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Praise for STAND YOUR GROUND

“Murray has written a tension-packed novel around the hot-buzz national topic of an unarmed black youth shot by a white male, an act then subjected to the Stand Your Ground rule as a legal defense tactic . . . Murray’s writing admirably shows the often overlooked human emotions following racial violence . . . The pulled-from-the-headlines story line will captivate readers.”

—Library Journal (starred review)

“Murray, winner of several African American Literary Awards for fiction, powerfully captures the nuances and tragedies engendered by stand-your-ground laws. A must-read.”

—Booklist (starred review)

“Using a vivid, realistic premise, she takes a 360-degree view to bring all sides to the forefront for us to enjoy, learn from, judge, and celebrate. Stand Your Ground has great literary relevance for our time.”

—USA Today

Praise for FOREVER AN EX

“Murray spices up her story line with plenty of juicy scandals . . . Readers seeking an inspirational tale with broad themes of trust, betrayal, and forgiveness will do well by choosing Murray’s latest effort.”

—Library Journal

Praise for FORTUNE & FAME

“The scandalous characters unite again in Fortune & Fame, Murray and Billingsley’s third and best collaboration. This time brazen Jasmine and Rachel, who has zero shame, have been cast on First Ladies, a reality TV show that builds one’s brand and threatens to break another’s marriage. Sorry, buttered popcorn is not included.”

—Essence

“Priceless trash talk marks this story about betrayal, greed, and stepping on anyone in your way. A great choice for folks who spend Sunday mornings in the front pew.”

—Library Journal

Praise for NEVER SAY NEVER

“Readers, be on the lookout for Victoria Christopher Murray’s Never Say Never. You’ll definitely need to have a buddy-reader in place for the lengthy discussion that is bound to occur.”

—USA Today

Praise for THE EX FILES

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

—Publishers Weekly

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

—Urban Reviews Online

Praise for DESTINY’S DIVAS

“With Destiny’s Divas, author Victoria Christopher Murray triumphs again. The depth and storytelling mastery in her latest novel demonstrate why she is the grande dame of urban Christian fiction.”

—FreshFiction.com

Praise for SINNERS & SAINTS

“Murray and Billingsley keep things lively and fun.”

—Juicy magazine

“Double the fun, with a message of faith, Sinners & Saints will delight readers with two of their favorite characters from two of their favorite authors. It’s a match made in heaven!”

—Grace Magazine

Praise for THE DEAL, THE DANCE, AND THE DEVIL

“Murray’s story has the kind of momentum that prompts you to elbow disbelief aside and flip the pages in horrified enjoyment.”

—The Washington Post

Praise for SINS OF THE MOTHER

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

—FictionAddict.com

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

—Afro.com

Praise for LADY JASMINE

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

—Essence

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

—The Huntsville Times (Alabama)

Praise for TOO LITTLE, TOO LATE

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

—The Clarion-Ledger (Jackson, Mississippi)

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

—Midwest Book Review

Praise for A SIN AND A SHAME

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

—RomanceInColor.com

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

—ReShonda Tate Billingsley, Essence bestselling author of I Know I’ve Been Changed

Praise for LUST

“Murray has penned hot, steamy scenes in which her protagonist’s imagination runs wild, followed by the consequences of her realizing her dangerous dreams. A jarring twist at the end has the reader wondering who the good guys really are.”

—Booklist (starred review)

“Murray mixes quite a bit of passion, a touch of treachery, and some good old-fashioned revenge.”

—Library Journal

“Keeps you at the edge of your seat until the last page.”

—Urban Reviews Online

“A topsy-turvy tale of passion on steroids.”

—Essence
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It is crazy that I would think something like this would never happen. Just wasn’t reasonable to believe that my mom, who was eighty-four and in failing health, would live forever.

But that’s what I thought.

And then, on September 24, 2017, reality paid me a visit.

I’ve lost so many, but losing you, Mommie, has been the hardest. I haven’t yet figured out how to paste my heart back together, but because of who you were and who you raised me to be, I believe that I’ll be able to do it.

I still cry and my heart still aches, but my soul sings because I know where you are. And at night when I close my eyes real tight, I can hear your whispers and feel your hugs.

So this, my thirtieth novel, is dedicated to you, Jacqueline Christopher. The best mom on earth, who is now resting at your home in heaven.

I will love you forever and I will continue to use the gifts that I was given and that you nurtured.

God bless you, Mommie.
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Keisha Jones

My mama was a whore.

Those words played in my mind as I stared at my mama’s photo, then pressed the picture frame against my chest.

My mama was a whore and that was what killed her.

I held no judgment about how my mama lived. From the time I was a little girl, I knew Daisy Jones was a hustler, doing whatever she had to do to put a roof over us and food inside of us. So I could never judge a woman who took care of more than her business, she took care of her child.

Daisy Jones was more than my mother, she was my mama, and there is a difference. It was my mama that I loved, not the woman who serviced men at the truck stop right off I-530.

And anyway, what else was she supposed to do, having been born in White Haven, Arkansas, all the way back before the millennium became new? Not that I had any issues with my hometown or with 1977, the year my mama was born. It was just a fact that if you were a black girl with only a middle school education, your choices were limited to cleaning somebody’s house, frying somebody’s fish, or going for that higher hourly position turning tricks.

My mama went for the dollars, and again, no judgment. Because if she hadn’t worked hard for that money, I would never have been born.

