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CHAPTER 1


A Minor Issue


It took Lisa a few minutes to fully regain consciousness when she woke up and found herself in the living room. She hadn’t meant to fall asleep. Tucked away in an eastern suburb of Columbus, the Hampton household had been relatively quiet last night. With her mother and daughter out, Lisa took advantage of the solitary Saturday evening and just relaxed. Considering the many late nights she’d worked the previous week, she needed the break. Lisa spent the evening in her blue satin pajamas curled up on her cream plush sofa where she had apparently fallen asleep.


The sound of snow humming on her flat television screen was irritating and she quickly used the remote to turn it off. Noticing the time was 12:49 a.m., Lisa leapt up and ran through the kitchen to see if her car was in the garage. Nope, just her mother’s car, which meant that Chanelle, her seventeen-year-old daughter, had missed her midnight curfew!


“Don’t jump to conclusions,” Lisa said to herself as she reached for the phone, flipping through the caller ID. She hoped Chanelle had tried to call when she was asleep, but was disheartened to find no evidence supporting her theory. She quickly dialed Chanelle’s cell phone, hearing the hip-hop music selection that preceded her daughter’s voice mail. She didn’t bother leaving a message.


Dashing up the stairs, Lisa knocked on her mother’s bedroom door as a courtesy, but didn’t wait for a response. “Mama?” She peeked inside.


Hattie lay like Sleeping Beauty underneath a tan comforter that blended in perfectly with her light skin tone. She looked so peaceful that Lisa really didn’t want to disturb her. She stood for a split second, admiring her mother’s beauty. Though she was in her mid-sixties, Lisa’s mother looked great—still-mostly-black hair, a shapely size ten figure and no wrinkles. Lisa hoped she’d inherited her mother’s genes and would also age gracefully. So far so good, but if Chanelle kept working her nerves, she’d surely look old and gray within a few years.


“Mama!” Lisa spoke with more force.


“Huh?”


“Sorry to wake you. . .I want to know if you’ve heard from Chanelle.”


“No, why? She’s not home yet?”


“No, but don’t worry. I’ll find her.”


Her mother quickly sat up. “Did you call Jareeka? Maybe Chanelle accidentally dozed off over there.”


The girl’s name was actually Gericka, like Erika, but Lisa didn’t bother correcting her mother, who was notorious for renaming people. “Calling there is my next step. I wanted to check with you first.”


Lisa ran back down to the kitchen where Chanelle’s best friend’s telephone number was posted on the small magnetic bulletin board attached to the refrigerator. By now it was a few minutes shy of one.


The phone rang several times before Marlon Young, Gericka’s father, answered.


“Hi! I’m sorry to call your house so late. This is Lisa.”


“Yes, what can I do for you?”


“Is Chanelle there?”


“No, why do you ask?”


Lisa’s throat tightened. “She’s not here yet. Do you know what time she brought Gericka home from the movies?”


“I don’t know what Chanelle told you, but she didn’t go to the movies with Gericka,” Marlon firmly stated. “Gericka and Karen went to Louisville on Friday to spend the weekend with my mother-in-law.”


“I’m sorry. . .I thought. Never mind. I’m sorry I woke you.”


“It’s okay. I’m sure you’re concerned about your daughter. I pray she gets home safely,” he said, before hanging up.


With no other options, Lisa reluctantly dialed RJ’s number, which she had unfortunately memorized by now. She hated calling her ex-husband, but figured the situation warranted such an action. It was a waste of time because he hadn’t seen or heard from Chanelle either. As if his presence would calm Lisa’s nerves, RJ had offered to come over and wait with her until Chanelle arrived.


“No, thanks!” Lisa quickly declined. He always seemed to be looking for an excuse to be near her, but the only man occupying her time was Minister Freeman, whom she had been out to dinner with on several occasions.


“Please let me know the minute you hear from her,” RJ requested.


“I will,” she assured.


He had some nerve, acting like a concerned father when he was the reason why she and Chanelle had left Baltimore and come to Ohio in the first place. Had she known several summers ago when she moved here that he would follow, she would have accepted another job elsewhere.


Feeling her blood pressure rise with each passing second, she went back into the living room and sat on the couch. She began fiddling with the charm on the necklace she never took off, which had become a habit whenever she became nervous or angry. The time was exactly 1:07 a.m. and that meant her daughter was now sixty-seven minutes past curfew. Lisa was fuming!


