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Dear Reader:

Thank you for picking up this copy of Daddy by Default by Pat Tucker. Pat is a phenomenal storyteller and it is a pleasure to now have her as a part of the Strebor Books family. The main topic of Daddy by Default intrigued me because, as much as I hate to admit it being a female myself, there are a lot of men in the universe raising and supporting kids because they were bamboozled by trifling females. There are those women who see their children as “paychecks” and even plot to have kids in order to have an influx of monthly funds for eighteen plus years.

The Maury show often has episodes packed to the brim with women who state that they are “one million percent sure” that men are the fathers of their children, only to end up being embarrassed when the DNA tests prove the opposite. Some of them end up testing eight, nine, or even twelve men, searching for the one man whose sperm created their offspring. It is really sad. And while it is easy for a lot of us to blame the men for playing craps with their penises on a regular basis, some women see that as a great opportunity to flip the script.

I hope that you enjoy Daddy by Default and that you will also pick up Pat Tucker’s next novel, Football Widows, about the activities of football coaches’ wives while their husbands are hard at work and traveling to away games. As always, thanks for supporting the authors that I publish under my imprint, Strebor Books. All of us truly appreciate your support. If you would like to contact me, please email me at Zane@eroticanoir.com.

Blessings,
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I never knew there were states where men 
are given a deadline to question paternity— if 
they miss that deadline, guess what?





ROXANNE

Goosebumps rose on my arms and legs. The hairs that stood up on the back of my neck were nothing compared to the chill that touched me to the core. Even at twenty-nine years old I still wasn’t comfortable being in hospitals. I never liked the cold and impersonal feel you got while in there. You always knew bad news was hot on your heels, and this time was no exception. I watched my husband pace the area inside the small exam room as we waited for the doctor to come back. I sat at the very edge of the table with my legs dangling.

“You okay?” he asked again, for the umpteenth time.

I simply nodded. My voice had left long ago. I wasn’t all right, but his was a rhetorical question. I laced my fingers together and placed my hands in my lap.

“What’s taking so damn long?” I muttered nearly to myself. I cringed at the thought of what was to come.

Parker sighed. His broad shoulders slumped. His smooth, chocolate-colored skin seemed to lack its normal glow. I could see the stress etched into his features. Bags had formed beneath his hooded bedroom eyes; his pink lips looked pinched. Parker was in need, but how could I comfort him when I needed comforting myself? I wanted to curl myself into a ball and holler until I woke from this nightmare.

By the time the doctor came back into the room, I had already braced myself for the worst. He was a tall and thick man, of Asian descent; although I couldn’t pinpoint which ethnic group. The sad look in his slanted eyes gave him away before he even spoke. Although I was prepared for his diagnosis, the actual words made my pulse slow.

“Mister and Missus Redman, there’s really no easy way to say this,” he began, and cleared his throat.

Parker came and stood next to me. He grabbed my hand, but I barely gave it to him. I started swallowing back tears and fought against the bile churning in the pit of my belly.

“…so our estimation is the baby died at ten weeks,” I heard him say.

Despite his attempt to handle me, us, gently, his words were still as lethal as a machete that sliced through my chest and punctured my heart. How could my baby have died and I not even know it? I shivered at the thought of what was to come next. We’d been down this road before, but despite that, nothing prepared us for this, for the heartbreak that followed.

“…a D and C,” the doctor was saying now, but I kept hearing the heartbreaking words that had once again changed our lives.

…the baby died at ten weeks.

My head hung low, and I couldn’t even attempt to suppress my sobs, which grew louder. Last time, we didn’t make it out of the first trimester either.

“It’s gonna be okay; we’ll make it through this,” Parker assured me. He stopped short of saying, “just like before.” His voice was soft, soothing, but not enough to ease my pain. I felt Parker’s massive hand rubbing my back as I buried my face into his chest and cried uncontrollably. I felt myself gasping for air as I sat, completely overwhelmed by emotions.

“I, um, if you guys don’t have any questions…” the doctor mumbled.

Parker continued to rub, as my shoulders convulsed.

“Why don’t I give you some time alone? I’ll leave a prescription at the nurses’ station.” The doctor took a few steps, then stopped at the door and turned back to us.

“If you all have any questions, anything at all…” the doctor’s voice trailed off.

I felt Parker move; he must’ve nodded his response, because I didn’t hear anything else. Then I heard the door open and close.

