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Praise for the work of William Fredrick Cooper

For the Essence magazine/Black Expressions Book Club bestselling novel There’s Always a Reason

“There’s Always A Reason is a good read for anyone looking into the psyche of the sensitive African-American male.”

—Ebony MAGAZINE

“William McCall’s unapologetic emotional vulnerability formed the book’s refreshing heart and through him, Cooper conveys both an understanding of and a frustration with the games men and women play.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Bringing out so many deep rooted feelings as I was reading it, I was so overwhelmed with emotion that I could barely see…”

—ZANE, New York Times BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF The Hot Box, Love Is Never Painless, Afterburn, Addicted, Skyscraper AND Nervous

“William Fredrick Cooper strokes his paper with heat and passion! Heartfelt and intense! Seldom does a male writer dive so deeply into the well of human emotion.”

—TRACY PRICE-THOMPSON, 2005 WINNER OF THE ZORA NEALE HURSTON/RICHARD WRIGHT AWARD FOR CONTEMPORARY FICTION

“Declaring that William Fredrick Cooper is a master griot of the pain and joy pumping through a man’s heart is like saying Shaq is tall. It’s a given, and here, Cooper unfurls the trials and redemption of William McCall, and how the love of a damn good woman can bring you back from the brink.”

—CHRISTOPHER CHAMBERS, AUTHOR OF Sympathy for the Devil AND Yella Patsy’s Boys


For the critically acclaimed, national best-selling novel Six Days in January

“Six Days in January is a wonderful story, emotion filled from a man’s point of view…It was a pleasure and honor to read.”

—AWARD-WINNING, NATIONAL BESTSELLING AUTHOR DONNA HILL

“Six Days in January is an eye-opening read into the inside of one sensitive yet strong Black Male who strips his soul bare and rebuilds his character from the ground up into an indestructible edifice that any woman worth her mettle would love to meet.”

—EMMA WISDOM, Chattanooga Courier

“Six Days in January is an emotionally complex story with an unforgettable main character; a man whose unbridled romanticism leads him through many trials in his search for love.”

—DAVID MCGOY, Black Reign News

“William Fredrick Cooper’s a very different voice, a powerfully dramatic voice, and a voice to be reckoned with. He’s a dynamite writer!”

—AWARD-WINNING, NATIONAL BESTSELLING AUTHOR GWYNNE FORSTER


Dear Reader:

William Fredrick Cooper stunned readers with his Essence bestselling There’s Always a Reason. In the second installment of his William McCall journey, we were introduced to his love interest, Linda Woodson, who passes away. Now seven years later on Valentine’s Day, William continues to grieve over Linda’s death while sitting at a New York bar. He meets schoolteacher Keisha Gray, who is involved in a longtime affair with a married attorney, and his life will not be the same.

The author’s description of Unbreakable as a love ballad is fitting for this powerful story that is memorable to the last page. With strong character development and an amazing plot with twists, it showcases endurance and the intensity of love.

A true Michael Jackson fan, William highlights his mania with the musical legend and the novel doubles as a tribute. Mixed in are poetic contributions from other writers, original lyrics to Jackson songs, even a list of the author’s favorite titles. It is a creatively written and entertaining piece.

I first met William at a writer’s conference where I found him to be honest about life and with a passion for writing. With Unbreakable, it all shines through.

As always, thanks for supporting the authors of Strebor Books. We try our best to bring you the future in great literature today. We appreciate the love. You can find me on Facebook @AuthorZane and on Twitter @planetzane. Or you can email me at zane@eroticanoir.com.

Blessings,
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Publisher

Strebor Books

www.simonandschuster.com
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    THE FIRST SINGLE. . .



UNSHAKEABLE FAITH . . .

(Inspired by the song “Unbreakable” by Michael Jackson . . .)

In 2001, Michael Jackson and Sony Records disagreed over the first commercial single released from the album Invincible. The King of Pop wanted the song “Unbreakable” to be heard initially; instead, Sony chose to drop “You Rock My World.” Because of contractual disputes, which killed the promotional push on the album, the dynamic standout was never released as a single. Well, it never got released, but… Delivering a high-voltage jolt to my soul, I am starting my new book with a statement of transparency with the hopes that it helps someone handle life a little better than I have. Please follow me on this one…

Picture this: We’re in Miami, Florida, and the Hit Factory recording studio has rocked a Michael Jackson track produced by hit maker Rodney “Darkchild” Jerkins. Reeling you in, the ferociously funky hook and R&B-meets-gospel sound thumped.

Stomping out negativity and placing perseverance into your soul, the message in the music was blunt: Don’t let anything or anyone steal your joy.

The jam, “Unbreakable,” (featuring The Notorious B.I.G. with background vocals by Brandy), was an effective groove that had everyone in the studio dancing.

Everyone, that is, except author William Fredrick Cooper.

Somber from news he had received hours earlier—a disturbing bulletin that likened him to a used car salesman—the melody was muted by tears in his eyes.

After everything that’s happened in his life, he was baffled.

Should he allow cemetery dirt to be thrown on him by way of insulting opinions, or would he finally respond after years of quiet?

Letting his creativity wander, he imagined the Gloved One and Biggie Smalls on the other side of the sound room and thought of the advice they would’ve offered.

“Say something, but do it with L-O-V-E,” the King of Pop stated.

Christopher Wallace agreed, sneering, “Let your haters motivate you. Spit something at those fools.”

Taking a hand towel from his back pocket, the writer blew his nose.

“I made mistakes in life like anyone else, but people piled on and took advantage of my honesty while trying to keep me down. Others not used to my deep emotions think I’m a pity-seeking martyr, which is totally off-base.” He sighed. “All of that’s my fault, because I always sought validation from others instead of relying on my inner strength.”

Biggie answered, “Tell them where to go, how to get there and make em’ kiss your ass.”

Battling laughter, MJ would reiterate his insight.

“That’s not you, William. You have a beautiful heart no one understands. Again, if you say anything, do it with love, man.”

Sighing, the perplexed writer said, “I gotta toughen up and remember that they talked about Jesus . . .”

Suddenly, the light bulb that comes with a breakthrough came on.

Feeling a surge of energy, the novelist identified with what LeBron James might have felt on June 7, 2012. With his Miami Heat on the brink of elimination—they were down 3 games to 2 in the Eastern Conference Finals—media pundits all around the globe ready to bury him forever, the organization ready to break up his team and everything he worked for hanging in the balance, he realized this was the defining moment in his life, his last chance to man up.

Then with a fearless stare he torched the Celtics and Boston Garden for 45 (points) 15 (rebounds) and 5 (assists).

He’s a two-time NBA Champion now, but that was the night LeBron James became who God created him to be, a King.

