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To Vivian Stephens—for the endless chats.






I belong to my love, and his desire is for me.

—The Song of Songs 7:11
The New Jerusalem Bible







Part One

HOPE SUTTON


One is not born a woman, one becomes one.

—Simone de Beauvoir









One

 

Every night we make love, every hour we are parting.

—Anna Swir



 

 


Dear Dr. Hope,

Last year I married a man who is the father of my four-year-old son. My husband also has a ten-year-old daughter from a prior relationship. He is a supportive partner, and a loving and affectionate father, but his daughter’s mother is making my life a living hell. A month after we were married, she began dropping off her daughter at our house every weekend and during school holiday recesses with the excuse that she wants her to get to know her brother better. The girl is disrespectful to me, but only when her father is not around, and rebels by refusing to bathe or change her clothes. I have spoken to my husband about her behavior, and he says she’s just going through a phase. It may be a phase, but it is putting a strain on my marriage. After a rather heated argument, I threatened to leave him because I am tired of being used by a woman who is not above using her daughter to disrupt our household.

Stressed out in San Antonio.



Hope Sutton stared at the letter, seeing, yet not registering, the words; she’d answered the same query thousands of times since she had become an advice columnist for a leading New York City daily. She had been a high school psychologist with a small private practice when she had begun her “Dr. Hope’s Straight Talk” column for the newspaper’s weekend edition. What had been a temporary assignment had become a publishing success for her. Four years later, her daily syndicated column appeared in more than eighteen hundred papers nationwide.

At thirty-eight, her gift for analyzing interpersonal conflicts had earned her the sobriquet “the female Dr. Phil.” Her in-your-face approach to tackling life’s problems in her syndicated column had become her trademark. Her dulcet voice, if she decided to accept a position with an Atlanta talk radio station, would be broadcasted throughout the South and Northeast.

“He’s not a supportive partner,” she said softly.

“Who’s not a supportive partner?”

Hope shifted her gaze from the letter resting on a stack of others on the desk beside her laptop. Hope smiled at her significant other as he closed the distance between them. He was dressed for bed in a pair of silk pajama pants that rode low on his hips. Kendall Clarke leaned down and brushed his mouth over her parted lips. She kissed him deeply, enjoying the feel of the crisp hair above his top lip.

“A woman’s husband who refuses to back her up.”

His fingers circled her neck. “You know I always have your back.”

“My back and my front,” she teased.

“You’ve got that right. Aren’t you ready to go to bed?” His deep voice rumbled in his chest. It was after eleven.

“Yes.” Her throaty voice dropped an octave.

The word was barely out of her mouth before Kendall swept her up into his strong embrace. He shifted her weight and carried her into a bedroom in his Brooklyn Heights duplex. Hope tightened her grip on his neck and rested her head on his shoulder. She hadn’t wanted to believe it, but she had fallen in love. It had been three years since a mutual friend introduced her to KC, and at first glance she had dismissed him as someone she would never consider dating. Not only did he not look like her type but he was also an accountant. She’d thought watching moss grow on a rock would be more stimulating than interacting with a man who found balance sheets and investment portfolios the pinnacle of excitement.

All of that had changed once she’d taken the advice she dished out to her readers whenever they complained of not being able to find a “good black man,” and decided to give him one try. She’d discovered that KC was an astute businessman, disease and drug-free, not a baby daddy, and did not have a string of crazy chicken head ex-girlfriends harassing him. It no longer mattered that he was shorter than average, balding, and matched her weight pound for pound. He was sensitive, generous and had impeccable manners.

The coup de grace had come when he’d picked up her five-nine, one-hundred-seventy-pound body with the ease of a running back carrying a football the length of the field, removed her clothes in under a minute, and made love to her in a way that had left her screaming for someone to dial nine-one-one to stop his sensual assault.

He lowered her to the king-size bed, his body following. Supporting his weight on his arms, he pressed his groin to her middle. His dark gaze lingered on her mouth before it inched up to her eyes.

“I love you, Hope.”

She closed her eyes. “And I love you, too, KC.”

He touched her cheek. “Open your eyes, baby.” She complied. “Why do you always close your eyes whenever you tell me you love me?”

Kendall ran his forefinger down the length of her short, straight nose. The light from the bedside table lamp threw a shaft of light across her face, illuminating the warm orange and gold undertones in her flawless mahogany skin.

“I wasn’t aware that I do.”

“Well, you do,” he countered softly. “Can’t you tell me that you love me without shutting me out?”

She gave him a direct stare. “I love you, Kendall. Is that better?”

He laughed, displaying a mouth filled with large, perfectly aligned teeth. Tiny lines fanned out around his eyes. “Yes, baby.”

