolaids, or Pepto-Bismol.




“Isn’t it fabulous?! Not bad for a fifty-eight-year-




old woman,” she said, grinning from ear to ear, as I thought to myself, you haven’t seen fifty-eight in five years.




“So…what do you think?”




“About the dress? I like it. I mean…it’s white. Bright white. Light bright halogen white. I mean as many times as you’ve been down the aisle, I would’ve expected battleship gray,” I said with a smile and a grin, attempting to camouflage as a joke what was obviously truth. “Get it, Momma? Battleship gray?” I said, as my laughter grew increasingly faint. “Momma?”




My mother’s face immediately froze. My joke sank faster than the Titanic . She stood, expressionless. Oh my God, what did I just say? It was a joke that just slipped out. It literally just slipped out from the green monster of subconscious envy and rage that had been steadily growing inside of me. I had just said one of the most cruel and insensitive things that a woman could ever say to another woman, and to my mother, no less. I mean, it’s not her fault that she’s accumulated more frequent flyer miles for her flights down the aisle than I’ve accumulated in ten years of cross-country travel. Oh my God, there I go again. Think Graham. Think happy. Think Thanksgiving. As she stood there with a blank look on her face, I could sense the overwhelming degree of pain that she was obviously in. Her pain became my pain as slowly, calmly, she responded.




“Whatever the color gown…at least I’m wearing one.”




Ouch. Then she gave me that mother look. That look that needs no interpretation, explanation, or translation. She stared and I shrank. As I shrank even smaller she stared. And I shrank. And she stared. Until finally, when I was the size of a midget ant caught in a trash compactor, she broke the silence and in a soft whisper asked, “Could you zip me up in the back, please?”




I sighed. I was forgiven. “Sure, Momma! Of course!”




As she turned her back to me, lifting her veil, I discovered the few straining strands of fabric struggling to house a woman two sizes two big for a dress two sizes too small. Quickly, I began to shift and pull, tuck and grab, yank and grip the abundance of loose flesh. This was my only chance to redeem myself. It was either the zipper or me, and today it was going to have to be the zipper. So, I grabbed, and I pulled. As the veins popped from my arms and the sweat poured down my face I started calling on chants from the Buddha, physics from Sir Isaac Newton, and finally even the Prayer of Jabez, praying that the dress would enlarge its territory to fit my mother indeed. Pulling…tugging…squeezing…Got it! Whew!




“What was the problem?” she asked innocently.




“Oh, it must have been stuck on a piece of thread,” I replied, almost fainting from the intense physical exertion. But it was more than worth it. My karmic debt was settled. My lie was a make-good that would surely render me guiltless of my earlier transgression.




As she stared in the mirror, I could only see myself. We looked so much alike it was frightening. Her bright eyes. Her warm smile. Though the years had been rough on her, she still maintained an elegant look of royalty. This was her day, and no matter how many times she was to travel down the aisle, she was my mother. Good, bad, or indifferent, she is my mother and I love her.




My Aunt Joann, our family’s resident wedding planner, suddenly appeared in the doorway. “Ladies, it’s two o’clock. Showtime.”




Smiling, my mother looked to me. “Are you ready?”




“Am I ready?” I replied, somewhat thrown by her question. “You’re the one getting married. The question is, are you ready?”




Pausing for a moment, she took both my hands, looked firmly into my eyes, and offered softly, “For a chance at love and security, no matter how fleeting, a woman is always ready.”




For a moment, as she stared into my eyes, I began to swell with emotion. A tear almost rolled down my face. Luckily, I caught it just in time, since a tear would ruin my perfectly madeup face. Who knows what eligible man could be looming in the pews waiting for a chance to catch a glance at his future bride?




I fanned my eyes, gathered myself, and took my position at the front of the chapel doors. Slowly they swung open, revealing the opulent splendor. A church to rival the Sistine Chapel. Its high vaulted ceiling and bright colorful stained glass illuminated the entire room. The only thing missing was the Pope.




The organ sounded as I looked upon a church full of friends, family, and men. Hold up—not just men, but foine men. It was a church full of foine men and I was about to become their first vision of saint-like purity.