The last time Parker cried like that was the last time we went through this. I couldn’t wrap my mind around why, or even how, we were going through this again. What a way to spend a Friday evening. For us, summer was off to a horrible start.

“Let’s go home,” he mumbled, sniffling back his own tears. He scooped his arm around me and we headed out of the exam room. We stopped long enough to pick up the prescription. The doctor left, then we headed out.

I don’t even remember being led out of the emergency room and into the parking lot. I stood by, watching, as Parker gave his keys to a parking attendant. I was in a fog as he helped me into the car and fastened my seat belt.

“We’re gonna make it through this,” he assured me again as he threw the truck into gear and took off.

“Again,” I emphasized, seething. Tears pushed their way through and I started crying all over again. What had we done to deserve this, again? I didn’t understand.

Friday night traffic was a bit light and I was glad, figuring we’d make it home quickly. After we’d been on the road a while, I said, “I know you’re gonna get tired of this, Park. I know how badly you want kids—just as badly as I do. We’ve been married for three years now and this is our third mis…” I couldn’t bring myself to finish.

He reached over and touched my hand; I couldn’t stop trembling. This wasn’t fair to him; I saw how he watched his friends and their sons, and even his best friend, James, with his daughter. I noticed the longing his eyes couldn’t hide and I felt awful. It wasn’t his fault that I couldn’t carry a pregnancy through full-term. Why should he have to suffer, too?

“Hey! We’re in this together,” he said, squeezing my hand.

I wanted desperately to believe him, his words, but in my heart of hearts, I realized that with each failed pregnancy, I was losing a small piece of him.

“What now?” he blurted. That’s when I looked at him and noticed his narrowed eyes focused on the rear view mirror.

“Great!” he snarled as he steered the truck over to the right shoulder of Highway 59.

I turned my head to see the red and blue strobe lights announcing the police cruiser that was pulling us over. My cell phone rang. The caller ID showed Serena Carson, my closest friend. I figured there’d be time to call her later, so I let voicemail answer.

Once at a complete stop, Parker put the truck in park, turned down the radio, and turned off the ignition. We sat for a long moment and I wondered what was taking the officer so long. Parker’s eyes remained locked on the rearview mirror. His jaw tightened, and I tried to be patient.

“What’s he doin’?” I asked, frowning. I wasn’t in the mood for this. I needed to be home.

Parker shook his head. “Ain’t no tellin’. Running the plates, I’m sure,” he said, half lifting a shoulder. He seemed frustrated, too.

“Great! I’m ready to get home and we’re sitting here like some common criminals,” I sulked. “What did you even do?” I asked as other vehicles zoomed past us.

“I guess I musta been speeding or something, but it’s gonna be fine.” Parker tried to reassure me as he reached for my hand again.

I turned my head. Now the officer was stepping out of the cruiser and heading for Parker’s side of the truck.

“I’ll make it quick; take my ticket and get you home,” he promised. He took my hand to his lips and kissed it softly.

“Driver’s license, registration and proof of insurance, please,” the officer said sternly, the moment Parker lowered the window.

“What’s the problem, Officer?” Parker asked as he reached for his wallet and the insurance and registration papers I had already pulled out of the glove box.

“Do you know how fast you were going back there?” the officer asked as he took the papers and license from Parker’s hand.

“It doesn’t matter; I’ll just take the ticket so we can go. We’ve had a very stressful evening. My wife’s tired and we’re ready to get home,” Parker explained.

“That doesn’t give you the right to break the law. I’ll be right back,” the officer said firmly, before he spun on his heels and made his way back to his cruiser.
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It felt like an eternity had passed, sitting there, under scrutiny. I wanted this to be over so I could go home and mourn our loss in peace.

Parker must’ve been reading my mind because it seemed like he also started getting restless, shifting in his seat and checking the rear view mirror every so often.

“What’s takin’ so damn long?” I wondered aloud. When I turned, I saw the officer looking at our car, then talking into his radio. My stomach began to twist into knots.

Parker shrugged his shoulders and sighed. He glanced into the rear view mirror again, then reached for me.

“I’m sorry ’bout this, babe,” he said sincerely.

We didn’t have to wait long for the second biggest shock of the evening.

The officer walked back to the vehicle and said, “Mr. Parker, I’m gonna need you to step out of the vehicle, and keep your hands where I can see ’em.”

