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Praise for SINS OF THE MOTHER

“Sins of the Mother shows that when the going gets tough, it’s best to make an effort and rely on God’s strength. It gives the message that there is hope no matter what, and that people must have faith.”

—FictionAddict.com

“Ha[s] a great blend of faith, reality, conflict, and just enough heartbreaking scenes to keep you enthralled.”

—HelloBeautiful.com

“Final word: Christian fiction with a powerful kick.”

—Afro.com

Praise for LADY JASMINE

“She’s back! Jasmine has wreaked havoc in three VCM novels, including last year’s Too Little, Too Late. In Lady Jasmine the schemer everyone loves to loathe breaks several commandments by the third chapter.”

—Essence

“Jasmine is the kind of character who doesn’t sit comfortably on a page. She’s the kind who jumps inside a reader’s head, runs around and stirs up trouble—the kind who stays with the reader long after the last page is turned.”

—The Huntsville Times (Alabama)

Praise for TOO LITTLE, TOO LATE

“[In this book] there are so many hidden messages about love, life, faith, and forgiveness. Murray’s vividness of faith is inspirational.”

—The Clarion-Ledger (Jackson, Mississippi)

“An excellent entry in the Jasmine Larson Bush Christian lit saga; perhaps the best so far. … Fans will appreciate this fine tale. … A well-written, intense drama.”

—Midwest Book Review

Praise for THE EX FILES

“The engrossing transitions the women go through make compelling reading. … Murray’s vivid portrait of how faith can move mountains and heal relationships should inspire.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Reminds you of things that women will do if their hearts are broken. … Once you pick this book up, you will not put it down.”

—UrbanReviews.com

Praise for A SIN AND A SHAME

“Riveting, emotionally charged, and spiritually deep … What is admirable is the author’s ability to hold the reader in suspense until the very last paragraph of the novel! A Sin and a Shame is a must read. … Truly a story to be enjoyed and pondered upon!”

—RomanceInColor.com

“A Sin and a Shame is Victoria Christopher Murray at her best. … A page-turner that I couldn’t put down as I was too eager to see what scandalous thing Jasmine would do next. And to watch Jasmine’s spiritual growth was a testament to Victoria’s talents. An engrossing tale of how God’s grace covers us all. I absolutely loved this book!”

—ReShonda Tate Billingsley, Essence bestselling author of
I Know I’ve Been Changed
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This book is dedicated to two very special people whom I lost the very same week in 2010.

My uncle, Elmer Yearwood. Second to my father, there is no man on earth who had a greater impact on my life. From my earliest days he cared about me, nurtured me, and loved me so that I would grow into the woman I am today. I pray that I made him proud. I will always love you, Uncle Elmer. Rest in God’s hands.

My agent, Elaine Koster. Until her death in August, Elaine was the only agent I’d had. From the very beginning, she believed in me, told me that I had amazing talent, and said that she hoped to build my career to “the greatest heights.” (She said that at least once a year.) Her belief in me helped me to believe and I will always be grateful that God chose her to help build my career. Thank you, Elaine. RIP.


The Deal, the Dance, and the Devil



Chapter 1


FIVE MILLION DOLLARS.

All I could do was stare at the check. To be sure, I counted again: Seven figures, two commas. Yup, this was definitely five million.

I could have stared at those numbers all day, but I had to look up and at my boss, Shay-Shaunté.

My eyes asked the questions; she explained, “That’s for you,” and then she leaned back in what I called her throne—a snake-skinned upholstered executive chair with a back that was six feet high. She smiled as if she gave out seven-figure checks on the regular.

That’s when I started laughing—hard. There had to be a joke in here somewhere, and I figured I’d get a head start before Shay-Shaunté filled me in. But she didn’t laugh; she didn’t chuckle, she didn’t even blink. Just smiled, as if she was waiting for me to get it together.

That’s when my heart started thumping. Could this five-million-dollar check made out to me, Evia Langston, be real?

The thought made me weak. Made me fall into the leather chair in front of her desk.

Okay, keep breathing, I told myself. First, I inhaled, then I did just the opposite. Deep inside I knew this was one of those too-good-to-be-true moments, but for a second I pushed aside the question of why anybody would give me five million dollars and thought instead about how desperately Adam and I needed this money.

“Oh, my God!” I said under my breath. “This will save our lives.”

I didn’t mean to say that out loud, but I guess I did, because Shay-Shaunté said, “That’s what I was thinking.”

My eyes burned; tears were on the way. But just when I was about to get down on my knees and thank God and Shay-Shaunté, that ringing in my heart started.

Oh, no! I wasn’t trying to hear that. I tried to shake it away, but it trilled all the way down to my soul.

When I was a kid, Big Mama told me that all God’s children had His voice inside them. Well, I didn’t have a voice; what I had was more like an alarm clock, but however it sounded, my grandmother told me it should never be ignored.

“It’s the love of the Lord, warnin’ you when somethin’ ain’t right. Never turn your back on the Lord, chile, or you’ll find yourself knee-deep in the devil’s trouble.”

From the time I was ten till now, Big Mama’s words had been nothing but the truth. Every time I heard that alarm, I sat down and thought things through. But I didn’t want to do too much thinking about this. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to listen to God; it was just that I didn’t want Him to do too much talking right about now. ’Cause I was sure that if He spoke, it could mess up this whole five-million-dollar thing that I had going on.

“What is this?” I spoke with a calm I didn’t feel. The check was still clenched in my palm; my plan was to never let it go.

My boss tossed her auburn-streaked hair away from her face. “I’m assuming you’re not really asking me what that is, since you know it’s a check.” She stood, did one of those model-sway strolls toward me, perched her butt on the corner of her glass desk, and stretched out her long legs. “Let’s call this a fee … for services rendered.”

What kind of services would have to be rendered to get a five-million-dollar fee?

I knew it; this had to be a joke.

