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Our life is a gift from God, what we do with that life is our gift to God.



IN MEMORY OF LILLIAN MARY DENT MILNER

(Grandma)

OCTOBER 28, 1913 � NOVEMBER 22, 2005

I dedicate this novel to the memory of the woman who showed me what true love really was, Lillian Mary Dent Milner. Grandma, you were my best friend and not a day goes by that I don’t miss your presence. You stressed to all of us the importance of family and for that your family truly loved you. The past year and a half has been one of the hardest of my life but your presence in my heart makes it a little easier. I know you are enjoying your time with granddaddy again and though I’d love to be selfish and have you still here with me, I know I’ll see you again. That’s why I can sing, “This little light of mine, I’m gonna let it shine. This little light of mine, I’m gonna let it shine. This little light of mine, I’m gonna let it shine. Let it shine, let it shine, let it shine.” I love you, Grandma!

Sincerely,

Your Grandson
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Chapter 1

No one knew what to expect. No one knew what to think. All anyone could think about was the fact that I was alive talking, laughing, and joking last week. Now today, they were here to bury me. Life was unpredictable like that at times.

My mother, accompanied by her husband, my brother, my sister, and my in-laws, walked into the church. They were deep in mourning. My mother dropped to her knees at the sight of my closed casket. Pictures of me filled the church. No parent wants to live the nightmare of outliving one of their children.

On top of that, I was her eldest. Each step closer to the casket brought back a different memory. She remembered the first day she brought me home from the hospital. My first step. My first day of school. My first grade-school crush. The day she caught me having sex. The day I graduated from high school. The day I graduated from Towson University. My wedding day. Finally, probably her most treasured memory, the night I performed in front of twenty-one-thousand screaming fans.

The tears poured down her face. She no longer tried to hold them back. Being the strength of our family, her emotion was just what most of the family needed. They needed that sense of it was OK to cry. It was OK to mourn the loss of a friend, relative, or confidant. Finally, she approached my casket, laid her arms across it, and did the only sane, rational thing that entered her mind. She prayed.

“Dear Heavenly Father, please look after my son as he makes the journey from the flesh into the spirit. Please guide him throughout and never leave his side as You’ve never left mine. Look after my family, Father, during our time of grief and give us the strength and the will to see us through. In Jesus’ name, I pray. Amen,” she whispered as she lay still on my casket.

She felt a calm come over her spirit. Though she was deep in mourning, she knew that everything was in Christ’s hands and she’d be alright. She wiped the remaining tears from her eyes and took her seat. The rest of my immediate family followed to pay their final respects. Finally, they sat down and watched as the church began to fill with friends and distant relatives.

At one, Reverend Young started the ceremony. Even in death I found a way to be late for something. The funeral should have started at eleven-thirty but it seemed as if the steady stream of people never stopped. The church was packed to capacity. I would have never thought I would have touched so many lives.

Reverend Young approached the podium. “Good afternoon, church! We are here today to celebrate the life of DeMarco Montreal Reid. Not to mourn his death, but to celebrate the life of a man who devoted his time and energy to bring laughter in the lives of anyone he came in contact with.

“I can remember the first time I attended one of his many sold-out shows. He had the audience literally in tears from laughter. What I remember most about the event was the way he used comedy to educate us on HIV, AIDS, and other social issues. He used his platform to educate, not merely for his own personal gain. That spoke volumes to me.

“He taught me that neither HIV nor AIDS are a death sentence. Simply twists and turns brought on by life. I can still hear him saying it now, ‘Life is such a strong, powerful, but yet unappreciated word. Life!’ He had the ability to bring many emotions out of anyone. He’d make you laugh. He’d make you cry. He’d make you angry. He’d make you happy. But most importantly, he’d make you think. He reminded us not to live for our future but rather in the present, since the future isn’t promised to any of us.

“A lot of you are probably wondering, why? Why did the Lord have to take him away from us at such an early age? If you’ve come today seeking an answer, it will not come from me. Go to the Lord and He will not only provide you with the answer, but also give you the strength to see you through.

“Now I promised Brother Reid I wouldn’t preach to you today. When he came in my office and laid down all these rules of how he wanted his funeral to go, I thought he must have been out of his mind. I just knew he was a couple cards short of a full deck. Then, I had to remember the type of man Brother Reid was. I hate to disobey his wishing but when Christ puts something on your heart you want the world to know.

“Go to Him! When you are up late at night and wondering why Marco is no longer here, call Him! When you are lying on the couch watching TV and you think about one of the many memories Marco left you with and the depression starts to set in, GO TO HIM! When life seems as if it has you down and the struggles of life won’t let you back up, GO TO HIM.

