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Day of Reckoning










The clock sat quiet on the nightstand, its green fluorescent numbers shouting out three a.m. Heavy breathing was muffled under the layers of bed linen draping the large mass that lay in the middle of the bed. Every now and then the large formation would shift and a new pattern would occur.




In an instant, the still formation erupted—the mass tossing and turning under the bedcovers that rustled as the silk fibers rubbed against each other.




“No, don’t go, please don’t go,” a voice cried out in the darkness. Then quiet.




The dreams were coming again, and Sylvia St. James let them play in her subconscious.




“What did you say, Adonis? I know I didn’t hear what I thought I heard.”




“I want a divorce, Sylvia. I can’t say it any plainer than that.”




“But why, Adonis? When did you decide this? I didn’t know that our marriage was in trouble.”




“That’s the problem with you. You’re always too busy to notice what’s going on right under your nose. Too busy trying to kiss the boss’ behind. Too busy trying to be something you’re not. Think you’re better than everybody else, and—if you remember before we got married, I told you I didn’t like fat women.”




“I’ll get on the treadmill tomorrow, I promise, but can we talk about this…try to work it out? We have invested so much of our lives into this marriage. Our daughter, what is she going to think?”




“Sylvia, I’m unhappy. I’ve been unhappy a long time, and now it’smy time. I’ve got to go.”




“But…but what about me?”




“What about you? Look, Sylvia, the love slipped out of our marriage a while ago. Of course, you were too busy to notice. I don’t have a lot of time left on this earth, and I’d like to enjoy a little happiness before I go.”




“Time left on earth?” Sylvia muttered. “What are you talking about? Where are you going? No one will ever love you like I do, Adonis.”




“Sylvia, please don’t sound so desperate. You’ll do fine. You always do.”




“Don’t go, Adonis. Don’t leave me like this. Nooooooooooooo!” Sylvia screamed.




The cream-colored silk comforter slid to the floor as Sylvia rolled from side to side, caught up in her dream-memory.




“Nooooooooooo!” she screamed once more into the early morning. “No. No.”




Pulling her hand from underneath her, Sylvia began to beat the pillow on which her head rested. She pounded the soft down until her arm tired. She peeled her eyes open then sat up slowly, sweat pouring from her brow. She scanned the dark room, her eyes out of focus. After a moment, she was able to make out the outline of the “T”-iron that Adonis had left behind: his winning golf club that he had nicknamed “Tiger.”




Sylvia slowly brought her hands to her face to catch the stream of water that ran from her eyes and threatened to soak her nightgown. Her breathing was labored as her sobs, soft at first, became loud wails. She sobbed and sobbed, then grabbed her throat to keep from choking. She wrapped her arms around her chest and shook herself from side to side.




“Why, Adonis, why? Why did you leave me? I loved you with all my heart and soul. Why, why?”




Finally, there was quiet…an occasional sniff. Sylvia unfolded her arms, drew her knees up to her chest and wrapped her arms around her legs. She laid her head on the bend of her knees and began to rock back and forth, willing her dream to recede. She sniffed again.




Sylvia lifted her head and turned toward the nightstand that held the clock. It was three fifty-five a.m. She threw her legs over the side of the bed and stood up, almost slipping on the comforter that had fallen to the floor. She moved to the bathroom and relieved herself, washed her hands, then looked into the mirror.




Almond-shaped eyes, which were framed by high-arched brows, stared back at Sylvia. She circled her eyes with her fingers. Even in the dim light, her skin seemed blotchier than it’d been the day before. Her face was discolored something awful, and the older she got the more defined the blotches became.




Sylvia’s reflection stared back at her, daring her to speak.




“You don’t need him.”




Sylvia put her hand to her mouth, not sure whether it was she or the reflection that had spoken.




“Yeah, I don’t need him. Get ahold of yourself, girl, and grab the world by its axis. It’s time to take my life back and leave this pity party at the doorstep.”




Sylvia was sure this time that the reflection in the mirror wasn’t talking, but the face that stared back meant serious business.















D-Day










“Where’s my purse?” Sylvia shouted to no one, moving from room to room, looking in corners and closets, pulling on her too-short linen dress every two seconds. “I’ve got lots to do and I want everything perfect before the ladies come. Ouch, darn! Not my stockings. This is not the time to get a run. Now I’ve got to stop and change them.




“Here’s my purse,” Sylvia continued to ramble out loud, her nylon-clad legs making a swishing sound as they rubbed together when she trotted back to her room to put on new hose. “Hiding from me again. I don’t have time for this. I’ve got to get to the beauty shop by ten and I still have to stop and get gas before I go.”




Brrng…brrng.




“Damn! Whoever it is, I don’t have time to talk.” Sylvia let out a sigh when she saw the name on the caller ID.




“Hello, Mother. I’m in a hurry right now. Getting ready to go to the shrink.”




“The shrink? I thought you were having a men-hating party today? And hello to you, too.”




“I’m sorry. Just got a lot to do and I’m running behind time. Our first meeting is tonight, and I’ve got to look good for the occasion. Arial, my shrink, is going to give me a touch-up. And I can’t wait to get to the shampoo bowl to partake in the divine five-minute head scrub that causes you to have the most wonderful multiple orgasms.”




“Sylvia St. James! I know you didn’t just say what I thought you said.”




“Mom, I’m a forty-five-year-old, good-looking woman—although lately my attention-grabbing curves have become a series of bumps on a line, hidden under my extra layer of fat.”




“Stop beating yourself up. You just need to lay off some of those carbs and get some exercise.”




“You’re right. And today is the first day of my real healing. I’ve got a reasonable portion of my health and strength and I know that there is a world of somebodies out there waiting on me.”