“Huh?” Parker sat with a bewildered expression on his face.

“Sir, I’m gonna need you to step out of the vehicle, and keep your hands where I can see ’em,” the officer repeated his request slowly.

When I noticed his hand on his taser, my heart thudded loudly in my ear. I didn’t want an incident; we’d already been through enough.

“What’s going on?” I lowered my head, trying to see the officer through the driver’s side window.

“Ma’am, please be quiet,” the officer said.

Parker hadn’t moved. He sat with a dumbfounded expression on his face.

“Ah, Officer, I thought I was getting a ticket for speeding. I told you my wife and I…”

“Sir, I’m not gonna ask again. I need you to slowly get out of the vehicle, and keep your hands where I can see ’em!” This time he spoke with such firmness, ice raced through my veins. What was this about? Parker shook his head as if he couldn’t comprehend.

I was thunderstruck. I didn’t understand what was going on either.

“Honey, I’ma just do what he’s asking. Ain’t no need to get upset. I’ll get out, talk to him and we’ll be on our way real soon.”

I nodded, agreeing with his decision, but something didn’t feel right. Why would all of this be necessary for a doggone speeding ticket? It simply wasn’t adding up.

Parker eased out of the truck slowly, as the officer stood back. They made their way to the hood of the truck.

“Is your name Parker Delewis Redman?” I heard the officer ask.

“Ah, yes; what’s this about?” Parker asked.

“Does your wife have a current driver’s license?”

“Of course!” Parker said.

“Mr. Redman, you’re under arrest. I’m gonna need you to turn around and put your hands on top of your head.”

“Under arrest? What’d I do?”

By now, I had opened the door and stepped out of the truck, but I stayed on my side of the vehicle.

“Officer, what’s going on?” I asked.

“Ma’am, I need you to get back in the vehicle. Mr. Redman, you are under arrest for delinquent child support. Look, I don’t want to do this, but I’m only doing my job,” the officer finally admitted.

For the first time since he’d pulled us over, I started calming down. This was definitely a mistake, but I needed to understand what was going on.

“Child, what? Oh, you definitely got the wrong man. That’s got to be a serious mistake,” Parker said, as he was being handcuffed.

“Sir, I have a warrant for your arrest. Records show you owe more than forty-five thousand dollars in back child support payments.”

Parker’s eyebrows bunched together and we both shook our heads at the foolishness. Here we were, trying to deal with yet another miscarriage, and now he was being arrested for being delinquent on child support payments? If it wasn’t so serious, I’d laugh at the sick irony.

“Officer, I swear, this is some kind of misunderstanding. You’re making a huge mistake. I don’t have any damn kids! Ask my wife. I may have been speeding, but it was only ’cause we just found out she had another miscarriage. We don’t have any kids,” Parker said, trying to reason.

What he said made my heart sink. Yes, it was another miscarriage, but did he have to say it like that? However, it seemed to give the officer pause, because he slowed and looked over at me.

“He’s telling the truth. We’ve been married for three years; no children, I promise you that,” I confirmed softly. Again, I started to cry.

The officer’s face softened a bit, his green eyes showing sadness. Then he cleared his throat and said, “Well, if this is a mistake, we’ll clear it all up down at the station, but for now, I have to take you in.” He’d turned his attention back to Parker.

“For not paying child support?” Parker asked as if he was trying to get clarification.

“That’s right. Again, I’m just doing my job. If this is really a mistake, you’re gonna have to clear it up with the judge.” The officer looked at me. “But to avoid having the vehicle towed, Ma’am, you can drive it home,” he tossed my way like it was some sort of consolation prize.

My head was spinning as I stood on the side of Highway 59 watching helplessly as my husband was being hauled off to jail.

This was an absolute mistake because there’s no way in hell Parker has a child.



JAMES

I pulled up into my old driveway and was shocked to see Serena’s Mercedes parked there. I wondered if I should turn back, although I knew I couldn’t.

“Aw, shit, Dawg, I need to go,” I said to my boy as I pulled up behind my soon-to-be ex-wife’s SUV. “I’ll holla’ at you in a minute.”

I pressed the button on my Bluetooth to end the call and sat, thinking for a moment. It’s not like she’s the one who moved out, but I came by the house during lunch intentionally. I was hoping to avoid her. Unfortunately, my timing was off. I didn’t feel like dealing with any drama, but I had no choice. I’d forgotten some important papers in my old office. I turned off my ignition, took a deep breath and got out of the car, forcing myself to think positive thoughts.