Though the “God, please don’t let anything bad happen to her” prayer cycled through Lisa’s head a few times, she honestly didn’t feel a need to panic. For some reason, Lisa knew Chanelle was okay—wherever she was. Chanelle was okay now, but Lisa couldn’t promise that she’d be later when she finally brought her behind home and parental justice kicked in.


She did not understand why Chanelle would intentionally lie and violate her curfew. She was fresh off of punishment for talking back earlier that week. Lisa had asked Chanelle to get off the computer so she could type some information for work, but Chanelle had defiantly replied, “No!”—as if Lisa had really given her an option. Already stressed because of her work challenges, Lisa controlled the urge to snatch Chanelle out of the chair by her ponytail and threatened that if she didn’t move of her own accord, she would be moved. Chanelle got up without further objection but her attitude had struck Lisa’s nerve, so Chanelle had been placed on punishment.


Hearing the sound of her mother’s footsteps descending the hardwood stairs, Lisa leaned back on the sofa so as not to appear overly anxious.


“Chanelle still hasn’t made it home?” Her mother’s wire-framed glasses rested at the tip of her nose while a large green robe concealed her body.


“Nope. . .”


“Did you call Jareeka’s?”


“Yes, her father said that she and her mother are away for the weekend.” She felt herself tensing with every word.


“What about RJ? Have you called him?”


“He hasn’t seen her either.”


“Well, don’t come down too hard on her. Maybe she didn’t know Jareeka was out of town and when she found out, she decided to hang with one of her other friends instead. Now she should’ve at least called and told you, but she was probably so happy to get out the house that she forgot. Poor thing; it seems like she’s always on punishment. Sometimes I think you’re too hard on that girl. I don’t want to meddle—”


“Then please don’t,” the thirty-eight-year-old interjected in the most respectful tone that she could conjure up with a clenched jaw.


“All right. I’ll keep my opinion to myself, but I was merely going to say that you may want to consider extending Chanelle’s curfew. She’s practically an adult and it’s time you start treating her like one. Maybe then you’d be less likely to run into this problem.”


An electrifying jolt shot through Lisa’s body. The way she disciplined Chanelle had become a constant point of contention between her and her mother. Thank goodness Hattie would soon be moving into her own apartment! Lisa could not wait!


“That makes absolutely no sense!” she fired back. “What she is, is irresponsible. Why should I reward her for not being able to honor her curfew? And anyhow, she wouldn’t have been on punishment recently had she not been so smart at the mouth.”


“I wonder where she got it from. . .” her mother replied cynically, quickly disappearing into the kitchen and returning moments later. “Good night.”


“The same to you,” Lisa replied, continuing to stew as the clock read 1:21 a.m. The only other noise she heard was the emptying of the automatic ice machine until ten minutes or so later when a car pulled into the driveway. Lisa’s heart began racing when she saw flashing blue and red lights from the window. It wasn’t her car as she had thought, but a police cruiser. A gut-wrenching fear fell over her. Had something horrible happened to Chanelle? She felt guilty about being so angry and the missed curfew was now a minor issue compared to the concern that her baby might be lying in the hospital somewhere. Lisa was horrified by the unlimited possibilities of things that could’ve happened to her daughter. The pit of her stomach knotted as she sprang from the couch and raced to the front door.
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CHAPTER 2


The Perfect Match


Callie Jamison lay curled up in her waterbed. She’d barricaded herself in her room several days ago. Since the day she’d gotten the devastating news, she hadn’t eaten, slept or done much of anything except stare at the sky gray walls. She felt ashamed. But why? She hadn’t done anything. Still, she tried to bury her pain in the depth of her heart, but her anger was so overwhelming that it kept resurrecting and she found herself hating everything and everyone. . .including God.


Her Bible lay next to the bed on the oak nightstand, secured in its black leather case. Until a few days ago, she used to read it regularly. Having read the Bible from the time she was a child until her late-forties, she figured she knew just about everything it said. She could name all the books in order, quote scripture verbatim and over the course of many years, she had written a synopsis of every book for her own personal benefit. Because she was so well-studied, Callie had been prepared to deal with everything life threw her way. . .or so she’d thought. Nothing she’d read between the pages of those sixty-six books had prepared her for this!