“Be careful what you ask for.”




“A baby and twenty years of my life, Ma, and he had to go and—”




“Let’s not talk about it.”




“That’s the problem. I need to talk about it.” Sylvia paused. “I had one of my dreams last night.”




“I’m sorry, baby. I wish I could be there for you. He’s messin’ up your mind and he ain’t even thinking about you,” her mother said.




“Thanks for the support, Mom. That’s why I’m having this meeting. Now, I’ve gotta go. Love you.”




“Love you, too.” And the line was dead.




Sylvia stood in the middle of the room with hands on her voluptuous hips—gold bangles dangling from one arm—and surveyed her surroundings. In one corner stood a wooden African fertility statue that looked as lonely as she did. Six months had passed since the judge declared that the marriage of Adonis and Sylvia St. James was dissolved, but today, Sylvia made her own declaration that she was ready to live again.




Sylvia looked down at her watch. It was almost ten o’clock on a beautiful summer day in June, and she had to get going. Her adrenaline was high, excited about the prospect of sitting with other women who were divorced and sharing ideas about how to move on. She grabbed her belongings and rushed out the door. As she yanked open the door of her silver BMW 530i sedan, her hand slipped. “Aw hell,” she muttered, surveying her broken nail, trying to will away the pain. After a couple of seconds she put the key in the ignition and headed for the gas station two blocks down.




 




Five minutes away, Sylvia thought. She would still be on time. At the corner, she looked in her purse for her gas card, then remembered she had taken it out and put it on the nightstand. Sylvia shook her head in disbelief. Her road to healing had some major obstacles.




She rummaged through her wallet, which was crammed with receipts. Adonis was always telling her that her purse was going to get stolen one day, and the robber would know her life story. She sifted through the papers until her fingers pulled up a folded twenty-dollar bill. “Thank You, God. You’re so good. And I promise to pay careful attention to what I’m doing from now on.”




 




Arial’s mouth was moving a mile a minute when Sylvia walked into the beauty shop. Her petite frame was dressed to the nines: starched white linen slacks and a white short-sleeved blouse with lacy scallops running around the collar; hair piled high into a ponytail revealing the two-carat diamond studs that dotted each earlobe; and her immaculately manicured feet were stuffed in a pair of Dr. Scholl’s comfort sandals made for standing long hours—her strappy gold stilettos sitting off to the side. Although Arial was in her late forties, she could easily pass for thirty. But more than that, the girl could hook up some hair. Arial had the gift.




“Be with you in a minute, sweetie…kiss, kiss.”




Sylvia blew a kiss back and picked up a hairstyle book to pass the time.




Mane Waves was Arial’s baby. Clients would sometimes drive an hour or two for Arial’s services. The decor befit the queens the ladies believed they were—plush gold carpeting ran the length of the shop and a bird of paradise and large rubber plants were everywhere, their presence demanding attention. A black lacquered chest of drawers stood next to a large palm tree just inside the main entrance, displaying samples of the facial and nail products Arial also sold. A six-inch curved bar that served as the guest registry stood to the right of the chest, handsomely decorated with porcelain knick-knacks and a black lacquered business-card holder.




“Sylvia.” Sylvia jumped. “What have you been up to, girl?” Arial shouted through the noise of the blow-dryer as she put the finishing touches on Ms. Jenkins.




“Preparing for a coming-out party.”




“A what?”




“I’ll explain later.”




Fifteen minutes later, Arial took the towel from around Ms. Jenkins’ neck.




“Looking good, Ms. Jenkins,” Sylvia said.




“Thank you, baby. I’ve got a darned good stylist.”




Sylvia gently slid into the chair vacated by Ms. Jenkins.




“How have you been, sweetie? I know you’ve been through some rough times.” Arial picked through Sylvia’s hair. “And you know you needed a perm three weeks ago. Next time you come in we’ve got to put some color in your hair, too.”




“You’re right. But to answer your question, I’m fine, Arial. In fact, I feel better than I have in the last year. I’m meeting with some other women tonight, and we’re going to talk about life after divorce.”




“A support group.”




“Yeah. I’m looking forward to it.”




“Who’s in the group? I don’t know about sitting around talking with a bunch of women…having them all up in my business, especially sistahs. You sure about this?” Arial began gathering products as she spoke.




“It’s going to be a good thing, Arial. Sometimes your friends get tired of hearing your troubles over and over again. Some days you’re up but there are many down days. Being able to connect with women who share the same experience and who may need me as well is the answer to my prayer. God knows I need this. Rachel Washington is going to be there. You might want to stick your head in and join us.”




“You didn’t have to go there. Lawrence and I are prehistoric news. I’ve been single for darn near fifteen years. Don’t need no counseling, and I sure don’t need a support group. Back to Rachel. It was a damn shame how her husband messed all over her, but that woman don’t know how to pick a man. Isn’t this her third divorce?”




Sylvia turned around to look at Arial. “See, that’s what I mean. So what if it’s her third? Rachel is a sweetheart and one of my best friends. It’s not her fault that these men take her kindness for weakness.”




“I know you better hold your head up while I put this perm in your hair.”




“You better not burn me, either. I’ll take this shop from you like I took the house from Adonis.” They laughed.




“Girl, you know I’m always here for you. Have you heard from Adonis?”




“You mean since he went to live with his ex-wife?” Sylvia hesitated. “No, I haven’t heard from him.”




“You still love him, don’t you?” Arial accused.




“I don’t love him like I used to love him. We’ve got history. We were married for twenty freakin’ years!”




“Shhh, don’t get yourself so worked up, sweetie.”




“I’m sorry. Lost my head for a second.”




“My next customer won’t be here for another thirty minutes. I figured you and I need some downtime.”




