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1 Chastity Jeffries



The music was bumpin’, the champagne was flowin’, and the men were barkin’ like they were out to chase the cat. This was the backdrop to the beat that pulsed through the speakers hanging in every corner and crevice of the club.


Bow-wow-wow-yippie-yo-yippie-yeah


Bow-wow-yippie-yo-yippie-yeah.


Men who were at least ten years out of college and wearing suits from the most exclusive stores, hopped up and stomped down on the dance floor, their hands raised, flashing their fraternity sign… as they barked like dogs.


My eyes scanned Club 40/40, one of the new spots on Fortieth Street, off Fifth Avenue. This place was jammed with the up-and-coming Who’s Who of Black Manhattan—a single woman’s paradise. But I was unmoved, unbothered, and still very much committed to the sanctity of staying single. Because of songs… and men like this.


All I wanted to do was tiptoe past the barking men and thirsty women clad in expensive sheaths with thousand-dollar purses slung over their shoulders. I was more than ready to bounce.


“Can I get you another one?”


I glanced up at the blond bartender, whose sleeveless shirt showed his hours in the gym. Lifting my glass, I downed the last of my pineapple Ciroc. “Close out my tab,” I shouted to make sure he heard me over the barking and the beat. “I’m out.”


“You’re leaving?” The accusatory tone mixed with the music and floated over my shoulder.


First, I nodded to the bartender, my signal for him to continue as I requested. Then I spun toward the voice.


Melanie stood a few feet away, with her right hand perched on her hip, her stance as indicting as her tone. The mighty munchkin. That had been her nickname all through school because for someone who was as vertically challenged as she was, her five-foot-one presence demanded attention always.


“You cannot be thinking about going home already, Chas-ti-ty.”


Uh-oh. She’d used my government name, and she only did that when she was annoyed, and Melanie Meadows never spent too much time without her lips spread into a smile.


“Did you know frowning uses one hundred more muscles than smiling and that gives you wrinkles?” Melanie had lectured our Girl Scout troop during one of our overnight trips to Fire Island when we were twelve. “So frown if you want, and then, give me a call; I’ll hook you up, ’cause I’m gonna be the baddest plastic surgeon in the city.”


She said, “You just got here.”


Her words interrupted my memory of her prophecy, and I nodded. “I’ve been here an hour.”


“A whole hour,” she said, trading her accusatory tone for a sarcastic one. She rolled her eyes. “All you’ve done for that whole hour is stand in this whole corner, acting like you’re in time-out.”


“I’ve enjoyed myself,” I said. “I had a couple of drinks, watched men bark, congratulated you, and now I’m ready to go.”


“Chaz, you can’t leave.”


My shoulders slumped because from her tone, I knew what would come next. A lecture about how she needed her best friend by her side for this twofold celebration: the opening of her private clinic and her being recognized in Medicine Today as one of the Forty Best Plastic Surgeons under Forty.


Trying to head her off at the guilt curve, I said, “You know how tired I am.”


“Everyone here is exhausted. We work hard; we’re making moves.” Her hand swept through the air as she gestured to the mass of gyrating bodies, which had slowed with the sounds of Anita Baker.


Melanie had told the DJ to go back to the decade of our birth—only music from the ’80s.


As Anita sang: Sweet love hear me callin’ out your name, I feel no shame; I’m in love… Melanie raised her hand above her head and swiveled her hips like she was balancing a Hula-Hoop. “What you’ve got to do is get out there and bust an old-school move.”


“Anita ain’t talking to me.”


She dropped her hands. “You sure know how to ruin a good party.”


“I’m sorry, but it’s been a long week. My apartment looks exactly the way it did when the movers dropped that last box on my floor on Saturday, and all I want to do is crawl into my bed, which is the only thing that has been put together in my place.”


“Okay, let’s make a deal. You stay and I’ll help you unpack tomorrow.” She paused and tapped her finger on her chin. “Or maybe Sunday or Monday. Or better yet, I’ll pay someone to unpack while we sit and sip wine. Just stay. Please.”


She pouted like a puppy just as the bartender slid the leather tab closing out my check across the counter.


With a sigh, I signed my bill, then pointed to my glass. To the bartender, I said, “Bring me two more and put it on her tab. I’m staying, and she’s paying.”


Melanie nodded at the bartender, then said to me, “Thanks for not bouncing.”


“Well, how often will I get to celebrate my girl opening up her own practice?” I paused because I wanted my next words to stand alone. “I’m really proud of you.”


“Awww, thanks, Chaz. I guess we did it, huh? A doctor and a lawyer. Just like we said.”


“Back in the fifth grade,” I added as the bartender slid our drinks onto the counter.


We clicked our glasses together, and then after a sip, Melanie said, “I’m sorry I haven’t spent time with you since you’ve been back.”


“You’re forgiven, Dr. Meadows. It’s not like you haven’t been busy being great, and what would I look like, being upset with my new landlord?”


She grinned. “Believe me, you’re helping me and Kelvin out. Not to have to worry about collecting that rent, whew! So everything’s good at the condo?”


I nodded. “I’m living my best life there.”


“And your job?”


“I’m living my rich life there.” We laughed. “It’s been cool. You know how it is; always exhausting getting up to speed at a new place, but the best thing—I’m back in New York.”


“There’s no place like home and nothing like landing as a partner at the Divorce Concierge. I fully expect to see you on the front page of some tabloid soon, just like all of their other star attorneys.” She shook her head. “Who would have thought this would’ve been your specialty. Divorce?”


I took a small sip of my Ciroc to stop my words, but Melanie knew when my fascination with divorce had started. After a couple of moments, I shrugged. “People on the other side of love need good lawyers, too.”


“And since you don’t believe in love, you’re on the right side.”


Leaning away from her, I said, “Who told you that lie?”


She raised her eyebrows and mimicked my lean. “Maybe I got that impression because your name is not a proper noun, it’s a verb.”