Whatever she did, at least she worked until she couldn’t. At least she kept a roof over my head until now.

Pulling the picture away from me, my fingers traced the outline of her jaw. If I closed my eyes again, I was sure I would be able to see her, feel her. Because she had just been here yesterday.

I swept my fingers over the glass frame as if I were combing her hair. Her beautiful hair, which was poofed into an Afro, silver, even though she was only forty.

I guess that was what a hard life did to you. Turned your outside old and your insides out before it was your time.

“Keisha?”

I faced the voice and the nurse standing in the doorway. She wore flowered scrubs again; today, they were blue. And she wore the same tight-lipped smile she’d been giving me all week. I gave that smile right back to her, even though I suspected hers was sincere. Mine was only proof that for everything Daisy had done wrong, she’d done her best to raise me right.

“You good?” Nurse Burns asked me.

Again, because I’d been raised right I didn’t tell Nurse Burns she’d just asked the stupidest question in the history of stupid questions. How could I be good when my mom had died less than three hours ago? So instead of cussing her out, I turned back to my mama’s bathrobe, which I’d just folded.

While the nurse stood not saying a word, I reached for Mama’s comb and brush. Next, I went for the plastic case that held my mama’s dentures, but the nurse said, “Don’t take those.”

I tilted my head. I wasn’t sure what I was going to do with the teeth for the bottom left side of her mouth. I didn’t know if I wanted to keep them as some kind of memento that my mama had half a mouth of fake teeth—yeah, at forty.

The nurse walked over to the table and handed me Mama’s toothbrush.

Really? She didn’t want me to keep her teeth, but she was giving me her toothbrush?

She said, “The administrator has some papers for you.”

I wondered what kind of papers were needed for death.

Nurse Burns must’ve seen the question on my face because she explained, “You have to sign where you want them to take your mother.”

Take her? “What?” I frowned.

“Which funeral home?” Her tone sounded like she thought I was slow. “I was thinking you wanted her over at Brown’s, but you have to sign the papers and tell them that.”

I paused. “If I take her to Brown’s, won’t I have to give them some money?”

She nodded and then she stared as if she were trying to figure me out. Well, it was my turn to explain some things to her. “I don’t have any money.”

“You don’t have to use your own money. The insurance will take care of this.”

For a second, I waited for her to laugh, and when she didn’t, I did. “My mama didn’t have no insurance. She didn’t even have medical insurance.”

“What about relatives? Or your church? Surely there are people who will help bury your mother.”

That only made me laugh harder. People who would help me? I guess since she didn’t live in White Haven, she didn’t know my life. “Look, I don’t have no money, I don’t have no insurance, I don’t have no friends. So the people here, they’re gonna have to bury her.”

Her eyes widened. “No, Keisha, you don’t want to do that. You want to give your mother a proper burial. If you leave her here, and leave her to the state”—she lowered her eyes, shook her head—“you’ll never know what happened to her.”

“I know what happened to her.” I paused. “She died.” And then, I went right back to doing what I’d been doing before the nurse interrupted me with this foolishness. It wasn’t that I didn’t love my mama—I loved her lots. But with her death, we had parted.

Looking at my mama’s robe, I gathered the comb and brush, her dentures and toothbrush into the center. With the exception of a few things she’d left at home, this was all my mama had in the world.

“Let me get you something to carry that out.”

“Nah, I’ll carry everything in this.” I folded my mama’s worldly possessions inside the robe, then pressed the bundle to my chest.

I nodded at the nurse, pursed my lips again into that tight smile, and walked past her.

She said nothing until I was at the door. “Keisha, wait.”

Turning, I faced her and stared as she held up the book in her hand. “You forgot this.”

I started to shake my head, but one of the things I’d learned about Nurse Burns over the weeks of my visits to this hospice was that she was one of those pushy broads who kept talking until someone shut her up. So instead of saying what I wanted to say, I decided I could show her better than I could tell her.

I tucked my mama’s bathrobe bundle under my arm, then took quick steps to Nurse Burns. My eyes were on hers when I grabbed Mama’s Bible and my eyes stayed locked with hers when I dumped the book into the trash next to where my mama had laid her head.

Nurse Burns gasped, and stumbled back and away, like she thought lightning might be about to strike.

I almost laughed, though I didn’t because I pitied her more than I found her funny. So I said, “Bye,” and turned.

But when Nurse Burns called my name again, I whipped around. “What? I’m not taking the Bible.”

She shook her head, swallowed, and pointed to the other picture that Mama had brought to the hospice with her. The picture that I always kept away from my glance.

“What . . . what . . . about . . . this?” She sounded as if she were afraid of me now. As if my blasphemy might be contagious and it was an illness she didn’t want to catch.

I was pissed, but I couldn’t take that out on Nurse Burns. How would she know that photo wasn’t really a photo, but a dagger that sliced my heart?

I shook my head, but then, Nurse Burns got her groove back. Because even though I’d threatened her life by tossing that Bible into the trash, she still lifted the picture and held it toward me. She was doing that pushy thing again, and now, because she hadn’t left it alone, she was ’bout to get her feelings hurt—again.

That meant I had to walk across the room once more, though this time, I didn’t look at Nurse Burns. My glance was somewhere over her shoulder, looking out the window—my insurance that my eyes wouldn’t drop to the picture by accident.

I grabbed the frame, and with my gaze still somewhere on the horizon, I tossed the picture to the right.