Wrapped in lavender, I was regal. I was Holy. Set aside. More important, in spite of my looming Thanksgiving nuptials, I was at present available…But I was wearing gloves. Gloves that would cover up my ring finger and conceal my availability. What better way to envision a bride than to see her walking down the aisle looking brideish ? The gloves had just become public enemy number one; the only thing standing between matrimony and me. The gloves had become like the Grand Canyon, or the Great Wall of China…symbols of unreachable distance and impenetrable divide. But removing the gloves would ruin the look, the ambience, and the picture that my mother had so perfectly painted. Removing the gloves would be a direct sign to my mother and all in attendance that what was most important to me was my own selfish individual wants, needs, and desires. A sign of just how low I was willing to go to attract a husband. Removing the gloves meant shredding one of the few remaining strands of dignity I had left.




With my head held high, and my shoulders squarely facing the altar, I removed the gloves. And in a moment of shameless liberation, the angels sang, and a bright light covered my face as I heard the voice of God saying, “This is my beloved daughter, in whom I am well pleased.”




Newly confident, with the grace of a she-tiger, I began my walk. As all eyes locked onto my glow, I walked. Like the Queen of England, I waved my ringless hand to my awed subjects and I walked. I waved and I, I—uh oh…I stopped. My dress was snagged.




Standing in the middle of the aisle, mid-promenade, I realized my dress was snagged. With hands waving, smile widened, face glowing, I was snagged. Snagged on a stray nail hanging from the side of a pew. Yes, the devil was busy. And as the music played and the single men gazed, I had to make a quick decision. Either reach back, bend over, and unsnag my dress, which would completely ruin the atmosphere I had so skillfully created, or continue walking and risk ripping the dress to shreds, which would again, completely ruin the atmosphere I had so skillfully created.




I paused. The music paused. Gaining a moment of clarity, I continued walking. And as I walked the dress snagged. It tugged and pulled and—Screeeech!It ripped. Still I continued walking and the dress continued ripping. And as the music played and the single men gazed, my long flowing dress had become a short flowing skirt. What had the potential of being my lifetime’s most embarrassing moment turned into a loud outbreak of claps, whistles, and cheers as my gloveless, ringless hand and my seemingly velcroed gown-turnedminiskirt appeared to be a skillfully crafted stunt to add spice to an otherwise ordinary wedding.




I reached the altar and turned to my audience. For a moment, all eyes were on me, making me feel for the first time I wasn’t just my mother’s opening act. For this moment, I was the headliner, and it felt good. So good that I began to understand why my mother took every chance she could to capture the feeling. The emotion. No matter how fleeting, no matter how temporary, it was her moment. But today, for the first time, I felt like it was our moment.




And what a moment it was. A suspended space of captured time when it was impossible not to imagine Graham standing opposite me on my magical day. What style tuxedo would he be wearing? What color tie? Would he be clean-shaven or sporting a beard? How many babies would we have? Would they be boys, girls, one of each? Twins? What would we name them? Something Biblical like Ezekiel or Esther. Where would we live? What color house would we have? How many rooms? Surely if it’s in Chicago we would have a wood-burning fireplace. Every Saturday morning, Graham would chop wood in the backyard in boots, shorts, and a red-and-black checkered wool coat. With every landing thud of the ax, I would quiver with the anticipation of his return. Thud, I’d quiver. Thud, I’d shiver. Until I’d melt like a thousand-pound candle in the heart of a burning house.




Later he’d bring in the wood bare-handed, his chest and arms covered with stray chips and sap from the tree. The sap would stick to his fingers and I would pretend it was honey from a honeycomb, ever so sweet, ever so tasteful. And I would lick them.




Then in the spring we’d go hiking in the mountains overlooking the shimmering waters and nature’s beauty. When I got tired he’d lift me in his arms, carry me step by step. As he would climb, he would grunt, and as he would grunt, he would climb. With each grunt, I’d quiver. Grunt, I’d shiver. And the more he grunted, I would become like a heated bowl of lava percolating hotter and hotter until finally, he would reach the top and lower me to the ground. He would grab my hand and lead me to the cabin. We would be warmed from the night’s cool air by the fire. As the flames danced their intoxicating dance, we’d make love. And what a seasoned architect of love he would be! He would know all the right places. All the right things. With craftsman-like skill, he’d build a house of love, laying the foundation with tender wet kisses, then pouring the concrete with firm yet gentle strokes against my backside. Erecting the structure slowly and surely, slowly and smoothly, till finally our house of love was built.