“Mom,” Bryan called, gently tapping on her bedroom door.


If it weren’t for him, Callie probably would’ve lost her mind or killed herself by now. Thankfully, Bryan had dropped everything at a moment’s notice and driven nearly six hours from L.A. to Sacramento to be by her side. She wondered what was going through his mind as he raced across the interstate. She realized that he was hurting in his own way. Both of them were still grieving the loss of his father, Marvin, who had committed suicide seven months ago, but Callie had been the only one in therapy over the situation. She had always felt guilty and negligent. As his wife, shouldn’t she have seen the warning signs? The suicide note Marvin had left behind offered no explanation. It simply read, “I’m so sorry.” Recently, new developments had surfaced, shedding more light on the incident.


“Mom!” Bryan yelled again.


“Come in,” she finally said.


“I’m getting ready to go to bed. I wanted to make sure you didn’t need anything.” His voice was low and shaky—definitely not the sound of a prominent attorney who had recently made junior partner at his law firm. Even his appearance lacked confidence. Bryan’s bulky frame normally stood about six-one, like his father’s, but his slumped shoulders and drooping head made him seem shorter.


Callie shook her head. “Unless you have a bag of miracles, I can’t think of anything else I need,” she said in an “I’m-trying-to-make-a-joke-but-I’m-really-not-in-a-laughing-mood” sort of way.


Bryan walked over and sat next to her on the bed. “I wish I could perform miracles,” he whispered.


His sincerity caused Callie’s eyes to well with tears. She didn’t think any had escaped until Bryan wiped her cheek.


“I’m so sorry this happened to you. . .” He took her hand, squeezing it gently and staring at her, sadly. She could feel the energy of his love through his firm grip. Looking into his big brown eyes, she was reminded of the five-year-old who’d won her heart way before Marvin ever did. They had become the perfect match. He was the child she could never carry and she was the mother figure that he’d longed for.


It was as if Marvin was the stepparent and not her. People who didn’t know the circumstances would sometimes comment on how much they looked alike. Besides their mocha-colored skin, Callie didn’t see the resemblance between Bryan and herself, but she definitely didn’t mind the comparison. They had an unbreakable bond with one another. If it weren’t for him, Callie would’ve wished the last twenty-four years of her life away.


“This is a time when we must lean on God more than ever,” Bryan said, interrupting Callie’s nostalgic moment. “Lord knows, I don’t understand why this has happened to you. The only scripture that comes to mind right now is Proverbs 3:4-5. That’s what we have to stand on.”


Callie quickly mulled the scripture over in her mind. Trust in the Lord with all your heart and lean not on your own understanding. Callie was so angry with God that she wanted to severely admonish Bryan for his advice. How in the world could she trust God when He was the One who had let this happen?


“What time are you leaving tomorrow?” She purposely changed the subject to avoid the possibility of further biblical instruction.


“I’ll probably take off around ten or so. I’ll be back on Thursday.”


“What about your workload?”


“It’ll be taken care of. I’ve spoken to one of the senior partners and he said I can take all the time I need. I want to wrap up a few things, but I’ll be back.”


“Thanks, honey, but I don’t want you to take too much time off for me. Save some of your time so you can spend it with Tyra after the baby gets here.”


“Don’t worry. . .Tyra knows I’ll be there when she needs me. Have you given any more thought to coming to stay with us?”


“I don’t know. . .we’ll see.”


“When I mentioned the idea to Tyra, she didn’t seem to mind. She’d enjoy dragging you to Lamaze classes and out baby shopping.”


“Like I said. . .we’ll see. I appreciate the offer, but I’m fine, really.”


Bryan frowned. “This is what you call fine? Being locked in your bedroom for days without eating or socializing with the outside world?”


“I needed time to process everything.”


“I know. . .but you’re worrying me. . .especially since you’re not eating.”


“I have eaten—”


“I’m not convinced forcing a pack of peanut butter crackers down your throat while I’m watching can technically be considered eating. How about we get up early in the morning so I can take you out for some mouth-watering buttermilk pancakes?”


Callie couldn’t help but smile; he knew she had a weakness for pancakes. “Thanks, but I’ll pass. Maybe next time.”


“Are you going to church in the morning?”


“I wasn’t planning on it,” she answered simply, though she really had a much stronger response in mind—a two-word phrase that began with the letter “h” and ended with the word “no.”