My aim was great. The photo landed with a thump. Right on top of the Bible. Right in the trash, where they both belonged.

Again, Nurse Burns gasped, but this time there was more sadness than shock in her sound. And this time, when I walked to the door, I made my way all the way through because Nurse Burns didn’t have another word to say to me.
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Gabrielle Wilson Flores

Mommy, I finished my cereal and I’m ready to go.”

I looked up from where I sat at the edge of my bed, trying to squeeze my foot into this gorgeous new black pump with a metallic heel that I’d been dying to wear since I’d made this fabulous purchase at an end-of-season sale last February.

But I forgot all about my shoes when I took in the sight of my daughter. I wasn’t sure if I should cry out in horror or if I should bust out laughing. The way the snickers began to rise up, told me which emotion was winning.

It wasn’t that Bella had done all that bad of a job. By themselves, the green tights would have worked . . . without her pink tutu, red-striped hat, and black patent leather Mary Janes. And on any day walking down a Los Angeles street, I was likely to see someone four times Bella’s age wearing the same thing.

But while her clothes worked in LA, they wouldn’t work at her Beverly Hills preschool. “Bella, sweetheart . . . what happened to the clothes that I laid out on your bed?”

She bounced into the room. “I wanna wear this instead.”

“Babe,” Mauricio began as he burst into our bedroom from his closet in the master bath. “I need help with this tie. Can you . . .” He paused as he took in our daughter. “Oh, Bella. You look . . . lovely.”

“Thank you, Daddy.” She scooted onto our bed.

I gave my husband a hard side-eye. Now what was I going to do? As soon as I told Bella she had to change, she would call on the name of her father. She would cry and tell me her daddy said she looked . . . lovely. I took a deep breath. It would serve him right if I made him take her to school wearing that circus attire.

“You gonna help me, babe?” Mauricio said, turning his attention to me.

I stood and hobbled over to him since I was wearing only one four-inch shoe. I grabbed the end of the tie and resisted the urge to wrap it around his neck and pull—my revenge for the position he’d put me in with our five-year-old.

But it was standing in front of him that made my distress fade away. Because this Latin flame still set my heart (and other parts of me) on fire. He was so hot, blazing even more now than he’d been when I married him six years ago.

With just a few folds and bends, I had Mauricio set.

“Thanks, babe.” He kissed my cheek. Turning to Bella, he said, “So, you’re ready for school?”

Bella and I spoke at the same time.

“Yes,” she said.

“No,” I shouted. “Really, Mauricio?”

“What?”

“Stop playing,” I said before I turned to the only female in the world who could go to war with me and sometimes win. “Bella, you can’t wear that to school.”

From the corner of my eye, I saw my husband tiptoeing from the room. Chicken!

Bella folded her arms. “I wanna wear this.”

“You have to wear the clothes I laid out for you.”

She pouted. “I don’t want to wear those clothes.”

“Today is picture day, so you can’t wear your tutu.”

She squinted. “Those clothes are too ugly for pictures.”

I raised my eyebrows. Was this little girl questioning my taste in fashion? And then, I wondered, why was I having this debate with a five-year-old? I was the mama, a black mama.

So I did the only thing that gave me the upper hand. I put that bass in my voice and then I folded my arms, I pouted, and I squinted. “Bella!” Then, I extended my arm, pointed toward the door, and even though her tears flowed right away, she scooted off the bed and rushed past me—in fear.

That part didn’t make me feel good. I wanted to raise my daughter to think her own thoughts and speak her own mind and always feel free to do both. But when it was seven forty-three and I had to leave by seven fifty if I wanted to drop Bella by eight fifteen and then get over to my office by nine—I just didn’t have time for a free-thinking, self-speaking, pink-tutu-wearing child.

As I hobbled back to the bed to slip on my other shoe, my husband peeked into the room.

“Imagine this is a white handkerchief,” he said, waving his hand before he stepped inside.

I rolled my eyes, but he’d come prepared to fight. He reached into his arsenal and gave me one of those dimpled grins that disarmed me, and I melted. The way I always did.

He said, “The only reason I told her she looked so good was because it’s important to build our little girl’s self-esteem.”

“How in the world will letting her go out dressed like a clown help?”

“I’m sure there was a time when you dressed just like that.” Before I could call him all kinds of things that had nothing to do with his name, Mauricio pressed his lips against mine—another one of his weapons. But not even a full second passed when my cell phone vibrated on the nightstand. Mauricio reached for it, glanced at the screen, then answered the call, “What’s up, Pops?”

I frowned. My father never called this early in the morning. Not that he wasn’t awake. By six, he was at his desk at the trucking company I’d encouraged him to buy nine years ago when I was getting my MBA. His mornings were always chaotic, getting the schedules set and truckers on the road, which was why him wanting to chat at this time was so unusual.

“Yeah, she’s right here,” Mauricio said. “You good?”

My husband nodded as he listened to my father’s words, though I saw a bit of concern in his eyes.

“Okay, here she is.”

I grabbed the phone. “Hey, Daddy.”

“Morning, sweetness. Listen . . . I know you’re busy.”

“No, I’m not,” I said as I eyed Bella sulking back into our bedroom. She’d done what I’d asked. But then she’d put her tutu on top of the khaki pants. I sighed as I returned my attention to my father. “I’m good,” I told him. “What’s up?”