As we both lay naked in our thoughts, our hearts open, he would look into my eyes, hold my face with his hand, and gently whisper in my ear—




“The flowers! Would you take these damn flowers?!”




Why would he say that?




“Montana, I swear, if you don’t take these damn flowers!”




Uh oh. It appears I had drifted off so long I not only missed my mother’s stroll down the aisle, but I had also missed her several attempts at trying to relieve herself of her bouquet of flowers so that she could begin taking her vows.




“What is wrong with you?” She said, obviously irritated. “And what happened to your dress? And put your gloves back on! You’ll ruin my photo album.”




Okay, back to reality. This day had absolutely nothing to do with me. This was all about her and well, it should be. It’s her day.




“Do you, Catherine Oleta Moore, take yet another man to be your lawfully wedded husband? To have and to hold…”




As the words rang out and her response affirmed, she was married once again. Like a river, down the aisle she went, flowing out the doors and into her future. I couldn’t help but cheer. She was the Babe Ruth of betrothal. And no matter how many times she struck out, my mother would fearlessly step to the plate again, expecting another home run.




For a moment that same tear that had earlier crept its way into my ducts reappeared, only this time, like Toni Braxton, I let it flow. Let it flow, let it flow, let it flow. The deed had been done. My mother was a bride for the fifth time.




“Montana…” It was Pastor Pendleton. “Are you all right?” Noticing the obvious flow of tears, he could see I was in an emotional state and, like a loving shepherd sensitive to the needs of his flock, he offered warm and loving words of comfort to a hurting sheep.




“Yes, I’m fine. Thank you, Pastor. But what about the flowers? I still have them. She’ll need them for the ceremonial toss.”




“Montana,” he said with a look of conviction, “I want you to hold onto those flowers like you hold onto God’s unchanging hand. There ain’t a person on God’s green earth that I can think of who can use the luck of the bride’s bouquet more than you.”




As the words eased from his mouth, I felt the last tear stop in midstream. No he did not just say what I thought he said. “Excuse me?”




“I said keep the flowers. Now, go in peace and sin no more.” After making a sign of the cross, he strode ahead down the aisle.




My first thought was to hurl the flowers at that nappy patch of leftover hair in the middle of his balding ashy scalp. But instead I inhaled their fragrance and imagined myself for yet another moment as the headliner, the main attraction. Next time, thanks to God, and because of Graham, I would no longer be the bridesmaid, but finally the bride.















Chapter 2





3:15 P.M. EST


NOVEMBER 27TH, THANKSGIVING EVE









It was the busiest travel day of the year.




My announcements barreled through our 787 wide-body jet. “Welcome aboard Transcontinental Flight 592 with service to Chicago’s O’Hare International Airport. All luggage must be properly stowed in the overhead bins or underneath the seat in front of you. Our flight time is two and a half hours.”




Needless to say, the attitudes on the plane were as high as the altitudes. Most passengers were angry for having been bumped twice due to oversold flights. Others were disgruntled because their fit-for-a-king first-class comfort cove had been downgraded to a fit-for-a-peasant second-class coach coffin. But me, I was happy. Nauseatingly happy. I was “Oh Happy Day when Jesus washed my sins away” happy. So happy I had begun to irritate already irritated passengers attempting to board.




“Good evening, welcome aboard!” I said with a “Hey, Kool-Aid!” smile.




“Why in the hell are you so happy?” growled a passenger covered in sweat hoisting two oversized pieces of luggage over his shoulders.




“I’m happy because for the first time in my life I can hear the birds singing. Three birds named love, happiness, and commitment. Like the Love Unlimited Orchestra, all joining together in one fabulously orchestrated symphony. Melodic, harmonious, and glorious.”




“Bitch, please. Don’t nobody want to hear about no got-damn birds.”




“Alrighty, then. You have a wonderful flight.” Yes, I was happy. So happy that the mean-spirited verbal assaults of angry passengers rolled off my sleeve like summer rain on a vaulted windowsill.




For on the other side of Flight 592 was Graham. Graham my husband-to-be Jackson. Graham, my chocolate knight in shining armor, who would surely meet me at passenger pickup and whisk me away through the snow atop a towering Clydesdale.