“I gave that man a beautiful daughter and the best years of my life. I still can’t believe he just got up and walked out on me like that—without a decent explanation. Do you know that the self-confident, independent woman I was has turned into a whining, bitter, angry…”




“It’s okay, sweetie,” Arial soothed.




“But, Arial, it hurts to love a man as much as I loved and adored Adonis. He stabbed me straight in the heart. Declared that he was no longer in love with me and marched straight into another woman’s bed.”




Tears began to fall, and Sylvia let her head drop.




“I think it’s time for your shampoo.” Arial took off her latex gloves and with both hands kneaded Sylvia’s shoulders. “I’ll make it extra special today. We’ll make it a ten-minute massage.”




“You always know how to make a girl feel good.”




“I love you, Sylvia. And I don’t want you to take my shop! If we wait another minute, your whole head might be on fire.”




Laughter ripped through the shop.




“I think you’re gonna be all right, sweetie. And the way you’re wearing that dress, showing all the thighs you own—Adonis might have to come back and rescue you from all the players that will be buzzing around the honeybee.”




“Stop. I threw this dress on real quick. Just wait until you finish my luscious, reddish-brown mane. I’ll be swishing my head from side to side, moving my hair like it was a merry-go-round.”




“Girl, you’re crazy. Knock ’em dead even if it’s just going to be a bunch of cackling women.”




“I see it like this, Arial. If we are going to get our lives back, we have to act as if we want change so we can close our Ex-Files for good.”




“I’m with you, sweetie.”















Meeting in the Ladies Room










The scent of hickory-smoked barbecued ribs permeated the room. Sylvia was pleased. The food was ready, thanks to the folks at Smokey Bones restaurant. Her 180-pound, five-foot-seven frame looked simply gorgeous in her yellow, green, blue and white napkin blouse and her navy blue pants. She exhaled and went about checking and rechecking things to make sure all was in order.




Once again, Sylvia stood in the large family room, her favorite. It was full of the remnants of war—the war of the St. Jameses.




An array of African violets sat on the mantel of the double-sided marble fireplace, their velvet flowers shining like jewels against lush, green leaves. In the center of the room, in its own L-shaped cluster, sat a cognac-colored leather couch with well-padded arms, a high back and deep seats, and a matching armchair and ottoman. A diverse grouping of mirrors in several shapes and sizes hung to the left of an arched, floor-to-ceiling window, creating an eclectic wall of reflection, while the latest state-of-the-art plasma TV hung by itself above an elaborate entertainment system. Polished hardwood floors were covered by imported throw rugs made of Chinese silk in hues of brown sprinkled with flecks of white. Crown molding snaked along the perimeter of the room while a five-armed antique brass chandelier with square silk shades and dimmers formed an architectural chameleon from the ceiling where it hung, changing the room at whim. African-American art hung throughout, and small family pictures sat on wooden wall ledges; everything was illuminated by a string of gallery-perfect track lights.




Sylvia stopped in front of one of the mirrors and admired herself. “Not bad, girl. Not bad at all.” Arial had taken the time to make up Sylvia’s caramel-colored face. Her almond-shaped eyes, the color of wheat, were dusted with a mixture of brown, tan and white eye shadow, and a rich lipstick the color of dark apricots set off her smile. “Fabulous.”




“It’s your loss, Adonis!” Sylvia hollered to the rafters. “It’s your loss, man. I’m taking my life back and I don’t need you to do it. I DON’T NEED YOU! I’ll be fine all by myself…well, it wouldn’t hurt to find a tall, handsome man who’d love to snuggle up every once in awhile. Your loss, man, your loss.”




But she wasn’t sure she was ready to be with a man. Her heart had a lot of mending to do, and she had to find a way to be happy with herself before she could give to someone else.




Sylvia picked up the remote and turned on the stereo. Light jazz filtered throughout the room—Sylvia became lost in her thoughts of getting on with her life.




Ding, dong. Ding, dong.The sound of the door chimes made Sylvia take a deep breath and one last look at herself. Again, she was pleased. She moved forward ready to get the party started, and opened the door to a smiling Rachel.




 




“Hey, girl. Glad you were able to come tonight,” Sylvia said. “Come on in and make yourself comfortable.”




“Smooches,” Rachel said, exchanging air kisses with Sylvia. “Had to be here.” They hugged.




Rachel was sassy and stunning in her red, backless Calvin Klein cocktail dress. Her smooth skin was chocolate with three tablespoons of milk. Full Nubian lips perfectly suited her small, oval face with her long-lashed deep brown eyes, under perfectly arched brows, expressed her anticipation for the party. Her thick, relaxed, shoulder-length hair with a slight curl to it bounced on her shoulders when she walked in.




There was a slight hint of jealousy in Sylvia’s eyes as Rachel’s petite and firm body moved farther into the room. Sylvia wished her waistline was as small. She could probably wrap her hand around Rachel’s waist. It was hard watching calories and trying to control the number of carbs and fats she ate, but she was going to give it a try—although tonight, she was going to lick the sauce off a half slab of baby-back ribs.




“Girl, you have any Excedrin?”




Sylvia stopped at the entrance into the family room. “You’ve got one of your headaches, Rachel?”




“Yeah, every time the atmospheric pressure rises, it feels like my head is falling down. I usually have my headache pills with me.” Rachel paused as she looked in the room. “Doesn’t look as if Adonis is gone. It’s almost as if I can feel his presence.”




“He’s gone. Believe me, he’s gone. Thank God for Adonis’ marriage to IBM, though. It has allowed me to continue to live in the lifestyle I’ve become accustomed to.”




The bell rang again, and Sylvia turned and headed back toward the door. “Go ahead and look in the medicine cabinet while I get the door. I should have some Tylenol in there.”