“Can you stop by and see me this morning? Just for a few minutes. I have something I have to . . .” The way he paused made the frown in my mind deepen. “I have something I need to talk to you about.”

“Okay. I’ll drop Bella off and then swing by your office . . .”

“I’m at home. Come here.”

At home? After six in the morning? “Daddy, is everything all right?”

“I’ll talk to you when you get here.” Then he hung up without I love you, have a great day, without any kind of his normal good-bye. I stared at the phone as if my cell could give me more insight.

“What’s up with Pops?” Mauricio’s voice cut through my thoughts.

“I’m wondering the same thing.” I shook my head. “Daddy wants me to stop by his house.” Looking up at my husband, I added, “Something’s wrong.”

Mauricio gave me a slow nod. “Well . . . it doesn’t make sense to speculate when all you have to do is get over there and find out what’s going on. So this is what we’ll do. You finish getting dressed and get over to your dad’s, and I’ll”—he turned to Bella, who had once again scooted onto our bed—“take Bella to school.”

“Yay.” Bella clapped, then jumped up and into her father’s arms.

Mauricio planted her onto the floor, then, holding her hand, he twirled her around, and her giggles were a song that filled our bedroom. He said, “I’ll take you to school, and you can even wear your tutu.”

“Yay!” Bella sang again.

Thoughts of my father shot right out of my head. But before I could call my husband all kinds of crazy, he added, “Yup, you can wear it all the way to school and then you’ll leave it in the car and put it right back on when I pick you up and take you to get some ice cream.”

There were more cheers from our daughter as she looked at me, her brown eyes filled with triumph as if she’d won the war between us. I shook my head at both of them.

“Go get your backpack and meet me downstairs.”

“Okay, Daddy.”

Bella ran to the door, but then, made a quick U-turn and charged back into the room. She wrapped her arms around my neck. “Bye, Mommy. Have a good day.” And then she smacked a kiss onto my cheek.

“Thank you, sweetheart. You have a great day, too.”

She dashed out of our bedroom and I turned my attention back to my husband. “Really? She can wear the tutu and get ice cream?”

“Look, you just witnessed a high-powered negotiation,” he said, nothing but seriousness in his voice. “Everybody won. Bella’s going to school dressed exactly the way you want, but before and after, she gets to be the prima ballerina she’s determined to be.”

“And who’s the winner with all of that sugar she’ll have before dinner this evening?”

He shrugged. “In any good negotiation, you have to give a little to get what you want. And what I wanted most was for you to focus on your father.”

Inside my mind, thoughts of Bella and her tutu and ice cream screeched to a halt. “Thank you,” I said. “I do need to get over there.”

“So call me after you talk to him, okay?”

I nodded and he kissed my cheek.

“And do what Bella said. Have a good day. And don’t worry.”

“I won’t.”

He glanced back over his shoulder. “Liar. But you’re such a beautiful one.”

I watched Mauricio strut from the room, and like always, he left me with a smile. But then when I thought about my dad, the cheer that I’d felt dimmed.

Mauricio was right, though. There was no need to worry when I didn’t even know what was going on. So I slipped on my other shoe, then rushed into my closet for the matching jacket to my skirt.

I needed to get to Venice as fast as I could and find out what the heck was going on.
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Keisha

I didn’t want to open my eyes. Because if I did, then I’d have to face the first morning, the first day, the beginning of the first week, month, and year without my mama. But if I kept my eyes closed, maybe I could stop time from ticking. And if I could stop time from ticking, maybe I’d be able to figure out a way to rewind it and take back all that God had taken away.

So I kept my eyes closed and snuggled under the most valuable of Mama’s possessions—this afghan that one of her johns had given to her. She loved it so much she hadn’t even taken it with her to the hospice.

“I don’t want all that sickness getting up in this,” she told me when I’d brought it to her. “Take it home so it’ll be waiting for me when I get out of here.”

I’d only done what she said because I wanted her to have the hope in her last days that I didn’t have. And if taking this home made her smile (and it did), then I was going to do it.

The fragrance of her perfume lingered in the yarn, and it made me remember the day when she told me that John—that’s what she called all of the men, her regulars and her one-nighters—had given her this as a gift.

“John brought it back for me from Morocco,” she told me with pride swelling her chest.

That day, all I did was smile, and I kept it to myself that I’d seen a whole bunch of these in the Walmart when I went up there one day to get money from my boyfriend, Buck. I just let her have her fantasy and now, I wanted to have mine. And if I didn’t open my eyes . . .

But then, the rattling of the front door made my eyes spring open. When the banging started, I stiffened at the force of the knock that made the door vibrate.

“Keisha! If you’re in there . . .” Mrs. Johnson’s shouts echoed through the neighborhood, I was sure. “Keisha!”

Even though I was in the back room (there were only two rooms in this shack), I did my best not to blink or breathe. Not even when I heard the doorknob jiggle. Then the sound of the key in the lock almost made my heart stop, even though I knew Mrs. Johnson couldn’t get in. Buck had changed the locks last week while Mrs. Johnson was at work because I’d been prepared for this moment.

“Keisha! If you’re in there, this is your notice. I’m calling the sheriff.”