I’d worked for Shay-Shaunté for six years as one of two executive assistants. Basically, I was her right hand, in charge of numbers and anything else she didn’t want to handle in her hair care empire. In that role, I’d done lots of things—including putting together all the investor reports (since I’d been an accounting major in college) and working on other stuff till the clock ticked way past midnight sometimes. Occasionally, I even traveled with Shay-Shaunté when Rachel Stone, the other executive assistant, couldn’t.

But even with that plateload of responsibility, in the more than two thousand days that I’d been employed by Shay-Shaunté and her company, Ferossity, I’d never done anything that came close to earning five million dollars—not even if you added all two thousand days together and multiplied by three.

Then, Shay-Shaunté explained, “My birthday’s coming up.”

Dang! Now I knew for sure that this check and I were soon going to be parted.

I knew that Shay-Shaunté’s birthday was approaching—though I doubted if too many others knew. My boss was superprivate, almost anal in her secrecy; she never shared anything with anyone about the who, what, where of her life. Articles found on the Internet estimated her age because no one ever knew her exact birth date.

But I knew because of loan papers she’d had me deliver to the bank for her about a year ago. It wasn’t like I was trying to be nosy, but there on the first page right next to date of birth: 12/31/1960. I remembered thinking, dang! There was no way in the world I would’ve guessed ol’ girl was anywhere close to fifty. Maybe because of her achievements I should’ve known that she had to be beyond the thirty years that she looked. But physically, no one could tell it—not from her six-foot, supermodel, size 2 physique. Not from her unblemished skin and distinct features that gave no real clue to her ethnicity. Her face was a representation of the world. With eyes slightly slanted, she could have been Asian. Below was a nose as thin and upturned as any Caucasian’s. Then, there were her lips—full, heart-shaped, the pride of Africans.

It wasn’t just her features that held her secret. Her golden-tinted skin suggested that some East Indian, or maybe even Hispanic, blood flowed through her veins.

But she was a sistah-girl; I knew that ’cause black people knew black people. And when Shay-Shaunté opened her mouth and got to twisting her neck and rolling her eyes—she told me what her face did not.

So, I knew the big birthday was coming up—the big five-oh! In three weeks. On New Year’s Eve.

I guessed that since this was the big one, she’d decided to come from behind her private curtain and celebrate in public.

As visions of five million dollars in my bank account danced right out of my head, I wondered what kind of party Shay-Shaunté wanted for this kind of money.

“So,” I began. “This check is for your birthday? For a party?”

“Yes.”

I waited for her to say more; she didn’t. So I said, “You want me to plan it?”

She tilted her head, as if she had to think. Then, with a smile that looked kind of sly to me, she said, “You could say that.” Then, nothing else.

Okay, this was beginning to feel like some kind of game—which was strange, ’cause Shay-Shaunté didn’t play. She was always about business.

After a deep breath, she explained more, “My life has been pretty hectic.”

I shrugged. “Yeah,” was all I said to that understatement. Of course her life was busy—how many multimillionaires didn’t have full schedules?

And truth? I only called Shay-Shaunté a millionaire because that’s what had been reported in the media. But I would bet all kinds of money that there was more than one black female billionaire in the country.

I didn’t have a thing to substantiate it, but I guessed that Shay-Shaunté had come from humble beginnings; she’d had to grind her way to the top and never wanted to look back.

It was a guess; I didn’t know for sure.

When Ms. Givens, from the employment agency, had told me about this position, I’d had three thoughts. The first: What kind of name was Shay-Shaunté? Ms. Givens had told me that was her full name and that she never allowed anyone to shorten it. Second: What was up with the funny spelling of the company name—Ferossity? And third: If Shay-Shaunté and Ferossity were so huge—Ms. Givens had said Ferossity was a twenty-year-old company with $30 million in annual sales—why hadn’t I ever heard of her or the company, especially since she specialized in black hair care?

But I’d tossed away all my questions and taken the interview once Ms. Givens had told me that I’d be earning fifty thousand dollars. I’d gotten the job the next day when Shay-Shaunté had hired me on the spot.

Working for her had been a complete pleasure, so I was willing to do anything she needed me to do to make her birthday a great one.

“Okay,” my boss said, “I’m gonna say this straight out.” Shay-Shaunté strolled away from me, returning to her high-back chair. “I’ve been too busy to plan anything special.”

I grabbed a notepad from her desk. “That’s okay. Rachel and I are on it.”

“You won’t need Rachel’s help.”

I frowned a little. With all that was on my plate—especially standing by for holiday replenishments that any of our accounts needed—there was no way I was going to be able to handle Shay-Shaunté’s party alone. It was already December 2.

Shay-Shaunté went on to say, “Don’t worry; you won’t need help,” as if she’d read my mind. “The thing is, with the way my life is going right now, I don’t have anyone special to share this birthday.”

I got it—she was trying to figure out how to have a mandatory party, probably right here in her corporate building, where she could strongly suggest that all of her six hundred employees attend.

She said, “You probably don’t know this, but I’m turning fifty.”

I wasn’t going to admit to being a snoop, so I said, “Fifty? Wow! Dang! No! I didn’t know. You look …” When she frowned, I closed my mouth.

She said, “Well, fifty is a special birthday and I don’t want this milestone to pass without some kind of celebration.”

I felt a tinge of an ache in my heart for the mogul. She might have been giga-gorgeous, supersexy, and megarich, but she was alone. She was single, childless, and, as far as I could tell, without any relatives at all, since the only personal thing she’d ever shared was that her parents had passed away when she was young.

The only calls she ever got were from celebrities who wanted to thank her for one product or another. Though friendly, none seemed to be her friends.

Shay-Shaunté’s life was a constant reminder to me that money wasn’t everything, because no matter what Adam and I were going through, we had each other.

Shay-Shaunté said, “So, after really thinking about this … I want to pay you … for a weekend … my birthday weekend … to spend that time … with your husband.”

Okay, clearly, I had mentally checked out for a moment. Or maybe the fact that I was still holding on to this five-million-dollar check had me delirious. I placed the back of my hand against my forehead to see if I had a fever; to see if that was why my ears weren’t working.

Shay-Shaunté continued. “I know about the problems you and Adam are having. I know this money will help.”