Hope smiled as Kendall slowly and methodically unbuttoned her man-tailored shirt, pushing if off her shoulders. His gaze lingered on the swell of flesh rising above the cups of a white lace bra. Reaching around to her back, he unhooked the bra and removed it. She raised her hips as he eased her leggings and panties down her legs. Seconds later, his pajama pants joined her discarded clothes at the foot of the large bed.

Hope closed her eyes as Kendall parted her knees with one of his and eased his penis into her. They sighed in unison when her body closed around his. Curving her arms under his shoulders, she held him as he moved in and out, establishing a rhythm that never failed to bring her to a climax. Just when she felt as if she were falling over a precipice, he changed tempo, pulling her back. This was what she loved about making love with him. He always took his time, making certain she received as much pleasure as she gave. She raised her knees until they almost touched her shoulders, allowing him deeper penetration. Her soft moans overlapped Kendall’s as they climaxed together.

Sated, Kendall rolled over and lay beside Hope. “Marry me, baby.”

Hope went completely still—so still that she could hear her heart beating inside her chest. She closed her eyes and cursed Kendall’s timing. If he had proposed three days before, she would have accepted without hesitation. Three days ago she hadn’t been engaged in talks to host a late-night radio talk segment at Atlanta’s top radio station. Taking the job would mean relocating from New York to Georgia.

“Hope?”

She reached for his hand, lacing their fingers together. His hand was soft, and as smooth as hers. Hope smiled. Kendall could figure an amortization schedule in his head, yet he was completely helpless with a hammer and nail. “Yes, KC?”

He turned his head and stared at her profile. Her expression was impassive. “I asked if you would marry me.”

“I heard you.”

Pulling his hand away, he rose on an elbow. “Yes or no?”

Hope looked at him and smiled. Kendall’s expectant expression reminded her of her nieces and nephews whenever she visited them with a shopping bag filled with colorfully wrapped packages.

“I don’t know.”

“You don’t know?”

Pushing into a sitting position, she reached down and pulled a sheet up over her naked body. “Don’t make it sound like that.”

“Like what?” The two words exploded from him.

“Like I’ve rejected you.”

Kendall waved a hand. “What the hell else is it, if it isn’t a rejection?”

Hope combed both hands through her hair and stared at the man beside her. A flush of color had suffused his gold-brown face; his toned pectorals rose and fell heavily with each breath.

“I didn’t want to say anything until I knew for certain if I was willing to relocate.”

His eyes literally bulged from their sockets. “Relocate where?”

“Atlanta.” Her voice was soft. It was her therapist voice.

Shaking his head, Kendall fell back to the pillows. “Who or what is in Atlanta?”

Hope briefly explained the offer she’d received to host her own radio show.

“When were you going to tell me, Hope?”

“I just told you.”

“That’s not what I’m talking about, and you know it. If I hadn’t proposed to you, would you have confided in me? Were you waiting for the movers to load their truck before—”

“Stop it, Kendall,” she said, cutting him off.

“No, Hope, I will not stop. Why haven’t you given them an answer? Are you holding out for more money?”

She was irked by his mocking tone. And for the first time since meeting Kendall, she saw him as a spoiled little boy who wasn’t going to get his way.

“It has nothing to do with money.” She refused to tell him how much she was being offered, or that one of the perks included a home in an upscale suburb.

“If it’s not the money, then what is it?”

Hope stared at him, letting seconds tick by. “I have to decide whether I want to leave my home, my family and you.”

A look of tenderness softened Kendall’s gaze. “Whatever you decide, I’ll be here for you. Even if it means relocating to Atlanta to be with you.”

She was momentarily speechless. “What about your company?” Kendall had entered into a partnership with several investment and mortgage brokers two years before.

Curving an arm around her shoulders, Kendall pulled Hope close. “I have to wait another year before I can sell my share of the business.” He kissed her forehead. “Meanwhile I’ll accumulate a lot of frequent-flyer miles commuting between here and Atlanta to be with you.”

Hope closed her eyes as a new and unexpected warmth surged through her. She was lucky to have found someone like Kendall. Most women complained about men who were unable to commit, but she had a man who was willing to commit and relocate to share her life and their future.

A smile softened her mouth as she buried her face against her lover’s shoulder, and within minutes she had fallen asleep.







Two

 

My baby has no name yet.

—Kim Nam-Jo



 

 

Hope slipped out of Kendall’s bed at sunrise while he lay on his back, snoring softly. It was a rare occasion when she woke up before him. Most times he was up and preparing breakfast for her whenever she slept over at his loft. However, the same wasn’t true when he slept at her Harlem brownstone. They usually lingered in bed, either talking or making love. For Hope, early morning love-making was the best medicine for starting her day.