After another moment or so, I heard her footsteps stomping along the driveway. It was only when I heard her back door slam shut that I exhaled. Still, I stayed in my mama’s bed for a few seconds before I swung my legs over the side and, wearing nothing but my bra and panties, tiptoed across the chilly wooden floor to the window. I held my breath as I slipped open a single blind and peeked through just to make sure Mrs. Johnson didn’t have a new trick to get her rent money. I saw nothing and so I bounced back onto the bed. I was glad I’d been in the back room instead of on the sofa in the front, which was my normal resting place. If I’d been up there, Mrs. Johnson may have seen my shadow, and if she’d thought that I was in here, she would have tried to break the door down.

This game of me hiding and Mrs. Johnson seeking was not going to play out much longer. Mama and I hadn’t paid the rent in three months, not since she went into that hospice and Medicaid took everything from her—the few dollars she had in the bank and even her Social Security check. They didn’t care nothin’ ’bout me, saying that I was old enough to take care of myself. But I’d been taking care of my mama. And when I did have a chance to work, my tips at Beryl’s House of Beauty weren’t enough to pay attention, let alone this five-hundred-dollar rent.

Lying back, it was unbelievable that at twenty-two I wasn’t any better off than when I’d been two. At least it felt that way. I mean, Mama did all she could to take care of me. But we’d always struggled, moving from shack to shack when we didn’t have enough money to pay the rent.

But one thing we’d never had to do—we’d never had to live out of our car, which was the move it seemed I was going to have to make. I was going to have to add “a house to sleep in” as another thing that I didn’t have because of what God had done to me.

It wasn’t that big a deal, I guessed. I’d been used to “not having” my whole life. I never had any friends, never had any new clothes, never had a real Christmas. I was raised with “not having.”

I got used to most of it. But no matter what I did, no matter how hard I tried, I could never get used to not having a daddy.

That thought made me open my eyes, sit up, scoot to the top of the bed, and rest against the wall where a headboard was supposed to be. Pulling my knees up to my chest, I wrapped my arms around my legs and remembered . . .

I stomped up the stairs, then threw the hard plastic backpack that Mama had gotten from the Goodwill onto the porch. My school books were so heavy the bag hit the wooden planks with a thud, making the porch rattle. But I didn’t even care that Mama didn’t like me doing that; I just swung the screen door back, then pushed the front door open. “Mama!” I called out.

“Keisha! Hush with all that noise.”

I paused. Her voice was coming from the bathroom, so I marched back there, making my steps hard so before I even got there, Mama would know I was mad. I stopped at the open door, only because there wasn’t enough space for the two of us to fit inside that bathroom and Mama took up most of the room just by standing in front of the sink. She was brushing that red stuff on her cheeks, and that meant she was going out to work tonight. And if she was going to work, then I was going to be stuck having a peanut butter and jelly sandwich for dinner again. Which wouldn’t be bad if I hadn’t had it for lunch this whole week.

She said, “And what did I tell you about calling me Mama? My name is Daisy. Just like I call you Keisha, and I don’t call you child or daughter, I call you by your name and I want you to call me by mine.”

That was something that I hated. All the other kids had to call their mothers Mama. I didn’t want to call her Daisy. But right now, that was not what I wanted to talk to my mama about.

Looking at her through the mirror, I said, “Mama . . . I mean, Daisy, Mrs. Burgess said in school today that everybody has a daddy.”

“You don’t,” she said, and for a moment, I was stuck, kinda fascinated at how my mama could put mascara on without blinking.

But then I got right back on the subject. I crossed my arms. Now she was adjusting her blond wig, the one that had hair flowing all the way down her back, stopping at her butt. She only wore that wig for special johns—that was what she told me. But I couldn’t let her go out and have a good time when today was the most miserable day of my whole life.

“All the kids in class laughed at me. Because when we were talking about reproduction, I told them that I didn’t have a daddy.”

“You don’t,” she repeated.

I stomped my foot. “I do! Mrs. Burgess said that I do. She told me everybody has a mama and everybody has a daddy. That’s how we all got here. It’s called biology.”

“Well”—Mama smacked her lips and then patted her lipstick with a piece of toilet paper—“your teacher doesn’t know anything. She certainly doesn’t know what she’s talking about.”

“She knows a lot because she went to college,” I said.

My mama’s hands stopped moving and she glared at me through the mirror. My heart started beating fast—that look that she gave me sometimes came with a backhand right in my mouth. But even though I was scared that she might pop me, I didn’t care if I got in trouble. I glared right back at her because I always asked my mama about my daddy and she always told me I didn’t have one. But today, for the first time, I knew that wasn’t true. I knew now that she had been lying to me my whole nine years on earth, and I wanted to know who was my daddy?

“Young lady, I don’t care if she went to college.” Mama turned around and faced me. With her face so smooth and her lips so red, she almost looked like a movie star. She said, “If your teacher said everybody has a daddy, then everybody does . . .”

I smiled. Finally, she was going to tell me the truth.

Then, Mama said, “Everybody but you.”

[image: Image]

EVEN NOW, THAT memory made me sigh. That was the way the story always went—at least the story that came from my mama. She never did tell me, but years later, when I was in the ninth grade, I found out the whole truth—though it didn’t come from her. And finding out came at a really high price for a fourteen-year-old girl.

That was something I didn’t want to remember, at least not right now. So I rolled over and thought about my mama. But right away, I was sorry because I began to wonder what did those people at the hospice do with her? Where did they put her? Was she in one of those graveyards behind one of the churches? Had they buried her yet? Would they tell me where she was, and if they did, would I ever go to see her?

“No!” I said aloud. I didn’t go to cemeteries.