So, I had heard her correctly. It must’ve been the way I sat there, staring, that made her continue. “I don’t want your husband, Evia. At least not permanently.”

Was that supposed to make me feel better?

“I only want him for a weekend,” she kept on like we were just girls, just talking. “To help me celebrate.”

That was when it hit me—what she really meant. Now I couldn’t move—I stopped blinking, stopped breathing, stopped everything!

I stared—no, I glared—at her as if she had lost her dang-blasted mind. Then I started to laugh again, and she stared back at me as if I’d lost mine.

“Girl, that was so funny.” I stood up. “And today’s not even April Fool’s. Whew!” I reached out to give her back the check. “Well, I’ve got to get back to work.”

Shay-Shaunté made no move to take back the money. So I laid the check on her desk.

Her shoulders were stiff, her face solemn, her eyes small, focused, and intense, like she was stalking her prey. I’d seen that stance in so many meetings—when she’d been up against formidable opponents—when she’d always won.

“This isn’t a joke, Evia. That five million dollars is yours. If you and Adam agree … to take this deal.”

Now I was mad, because I had given her a way out. We could have treated this like a joke and neither one of us would have mentioned it again.

But, no. She had to keep it going—like she meant it. Well, I meant it, too, when I told her, “You have lost your mind!”

She settled back, crossed her legs, not at all fazed by my outburst. “I know this is unusual,” she began in a tone that sounded like she was just discussing her schedule. “But there is nothing usual about my life.”

I kept my anger inside because, after all, Shay-Shaunté was my boss and I needed this job. But I also needed to make my point. “Well, my life is not so unusual that my husband and I rent each other out.”

“I know you need money, Evia.”

That was another thing that was pissing me off at the moment … how did she know that? As private as Shay-Shaunté was, Adam and I were the same when it came to what we’d been going through.

Not that it mattered what she knew or how she’d found out. “We don’t need money that badly.” I might have kept the anger from my tone, but attitude was all over me as my head swayed and my finger pointed, like I was fourteen years old and living back in Barry Farm, where I grew up.

She tilted her head like she doubted my words.

So to make sure that she understood completely, I said, “This will never happen.”

“Never say never.”

No, she didn’t throw that tired cliché in my face. “I can say never to this!”

I was steaming; Shay-Shaunté stayed calm. “You and Adam need that money.”

Which was the only reason I didn’t tell Shay-Shaunté to take that check and this job and shove it anywhere—up her nose, up her behind; I didn’t care where.

“This could be a good solution for all of us,” she had the nerve to persist.

“Look, I don’t know where you got this craziness from, but we don’t even need to talk about it no mo’. It ain’t gonna happen.” I forget every English class I’d ever taken. “If you want a man, you need to find another one.”

“I want yours.”

Where I grew up, those were fighting words. I saw girls get beat down so bad over boys that they had to transfer to other schools. That’s what I wanted to do to Shay-Shaunté right now—beat her until she crawled out of the city.

But I was sixteen years out of high school and a long way from the place I once called home. I couldn’t go back there, especially since I desperately needed this gig, which had become a sixty-five-thousand-dollar-a-year job.

So I took a deep breath, found my decorum, and smiled. “Thank you so much for the offer, Shay-Shaunté. But my husband and I will pass.” Then I spun around so fast that I got dizzy. Surely, there was a trail of smoke billowing behind me as I stomped across the wide office, because I was hot!

Before I got to the door, Shay-Shaunté had the audacity to add, “Think about it, Evia. Talk to Adam. I think after you two consider your options, you—”

I didn’t hear another word once I slammed the door, totally disrespecting the woman who signed my paychecks. But Shay-Shaunté needed to be disrespected. She needed more than that, but like I said, I needed my job.

“Hey, girl, what were you doing in there so long?” Rachel asked as I stumbled by her desk.

I waved her away as I made my way into my office.

“Evia!” Rachel called after me.

Once I closed my door, I didn’t have to worry about my colleague following me. She knew that whatever had gone down, I’d share the dirt with her later.

As I fell into my chair, I thought about all the days when I’d been so glad that Shay-Shaunté had given me—her most senior assistant—my own little space in her empire. This was one of those days, because I needed to be alone to figure this out. Had Shay-Shaunté really offered me five million dollars? For a weekend with Adam?

My fingers curled into fists. Glancing at the clock, I moaned—it couldn’t be only two thirty. I never left the office before six, but I didn’t have another minute in me today.

I grabbed my purse and down coat, then tiptoed to my door. Rachel would be waiting on the other side, so I had my lie ready.

But when I peeked out, Rachel’s desk was empty. I rushed into the hall, past the elevators, straight to the stairwell. It didn’t matter that I was on the twelfth floor. I would’ve scaled down the side of the Washington Monument if I’d had to.

Anything to get away from that crazy woman and her dang-blasted deal.



Chapter 2


PEOPLE CONFUSED MY KINDNESS FOR NAÏVETÉ. Folks thought they could walk over me, say anything to me, try to slip craziness by me. But on the real, they didn’t know that Evia Early Evans Langston did not play.

Yeah, I said it. My middle name is Early, bestowed upon me by a mother with a limited imagination. She wanted her firstborn to have all Es as a monogram—not that she knew what a monogram was. So, instead of all the names that began with E—like Ebony, or Elizabeth, heck, I would’ve taken Edith—she’d come up with Early because, “Chile, it was early in the morning and that was the first thing that came to mind.”

Even though I’d heard that story millions of times, I still had to shake my head. My mother could come up with some names! I still swore that my first name was supposed to have been Eve or Eva, but for some reason, early that Sunday morning, my mother had added an I.

But no matter who or where I came from, I wasn’t going to be played by Shay-Shaunté.

Did that hooker really believe that she could buy me and my husband? Yeah, five million was a lot of money, and right about now, we could use five thousand, let alone five million. But this was the thing—my relationship with Adam Emory Langston was not a negotiable commodity. Please! We valued matrimony. We were solid as a rock, brought together by God, and no man—or rich woman—was ever going to come between us. Shay-Shaunté needed to take her money and go sit down. She’d never have a piece of what I had.