This woman was about to owe me some free Botox because of how deeply she made me frown. “Do you have to be so crass?”


“Crass is my middle name.” When I didn’t smile, she added, “Come on, I’m telling the truth. You’ve been so closed off to men for so long that it’s unnatural.”


“I get my needs met, and I’m happy. That’s all that matters.”


She shook her head. “You’re such a dude.”


“Which is it, Dr. Meadows? Am I a chaste female or such a dude?”


“You’re my best friend who’s home, and I’m hoping this will be a new start with a new man.”


“Not going to happen. Work calls.”


“That’s been your excuse for the last decade.”


“I rest my case.” I opened my arms as if I were presenting myself to an audience. “The prodigal friend has made a triumphant return as a partner in one of the nation’s top law firms. Imagine if I’d spent all of that time dating seriously?” I winked, then laughed as she rolled her eyes again. “Don’t act like you didn’t get something out of this, too. I can afford your Central Park West condo. You needed me to be chaste—at least emotionally.”


“Well, even if you are the love Scrooge”—she grabbed my arm and leaned her head on my shoulder—“I’m glad to have my best friend home.”


Since Melanie was the yin to my yang in all ways, but especially our height, I had to lean over to rest my head on top of hers and return her hug. “Thanks.”


She stepped back. “Now all we have to do is change your mind about a man…” When I plugged my fingers into my ears, she added, “I just want you to have the kind of life Kelvin and I have.”


That made me smile. Because Melanie and Kelvin were the poster kids of true love. From undergrad at NYU, through medical school and beyond, they’d stayed strong together, navigating through long residencies, and then they’d doubled down as they studied their specialties: plastic surgery and emergency room surgery. Through all of that, they dated, became engaged and married, and were now making their medical names. Theirs was a great love; they made me believe in what I’d never seen.


In the middle of that nostalgia, Melanie groaned. “Oh, lawd.”


My eyes followed my friend’s glance. To a man approaching. My brows edged upward. He was impressive. But it was beyond the high thread count of his navy suit and his white shirt, which remained crisp even after the long hours of this day. And it was more than his features—his light brown eyes, his square jaw, and just a shadow of a beard. All of that was imposing, but was not what stood out the most. What was most impressive… was his swag. He strutted like he was slow-walking with a crew, and I pegged him as a music executive. Or maybe he was an entertainer I didn’t recognize. One thing I knew: he was a New Yorker with all of that sway. He’d been born, bred, and built in this city.


Melanie interrupted my inspection with, “This guy has been following me.”


“Hello again, pretty lady,” he said in a deep voice that matched his aura.


Then I watched Melanie do something she’d never done before. My overly polite, always respectful friend, turned her back on the man.


My glance darted between the two.


The guy said, “All I want to do is talk, get to know you better.”


Melanie did a slow spin toward him. “My husband has this thing about the two of us remaining faithful.”


“You really are married?”


Melanie pushed her ring in his face, though with her attitude, she could have been raising another finger. “My husband, who will be here any minute, will not appreciate you stalking me.”


He raised his hands as if he were surrendering to the police. “My bad. You should’ve mentioned your husband before.”


“You should have respected this ring.” A kaleidoscope of colors bounced off her diamond from the lights above.


“A woman wearing a ring in a club?” He chuckled. “That’s the oldest trick.”


The slow smile that spread across Melanie’s face was a confession because she (we) had used that trick (though our rings had come from a corner store) back in the day. “Okay,” she said. “No foul, no worries.” Then, after a pause, she grabbed my hand and spun me in front of her. “But this is my best friend; she doesn’t have a ring. Talk to her.”


Before I could blink or breathe, she sashayed away. My plan was to chase her down and choke her, but before I could take a step, the dude stopped me from being breaking news on Channel 2.


“This must be my lucky night,” he said.


Now I studied him openly, taking in his height, which was something I always noticed, since I was five eleven myself. Even with my three-inch pumps, he had two or three inches on me. And then he smiled—well, it was a half smile. Only the left side of his lips twitched upward. It was a smile that matched his swag.


But even all of that didn’t stop me from saying, “Don’t even front. You wanted to talk to my best friend, not me.”


“That’s not true.”


I crossed my arms. “She said you’d been following her.”


“I was,” he admitted, “just so she could introduce me to you. You’re the one I’ve been looking for, and I’m so glad she helped me find you.”


Against every part of my will, the ends of my lips quivered, though I was able to stop a full-fledged laugh from seeping out. “That’s a good line.” I pointed my finger at him.


He laughed, a robust guffaw that I imagined would have come from Santa Claus. He held out his hand. “I’m Xavier King.”


For a moment, I let his hand dangle in the air, feeling, for some reason, that if we pressed flesh in this greeting, my night would change. And I didn’t want it to. Now that Melanie was gone, getting the heck out of this club was my number one priority.


But because Pastor and Mrs. Jeffries hadn’t raised a savage, I took his hand. “I’m Chastity Jeffries.”


His eyebrows raised. “Chastity?” His one-sided grin became wider.


Any cheer I’d felt was gone. I said, “Don’t say it,” as I held up my hand.


“What?”


If I had a dime for every man who asked me if I was my name… Shaking my head, I said, “Nothing. Just call me Chaz. My friends call me Chaz.”


He no longer grinned; he gave me a soft smile. “I like that.”


“Thank you.”


“I wasn’t talking about your name, I like that you’re already calling me a friend.”


This guy had great lines, but still, I glanced at my drink on the bar’s counter. I’d only taken one sip, so I had two choices: to finish my drink or just allow this $12 to be the price paid for me to get away.


I chose the latter since it wasn’t my credit card being charged. “Well, Xavier, it was nice meeting you.”


“Was it something I said? I mean, you don’t even want to finish your drink?” Before I could go into my monologue of how tired I was, he said, “Come on, at least finish your drink. You’re the only person I know in this place.”


“You don’t know me,” I said.


“And isn’t that pitiful? I just happened to walk into this club, looking to have a drink, and there’s a whole party going on, and I don’t know a soul. So can’t you just help a brotha out so I don’t look so wretched?”


