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Innocence in question ...


Twenty-nine-year-old Hope Donovan never pulled the trigger ... But a simple choice landed her behind bars, and on Texas’ Death Row. Hope accepted a ride from two neighborhood thugs. She was stunned when they were pulled over and all were arrested for a deadly convenience store robbery.


Her case was quickly catapulted to an international platform and became a symbol in the heated debate over capital punishment. Everyone weighed in, but when mistakes from her past were dug up, the world was suddenly riveted and confused by two conflicting images of the young mother.


How long would you wait?


Brendon Donovan stood by his wife after her arrest. He took out a second mortgage on their house and wiped out the family’s savings. But as Hope’s case dragged on, he was forced to consider other options.


How far would you go?


Chastity and Hope have shared a tumultuous past. But their rivalry took a backseat when it came time to care for Hope’s children. Years later, as Hope’s chances of survival began to look grim, Chastity was torn. The feelings she developed for Hope’s husband, Brendon, threw her loyalty and motives into question.
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Pat Tucker is the author of eight novels and a participant in three anthologies. She is a radio news director in Houston, Texas, and co-host of the Cover to Cover show with Essence bestselling author ReShonda Tate Billingsley.
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 HOPE


When the car fluttered, and seemed to be making a clunking sound, the next thing I knew, I was pulling over. My heart was racing.


“Uh-oh!”


As I steered the car off to the side of the road, I bit down on my bottom lip. I allowed it to decelerate before I brought it to a complete stop. By the time I jumped out, the car had started smoking. I didn’t know if the thing was gonna blow or not.


“Dammit! Now what?” I sighed.


I glanced around in both directions and could barely see a few feet in front of me. The hiss from the engine had me completely spooked. It was pitch-black outside and besides the sounds from the engine, the only other sounds I heard for miles were crickets and grasshoppers. What little I could see was only visible because I didn’t turn off the headlights.


I shivered from the cool February night air, but trembled at the thought of becoming road kill. Here I was on a deserted, two-lane road out in the middle of nowhere!


Since I had to get Mona there before eight, it was already dark and I didn’t feel good about being out here all alone. I wasn’t sure if I should try to walk back toward Hempstead, where I thought I remembered a convenience store, or take my chances and walk up toward Prairie View University.


In the hour or so that I’d been trying to make up my mind, only two cars had passed along on Highway 290. During that time, I tried to flag them down with no luck and I was trying to see if the car might cool off. When it didn’t, I was more than pissed. Brendon would be fussing by the time I finally made it home. Whenever he was home alone with all three kids, he acted like he forgot how to father.


Suddenly what looked like a familiar car came swooshing past me. I shook thoughts from my mind; no way that was who I thought it was. I had only been stranded for a little more than an hour and I was already getting delusional. Only in my dreams would someone I know be way out here just when I needed them.


I looked back at the car that was still smoking and decided to leave it. Since it hadn’t exploded, I walked back over, removed the key from the ignition, and put it near the middle console.


“Oh, well, guess I’ll send a wrecker for it when I make it to the university.”


I flung my purse over my left shoulder and started walking toward Prairie View University. With my luck, I’d make it before sunup the next day.


Less than twenty minutes later, the candy-apple 1964 Chevy Impala on spinners that first zoomed by going east was now headed west and slowing as it pulled up alongside me.


“Q, that you? What you doing way out here?” I asked, feeling so happy I could kiss him. For the first time since the breakdown, my night didn’t seem as bleak.


“Whassup, Ma?” Quenton said.


Quenton Tolland and I went to Yates High School together. He had been up to no good since he could walk and talk, but at this very moment, I was so glad to see him and his sidekick, Trey, I didn’t know what to do. It’s not like I was about to marry the guy. I needed a ride, and he had wheels.


“Looks like you need a lift,” Q said.


“Do I! Mona’s car broke down on me a few miles back. Did you know it was me when you passed the first time?” I asked.


Trey looked uneasy, but I never liked him anyway, and I suspected he didn’t care for me too much either. Knowing him, he probably tried to talk Quenton out of turning around and coming back for me.


