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Chapter One



Terelle Chambers tried to carry her daughter Markeeta the two blocks to the bus stop but after trudging along for only half a block, she had to stop.

“You have to walk for a little while, Keeta. Mommy can’t carry you and this big ol’ turkey, too.”

Squirming and trying to cling to her mother, two-year-old Markeeta whimpered as she felt herself being lowered to the pavement.

Markeeta’s eyes bulged with disbelief and then clouded with tears. Her mouth, wide-open, was silent for a few seconds. Then there was a tremendous wail. Markeeta stubbornly withheld the tiny hand that her mother reached for. “Come on, give me your hand, Keeta,” Terelle demanded. Markeeta shrieked again. “Shh. Be quiet. I’ll pick you up in a minute.”

The turkey was a Thanksgiving gift from her employer—a fifteen-pound freebie that she should have left at work and picked up tomorrow while Markeeta was at the day care center. But tomorrow was her day off, and she did not feel like being anywhere near that back-breaking job.

Besides, she had plans for tomorrow. The people from the prison were coming by in the morning to interview her; they wanted to see if her apartment was suitable for Marquise to reside in for the six months he’d be on house arrest.

She and Markeeta had been living with her grandmother, but when she found out Marquise would soon be released from prison, Terelle started working doubles at the nursing home where she was a nursing assistant. It took close to three months of overtime to put together the money for the apartment.

It hadn’t been easy. In fact, it had been downright grueling. She and Markeeta had to get up every morning at five. After dropping her daughter off at the day care center (which, thankfully was in walking distance from her grandmother’s house) she took the bus and the subway to the nursing home and worked the first shift until three. During her lunch break on the second shift, she’d rush back to the day care center, pick up Markeeta and rush her to her grandmother’s. Terelle would have to listen to Gran bitch and moan for at least five minutes before racing back to work. The second shift ended at eleven. Dog-tired, she’d make it home around midnight and start preparing for the next day.

Knocked low too many times to count, Terelle’s life had never been easy.

But things were going to be different now. Marquise was coming home!

Terelle straightened up the shoulder that was dipped and aching from the weight of the turkey. Rejuvenated by thoughts of Marquise, she swooped up Markeeta with her other arm—an arm already laden with her own shoulderbag and her daughter’s diaper bag. Kissing her daughter’s tear-soaked cheek, Terelle determinedly race-walked to the bus stop.

At home, sitting in her highchair, Markeeta munched happily on animal crackers. Terelle shed her nursing uniform and slipped into an old pair of sweat pants and tee shirt. Brand-new Baby Phat jeans and a sweater hung in the closet—gifts from her best friend, Saleema. The expensive designer clothing would not be worn until Marquise came home. She was petite and blessed with an hourglass figure most black men revered. With her tiny waistline, round hips, thick shapely legs, and Hottentot-protruding buttocks, Terelle looked spectacular in the jeans. Marquise was going to love looking at her booty in those jeans.

She’d been merely simulating living during Marquise’s absence—just going through the motions. She took care of Markeeta, handled her household, and helped her grandmother and her mother, but life wouldn’t really begin until Marquise came home.

Marquise was a changed man. Their lives would change, he had promised. He said he wanted to get married; he was ready to be a family man. His daughter, he said, was going to have two parents loving and caring for her, and Terelle was going to have a man that she could depend on. From now on, he said, he was going to do his part and Terelle would never again have to hold it down alone. He wanted her to go back to school. No more working doubles, no more lugging Markeeta around on public transportation. They were going to get a car. Nothing fancy. A little hooptie to start off with.

Jail house promises. That’s what Saleema had to say about Marquise’s pledges of honor. But Terelle knew better; she knew her man’s heart. Marquise was tired of the streets; he was ready to settle down. Terelle didn’t care what Saleema or anyone else thought about Marquise.

Terelle let out a sigh. She was so tired. Tired of being lonely, tired of struggling to take care of Markeeta alone, tired of juggling bills. And she was sick and tired of dealing with her mother’s issues—her unending problems. Her mother, Cassandra Chambers, had been on and off drugs for most of Terelle’s life. At present, Cassandra was clean. She’d been clean for three months, the longest time ever.

The phone rang.

“Hello,” Terelle sang the word, anticipating the computerized voice instructing her to press “1” to accept a collect call from Marquise.

“Hey, Terelle,” her mother said drearily.

Terelle wanted to slam down the phone. She wanted to talk to Marquise; she wasn’t in the mood to listen to her mother’s depressing conversation. “Hey, Mom,” she said in a fake cheerful voice that implied that her mother’s call was welcome.

“How’s Keeta?”

Terelle smiled over at her daughter who was making a mess with the animal cookies. “She’s doing good, Mom. I’m trying to hype her up about her daddy coming home.” Terelle’s smile widened.

“How you expect Keeta to be excited about somebody she don’t hardly even know.”