Sylvia opened the door to a stunning, well-toned diva dressed in a pair of beaded floral silk pants and a knitted rose-colored cardigan and shell. She was at least five feet nine inches tall, with a long, oval face, dark chiseled features and high cheekbones. Her smooth cocoa fudge skin was blemish-free, and she wore long ruddy-red dreads that were pulled off her face with a silk scarf. A much shorter, heavyset woman with bleached-blonde braids stood next to her.




“Hey, Mona. You look absolutely gorgeous. Come on in.”




“I see the single life quite agrees with you, my dear.”




“Let’s not go there.”




“I thought that this was what this meeting was all about. Anyway, Sylvia, I want you to meet my hairdresser, Claudette Beasley.”




“Hey, sister,” Claudette said to Sylvia, shaking her hand.




“Hey, yourself.”




“I thought this would be good for Claudette. She’s a single mother, got a nine-year-old son, Kwame, and a daughter named Reebe who’s fifteen going on sixty. She’s been smothering that boy so long, no man can get close to her.”




“Okay, Mona,” Claudette cut in. “It ain’t even like that. You don’t want me to get loud up in here. I can get a man anytime I want. See, I loves my baby, and I want the best for him. Gotta keep him out of the streets.”




“You got to give him a little breathin’ room.”




“Whatever, Mona, but he’s still my baby boy.”




“Why don’t we go into the family room,” Sylvia interrupted, pointing the way. “My good friend Rachel is already here. Mona, you remember Rachel.”




“Yeah, yeah, married that crazy nig—”




“Not here,” Sylvia warned.




“Okay. She married that crazy guy named…”




“Reuben,” Rachel offered. “How are you doing, Mona?”




“Just fine,” Mona said, a tad bit of embarrassment in her voice. “And this is Claudette Beasley, my hairdresser.”




Claudette and Rachel shook hands, and the group moved into the family room.




“I love this room,” Mona said. “It’s got a touch of you and of Adonis.”




“I just told her the same thing,” Rachel agreed.




“I’m glad you like the room, but Adonis don’t live here anymore. Get my drift?” Sylvia said pointedly.




“I think our sister is ready to get this meeting started,” Claudette put in.




Sylvia looked at Claudette with interest. She noticed a two-inch scar that ran across Claudette’s forehead. And if that wasn’t enough, she had the nerve to have a tattoo plastered on her flabby arm that readNo More Drama . In Sylvia’s estimation, she should have had one that readDo Not Feed Me, I’m Way Overweight . Then she thought, who was she to call the kettle black? If Mona liked her, that’s all that mattered.




“We will start in a minute,” Sylvia began. “I’m waiting for one more person. I’ll get you something to drink while we’re waiting.”




“I’m going to step outside and take a smoke since I don’t see any ashtrays in here,” Claudette said, pulling a pack of Benson and Hedges from her purse.




“You can smoke out back,” Sylvia said, leading the way. “Ain’t gonna be no smoking up in here,” she added under her breath.




Mona looked at her watch, then in the direction of the door and then glanced at her watch once more. When she looked up, Rachel turned her face away. Mona sat on one end of the leather couch and looked over at Rachel again, who had now become fascinated with the collection of mirrors on the wall.




“Sorry, Rachel. I didn’t mean anything by what I said,” Mona finally said.




“No problem,” Rachel replied. “Right now, all I want to do is get rid of this awful headache.”




“I have some natural herbs that might help you with that. I used to have headaches bad until I started taking these herbs.”




“I have a prescribed medicine that I left at home. Anyway, I just took a Tylenol that Sylvia offered. It’s just the weather. I’ll be all right in a minute.”




“Suit yourself.”




Ding, dong. Ding, dong.




“I’ll get it,” Sylvia called from the kitchen. She rushed into the room and handed Rachel the tray of iced tea, then headed for the door.




“For you,” Rachel said to Mona as she handed her a glass.




“Thanks, and again, I’m sorry.”




“You’re forgiven.”




Mona’s smile faded when Sylvia returned to the room.




“Everyone, this is Ashley Jordan-Lewis. She works with me and is a very dear friend.”




 




Rachel and Mona smiled and nodded at the newcomer. Ashley stood the same height as Sylvia but was rail-thin—with the exception of her ample bosom. She seemed much younger than the rest. A sharp, pointed nose jutted from her oval face and round, deep blue eyes stared back at the ladies.




Ashley was dressed in a smart navy Ralph Lauren silk blazer and a pair of off-white silk pants accentuated with a pair of two-inch, T-strap, off-white pumps. The soft collar of her off-white blouse lay obediently against the lapels of the jacket. Stunning two-carat diamond studs glittered from Ashley’s ears: her blonde hair was pulled back in a ponytail that fell mid-shoulder. Mona looked at her watch once more.




“Let’s get started,” Sylvia began. Claudette rushed into the room, out of breath, the evidence of her activity outside still lingering about her like a cloud.















Sylvia St. James










Sylvia stood in the middle of the room, her reflection cast on the hardwood floor. Her audience seemed captivated as if she was on display at the Louvre museum, although she had yet to utter a word. Their eerie silence left her speechless wishing the spotlight were somewhere else instead of on her. Most of the ladies were friends, but serving your soul on a platter for everyone to judge took more than a little bit of courage.




Clearing her throat, Sylvia looked into the eyes of the eager faces. “Hi, I’m Sylvia St. James, and I’ve been anEx for seven months.”There, it was out , Sylvia thought. All of a sudden she stepped into her role and felt her self-confidence return.