“Girl, I’d know you anywhere,” Q joked.


I really didn’t care whether he realized it was me or some chick he was about to try and pick up. I was simply glad he turned around.


“Believe me, playboy...this ain’t the business,” Trey said with his creepy-looking self.


“Aw, dawg, chill. Hope is the homegirl from the neighborhood,” Q said. He turned back to me. “C’mon, hop in; we kinda in a hurry.”


“Well, I’m real glad you stopped then. What’s the hurry, and what y’all doing way out here anyway?” I asked.


“Whassup with all these damn questions; you working with the Feds or what?” Trey asked. He looked at me like I’d stolen something from him.


Trey, whose last name I didn’t care to know, had big, dark eyes that made him look like he was always surprised. Other than that, his face never had any expression. He was chubby with fat cheeks and had a massive scar that ran from his left ear to the edge of his mouth. It looked like he was on the losing end of one too many knife fights.


I ignored Trey and quickly shuffled into the backseat of Q’s car. I was glad they’d come along when they did.


“So Q, how’s your mom and your sister?”


Quenton was cute. He was small, but growing up he was known for his quick temper and being short on patience; most times if he had trouble, it was because he started it.


“The fam’s good.” Right when he was about to turn the radio back up, three police cruisers whizzed by with their strobe lights flashing and sirens blaring.


“Dang, where’s the fire?” I looked at the cars through the back window. “I’m glad we’re going away from the drama; whatever’s going on.”


I turned my head in time to see Trey exchange an odd look with Quenton, but that was none of my business. I figured Trey was probably still salty about them turning back for me.


“Yo, Hope, what’s up with your girl Stacy? Why she act like she all too good and shit?” Trey said.


I started to ignore him, but didn’t want to start anything after they’d helped me out with a ride. I wanted to say, “Really, Trey, are you serious?”


“Stacy’s married,” I replied instead.


Two more cruisers swooshed past us. I noticed Q’s eyes glance up to the rearview mirror, and it looked like he watched until the cruisers were only taillights and strobe lights in the dark night.


At that moment, my purse toppled over and most of my stuff spilled onto the floor. “Dammit!”


“What?” It was Q.


“No biggie; my stuff spilled out of my purse.” I quickly started feeling around on the floor of the car. I found my compact, my tube of lip balm, and the dead cell phone. I tossed them back into my purse, then felt around for the rest of my stuff.


“Oouch! What the hell is that?” I pulled my fingers to my mouth.


“Whassup?” Q asked.


“I don’t know. What’s under your seat, Trey? Something burned the heck out of my fingers.” I tried to examine my fingers, then sucked them again for relief.


Trey looked at Q and Q looked at me in the rearview mirror, but neither one said anything.


I went back to examining my fingers when suddenly Trey’s next words snapped my eyes onto the road ahead.


“Damn, dawg, what the fuck!”


My body jerked forward violently when Q unexpectedly stepped on the brakes. The tires screeched and it felt like we skidded to an abrupt stop. I didn’t know what was going on, but it didn’t look good.


Suddenly, my heart felt like it was also about to stop. I struggled to catch my breath while staring ahead with wide, worried eyes. There were at least three police cruisers blocking the road with their strobe lights on. If that wasn’t enough, officers stood behind open doors with their guns drawn and pointed directly at Q’s car.


The very car, I was riding in!


“Q, wh-what in the world is going on?”


“Shut the fuck up!” Trey turned and hollered at me. He had a menacing expression on his face. All of a sudden he bent down and started to reach under his seat.


Q held his arm out and stopped him. “Nah, big homie, just chill!”


“I told yo’ ass we ain’t had no business turning around for this chickenhead; now what?” He was fired up and I was confused.


“Who you calling a chickenhead?”


Now sirens were blaring from behind. One quick turn and the strobe lights were so bright it no longer looked like night outside. That’s when I realized how crucial the situation was, and I was petrified.


I swallowed the massive lump in my dry throat. My heart felt like it was about to give out on me, and my body went from dry to drenching wet with sweat in no time.