I rolled over, and grabbed my cell phone. Looking at Instagram was way better than filling my mind with thoughts of my mama. I clicked on that app, then went straight to the page I always checked out first. Scrolling through, I was disappointed there weren’t any new posts since I’d checked yesterday; actually, there had been nothing new since Friday, and I always hated when that happened. I lived a different life through all of those glamorous Instagram pictures, and with the way I was feeling today, I needed to imagine myself in the photos standing next to celebrities, wearing all of those designer clothes, having my hair and makeup done by people who knew what they were doing. But without anything new posted on her page, there wasn’t anything new I could imagine.

Still, I checked out the hundreds of photos that I’d seen thousands of times. That kept me busy and my mind away from my troubles for about an hour. But now it was almost nine, and I had to get over to Beryl’s to at least make enough money to eat.

It was going to be a bit of a challenge to get out of here. I wouldn’t be able to take a shower because I didn’t want Mrs. Johnson to hear the water running. So I’d just wash up, then climb the back fence because I couldn’t walk past the front house. I had parked my truck about six streets over so that Mrs. Johnson would never know when I was home. Just thinking about all of that sneaking around made me tired already, but I was my mama’s child—I was going to do what I had to do.

Looking at the last photo one more time, I took a minute to imagine myself at that party. Then, I clicked off Instagram. But I didn’t move for a moment. I pressed the cell phone to my chest and closed my eyes. One day. Although I didn’t yet have a plan, I had a purpose. One day soon.
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Gabrielle

My assistant Pamela’s voice floated through my car’s Bluetooth connection. “Nope, you’re free this morning. I cannot remember another Monday like this.”

“I guess it’s because Justus is out of town,” I said, referring to my agency’s biggest client.

“Yeah. Probably.” The way Pamela sighed, I could tell she was glad her only dealings with our star client would be over the phone for the next week.

Justus was a great guy, a friend—and a little more—from back in the day. His star had risen, and then he’d remembered mine. He’d helped me and my best friend, Regan, start and put our PR firm, Media Connections Consulting Group, on the map, and then he became our PR when he told everyone how I’d been central to his success.

While he was a blessing, there was the other side, too. His demands grew in direct proportion to his success. While he may have been about 50 percent of my company’s revenues, he was 99 percent of our time and effort.

“Okay, great. So I don’t have to cancel any meetings,” I said, grateful that Pamela knew my calendar because with all that was on my plate, I never knew where I was supposed to be. “This works. I’ll be in the office around ten.”

“Gotcha. We’re good. I’ll let Regan know.”

“Okay,” I said, knowing that my best friend and my assistant would hold it all down for me while I took care of . . . what? I started worrying all over again—what was going on with my father?

I was so glad I’d spoken to Pamela all the way on my short but rush-hour-traffic-filled drive from Santa Monica to Venice where my dad still lived in the house where I was raised. For a moment, I let my thoughts drift back on those memories of growing up just six blocks from the beach, on a street where I knew everyone who lived in every house, but never realizing then how special that was.

Venice had one heck of a bad reputation back in the eighties and nineties, but I was an insider with a different view. What outsiders never saw was a residential community filled with family and longtime friends.

Just driving down Lincoln Boulevard altered my thoughts. My dad’s call was probably nothing more than him needing some advice for his trucking business. Yup, that was probably what it was. My dad had been a truck driver from the moment he graduated from high school. And for twenty-five of those years, he’d worked for one company—Moss Trucking. But then in 2008, under a special project that I was working on during my first year of business school, I convinced my dad to buy the company, which had been up for sale for two years.

Parents were supposed to be proud of their children, but I always loved that scripture in Proverbs that said parents were the pride of their children. Because Elijah Wilson had made me so proud when, after balking at first, he’d stepped out on major faith and without a college degree or any kind of training, had purchased the company. Then my father had not only turned a profit the first year, but was managing to slowly grow the company each year.

I only knew my father’s company’s financials because I was on his board—a board of one . . . then two, once Mauricio and I married. But there wasn’t much Mauricio and I had to do. We reviewed his sales and banking records because even though Daddy had an accountant that Mauricio had interviewed and hired, my dad didn’t trust anyone except for family.

Maybe that’s why Daddy wants to see me. Something to do with the board.

That was my thought as I made a right turn onto Brooks Avenue, then slowed my roll as I steered down the residential street. Two blocks down, I swung into the driveway and pulled up behind my dad’s Ford Explorer. When I glanced at the clock on my dashboard, the time brought all of my concerns back. Nine thirty-eight. By now, my dad would usually have put in almost half a day at work.

I raised a stop sign in my head. Why was I stressing when I was right here? Slipping from my car, I locked it, then walked onto the porch, which creaked with each of my steps. I pushed open the guard gate, then knocked once before I used my key to enter.

“Daddy,” I called out.

“Gabrielle . . . is that you?”

I frowned. When my dad walked into the living from the hall that led to his bedroom, his gait was slow, his steps seemed heavy. But what was most telling—he was still in his plaid pajamas, covered by his bathrobe. This was a man who rose before the sun. My first words to him were, “What’s wrong, Daddy?”

“Why’re you asking me that?”

Once again, I took in his bathrobe, then decided to answer his question in a different way. “Because you called me by my government name when I came in, so I know something is up.”

“That’s not just your government name,” he protested the way he always did when I kidded him that way, though today, there was a lot more bitter than sweet in his tone. He hugged me, then stepped back. “That’s the name your wonderful mother gave to you.”