His words were so sorrowful, spoken with that sly smile. Without saying a word to Xavier, I sauntered back to the bar, grabbed my glass, and took a sip. But when I put the glass down, he took his own sip of my drink.


I leaned back as he smiled and said to the bartender, “I’ll have what the lady is having.” Then, turning to me, he said, “So, Chastity…”


To the bartender, I said, “Bring me a fresh drink, please. And put it on his tab.” Then, without letting a beat pass, I said to Xavier, “I told you, Chaz is just fine.”


He smirked when he said, “I’m a proper kind of guy. Love proper names. Plus… I really like your name.” My chuckle made him ask, “You don’t believe me?”


“I didn’t say that.”


“You didn’t have to. I read body language.”


“Is that what you do for a living? Read bodies?”


He shrugged. “In a way.” He paused as if he was trying to decide if he should say more. In those quiet seconds, I wondered about this fine man who’d been so talkative, and now his silence was so sudden. What did he do for a living? Clearly, my earlier guesses had been wrong if he was this reluctant to say. And his hesitancy made me suspicious. Was he hiding from the police?


The bartender placed our glasses side by side, and Xavier took a sip (of his own this time), before he said, “I’m a lawyer,” and then returned the glass to his lips as if that would stop him from saying more.


I gave him a moment’s stare before I giggled. He frowned as he shifted from one spit-shined Ferragamo shoe to the other.


“I said I was an attorney, not a comedian.”


That turned my giggle into a laugh out loud. “I’m sorry,” I said as I pressed my hand against my chest, trying to gather myself. “If you knew what I’d been thinking…” Stretching my hand out to him, I said, “It’s always nice to chat with a fellow counselor.”


His eyes narrowed, his body stiffened as if he thought I was making some kind of joke. But when I nodded, his eyes widened with surprise, then amusement, and he laughed, once again filling the air with Santa Claus’s joy.


We laughed, even as those around us gave us long glances. It was crazy, we were laughing at nothing, but in the few minutes that we’d stood at the bar, I had a feeling of delight I hadn’t felt in years. So I grabbed my glass and let Xavier lead me away to the cushioned seats against the wall.


We were still laughing as we found a space away from all of the barking that was roomy enough for two.





FOR THE LAST hour, I’d laughed with Xavier, trading all kinds of self-deprecating jokes about lawyers, something we all did as attorneys.


“How does a lawyer sleep?” Xavier had asked me.


“Well, first she lies on one side and then she lies on the other,” I said.


We laughed as if we hadn’t heard that joke fifteen million times.


“My turn,” I said. “How many lawyer jokes are there?”


He flicked invisible lint from his shoulder as if he were about to win a competition. “Only three; the rest are true stories.”


Again, we buckled over, before we tossed more barbs back and forth. Xavier raised his hand, in a pause, as he motioned toward one of the waitstaff. As he asked the young woman to refresh our drinks, my eyes wandered to the dance floor, where bodies still gyrated.


Woke up today, looked at your picture just to get me started…


“So, do you have another joke?”


Turning back to him, I shook my head. “Nope, now I have another question.”


“Shoot!” Then he held up his hand. “No, wait. I shouldn’t say that. I’m a lawyer.”


I chuckled. “So, what do you like best about being an attorney?” I asked, though I was careful not to ask where he worked. Not only did I not care but that kind of question led to questions about me.


He paused, thoughtful, then said, “I’m finally settled. I’ve been at the same firm coming up on seven years now.”


“You’ve moved around a lot?”


That question didn’t seem deep to me, but his eyes lost a bit of their shine. “I guess it depends on your definition of a lot. I wanted to experience a couple of places before I settled down. What about you? Why’d you become an attorney?”


I’d thought my question had been safe, had never expected him to turn it around. Now I was the one who darkened a bit. “Someone I love went through some pretty deep things. I thought by becoming an attorney, I’d be able to help.”


“Ah… so, did you help?”


I shook my head. “Not in the way I wanted to, but I ended up with a career I love.”


“Well, that’s always a great thing.” When I tilted my head in question, he leaned a bit closer. “It’s always wonderful when you’re in love.”


His words, and then that sexy smile, made me set my glass on the table. “It’s time for me to get up and get out.”


“Was it something I said?”


“Nope, just ready to go.”


“Well, if I can’t talk you into staying, can I get your number?”


Without thinking about how my next words would sound or what they would mean, I asked, “Are you seeing anyone?”


His response came just as fast. “Would I ask for your number if I were?”


I shook my head for a couple of reasons. Truly, I’d enjoyed our hour together, but I needed to dismiss any consideration of giving this man my number. For what purpose?


“So,” he interrupted my thoughts, “your number?”


“Why don’t you give me yours?” My usual line always worked for men and always worked for me when I ended the night tossing their business cards into my trash can.


“I can respect that.” But then Xavier did his own tossing. Threw me a curveball I hadn’t expected. “Pull out your phone.”


“What?” I asked as if I no longer understood English.


“If I give you my business card, there’s a chance it could accidentally fall into the discarded dudes file.”


He smiled, but I didn’t. Had he just read my mind?


Gesturing toward my purse, he said, “So pull out your phone and lock me in.”


It was a new approach, one that showed me he was serious about seeing me again. And the DELETE button would indicate my seriousness—when I was out of his sight, of course.


Taking out my phone, I awakened the screen. There was no chance of me pretending anything with the way Xavier looked over my shoulder.


He watched as I typed in what he told me was his cell, and it wasn’t until I pressed SAVE that he smiled and scooted back on the sofa.


“Are you satisfied?” I held up the phone for him to see his number and his name.


“I will be when you call. When will that be?”


“Thirsty, aren’t you?”


“Not really,” he began with a shrug. “I’m just a successful man who knows what I want, and I want to talk to you some more.”


“I’ll call you tomorrow,” I said and wished I could cross my fingers behind my back, a move that, even at the age of thirty-four, was something I believed in.