“You may want to touch base with Sister Ellis. She’s called several times. She sounded a bit concerned since she hasn’t heard from you in a few weeks. She mentioned a women’s retreat you two are planning.”


“Helping her get that retreat together is the least of my concerns right now. She’ll eventually figure that out because I’m not calling her or anyone else.”


“Have you talked to Lisa?”


Callie sighed. “Not since all of this came out. The last time we spoke was about me coming to Chanelle’s graduation party. I should call and let her know I’m not going to make it.”


Nine years Lisa’s senior, the two weren’t close, but shared a cordial relationship. It was most likely the blood connection that kept them together, because they were complete opposites. Callie thought her sister could be a bit pretentious at times. No matter how many fallouts they had, their relationship remained intact.


They didn’t really look like siblings. Far from inheriting their mother’s light skin tone and hourglass figure, Callie’s dark frame was more pear-shaped than anything else; and she hadn’t worn any size lower than a sixteen since graduating high school. Lisa had always been the lucky one.


“Don’t call and cancel,” said Bryan. “Chanelle’s graduation is still a month away. You may feel differently by then. I would go, but I hate to leave Tyra by herself so close to her delivery date.”


“I’m not in the right mindset to be around Lisa and Mama. This is hard enough to deal with as it is. The less people know, the better.”


“But they aren’t just people, Mom. They’re family. I recognize this is hard for you, but Lisa and Grandma Hattie will support you in any way they can.”


“I don’t need support right now, Bryan. I need to be left alone!” she snapped, then realized her harshness. “I’m sorry. . .you’re only trying to help. . . I’m just so angry. This is too much to bear. I feel so. . .” She burst into tears.


Bryan bent down and cradled her. “Shhh. . .It’s okay. We’ll take it one day at a time,” he whispered.
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CHAPTER 3


Serves Her Right


“What in the. . .?” Lisa choked on her words, seeing her daughter escorted up to the front porch by a dark-haired, Caucasian police officer. Her daughter was dressed like she was a dancer on some gold-toothed rapper’s video.


“Ma’am, I’m Officer Kendrick,” he said, dropping Chanelle’s arm and flashing his badge. “I’m here because this young lady was picked up at a party for underage drinking.”


“She what?” Chanelle, holding a pair of black stilettos, nervously tugged at her micro mini skirt and avoided eye contact with her mother. “She was supposed to be at a movie,” Lisa growled.


“I don’t know about the movie, ma’am, but I do know your daughter was one of several minors we found intoxicated at the scene. I thought I’d bring her home instead of getting you folks entangled in the legal system.”


“Go up to your room, now!” hollered Lisa. With mascara-stained cheeks, Chanelle looked at the officer one last time as though she wished he’d take her with him and then brushed past Lisa. Though it had been several years since Lisa’s own run-in with the law, the wounds still felt fresh and she was truly grateful that Officer Kendrick had spared Chanelle from having any blemishes on her record. “Thank you so much, sir, for bringing her home.”


“You’re welcome. I tried talking to your daughter on the way over. You might want to reinforce that Cleveland Avenue isn’t the safest place for a teenage girl to be late at night. I don’t know how closely you watch the news, but a nineteen-year-old girl was found murdered in an alley off Cleveland the other day. It’s only the first week of May and already we’ve had twenty-nine murders this year. I didn’t want to lecture her, but she needs to choose neighborhoods wisely.”


“I understand. Thank you so much. Rest assured, I will reinforce everything you said and then some.”


“On the way here, your daughter said that she had driven to the party. Is that correct?”


“Yes. Did you happen to notice a silver Pontiac G6 anywhere near the location?”


“There were cars parked up and down the street. It may have been among them, but I can’t say for sure. So much for attention to detail, huh?” He laughed.


“Would you mind giving me the address where this party was held? I’ll have my mother take me to get it later.”


“Just check with your daughter to confirm that it, in fact, is there. I won’t mind taking you to get it if you’d like.”


“No, that’s okay. I don’t want to inconvenience you.”


“It won’t be an inconvenience.”


Lisa wasn’t sure what to make of Officer Kendrick’s overly nice gestures. First, he went out of his way to bring Chanelle home and now he was offering to give her a ride to her car. His actions seemed a little suspect. “Are you sure you won’t mind taking me?”


“Not at all.”