Suddenly, I got the eerie feeling that maybe I should’ve taken my chances alone on the side of the dark, rural road. There was no way for me to know how much of a grave mistake accepting that ride would turn out to be.
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 FIVE YEARS LATER—HOPE


The sound of keys dangling at the door startled me. I jumped and started scrambling for cover. I was trying to get dressed, but before I could finish, the door flew open. Well, as much as a massive door of bars could fly. Still, it seemed like it all happened so fast. I already anticipated a messed-up day, considering it was February 12th, the sixth anniversary of Raakin Binnaz Senior’s death.


“What the hell?” I looked over my shoulder at the two male guards who were now standing in the doorway.


I wasn’t sure what had gone down, but I hadn’t done a thing, and I wasn’t in the mood for any drama. I was so sick and tired of them pulling rank for every little infraction.


“Donovan, move out!” Captain Eric Johnson’s voice was cold and void of any emotion; nasty as usual. He got on my last damn nerve. I rolled my eyes. Here we go!


“Uh, hold up a sec; I’m still trying to get dressed.” I always gave him major attitude. Every damn day he was on the job, he acted like he was trying to win employee of the month! He was always putting all kinds of extras on it.


“Donovan, move out now!” he demanded. Captain Johnson was big and burly. I was of no threat to him whatsoever, but you couldn’t tell by the way he was yelling and carrying on.


I was confused. Here I was in nothing more than my bra and panties, and this C.O. was telling me to get out? And why the hell were they even in here? Why wasn’t a female correctional officer with him anyway?


“You need to move; we not gon’ say it again. Drop your things and move out!” Captain Johnson repeated.


This time he had his hand on his baton, like if I didn’t follow instructions, he’d be talking with action instead of words. I was pissed, but I didn’t need any infractions.


I dropped the shirt I was struggling to put on, and assumed the position. I stood with my face toward the wall and placed my hands on top of my head. I was so vexed.


This is bullshit!


Soon my right arm was grabbed, yanked down hard, and a cold steel cuff was clamped around my wrist; then he did the same with my left arm. I winced in pain, but these bastards didn’t care.


“Damn, you ain’t gotta be so rough,” I said.


As I was led out of the cell with a little shove, I saw the other women, also half-naked, being steered into the multipurpose area.


“From here on forward, y’all will be brought out in your panties and bras to get dressed.”


My eyes got wide as Captain Johnson continued yelling. I was confused, but trying to understand what had brought this on. He must’ve bumped his head on one of those steel doors.


“Once out here, y’all can move over to the right corner of the multipurpose room and put your clothes on over there.” He motioned with his head.


The other inmates were snickering and complaining under their breath, but I wasn’t about to take this shit quietly.


“Captain Johnson,” I said as calmly as I could.


He eyeballed me but didn’t say anything.


“What exactly is the reason for all of this?” I struggled to remove the twist from my neck.


“Donovan! That’s the new policy and procedure for segregated offenders!” he yelled.


I looked at him like he had to be kidding.


“So we can’t get dressed in our cells anymore?”


“Like I said, new policy and procedures for segregated offenders,” he repeated.


How could this be? It had to be a constitutional violation. There was no reason in the world why we should have been treated in such an inhumane way; really what was next, organized rapes? That had to be the next step if we were now gonna be paraded around the facility in our panties and bras. Most of the correctional officers were women, but there were a number of men, too. I didn’t understand why they didn’t have the female C.O.’s handling this so-called new procedure. It was like we were putting on a peepshow.


“If you ask me, this is a sick, sadistic, male fantasy of sadomasochism put into play ’cause administration realizes they got the so-called power to do what the hell they want,” Pauline Brown said.


She was a handsome woman who was there for killing her ex-husband, his mother, and one of his sisters. Pauline was big and nearly more muscular than the two guards who were harassing us. She sported a very short hairstyle that was always neat.


“Zip it, Brown,” Captain Johnson said in her direction. “Ain’t nobody asked you nothing!”


He picked his speech back up again.


“Only female officers will be stripping and escorting you; male officers will be asked to step aside so they can’t see you,” Johnson had the nerve to say like that was gonna make all of the nonsense okay.