“No matter what the cause, no matter what the occasion, no matter what the question or the situation go to Him and He will provide you the resolution. He will solve the problem! He will ALWAYS be in your corner. He ALWAYS will be on your side. Church, just please… GO TO HIM!”

Reverend Young stepped back from the podium to the sound of “Amen’s” and “Hallelujah’s” throughout the church. Everyone was so caught up in her mini-sermon that no one even noticed the large overhead projection screen coming down.

“Let the church say amen!” I yelled to the audience on film. “I better not say that too loud. I don’t want ReShonda suing me for using the title of her book. Hold up, I’m dead. What can she do? Let the church say AMEN!”

I cracked up with laughter on screen. Some of the audience joined me. They knew I was referring to the author, ReShonda Tate Billingsley, who wrote a very powerful novel called Let the Church Say Amen.

I calmed down and continued, “Everybody, cheer up! I know this is my funeral and all, but damn, my body isn’t even cold or in the ground yet.

“Let me first apologize for not allowing anyone to say a few good things about me and speak on how I touched them and yada yada ya. No, I’ve always been different and I’m not going to stop now, not even in death. I don’t want any of you crying. The ushers have instructions to escort anyone out of here who they spot crying.

“I’m just playing, but seriously, I’m in a much better place now. It’s a little hotter down here than I thought. Okay, let me stop! Seriously though, it’s nice up here. Me and Tupac are going to my Welcome to Heaven after-party over at Nat King Cole’s jazz club tonight. The drinks could be a little better. All they serve is water or wine, no Remy.

“The wine is strong, I’ll give them that, but you know how a brotha loves him some Remy. I can’t complain too much, because Jesus sure does know how to throw a party; and the fish, man, the fish is off the hook. Talk about a fish fry, man, it’s another level up here.

“Ma, you were right about Christ. Jesus is a black man. I wouldn’t have known for real but then he got on the dance floor and it was official. My man can really cut a rug. I thought I’d lost my mind when he started the Electric Slide line over at Nipsy’s club last night.”

My cousin, Tia, burst out laughing loud enough for someone across the street to hear her.

“Tia, it’s not that damn funny sweetie!” I said.

She stopped, astonished, wondering how I knew she was laughing from beyond the grave.

I continued, “I’m willing to bet my last dollar that Tia was the first one to start laughing hysterically. It doesn’t matter where we are or how corny the joke is, Tia will find a way to laugh as if Eddie Murphy was on stage doing his rendition of Saturday Night Live or Delirious.”

People in the audience started nodding their heads in agreement.

“We could be at a funeral and everyone is in there crying but she will find a way to laugh about something somebody said. Hold up! We’re at a funeral right now. Humph!”

The crowd all laughed.

“But seriously folks, Tia, your laughter is needed throughout the world. You have the gift to be able to see the bright spot in the darkest of clouds. You never let anything get you down and always find a way to find the positive out of every situation. I love you for that.”

“I love you too, boo,” Tia replied as tears began to stream down her face.

“I hope all of us can follow Tia’s example on how to deal with a crisis or a tragedy when you deal with my passing. Some of you will miss me, mostly because I owe a lot of y’all money but make this a happy occasion. I was able to do what the Lord placed me on this earth to do. Don’t think about the fact that I won’t be acting a fool at any more family reunions. Instead, remember the times I was able to share with all of you. If all else fails, be happy that I’m up here with Tupac and Marvin Gaye cutting a rug at Club Nazareth every Tuesday and Friday night.”

People were really laughing now. My funeral seemed more like a show at a local comedy club instead of a funeral at church. People were laughing so hard they were gasping for air.

“Okay, I better stop before my mother tries to kill herself so she can come up here with her switch. Mama, don’t do it! You can’t come back if you do. There you go. See that smile on your face right now? That is how I want you to remember me, with that same smile. I want you to remember me as a man who would do anything to put a smile on someone’s face, no matter what the situation.

“I know Reverend Young found a way to preach, even though I specifically told her not to. She probably broke out with the ‘Look to the Lord’ sermon she always uses; if she did, I also want you to look toward one another as well. Be there for each other and don’t judge one another’s faults. We are all family and without family we have nothing.

“When I lost Kalia, I no longer had the desire to live. My family tried to give me the strength to keep going but my eyes were closed and I didn’t have the desire to open them. It wasn’t until Lia spoke to me that I snapped out of it. After that, I saw the light. I had what I needed in order to move on and get past her death. Each one of you helped me to realize that it was alright to mourn her death, but also continue to live my life as she’d want me to. Because of you, I couldn’t and wouldn’t allow HIV, AIDS, or depression to destroy another family as it did mine.”