“She knows her father!” Terelle snapped. “I’ve been taking her to see him for two years. And she talks to him on the phone practically every day.”

“So what! Talking baby talk to a voice on the phone ain’t the same as being raised by her father. Marquise been in jail since before Keeta was born. It’s gonna take a while before she really thinks of him as her daddy.”

Terelle could feel her face burning with anger. “There you go. Why you always badmouthin’ Marquise? It ain’t like you got room to talk.”

Inflamed, Terelle began pacing around the kitchen, holding the phone with one hand and rubbing her temple with the other. “You’re in rehab now and I’m happy for you. But I don’t think I’m ever going to forget how you neglected me. After all you put me through—three different foster homes—you should be glad I still call you Mom.”

“Why you tryin’ to upset me, Terelle? I thought we said we was gonna leave the past where it belongs and move forward. Ain’t that what you promised when I made it through the detox program?”

“Which time, Mom? You been in so many programs I stopped countin’ a long time ago.”

“Forget it, Terelle. I thought we could have a decent conversation for a change, but all you want to do is bring up the past and make me feel worse than I already feel. I’m doing the best I can, you know. Living in this depressing place with all these funky women…All these rules and regulations they make you put up with is ridiculous. You gotta be in at a certain time. Can’t go nowhere alone. Gotta ask somebody if you can use the phone. Shit, I might as well be in jail. I’m getting sick of this dumb shit.” Cassandra paused, as if waiting for Terelle to utter a sound of understanding. Terelle’s silence encouraged Cassandra to produce more evidence of her mistreatment at the rehabilitation group home. “Do you realize three other women sleep in my bedroom? Uh-huh, that’s right. We only have two beds and they got us in there four deep! Now, that’s some bullshit and you know it. Ain’t no such thing as privacy around here. I don’t know how much longer I can put up with this crap.”

“What are you saying, Mom?” Terelle’s mouth was pursed.

“I’m saying…I’m thinking about making some changes. That’s what I’m saying!”

Terelle’s shoulders slumped. “You made it through three whole months. You gotta be strong. One step at a time! That’s the name of the program ’cause that’s what you gotta do.” Terelle paused. “Right, Mom?”

“Wrong! I ain’t taking no more steps.”

“What? You just gonna give up? Go back on drugs?”

“Hell no. But now that you got your own place, I don’t see why I can’t come stay with you? I could do the outpatient thing. They got plenty of outpatient programs right there in Southwest Philly. There’s a place near 56th & Greenway. Shit, I could walk there from your place…”

Terelle’s head was pounding. “Mom, you’re not ready for Outpatient. You need to stay where you are for the amount of time they say you need to be there.” She used a placating tone that seemed to give her mother more determination.

“No way! These crazy people talkin’ ’bout it takes a year to get on your feet. I’m not staying here for no damn year. I can get a job—help you pay rent…”

“No! You’re staying in the program until you can stand on your own feet. You’ve been doing drugs since that shit first hit the streets—since I was seven years old. How you think three months gonna straighten out your life? It’s gonna take a minute before you’re ready to live drug-free on the outside. Them rules and things are for your own good.”

Cassandra emitted a loud, “Humph!”

“Seriously, Mom. You can’t expect to just start working and following real rules when you’ve been living by your own rules for all these years.”

“Terelle, I ain’t callin’ you for no lecture. Can I stay there or not?”

“No! I’m trying to get things together for me and Keeta.”

“And Marquise,” Cassandra added, spitting out the name.

“Yeah, and Marquise. What’s wrong with that?”

“Everything’s wrong with that. You wanna make a way for that nothin’ nigga but you don’t wanna do shit for me—your own flesh and blood.”

Her mother was wearing her down. “I’m not trying to put anybody before you, Mom.” Terelle sighed and switched the phone to her other ear. She looked up at the kitchen clock. It was time for Marquise to call. “There’s a place in my heart that belongs to you, there’s a place for Keeta, and there’s a place for Marquise.”

Cassandra was hopeful until Marquise’s name was included.

“Time!” shouted a woman in the house where Cassandra lived. The voice was deliberately commanding, loud, and ugly. But, desperately wanting to get off the phone with her mother, Terelle was grateful that the unpleasant woman possessed the authority to terminate the telephone conversation.

“See what I mean?” Cassandra’s voice rose. “That was the house manager. She loves telling me what to do. Look, I gotta get off the phone. I’ll call you tomorrow. Kiss Keeta for me.”

Terelle checked the time again. Damn. She’d probably missed Marquise’s call. She wished she still had call-waiting, but someone from the sheriff’s department had called to inform her that she would have to take all the features off her phone in order for them to install a monitor on her phone line. This monitor would allow them to keep track of Marquise’s whereabouts while he was on house arrest.