“Maybe she’s sick or something, and won’t feel like sparring today,” I mumbled. One could only hope. Serena the Sicko, my nickname for her, was explosive, if nothing else, and it didn’t take much to set her off. Once you rubbed her the wrong way, there was no turning back. I had been on the wrong end of her fury one too many times and I knew firsthand how volatile she could be.

At least she was keeping up with the yard work, I thought, as I took in the perfectly manicured lawn. I strolled up the shrub-lined walkway, still hoping for the best.

We decided to divorce a couple of weeks after I left home in late February. It had been nearly three months since I’d moved out of our two-story brick house, and I hadn’t regretted it one bit. If it weren’t for our six-year-old daughter, Semaj, who had sickle cell anemia, I would’ve wrapped our marriage up long ago. The disease made her so sick, sometimes I wished I could’ve traded places with her to take the pain.

Then there was Serena’s eleven-year-old son, David, from a previous relationship. We were working on getting close, but Serena even made that hard. It was almost like she was intentionally sabotaging my relationship with him. Truth be told, I had been tired of Serena’s foul mouth, nasty attitude, and bullshit long ago, but hung in there for my girl.

I wanted to show my daughter what a real man was supposed to be like, teach her that her daddy should be the mold that others should try to live up to. Serena and I had been married for eight years, but if I had to be honest with myself, I’d say our marriage was really dead about three years ago. That’s when this chickenhead I had a fling with had busted me out by showing up at our front door. Well, let’s just say that was the last straw for Serena. She was quick to toss my ass out, like used bathwater.

At first, I was pissed about being caught. Again, I never wanted to be a failure in my daughter’s eyes. But when I look back at the entire situation now, I realize that subconsciously, I was looking for a way out all along, but didn’t want to leave outright. I didn’t want to gaze into my daughter’s eyes and have her believe that I was responsible for breaking her mother’s heart. So in the end, it turned out the trick had done me a favor by showing up after all.

There was no mistaking what I was hearing as I unlocked the front door.

“Oh, yes!”

My heart fell to my feet. I stood still for a moment, but my ears weren’t playing tricks on me.

“Oh, God! Oh, yes!” her voice screamed again. Serena loved as passionately as she fought. No, there was no mistaking that sound.

My heart was beating so loudly, it was like drums going off in my ears. This would be low, even for Serena’s hateful ass, I tried to tell myself, although I knew she was keen for trifling antics. The closer I got to the door, the more certain there was no mistaking what I was hearing. My anger grew with each heavy step I took up toward the master bedroom, what used to be our bedroom.

“Yesss, right there, yes!” I heard her order.

Not in my fuckin’ house! The house I still pay for!

I took the stairs two, even three at a time. When I reached the landing, I stormed past Semaj’s room, her bathroom, and rushed to the end of the hall where our bedroom door was open slightly.

“Oh, God, right there.” Her cries taunted me.

I stormed into the room, thinking the element of surprise was sure to startle the lovebirds. But the joke was obviously on me. They never even broke stride. They were huffing and panting like wild dogs, bodies making clapping sounds, right there in my goddamn bed!

“What the fuck is going on in here?” I screamed. That’s when they finally acknowledged I was there. Serena turned and gave me the look of death.

“First and foremost, what the hell are you doing in my house?” she screamed, talking like she was struggling to catch her breath. Her nostrils were flaring as her light eyes narrowed and threw daggers at me. She had the nerve to use her hands to cover her bare breasts, as if I hadn’t seen them before. Twisting a little more to face me, she snarled and spat in my direction, “Get the fuck out before I call the cops!”

My eyes grew wide. That’s when dude tried to ease himself into an upright position.

“Hey, what’s going on here?” he asked. I wasn’t sure if he was talking to me or Serena.

“I got this,” she snapped at him, then turned her rage back toward me.

“You sittin’ up here riding a muthafucka’ in my bed, our bed, and you threatening to call the cops on me?” I was trying to understand her logic. Did she not know, or understand, the heinous act she was committing?

“You ain’t got no right to nothin’ in this muthafucka!” She mocked me. “Remember, I tossed your ass outta here!” she screamed, pointing a warning finger at me. “Now I suggest you get the fuck out before I have you thrown out!” Her harsh words quickly turned my anger into rage.