“Set a reminder,” he said.


“What?” Again, I’d lost my comprehension of my native tongue, because this dude was speaking words in a combination I’d never heard before.


“Set a reminder so you won’t forget,” he explained as if his request were a natural thing to say to a woman he’d just met.


Right then, he was too bizarre for me, but I set a reminder because I just wanted to go. I’d delete it all when I got home. “Satisfied?”


“Very.” He gave me that half smile that brightened his whole face, and just like that, the thoughts I’d had about him softened. “It was nice to meet you, Ms. Chastity.” Before I could protest, he said, “I know, Chaz. I love your full name.”


My answer: I stood, smiled, and sashayed away just as Marvin Gaye crooned: Let’s make love tonight…










2 Xavier King



The heat of the morning sun burst through my window, making me groan. How had the new day come so soon? I rolled over and, with my eyes still closed, reached across the expanse of my king-size bed. The surprise of the cool sheets made my eyes pop open.


For a moment, I stared at the empty space. It was still a bit shocking, sickening, that this happened to me… again.


Pushing myself up, I leaned against the headboard and massaged my temples. This hangover was real, but it wasn’t from the drinks I’d had at Club 40/40 last night. This was one of those hangovers I’d learned about from Diana Ross when my grandmother played “Love Hangover” back in the day.


My grandmother… I was just about to shake my head to rid it of any memories of that woman or that time, when the three beeps of my front door alarm took my attention away.


The sound made me stiffen, made me move with the stealth of a lion as I rolled across the bed toward the nightstand, where my protection and five bullets lay. A second before my hand touched the drawer’s handle, I pulled back. Because I felt her, I smelled her… and when I sat up in the bed and faced the door, finally, I saw her.


Roxanne paused at the threshold, pressing her hand over her heart. “I didn’t know you were here.” She took steps back as if she wanted space between us. “I was sure you’d be gone already. Playing golf or at the gym.”


“Had a late night,” I said. “Probably won’t go out today. Maybe tomorrow.” I chattered like she cared, though her caring had stopped a week ago.


“Well”—she glanced down at her feet before she looked back up—“since I’m here… and if you don’t mind… I came for the rest of my things. I don’t have much. Just a suitcase, probably.” She chuckled, though there was no joy in that sound. “I never planned to leave that much here…”


“I’ve always wanted you to move in, and even now…” I paused, waiting for her to raise her eyes, but she wouldn’t keep contact for more than a second, as if she didn’t want to chance any connection. I tried to conjure up words to change her mind. “Even now”—I picked up where my voice had dropped off—“I want you here; I want you to stay.”


Her feet shifted, and her glance did the same, from the window to the closet to the dresser. When she turned back to our bed, she gasped.


It was a soft sound, but I heard it. I’d surprised her by standing and strolling toward her. Now I held her eyes and I had her attention. I stood before her in my birthday glory. This was a trick, but it was all I had in my arsenal.


When I was close enough for her to sniff my morning breath, she finally glanced away from the parts that made me the man she’d loved just last week. But she didn’t back away.


That gave me hope, especially when she said, “I came… for the… rest of… my things.”


My girl was rattled; she never would’ve been stuttering if she were not flustered. So I used this time to tell her what she already knew. “I love you.”


Her eyes were laser focused on all parts of me from the neck up. “I know that, but I also know that sometimes, love isn’t enough.”


I stepped back, needing distance between me and her words. But I also hoped her glance would once again wander so she’d see the rest of me and remember.


It worked. For just the shortest moment, her eyes soaked in my nakedness. But she didn’t remember, because she turned away. She moved to the right toward the closet we’d shared.


And I pivoted the other way, taking the few steps into the master bathroom. Leaning against the sink, I tucked my chin into my chest as images of my life with Roxanne flashed in my mind: our meeting at a professional singles mixer just about a year ago; our engagement at Masa six months ago; last week, when this all ended.


I had failed because I was unworthy.


Those words made me blink. Took me back to the time when I first realized just how unworthy I was.




February 14, 1991


Gran’s laughter thundered from her bedroom, and I made my move, tiptoeing and dodging the wooden plank that creaked at the end of the hallway.


Inside the living room, I hopped onto the sofa and peeked through the curtains. Only Mr. Washington’s beat-up Ford sat in front of the cemetery across the street; no sign of Mama.


But she was coming. She’d promised she’d come home today and take me for pizza. For my birthday. The best birthday gifts ever: pizza and Mama coming home.


“Didn’t I tell you to stay off my sofa?”


I leaped from the couch, shocked that Gran stood hovering behind me. How had I missed her heavy steps?


“Don’t you put your feet up there again, boy.” She slapped my head, and although it stung a bit, it wasn’t a switch, or the broom, or the electrical cord she’d used a couple of nights ago when she caught me sneaking my broccoli into the trash.


“And if you mess that suit up, you’re gonna get it, do you hear me?”


“Yes,” I said, reeling from the stinging right above my ear.


She glared as she stepped so close her belly pressed against my nose. “Yes, what?” Her words, her tone, were her warning that I’d better get it right.


I stepped back from the stench of her rage. “Yes, ma’am.”


She nodded. I breathed. “Now go over there and sit down.” She pointed to the corner chair that looked like a throne. “Wait for your mama there—she probably won’t come anyway.”


There was no way I could tell my grandmother what I was thinking: that she was a mean liar, because my mama was coming. She’d promised me last Saturday, right before she’d left, and I’d been counting the days.


Gran watched as I climbed up on the chair, careful not to let my shoes touch the fabric. When I sat, she turned and grumbled her way out of the room.


As soon as she was out of sight, my thoughts went back to Mama. Forget about the pizza, I only wanted one birthday gift—for Mama to tell me she’d found another apartment so we could leave Gran’s house forever.