She made her way to the guest bathroom and filled the bathtub with water. She had decided to use this bathroom instead of the one adjoining the bedroom so she wouldn’t wake Kendall. Half an hour later she had brushed her teeth, bathed, and pulled a black, sleeveless cotton knit sheath dress over a set of matching lingerie. She had just finished brushing her hair and securing it in a French twist when Kendall’s image joined hers in the wall mirror.

“You’re leaving now?”

Turning, she smiled at him. “Yes. I have a breakfast meeting with my editor at seven and a GYN appointment at nine-thirty.” She had requested the early morning meeting to discuss the possibility of her continuing to write her column if she decided to accept the talk show position.

Kendall angled his head. “Are you feeling all right?”

“Not really,” she answered truthfully. “Even though I’m on the Pill, my cramps are getting worse and my flow heavier.”

“Do you want me to go to the doctor with you? My flight isn’t due to leave LaGuardia until three this afternoon.” He was scheduled to attend a four-day conference for African-American CPAs in Las Vegas.

Closing the distance between them, Hope kissed his stubbly cheek. “No, thank you. I want you to have a safe flight, and don’t forget to have some fun.”

He frowned. “You know I don’t gamble.”

“I wasn’t talking about gambling. You can always take in some of the shows.”

“I’ll think about it.”

She kissed him again. “Don’t think too hard, darling. Gotta go or I’ll be late. My driver will be here in a few minutes.” She had contracted with a car service to drive her around the city because it was more convenient than taking the bus, subway, or attempting to hail a taxi to take her uptown at odd hours.

She rushed out of the bathroom and pushed her bare feet into a pair of suede-covered mules. She gathered the stack of letters, put them and several disks into a manila envelope, then slipped them into her leather tote, along with her laptop computer. Making certain she had everything, she picked up her tote and shoulder bag, and headed for the door.

 

The driver pulled up to the curb in front of a diner a block off Hudson Street. Getting out, he circled the car, opened the rear door and extended his hand to help Hope alight.

She gave him a warm smile. “Thank you.”

He nodded. “You’re welcome, Miss Sutton. I’ll be back to pick you up at nine.”

Hope thanked him again, then headed toward the twenty-four-hour diner where she frequently met with her friend and editor, William Cullen. She spied him as soon as she walked into the restaurant. He rose to his feet in his favorite booth, waiting until she sat across from him before retaking his seat.

“Good morning, Bill.”

William’s bright blue eyes crinkled. “Good morning to you, too. I hope I’m not out of order when I say you’re positively glowing this morning. Is something spectacular going on in your life I should know about?”

Hope stared at the tall, freckled, raw-boned, middle-aged man with a head full of flyaway graying red hair, to whom she owed her journalism success. They’d met for the first time when William had become the temporary guardian for his at-risk adolescent niece, Erin, during a family court PINS hearing. He and the girl had been referred to her as private clients for individual and family therapy sessions. Toward the end of treatment, he had asked her to write an advice column for his newspaper.

“I’ve been offered a position as a late-night, call-in host for an Atlanta talk radio station.”

The color drained from William’s face. “Let’s order something to eat, then we’ll talk.”

Hope ordered half a cantaloupe, scrambled egg whites on wheat toast, and coffee, while William requested a mushroom omelet with a rasher of bacon and tea. Over breakfast she outlined the terms of the radio station’s proposal.

“I don’t want to stop writing the column.”

“And you don’t have to,” William said quickly, “but will that become a conflict of interest for you?”

She shook her head. “I don’t know. I’m scheduled to meet with the station’s producer in three weeks.”

William lifted a reddish eyebrow. “If they don’t have a problem with you working for them and the paper, then I’d love for you to continue. What I need to ask is, will you have the time to do both?”

“I believe I will.”

“And if you don’t?”

“I refuse to consider not being able to do both. Instead of delivering my disks to you by messenger, I’ll attach them to e-mails. I love the personal contact of writing too much to give it up right now.”

“And I don’t want you to.”

William gave Hope a long, penetrating stare. She was one of the most intelligent and confident women he had ever met. And if she hadn’t worked for him, he would have considered asking her out after she had discharged him as one of her clients.

Hope lingered long enough to have a second cup of coffee. She gave William the envelope with the letters and disks and promised she would have another batch completed before the end of the week. She checked her watch. It was minutes before nine.

“I have another appointment.”

William paid the bill and escorted Hope out of the diner and onto the sidewalk teeming with New Yorkers. “Where are you headed?” he asked.

“Uptown.” She slipped on a pair of sunglasses to ward off the rays of the bright Manhattan sunlight. “My driver will be here soon.” Seconds later, a sleek black car cruised up to the curb.

William opened the rear door, smiling at Hope after she slid gracefully onto the leather seat. He nodded, closed the door, and stood motionless, watching the car as it moved into the flow of uptown traffic. There was no need to wish Hope luck with the radio show. She had something more precious than luck.

She was blessed.