Dude looked scared and confused at the same time. He grabbed Serena’s slender hips and motioned, like he was trying to move her off his mid-section. But she jerked her body back and used her palms to shove him back onto the bed.

“I said, let me handle this!” she screamed at him again.

I didn’t know what I was feeling. Serena and I were days from our divorce being finalized, but seeing her in what was once our bed, loving some other man, was too much. I had no way of knowing then, that this was only the beginning of a nightmare with her that would only get worse with time.



LACHEZ

I glanced at my kids in the rearview mirror and sighed. I was glad for summer break, but I couldn’t wait for school to start, even though the year had just ended a few weeks ago. These damn kids were driving me nuts. It’s one thing to have my own damn kids working my nerves, but toss their friends into the mix and I’m fit to be tied. It’s going to be a very long summer!

“Junie,” I called to my oldest, who acted like he was in a different world. He didn’t look up from the hand-held game he was playing with a vengeance. I was really attempting not to get pissed, but he was trying me.

Julius Junior is twelve; his brother, Lorenzo, is ten; and my baby, Mickey, is eight. I love them all to pieces, but at times, they try my patience more than I can handle. Just like now. I’m driving to this damn appointment, and I need to make sure we’re all on the same page, but instead of Junie’s ass listening to me, and setting an example for his brothers, he’s playing with that damn game.

“Mickey, Renzo, you guys know what time it is, right?” I questioned the two youngest.

“Yeah, Ma,” Renzo answered. “We gon’ tell them people how Mickey can’t sit still, how you always gotta tell him the same thing over and over again,” Renzo repeated like we’d practiced.

“What about the video games?” I asked.

His little head tilted to the side slightly, as if he was trying to remember. “Um,” he said.

“Remember when you play with him?” I tried to lead.

“Oh, yeah, he can’t play the video games because he can’t do what Junie tells him he needs to, you know, to make it to the next level,” he explained. Satisfied with his answer, I glanced over my shoulder and snatched the portable PlayStation game from Junie’s hands.

“Dang, Ma!” he finally screamed.

“I’ve only been trying to get your attention for the past hour!” I replied sarcastically.

Junie smacked his lips and crossed his arms at his chest.

“I already know what to say.” He pouted. I sighed and shook my head.

“You don’t know what to say until I tell you what the hell to say,” I scolded.

“Ma, this ain’t my first time doing this. Wasn’t I the one who convinced them people both you and Renzo had it, too?” he asked sarcastically. He had a point there, but I couldn’t stand the fact that my twelve-year-old thought he knew every damn thing and was smarter than everyone else on the planet, including me.

“Boy, you betta watch the way you talking to me. I will slap the taste out your damn mouth. You musta’ lost your rabbit-ass mind!”

He adjusted his attitude real fast when he realized I wasn’t in the mood. “Now, like I said, we don’t know if these people are gonna question us together or separately. I wanna make sure we’re all telling the same story; you understand me?”

He answered by nodding and narrowing his eyes. I started to reach back and go upside his head, but a cop car had just passed and I didn’t feel like going to jail. Somebody’s always watching.

Once we got our stories straight, I pulled into the parking lot and gathered my things so we could get out of the car. We were at Memorial Herman Southwest’s professional building off 59.

“Okay, boys, it’s show time,” I sang. Junie had lost his sour attitude since he got his video game back and I had reiterated my promise to take everyone to Chuck E. Cheese’s if all went well.

We piled out of the car and headed into the building for the appointment. I couldn’t stand jumping through all these damn hoops to get some more fuckin’ money, but so be it.

I walked to the elevator and the crew followed closely behind. When we arrived at the right floor, we walked into the office and I pointed to a row of chairs. There were several women sitting next to children in the waiting area. Heads turned the moment I walked in.

“Take a seat and don’t move,” I instructed sternly to the kids.

I approached the window, which was closed, and waited for someone to open it. “My name is Lachez Baker. I have an eleven-thirty appointment,” I said to the large Hispanic woman who opened the window.

“Okay, Ms. Baker, please sign in and we’ll be with you in a moment. Oh, how are you paying for your deductible today?” She smiled.

I pulled out my Medicaid card and gave it to her. Her eyes looked at the card, then up at me, and said, “Oh, um, why don’t you hold on to that for now?”