It wasn’t until the driver behind me started blasting his horn that I even noticed where I was. I’d been rolling slowly down I-395, not paying any kind of attention because all I was trying to do was calm down. I didn’t want to take all of this anger home—there were enough challenges there.

When the driver blared his horn again, I resisted the urge to grace him with the third-finger salute. It wasn’t his fault that I was in a cursing-out-the-first-person-who-stepped-on-me kind of a mood.

I sped up, over the Capitol Bridge, then slowed down, made a turn onto Firth Sterling, and drove into the heart of my childhood.

In Barry Farm—what some called the cesspit of D.C.—there was no talk of million-dollar deals, not even from the best hustlers. Here, it would be easy to forget what I didn’t want to remember.

Slowly, I rolled through the familiar streets and let the memories settle me. Not much had changed since I’d been an eighties child raised in the hood. Barry Farm was the oldest African American neighborhood in D.C., and it was still ninety-nine percent black and one hundred percent poor. Almost entirely made up of public housing, the neighborhood was steeped in the worst elements of poverty: violent crime, drug abuse, and the stench of defeat. The weekends were riddled with shootings, leaving on average two families weeping in the streets for their dead loved ones. Not even the mean-mugged D.C. police spent too much time here.

These streets didn’t scare me, though. Just about everyone could find some solace at home—no matter where home was.

I eased the car to the curb and stopped in front of the blue slat house that had been standing on this block in the middle of the projects since the sixties. Most people would call this a shack; I’d once called it home.

Without looking, I reached to the side to press the electronic button for the window that I’d cracked open. But there wasn’t a button, just a handle.

What?

Oh!

I’d forgotten—this wasn’t the Lexus. I guessed it was going to take me longer than two weeks to get used to this bare-boned car.

Pausing for a moment, I debated whether or not I really wanted to get out. Yeah, the streets were familiar and some memories were good. But once I stepped into my mother’s place, the craziness that I was trying to forget would be replaced by some other kind of madness.

Still, I slid out and strolled toward the house as if I wasn’t fuming. At the front door, I tested the knob, and, like always, the door opened. Why did my mother keep doing this? In this neighborhood, people lived behind doors that held five, six, seven locks. But though my mother had her own security devices, fifty percent of the time she didn’t use them.

I guessed she wasn’t too worried. Criminals would turn right around if they came to this door. It sounded like a riot up in here with the television blasting SpongeBob and my nephews Taquan, Shuquan, and Rashaun screaming as if they were competing with the TV. The three boys ran and jumped through a maze of furniture, toys, and clothes, shrieking the whole time. It took a moment for them to notice me.

“Auntie Evia! Auntie Evia!”

“Hey, y’all.” I hugged my nephews as they scrambled around my legs. “Who’s watching you guys?”

Without a word, the three pointed to the couch. I hadn’t even noticed my oldest nephew sitting with one of the newest electronics games between his hands.

“Hey, Apollo,” I said, tossing my purse onto the sofa next to my only nephew who didn’t have a rhyming name.

Even though I had greeted Apollo pleasantly, the fourteen-year-old didn’t part his lips. Didn’t acknowledge my presence in any kind of way. I wanted to slap him upside his head, but what good would that do? It wasn’t like he had any home training.

“Evia?” My mother sauntered into the room, wiping her eyes and fluffing out the matted side of her Halle Berry—style pixie cut; I guessed I’d interrupted her nap.

“Yeah, it’s me,” I said, adding “Surprise!” to my tone.

She was surprised, all right. “What are you doing here?” she kind of growled.

Marilyn Evans was still two years away from fifty, yet she looked ten years older. Maybe it was because she had lived a rock-hard life. According to Marilyn (which is what my brother, sister, and I called her because she said she was too young to have anyone calling her Mama), her difficult days began the moment she was born in Hardtimes, Mississippi.

Yup! Hardtimes. Although she was never able to show it to us on a map, my mother actually wanted us to believe that she was born in that city Stevie Wonder sang about. (Though recently, she changed her story—now, she was born in Kosciusko because of Oprah.)

Anyway, I didn’t know much about my mother’s Southern roots. Only that she’d escaped (her word) when she’d had enough money to flee. (Again, her word.) She was fifteen and her savings were supposed to carry her and her lofty dreams straight to New York City, where she planned to live like her favorite TV character, Mary Tyler Moore. But naïveté and poor planning got Marilyn as far as Washington, D.C.

Undaunted, Marilyn decided to settle in the nation’s capital for as long as it took to earn the rest of the money for that ticket to New York—two weeks, tops.

Two weeks, two months, two years, two decades, and more had passed. I guessed she never garnered enough to make the two-hundred-mile ride up I-95. And it didn’t help that four months after she arrived in D.C., she found herself pregnant—with me.

“I came by to see you,” I answered her. Leaning over to hug her, I paused when she pulled away and dipped into one of the matching winged chairs that we’d bought for her last Christmas.

“Came by to see me?” She tapped a cigarette from the packet. “Why?”

It wasn’t hard to understand my mother’s attitude. Even though I came to this neighborhood every Sunday for church, I hardly ever stopped by to visit. There were lots of reasons why the telephone worked best for me and Marilyn.

She said, “So, you not gonna answer my question? You just gonna sit there?”

“I’m sorry,” I began, “I came by because … I was kinda in the neighborhood.”

She raised her eyebrows, took a hard puff on her cigarette, then stared, as if she was waiting for me to take back that lie.

“Give me that!” Rashaun, the youngest, screamed as he chased his brothers. But the four-year-old was no match for the six- and eight-year-olds who tore through the living room.

I glanced at my mother, sure that at any moment she was going to shut the whole thing down. But she leaned back, her cigarette dangling from the corner of her mouth, and her eyes squinted, as if she were trying to see the cartoons on the television screen.

So, I took over. “Y’all need to settle down.”