“Can I borrow your gift for a tick, MJ? I won’t moonwalk away with it, man,” William persuaded.

Beaming, Michael Jackson knew what was about to happen.

Holding his hand for a tick, he said, “Make it funky!”

The beleaguered author wasn’t done.

“Biggie, I’m gonna need yours, too.”

Clearly perturbed, Hip-Hop’s greatest storyteller on wax had an announcement.

“You better bring it, or there’s gonna be a lot of…”

“Neck wringin’ and fist swingin’, if my words aren’t particularly stingin’… Chill, brother, I got this,” William said.

Begrudgingly, the charcoal-skinned wordsmith stepped to the scribe. Removing his screw-face, he, too, tapped the three-time author and warned, “C-4 to your door, Coop.”

“Biggie… I get it.”

Stepping to the mike in the live room, he knew he had reached the moment of truth in his life, and the determined glare in his eyes spoke words his mouth didn’t say.

Heavenly Father, I know this is my last shot. I’ll do my best and leave the end result in Your hands.

Shouting to the mastermind to so many jams for Mary Mary, Toni Braxton, the late Whitney Houston and others, “Rodney,” he screamed.

From the control room he heard a simple response.

“What up, Coop?”

“Can you play the ‘Unbreakable’ instrumental? In my own words I want to let something fly.”

“You got it!”

“And could you play it loud?”

“Punishing loud, Coop?”

“No, pulverizing loud. I want the message to be clear.”

“No doubt.”

Darkchild, I hope they’re ready for this…

Blowing out the speakers, bluntness with a bangin’ beat returned to the room.

Accompanying the deep rhythm was a man with an edge. Entering a zone that comes with a renewing of mind, perhaps all the gobbledygook—being told he’s “an author in title only” that “cries too much,” the “My Space Wag Attack” that nearly shattered his spirit; being called “phony,” “pretentious” and worse names when perceiving his passion for love, life and the empowerment of black literature as arrogance; all the mistakes trusting people with selfish agendas; the “weak” and “gay” labels by those unfamiliar with Black Male sensitivity; the outlandish investigations and job dismissals because of his writing aspirations, losing all he owned not once but twice; the failed attempts at love in all the wrong places while letting the right ones get away; cleaning all those toilets while fighting to keep his dreams alive; all those nights sleeping on office floors and in a prostitute/drug-infested rooming house after a devastating breakup; the four life-threatening situations with a knife-wielding man battling demons…

Perhaps all the gobbledygook in that crazy bowl of life led to this.

Rising from the ashes, he had a powerful word for all those who counted him out: the runaway train was on new tracks, coming through the station hard. Perfectly fitting this fresh swag, someone turned the flame up on the stove and the silence simmering so long in stainless steel stillness finally boiled over.

Bobbing his head, years of restraint was the detonation, and in staccato rhythm, he set off an explosion that left everyone in the studio wide-eyed.

UNSHAKEABLE FAITH

by William Fredrick Cooper

(Hear MJ’s voice, and follow the original lyrics below)

FIRST VERSE

Been called so many things

I can’t even blink

Ya’ll tried to bury me

With everything

Now God has strengthened me

From my toes to my crown

And with things that I’ve endured

I’ll stand my ground

Kindness for weakness you mistake

Crazy comments you’ll create

All the love in my heart you’ll get from me

In valleys I’ve learned

It’s the Lord’s Wisdom I will yearn

When God fights my battles, see He’s too much for y’all

CHORUS

You can’t perceive it

Better receive it

Cruel tricks can’t change me

This heart’s unchangeable

And I know you’ll hate me

Try to frustrate me

Your words won’t shake me

My Faith’s unshakeable

AD-LIB

Duh do-duh…uh

ahn . . .now . . .

SECOND VERSE

Titles and Labels?

Try humility

Mistakes are in the past

God’s worked on thee

But haters still must learn

That when in the Good Lord’s game

You bring up people’s flaws

You’ll stay in pain

Judgments, insults you’ll always make

Condescending shots you’ll take

All the love in my heart you’ll get from me

In valleys I’ve learned

That it’s God’s judgment I will yearn

When He fights my battles, see He’s too much for ya’ll

CHORUS

You can’t perceive it

Better receive it

Cruel tricks can’t change me

This heart’s unchangeable

And I know you’ll hate me

Try to frustrate me

Your words won’t shake me

My Faith’s unshakeable

SECOND CHORUS

(With background ad-libs from Michael Jackson—see italics)

You can’t perceive it

(God’s reshaped him, y’all)

You can’t deceive it

Those slurs won’t touch me

(You can’t hurt him, why ya’ll wanna try it, baby)

It’s unmistakable

And I know you’ll hate me

(Get on down…)

And still berate me

(Yeah…)

Don’t think you’ll shake me

Father molds our faith to be unshakeable

BRIDGE

You can try and mess with me, motivation it will be

No matter what you say, God’s still gonna love me

Through all the nonsense and the names

My Faith will always stay the same, it’s unshakeable!

Rap done in the voice of THE NOTORIOUS B.I.G. (Biggie was born on May 21, 1972. My birthday is May 21, 1966. Think about it.)

Uh, uh, yeah, uh, a mouse to a giant, my Lord’s not buying, the silly games that you play when you injure the heart of His kid, buddy what planet are you from, watch God’s entourage drive haters into garages, twisting all the facts, why am I attacked?, are you people serious?, y’all must be delirious, through God I’m driven, to say Forgive them, any style I pen it, I gets Love there, how can critics say that I’m not real like them HELLO?!, The flow’s a gift from God, just a source fellows, Write books for the heart, mind and your soul, killin’ the words of any genre I’m in, tongues waggin’ I’m sick of hearing how my character’s laggin’, I’ve had knives to my neck and I pushed a cleaning wagon, I’ll be me until I die, so what if I cry, God has me on His mantle, something you can’t handle…WHAT!

THIRD CHORUS (REPEAT 2x)

(With background ad-libs from Michael Jackson)

You can’t perceive it

Better receive it

Cruel tricks can’t change me

This heart’s unchangeable

And I know you’ll hate me

Try to frustrate me

But you’ll never shake me (why?)

My Faith’s unshakeable

FINAL CHORUS

(By William Fredrick Cooper, with ad-libs by Michael Jackson and background vocals by Brandy)

You can’t perceive it

(‘hoos’ by Michael; harmonized ‘oohs’ from Brandy)

Better receive it

Your words won’t shake me

(Yeah)

My Faith’s unshakeable

And I know you’ll hate me

(You shouldn’t do it)

And still berate me

(You really shouldn’t do it; more “hoos” and “oohs”)

You’ll never break me

Lord’s remade me

He’s reshaped me

GOD HAS BUILT MY FAITH

TO BE UNBREAKABLE!!!!