“You think we any safer with some of these female officers? Shoot, they just as perverted as you male officers,” Evelyn Philips said.


Evelyn had the face of the stay-at-home mom next door. She was a petite little soccer mom type who was locked up for killing her three kids to be with a man who wanted her but didn’t want any kids.


“Umph, I wanna know what man can’t look at a woman, knowing she’ll be in her panties and bra and handcuffs, too? This has got to be a direct violation of our constitutional rights, not only as prisoners, but as women who are trapped in a system of where male egos and secret exotic power trips are going on,” Pauline said.


“This is so uncalled for, and it can’t be justified at all,” I added.


I stood outside and waited like I was instructed to do. Even though I didn’t say anything else, I was pissed. It was bad enough we’d been forced into those small cells in the old decrepit building. The Mountain View was one of the oldest in the Texas Department of Criminal Justice System. As if the old building wasn’t bad enough. The rules seemed inconsistent, some inmates got only one hour of recreation a day.


And on the real, they scheduled that so early in the morning that no one wanted to go. We only got one hour of TV five days a week. One way to get around that was to get a job, so most of us worked.


We were also being strip searched six, sometimes ten, times a day, and most of the time we had never left our cells from one search to another. So why all the strip searches; especially if I ain’t been nowhere but in that tiny-ass cell?


Then, they went through our property with no care whatsoever. By the time they were done, our property was left all over our cells. Didn’t have anything with any kind of sentimental value, ’cause they were gonna trample all over it, trash it, and dare you to say something about it. We were inmates, but damn, they treated us like animals instead of human beings.


Okay, I get it, we were on Death Row. Death Row inmates are separated from general population, supposedly so they can maintain safety, security, and order among general population offenders and correctional personnel.


But how much sense does it make that we, who were all death row inmates, had been there together for years, but we couldn’t even talk to each other?


It they had their way, we’d sit behind bars, in tiny cells, twenty-four hours a day for years, alone, and not talk to anyone? Maybe they hoped we’d go crazy up in the place. And if anybody had a reason to go crazy on the row, please believe, yours truly was that person. There were less than a dozen females on death row in Texas, and while I couldn’t speak for the rest of them, I could tell you without the least bit of hesitation that I, Hope Dawn Jenay Donovan, was innocent and was wrongly convicted and condemned.


People always say everybody in prison claims innocence, but I can do more than claim it. I had done nothing, well, nothing unless you count being in the wrong place at the wrong time. Now because three people lied on me, I was set to get the ultimate punishment for a crime that I didn’t even commit. 




[image: image] THREE
 ADENA


“Your Bible says an eye for an eye!”


I was so angry now. I hated when this day came around each year. The press seemed to never forget. They found me on other days, too, but on this particular day, on February 12th, they seemed to hunt me down, and I couldn’t hide even if I wanted to.


“Mrs. Binnaz, but what about those who say putting her to death won’t bring your husband back? What about those who say this is nothing but meaningless revenge?”


I didn’t know if I should look into the camera or at her. I chose to look at her, this young reporter who I welcomed into my home. I understood how they worked; I had lots of experience with the media. They asked emotionally charged questions on purpose. They knew when they came to me, I would speak my mind with passion. I gave them the sound bites they wanted. I’d learned the importance of saying what was necessary for must-see TV.


They understood that my heart was still filled with raw unadulterated hatred, and I wasn’t afraid to say so, so, I figured that was why they kept my number in their Rolodex.


“They don’t know my pain.” I choked back bitter tears and sighed.


“Those people, the ones who judge me because I want to see this woman pay, they don’t understand what I’ve been through. My husband was a hard-working man. We came to this country to flee violence and my husband was gunned down like a rabid animal for a mere two-hundred fifty dollars? My children are fatherless.” I leaned back and cleared my throat. “Yes, those people, the ones who judge me, you tell them to explain to my two children why their father will never come home again. You tell them to hear my children’s cries late at night when they think I’m sleeping, but I, too, am muffling my own cries.”


“But what about rehabilitation?” she asked.


Now I knew for certain she was only trying to get a rise out of me. My record regarding rehabilitation in the Texas Department of Criminal Justice System was well known. Each year they asked the same questions and I gave the same answers, but still they came.