That got my mother talking, “This ain’t your house, Evia; leave ’em boys alone,” she scolded me. “Let those boys be boys.”

There it was—my mother’s brilliant child-rearing philosophy. Boys will be boys.

That’s why out of the three who had come out of her womb, I was the only one with any kind of good sense, and she couldn’t take credit for that. My home training came from Big Mama, her mother, who, thank God, had followed Marilyn to D.C. in time to teach me about life, love, and God.

I took a breath before I asked, “Where’s Cashmere?” thinking that talking about my sister would take me and Marilyn to safer ground. “Why she got you watching her kids today?” Even though I’d tried not to say that with an attitude, my feelings were clear. I couldn’t help it though, because where was my sister? It wasn’t like Cashmere had a job or was looking for one. She’d told me plenty of times that she preferred to live off the system because the money she got was almost as much as she could make at any job that she would get without her high school diploma. If that was her philosophy, why wasn’t she here?

“I’m not watching them,” my mother explained. “They moved back here three weeks ago. If you would call or come by, you’d know this.”

Oh, Lawd!

My mother said, “It’s the same ole stuff, but this time, Lamont actually hit her.”

Oh, Lawd!

“He’s still accusing her of sleeping with Bubba,” she explained.

Bubba. That was Rashaun’s father … I think.

Marilyn said, “So I told her to get up on out of there and come home so that I could take care of her and the kids.”

Triple oh, Lawd! How was my mother gonna take care of Cashmere and her kids when she could barely take care of herself?

I needed another change of subject! So I said, “Have you heard from Snake?”

“I wish y’all would stop calling my boy that. That is not the name I gave him.”

So, to please my mother, I said, “I’m sorry. What’s up with Twin?”

Marilyn smiled, as if that was better. She was serious, and she’d been serious when she’d named him, too. No, my brother was not a twin, had never been a twin—there was only one child inside her womb when Twin was born. But she’d wanted twins. So …

I shook my head again. You couldn’t get more ghetto than that—except for maybe Cashmere—and her middle name: Three. Marilyn had almost named her three o’ clock because … well, you know.

“Anyway,” I said, “so, Twin’s good?”

Her smile went away. “Good if you call the po-lice picking him up good.”

I rolled my eyes. “He’s in jail.” I wasn’t asking a question, just clarifying. Not that I needed clarity. Of course my brother was in jail. He couldn’t seem to stay out for longer than five months at a time.

Marilyn said, “Yeah, but it wasn’t his fault.”

Yeah, yeah, I know. Someone planted those drugs on him.

“It was a setup,” she said, pushing herself out of the chair and ambling through the maze that her grandchildren had set up with their toys. At the window, she lit a new cigarette and peeked outside. “But I told Twin I’m not getting him out this time. He needs to stop messing with those boys on the corner. They ain’t nothing but bad news; always getting him in trouble.”

I didn’t feel the need to tell my mother that Snake was the leader of that gang who hung out at the corner. She knew that. But if she wanted to live in denial, it wasn’t my place to ask her to pack up and move.

“Whose car you driving? Is it a rental or something?”

For the smallest moment, I considered telling her what the “or something” was, but if I mentioned the voluntary repossession, I’d have to explain everything else. And Adam and I had agreed to keep all of this bad news to ourselves. Not that Adam had to worry about what I would say to my mother—I would never discuss grown folks business with her.

So about the car, all I said was, “Yeah.”

That was good enough for Marilyn. She turned away from the window, her scowl now gone. She smiled with a molasses sweetness, sat down, and whispered, “You think you might be able to give me my money a little early this month? I really need it.”

There were lots of things that troubled me about those words, especially “my money.” I guess to Marilyn, that’s what it was. Adam and I were a regular supplement to her monthly disability check. My mother had been disabled for years—though I never could figure out her exact disability. The one time I asked her what was wrong with her, she told me, “It’s mental. I can’t get my mind to work on working.”

Oh … kay.

Still, she was my mother, so once we were able, we did what we could to help her. Our first plan was to move her into one of the Maryland suburbs. But she didn’t want to have a thing to do with Upper Marlboro or Waldorf or any other place that wasn’t Barry Farm.

“These are my people here,” she’d told me and Adam when we’d taken her out to dinner, all excited about the house we’d found for her. “I don’t want to be messing with those bougie folks out in PG County.” She shook her head. “Hmph, those black people think they got it better than everyone else.”

Well, those black folks did have it better than her, but I wasn’t into begging anyone to take my money. Still, I couldn’t leave my mother out there like that, so Adam and I started sending her a little check—five hundred dollars—on the regular.

My mother cut into my thoughts. “I only need the money ’cause y’all didn’t send anything last month.”

No … we hadn’t.

“And I really need it. You think you’ll be able to double up?”

I didn’t say anything, but my mother didn’t notice.

She kept on, “I’ve got to get Twin out of jail.”

I frowned. “I thought you were going to leave him there?”

Her shoulders hunched as she huffed, “With some money, I can get him out before the weekend. What kind of mother would I be if I didn’t do that?”

I wanted to tell her that she’d be the right kind of mother, teaching her son that there were always consequences associated with dumb-ass decisions. But I didn’t say anything because I’d never be able to convince her that Twin was a casualty of her boys-will-be-boys child-rearing philosophy.

“Plus,” my mother continued her case, “I’ve got to help out Cashmere.” I’m sure her pause was meant to be dramatic, because when she spoke again there was a slight tremor in her voice. “What kind of grandmother would I be if I didn’t take care of my grandkids? And with Christmas coming up and everything,” she sniffed, “these boys don’t have anything.”

Whether it was planned or not, that got me. Not because I approved of my brother’s or sister’s lifestyle. Sometimes I didn’t care about them because through their choices they showed me that they hardly cared about themselves.

But for better or for worse, I did care about my mother. I didn’t want her worrying about anything.

“So?” she said. Her eyes were wide with expectation.

“I don’t know what happened last month.” I stood as I told that lie. “We’ll get that money to you.”

Her smile was back. “Okay. You got anything on you right now?”