“Okay. Let me see what my daughter says. Give me a few minutes.” She motioned for him to step inside the house and ran upstairs, bumping into Chanelle in the hall. “Is my car at the place you were picked up?”


Holding her hand over her mouth, Chanelle nodded yes and jetted into the bathroom. Serves her right, Lisa thought, hearing vomiting sounds followed by aching moans. Lisa was more than ready to go off, but thought it would be wise to allow her temper to cool first.


“What’s going on?” Her mother poked her head from her bedroom, squinting without her glasses.


“Chanelle got picked up by the police for underage drinking. I’ll be back. The officer is going to take me to get my car.”


Lisa rushed into her own room. After stripping out of her pajamas and into a pair of blue jean capris and a T-shirt, she removed her scarf and quickly ran her fingers through her hair. Though the likelihood that she’d see a familiar face this time of night was slim to none, she had been taught to never leave the house without looking presentable. No matter how small the errand, Lisa wouldn’t be caught in public wearing night scarves, hair rollers, raggedy clothes or anything else that she would be embarrassed about if photographed.


On her way back downstairs, Lisa stood in the bathroom doorway for a moment and watched reluctantly as her mother hovered over her daughter. Grandma to the rescue, as always! The smell of liquor oozed from her daughter’s pores and floated through the air. Chanelle looked up with vomit-traced lips. “Mama, I’m sorry,” she slurred.


That had to be the alcohol talking, because the girl rarely apologized for anything. “Just lie down and get some rest. We’ll talk about this in the morning.”
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CHAPTER 4


A Flying Firecracker


The next morning, Lisa searched for something to wear to church and settled on a soft, yellow, short-sleeved dress with a pair of white, open-toed sandals, accessorized with studded earrings and, of course, her gold necklace. It was about five after ten when she made it to the kitchen, which wasn’t bad considering that she’d gotten up at nine and spent at least twenty minutes fussing with Chanelle to get her hung-over behind up and ready. Usually they were out the door by that time so they could make it to Sunday school, but Lisa had overslept this morning and would probably still be sleep had it not been for her mother waking her to “discuss” Chanelle’s punishment.


As always, her mother severely disagreed about what should happen with Chanelle and fought viciously with words to keep her from being punished. Though Lisa would probably never do cartwheels about his move to Columbus, one thing that worked in RJ’s favor was that he stood behind any disciplinary actions Lisa took against their daughter. When she called and updated him on everything last night, he was just as livid as she was and didn’t make excuses for Chanelle. For him to be a point of sanity for Lisa said a lot, especially after all he’d put her through.


“Show a little mercy,” her mother had argued. “Drunk or not, you should be thankful she came home last night and didn’t run off and get married like someone else I know who didn’t have the decency to invite her own mother to the ceremony.” Lisa would be the first to admit that eloping with RJ when they were only eighteen was not the wisest move; and she had paid dearly for her mistake. But her marriage and Chanelle’s drinking weren’t even comparable, and the fact that her mother brought it up didn’t sit well. Needless to say, when her mother left for church, Lisa had a serious attitude.


After putting a pot of water on the stove and starting the coffee maker, she sat at the kitchen table while the argument with her mother continuously cycled through her mind. Was she really being unmerciful? She couldn’t very well allow Chanelle to go unpunished, could she? She thought about Hebrews 12:5-6, which states how the Lord disciplines those that He loves and began praying silently. Father, I don’t like the feeling of being perceived as a mean disciplinarian. But, that’s how it seems my mother and daughter view me. I love Chanelle! I know You hold me accountable for her. Help me do what is right and just. God, I don’t want to be unfair or overly harsh. I’m looking to You for—


Before Lisa could finish, the teapot began whistling and she heard Chanelle trotting down the stairs. Lisa wiped the dangling teardrop from her eye, taking a quick glance at the clock. It was only 10:23 am; service didn’t start for another hour. There was still plenty of time for her to address Chanelle’s behavior.


Chanelle dragged in the kitchen wearing a light blue jean jumper with a short-sleeved red shirt underneath. Though a little wrinkled, her outfit would pass, but her hair looked a mess with braids desperately in need of moisturizing lotion. Like her mother had done with her, Lisa had taught Chanelle to take care in her appearance. Was she really feeling that bad or was this a ploy to earn sympathy and stay home from church?