 

Hope stared up at the ceiling. She did not think she would ever get used to the degradation she felt during an internal examination. Just lying on her back, heels in the stirrups, legs and knees spread, and someone peering into her with a light was tantamount to helplessness. The sound of the doctor removing his latex gloves signaled the end of her ordeal.

Dr. Booth stood up. Deep grooves furrowed his lined forehead. “As soon as you are dressed, I’ll see you in my office.”

Why, Hope thought, did the doctor’s statement sound like a pronouncement of doom? Words he had said to her many times before were delivered in a monotone void of emotion. Sitting up, she ripped off the paper gown and retreated to a small dressing room.

A sixth sense told her that there was something wrong. Within seconds she recalled the letters from women who had written about being diagnosed with ovarian cancer, delivering a stillborn, miscarriages, mastectomies, and so many other women’s health problems. Most times she had to remind them that medical personnel offered healing; clergy, salvation; and mental health professionals, hope.

And if there was something wrong with her, who would be there to offer her the hope she would need?

 

Hope sat at one of a quartet of bistro tables shaded from the sun by a large black-and-white umbrella and took a sip of herbal tea. Her right hand shook slightly as she lowered the china cup to a matching saucer. “I’ve been diagnosed with endometriosis.”

Dr. Booth had described the origin, symptoms, and treatment options, while she’d sat numbed by the possibility that she might not be able to bear a child. She’d never imagined that she would not have children.

Hope’s best friend, Lana Martin, a registered nurse turned professional herbalist, went completely still, her hazel eyes widening. “What has he recommended?”

“He’s increasing the dosage of my hormone therapy. I have to take the Pill every day for the next four months to stop my period. I’m scheduled for a follow-up visit early October. At that time he’ll assess whether I’ll have to undergo surgery to remove the endometrial lesions. The last alternative is a hysterectomy. His other recommendation was to ‘go home and have a baby.’ ”

Lana shook her head and smiled, shoulder-length reddish dreadlocks moving around her flawless gold-brown face with the motion. She knew Hope’s doctor wanted to suppress her ovulation for an extended period to curtail endometrial tissue growing around her ovaries, colon, bladder, or fallopian tubes.

“He’s right, you know. I like his advice for you to go home and have a baby. Damn, Hope, you’re thirty-eight years old. What are you waiting for? A change of life baby?”

“I’d like to get married first, thank you.”

“What’s up with you and Kendall?”

Lana mentioning Kendall’s name reminded Hope that he had proposed marriage twelve hours before. She took another sip of the fragrant rose hip tea, peering at her friend over the rim of the cup. “Last night he asked me to marry him.”

“Hot diggity damn! Of course you told him yes.”

Hope stared at a trio of Japanese mimosa trees shading the backyard patio and flower garden of the Harlem brownstone. Lana and her physician husband, Jonathan, had bought the abandoned property five years before. They’d renovated the building, installed an elevator, and used the first floor for Jonathan’s private practice, the street level for Lana’s herbal enterprise, and the second and third floor for their living quarters.

Sighing, she shook her head. “I didn’t give him an answer one way or the other.”

“Are you crazy? You’ve dated the same man for three years and you can’t give him a simple yes or no?” Lana rolled her eyes. “You’re no different than the people who write to you about not being able to commit.”

A flicker of annoyance crossed Hope’s features. “It has nothing to do with my not wanting to commit.”

“Then what is it?”

“I’ve been offered a position with an Atlanta talk radio station. The station’s program manager is coming to New York to meet with me at the end of the month.”

Lana’s jaw dropped. “Oh, shit! That does change a lot of things.”

Hope smiled for the first time since leaving her doctor’s office. “You’ve got that right.”

“Does it mean you would have to relocate?”

“Yes.”

“What are you going to do with Kendall? And if you accept the position, when would you leave?”

“If I decide to accept the offer, and if all goes well with my health, then I’ll move in late fall.” It was easier to answer Lana’s second question than the first. She did not know what was going to happen between her and KC.

“What about Kendall?”

Hope glared at Lana. She was as tenacious as a dog with a bone. “I don’t know,” she answered truthfully. “I suppose we could marry and he or I can take turns commuting between here and Atlanta for the next year. He still has another year before he can opt out his share of his company’s partnership.”

“I suggest you marry Kendall, accept the station’s offer, then move into one of those fabulous upscale communities with the rest of the bougie black power couples. In that order, of course.”

“You’re a fine one to talk. You and your husband are the epitome of bourgeoisification. Not only have your home and practices been profiled in Essence but that layout in Architectural Digest was the cherry on the cake. So, back it up, girlfriend, when you talk about bougie black folks.”