I knew exactly how much I had. But still I opened my purse and gave my mother everything—eighteen dollars.

This time when I leaned in to kiss her good-bye, Marilyn held me close. “I really do appreciate you and Adam,” she whispered.

I knew that was the truth. But my mother’s gratitude did not make me feel any better. By the time I kissed my nephews—even Apollo—good-bye, I was feeling sufficiently worse than when I walked in thirty minutes before.



Chapter 3


I WAS HOPING THAT BY THE time the four-year-old Kia sputtered through the hills of D.C.’s gold coast, I would’ve found some kind of peace with what had gone down with Shay-Shaunté today. But when I pulled into our three-car garage and stepped inside our home, there was no serenity, not even in the silence.

Maybe it wasn’t calm that I was seeking. I wanted normalcy—the chatter of my children. I wanted the self-absorption of my teenagers and even the broodiness of my ten-year-old. I needed my children to readjust the tempo of my day.

It was Thursday, though, their late afternoon with school activities and Ethan’s golf practice. But a quick glance at my watch told me that I wouldn’t have too long to wait.

I dumped my bag inside the mudroom, then trekked through the house without taking off my shoes. Even though we had a rule—no shoes to ruin the cream-colored carpet—I didn’t feel like abiding by any kind of tenet today, not even one that I’d set down as the law.

There wasn’t a single sound in the four-thousand-square-foot space, but still I heard my husband. That’s how it was with us—I could feel his heartbeat, and I moved straight to where he was.

I stood at the archway, watching Adam for a moment. He took care of the family finances in this wide-open space lined with overstuffed bookcases, with an oversized mahogany desk in the center. Against the wall, there were a bunch of folding chairs—one for each of the children, plus me.

“I want the twins and Ethan to learn about money,” Adam often said. “They’re growing up very differently than we did. They’ll have money, and they need to learn how to use it wisely.”

So by the time the twins were ten and Ethan was just four, they would sit with Adam as he took care of our money. Even if all they did was open the envelopes, Alexa, Alana, and Ethan knew the financial side of life as a Langston. They knew about mortgages and phone bills, they knew that TV didn’t come free, and heat and air-conditioning cost money, too. He even went beyond what I would’ve done; he told them how much their parents earned.

“There’s no Santa Claus. You and I work hard to provide for them, and they need to know that.”

That was the Adam Langston philosophy on child-rearing.

The girls and Ethan learned about budgeting and saving, about allowances and earnings. About setting goals and having dreams. The problem was they knew only the good; Adam hadn’t brought them over to the dark side of what had been going on for the past two years.

Though he hadn’t moved—Adam was still holding his head in his hands—he knew that I was there. My heart was never whole without him, and I knew he felt the same. He didn’t have to look at me to see me.

I strolled into the office and stood behind him; when I touched him, he moved. Just slightly, though—his head rocked back a bit, but his eyes were still closed. My fingers kneaded his shoulders. Gently at first. Then I applied more pressure, letting the anxiety of my day surge through my hands for his pleasure.

He released a moan that made me smile. I looked down and straight onto the paper that had been Adam’s focus. It was handwritten, two neatly lined columns. One—a list of all our expenses, from the mortgage to the money that we gave to our families. The other column listed our income—only mine was there. There was a line with the word savings, but that was it—no number was next to it. I guess that meant there were no savings left.

My smile, now gone. My massage intensified; I needed to lose myself in his pleasure.

It worked … for a little while. Our thoughts for these moments were not of bills and the people who collected them. But then Adam’s tension returned. Even though I still pressed his shoulders, his muscles tightened, and I knew that his eyes had opened.

“I have to tell you something,” he said softly, and I pressed harder. “The bank called. They’re proceeding with the foreclosure.”

Had it gone that far?

My fingers still moved, but without the strength that I started with. He put his hands over mine, stopping me, then pulled me around until I faced him.

“The bank called,” he repeated. He tore at my pants.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” I asked, my voice filled with angry passion.

“I did. I just did.” Now he ripped my slacks from my hips, and within a moment, he’d taken my panties away, too.

“You should have …” I straddled his lap. “Told me before!”

He pulled my naked center against his, and I was already ready. My mouth couldn’t find his fast enough, but once I did, I couldn’t get enough. Our tongues were at war, and so were our hands.

It was my turn to tear away his clothes, and within seconds, I lost myself in the pleasure that was his body. His steel-tight chest was as hard as his core, which was the part of him that I craved. My fingers explored him, as if I was trying to discover new places. But it was all familiar, all wonderful. All that I needed.

My husband was the best at foreplay, always wanting to please me first. But today, no preamble was necessary. When we united, my joy was instant. And so was his.

But it was not enough.

Rising from the chair, Adam carried my one-hundred-and-seventy-pound frame as if I were as light as air. Without disconnecting, he laid me on the floor, and we sought new pleasure.

I knew it was getting close to the time when our children would come home, bursting through the door and then busting in on us. But right now, I didn’t care. And anyway, it wasn’t as if that hadn’t happened before. Our children had seen us making love so often I sometimes wondered if we’d damaged them for life.

But my thoughts left our children and I turned every bit of my attention to the man I loved. Right now, he had my mind as much as my heart, and all I could think about was the bliss that was overtaking my body. Ecstasy blanketed me, filling me with sensations that made me pray that I could stay right in this place.

I moaned.

Adam cried out.

Then the slam of the door and the shrill cry of, “Mom!”

And it was all over.



Chapter 4


WHEN ADAM YELLED OUT, “YOUR MOM and I will be right there,” our children knew that was code for, “Give us a minute or you’re gonna see something you may not want to see.”

Two sets of footsteps dashed up the stairs as I searched for my pants on the other side of the desk. Though the zipper was broken, I still put them on. I didn’t want to trudge through the hall to my bedroom butt-naked—literally.

Neither Adam nor I said a word as we dressed. We held hands as we made our way into the living room, then he waited until we were settled—Adam on the sofa and me across from him in the matching overstuffed chair—before calling out to the twins. In seconds, the two came barreling down the stairs. Alana for once moved as fast as Alexa.