“I can’t believe you’re making me go to church.” Chanelle plopped down at the table across from her mother.


Concluding that it was sympathy her daughter was after, Lisa got up to turn off the stove. “Yes, I am. If there’s time when we finish talking, I’d suggest you touch up your appearance. Remember, you represent a long line of Johnson women.” Johnson was her mother’s maiden name. “We don’t leave the house looking crazy.”


“But, Jesus said to come as you are and I look how I feel.”


“Well, if being electrocuted is the look you’re going for, then it works.” Lisa turned and gave her daughter a cunning I’m-not-gonna-play-your-game smile. Setting the cup of tea in front of Chanelle, she said, “Drink this. It may make you feel better.”


Chanelle sniffed the cup. “What is it?”


“Some kind of herbal tea your grandmother bought.”


“Is it good?”


“I don’t know. I figured it would be better for you than coffee, though,” Lisa took a sip of her latte. The tea she’d made Chanelle must not have been bad because Chanelle began to drink it slowly. “So. . .what happened last night?”


“I thought the officer told you.”


“He did, but now I want to hear from you.”


“Instead of going to the movies, Gericka and I went to a party.”


“Really? Gericka was with you?”


“Yeah, I told you I’d be out with her,” Chanelle answered matter-of-factly. “We met up with one of her cousins there. At the time we decided to go, we didn’t know there would be alcohol involved.”


“Then why didn’t you tell me about the party?”


“Because sometimes you be trippin’. I didn’t want the static. We didn’t go there intending to drink. One thing led to another and we got caught up in the hype. When the cops showed up, we realized we’d made a big mistake. They would’ve let us go if we hadn’t been drinking.”


“So Officer Kendrick took Gericka home, too?”


“Yeah. . .”


Curious about how far her daughter would carry out this farce, Lisa said, “Maybe I’ll call Karen and Marlon to see how they handled things with Gericka. Since you girls committed the same offense, it’s only fair that you receive the same punishment.”


“Um... Now that I think about it, the cops didn’t take Gericka home at all. . .what had happened was she managed to sneak out of there and left with her cousin. Her cousin took her home. . .not the cops. My bad. . .some details of last night are still sort of fuzzy because of. . .well, you know. Mama, I learned my lesson last night. I promise I won’t do it again.”


“Do what again: lie or drink?”


“Both.”


“If you intend to keep that promise, then you need to start by telling me who you were really with last night.”


“I told you already,” Chanelle insisted.


“No, what you told me is a bald-faced lie. You’re not remorseful at all.”


“What—”


“I’ve heard enough, Chanelle! Your fabricated story about last night makes me sick. I spoke with Gericka’s father already, so I know you weren’t with her.”


Chanelle’s expression turned blank and she chewed her bottom lip.


“I’m going to ask you one last time and you’d better tell me the truth if you know what’s good for you. Who were you with?” Silence gripped the air. “Answer me!”


“I was with a friend of mine named Kyle Lewis.”


“Who is he?”


Chanelle shrugged her shoulders like it was no big deal. “Someone I met a few weeks ago at the skating rink.”


“How old is this boy?”


“We’re the same age. . .seventeen.”


“What in the world are you doing hanging out with another boy? You’ve only been given permission to date Justin.”


“The problem is I don’t like Justin the way you want me to.”


“You sure liked him enough to drop his name with the police officer last night. I couldn’t figure out why that man was being so nice until I got in the cruiser and he asked me if I could get him tickets to a football game.” Lisa had taken his number and told him she’d see what she could do, though there was no doubt that she’d be able to get the tickets.


“I didn’t say anything about Justin. The officer searched my purse and found the picture on my keychain of you and Miss Olivia. He asked me who y’all were and I told him. I didn’t bribe him into bringing me home. He did that on his own.”


“Well, the bottom line is I have the final say of who you can or cannot go out with.”


“You’re not willing to approve anyone except Justin and that’s because Miss Olivia is your best friend.”


“That may be true, but I know for sure he comes from good stock. You would’ve never been in that position last night if you were with Justin. That boy has a good head on his shoulders. Not many college football stars have a grade-point average as high as his.”