Everyone looked around in confusion, wondering what I was talking about. As far as everyone knew, no one in our family had either disease. They believed that I had a very close friend who had AIDS which caused me to increase HIV and AIDS awareness through my comedy. That’s what I had told them.

“Today, it’s time for the truth. I’ve never told a soul what I’m about to share with each and every one of you. I vowed to take this to my death bed out of respect for my wife but now is the time. One of the reasons why Kalia committed suicide was because she found out she was HIV positive.”

Everyone just sat there silently; they were stunned at the bomb shell I had just sprung. It couldn’t have been true; not Lia. She would have come to someone. She would have told somebody but she didn’t. I knew that was on the minds of many throughout the sanctuary who knew Lia well.

“She decided that instead of facing the challenge of fighting this disease, she’d take the easy route. I sat up countless nights wondering why she never just came to me. Why didn’t she let me help her through it? I needed her just as much as she needed me. I also think she didn’t want to see me suffer because she gave me the virus.”

Mr. Robinson yelled, “That is bullshit! Turn this shit off! I’ll be damned if I’m going to sit here and listen to him lying about my daughter like that. She didn’t have AIDS. She would have come to me. She would have told us. He is lying because she was miserable with him. That is probably the real reason why she killed herself. It is because of his cheating, not no damn AIDS. She killed herself because of that bastard.”

Kenny stood up.

“You call my brother a bastard again and I swear on my life, I’ll beat the shit out of your old ass. If my brother says he got AIDS from that bitch, then that’s where he got it from.”

“Kenny! Sit your ass down. Both of you need to watch your mouth in the Lord’s house and show some respect. I’m not going to sit here and listen to either of you being disrespectful at my son’s funeral. Right now all of us are shocked and left with a lot of questions that finally someone is trying to provide the answers to. If you can’t sit back, listen, and pay respect to my son on his day, then please leave,” my mother said, eyeing both Kenny and Mr. Robinson with pain and disgust in her eyes.

Mrs. Robinson added, “Phil, please calm down and just listen to the boy. We have known Marco for over ten years and have never known him to be a liar. Please, just listen to what he has to say.”

Everyone settled themselves down while Reverend Young rewound the tape.

“I also think she didn’t want to see me suffer because she gave me the virus,” the tape replayed. “No matter how much I tried to ease her conscience by telling her that I didn’t blame her but rather myself, it didn’t matter. She never believed me.

“If I had been more of a husband, instead of trying to further my career, then she would have never gone to another man for attention and comfort. I’ll never forgive myself for the pain I caused her or this family. All I could do was live each day in her memory and for our love.

“She was my best friend and my angel. Finally I’m with her again and able to hold her and kiss her. I’m complete and whole again.”

I paused as I became choked up, and tears started to come down my face at the memory of the love of my life.

“Mom, Kenny, Mr. and Mrs. Robinson, I’m sorry I’ve kept this from all of you. I never wanted any of you to look at me differently. I didn’t want you to look at me with sympathy rather than admiration. I never viewed this as a punishment but rather a test of my faith and determination. Luckily for me, Ma, you raised me to fight for what I believed. Those beliefs are what enabled me to possibly save lives. How can that not be a blessing?” I paused.

“When Lia left me, I didn’t have an answer to a lot of questions. I’m not going to do that to any of you. Today, I’m going to come clean. Today, I’m going to tell all of you the story and let you know what really happened.”



Chapter 2

“Catherine, I’m going to need the marketing report on my desk by close of business. There is no way we are going to be ready to launch next week. Have you heard anything from Jim about the mail piece?” I asked my secretary.

“No, nothing official. However the call center has been saying that customers are starting to call inquiring about it,” Catherine replied.

“I guess that’s a good thing. I’m glad I have something positive to work with because it’s my ass that’s on the line. Can you get Brian on the phone and get some type of confirmation, please?”

“No problem, don’t forget your wife is on line one.”

“Shit!”

I picked up the phone. “Hey baby!”

“Hey. Are we still on for lunch today?” Lia asked.

“I’m sorry, baby, but I can’t do lunch today. I’m swamped with work.”

“Marco, this is exactly the kind of shit I’m talking about. Your ass never has any time for me. This is what, the fifth time you’ve canceled on me in the last two weeks?” she asked sarcastically.

“Baby, you know if it were up to me, I’d spend every waking moment with you. We have bills to pay and they aren’t going to get paid if I’m not doing my job. I know you want to hook up for lunch, but I just can’t. How about we go away next month for a week or two? We can call it a second honeymoon if you’d like. We can go down to Miami Beach or fly to the Caymans or something. Whatever you want, angel.”

“Please don’t insult my intelligence. Next month will turn into next year, and then that will turn into the following year. Don’t even worry about it. I’ll be fine by my damn self. I just need to stop wanting to do shit with you because the reality of it is, it’s not going to happen,” Lia replied.