Though the doctors declared that our daughters were identical, that was often hard to believe. Yes, they looked alike, walked alike, talked alike, but they had polar opposite personalities. It was not only hard to believe that they were twins; sometimes I hardly believed that they were being raised in the same household.

Alexa was feisty. Alana was gentle. Alexa was creative. Alana was cerebral. Alexa was self-centered. Alana was a sensitive spirit who made me believe at times that she could feel down into a person’s soul.

Alexa, with her confidence and her strut and her gregariousness, was most like Adam. Alana was most like me.

Right now, though, there was very little difference between the girls. Both sets of light brown eyes shined with excitement. Their long, slender legs moved from side to side, as if they were working hard to keep their words inside.

Just looking at them made me smile. Glancing at Adam, I saw that he was doing the same; our children were what we needed.

“What’s got you girls all—”

Before I could finish, Alexa spoke up. “We finally got it. The first invitation to the really big sweet sixteen party!”

They giggled; Alana said, “What’s so great is that it’s New Year’s Eve. It’s Chloe Wellington’s party, and that means that not only is it the first party but it’s going to be our first New Year’s Eve party ever!”

Alexa picked up where Alana left off. “Chloe is having a party first, with all the boys, of course.”

“Of course,” I said, and we all laughed when Adam growled playfully.

Alexa continued. “And after the party, some of Chloe’s special friends have been invited to stay over.”

“And of course, we were invited to stay,” Alana said.

“Of course,” I said again, and chuckled.

“’Cause we’re special,” Alexa topped it off.

My head moved back and forth from one daughter to the other. This was huge for them. For years they’d been talking about turning sixteen. That rite of passage had always been a big deal, especially in this neighborhood. But it was made even more exciting by a television show that featured rich kids having parties for their sixteenth birthday that were beyond sweet.

“Chloe’s party is going to be ridiculous!” Alana said.

“But of course, ours is going to be better!”

This was proof that good times didn’t last. As soon as Alexa uttered those words, my anxiety rushed back. I didn’t have to look at Adam to know that the same had happened to him.

“Mom, Dad.” Alexa said our names so sweetly that I knew what was coming. “Are we still going to get cars for our birthday, too?”

Our daughter had no idea that she was killing us softly; I answered, “We’ll see …”

As if she was exhausted from her explanations and her questions, Alexa flopped down onto the couch next to Adam, while Alana settled on the arm of the chair where I sat. “Daddy, I think we should really start planning the party now,” Alexa said. “I know you said that money was no object, but we should still set a good budget, right?”

Ah … lessons from the father.

For the first time, I looked directly at Adam. Though he tried to keep a smiley face, his slumped shoulders gave him away.

“That’s a good idea, Lex,” Alana said, calling her sister by the name only she used. “You and I should sit down and do the budget and then give it to Mom and Dad.”

“That’ll work, Lan.” It was Alexa’s turn to use her pet name for her sister. “Let’s go and do it now.”

Together they jumped up and were out of the room and up the stairs before Adam and I could blink. We sat in the quietness for a moment. Then Adam said, “I have to pick up Ethan.”

“We need to talk to the girls.”

He didn’t reply. Just stood and walked toward the closet.

“Adam!” I followed him. “We have to tell them what’s going on.”

He whipped around. “No!” The man who’d just made sweet love to me now had a different look in his eyes. “No one needs to know, Shine,” he said, calling me by the name that only he had for me.

“But …”

“No one,” he hissed. “There’s no need to get them upset when things are gonna get better soon. I got a callback this morning from American Express for another interview.”

“For another interview. They didn’t call you back for a job.”

My words weren’t meant to hurt, but when Adam flinched, I knew they had hit hard. “Baby, I’m sorry. I only meant—”

“Let me handle this, Shine.” With his jacket on, he stomped through the mudroom, then closed the door behind him before I could say another word.

If there was ever a perfect love, what I shared with Adam Langston was close to that. But what kept it from being completely wonderful was not that we were going through bad times; it was that we differed on how we should handle things. I wanted him to share our challenges with me and then let our children know—at least a little—what was going on.

But Adam’s pride reigned over my wishes and his good sense. He’d been that way from the beginning.

The day the Bush fallout had hit our home, Adam had said, “This is our problem and I’ll figure out the solution.”

I’d been totally fine with that position—eighteen months ago. But in the year and a half that had passed, Adam had interviewed for everything from becoming a flight attendant to working at Barnes & Noble, but no one wanted to hire the man who’d been the comptroller for Rapid Speed Delivery—the biggest competitor to FedEx and one of the first major companies to move all operations overseas.

Most employers told Adam that he was overqualified. A few told him that hiring him was a risk, completely sure that after they’d trained him, he’d leave within months when he found that better job.

That better job? Where was it? My belief was that he’d already had that job and now it was gone. And there weren’t many other $260,000 a year positions for any man, let alone a black man in this country.

The eighteen months that Adam had been out of work had felt longer than a lifetime. No household could stand losing that large an income for that long a time before the house would come tumbling down.

My husband had done an amazing job keeping our world turning. But with our savings depleted and my income covering only utilities and groceries and gas and other minor bills, the walls around us hadn’t been tumbling, they’d been crashing.

There weren’t many things left that could go wrong, but we needed to do right by our children. I wasn’t going to allow this to go on much longer without them knowing the truth—that a party and new cars were probably not in their immediate future. If Adam wouldn’t tell them, that was no problem. I would.



Chapter 5


MY HUSBAND, ADAM EMORY LANGSTON, WAS not always the MBA, Corporate America, Brooks-Brothers-suit-wearing, one-hundred-dollar-haircut-sporting man that he was today. Oh, no. Talk about humble beginnings. Our start was one and the same—the same neighborhood, the same schools, the same situations. Although we lived around the corner from each other, we didn’t officially meet until we were twelve years old.