Lana threw back her head and laughed. Sobering, she said, “I have some herbal options for your condition. I’m going to give you printouts of several recipes. They’re premenstrual and postmenstrual roots and herbs. You’re also going to have to change your lifestyle. That means watching what you eat and drink. Limit the amount of coffee and alcohol you drink. Lighten up on red meat. Lowering your intake of animal protein and animal fat can decrease harmful levels of foreign estrogen in your body.”

“Is there anything else I can do?”

“Yes. I always tell women with endometriosis who come in to see me to avoid drinking milk, juice, or bottled water that comes in plastic containers. Look for glass bottles instead.”

“Why not plastic?”

“Plastics are considered to be endo-disruptors, and it is suspected that the chemical additives in plastic containers can leach into liquids and foods. You don’t have to concern yourself with tampons or sanitary napkins, which are bleached white with chlorine, because you shouldn’t see your period for the next four months. But, if you do have breakthrough bleeding, then make certain you use unbleached, unscented, nondeodorant cotton pads that are available at many health food stores.”

“How can I thank you, Lana?”

Reaching across the table, Lana grasped Hope’s hands. “By marrying Kendall and making me godmother to your children.”

 

Sitting in the middle of her bed that night, Hope cradled a cordless telephone under her chin. She sighed audibly. Why couldn’t her sister be happy about KC’s proposal? At thirty-eight and thirty-five respectively, Hope and Marissa were too old for sibling rivalry, but Marissa always bragged about being married before Hope. “Have you forgotten that we’ve been seeing each other exclusively for three years? It’s time we commit to a future together.”

There was a prolonged silence before Marissa spoke. “You’re right. It is time you married and give Mama a few more grandchildren. Congratulations.”

“Thank you, Little Sis,” Hope said, using her nickname for Marissa. “Don’t tell Mama or Daddy until I make it official.”

“I won’t. I don’t mean to change the subject, but remember we’re still planning the cookout for Daddy’s retirement.”

“Have you set the date?”

“The Saturday of the Memorial Day weekend.”

“Good.” She was scheduled to meet with the radio program manager two days before.

“Are you bringing KC?”

“Yes.”

“Then I’ll add his name to the list.”

Hope spoke to her sister for another ten minutes, laughing as Marissa gave her an update on her six-year-old twin sons, who apparently had embarked on a mission to make their mother lose her celebrated temper on a regular basis.

“Last night I told Trey that as soon as school is out I’m taking the weekends off. I don’t intend to shop for food or do laundry. I’m going to leave the house early Saturday morning, and not come back until Sunday evening. After a few weekends of having to forage for food, clean socks and underwear, they’ll get themselves together.”

“That sounds wild.”

“I am wild, Big Sis. Thanks to you, I’ve become a pit bull in a skirt with dreams that go beyond being a wife and a mother. I’ve made up my mind to go back to school and get my degree.”

At that moment Hope wished she could be with Marissa. Her sister had dropped out of college to become a stay-at-home wife and mother.

“ ‘Give all to love; obey thy heart.’ ”

Marissa chuckled softly. “Ralph Waldo Emerson. What I truly like is Maya Angelou’s, ‘All God’s children need traveling shoes.’ ”

“You still know your poets.” Hope could imagine her sister’s dimpled smile.

“Know and love them. That’s one of the reasons why I’ve decided to get my butt back in school.”

“We’ll talk about everything when I come for Daddy’s cookout.”

That said, Hope rang off and replaced the receiver in its cradle. Sinking down to the mattress, she stared up at the ceiling’s plasterwork design. She had decided to accept Kendall’s proposal, become his wife, complete the recommended four months of hormone therapy, and then hopefully become pregnant.







Three

 

Wine comes in at the mouth and love comes in at the eye.

—William Butler Yeats



 

 

Hope stood at the steel door, cradling a bouquet of flowers under her left arm. She tightened her grip on the decorative shopping bag containing a card and a bottle of champagne. Searching in the pocket of her slacks, she took out a key and inserted it into the lock, turning it until she heard the tumblers click. The door to the expansive loft opened silently, and she went completely still. The smell of bacon lingered in the air.

She frowned while moving quietly into the entryway. She had come to Kendall’s apartment a day earlier than his scheduled return from Las Vegas to leave the flowers and champagne as pre-celebratory gifts. Her step was determined as she made her way toward the kitchen. Had Kendall returned and neglected to call her?

She heard his voice, then another voice over the music coming from a radio in the kitchen. Curious, she took half a dozen steps until she stood several feet beyond the arched entrance to the gourmet kitchen.

Kendall stood with his back to her at the cooking island…with another man. The tall, slender stranger sported a tank top and a pair of spandex biker shorts that clung to his toned buttocks like a second skin. Kendall was butt naked, the stranger’s arm around his trim waist.

They shifted, facing each other while sharing a smile. The stranger reached down and fondled Kendall, who groaned and rolled his naked hips against the groping hand. Hope took a step backward, unable to pull her gaze away from the erotic coupling.