“Baby, I promise. Right now things are just hectic around here. I’m trying to get this promotion we are running off the ground and you know what type of help I get around here. I’m serious this time. I promise next month we are off to wherever your little heart wants to go. How about we go way on the tenth of next month and stay a week?” I asked.

“Are you serious? I’m not trying to get my hopes up only for you to turn around and disappoint me yet again.”

“Baby, I’m dead serious. This could be one of my Valentine’s Day gifts to you.”

“Is that what this is all about? A Valentine’s Day gift? Fuck you, Marco, you can kiss my ass! The way you treat me, you need to be flying my ass to Paris for Valentine’s Day.”

I cut her off. “Okay, I’m not some little nigga from off the street nor one of your little simple-ass girlfriends. Stop cussing at me like that. You know I can’t stand it when you talk to me like that. As for your baseless accusation, the tenth is the only day I can get away. Since we’d be gone during Valentine’s Day, it only made sense to include the trip as a part of your gifts. I wasn’t saying it to say that it would be your only gift. I have other things planned for you for Valentine’s Day.”

She sighed. “I’ll accept your tired make-up attempt if you have lunch with me today. I won’t bother you for the rest of the week, since you have this big promotion to run.”

“Baby, I can’t!”

“Fuck it then, Marco! If you don’t give a damn about our marriage, then why should I? I’m not going any damn where with you. For what? You don’t have time for me, so I don’t want to be bothered with your ass.”

I started to become upset. “I asked you politely not to talk to me like that!”

“I’ll talk to you however I fucking feel like it. I’m sick of having to beg my damn husband to spend time with me. He should want to! I mean, I break my damn neck for you and for what? For you to turn me down every time I want to do something with you. I mean, am I asking you for too much? Am I really? Is a little bit of your time too much to ask for? I’m not asking for the whole damn day. I’m asking for lunch. What is that, an hour, maybe two? Who besides you works sixty hours a damn week?”

I ignored her.

“Answer me, who?”

“I’m not saying shit to you because I’ve asked you repeatedly not to talk to me like you’ve lost your damn mind and you keep doing it anyway. You can sit here and argue by yourself if you want to. I’m not participating in it.”

“And I told you I’ll talk to you any damn way I please. I’m a grown-ass woman and the last time I checked your name wasn’t Phillip Robinson which means you aren’t my damn daddy. You know how I know you aren’t, because he knows how to treat his wife. He makes sure she knows how much he loves her EVERY DAMN DAY while I have to guess,” she replied.

“I’ll talk to you later because right now I don’t have shit to say to you.”

“No, you are going to fucking talk to me now. If I can’t physically have lunch with you, I’ll use this time to get this shit off my chest!”

I didn’t understand her logic.

“This is pointless. You want to stay on the phone and argue? What will that accomplish? What will that prove? It’s not going to get us nowhere. It damn sure isn’t going to have us sitting at a table enjoying lunch together today.”

“Good. Then it will be right where our marriage is, NO WHERE! Because it damn sure isn’t going anywhere if we don’t spend any time together nor communicate. What are you going to do about that?” she asked.

Catherine walked into my office and interrupted us, “DeMarco, I have Brian on line two. He confirmed everything, still needs to speak with you regarding another issue.”

“Thank you, Catherine. Tell him I will be with him in a minute,” I replied.

I turned my attention back to my wife.

“Baby look, I don’t want to fight or argue with you. Let me take this call and I’ll call you back in twenty minutes. That way we both can calm down and finish this conversation without all the anger involved.”

“I like my anger. I can see why you wouldn’t though since you are the center of it, but I have no problem with it. It’s not going to change… You know what, whatever! Take your call but don’t even worry about calling me back. I don’t want to talk to you anymore either. You can go to hell!”

I sighed, clueless at how to handle this situation.

“Please don’t be like that. How about you meet me at Friday’s at two-thirty instead and we can sit down and discuss things over lunch? I don’t want us to be like this. Not over something as small as lunch.”

She laughed. “Yeah, right!”

“I’m trying but what good does it do if you won’t meet me halfway? Come on, meet me at Friday’s at two-thirty and we’ll have lunch. Does that sound good?” I asked again, hoping to make peace.

“Are you serious?”

“Dead ass. Now let me take this call and handle my business before I’m out of a job,” I replied.

She relented.

“Okay, I’ll be there. Marco, please don’t stand me up and come up with a laundry list of excuses, as you always do. I really do love you and want our marriage to work. Right now, I just don’t know what to do.”

“Baby, I promise I won’t. Now, I have to go. I’ll see you in a little bit. I love you.”

“I love you too,” she replied.
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