It had been one of those D.C. summer days, when the air was so hot and heavy that it didn’t move. My girls—Brooklyn and Tamica—and I were just chillin’ on the steps. Our plan had been to do our favorite thing—work on our dance routine. For the past three years, we’d been the champs of the summer talent contest that was held every August down at the community center. We were sure that we were gonna win this year, too, because we’d added a prop—a jump rope; we were gonna mix it up and turn it out. But that day, it was too hot to practice even though one hundred dollars was on the line.

So we sat and people-watched, which was our second-favorite thing to do ’cause there was always something poppin’ in our neighborhood.

“Ooohhh, look who’s coming,” Brooklyn said. “Cash!” She leaned forward, jiggled her boobs, then pulled her tank top down tight so that her chest would look bigger than it already was.

I glanced at Tamica and shook my head. Our time had not yet come—we didn’t have much of anything to lure boys. But our girl Brooklyn was a whole ’nother story. We may have been twelve, but Brooklyn looked bigger and better than most of the mothers and grandmothers in the neighborhood. She had huge boobs and so much booty that she could’ve given me and Tamica some of both and all three of us would’ve been stopping traffic on Martin Luther King Boulevard.

Tamica said, “Brooklyn, you need to quit.”

“Quit what?” When Tamica rolled her eyes, Brooklyn added, “Don’t hate me ’cause I’m beautiful.”

As Cash and his boys got closer, only Brooklyn stood up, like she was some kind of greeting committee. I knew Cash and one of the other boys with him—Buddy. But I didn’t know the third boy. Really, I’d just started seeing him around, and I guessed he was new to the hood.

When they stood in front of us, I couldn’t take my eyes off the new boy. Not that he was all that—he was all right. What got my attention was that he was almost the same color as my favorite food in the whole world—banana pudding. Even his freckles looked like the vanilla wafers that Marilyn used when she made that dessert every holiday.

Besides that, though, he kinda looked like a nerd, wearing some big ole round glasses and a short haircut that wasn’t a fade or nothin’. What was worse—he was carrying a book! A big, thick book. Now, what kind of guy was carrying a book in the middle of the summer? Nuh-uh, he was too nerdy for me. I liked boys who had a little edge to ’em.

Remember, I was twelve.

So Cash and his boys walked right up to the front of my house and stopped.

“What’s up, Brook?” Cash asked my girl.

She sucked her teeth, rolled her eyes, and stuck out her chest even more. “Come correct or don’t come at all. My name is Brook—Lynn!” She said all of that with major attitude, as if she was offended. Please! Brooklyn had been chasing Cash from way back—like way back in kindergarten. Every chance she got, she told me that she was going to marry him one day.

Yeah, right. That was never gonna happen because my bet was that Cash would be behind bars by the time he was sixteen. He was already running drugs for Duke, one of the biggest hustlers on these streets. Cash would never make it to being old enough to vote, let alone marry anyone.

He said, “I know what your name is,” as he sucked on a toothpick like some of the older dudes did.

“So … what … y’all … up … to?” Buddy asked. He wasn’t my type either. Not because he was a nerd but because he was kind of slow. Everything he did took way too much time. The way he talked—slow! The way he walked—slow! It took him an hour to finish off a twenty-cent bag of potato chips. Dang, that boy got on every single one of my nerves.

I answered Buddy’s question so that he would shut up and not say another thing. “Nothin’. We’re just hanging. We were gonna practice some double Dutch moves”—I held up the rope—“but it’s too hot.”

“Oh, yeah,” the new boy said. “What you know ’bout double Dutch?”

“More than you do,” I gave it right back to him. I knew Banana-Pudding-Guy wasn’t trying to diss me in front of my house, in front of my girls. Obviously, he hadn’t heard about my rep. I had beat boys and girls down in this neighborhood.

“Sweetheart,” he said in a voice that sounded like one of those nighttime DJs on the radio, “I don’t think there’s a subject in the world where you know more than me.”

“Oh!” Cash gave Buddy high five, and even my girls laughed.

I had to admit, I was kind of impressed. I mean, the way he said it and the way it sounded, it didn’t seem like Banana-Pudding-Guy was our age. But he didn’t look like he was sixteen or seventeen either. Already, he was a wonder to me.

But I couldn’t let him get away with frontin’ me like that.

I stood up like I was big and bad; the rope was wrapped around my hand like I was ready to use it—and I was. “You talking to me?”

He stepped closer—I guess to make sure I knew that he was. “Yeah, so what’s up?”

“You got game,” I said, working my neck so that he would know who he was dealing with. “Bring it.”

He laughed in my face. “Ah, man, come on. I’m not into beating down no girl. I don’t roll like that.”

I held the rope up and stuck it in his face. “You scared or somet—?”

I don’t know exactly what happened, but in two seconds flat, I was on the hard, dry ground, on my back. Banana-Pudding-Guy was straddling me, and now he was the one with the rope in his hand. He leaned forward, and his lips were so close that I thought he was gonna kiss me.

“Just for the record, sweetheart,” he whispered, “there ain’t nothin’ in the world that scares me.”

Then he jumped off me, adjusted his glasses, picked up his book, and said, “Peace,” to his boys, who were standing there with my girls, laughing. Banana-Pudding-Guy strolled down the street and never looked back.

It was love at first fight.

Not that it was exactly a fight. I hadn’t had a chance to do anything—not slap his face, stomp on his feet, kick him in the groin—nothing! And he hadn’t really hit me. He tossed me down and then gave it to me straight—he wasn’t afraid of nothing. …

That was our beginning. Adam’s declaration that there was nothing in this world that scared him. But that wasn’t exactly true. Because Adam had a very real fear—he was afraid of being Adam. He was afraid of people finding out about his life, the way it was now.

What Adam needed to accept was that being laid off from a Fortune 500 company in this economy made him common, not the exception.

But knowing that didn’t make Adam’s fear go away. He fought that fear, though, hid it behind his pride. And that pride had my husband tied up in a knot.

Pride.

Pride was a word that had always scared me because of what Big Mama had told me.

“Pride’s a sin,” she always said. Then, the part that really frightened me was when she said, “God hates pride, and He’ll make you pay for it.”
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