Swallowing back the bile rising up in her throat, Hope turned and practically ran across the living room to the door, the rubber soles of her running shoes making tiny squeaking sounds on the wood floor.

Somehow she found the strength to close the door quietly, and she left as silently as she had come. Tears blurred her vision the instant she reached the sidewalk. Reaching into her shoulder purse, she took out a pair of sunglasses to cover her tear-filled eyes. She walked slowly, placing one foot in front of the other, along the Esplanade, heading toward the Brooklyn Bridge.

Hope glanced at an elderly couple, sitting on a bench on the Esplanade and staring into each other’s eyes. Everlasting love, she thought. As she neared them, she handed the flowers to the woman and the bag with the champagne to her companion.

“Here’s a gift to love.” She did not register their shocked expressions as she quickened her pace.

She walked until she reached the bridge’s pedestrian roadway, then continued onward, walking past City Hall, Chinatown, Little Italy, and Soho to the West Village. Hot, exhausted and hungry, she stopped at an outdoor café and ordered lunch. She thought it odd that she could think of eating when all she wanted to do was scream at the top of her lungs. Scream and cry until she exorcised the sharp pains in her chest.

After taking a few bites of food, she pulled the cell phone from her purse and called her car service to take her home.

 

Hope arrived home and stripped off her clothes. Leaving them on the floor in the bathroom, she filled the bathtub and retrieved a bottle of wine from the kitchen. She climbed into the tub, sat in the hot water, and put the bottle to her mouth and drank deeply.

The water had cooled by the time she emptied the bottle. The tears came so quickly that she couldn’t stop them. They streamed down her chest, heaving breasts, and into the water. Using her toes, she pulled the lever to empty the tub and sat staring at the water as it swirled down the drain.

Time ceased to exist for her. She tried to get out of the bathtub and failed. A wave of dizziness hit her. The sensation was similar to the dizzying pull of the ocean tide she had experienced at the age of ten, the year she’d learned to swim. Her grandmother had warned her about going into the water because of a tropical storm off the coast of South Carolina’s Lowcountry. All of the residents on McKinnon Island had stocked up on supplies, then they’d waited to see if they had to evacuate before the storm hit the islands.

But she was not a ten-year-old curious girl spending her summer on McKinnon Island, ignoring a direct order not to go swimming, but a thirty-eight-year-old psychologist sitting in a bathtub in a Harlem apartment, too intoxicated to get up without falling.

Once she’d realized the folly of her self-destructive behavior, she laughed. She refused to think about Kendall, his lover, or her fear that Kendall may have infected her with a sexually transmitted disease.

An hour later she managed to get out of the tub in a drunken stupor and stumble to her bedroom on wobbly knees. She lay facedown across her bed in a haze as the sun shifted its position in the sky, sinking lower, below the horizon. The soft chiming of the telephone on the bedside table and the sound of callers leaving messages on the answering machine went unheard and unanswered as she slept. Then the sun rose in the sky to signal the beginning of a new day, and still she slept on.

 

It was more than twenty-four hours after she had walked into Kendall’s apartment that Hope woke and stared up at the ceiling as if she had never seen it before. Suddenly all of it came rushing back—what she had seen, how she had reacted. She closed her eyes when the designs on the ceiling blurred, then she scrambled off the bed and raced to the bathroom to purge her stomach. She was sick, sicker than she had ever been in her life. The smell of toothpaste caused another bout of dry heaves as she brushed her teeth.

She felt a bit more in control of her reflexes after she’d showered and dressed. As she made her way slowly to her kitchen, the telephone rang, and she decided to let the answering machine pick up the call. After four rings, a familiar male voice came through the speaker.

“Hey, baby, I just got back.”

“Liar!” she screamed at the machine.

“I miss and love you like crazy. Call me, sweetheart, when you get the chance.”

“I don’t think so,” she mumbled under her breath. All she wanted to do was eat something to settle her stomach. No, what she needed was comfort food: grits, biscuits, and soft scrambled eggs. What she actually wanted was grits and fried fish like she used to eat on Sunday mornings on McKinnon Island.

It was the second time within hours she had thought about McKinnon Island, South Carolina. She had spent her childhood summers there in the small, one-story house that her maternal great-grandfather had built with his own hands. Shaded by tall pines, hickories, gums, and oaks, it was surrounded by thick underbrush and stood less than two hundred feet from the Atlantic Ocean. Her grandmother, who knew Hope loved summering on the island more than her sister and two brothers, had willed the house and property to her. It had been more than three years since she had visited the island even though she had had the house renovated and paid an elderly man to inspect it several times a year to make sure it did not fall into disrepair.