“I’ll tell you, this has been a wild day. I was trying to get to the hairdresser so I could look fabulous for you ladies tonight, and before I got out of the house, I lost my keys and tore my stockings, and when I finally got in the car, I broke a nail. Everything that could go wrong went wrong this morning. And it wouldn’t have been so wild if I had Adonis—my Ex—here to remind me every five seconds to check and make sure I had everything. I’m not used to thinking for myself. My Ex thought I was dumb and stupid, and I have more credentials than he does.”




The ladies snickered.




“Go ahead and get a good laugh in,” Sylvia continued. “I’m sure you’re saying to yourselves, ‘No wonder he left her.’”




More snickering.




“But it’s okay. It is…really okay. I’m here, and I’m glad you all are here. We are going to become very good friends. We are going to be an alliance of sistahs coming back from the divorce courts with our steel-toed shoes on. Yes, we are straight-from-the-divorce-court sistahs looking for healing—emotional healing, sexual healing, some kind of healing.”




“Yeah!” the ladies shouted in unison, raising their fists.




Her voice a tad bit softer, Sylvia continued. “We all have a common trait: we are Exes with an Ex-File. It’s time to clean up our Ex-Files and close them forever.”




“Yeah!” Rachel screamed.




Sylvia gazed out of the corner of her eye at Rachel. Rachel’s nerve had been pricked. She was the loudest one in the room. Sylvia smiled.




“How are we going to purge our Ex-Files? We will purge our hearts and souls, our minds, our anger. We will come ready for an extreme makeover. In doing so, we’ll have to ask ourselves some very uncomfortable questions…questions about our exes and ourselves. The only way to heal is to purge those old feelings and keep walking straight ahead—run if you have to—never looking back and risking falling back into the clutches of the Ex-demons that constantly tell you that you’re no good, you’re too fat, I don’t love you no more, you can’t live without me, nobody wants you.”




Clap, clap, clap, clap, clap, clap, clap, clap, clap.




“Let’s close the Ex-Files,” Rachel sang out.




“Yeah, Ex him out!” Claudette screamed at the top of her lungs.




Sylvia looked around the room at the four women who were assembled there. Though they were from all walks of life, they all had something in common. They all had anEx . If they could go back in time, they would probably tear their Ex’s heart out and jump on it to assuage their grief.




Sylvia realized she needed these women, maybe more than they needed her. She needed to reach out to someone—a shoulder to lean on. If it was four sets of shoulders, all the better. She needed to expose her files. She needed to get rid of her anger. She needed help…a crutch, and this meeting was just the thing.




Just as the applause subsided, Sylvia began again.




“We all seem to have the same objective—liberation, freedom, freedom to move on, freedom from being bound by the drudgery of our divorces, freedom from our Exes. You’ve got to leave your burdens on the table before your shackles can be loosed. And this is our aim, our goal. Are you ready?”




The four women applauded again, and Sylvia joined them. Their claps intensified. They sounded like six thousand women at a T.D. Jakes “Thou Art Loosed” convention. Finally, they fell silent again.




“So what I want you to do tonight, if you feel comfortable, I want each one of you to tell us as much as you would like to share about how you got here. You have to shake it off; you have to release it in order to move on.




“You might say, what can a support group do for me? You know, I think about the blues. I think about B.B. King—my man done left me and gone. But I’m going to tell you all right now: I’m not going down like that. I don’t need a man to survive, I’ve got myself.”




“YES,” the ladies said in unison.




“I ain’t goin’ down like that!” Claudette Beasley roared, her blonde braids swinging about her face.




“I don’t know about y’all, but I need a man,” Mona interjected. “I’ve got to have a place for my twins to cuddle up to at night.” Mona held her breasts in both hands. “But that freedom you’re talking about, Sylvia, I’m all for that.”




“Hmmph, she’ll smother the poor fellow with those silicon implants.”




“I heard that, Claudette,” Mona said as she touched the tip of Claudette’s nose with her pointed finger. She removed her finger and caught one of Claudette’s braids in her hand and looked at it a moment. “You think blondes have more fun? My twins have more than their share of fun.”




Claudette rolled her eyes. Sylvia glared at both of them before continuing.




 




“I woke up that morning in a peaceful, tranquil mood. I remember the day so vividly; it was a couple of days before Valentine’s Day. When I focused my eyes, I found him staring at me from the foot of the bed—like something was on his mind but he didn’t have the heart or the balls to tell me. I watched him as he continued to stare, then dropped his head and grabbed his chin as if the matter was too complex for even him to comprehend.




“I sat up and asked, ‘What is it, Adonis? Why are you staring at me like that?’




“‘Just thinking.’ The two lone words fell from his mouth as if someone had slapped him on the back and forced them out.




“I knew I was in trouble; I had seen the look before. But I, with all the education and the good sense God gave me to know right from wrong, good from evil, I had no earthly idea how much trouble I was really in. The kind of trouble that makes you go and grab a gun and kill someone because if it wasn’t for them, you wouldn’t be in any trouble. The kind of trouble that makes you curse out everybody and use words you’ve never uttered in your life—and in the morning you can’t remember a thing and wonder why in the world no one can stand your ass.




“But Adonis didn’t release his troubled mind that morning. He kept it bottled up and left my brain twisted in agony because I just wasn’t getting the clues he laid out for me. I would have done better playingJeopardy .




“You all asleep? It’s so quiet in here.”




“No,” Mona said, shaking her head in a continuous motion.




She, Rachel, Claudette and Ashley sat glued to their seats. They had become transfixed, drawn into Sylvia’s Lifetime movie that played from the pages of her broken heart. Mona’s pumps lay on their sides and her bare toes kneaded the carpet, while the others laced their fingers together ready to brace at the moment of discovery.