I closed my eyes and remembered when it was just me and Mama. When we were together, it wasn’t all good, but it was all love. Yeah, there were nights when dinner was nothing but peanut butter and bologna, but even though I went to sleep with my stomach growling, it was okay ’cause my mama hugged me until those hunger pangs went away.


“One day it’s going to be better, X,” Mama said. “As long as we’re together, just the two of us. Because we have love and we’re a family.”


Being a family with Mama was the best. We did everything together: watched old movies that always made Mama cry or watched cartoons that always made me laugh. When Mama had money, she’d buy chocolate ice cream (my favorite) and we’d eat it right out of the carton as the radio played and we would dance and dance and dance.


It’s driving me out of my mind…


My eyes popped open. At first, I thought I was imagining that music.


That’s why it’s hard for me to find…


No! It was coming from outside. “Mama!” I shouted. That was her song. She said she’d change her name to Poison if she she could.


I jumped off the chair, then hopped onto the sofa. I tucked back the curtain, my mouth open wide at the sight of that big shiny red car.


“Who’s blasting all that noise?” Gran growled behind me.


I froze, waiting for another slap. But her attention was on the music, the car… and my mama, who slid out of the front seat after this really tall guy opened the door for her.


“Mama!” I exclaimed, hoping she was taking me to get pizza in that car. All the kids who wouldn’t play with me would change their minds after this. I jumped down, ran a half circle around Gran, then made a mad dash to the front door.


When Mama stepped inside, she lifted me off my feet and swung me around like one of those rides at the carnival.


“How’s my big boy?”


“I’m six today, Mama.”


“I know. Happy, happy birthday.”


I grinned and craned my neck around her to see if the car was still there. It was. “Mama, I’m ready to go for pizza. I got dressed up.”


Just that fast, her smile turned upside down. “Oh, baby. We’re not gonna be able to do that.” My shoulders slumped, until she said, “I’ve gotta pack.”


Pack? We were moving away from Gran!


I followed my mother into the living room, where Gran waited with folded arms. “Pack?” she said, without even saying hello. “Where you going?”


“I’m going… with Charles,” Mama said. “He has a restaurant over in Natchez, and I can work there and make some good money.”


While Gran huffed, I stood behind my mama, shivering. I didn’t know where Natchez was, but I was excited to be going there.


“Chasing after another man, huh?” Gran growled. “Whose husband is he now?”


“Mama, please.” It sounded like my mother was about to cry. “I’m chasing a job, not a man. So I can take care of me and my son.”


“Hmph.” Gran’s eyes moved to me. “You taking him with you?”


Mama looked down at me. “That’s what I wanted to talk to you about. Would you mind… if he stayed here… until I get myself together?”


Before Gran could say anything, I shouted, “No!” Both of them turned to me, though they wore different expressions. Gran glared at me, but there were tears in Mama’s eyes.


“No,” I whispered when she crouched down.


“Baby,” she said. “If there was a way, I would take you right now. But I’m gonna work, and save money for us.”


“I wanna go now. I don’t care if you don’t have money. I won’t eat a lot. I promise.”


Before my mother could answer, Gran asked, “What’s wrong?” She hovered above us like a thundercloud. “This new man of yours don’t like kids?”


“He likes kids plenty,” Mama snapped. “His place isn’t big enough.” Then Mama turned back to me. “But as soon as I get my own place, I’m coming for you.”


“Mama, please.”


“I’mma need you to be a big boy. Just remember, I’ll be back.” When I didn’t move, she added, “I always come back, right?”


I gave her a little nod.


“Okay”—she stood—“I’m gonna grab a few things. Charles wants to get on the road.”


“How long have you known this one?”


“Mama, I just need to know if it’s all right for X to stay with you.”


“For how long?”


“Does that matter? He’s your grandson.”


“He is.” Gran glanced down at me and mumbled, “At what cost?”


My mother held me tight against her leg. “Not in front of him. Just yes or no,” my mama said.


My grandmother glared at me. “You gonna pay me?”


With a sigh, my mama nodded. “You can have my food stamps, and then, whenever I get paid, I’ll send you something, too.”


Gran didn’t say another word. She just stomped from the room, the floor planks shuddering under her weight. By the time my mama crouched down again, tears were tracking down my face.


“Are you going to be a big boy?”


There was so much I wanted to tell her about the belts and the switches. And so much I wanted to show her about the broom and the marks on my back.


“Please, X, I can’t get a job here in Sumner, so I’m gonna go someplace where I can make some money, okay?”


There was nothing I could do but nod, then crawl back into the chair as my mother went into the bedroom we shared whenever Mama stayed here and packed. I wanted to go in there to spend these last minutes with her, but I didn’t want to cry out loud. So I closed my eyes and did something I saw the ladies at church do whenever Mama took me to service.


“Dear Father God,” I whispered, repeating the first words I’d heard. “Can you please tell Mama to take me so I don’t have to stay here and get beaten every day?”


I prayed that over and over, until I heard my mama’s voice. “Xavier?”


She was by the front door, holding her suitcase. I leaped out of that chair and ran into her arms.


She squeezed me tight. “I love you so much, Xavier.”


Those words made me cry out loud as Mama wiped away my tears.


“Come on, I need you to be my big boy.”


My answer: my sobs deepened.


She kissed my forehead, then walked through the door and trotted down the steps. The man grabbed her bag, hugged her, and opened the passenger door. He tossed her suitcase into the back seat before he ran around to the driver’s side.


I stood sobbing, waiting for Mama to change her mind and come back for me. But neither of them looked back as the car kicked up dirt when it sped away.


“Boy, you better close that door and stop all that noise before I give you something to cry about.”


I took my time, not to be defiant, but because once the door was closed, I’d be alone.


“That’s why your mama don’t want you. Not worth nothin’, standin’ there cryin’ like a baby. Not worth nothin’, I tell you, not worth one red cent.”


I whimpered, trying to control my tears, but it was hard the way Gran stared at me.


“What are you doing with your hands?”


What was she talking about? I was just trying to push my tears back inside. But I followed her glance to where my fingers curled into tight fists.