The house and the island were a part of her family’s history and legacy. Her grandmother’s people had been descendants of former slaves from West Africa, who had populated the Sea Islands. They were known as Gullahs. Grandmomma talked funny, but after spending several summers with her, Hope had come to understand the Gullah she spoke. Her mother understood the dialect but refused to speak it, and she forbade Hope from speaking it, too.

Hope gathered the ingredients for her breakfast. The aroma of grilling beef sausage patties mingled with the smell of freshly ground coffee beans and baking biscuits. She whisked two eggs until they were a fluffy yellow froth and poured them into a skillet minutes after the golden brown biscuits came out of the oven.

Carrying her gastronomical feast to the table in a corner of the large eat-in kitchen, Hope savored her meal without a care for the amount of calories it contained. Just once, she wanted to let go—to not care what she ate or where she needed to be.

Despite her intentions, she ate only two of the half dozen biscuits. Before she had become Dr. Hope, she would’ve eaten all six. Something in her head would not permit her to relapse into eating the copious amounts of food that had once pushed her well above the two-hundred-pound mark. The extra weight had compromised her health, and as she neared middle age, maintaining good health had become her number one priority.

Breakfast concluded, she cleaned up the kitchen and headed back to her bedroom. She remade her bed and climbed into it, reaching for a book on the bedside table. Kendall called twice while she read, leaving messages that she should call him. After he called a third time, she turned down the volume on the answering machine so she wouldn’t hear the two-faced, lying, deceitful snake, and drifted off to sleep.

 

Several hours later Hope stirred, coming awake slowly at the feel of warm lips caressing her cheek. Her eyes widened when she realized Kendall was perched beside her on the bed.

“Hey, baby.”

Hope forced herself not to react, or she would pick up the bedside table lamp and smash it against Kendall’s head. He wasn’t worth her being arrested or serving time for assault.

Forcing a smile, she said, “Hey, yourself. What are you doing here?” She pushed herself into a sitting position.

Kendall angled his body to face her. “I came over because you weren’t answering your phones.”

“I’d turned down the volume.”

“Why?”

“Put my keys on the table and I’ll tell you.”

“What?”

“You heard me, KC. Give me my keys.” Her dangerously soft voice held a silken thread of warning.

He shifted, pulling a set of keys from the pocket of his slacks and placing them on the table. His expression changed from shock to distress as he watched Hope reach into the drawer of the nightstand and withdraw the key to his duplex.

Reaching for his hand, she dropped it into his open palm. “Now we’re even.”

Kendall’s hand closed over the metal. “What the fuck is going on here?”

His reaction amused Hope, because it was on a rare occasion that Kendall said the four-letter word. She angled her head. “Did you really think I was going to marry you when you are fucking a man?” He went completely still and tried to speak, but only garbled sounds came from his throat.

“I saw you with your lover yesterday,” she said, deciding to press her attack. “You didn’t see me because you were getting your jollies off. I left before I could see anything else.”

“It’s not what you think,” Kendall said in his defense.

“Are you calling me a liar?”

“No, baby.”

The endearment snapped what was left of her fragile self-control. “Don’t ‘baby’ me!”

He pulled back his shoulders. “Okay, Hope. It’s not what you thought.”

“And don’t tell me what I think!”

“Otis and I are not lovers.”

“And I’m five-two, a size four blond with blue eyes.”

“I swear on my dead father that I’ve never slept with him.”

“Then what the hell was he doing at your place? You told me you wouldn’t be back until today, yet I saw you yesterday with a man who had a good old time jerking you off. And it must have felt good because you were groaning before you put your tongue down his throat.” Her voice quivered. “I trusted you, Kendall, and you betrayed me. I can compete with another woman for you, but not a man.”

For an instant a shadow of wistfulness stole into Kendall’s expression. “I was curious, Hope. I’ve been curious about other men for a long time, and yesterday was the first time I acted on it.”

She left the bed and sat down on the padded bench at the foot of the wrought-iron bed. She could not bear to be close to him. “Why didn’t you tell me? Why did I have to find out like I did?”

Shaking his head, Kendall stared at the twisted sheets. “I didn’t think you would understand.”

“Understand!” The single word exploded from her. “Did you forget that Dr. Hope has an answer for everyone!” she practically shouted. “If you had told me I would’ve let you go. I’m not saying it wouldn’t have hurt, but not as much as finding out the way I did.”

Kendall met her angry gaze with one that pleaded for understanding. “You were never Dr. Hope to me. You are the woman I’ve fallen in love with. The woman I want to marry and have my children.”

“It’s too late for that, KC.” Her voice had softened. “I can’t marry you because I don’t trust you, and I refuse to wait for you to assuage your curiosity while you engage in a same-sex relationship.”

“Why… why did you come to my place yesterday?” he asked.

“I wanted to surprise you. I’d planned to leave a bottle of champagne and flowers, because I had decided I wanted to become Mrs. Kendall Clarke.” She blinked back tears. “Now, please go. And you don’t have to worry that I’ll tell someone about your double life. Your secret is safe with me.”