“Continue,” Rachel encouraged. “You might have to get me a blanket and a bowl of popcorn. I’m in the room with you, girl. I’m waiting for Adonis to drop the bomb on you. We’re ready to dance on his ass because we know that the news is gonna be bad.” The others nodded in agreement. “So what happened?”




“He said, ‘I’ve got to go to work.’ And he headed out the room without his usual kiss good-bye. I screamed, ‘Adonis,come back here.Adonis , come back here.’ A few seconds later, his body framed the doorway. He had a severe frown on his face like he didn’t want to be there. He said he was going to be late for work, but I told him he started this mess and he wasn’t leaving without giving me a reasonable answer.




“Y’all, he looked at me as if I didn’t belong there…like I was some kind of stranger that he didn’t know how to tell to get out of his house. His nose was twisted up like I had some kind of stench.




“It was horrible the way he kept looking at me, and then all of a sudden, as if someone took the cork out of his mouth, he said, ‘I want a divorce.’ Then I heard myself pleading and begging while he told me that he didn’t want me anymore…that I was too fat…that I was too stuck on myself…that I spent way too much money…that I this and I that. I wanted to slap that smug look off his face, but I kept begging and he walked out the door.




“But what I didn’t know until later was that he left me for his sorry ex-wife, Veronica. They were married three years before I met Adonis, but they weren’t even married a year before he found her in bed with someone else. I fell in love with him, and we got married two years later. And to think he went back to that stank ho after all these years.”




Sylvia’s hands flew to her face. Rachel went to her side as the tears began to flow. She waved her off, wiped her face and looked into the faces of the other ladies. Rachel sat back down. Sylvia sniffed.




“I’m going to be all right, now.” Sylvia started waving her hand in the air. “I vow that I will never look back. From this day forward, I am moving straight ahead. I don’t care if myEx marched in here right now, declaring his love for me, and told me he wanted me back. I don’t care if he was crawling on all fours, I will never go back. I have been hurt by love. I’m through. I’m closing this chapter of my life. I need you ladies to help me. I need you to be there for me because I want to make it.




“The pain is there, and it’s okay to grieve. It’s time to get it out of our systems. It’s time to acknowledge where we are, then move on.”




All was silent. Each person looked at the next and finally Rachel rose from her seat and embraced Sylvia. Rachel stood and faced the others while they looked back at her expectantly. She hoped that she didn’t have anything on her teeth and that she didn’t look as scared as she felt. The way they were looking at her, she wasn’t sure.




She cleared her throat and closed her eyes, trying to control her nervousness. The moment of truth had arrived, and she was willing to tell her story to this now-intimate group of women because she was ready to get on with her life.




Ding, dong.For a moment, everyone’s attention was diverted toward the hallway.















Rachel Washington










Rachel stood with her head bowed and waited for Sylvia to return. Mona and Claudette chatted with each other, while Ashley drummed her fingers on her glass. There was conversation in the hallway, then Sylvia’s light laughter. Footsteps from more than one person approached the group, and there next to Sylvia stood a tall, handsome gentleman with a well-trimmed mustache.




Mona immediately jumped up from her seat before Sylvia could introduce him.




“Ladies, this is a friend of mine, Marvin Thomas. He is the CEO of Thomas Technology Solutions, TTS for short.” Rachel thought she saw him blush. “He’s recently divorced, so I invited him tonight…that’s if you ladies don’t have a problem with a man being in our midst.”




“Noooooo,” everyone said in unison barely listening to Mona but sizing up the new member of the group.




“Well, he’s an Ex and has every right to be here,” Mona said.




“Thank you, Mona,” Sylvia said. She introduced each lady to Marvin and brought him up to speed.




Rachel’s mind wasn’t on what she would say or that she would be the center of attention in a few moments. Her eyes were fixed on the man in the Armani suit. His cocoa-brown skin was a chocoholic’s downfall and his dreamy hazel bedroom eyes almost made Rachel lose her balance, but she noticed that he still wore his wedding ring.




When Rachel came up for air she realized that everyone was looking at her.




“Why are you all staring at me?”




“Why were you looking as if you were lost in space?” Sylvia asked.




Rachel was embarrassed and dared not look in Marvin’s direction. She shook her head, cleared her throat again, and stood still in the middle of the room. She wasn’t sure she could share her pain with the group now that Marvin had arrived. He made her off-balance. Why? She wasn’t sure. Rachel’s nervousness returned, but she needed to move on.




Rachel’s hair swung as she surveyed the group. She avoided looking at Marvin but felt his eyes on her. Eyes remote, Rachel took in a deep breath, stroked her top teeth with her tongue and began.




“Hi, my name is Rachel Washington, and I’ve been an Ex for three months. In fact, I’m anEx for the third time. I guess I can’t keep a man.”




Rachel heard grunts in the audience, but when she looked at Marvin, he was staring straight through her soul. She shifted back and forth and clasped her hands together in front of her. If she was going to get through this, she had better do it now. Every eye was on her—waiting for her tale of woe, her tale of deceit, abuse and finally eviction from a marriage that was doomed from the start.




“Reuben and I met on my birthday, Christmas Day, four years ago at my second ex’s girlfriend’s house. I’m not going to even try and explain to you why I was there because it’s not even important to this story. The main thing is that I met Reuben. He was very nice to me, and when he heard it was my birthday, he turned a Christmas Day celebration into my birthday celebration. Imagine me and Jesus celebrating together.”




Rachel was silent for a moment, searching for words, lost in a former place and time.




“Reuben was so attentive and charming; he made my day so special.” She held her head down, remembering.




“He asked to see me again, and I agreed right away. I thought what a wonderful birthday present. A new friend, possibly a new relationship, and who knows what else? It was the latter that I’ll never forget.