“Yah! Yah! Yah!” he’d shout like a bronze-toned Ben Hur in the Roman coliseum. “Yah! Yah!” Galloping down the Dan Ryan Expressway. “Yah! Yah!” Trudging through the snow. “Yah!” Trouncing cars and SUVs on our way to his palatial estate. “Yah!”




And when we reached Casa de Jackson, he’d dismount the mighty Clydesdale like a prize jockey in the Kentucky Derby. A path of rose petals leading to his front door would be laid out before me, with every step unleashing the aroma of Mediterranean roses flown in from the Congo that morning. When we reached the grand entrance he would sweep me into his arms like a lover stealing away with one of Pharaoh’s most prized concubines. There we’d enter into the holiest of holies, his love’s lair, where he would baptize me in a pool of blazing hot passion.




“Good evening, welcome aboard. Welcome aboard. Good evening.”




“Girl, where the hell is Sam? He’s fifteen minutes late. I swear, this time, I’m gonna report his ass.”




It was Gail Best, my best girlfriend and fellow flight attendant, who came storming from the rear of the plane. She had little tolerance for whatever or whoever got in the way of her pre-flight flirt time. Time that she could use to scope out potential millionaires, hundred thousand-aires, or anyone in the air willing to finance a good time for the duration of her layover.




Perennially thirty-nine, Gail was blessed with a body like Jessica Rabbit, but cursed with a face like old Br’er Rabbit. Luckily, gravity had served her well. Like a naval cadet, her breasts saluted all who dared to look, and anyone who dared gaze on them long enough became frozen, like Lot’s wife, then powerless to her will. By the time the flight began its final descent Gail had options. Many options. So many that she hardly ever ended up at the airport hotel with the other flight attendants. She was my friend. A friend in need and an ear indeed. A loyal confidante who knew almost as much about my business as I did. Too much, if I really stop to think about it. Momentarily shifting focus from Sam’s lateness, she moved on to her true passion—men.




“Girl, look at 27B.” She never used names, only seat numbers. That kept it impersonal. “Girl, 27B is fine, ain’t he? And he’s paid! See, they think sitting in coach is gonna throw me off the scent, but I can sniff a man with money a mile away. And besides, the P.I.L. never lies. Girl, he might be tonight’s layover.”




The P.I.L. was the passenger information list that was supposed to be confidential and for ticketing agents’ use only. But, in exchange for an occasional buddy pass (or an occasional piece of Gail’s buddy ass), she got access to every passenger’s name, address, and more important, their frequent flyer information. Once she loaded those details into her homemade formula, she could pinpoint who was paid and most likely to get laid.




“Um hmmm.” Her eyes lit up. “Give me a bag of peanuts, girl. Stand back, and watch a pro. And uh, check your watch, girl, I’m going for the record.”




Like Christopher Columbus, Gail was an explorer, but unlike the New World, her male passengers had no problem being explored. Swiftly she began her patented move. She sashayed down the aisle toward her unassuming prey. She leaned in to offer 27B a bag of dry roasted peanuts and accidentally dropped them between his legs. Then just as quickly, Gail started to apologize and began her efforts to retrieve the mishandled bag of peanuts. Slowly she began sliding and gliding the loose bag of nuts side to side, caressing and pressing her elongated fingernails against his inner thighs, massaging his manhood, left to right, right to left, like pocket pool, bumping, grazing, bumping, grazing, tossing the bag of nuts to and fro as she charted her course through his mountainous terrain. I could almost see the blood rushing through every crevice of his body faster than Carl Lewis in the 40-meter dash.




After several moments she gazed into his eyes and mouthed, “Now, sit back, relax, and enjoy your flight.” Judging from the smile on the face of 27B, he had more than forgiven her blunder.




Switching back down the aisle, she returned to where I stood, looking as if she needed a cigarette. “Check the watch, girl.” Up until now, her record had been two minutes and twenty-five seconds.




I looked at my watch. “Two minutes and fifteen seconds.”




“Damn, I’m good,” she said.




“Hey, girls!” It was Sam, dressed in a hot pink satin top pulling a custom made overnight bag covered in pink chiffon. Sam Benson was my other best girlfriend. Well, sort of. When I first met Sam, I made the mistake of addressing him as Sam Benson, the flight attendant. I was quickly corrected and informed of his preferred moniker—Sky Goddess. His true calling is his special engagement performances where he transforms himself in full drag into the black Barbra Streisand.
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