OWW! GO ON!

As forty seconds of music closed the song, the author sat down.

The room remained silent as he rocked to the rest of the groove from the chair; his spirit still blazing from the out-of-body experience.

The microphone in flames spoke for everyone.

Forgive yourself and those who trespass against you, allow the Lord to transform adversity into artistry, continue to love thy neighbor with all your heart, and tell those who don’t understand your walk with The Almighty three words…

God Bless You.

And do so with LOVE, which is the God in you.

And now, an UNBREAKABLE love ballad begins…


“If you enter this world knowing you are loved and you leave this world knowing the same, then everything that happens in between can be dealt with.”

—MICHAEL JOSEPH JACKSON (AUGUST 29, 1958–JUNE 25, 2009) 





THE INTRO…

I wish I hadn’t found the damn letter.

If his present state of mind had been as light as the snow glazing the city sidewalks, he would have been okay.

But it was Valentine’s Day, Day One of the pity-party.

As couples held hands at tables and dinner booths, a middle-aged male nearly slipped out of his bar chair.

While he avoided a place on Life’s Most Embarrassing Moments, a jukebox angel named Whitney serenaded the place with “You Give Good Love,” sharing what everyone felt when eternity met that special person and great energy captured them both.

Carefully adjusting himself, he would not disrupt the romantic tenor of the midtown Friday’s, but the man in love with his liquor was a trespasser on the property tonight even though he was a regular patron.

On most days, the bald-headed gent would put ten dollars into the jukebox, find his customary seat in front of the largest flat screen in the place, have his usual Chicken Alfredo dish and converse about sports and everyday life, all while nursing a Long Island Iced Tea and tequila shot.

February 14th of each year, however, was never most days to him.

On a day when an entire nation celebrated love and life, he celebrated an anniversary where the anguish continued its lonely talking.

Slurring, the customer motioned to the bartender.

“Donald, let me have… anutha wifha shot…”

He nearly slipped a second time but recovered before suspicious eyes caught him.

However, one set of pupils, those of a stylishly dressed woman two stools away, didn’t miss the trick.

Nursing her white wine, she looked to her left worried.

She quizzed, “Are you okay?”

Before he could state his case, the bartender intervened.

Fixing the Yankees cap on his head slightly, he whispered, “He’s fine.”

“But he’s…”

“Not yet, believe it or not.”

“Are you…?”

“I know. He’ll be okay. Every Valentine’s Day he does this. After I close up, I make sure he gets a cab home.”

“Something happened to him, huh?”

“Yeah. He’s missing somebody.”

The mature sister, one any man would kill to see the morning sun with, looked surprised.

“I don’t understand. He’s a good-looking guy.”

“Ma’am, he’ll be okay.”

Cueing in on their discussion, the smashed brother intervened.

He tapped the left lapel of his black suit jacket and slurred, “She’s right here, man…right…here . . .”

Reaching into the inside pocket, the man battling heartbreak produced a red envelope and placed it gently on the counter.

“My…baby left…dis, for me…I found it aftaa…”

Lowering his head to regain his composure, he then looked upward. To those monitoring the discussion from their tables, he gave the impression of peering at the ceiling overhead.

A single tear trickling down his right cheek, however, uttered words he could not say.

Even though she was gone, Linda cared for him intensely.

Even though she was gone, Linda still loved him deeply.

Impacting his life like an explosion from a supernova, the comet that had been Linda Woodson went away just as quickly; and just like that William McCall was alone in a cold world feeling even more brick on his favorite holiday.

Extending her condolences, the toffee-colored woman said, “I’m so sorry… How long has it been?”

“Seven years. Tomorrow,” he blurted.

The shapely beauty wanted to offer words of encouragement, but her emotions muzzled her for a New York minute.

She moved one stool closer. “You must have loved her deeply.”

“Once you had the best…screw all da rest…” Pointing to the letter, he added, “She always had to know that I was okay…I am, you knoww…”

Curiosity filled the woman. Reaching for the letter, she looked at him with a cautious, intrusive expression.

William quickly deciphered it.

“It’s okay…you can read it.”

Though she had been gone seven years, Linda Woodson left a remnant of her presence behind, something done with good intentions to aid William’s loss. Instead, the words of love rolled around in his head, creating a whirlpool in his mind.

Whitney, deciding to stay in the place a little while longer, really went in as the jukebox swooned “Didn’t We Almost Have it All?” and “Saving All My Love For You” in succession.

The irony of the songs left William mute, buried in deep thought.

For an incredible moment in time, God had loaned the world two angels, each providing a unique brand of love.

One, an astonishing instrument of sound, sight and song, had filled the world with more love than it had ever seen, felt or heard.

The other, a creation straight from His heart and placed on a Hoboken bench years ago, was all William McCall had ever wanted and needed.

But like a flower held briefly, gently and ever so lovingly, Linda Woodson was gone.

Because she gave so much to others on earth, The Creator took her to a Higher, Holy Place, one where a rose garden awaited her. She had suffered enough with terminal cancer and God wanted His angel Linda to take rest in His embrace.

For three hundred sixty-three days, William could live with that. While he felt comfort in sweet memories, there were forty-eight hours when fiery-red why did you have to take her emotions were released.

Seven years earlier, the Most High asked a tremendous sacrifice of him.

In obedience, William stated, none are too high, my Father.

Then He showed him what it was; the one thing he desperately wanted: a connection with a love all his.

Pleading with guttural moans, the ones that meant giving all you had inside, the words Not her, God, you know how much she means to me. She’s all I got… Being with her gives me joy… Just as I relearn the most precious secret of love—not holding anything back—You want to take my baby away? Hell, take anything else from me but Linda; place me in an insane asylum as long as her face is the first I see when I regain my sanity…

Those words never left him.

But eight more did.

Two days. Please give me two days, Father.

Reluctantly, a warrior of love was granted two days of every year to lower his shield and let the battle scars bleed.

Shaking his head, William wished his mark were a mere wound; his fragile spirit had been harpooned in the heart. In some weird way, Cupid had pierced him with his greatest arrow, and for reasons only known to him, decided to take it back.

Instead he left a movie theater with a single red velvet seat and a soda fountain pumping tremendous heartache. On the screen were not Nolte and Murphy; it was the last forty-eight hours he was Lucky, the last two days love, life and Linda lived as one in his soul.

The two days he requested were for his pity-party. Always going alone on his date with the bottle, he was a hostage in a lonely place, grasping at the burnt straws of what was once his. Feeling unlucky, that he lost her did not sit well with him; it was even worse than ever knowing their precious love.

He desperately wanted Linda to stay in his embrace, but when he released his hug, all William McCall saw was a letter.

•  •  •

Reading it a million times, his soul mate Linda always returned to him.