“After four months of dating, Reuben asked me to marry him. I had reservations because I had recently been delivered from an abusive marriage and didn’t think I was ready to carry my baggage to someone else’s house. I enjoyed dating Reuben. We went to plays, dinner, movies, and football games—he was a serious Atlanta Falcons fan, at least he appeared to be—and he always brought me flowers. He introduced me to his mother, which only proved that I was a special friend, but I never figured him for marriage.




“We stole away to Vegas and became man and wife. We had four absolutely fabulous days there. What I didn’t know was that when the honeymoon ended, which I thought could have lasted a lifetime, so did the marriage. I was so enamored with the idea that I had finally found my soul mate, my true love, that I never saw the signs that were there from the very beginning.”




Rachel paused again, trying to build up confidence and the will to continue her story. Marvin was no longer a concern, only the desire to purge the demon that made her a prisoner in her own body.




“I was so blind, a year passed before it became clear to me that the man I married was using me. I provided the roof over his head, the food he ate, the clothes on his back. I was his drug dealer, I was his whore. I gave him everything he asked for without ever questioning him with the where, what, when and especially the why. And when I didn’t comply—” Rachel looked down at the floor, then looked up into each person’s face in turn—“he beat the hell out of me. The sad thing is I allowed it to happen.”




There was a gasp from the group—each person covering their mouth, except Marvin, with their hand.




Rachel coughed and scratched her head. “Do you mind if I sit down? I’ve got to get this out now that the iceberg has melted.”




 




Sylvia pulled up a chair, and Rachel fell into it. She crossed her legs and leaned to one side, caressing the arm of the chair.




“I didn’t know Reuben at all. I should have known that birds of a feather flock together. Didn’t I meet him in the company of my second ex, Charles? I only went to Christmas dinner because my girlfriend Sherry, Charles’ new girlfriend, had begged me to come. Reuben and Charles probably belonged to the ‘men who abuse women’ society.




“When we got married, all the dinners, flowers and movies ceased to exist. I was so stupid and naïve that I wasn’t aware that Reuben neither owned nor rented the place he was living in—he was house-sitting for a friend in the military who was stationed in Germany. I never even thought about it until the divorce, when he had to tell the truth about his assets—or lack thereof. It never occurred to me that when we married and Reuben moved into my house that I was supporting a freeloading, didn’t-have-a-job junkie.




“I don’t know where the courage to leave Reuben came from. Someone somewhere was praying for me. I never shared any of this with my parents because they were done with me. They said I was wasting my life on the first two husbands, and time proved them right. And now I know it was best that they didn’t know about number three.




“It was a rainy day in September. I had a terrible cold and left work early so that I could go home and nurse myself back to health. I remember when I drove up in the driveway, there were a couple of strange cars parked in front of the house. I cursed because not only did I have a terrible cold, but a migraine was threatening, too. The last thing I wanted to deal with were Reuben’s freeloading friends up in my house.




“Woooo,” Rachel sighed. “The key was barely in the lock when the front door flew open. Some crazy lunatic rushed past me. I looked on in horror because in the middle of my living room floor on my expensive Chinese rug were these three women and three men bouncing around on each other like monkeys…”




“You mean they were having sex?” Ashley gasped.




“Yes, that’s exactly what I mean,” Rachel said, a little annoyed. “Only they were all twisted and tangled up…you know…an orgy.”




“Eewwww,” Ashley, Mona and Claudette chorused. Ashley crinkled up her nose in disgust. Marvin looked at Rachel longingly.




Rachel pointed her toes straight ahead. She dropped her elbows to her knees and rested her head in the palms of her hands.




“And Reuben, well, he was sitting in a corner with a high-as-a-kite eighteen-year-old freebasing like they were taking medicine for the cold that I had. I was so mad. I was freakingmad .”




Rachel jumped out of the chair. Her hands flew left and right, then around in a circle to prove her point.




“I was soooooooo mad that I started swinging. I hit Reuben upside his head, and the stupid girl he was with started to cry which made my head hurt worse. And when your head hurts, you’ve got to hurt somebody.




“Yeah, they thought I was crazy. I hauled off and hit a home run on that girl’s head. ‘That’s Mary’s baby,’ somebody said, ‘and I said I don’t care whose baby it is.’ She had to get up out of my house. In fact, all of y’all get up out of my house. I laid some cussing and swinging on those folks, and before I could count to ten nobody was left in the house but me and Reuben—he wasn’t gonna be there for long.




“I snatched whatever I saw of Reuben’s stuff, opened the door, and threw it to the wind. You know the nig…I mean the brother had the nerve to try and raise up on me, pointing his finger all up in my face and shouting obscenities at me inmy house. But yours truly pushed his ass through that open door, closed it, and wiped my hands of him. I know some of you didn’t think gullible little Rachel had it in her, but it took a whole lot of being used, being walked over, pretending that it wasn’t so, pretending that our marriage was real and denying what everyone was trying to tell me…that the man I had married was a no-good drug addict and I was his meal ticket for all his vices before I sent him packing.”




Rachel took a deep breath and put her hands on her hips. She was exhausted, emotionally spent. She took another deep breath and placed her hand across her chest.




“I tried,” Rachel cried. “I tried to be a good wife. All I wanted was for someone to love me.”




Sylvia was at her side as Rachel wept openly. Another group hug was in order—even Marvin joined in.




The room was silent. When Rachel’s sobs subsided, Sylvia helped her back into the chair. Rachel looked up, her head moving from side to side. She took another deep breath and sniffed.




“I didn’t tell anyone; I knew they’d find out soon enough. And the streets proved me right. I know that I’ve been called everything from crazy to stupid to don’t have good sense, but that was the old Rachel. Today, I’m taking my life back. I’m going to close my Ex-Files for good.”