My eyes narrowed and I pursed my lips. I felt the fiery burning in the pit of my belly and my ears started to sizzle with heat.


“The Texas Department of Criminal Justice is a broken system. We pay for the underbelly of society to get a warm meal three times a day; they’re housed and treated humanely with rights for their protection, but what about their victims? I say you punish these criminals the very way they punished my husband and other innocent victims; it would be a lot cheaper,” I said.


“So you will be there, to witness the execution?”


“I will be there if I have to walk through the flames of hell on bare feet. On that glorious day, my husband’s death and that of those other two innocent victims will be avenged!”


“You said avenged?” she asked.


“I said and I mean avenged!”


Two years after my husband Raakin Binnaz’s senseless murder, I began a group for other crime victims. If it hadn’t been for True Justice, I would’ve crumbled, crawled into my husband’s casket and died right alongside him. Sure, I needed to be strong for my children, but I felt weak. I wanted to die, but with the help of others who had known my pain, who thirsted for the same blood I lusted for, I was able to rise from sure and sudden death. Now, my mission was to see that the state of Texas continued to carry out the ultimate punishment for the worst of the worst, and give them a taste of their own medicine.


After the interview the reporter smiled and thanked me for once again welcoming her into my home.


When the cameraman turned off the camera, I expected her to say something more, but what she said made me want to spit in her face.


“I figured you’d have a change of heart by now. She’s a mother with three kids,” she said matter-of-factly, like that was supposed to make a difference.


I studied her expression in hopes that she would recognize mine.


I assumed it must’ve dawned on her that I was gazing at her in bewilderment, and when it did, she retreated a bit. But her regret was too late.


“My husband, Raakin Senior, was a father of two. He was a proud, hard-working man who came to this country with nothing more than the clothes on his back and a few dollars in his pocket. Together, we worked hard and built a thriving business. We never begged, we never stole, we worked hard for everything and we obeyed all the laws of this land. Now you tell me why should she be given any special treatment, simply because she spawned children who were of no concern to her when she committed this crime?”


Little Ms. Barbara Walters wannabe didn’t have an answer for that. She stared at me blankly and continued to roll up the cord to her microphone.


I smiled sweetly. “I’ll be there on that glorious day, front and center. But in the meantime, while I count down the days, they can hold every vigil, plaster the airwaves with nurturing family pictures of her, and write petitions and appeals until their fingers bleed. But deep down, her supporters, they know like I know, the state of Texas leads the country in carrying out executions and I’m proud to say I wouldn’t change a thing about our state’s record.”


She was still rolling the cord, but much slower now.


“Yes, every day I pray to Allah for strength, that I will remain healthy, and I will be present front and center, with a huge grin across my face when her day of reckoning finally comes to fruition.”
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 BRENDON


I was more than a little nervous, sitting there burning up under the warm lights. Dave Atwood, the founder of the Texas Coalition to Abolish the Death Penalty, sat on to the right of me. I’d met this retired oil company engineer turned tireless activist during Hope’s trial. By then he had been on a fifteen-year odyssey to end the death penalty here in Texas.


As I listened and waited for my turn to speak, my thoughts were all over the place. I never liked the idea of being on TV, or talking to those newspaper reporters, but it’s what I had to do to try and save Hope’s life.


“So once again the eyes of the world are focused squarely on Texas,” the host said.


I was one of three guests on the TV show Watching Executions. The host, Pascal Edwardo, reminded me of that guy Geraldo Rivera, only a younger version. He had the thick mustache, the wavy hair, and he was dressed real sharp. But he was a small man.


“The Texas Law of Parties gained national prominence in 2007 during the high-profile case of Kenneth Foster, Junior, whose death sentence was eventually commuted by Governor Rick Perry following a national grassroots movement to halt his execution. That’s the same kind of movement supporters of twenty-nine-year-old Hope Donovan are trying to once again ignite.”


I watched as he suddenly stopped talking, and gave the camera a hardened look. Oh, these TV people! Pascal angled his petite body a little to the left, looked into the camera dramatically, then suddenly turned to look at me.