Seeing her gorgeous smile and flowing locks, her existence resonated strongly in every word. He could hear her tenderness on the pages, each inflection nurturing him like no woman before or since.

Her heartfelt expressions still remained the blessing of his life.

Linda Woodson made it clear that William McCall had touched her heart in a way like no other. After years of pretenders, nothing felt sweeter than the timbre of her knight saying her name and nothing meant the world to her until that “helluva man” treasured her; even as the cancer crumbled their Camelot.

In their brief coupling William and Linda proved that real love conquered all…

Everything that is, except for the Grim Reaper.

Before she spread her wings, flew eagle free through timeless galaxies and returned to heaven, Linda wanted William to know that he received the God in her; that she was truly Lucky like her nickname.

Though pain had sapped all of her strength, it never robbed her joy. She beamed proudly at him, even when she was bedridden, fatigued and a gaunt, skeletal shell of herself. Even as long, fleshy digits became bent, even while battling heart palpitations, occasional disorientation and slipping in and out of consciousness, even when a tube from her nose expelled dry blood and gastric juices, she smiled joyfully when she opened her eyes.

Her caretaker was there, in every way imaginable.

In a whisper, Linda said, “I’ll always love you, William. Even from heaven, you’ll always be my Prince.”

“I know, baby,” he always replied.

Responding with heartfelt sincerity, he didn’t realize how serious she had been. As passionate as Lucky was about her favorite football team—she was buried in a black and gold Pittsburgh Steelers jacket—her love was intensified a thousand times over for her man.

And two years after her death, William received a jolting reminder of this while removing some linen from a hallway closet.

A small box with his name written on masking tape fell from the top shelf and hit the hardwood floor, and pictures flew everywhere.

Standing out among their smiles was a red envelope.

Sitting on the corner of his bed with intrigue, the reflections began.

Red had always been her favorite color, William meditated. Noticing the lipstick kiss on the back, the memories of them being silly, serious and snuggling had him feeling ten feet tall.

That sentiment paled in comparison to what he would experience once he opened that envelope.

Hey Baby, the neatly typed letter started, I guess you finally found it. And knowing you, you’re wondering how I found time to do this. William, what I learned long ago is that when God controls your heart, you can do anything, even type letters through the pain of cancer. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to take some morphine. I’m kidding. Or am I?

William chuckled while shaking his head.

“The bravest woman I ever met in my life,” he muttered.

Suddenly the empty bedroom felt warm and alive.

Linda was there again; speaking, soothing and securing his spirit.

He continued reading.

I know it’s going to be difficult for you to accept how God gave us something beautiful, yet brief in its duration. But know this, sugar… WE HAD THE POWER OF HOODOO!!!

(Ha-ha! Bet you thought I was going to say something sweet there, didn’t you?)

Seriously William, it’s not every day that you encounter someone that makes you forget about all your problems, all your fears and issues, someone that is worth more than millions and makes you shout to the world joy and happiness. Like a river flowing in many directions searching for the sea, I looked in some crazy places for the affection I deserved, and did some crazy things.

(Don’t ask, I’m not telling; a woman’s heart has an ocean of secrets.)

God showed me all it took was a little patience and a summer afternoon in Hoboken and He would fulfill His greatest promise to us all, Love. From the moment I pulled those earphones out of my ears and heard the sound of my perfect stranger, I melted.

Then that tiny little whisper told me, “It’s Him.”

At that moment the sun smiled on me, illuminating my senses with an energy I never knew before. Knowing that you would fill my world with love, while my insides bubbled with excitement, one deep look into your eyes told me your soul needed soothing. You needed me just as much as He showed us later that I would need you.

In our unique covenant exchange, I pray I gave you everything you imagined.

Again, William spoke aloud. “Lucky, you did that, and then some.”

Baby, God will be calling me home soon. And when the moment comes when I close my eyes forever and travel to His embrace, know that I’ll be carrying your heart with me every step of the way. I wish I could take that instrument between those sexy thighs of yours and those amazing hips that made love to me so freaking well, but I don’t think God would like that too much.

What I do know however, is that He gave us so many memories, moments that we’ll cherish forever… Spencer Tracy and Katharine Hepburn movies while spooning… Watching the Steelers and Cowboys every Sunday at the local sports bar in our team jackets… Kicking your butt in Scrabble like I always did—wink… The many times we laughed without reason… The night we partied at the club until I remembered that I was sick… Our one and only snowball fight… The many times you pulled me close and talked about life… The way we held each other in the dimness of the living room while Luther told us everything would be okay… There’s so much sweetness I’ll own forever.

William, no one has ever loved me the way you do.

My Delta sisters and I used to sit around and talk about how real love from a good man is one of the greatest feelings a woman on earth could know; that no matter where you go, you are never without it. Validating one of the most important functions of living, it is the root of the root, the bud of the bud and the sky of the sky; the thing that makes hearts soar higher than sparrows fly. Personally, it’s the thing that made my spirit create a safe haven for you. William, the love I display is a gift exclusively for your heart; fearless, devoid of issues and filled with spirit and truth.

Baby, that type of love was so hard to find in a man.

But I found it all in you, and for that I am eternally grateful.

A lump formed in William’s throat. He lowered his head, bit his lip and started trembling.

The other night while sitting outside, I saw a shooting star. As I watched it fall from the sky, I knew it was confirmation that the end of our time together is near. As sad as facing the reality of it is, through my tears I prayed to God to allow me to live until your favorite holiday, Valentine’s Day. (I want my chocolate heart, DAMMIT!!!) I know how much that would mean to you, so I’m going to fight this disease with all the love I have for you and hope I live to cross that finish line.

Rocking his body, William tried to keep his left leg from bouncing, but lost the battle. Hoping to feel a touch and the caress of a tender kiss on his forehead, he sobbed, “You did, Lucky…And I’m so proud of you, baby.”

William, I also prayed that God not only give you strength to go on, but to bring you an incredible woman, one that will make you feel alive again. But I’m telling you, babe: she better hold your hand, have a goofy grin every now and then, snuggle with you on rainy days while watching Turner Classic Movies, be an incredible cook and… I hate to say this… but she better encompass everything that being that classy lady in public and a whore between the sheets embodies. Honey, I slept with you, so I know you need a bad girl in bed, and in those precious few times when my health allowed tender lovemaking, the many joys of sex and us screwing each other’s brains out (giggle), Lord knows I tried to please my stallion with my own brand of naughtiness. We blended our bodies beautifully.

Immediately, silent sorrow waged war with an intruder, a raging fire down below.

William remembered the many times they exploded in orgasmic unison and how her deep stare penetrated his soul.

He felt chills as a moan escaped half-parted lips.

“You sure made me feel lucky.”

Lust and sadness formed an uneasy truce as he took a deep breath, wiped his eyes and continued.