I had no idea what that was all about, so I shrugged and put it back in my wallet. I turned to go back to my chair and noticed several sets of eyes closely watching me. One woman in particular wasn’t the least bit shy about staring. So, I took that opportunity to move my slender hips in a smooth saunter. I felt her glare move upwards from my stacked spike heels, along my fishnet-clad legs and short leather miniskirt, which I didn’t even bother to tug down when it rode up my thigh a bit. Her eyebrows rose when she finally reached my low-cut rayon top. My curves and offerings up top always attracted attention from men, but this chick was freaking me out.

I twisted my neck and shot her back a daring stare when our eyes met. She finally looked away when I mouthed the word “bitch.” I can’t stand people who act like they ain’t never seen anybody in club gear. So what? I didn’t have time to change before the appointment, so sue me. What’s the big deal? I took my seat next to the boys and crossed my legs, still giving her the evil eye. She was probably jealous. I was tall, slender and curvaceous, and she looked like a fat little bubble with no visible shape whatsoever.

We didn’t wait long for the nurse to call my name. I got up, a bit unsure of whether or not to bring the kids. The nurse must’ve sensed my dilemma. She looked at me and said, “Just you and the patient being seen today.”

That suited Junie and Renzo fine. They quickly rushed back to their chairs and buried their heads in that damn video game. I strutted into the psychiatrist’s office, making sure to sway my hips for the benefit of my fans in the waiting room. His office was nice enough, a bunch of plaques on the wall, plants and soft music playing.

A few minutes later, the door creaked open.

“Ms. Baker?” a friendly white man greeted with a massive smile. He looked familiar, but I’d seen so many of ’em, they all started looking alike. This guy had dark skin, with dirty blond hair and green eyes. He extended his hand for me to shake.

“Yes,” I answered, “and this is my son, Mickey.”

“Hi there, little fella,” the doctor said. “I’m Doctor Johnson. Don’t worry; we’re just gonna talk here today, okay? Is that fine with you?”

Mickey wasted no time falling into his little shy routine. The doctor sat behind his desk and picked up a notepad.

“Ms. Baker, I’m sure this is routine for you.” He picked up a folder, flipped through it, then looked at me again. “I see both your other sons, and even you, suffer from some form of Attention- Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder. I only have a few questions. Then we’ll see if we can’t get some medicine to help this little guy. How’s that?” he asked sweetly.

I was indifferent. I wanted him to hurry so I could get the hell out of there before lunch-hour traffic got heavy.

We spent less than an hour talking to the good doctor. He asked questions about Mickey, then asked, “Oh, how is Lorenzo doing on the new meds?”

“Well, since you ask, he’s been taking Adderall for about two months, and I notice some improvement. You know, paying attention, staying in his seat, and finishing class work from summer session. But I also think he’s become real mad and way too emotional at home, you know, with the other kids. Now Ren wasn’t nothing like this before. Someone told me it could be that the medicine is wearing off, but what do I do? I’m afraid to ask the doctor to increase the medicine to get him through the rest of the day. He’s already got enough problems getting to sleep at night. I feel like, if we increase the ADHD medication, then I’ma need to give him something to sleep and I just think that’s way too much damn medicine.”

“Hmm,” was all the quack said. I frowned, waiting for more.

“I think maybe we need to try something different,” he finally suggested. “I’ll call his doctor and discuss it with him; then we’ll get back to you.”

I was satisfied with that.

“Okay, well, my report will be in by mid-week, and if we need to visit again, I’ll call and let you know.” He smiled. “Otherwise, I’ll send the information to Kelly Johnson?” he asked more than he said.

“Yup, that’s cool.”

“Okay, I’ll call if I need any more information.”

I was hoping that call never came. I only needed his ass to sign off on the paperwork and send it to the counselor so she could do what she needed to do so I could get another check.



PARKER

I’d been in for a couple of days now, and an image kept playing in my mind like it was a movie stuck on rewind. The sight of my wife standing on the side of the road, with her face buried in the palm of her hands, made me feel like shit. I twisted my head so I could see out the back window of the patrol car. Oddly enough, even as a thirty-one-year-old man, I was still moved by my mother’s voice, with her nagging reminder while we were growing up.

“Y’all bet’ not ever go to jail, ’cause I ain’t bailing nobody out!”