As I moved over to the sofa next to my dad’s recliner, we shared a couple of moments of silence. This was something that always happened when my dad spoke of my mom, Mary. She’d been gone for seven years, and while that was supposed to be God’s number of completion, there wasn’t any kind of finality in my dad’s tone when he spoke of the woman whom he said was the love of his forever. He spoke of her like she was the blessed mother, and the void her death left behind still made my heart ache. But what pained me more was that I knew that, seven years after my mother died from heart failure, my dad still cried for her.

“I’m sorry, sweetness,” my dad said as he dropped onto the recliner. “I didn’t mean to snap that way. It’s just that . . .”

I scooted to the edge of the sofa. “What’s wrong?” I didn’t want to go through a whole lot of nothing before we got to the something part of this conversation. My dad already knew how I was, how Mauricio was, how Bella was. He already knew that I was busy at work, and I knew all of that about him, too.

My dad nodded like he agreed—he wanted to get to the point as well. He said, “I needed to talk to you . . . about this.” He pulled a letter from the pocket of his bathrobe, but when I reached for it, he held it back. “I need to tell you something, and I’ll make this as quick as I can.”

Now my mind swirled with a single thought—my father was ill. That letter was from some doctor giving the prognosis of my father’s demise. I had to fight to hold back the tears. I wasn’t ready to lose my father. I had just started breathing after living seven years without my mother.

He said, “Years ago, when I was on the road . . . I had an affair.”

My thoughts came to a screeching halt, backed up, and I blinked to press replay on my father’s words.

“What?”

He repeated what he’d said, then he tried to hand me the letter. But I didn’t take it.

“What?” I said again.

“Read this.” Again, he pushed the letter toward me, but it wasn’t a simple handoff because of the way both of our hands shook. I held the letter and held it and held it, just staring at the proper cursive writing that had written my father’s name and company address on the envelope. In the upper corner, there was an address—a post office box in Arkansas: White Haven.

“Read it, Gabby. It’s easier . . . for me . . . if you read it.”

Now I looked up at him.

He said, “Read it and I’ll explain everything.”

And so I did what my father told me because despite my shock, he was still the dad. I slid the single page from its hiding place, unfolded the paper, and began:

It’s been so many years, my dearest Elijah. You were the only man whose name I cared to know. But there is something that you have to know now. I didn’t have that abortion I told you I was going to have over twenty years ago. I went ahead and had the baby because I didn’t want to kill something growing inside of me. I know you didn’t think the baby was yours. I know that was why you never came back. But this little girl, she is your little baby, she is your little girl. And now, I’m not going to be here much longer, and I can’t leave Keisha by herself. We don’t have no family and we hardly have any friends. I’m dying, and my little girl, our little girl, will be all by herself. I never told her about you because I didn’t want her to feel the rejection I felt and I still feel every time I look at her face. But I’m hoping that you’ll do right by one of your own. Just look at her picture and do the right thing. This is my final request on earth.
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THE LETTER WAS signed formally . . . twice: Sincerely, Yours Truly, Daisy Jones. I read the letter again, mostly because I didn’t want to look up at my father. But when I began reading it for the third time, he called my name.

Now I had no choice. I looked up, but what was I supposed to say?

I was glad when my father spoke. “It’s all true,” he said. “You can ask me anything you want about this, but it’s true.”

“But . . .”

Before I could get any more words out, my father pulled something from the other pocket of his bathrobe. He handed me a photo, and the moment I looked down at it, I gasped. No one would deny that my father was this girl’s father. She had everything that belonged to him—his bushy eyebrows, the cleft in her chin . . . and then there was that mole, right above her lip, in the same spot as my father’s. It was like someone had taken all of his DNA and glued it onto her face.

“Oh my God,” I whispered, pressing my fingertips against my lips.

My eyes returned to my father, and he nodded. “I can’t . . . I don’t even have the words for all of this. But the picture tells the truth.”

“So you had an affair?” I knew that was what my father said when we started, but I was thinking he didn’t really mean an affair-affair. I was thinking more of some kind of social media thing, and I couldn’t be mad at that. My mom was gone and my dad spent so much time working, it would have been good for him to have some kind of social life.

But that was just my denial, because he’d said affair—and affair meant a relationship one wasn’t supposed to have because one was already involved, right? And this picture—this was a picture of a young woman . . . twenty, maybe. This picture told the story of an affair that happened long ago. When my mother was alive.

“I did have an affair. It’s not something I’m proud of, and it’s not something I ever admitted out loud until today.”

I blew out a breath because it was so difficult to wrap my mind around this. My father, who adored my mother, who’d gotten on his knees and cried at her funeral because he couldn’t imagine his life without her. That man . . . had cheated on his wife? And then I had a thought. “Did Mom know?”

He shook his head. “No, I told you, I never spoke of it, and Mary never suspected because it was a thing I carried on for about a year when I was doing that route cross-country delivering to Walmart. It was just . . .” He looked down and away. “It was lonely on the road. On those long-distance trips, I hated being by myself night after night.” But then, my dad’s head shot up. As if he wanted me to see his eyes for his next words. “It had nothing to do with your mother. I loved her with everything in me, and if she had been able to be with me when I traveled . . .” He sighed. “You believe me, don’t you?”

His plea was inside his tone, and I nodded, even though that was not the most important part of this conversation. I wanted to talk about the letter—and what this Daisy Jones said . . . and the young woman . . . who looked just like my father.