In short, she had better be a real woman. I prayed that God give you discernment; the ability to recognize her when HE shows up through a queen. Initially you were gun-shy with me and we almost missed out on a blessing from above. I listened to your stories concerning your dealings with the opposite sex. You own so much love in your heart, but you kept giving it to the wrong people. And once you get hurt, you unconsciously hurt others by doing stupid things to protect it. Baby, I implore you to break the cycle. That pattern drains your spirit, and it’s an incredible waste of time.

You’re in your forties now and it’s too late in the game of life for you to hide behind a fear of a commitment. More than any one person I have ever met in my life, you deserve a great wife, and you won’t find it jumping from bed-to-bed. Again, your past experiences told me that you’re not a player.

“She’s right,” William admitted. “A player’s a player because he’s scared to feel.”

Every time I look into your eyes, I see God’s light shining on you. You’re one of His special angels and He has great things in store for you. I feel so grateful that you’re my man, even for this brief period of time. In spite of this cancer, nothing will darken the bright light of affection that shines in my heart, for being able to love, you made life on Earth a living paradise. And when I reach those pearly gates and see God, I will drop to my knees and thank Him for one of His greatest creations, William McCall. I’ll thank Him for the way you bit your lip when holding your tongue, the way your eyes narrowed like a beam of light when you concentrated real hard, and the love you showed me in our fleeting moment in time. I’ll also thank Him for giving me eternal memories to share with you.

Don’t cry for me, sweetie, because I don’t fear death. The painful days of chemo, radiation and vomiting will be over soon, as God has a special place where there is no suffering, sickness or sorrow, a place where there is no proxy between Him and His love for me. The cancer has robbed me of many things, but it won’t take my fighting spirit, or my mind.

Just the other day, I told the disease that my heart was already taken—smile.

Evoking another series of memories: how Linda told the doctors she wanted to die at home, how she never screamed though she was in intense pain, how sharp and lucid she remained until that fateful morning arrived and God whispered, “It’s time.” William watched her bravery and had been a model of strength himself. Even at the funeral he remained composed while delivering a stirring eulogy about the love of his life.

Reading this letter two years later finally broke him.

More importantly, I refuse to let my sickness, or even death, prevent me from loving you forever. I will carry your heart with me always, for it has a special place in my soul.

I love you, baby. And God, you make me feel lucky.

Just like my nickname.

Linda

P.S. William, because you always overanalyze everything, I hope that you find this after I’m gone. If you approach me with this, I might cry because I know that I’ll miss you so much. While I try to remain strong, sometimes this power of hoodoo wears off. Please check on my parents from time to time. They really love you. I’ll miss you, my hero.

•  •  •

William placed the folded bulk of paper by his side and looked upward at God. From the pit of his stomach came a woeful moan. Weeping inconsolably, the salty raindrops that clouded his vision made the air stale in sadness.

It was the coldest day of his life.

The pain of reality cut through his skin and reached an already grieving heart, making the agony so unbearable that he vowed to never again visit Spartanburg’s Memorial Park, her physical resting place.

In spirit he vowed to remain Lucky, so much so that he barricaded his heart.

Seven years after she went to heaven and five years after finding her goodbye love letter, William McCall still found difficulty in moving forward.

•  •  •

The woman placed the missive back on the bar counter and wiped her eyes.

I wish someone all my own would love me like that, she thought.

She was contrite, saying, “The love you shared was beautiful.”

“Thank you,” William said softly. Gulping down another shot, then chasing it with five-liquor dynamite, he asked, “What… What is yourr name?”

“Keisha… Keisha Gray. Donald,” she said, motioning him over. “Could you please get him a cup of coffee? And make it black. He’s gonna walk out of here tonight.”

A minute later, the beverage arrived.

“Here, try this.”

She fed him three sips.

Taking the cup from her, William said, “Thanks, but I got…this,” and gulped down the drink, then another cup. The caffeine took hold after twenty minutes, causing him to straighten up. He was still groggy, but he could articulate without slurring.

“Ms. Gray, I didn’t mean to embarrass you. I wish we would have met under better circumstances.”

“It’s okay. After reading that letter, I definitely feel your pain. Do you work tomorrow?”

“I started a three-week vacation today. It might be a little longer if I feel like it.”

“What’s with the apathy?”

“Two weeks ago I found out the firm I work for is going under.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

“It’s cool. I’m at peace with it.”

“So what are you doing with all your free time?

“Well, tomorrow I’m going south to check up on Linda’s parents. They’ve adopted me as their son and I visit them every year.”

“I see.” Evaluating his emotional state in a millisecond, Keisha asked, “Are you going to visit her gravesite?”

“I’m not sure. I doubt it, though.”

“It might help you…”

“Might help me do what?” William snapped, the pressure mounting in his tone.

Keisha quickly changed topics.

“Now about your job: you said they were closing its doors…”

“Yeah. The younger partners at the law firm I work for became frustrated with the lead counsel. Cliques and factions were formed and day-to-day operations spun out of control.”

“That’s messed up.”

“Tell me about it. An outside consultant came in to settle the disputes, but failed. He evaluated the day-to-day operations for three months and decided the company was too fractured to continue. All the partners agreed, saying that the problems were because of personality rifts as opposed to financial situations. Or so they say.”

“Sounds like greed kills.”

“It’s pretty messed-up stuff for a two-hundred-member support staff.”

“Considering these economic times, I would think so.”

“Given the nature of the economy, very few attorneys are taking their secretaries with them to other firms and the rest of us will search for jobs that aren’t available.” Shaking his head in disgust, William continued. “Those same rich cats are the first to complain that Obama screwed up the country when they’ve added to the unemployment rate.”

“I know that’s right.”

“Shit.”

“How’s your head?”

“It hurts, but I’ll be okay.”

“You’ve had a lot to drink.”

“Normally I can handle a lot more.”

“You have nothing to prove tonight, so that won’t be necessary. Maybe I should get you more coffee.”

“Then the liquid courage will wear off and I’ll stop talking to you,” William joked. “Liquor and coffee makes me hyper.”

“And blunt.”

“Actually, my outspokenness is hereditary. My grandmother always called a spade a spade.”

“I bet that mouth of yours gets you in a whole lot of trouble.”

“Sometimes.”

“Back to your job: what do you do there?”

“I’m a Law Clerk. I oversee the firm’s trial prep work and adjourn conferences and motions in state and federal jurisdictions, as well as keep an eye on pending legal matters through a computer database that we call… Am I boring you with my legalese?”

She shook her head no.

“That’s good.” He looked at his watch and noted the time: Eight-thirty. “Keisha, it’s my turn to depose you.”

“Shoot.”

“How old are you?”

“Now you know you’re not supposed to ask a woman that.”