Lisa really loved Justin. He was currently finishing up his sophomore year at Ohio State and, in addition to maintaining good grades, he was a dynamic football player. He broke the record for the most rushing yards by a freshman his first year of college and scored twenty touchdowns that season. This past season, Justin once again broke college records. Per NFL regulations, Justin had one more season to play before he would be eligible for the pros, and both he and his parents were gearing up for it. Lisa was happy for him, but more than being impressed by his athletic abilities, she admired how dedicated he was to his schoolwork as well.


“I doubt this Kyle character will even make it to college,” she scoffed.


“How can you say that? You don’t even know him.”


“And based on last night, I don’t have a desire to. I don’t want you hanging out with him again.”


“Why not? We’re just friends.”


“Well, not anymore. He sounds like bad news.”


“But—”


“I don’t want to hear it. I’d better not hear anything about you and him again. Do I make myself clear?”


“Yeah. . .”


“Excuse me?”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“Because of this stunt you pulled, you won’t get a taste of freedom until graduation day. So for the next month, there will be no TV, no telephone, no computer, no video games, no nothing! I hate to be like this, but had you told me the truth from the beginning, things could have been less severe. You know that I’m not going to tolerate lying under any circumstances.”


“Can I still go to King’s Island with Gericka on Memorial Day?”


“No. If you really wanted to go, you should have thought about that before last night.”


Chanelle grunted.


“And give me your cell phone.”


“Why? It was a Christmas present from Grandma. She’s paying the bill; shouldn’t she be the one to take it from me? I’m gonna be grown soon and you’re still treating me like a child.”


Lisa ordered herself to stay cool so she’d keep from laying hands on Chanelle. “You think turning eighteen this summer will make you grown? Grown folk pay for their own stuff. I don’t give a flying firecracker who bought it. I said give it here and that’s exactly what I mean.”


Chanelle grudgingly reached down in her purse and shoved the phone toward Lisa.


“Since you’ll have a lot of time on your hands, I suggest you use it to find yourself a summer job and save up enough bus fare for when you start college. If I can’t trust you with my car while you’re living in my house, there’s no way I’m going to be able to trust you with it when you go to college. Because of your irresponsibility, you will not be driving my car all summer.”


Chanelle had applied to and already been accepted by a local college. Since Chanelle was planning to live in the dorms, Lisa had considered buying her a car for graduation, but not anymore. Not after this! Maybe Lisa would reconsider and get it before Chanelle officially started school, but she was going to make her bus it all summer, for sure. “Anything could’ve happened to you last night while you were out dressed like a li’l hoochie. The officer told me that they’d just found a body in an alley over there. He escorted me to my car and I still didn’t feel completely safe. All those people hanging outside on the corners. . .what in the world were you thinking? I guess that’s the whole point. . .you weren’t thinking. Well, I’ve said everything I have to say. Is there anything else you’d like to add?”


“Would it matter if there was?”


“Hurry up and finish drinking that tea so we can get to church. The sanctuary is the safest place for you right now because your smart mouth is really working my nerves!”
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CHAPTER 5


Who ‘Dis?


“Hey, I wanted to let you know that I’m back home now.” Olivia called Lisa late Monday afternoon.


“How was the trip?”


“Great. I wish Isaac could’ve come back with me; I miss him already.”


“How long is he going to be in New York?”


“Until his case is over, which could be at least another month.” Olivia’s husband was a very well-known and established attorney with a law business that was continually growing. “To whom much is given, much is required. I miss my baby, but I try not to complain about all the traveling he has to do. Girl, I remember when the brotha couldn’t pay someone to hire him. Now he has law firms in seven states!”


“That’s great.”


“Naw, girl, that’s God! In just three months this new office in New York has already earned him retainers of one-point-two million dollars from clients. Now you know that’s nothing but the favor of God.”


“Ain’t that the truth!”


“I considered returning late last night or early this morning because of the weekly board meeting, but I figured no one would die if I missed this one. I didn’t feel like rushing back.”


“I’m sure they survived.” Olivia was one of the board members of Brentson Technologies, the company where Lisa worked. With her and Isaac being large investors in the company as well, Olivia had a lot of clout around the place. In fact, when Lisa wanted to ensure that things got done around here, she knew Olivia would make it happen, like with the new time-reporting system that was recently installed.