“You wanna hit somebody?”


I didn’t get that No, ma’am out before Gran whacked me across my head, this time not stopping at once. “You wanna hit somebody?” she repeated. “You wanna hit me?”


I wanted to tell her I’d never had any thoughts about hitting her… until now, the moment when her final blow sent me flying to the floor. I sat there, stunned. But even when the ache began to subside, I couldn’t move because there was this heat burning inside of me. It was in my soles, slowly ascending, feeling like fire. Rising, rising, rising to my fists.


“You better get yourself straight, boy.”


I stayed there as she grumbled down the hall. My eyes stayed focused on her neck as she moved away. My fingers flexed, then relaxed. Flexed, then relaxed. But my mind didn’t stop. The flames didn’t stop. And my fingers didn’t stop.


Now I knew what I could do with my hands. Now I knew what I wanted to do with my fists…





“XAVIER.”


Roxanne’s voice made me rush from the past, and the first thing I saw was my reflection. That heat from that long-ago day was in my soles now, but when I turned to Roxanne, she was a fire extinguisher. I cooled and calmed from those memories.


“I have everything,” she said.


“Roxanne,” I whispered. “I want you to know… I love you so much.”


“I know you do.” Then she turned away as if my love didn’t matter.


Grabbing my bathrobe from the hook on the door, I slipped into it as I followed her through my condo. At the front door, she paused, turned, and faced me.


“Please know I wish you well,” she said.


“What can I do to change your mind?”


There were tears in her eyes when she shook her head. “I always promised myself if any man ever…”


“I didn’t hit you!” I exclaimed. There was more pleading than volume in my voice, but what Roxanne did next made me want to scream.


She glanced at the wall, and I followed her gaze. To the spot where my fist had made impact. Just one punch, and I’d been surprised at the way the plaster had crumbled beneath the weight of my rage.


“I didn’t hit you,” I repeated, softer now.


“Only because you missed.”


“I missed on purpose.”


She rose up, stood taller, full of indignation. “Do you hear yourself? You should never have taken a swing. Last Tuesday, I was the target, and that scared me.”


“You’re willing to give up everything for one time, when we had so much together? We were going to start a family, build our lives. I don’t understand the lack of forgiveness.”


“I have forgiven you. If I hadn’t, I wouldn’t be standing here.”


“You’re here because you didn’t think I was home.”


“But I didn’t leave once I saw you.” She paused. “It wasn’t the first time, Xavier. It was just the first time your rage was directed at me. But I’ve seen you out of control—too much.”


I pushed down my frustration and said as softly as I could, “Don’t forget the part you played in this. You weren’t listening to me.”


“And that gives you the right to take a swing, to punch a hole in the wall when I was standing right there?” Again, her ire rose, but I guessed I was the only one in this relationship who couldn’t get upset.


“I was just angry.” I tried to explain what she already knew.


She shook her head. “No, what’s inside of you, Xavier, that’s not anger. It’s not even rage; it’s worse. And I can’t sleep with a man who has that kind of wrath.” When she glanced down at her hand, I did, too.


I hadn’t even noticed she was still wearing her engagement ring. That had to be a good sign, but then she slipped the ring from her finger. With her eyes still lowered, she reached for my hand and pressed the diamond into my palm.


“I’m sorry,” she whispered.


“I love you,” I repeated, because to me, that should have been enough.


Now she looked up. “We moved too quickly, didn’t give ourselves enough time to know each other,” she said. “You need time to learn to love yourself first. To find out what’s wrong so you can be right for another woman.”


I pressed my lips together, trying to keep the words inside. But I felt the heat and lost the battle. “Don’t psychoanalyze me. I’m not one of your clients!”


My tone made her glance down. And once again, I found myself following her gaze. Roxanne was fixed on my hands and the way my right hand contracted into a fist. I tried to stop, but my fingers flexed as if that part of my body were separate from my brain. Only after I inhaled, then exhaled slowly, was I able to stop.


Tears flowed from her eyes, and I cried, too, but it was all inside.


She raised her hand, her movement tentative as if she was unsure. Then her palm touched my cheek. And she held it there as if she were trying to commit me to her memory. I closed my eyes and relished her touch. I’d been here before; I knew what the end felt like.


Then she turned around, grabbed her suitcase, and rolled right out of my life.










3 Chastity



And… that’s a wrap.”


The room brightened as Kourtney, the instructor, turned on the lights and everyone in the stretching class applauded the end of this hour. My appreciation came out in a groan. I closed my eyes, feeling as if I could lay there for eternity. This wasn’t an aerobics class; this was worse. It was because of the heat. We were only stretching, but it was impossible to breathe in this temperature.


“Really, Chastity.”


Her voice made me open my eyes, but that was the only part of me that moved. My mother sat just a couple of feet away from me, yoga-style. With a towel, she dabbed at the perspiration that sprinkled the hairline of her still perfectly styled chignon. There was no sign that Sisley Jeffries just finished an hour of stretching in a room where the thermometer crept toward one hundred. She still looked like the well-groomed Southern belle she’d been raised to be.


“That was so refreshing.” My mother sighed.


“Is that what you call it?”


“Oh, come on.” Then, using nothing more than the strength of her legs, she rose from the lotus position before she reached down to give me her hand, the same way she’d done a million times in my life.


Even as I took her hand, I groaned, only making it to a sitting position.


“My goodness,” my mother drawled, “which one of us is fifty-five?”


“You’re not fifty-five, Mom. Grandmom lied to you and Granddad about your true birth date.”


My mother laughed just as Kourtney sauntered up to us. “Great class, Ms. Sisley.” The instructor, who would have to stand on her toes to be five feet, gave my mom a high five before she turned to me.


I wondered if she’d always been that small or if teaching these heated stretching classes had done this to her.


“I hope we’ll see you again, Chaz.”


Once again, I was grateful for my mother rescuing me when she said, “Thank you, Kourtney,” because all I could do was give a noncommittal grunt.