“Okay, what’s your profession?”

“I’m a schoolteacher.”

“Which grade?”

“I work with special needs kids from kindergarten through fifth grade.”

“I bet that must be hard, given the ever-changing school system. From hiring corporate heads with no experience in the educational system as superintendents to all these charter schools, I wonder what’s up. Couple that with the fact…”

“Oh, William, I’m sorry. I’m not from New York. I’m from Michigan.”

“Nice of me to assume you were from my neck of the woods, huh?”

“You do know what happens when you assume, right?”

“Don’t remind me. Are you from the Motor City?”

“I live in the suburbs, but I work there. And trust me, everything you said about the plight of the educational system here, well, intensify things a thousand times over and you have the Detroit Public School System. The classrooms are overcrowded, some of the curriculums are unorganized and we struggle to get textbooks for the children. And don’t get me started on our pay.”

“Let me guess, overworked and underpaid.”

“It’s worse than that. The city is in financial trouble and they’re slashing our salary every year. Pretty soon, we’ll be making less than those Indonesians in those Nike factories overseas.”

“Isn’t that always the case in black cities? The state fails to equip them with what’s needed to compete yet claim they’re doing all they can do. Or they let us drown, like…”

“New Orleans and Hurricane Katrina. Let’s get our Kanye on and tell it like it is,” Keisha said, sipping her wine.

Tightening his lips in frustration, William agreed.

“Keisha, we’re still behind in the race for equality, won’t get caught up for another three generations and we can’t make excuses because a black man resides at 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue.”

“Maybe if we got the parents to care a little more…”

“How can they care when they’re struggling to keep a roof over their heads by working crazy hours just to make ends meet? And suddenly companies use the economy as an excuse to put a cap on overtime. What’s Mayor Bing saying about all of that?”

“You know, for a person that doesn’t live in Detroit, you sure know a lot about the city.”

“I read the papers, Keisha. Let’s see what I know about Dave Bing: Seven-time All-Star for the Detroit Pistons, one of the 50 Greatest Players in NBA history, and founder of Bing Steel, one of the largest steel companies in the country.”

“He bit off more than he can chew trying to run Detroit. Then they brought an Emergency Financial Manager, which reduced him to being a transient official.”

“The city declared bankruptcy, didn’t it?”

Keisha nodded yes and gave him a blatant once-over.

“Yeah, I could get used to the Big Apple,” she said flirtatiously.

William blushed like a teenager.

“Keisha, there’s something’s wrong with a picture I’m looking at.”

“Where?”

“Right in front of me. What are you doing alone in a different state on Valentine’s Day?”

“I’m in New York to take care of something.”

“Would you care to elaborate?”

Instantly, the mood in her feline-shaped eyes darkened. She tilted her head slightly, her movement simple yet sexy in its authority.

“I’d prefer not to at this moment.”

“I hope I didn’t offend you.”

“None taken. Actually, we’re even.”

“How so?”

“You don’t talk about why you won’t visit Linda’s gravesite, and I won’t discuss why I’m here, deal?”

Keisha had offered a détente by way of a handshake, and the man on the other end of the pact said, “Deal.”

“But William…”

“Hold up. What’s with the late stipulation?”

“I hope you don’t mind me being nosy, but I’m concerned.”

“Oh, so I moved up in your world with the quickness. Now you’re concerned about me.”

“Look, I was concerned when I saw you falling out your chair like Ned the Wino,” she growled.

William sat back, mouth agape at her feistiness.

“So I guess you done told me, huh?”

“Now if you let me finish, I was going to ask what your plans were once your company dissolves.”

“I’m a survivor, Keisha.”

“That’s not answering my question. How do you plan on surviving? You know companies are hiring fresh faces out of school for less money than they’ll pay you. It might be hard to find something right away.”

“I have some money saved, so I’ll be okay. I’ve been in rough waters before.”

“How’d you make it then?”

William tapped the letter on the counter.

“She saved my life in more ways than you can imagine.”

“But Linda’s dea…”

With a look demanding that she stay in her lane, a man protecting his lonely heart cut her off.

“I don’t need any reminders,” he said brusquely.

An uncomfortable pause ensued. Keisha thought she stopped a blunt reality from leaving her oral faucet, but a drop escaped, causing William to gulp down the rest of his now-diluted drink.

Then he faced her with a cold stare straight from a Dirty Harry movie.

“Thanks, but I’ll be paying for my own coffee. I hope you enjoy the rest of your evening.”

He stood up and tried to put his coat and skull-cap on, but the alcohol in his system cornered him and landed punches to his head. His equilibrium was still unbalanced, so he sat back down.

Calmly reapplying her lipstick, Keisha asked, “Not going anywhere for a while?”

“As soon as I gather my bearings, I’m out.”

“Well, I hope the rest of your Valentine’s Day brings you peace.”

At that instant, Donald intervened once more.

“Well, I see you lovebirds are having a nice time together,” he joked.

In return, the bartender received two awkward stares, then ten seconds of silence.

Breaching the pause, William said, “Donald, could you give me another shot, then both checks?”

“Sure thing, bruh.”

Tongue-tied, Keisha looked over at him, simultaneously surprised and speechless.

“What are you doing, William?”

“Keisha, today is Valentine’s Day, my favorite holiday. In spite of our obvious differences, I owe you this much. You saved me from public embarrassment, and I appreciate that.”

“I appreciate you paying the bill.”

“No problem,” William said, gulping down the last of his mood changer. “So what are your plans for the remainder of the night? Where are you staying?”

“I’m staying… Wait, didn’t we agree on keeping our intelligence classified?”

“Look, after tonight, you’ll never see me again, so at the very least, can I hail a cab for you?”

Keisha tensed up. Her words didn’t come right away, but she had a look in her eyes like a deer seeing oncoming headlights.

Tersely, she stated, “I’m not leaving yet.”

“Oh. I see.” Rising, William moved past her and toward the exit. “Well, I hope wherever you’re staying has a heart-shaped box of chocolates under your pillow. You deserve the best, especially on my favorite holiday.”

“Wait, you’re forgetting something.”

It was too late.

A man missing the love of his life had staggered into the thin, whipping snow. And after placing his red letter in her purse, a woman about to meet the love of her life at a nearby Marriott needed a Long Island Iced Tea and Patrón shot of her own.

She needed her own mood altered.



TWO

The stiff drink didn’t work; neither was the erection moving inside of her.

Thinking what they usually shared would be enough: the way his lips aggressively captured hers, then nibbled on her breasts, the way he pressed his brim against her wetness and allowed his tongue to search the walls of her honey, the way his hardness seductively stirred and pleasurably disturbed her sex, the way he whispered nice-then-nasty in her ear and moaned like she had baby-you’re-the-best-never-had-better kind of love, the way he released warm ecstasy as his body stiffened and relaxed…

On this night, the intensity wasn’t there.