“Joining us live in the studio is Brendon Donovan, Hope’s husband. Mister Donovan, thanks for joining us.”


He did another dramatic pause, and I wasn’t sure whether to say something or wait. So I waited for him to ask a question. When his eyes bugged a bit, I realized I needed to say something.


“Ah, yes, thank you for having me.”


“Your wife, Hope Donovan, a mother of three children, is scheduled to die by lethal execution for a crime you both say she did not commit. How is the family coping?”


I shifted in my seat and tried to remember that speaking out helped Hope’s case. Keeping it in the media was the best way to make sure people didn’t forget about her and what we were trying to do. I had already organized my thoughts. Mona was sitting off to the side, eyeing me like she was ready to jump in if I needed help.


“Well, Pascal, it ain’t been easy; it’s been a real challenge, but this is nothing new for us. We’ve been dealing with this nightmare for more than five years now. We’re broke, and despite what you hear, there’s no real justice for the poor. I guess I want people to know that just like this happened to Hope, it can happen to you, too! The bottom line is, Hope ain’t no killer, she didn’t commit this crime and we’ve been fighting to change this very unfair and controversial law that’s got her on death row. During the trial, we were up against a DA who built a case on lies. He even found so-called witnesses and got Trey to lie on Hope. We’ve been trying to bring the truth out but we ain’t had no success.”


“Yes, Hope’s case is one of those that really brings this unfair and unjust law into view. She sits on death row while her two co-conspirators, including the trigger man, received life without parole. We’ve been following it from the very beginning; her arrest, the stunning trial, and the unconscionable death sentence. All of it certainly has brought the Law of Parties under the microscope once again.”


“Yeah, it has Pascal, but ain’t nothing being done about it! During Hope’s trial, we had one character witness after another, all talking about how Hope wasn’t part of this gang of bandits like the DA said. Sure, she made some mistakes in her past, we all have, but linking petty arrests for shoplifting and traffic tickets to murder is a complete out-of-this-world jump.” I swallowed back the bile that always threatened to come up when I talked about this, and took a deep breath. The last thing I wanted to do was crumble right there on TV.


“I hate that those people lost their lives, but how do you condemn a woman when all she did was accept a ride from someone she thought she knew? She didn’t have no idea they’d killed those people when she got into that car. She didn’t pull the trigger. How is it that the two robbers get away with their lives and she’s the only one facing the death penalty?”


Suddenly Pascal turned to the camera, paused again, then said, “That and so much is what’s wrong with this law. In Hope’s case, the first to wheel and deal with the DA walked away literally with life.” He shook his head solemnly, then stopped, and spoke into the camera. “We’ll be right back, for more with Brendon Donovan. His wife, Hope, sits on death row, they say, for a crime she did not commit. We’ll tell you how you can help!”


The red light on the cameras and above the massive door went out.


Pascal sighed, then turned to me and the other guests. Dave Atwood patted my shoulder a couple of times. To my left were Kathryn Kase and Carrie Jones from the Defender’s Services, another agency that had been real helpful with Hope’s case. Both Dave’s and the other group were advocates for inmates and abolitionists leading the charge to get rid of the death penalty.


“We’ll talk about the upcoming rally next, but we also want to talk to John Brewer; he’s the reporter who talked with Hope and a few others about this law.”


A few minutes later we were back on. I never knew whether these things helped. In the beginning we thought for sure once people found out about the Law of Parties and how innocent people could get the death penalty simply by association, there would be sheer pandemonium in the streets.


But that never happened. It seemed as if people were only concerned about the death penalty if it hit close to home. Otherwise, they went about their daily lives while those of us in the struggle, continued to struggle.


I sat quietly as Dave talked more about Hope’s case and a few others like hers. He also talked about the upcoming rally against the Law of Parties and extended an invitation for the public to join us. We were going to march to one of our state lawmaker’s offices and hold a peaceful sit-in until he came to talk to us.


These appearances made me feel like a real loser. Yeah, it kept Hope’s case out there in the public and afterward, we always saw a spike in traffic on the website, but in the end, nothing ever really changed. She was still there and we were still living without her.