As Kourtney sauntered away, stepping over mats as she greeted other heat enthusiasts, my mother clapped twice. “Get up, Chastity.” She sounded like a schoolteacher trying to get a kindergartener in line. “All we did was stretch.”


“So, really?” I groaned. “You do this every week?”


“Hot stretching every Saturday morning,” she said as if sweating and stretching with a dozen other women was normal. “The heat is good for you, clears toxins from your body and distractions from your mind. The perfect way to begin the weekend. You need to join me every Saturday.” Then with an up-and-down glance, she added, “Because you won’t have that body and that metabolism forever.”


“Yes, I will. I got my height from Papa, but everything else is all you. I’ll be gorgeous till I’m one hundred.”


My mother grinned at my compliment. “Let’s grab a smoothie from the juice bar.” She hooked her arm through mine and led me through the glass door of the studio to the small café. After we ordered our smoothies—a pineapple kale for her and a cranberry banana for me—we sat at one of the circular tables.


My mother reached for my hands, lowered her head, and blessed our smoothies. My parents were those Christians—nothing passed through their lips without first a blessing.


After our “Amen,” she patted my hands. “You have no idea how happy I am to have you back.”


“I’m glad to be home,” I said, grateful I’d come to the point where I meant those words.


“Just so you know, we’re having a welcome-home dinner for you tomorrow after church.”


I rolled my eyes. “Mom, I don’t want that. In fact, I was thinking I might not even go to church tomorrow. My apartment is a mess, I haven’t unpacked, and I want to chill before the grind begins again on Monday.”


“Well”—she shook her head—“you’ll just have to do all of that after you get home from church and Sunday dinner.” When I pressed my lips together, she added, “How in the world did you think you’d get away with not coming to church?” Astonishment filled her tone.


Again, I stayed silent.


Her shoulders slumped, and her voice lowered when she said, “You have to see your father at some point.”


I fixed my face with a grin. “I wanna see Papa. I cannot wait…” My voice trailed off.


“You’ve gotten away with not seeing him this week because your father just got back last night,” she said. “But now you have to face him. And tomorrow in church and then at dinner afterward is the time and place.”


“You’re talking like I’m trying to avoid him.”


She paused as if she was giving me a chance to take those words back. Then she said, “You’ve been avoiding him since you graduated from law school.” A beat. “You’ve been avoiding both of us.”


“I moved to Atlanta, Mom. It wasn’t like I could drop by on my way home from work.”


My mother’s lips thinned in disapproval before she leaned forward and spoke at a level that only I would hear. “You know exactly what I’m talking about. The holidays when you made excuses or took trips so you wouldn’t have to come home.”


“You were the one who always encouraged me to…”


She held up her hand. “You don’t have to defend yourself, but I don’t know how many times I have to tell you or what I have to say for you to believe me… Our lives are so much better now, Chastity. He’s different, and I’m so happy.”


I took a sip of my smoothie, holding back the words I was itching to speak. This wasn’t the first time she’d said this; over the last six or seven years she’d told me every time we talked. She told me what a wonderful husband my father was… now.


My silence gave my mother the space to say, “You left New York because of us.”


“I left because of the job prospects in Atlanta.”


“The best law firms are in this city, and after you graduated from Columbia, your father could have helped you get hired anywhere you wanted.”


“But I didn’t want Papa’s help.” I bounced back in the chair. “I wanted to find a job on my own—which I did. I wanted to build my life, away from the light of you and Papa—which I did.”


“That was your excuse to get away from our drama. And I understand. But now you’re so blinded by the past, you haven’t been able to see the change in your father, the change in us. You would feel different if you accepted that your father is different.”


I didn’t want to get into a public battle with my mother, but since she didn’t want to let this go, I said, “Is he different enough to make me forget all the days I watched you cry?” My question made her take a couple of long sips of her smoothie, and in the space of her silence, I continued, “It was over for me when his last affair hit the tabloids…”


Those words hit the REWIND button in my memory, taking me back to that day.




May 5, 2008


It was almost midnight, but even though my roommates and I had been cramming for finals all day, our all-night session was just beginning. The corner bodega on 116th Street was our go-to one-stop for half of our meals, and definitely now for our late-night get-us-throughs.


I was an in-and-out shopper. My hands were filled with a couple of sodas and a giant bag of chips, and less than five minutes after I arrived at the store, I was standing at the counter with my cash, when behind me, Nancy grabbed a tabloid and gasped.


“Oh my God!” Her exclamation resounded through the store, catching the attention of the other dozen or so late-night shoppers.


Nancy was always caught up in some pop-culture moment, but recently my blond-haired, ocean-blue-eyed roommate had been screeching and panting whenever she saw a photo of Senator Barack Obama.


So when she ripped the tabloid from the stand and stuffed the magazine in front of my face, I expected to see some cute pic of the presidential candidate and his wife.


But instead, the bold red-lettered headline of the National Intruder screamed: Pastor Kareem Jeffries Did Things to Me No Man Has Ever Done.


The photo of my dad holding hands with the rapper-turned-actress Zena as they strolled up to the doors of the Plaza Hotel took more than my breath away—I had no words.


Nancy shrieked, “That’s your dad,” as if I needed to be reminded of that in front of everyone in the store.


As my friends hovered around, gasping at the photo and the headline, this should have been the most humiliating moment for me.


“Is that really your dad, Chaz?”


“He knows Zena?”


“Oh my God, what about your mother?”


Their words could have taken me out, but I felt no embarrassment. I was used to the whispers that stopped when my mother and I passed through the church hallways or any event where my mother was known. She’d had to endure the humiliation of my father’s infidelity for so long, and although this was bad, I was almost glad. This was so public it would have to be the straw that forced her to finally leave the man I called Papa…





“IT WAS HARD for me, Mom,” I said, bringing myself back to the present. “I know it was unbearable for you, but for me, when you stayed and supported him, even after he’d disrespected you that way… again…”


When she glanced up with glassy eyes that held their own memories, I was sorry I’d taken her back through this history. She said, “It wasn’t the easiest thing I’d ever done. But I leaned on God because I knew He’d chosen your father to be my husband.”