Moms didn’t take no shit, and she had made it very clear to my brother and me, if we ever went to jail, we could forget about her. She used to say, “I ain’t raising no jailbirds. And I don’t believe in visiting no damn jails.” I remember back then, the thought of not having Moms was so damn scary, that it was enough to keep Preston and me walking a straight line.

“Look, I know you hear this a lot,” I said, turning in my seat. I looked at the officer through the thick glass separating us. “But I swear to you, this has got to be some kind of mistake. I don’t have any kids, man,” I pleaded.

It wasn’t like he was gonna take me back to Roxanne and our car, but still, I felt the need to make my position known. This shit was foul, not to mention, embarrassing.

“Hey, I believe ya’, Buddy, really I do. I’m sorry about what your wife is going through, but you gotta understand, I’m simply doing my job. And yeah, you’re right, a lot of people claim innocence, but I don’t believe you or your wife would lie about what you went through.” He shrugged. “But like I said before, I’m only doing my job. You’ll have to straighten this all out with the judge.”

Once he said that, I eased back in the seat and closed my eyes. I had never been in trouble with the law before. The most I’d ever gotten was a traffic ticket here and there, but this, handcuffs, in the back of a patrol car? This was something else. I was taken to the Houston City Jail on Mykawa to be booked.

“Is he a threat?” a jailer asked the officer who escorted me into the processing area.

“Oh, no; he’s cool,” he said, looking at me as he spoke.

I was glad he vouched for me. I turned to my left and noticed a slew of people handcuffed to a bench. I assumed they hadn’t gotten the same vote of confidence. One man was slouched over in a drunken stupor. Two others were struggling to free themselves from the steel bracelets locking them to the bench and another man sat there looking off into space. I damn sure didn’t want to be put in the same category with that bunch.

I was ushered over to another area and told to remove all of my jewelry, which consisted of a watch, my wedding band and a silver rope necklace. I removed my wallet from my pocket and stood by as the jailer took inventory of my personal belongings.

The jailers there were pretty cool and helpful with any information they could offer. Within three hours, I was booked in, had seen the nurse, and was in a cell. Having a mugshot taken and being fingerprinted had to have been the second most embarrassing experience of my life, after being arrested. Again, my mom’s words rang through my mind.

“Y’all bet’ not ever go to jail, ’cause I ain’t bailing nobody out!”

 I shook the words from my head as I was assigned a bunk with mattress and blanket. Unfortunately for me, it would be a while before I could use the phone. So I had lots of time to sit and think.

Child support? I couldn’t even remember an ex who might’ve had a kid from me and not told me. I was very careful, unlike my boy, James, who cheated on his wife every chance he got. I didn’t get down like that.

Every time I closed my eyes, I saw that image of Roxanne standing on the side of the road, looking helpless and all alone. I knew this was nothing but a huge mistake, but I couldn’t wait for my day in court. I wanted to see the judge who was gonna tell me that I had fathered a child, and then walked out on my responsibility.

When I decided to marry Roxanne, I let go of all my loose ends. I had always been upfront with her about everything. Well, not quite everything, but enough for her to know the kind of man I was.

There are some things a man should always take to his grave and yours truly was no exception. This crossed my mind as I laced my hands behind my head and thought about that phone call I’d soon have to make. I wondered when I’d finally get to make it.





ROXANNE

Days after Parker’s arrest, my head was still spinning. It had never really stopped. I finally called Serena back and relayed the entire disgusting story to her, from the hospital to the moment she had to take another call.

I wanted to tell Serena for two reasons. First, because I needed someone to talk to. But second, Serena used to work for the Department of Health and Human Services, and was now a social worker. She knew the system and she definitely knew what she was talking about.

“Hey, I really need to take this call on the other end,” she said when she clicked back after answering her other line.

“Oh, okay, well, we can catch up later,” I said.

When Parker’s call finally came through, I prayed he’d be telling me the mistake had been cleared up and he’d be home soon. I had been glued to the phone since I got home Friday night. Everything was still a fog.

“Babe, are you okay?” he asked the minute I pressed the button to accept the collect call. It warmed my heart that despite what he was going through, he was concerned about me. I had been worried sick about him and this mess, and here he was wondering how I was holding up.

“I’m okay; stressing over this mess. What happened? How come you’re just now calling? I’ve been waiting by the phone for days. What happened? What’d they do to you? I—”
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