“So, the baby . . . you knew you had a baby?”

“No.” The way he shook his head, he’d have a headache by morning for sure. “I never knew about her.”

“But the letter . . .”

“She told me she was pregnant, but I didn’t believe it was mine. Daisy was . . .” He paused as if he was trying to find kind words. “She was a woman who made her living by keeping men company.”

If this weren’t my father, weren’t so personal, weren’t so serious, as a PR professional, I would have paused, just to relish in the brilliance of that spin.

He said, “I was only with her five, maybe six times through that year. I didn’t stop by every time I was in Arkansas ’cause I just couldn’t do it. I felt guilty every single time. So when she said she was pregnant, I asked her why was she telling me.”

I flinched.

He held up his hands. “I wasn’t trying to be disrespectful; it was just like I said, she kept company with many men. I wasn’t fool enough to believe that she was only doing . . . that with me.”

“You told her to get an abortion?”

Again, he shook his head. “No. Because I knew the baby wasn’t mine. How could it be? Five, six times? When she was with so many other men? And we’d used protection.” He paused. “Most of the time.”

Just a minute ago, I appreciated my father’s words, but right now, he made me sad. His denials sounded like so many of the men who sat in my office, pleading for my help to spin them out of paternity claims.

My father said, “After she told me about the baby, after I asked her how could it be mine, she told me she was gonna get an abortion ’cause she didn’t have a lifestyle conducive to a baby. I didn’t give her an opinion one way or the other. I just walked out of that diner and never saw her again.”

“So . . . you weren’t ever curious enough to follow up with her?”

He looked down at his hands again. “Please don’t judge me, sweetness. You have to see this the way I did, for what it was. Being with Daisy was nothing but a temporary solution to being lonely on the road. She was convenient . . .”

“And she got pregnant,” I interrupted him, holding up the picture. “Clearly with your child.”

He gave me a slow nod.

“Wow.”

“I know, it was a wow for me when I got this letter last week.”

Those words made my eyebrows rise almost to the top of my forehead. “You’ve been holding on to this all that time?”

“I just didn’t know what to do.” He shrugged. “I wanted to digest it a bit and then . . . figure it out. Though, from the moment I read that letter, I knew what I had to do, what I wanted to do.”

I nodded, knowing what he meant and agreeing with him. “So did you call”—I glanced at the letter again—“Daisy? Keisha?”

“Daisy didn’t give me any phone number, no address, just a post office box. I have no idea why she would write and tell me this, then not give me any information.”

Frowning, I looked at the letter again. “It sounds like—Is she dying?”

“What’s on that paper is all that I know. But I’m hoping you can help me. Is there a way you can trace this letter back to White Haven? I mean, I could go down there and see if she’s still . . . working in the same places.”

“No,” I said, “I mean, yes. No, you don’t have to do it. I’ll do it. I’ll find Daisy and Keisha.”

“And you’ll bring them here?”

I paused for a moment. Bring them here? To Los Angeles? “Is that what you want?”

He nodded.

I gave him a smile. “Then that’s what I’ll do.”

His relief was palpable as he exhaled, his burden lifted. Together, we sat in silence, each with our own reflections. I wasn’t sure what my father was thinking, but I had one thought.

After a minute or so, I voiced it. “Wow, I may have . . . a sister.”

He nodded. “How do you feel about that?”

I shifted through all that was in my head and my heart. “It’s . . . shocking. But . . .” I paused. Even though I felt his relief, I still felt so much of his distress. Leaning forward, I placed my hand over my father’s. “If she’s your daughter, then I can’t wait to meet my sister.”

His eyes became glassy. “So we’re still in this life together, huh?” my father said, repeating the words that he’d uttered often right after my mom passed away.

“All the time and all the way.” I spoke the same words I always said back to him.

We stood and then my father held me. Now he stood tall and strong, the way I was used to seeing my fifty-seven-year-old father. He was still a good man. That was a truth that would never go away. So, I would help him find Keisha and greet her and accept her with everything in me.

As I thought about it, I began to smile. Wow. In just these few moments, my life had totally changed. But I was ready. I couldn’t wait to take the ride—for my daddy.
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Gabrielle

I knew what it was like to be a zombie. Because from the moment I left my dad’s place, I was on autopilot—or maybe autozombie. That was the only way to explain why I didn’t remember getting on the 10 Freeway or exiting onto LaCienega and rolling up that boulevard all the way to my Beverly Hills office on Wilshire. I made that trip without having a single thought. Really, my mind was blank, even though I kept pressing, trying to think of something.

I guess the Lord didn’t allow me to think because He knew I needed all of my mental capabilities to focus on performing my basic life functions: breathing, blinking, staring straight ahead so that I could maneuver my car without incident.

But now that I was here, all I could do was stumble into the office suite, past Pamela’s empty desk—thank God she had stepped away—and then make it into my office. Every morning when I entered this space, I pushed open the door and paused for a moment to thank God for what He had given to me. The Media Connections Consulting Group may have only been in business for five years, but Regan and I were experiencing the success of an agency that had been around for so much longer. It wasn’t just our client list of more than one hundred celebrities and companies that was impressive—this space with its top-to-bottom windows that covered two walls of this corner office and framed the fantastic view of the Hollywood sign added to my pleasure of coming to work every day. I always wanted to thank God for the overall fabulousness of my life.
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