With a name like Brentson Technologies, Lisa’s employer should have done away with antiquated time sheets and implemented a computer-based reporting system long ago, but last Monday was the first day that employees were introduced to the “new way of doing things.” As Head of the Human Resources Department, Lisa was forced to work a lot of overtime last week, dealing with training sessions, computer glitches, and staff complaints. She had been pushing for the new system for quite some time, but her proposals continued to get “tabled.” Telling Olivia about the situation was all it took to expedite things. What Lisa had been trying to do for months was settled within a few short days once Olivia got involved, proving how much of an impact she had on what did and did not get done around here.


“How was church yesterday?” Olivia asked.


“It was good. . .I guess. To be honest, I was zoning in and out a little.”


“Why? Were you tired?”


“I was tired and stressed.” Lisa filled Olivia in about the weekend’s events.


“Chanelle knows better. Teenagers can surely put us through some stuff. Isaac and I had our share of issues with Justin. We got through it and so will you. Before you know it, this incident will be a distant memory.”


“You think?”


“Trust me. . .it gets better.”


“Girl, I hope so because that child is driving me up a wall.”


Olivia laughed. “She’ll be all right. She’s strong-willed and one day that’ll come in handy when dealing with people. One thing I like about Chanelle is that the sistah is not fazed by Justin’s popularity. I don’t want Justin to get big-headed because you know once he’s drafted all kinds of little sluts will be throwing panties at him. Maybe hooking up with Chanelle can be what he needs to stay humble, but we can’t force a match. If they get together, it’ll have to be on their own.”


“Yeah, I know. . .” Lisa was starting to lose hope. Justin was perfect for Chanelle, but she couldn’t see it. “Girl, let me get off this phone and finish my work so I can get out of here. Minister Freeman and I are having dinner at six.”


“Again? Y’all are getting awfully cozy. It’s four o’clock already; you should be heading out now. What you really should’ve done was leave early.”


“I thought about it, but I have an IT presentation in the morning and I didn’t want to take work home with me. I’m going to leave from here and meet Minister Freeman at the restaurant.”


“I don’t see why you keep calling him Minister Freeman instead of his name.”


“Because that’s how he was introduced to me and he hasn’t told me anything different. You call him by his first name, but you’ve known him longer than I have.”


“Yeah, well, it sounds like you may be getting to know him much better than I do,” she teased.


“Shut up. We’re just having dinner, that’s all.”


“So you say. . .I suspect before long, we’ll hear wedding bells. Just make sure you invite me to the wedding.”


“Why would the matron of honor need an invitation?”


Now the very best of friends, Lisa and Olivia initially met under frightening circumstances only a few months after Lisa first moved to Ohio. They were trapped on an elevator when the electricity went out. Confined for hours and not knowing whether or not they’d live to tell about it, they’d shared many personal things with each other that day and bonded in a way that Lisa had never done before with any other female—not even her biological sister. Despite their eleven-year age difference, their friendship was so solid that one would think it stemmed from childhood. No matter what the situation, Olivia never failed to have Lisa’s back and vice versa.


Lisa’s assistant poked her head through the door. “Liv, I have to go, Megan needs me.”


“All right, but tell your man I said ‘hey.’ Call me afterwards so I can start planning the bridal shower.”


“Bye, you nut! I’ll talk to you later.” She hung up, laughing. “Olivia is so silly.”


“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to interrupt. I wanted to see if there was anything you needed before I go.”


Lisa loved Megan, who had been working as her administrative assistant since Lisa’s first day at Brentson Technologies. She was a quiet person and always willing to go the extra mile. She looked almost Albino with her pale skin and stringy blond hair. Though Megan always wore a smile, her sadness shone through her eyes. Her sorrow was a result of having lost her husband while he served in Iraq. Now Megan was left to raise their young son on her own.


“Thanks, Meg, but I don’t need anything. You can go now if you want. Lord knows you’ve earned the right with all the overtime you put in. I appreciate you staying over with me last week.”


“You’re welcome.”


“Things should be a breeze from here on out.”


“I can already tell a difference today. I don’t know what you said to Olivia, but whatever it was, thank you. She really got the ball rolling with this new system.”


Lisa smiled, slyly. “It pays to have friends in persuasive positions.”


“I know. . .it’s so cool that my boss is best friends with Olivia Scott. Her husband is like the go-to attorney for any and everyone on the A-list throughout the country. And I swear she has to be on almost every important committee or board in Columbus. I’m surprised they’re still around here. The media always reports him in some other part of the country working on a case.”
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