“Good for you,” the women shouted.




And then there was this handsome man sitting in front of her named Marvin who had come to join their group. Rachel wasn’t sure what the look on his face meant, but she wasn’t going to be sidetracked by a friendly smile, a seductive wink or even a well-maintained body. She wasn’t going to put up with any more crap from any man. Sylvia’s voice brought her out of her daze.




“It’s time to take a break. Let’s close the Files for a moment. We’ve got a long way before they will be completely clean. This is a start. Now let’s eat up. I’ve got plenty in the kitchen.”




“I’m starved,” Claudette said, “and I need a cigarette.”




“Me, too,” Ashley chimed in, “but I can do without the smokes.”




“I know something smells good,” Mona said.




“You ready to eat, Rachel?” Sylvia asked. “It might be a little messy, but I’ve got ribs.”




Rachel shook her head no. She closed her eyes for a second. When she looked up, Marvin was standing in front of her offering his hand.




“I think if you eat a little something, you might feel better,” came his baritone voice.




Rachel’s hand shook like a palm tree in a hurricane as she tried to take his outstretched one. She wiped her eyes with the back of her other hand and said, “Okay.”















EX-cuses don’t count










“Girl, these ribs are kicking,” Claudette said, swinging a braid out of her face to keep it out of the sauce.




“She didn’t cook them.” Mona groaned. “The least you could have done was asked me to cater this event for you, Sylvia.”




“Girl, eat your food,” Sylvia said, licking the barbecue from her fingers. “You know I don’t spend much time in the kitchen.”




“Well, it tastes wonderful, Sylvia,” Marvin said. “My compliments to the chef, whoever it may happen to be.”




The ladies giggled.




“You have to admit, Marvin,” Mona interjected, “this ain’t nothing like Mona’s Cuisine. I’ve catered how many functions for your company?”




“Hmmm, five maybe six…”




“Too many to count. But this will do.”




“That’s not nice, Mona,” Claudette cut in between spoonfuls of baked beans.




“Ahh, Sylvia knows I’m messing with her. If I didn’t enjoy cooking myself, I’d probably be eating out, too.”




“Are you all right, Rachel?” Sylvia asked.




Rachel sat on the bar stool listening to the others’ antics. She seemed withdrawn, but managed to put a weak smile on her face.




“Yeah, I’m fine. I have a slight headache, but I’ll eat something in a minute.”




“So Ashley, how long have you been an Ex?” Mona inquired.




Ashley looked at Mona thoughtfully, then put the meatless bone on her plate. “It was final two weeks ago.”




“Oh,” Mona said. “Still fresh.”




“Yes, the look of those eyes of his that wanted to kill when the judge awarded me the house and half of everything we owned is still fresh in my mind.”




“I’m sorry,” Mona said. “Didn’t mean to open up fresh wounds.”




Ashley got up from her chair and left the room in a hurry, with Sylvia close on her heels.




“There you go, meddling again,” Claudette said.




“How was I supposed to know that she had just left the divorce court?” Mona replied.




Claudette waved a hand at her in disapproval.




 




Marvin got up from his seat and walked over to the pan of ribs. There was something about Rachel that tugged at his heartstrings. She seemed so fragile, yet feisty—easy to break but tough enough to fight back. He thought she was courageous to get up before the group and share her story with them. It took a lot of guts to reach way down in your soul.




“Would you like me to get you some ribs?” he asked her. “They’re pretty good.”




Rachel placed her hand on Marvin’s arm. “No, not at the moment,” she replied. Then, as if realizing for the first time that her hand was resting on Marvin’s arm, she jerked away, but not before Marvin felt the flutter in his stomach.




“Now, that’s a fine brother, Claudette,” Mona whispered.




“So why aren’t you with him?” Claudette shot back.




“He’s not my type. I like those dark, baldheaded brothers with a little more thickness to them.”




“You’re a trip, Mona. If he asked to jump your bones right now, you’d be waiting on him to get his clothes off.”




“Looks like he’s got his eye on Ms. Rachel. She wouldn’t know what to do with a good man if he fell into her lap.”




“Well, right now,” Claudette said, “a man is the furthest thing from her mind. And I don’t blame her with all the heartache she’s been through.”




“Yeah, I admit it was tough listening to her story. Makes you wonder what goes on in a woman’s head when they see a guy like Reuben and ‘playa’ is written all over his face.”




“What’s done is done,” Claudette said. “Right now, I’m going to have a second helping of ribs.”




“Eat up,” Mona said. “Our new divorcee is returning, probably ready to spill her Ex-Files. I like thatEx- Files.”




“Ten more minutes before we head back into the meeting room to finish up,” Sylvia said as she and Ashley returned to the their seats. “Four more files to open.”




Marvin sneaked a glance at Rachel, but she refused to look in his direction. He picked up his plate and tossed the remains of his meal in the trash. He moved toward the door of the kitchen, then doubled back and stood before Rachel. She had a smile on her face as she slowly looked up into his, and it warmed him from the inside out.




“What is it, Marvin?” Rachel asked, her hand to the side of her face.




“I really think you should eat something. It might do your headache some good.”




“That session wore me out, and I could stand to forgo a meal or two.”




Marvin looked at her petite frame and thought she could pass for a fashion model. She was a breath of fresh air.




“No excuses. In fact, you could stand to put on a pound or two.”




Rachel gasped and held her stomach to keep from laughing. “Marvin, you are funny. You really are funny.”




“Why don’t I get you a small plate—just eat a little something. See, you haven’t heard my story yet. I’ve got some crazy stuff in my files, too.”




Rachel grinned. She liked this guy. “Would you mind getting me a Coke, too?”
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