With her lover steady pumping away, his eyes closed in concentration, Keisha looked at the white ceiling and wished for a fan to blow away her empty feeling. Realizing one wasn’t there, she moved just enough to give a better illusion than Penn and Teller did with their magic tricks; a figment of the imagination women often gave that stroked many a male ego.

Keisha was disconnected, buried in many thoughts. There would be no joyous tremors capturing her, no love by way of oxytocin leaving her, for she was moist like a woman in need, not a woman totally immersed.

Oblivious to her disgust, her lover groaned, “Ooh, yeah… This feels so good.” Growling her name loudly as the movement of his midsection became manic, the swelling of his bulb told her he was close to nirvana; his, not her heavenly feeling.

Feeling him plunge deeper into her intimate playpen, Keisha’s thick frame took stiff, rhythm-less strokes, one last thrust, then watched his masculinity spasm when grabbed the sheets from above.

A warm gush of liquid coated her garden with milky rain, the satisfaction he thought she needed.

Light-headed and breathless, his body jerked violently like a passenger in the front seat of a car hit from the back. After post-orgasm pumps, he stopped her hip motion when his body smothered hers.

Then he tumbled to her left.

Soon, his drowsiness turned into a great sex slumber.

Keisha lay there staring at the hotel suite walls unsatisfied, fighting desperation and agitated at the woman in the mirror when her eyes made it there.

This has got to stop. I’m too old for this.

But could she stop something she initially wanted; something free from obligation or demands, something that made her feel safe from her fear of commitment?

She rose from the bed, moved to the bathroom and looked in the mirror. Taking a deep breath, Keisha allowed silent tears to blur her vision.

As soundless as the tears forming her unhappiness was a disturbing memory. For years, Keisha Gray asked herself if she deserved to witness something so tragic that it fostered a dread of giving her soul to another.

Battling bitterness, as much as she wanted the kind of love that continued to grow after decades of heaven on earth together, as much as she craved the little pleasures that come when two became one, and as much as her soul required an energy that turned flickers of hope into eternal flames…

Something caused her to shut down.

That something was a terrible occurrence, one that left her definition of love in total disarray.

•  •  •

SMACK!

“I better not catch you slow-pokin’ around, you stupid bitch! Now why isn’t my dinner ready?”

His right-handed special connected with Ramona Gray’s left cheek; the impact of the blow sent her sprawling to the kitchen floor.

With courage, the beautiful woman picked herself up, pulled herself together and walked by her husband as if nothing had happened.

But the resentment in her scowl spoke volumes.

The look was met with disdain by her tormentor.

“If you’re going to get your panties in a bunch, that’s on you. You need to keep going to therapy.”

With that, Alfonso Gray stormed into the living room of their two-story townhouse.

That slap embodied the pain in Ramona’s deep brown eyes. Never mind the fact she had a job to tend to—she was a dentist’s assistant near the Indian Village area of Michigan—her husband, Alfonso, had to have dinner on the table every night by seven-thirty; even if it were an hour after she arrived home.

If it were a second late…

Then heaven help Ramona Gray.

Watching the daily abuse was a seventeen-year-old teenager named Keisha, the sole offspring from their marriage. Resentful of any cold-cocked fist in her mother’s direction, she pleaded for her to run from the rage.

“Mommy, you have to do something. Why don’t you have him arrested?” she begged, running an ice-cold rag across her mother’s swollen face.

Ramona’s weary voice wallowed in resignation, as if her fighting spirit were splintered into a thousand pieces and hurled into the Clinton River.

Sighing, she responded, “Who would believe me?”

There was truth behind her statement: At a time when the middle-class shadow of Detroit was thriving with auto plants and hard-working ethnicities, Pontiac, Michigan was rich in affluent role models.

None, however, loomed quite as large as the Grays. Upwardly mobile, well respected and loved by all within the community, many residents looked upon Alfonso and Ramona as a loving, God-fearing couple. A graduate of the Detroit Metropolitan Police Academy and a survivor of a tour of duty in Vietnam, Alfonso joined the force in June 1967, one month before the 12th Street Riot and four years after he was blessed with a beautiful daughter. Receiving high praise for his efforts in quelling the unrest, he became a local hero when he stopped racist members of the predominantly white police force and Michigan National Guard from shooting his brothers and sisters down like dogs.

To the public eye, they were an ideal family. Tall at six-feet-three, dark, with muscular arms, brown eyes, a small waist and wide shoulders, Alfonso was built like a chocolate Adonis. And his lovely wife, Ramona, was a stunning creation as well. Sexy thick and a well-developed five-feet-eight, her flawless coffee tone was a collection of curves and contours that flowed in wonderful harmony. And their pout-lipped teenage daughter, Keisha, a younger vision of her mother’s perfection, was a straight-A student at Pontiac Central High School.

On the outside, things seemed to be cool, like the other side of a pillow.

Yet the weight of living up to the Cosby image long before the Huxtables dominated the Nielsen ratings slowly suffocated Alfonso.

Sighing with frustration while driving through the rough streets of Cass Corridor, Officer Gray shared his views.

“In the fifties the neighborhood was so different. A lot of the guys came home from the war and the GI bill gave them the opportunity to get an education or provide homes for their families,” he told Sgt. John Roman one day. “Now it looks like Skid Row, and I bet this crap started when Nixon got reelected.”

Smirking, his white partner suggested, “They need to blow the area up.”

Fury kidnapped Alfonso’s eyes. Enraged by his colleague’s insensitivity, he chose his words carefully. “What we should be doing is asking city officials why they’ve let pockets of the community rot,” he argued. “For instance, take a look at Jumbo Road. The area is wasting away and they’re herding people together like cattle without offering hope. No one cares.”

“Should we care about those who don’t care about themselves?”

“It’s up to the City of Detroit to show them better, and then maybe they’ll do better. Let’s convert some of those old buildings into homeless shelters and crack down on the run-down hotels and pawn shops. And let’s get the social agencies involved so they can help us. You do that, and I bet the crime rate drops.”

With racism in his eyes, his partner shook his head.

“Come on, Gray, are you running for office? The last time I checked, Coleman Young, the mayor of this fair city, is one of yours. He’s not doing his job.”

“Even the mayor needs help, John.”

“He shouldn’t have eliminated the STRESS unit. That unit kept those animals in line.”

Recoiling in horror, Alfonso couldn’t believe what he was hearing. His thoughts were piranhas in a pool of anger, swimming in circles while accelerating anxiety and agitation. That he maintained control of the wheel was a miracle.