Kendall lowered his head. It was a full minute before he pushed off the bed and left Hope’s bedroom. Without a word, he opened the front door and walked out of Hope’s life.







Four

 

Time was. Time is. Time shall be.

—Carl Sandburg



 

 

Hope had set up a lunch reservation with the program manager of Atlanta talk radio station WLKV at Londel’s Supper Club. Over a pre-lunch cocktail, Derrick Landry outlined the talk show’s call-in format to her.

She touched a corner of her cloth napkin to her mouth. “When is your projected broadcast date?”

Derrick dropped his gaze. “October eighth.”

Hope studied the features of the very attractive black man in his early sixties. His lightweight wool suit had been tailored to fit his tall, slim body to perfection. She hadn’t missed the admiring female glances directed at him when the maitre d’ had shown him to her table.

“I may not be available to start. To be honest, I’m not certain whether I’ll be able to accept the offer. I may have to undergo a surgical procedure around that time.”

“When will you know for certain?”

“I have a follow-up visit with my doctor October first.”

“If you do have the surgery, how soon will it be before you will be able to resume your normal activities?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe three to four weeks.”

“I’ll have to relay this news to my boss, then I’ll get back to you with his decision.”

Hope pulled a business card from her purse and handed it to Derrick. “You can contact me by phone or e-mail.”

Nodding, Derrick slipped the card into the breast pocket of his jacket. “What do you recommend for dessert?”

She smiled at him. It was apparent he wasn’t going to brood about her reluctance to commit to his station’s proposal.

“Warm bread pudding with a caramel sauce.”

“It sounds wonderful. What are you having?”

“Nothing, thank you. I’m going to pass on dessert.”

Derrick angled his head. “But you hardly touched your food.”

“I don’t have much of an appetite.”

And she didn’t—not since the day Kendall had come to her. Hope had told herself to get over Kendall’s deception, but she couldn’t. He was a man she had fallen in love with, planned to marry. Several times a week she woke up sobbing into her pillow. There were times when she stayed in bed most of the day, unable to motivate herself to eat or change her clothes. Forcing herself to read and answer letters had become a monumental task.

She missed Kendall. Missed his companionship, missed sharing a bed and her body with him. He’d filled up the empty spaces in her life.

A waiter took Derrick’s dessert selection, and twenty minutes later they stood at a corner on Frederick Douglass Boulevard, hailing a taxi to take him back to his Midtown hotel. Hope shook his hand, then watched as he got into the taxi. She waited until the taxi pulled out into the flow of traffic before she turned and headed back to her apartment.

Like an aging, celebrated actress getting Botox injections, Harlem was undergoing a face-lift. Every week more and more pale faces blended with the black and brown ones eating in restaurants, attending church services, enrolling in schools, and riding the subway and buses downtown to towering office buildings. One young white couple with two children and a biracial couple with a child on the way had purchased the last two remaining abandoned brownstones on her block. The changes on One-Two-Five Street were phenomenal. Major store chains had set up shop to offer goods and services to the residents of the historically black neighborhood.

A black-owned bookstore had recently opened its doors, and Hope had made it a habit to frequent it at least once a week. Every time she perused the self-help section, she thought about writing her own book based on the letters published in her “Straight Talk” column. She usually dismissed the idea because she did not have the time to devote to writing a book.

Now that she wasn’t seeing Kendall she had time—lots of it. She had time, and she owned property on McKinnon Island. Her pace quickened, her step lighter as she turned down the block leading to her brownstone apartment building.

She wasn’t impulsive by nature, but within seconds she knew what she had to do to heal her mind while she waited for her body to heal. She would spend this summer on McKinnon Island.

 

Marissa Sutton-Baker met Hope as she parked her rental car behind a row of others lining the driveway at their parents’ Teaneck, New Jersey, home. She stuck her head through the open driver’s side window. “Where’s Kendall?”

Hope removed the key from the ignition. “He’s not coming.”

Straightening and stepping back, Marissa folded her hands on her hips. She watched Hope get out of the midsize Toyota. “Why not?”

“I’m not seeing him anymore.”

“But… but aren’t you engaged?”

Shaking her head, Hope curved her arm through her sister’s and walked around the house to the backyard patio, where their father sat with their mother and several aunts. “I broke off the engagement. Close your mouth, Marissa,” she said in a quiet voice.

“Get the fuck outta here!”

“Watch your language, Rissa,” Patrick Sutton warned, lines of frustration creasing his forehead. He couldn’t understand why his daughter couldn’t speak without using profanity.

Marissa frowned at her father. “Remember, I’m grown, Daddy.”

“Then act grown and responsible, baby daughter. After all, there are children here. They hear enough foul language in the street without hearing more from family.”
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