The show wrapped up and Mona and I stood around talking to Dave, Carrie, and Kathryn for a few minutes.


“You did real good,” Mona said to me.


I shrugged it off. Who knew if these interviews helped at all? When we walked out to the parking lot, I couldn’t believe my eyes!
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“I don’t understand. You spend more time raising his damn kids! Umph, it’s a good thing you ain’t got none of your own; the shit don’t make no sense!”


Trevor Oliver stood over me like a raging bull ready to charge. His chiseled chest was heaving, his nostrils were flaring and he looked like he was about to explode. When he was mad, his yellow complexion turned to a bright crimson color quicker than the speed of light.


Trevor was an average-looking man, but he had a really nice body and he was really charismatic, when he wasn’t flying off the handle over something or another.


“You’re putting all kinds of extra on it,” I said.


But it was true to a certain extent. Hope’s kids needed my love more than Trevor. They’d been through so much, but Trevor wasn’t trying to hear it.


Trevor and I had had a turbulent on-again, off-again relationship since our high school years. You could say he was my first true love. We didn’t get along well, but couldn’t stay away from each other, no matter how hard we tried.


After high school, he went away to Baylor University on a football scholarship, blew out his knee, then came back home with his college girlfriend and a kid. I never fully got over that.


To me, it was the ultimate betrayal. But despite that, somehow we managed to squeeze two pregnancies in before he actually married Felicia. I lost both babies, but Trevor kept dangling the carrot of us being a family because he knew it was the one thing that had eluded me. I recognized the game he was playing.


But still to this day, I had trouble saying no to him, which always got me in trouble. Hope used to always throw it in my face that, when it came to Trevor, I was wasting my time chasing after a man who clearly didn’t want me. And then there were the rumors, but I didn’t know what to believe; all I knew was she despised him. Needless to say, he wasn’t a fan of hers either and I suspected that’s why he really had an issue with me taking care of her kids. That and the fact that it meant less of my attention was focused solely on him.


Trevor’s name was added to the list of neighborhood friends who seemed to dip in and out of our lives over the years. He and Felicia divorced not even two years after they were married, and once he turned on his charm, I was pulled right back in.


“I made a promise to my mother and I’ll never go back on my word.”


“So, my woman goes running every time this fool calls? How’s that supposed to make me feel?” he asked.


I wondered when did I become his woman again, but didn’t ask because I didn’t want to ruin the mood. And I also couldn’t remember when he’d grown to dislike Brendon so much. They weren’t exactly buddies back in the day, but I always thought there was a mutual respect between the two.


“You know it’s not like that,” I said softly. Anytime Trevor got heated, I would talk to him in a real calm and low voice. It never did much to stop his tirade, but sometimes he’d lower his voice a little.


“Coulda’ fooled me. Why did you have to be the one to handle her kids; where’s Mona’s ass? And what about Jackie, Stacy, or even Betty Jean? Weren’t all of them her so-called homegirls, too? I don’t see why everything has to fall on your shoulders,” he said.


Just the mention of their names took me back. Out of all of Hope’s friends, Betty Jean Watson was something else. She was certainly everything we were not. She was confident, outspoken and driven. From the moment Hope was convicted, Betty Jean made it very clear that she wanted Brendon and would do whatever it took to win him over. For a moment there, it looked like she was right on target.


“So what’s she gonna do now? I hate what happened to her, even though we were never the best of friends,” Betty Jean had said. “I told Brendon long ago, that he was wasting his time with her.” That was days after Hope was sentenced to the death penalty.


Betty Jean could’ve fooled me, since when were she and Hope not the best of friends? I thought she, Hope, and Stacy were as thick as thieves, but whatever.


“I’m gonna give him time to get over her,” Betty Jean had joked, “but I won’t wait forever before I make my move.”


But like many others who swore they’d hang around, Betty Jean was gone a year after Hope was sentenced to death. I figured the competition looked too tough for her; there were so many others. There was Jackie Smith from church who wanted to do whatever she could to help with the kids. It was downright strange what happened to her.
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