The STRESS (Stop the Robberies and Enjoy Safe Streets) unit was killing our people like roaches, but that’s besides the point. Not only is this guy a racist, but does he have to be politically incorrect and ignorant, too?

“He didn’t eliminate STRESS; Former Mayor Gribbs did,” he said, calling out the previous administration.

“Maybe the politicians want all the winos, prostitutes and drug addicts in one place rather than having niggers scattered throughout the city.”

Perilously close to putting a hollow point in his partner’s eye, Officer Gray lost it.

Fittingly, a red light stopped their movement.

“Look,” he said, the rage in his voice measured yet evident, “I don’t care if you’ve been on the force longer than me, or that you’re my superior. If I ever hear that word leave your mouth again while you’re in this car, I’ll fucking bury you!”

Not only did Alfonso have to deal with bigoted officers battling integration, he felt boxed in, trapped in a hopeless world where environmental and psychological trauma surrounded him. Shackled in silence to a crime world he never wanted to be a part of—in 1976 he was transferred into the Narcotics Division; a move he vehemently protested—for five years he overworked himself on the beat, all the while struggling to keep from unraveling.

But the things Alfonso Gray saw.

Refusing to bring gruesome details of the job into his Pontiac home, how could he share stories of corpses found in condemned structures, many of them meeting their Maker with syringes attached to lifeless veins? How could he tell his wife that city officials contributed to the madness he patrolled by turning it into a dumping ground for those who hit rock bottom?

Slowly undergoing a metamorphosis, he became dependent on vices.

First, the cigarettes controlled him.

Then, it was alcohol.

His flesh weak from smoking two packs of Kools a day, the consumption of Martell Cognac VS and Black Label Beer also frayed his senses.

So did cocaine. He needed something to heighten his alertness to danger, so he used the nose candy as a stimulant. Snorting himself numb, he surveyed dilapidated buildings and run-down tenements, sifting through the heroin junkies and hookers to collar Detroit’s major dope peddlers.

The drug, another roadblock to his soul, had his overstrained nerves ready to pop like a rubber band stretched too far. How could he talk to his wife about the many shootouts while doing narcotics work, the death of seven colleagues in a hailstorm of bullets, or the newborn baby he found cooked in a microwave during a drug deal gone south?

He found the supply that night: thirty kilos of heroin, twelve kilos of coke and 500 pounds of marijuana; and when no one was looking, he made sure he took some of the snow for himself.

While cocaine sharpened his street sense, it made him abusive to his wife.

Alfonso’s domestic cruelty was brutal. Calling her a “stupid cow” because of a weight gain and the way she kept their condo, nothing seemed good enough anymore; she was the target of all his frustration as he slapped her face with ridicule.

The spirit-damaging venom of his words cut deep, leaving her perplexed. Panicking because she was puzzled, Ramona Gray was so desperate to fix things that she reached out to a therapist for self-improvement.

Washed away by a tsunami of fear, gone was the energy-producing sounds of marital love.

Sinking into a tormented quicksand, the cocaine had demons of turbulence roaming Alfonso Gray’s mind. The doting, affectionate husband had been dismissed, and taking his place was a monster straight from Detroit’s Cass Corridor.

Soon, a family would find out how monsters define freedom.

•  •  •

Delusional and paranoid, for years Alfonso thought his wife of almost two decades was having an affair.

One night, Ramona had taken an hour at a local grocery store, and upon entering the condo, a husband hovering on the edge greeted her in the kitchen.

With bulging eyes, he demanded, “Where the fuck were you?”

“At the st…”

Before she could complete her answer, he clocked her with a coffee pot so hard that it shattered into tiny pieces.

Scared to death, Ramona fell to the floor amidst dangerous slithers of glass, crying, hyperventilating and trying to ward him off with all her strength.

Alfonso pounced on her, and the coffee pot was now a deadly weapon. Assaulting her with it, blood spurted everywhere.

“You’re having an affair with your therapist, aren’t you?” he yelled. “You’re a fucking whore!”

When she saw crimson on the floor, the wooden cabinets and the bottom of the refrigerator, Ramona screamed. “You’re hurting me!”

In her room Keisha heard the loud commotion, then felt the walls vibrate in anger. Coming downstairs, what she saw paralyzed her for a split second. She fought her own anxiety attack before letting loose a loud scream.

“Daddy, stop it!!! Stop it, now!!!!”

On the outskirts of danger, she fell to the carpeted floor, sobbing uncontrollably.

Alfonso had his fists clenched, ready to resume the pounding. Looking back at his daughter in an altered state, his bizarre gaze indicated he was on the verge of blowing like a whistling teakettle. He rose from atop his spouse, turned calmly, opened the blood-splattered refrigerator door, reached for a twelve-ounce can of Black Label Lager, and moved to the adjoining living room as if nothing had happened.

Frantically, Keisha rushed to her mother with dishtowel in hand. Wanting to curse her father for his violence, resentment filled her young soul. Soon, the two rushed to the hospital, where Ramona received stitches for deep cuts and bruises, then was released.

Driving home in their navy blue Buick Electra, the wife of a growing monster talked to her daughter, saying, “Baby, years of abuse can wear down the strongest person and make them question their self-worth.”

“Mommy, you don’t have to put up with this,” Keisha argued. “You could leave him.”

“And he’d hunt me down and…”

Ramona pulled the Deuce-and-a-quarter over, then addressed her daughter in a calm voice.

“Keisha, I love you with all my heart and soul. Please, whatever you do, don’t ever let this happen to you. Never let a man control your life. And don’t let anyone hurt your heart the way your father has hurt mine.”

“So why don’t you leave him, Mommy? You can do better.”

Defiant, Ramona Gray shook her head no.

“He wasn’t always like this, and I know this is a bad time for him. I love him too much to leave him. He’ll die without me. I have to help him with whatever he’s going through.”

“But…”

“Keisha, I won’t leave him.”

After a few more beatings, Ramona Gray was singing a decidedly different tune. With franticness rooted in fear, she tried going to the local police to report the disturbing nature of their relationship, but her husband was connected to the Blue Wall; her charges were dismissed as minor disturbances. Pleading with the church for assistance, she was told that her stories of domestic violence were interfering with their ministry.

Incredibly, Ramona Gray’s voice went mute in the ears of a deaf community.

But a chilling prophecy went straight to the soul of the one person she sought to save.

“If I die, it will be at your father’s hands,” she told her daughter one winter morning in December 1981.

“Mommy, please leave him,” Keisha begged.

“Tomorrow, I’ll speak to a cousin in Lansing, one your father doesn’t know. We’ll stay until the end of month.”

Exhaling like a baboon was lifted off her young back, a teenager nodded in agreement.

“The debate team is having a meeting after school, so I’ll be home late.”

“I know. Keisha, none of what we just discussed comes home, okay?”
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