A second before, I’d felt sorry for my mother, but now I fought hard not to roll my eyes. She’d told me this before: How God didn’t make mistakes, so she had to believe His choice for her. How the devil had always been after my father because Kareem Jeffries had such an anointing.


“Do you know why I call your father Pastor and not Kareem most times?”


“Yes, you’ve told me,” I said, praying she wasn’t going to take me through her explanation again. But my prayer wasn’t answered.


“I began calling Kareem Pastor about two weeks after we’d met because I recognized the call on his life. Even as he was in the world, I knew what God wanted for him. When he finally retired from basketball and answered the call, I knew God wanted me to be part of that.


“Even as the world continued to cheer him as the ex–superstar basketball player, I was there to remind him of his true purpose.” Then, she added, “It wasn’t just for him, though. Through the first twenty-eight years of our marriage, I called him Pastor to remind me.”


I sat back a bit; my mother had never told me that last part. But… twenty-eight years out of the thirty-five that they’d been married?


She continued, “That was how I stayed through all of those women, Chastity. That was how I stayed to help him get to where he is now.” She paused and peered at me as if she wanted to make sure I heard the next words. “Your father has become that man because I stood steadfast, doing what I was supposed to do no matter what the world… or you… said or thought.”


Her last words were sharp, but then she leaned back, her shoulders relaxed now.


“Mom, I never meant to judge you…”


She held up her hand. “Yes, you did, but I get it. Every woman I knew and the thousands I didn’t were judging me and calling me all kinds of names that led back to the definition of stupid. But I was never moved because I will never allow any man or woman’s voice to ever be louder than God’s.”


That rebuke made me lower my head, but my mother reached across the table and lifted my chin. “I’m just telling you this so you can understand where your father and I are in our lives. It took him a while—a long time, really. But God helped him to learn how to truly love and completely cherish me.”


When I nodded, she leaned back and blinked hard, fighting the emotion in her words. “I hate what those challenging years did to you, though.” Her voice trembled as she rummaged through her backpack and grabbed a package of tissues. Dabbing at her eyes, she added, “That will always be my regret: how much this affected you. You became a divorce attorney, for God’s sake!” With the heel of her hand, she hit her forehead and chuckled, and I laughed a little with her. “When you could have been playing in the WNBA.” She sighed. “I just hope you’ll finally see me and your father for who we are now.”


“Mom, I was just…”


“Speaking your truth,” she finished for me with a shrug. “And sometimes the truth hurts. But at the same time, the truth comes with facts, and the truth today is your father is a changed man who tries every day to live up to greater expectations. Your father suffered, too, after his affair with…” She paused, not speaking the rapper/actress’s name. “When that story hit the papers, that’s what brought him to his knees, completely back to God and to me. And that’s where he’s been ever since.”


It was hard to believe my father had received so much grace. Between the gospel grapevine and the Hollywood rumor mill, the story of my father and his mistress of the moment had been headline news from sea to shining sea. All of those quotes from Zena had set tongues and fingers wagging.


I’d expected my father to step down from the church right before he and my mom were chased from the city. But after a tearful pulpit mea culpa and a thirty-day leave of absence to reconnect with God and my mother, my father had returned to his church, Greater Grace, with resounding praise. The African American Christian community blamed the devil and the wiles of Hollywood (and not my dad) for his downfall.


In the middle of his leave from the church, I’d taken my leave from my parents, moving to Atlanta without even having a job. I’d begged my mother to come with me, but her heart hadn’t been open to anything except standing by her man.


“It’s time for you, Chastity,” she said, breaking into my memories, “to make room for the gift your father has become.” Just as she said those words, her cell phone vibrated, and the smile that crossed her face revealed who was on the other end before she even said, “It’s your father.”


I held up my finger, then slipped from my chair, giving her privacy to talk to the man I hadn’t seen or spoken to since I’d flown into New York a month before for my last interview with my law firm.


I sauntered to the refrigerated shelves, checking out everything, looking for nothing, my thoughts still on our conversation. Glancing over my shoulder, I saw joy shining all over my mother as she talked to my father. She wore the expression of a woman who was hearing sweet everythings in her ear.


My mom was happy, and she’d moved on. So why was it so difficult for me? Maybe it was because of the years I’d spent living with my mother’s misery, which began when I was just six…




February 14, 1991


My tiara was tilted; I couldn’t go to my birthday party that way. It had to be right because Papa said I was a princess.


Rushing from my bedroom, I dashed down the long hallway. Mommy would fix it; Mommy fixed everything. But then, as I got close to her door, I slowed down Someone was crying. Maybe it was the TV—except Mommy and Papa didn’t have a television in their bedroom. I tiptoed to the door and then just stood there, too scared to move.


My eyes were stuck on Mommy at her vanity. Her back was to me, but I could see her face in the mirror, though her eyes were covered by her hands.


But the sounds that came from her, the same sounds I’d made last week after I’d tumbled down the church steps… Had my mom been hurt, too?


“Sweetheart.”


I hadn’t noticed that my mom had spotted me.


“Sweetheart.” Mommy sniffed the way I did when I was trying hard to stop crying. She held out her arms, and I ran to her.


“Mommy.” I leaned back and wiped her tears away with my fingertips the way she always did for me. “Did you fall down?”


“What?” She seemed confused.


“You’re crying,” I said.


Even though tears stayed in her eyes, a small smile graced her lips. “No, I didn’t fall down.” She grabbed a tissue from the silver holder on her vanity.


“Then, why are you crying?”


“I’m not crying.” She dabbed at her eyes. “At least not the regular kind of crying.” After she sniffed a few more times, her lips curled into a full grin. “It’s your birthday, and I’m so happy.” She hugged me. “You’re six years old today. And look at you with your tiara.”
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