With eyes bouncing from the kitchen clock to the phone, she scooped canned spaghetti into a bowl for Markeeta’s dinner and set the microwave for forty seconds. Shit! Why’d she allow her mother to guilt-trip her into staying on the phone. Feeling discouraged, Terelle placed the bowl in front of her daughter and began mindlessly stirring the sauce and noodles with a fork bearing Elmo’s image at the tip. Lost in her thoughts, she didn’t notice that Markeeta was leaning forward with her mouth open, hungrily awaiting the first mouthful. She gave her daughter the fork.

The phone finally made a sound. Terelle snatched it off the base in the middle of the first ring.

“What’s crackin’, babe,” Marquise said in his slow sexy way.

“Marquise! How’d you get through without calling collect?”

“Your line was busy so I had to call my man, Jalil. He hit you with his three-way.”

“Thanks, Jalil,” Terelle offered.

“He ain’t on the phone; he just hit you up and laid the phone down.”

“Oh.”

“So, why were you on the phone? You know what time I call.”

“I’m sorry, Quise. My mom called. Depressed as usual about her situation. I was trying to keep her spirits up.”

Marquise didn’t respond. Terelle was not surprised. There was bad blood between Marquise and her mother and she didn’t know why.

“So, you hear anything yet?” Marquise asked.

“Yeah. Some people are supposed to come over tomorrow to interview me and check out the apartment building.”

“Check it out for what?”

“I don’t know. I guess to make sure there’s no drug traffic going on in the building. Didn’t they talk to you about the procedure?”

“I ain’t heard shit. I’m locked up, remember? They do all their communicatin’ with you.”

“I meant your lawyer. Didn’t he mention something about the process?”

“That dickhead! He’s on the county payroll. He don’t tell me nothin.” Marquise was getting worked up.

“I know. I know. Well, don’t get all hyped. I’m sure I’ll have some news for you tomorrow.”

“Good news, I hope. ’Cause I’m about sick of bein’ jerked around by the system. The black man can’t get a break…”

Terelle quickly interjected soothingly, “Don’t worry, baby. It’s gonna be over soon. We’re on our way to a brand new life.” How had the tables turned, she wondered? Instead of receiving the comfort she needed, she was playing the role of comforter to Marquise—calming and reassuring him.

“Yo, Quise!” Jalil’s discarnate voice startled Terelle. “My mom gotta use the phone, dawg.”

“Okay, man. I’ll be off in a minute. Terelle, let me hollah at my baby girl for a sec.”

Terelle aligned the phone to Markeeta’s mouth and ear. “Say hi to Daddy, Keeta.”

Before Markeeta could begin to formulate one word, Terelle heard the blaring dial tone. Jalil had disconnected them; he probably didn’t want his mom to find out he had accepted a collect call. Damn! She had really needed to talk to Marquise. She was lonely and needed to hear him tell her how much he loved and missed her. She was sick of living off phone calls. Expensive phone calls. Ten minutes of communicating with her man cost her fifteen dollars a day…a lot of chips for a woman with a salary of only nine dollars an hour. Terelle had calculated that after taxes, she had to work about two and a half hours for ten minutes of phone time with her man. But hearing his voice was worth every dime.








Chapter Two



The image on the computer monitor was too small. Kai Montgomery clicked a button and enlarged it. Much better. There she was—wearing her million-dollar smile. She scrolled down and smiled at the stethoscope that dangled between her bare breasts. Her beautiful luscious melons, according to Dr. Kenneth Harding, the owner of the stethoscope and the brilliant white lab coat Kai wore in the photograph. There was no denying that it was his jacket. His name, embroidered in bright red letters, attested to that fact.

Kai put photo paper in the printer and clicked print. This photo was sure to knock the smug smiles off the faces of Dr. and Mrs. Kenneth Harding. How dare he leave for vacation without telling her? And, having to be told the news by his secretary was the lowest blow of all. Kai wallowed in self-righteous indignation and preparing the photograph did little to assuage her injured ego. Just whom did he think he was dealing with? Surely he didn’t place her in the same category with the many grateful dull-witted women with whom he had dallied in the past—women who considered him the prize?

She was the prize, dammit, and Dr. Kenneth Harding with his rarely hard—mostly flaccid—premature ejaculating little dick should have been honored to be in her presence, let alone her bed. The nerve of that bastard!

Kai walked over to the living room window of her twenty-sixth-floor apartment and stared. Annoyed and feeling exposed by the view she usually enjoyed, she yanked the drapes closed. Throwing on workout attire, she slammed out of her apartment, planning to take out her frustration on the beanbag in her apartment building’s fitness center. Later, when her mind was more settled, she’d focus her concentration on the most effective way to deliver the goods: FedEx, snail mail, or maybe she’d have it hand-delivered. She’d figure it out later, she told herself as she absently pushed for the elevator and stepped in. Deep in thought, she ignored the other passengers. She considered sprinkling the package with anthrax for good measure. No! That would be overkill. Kai burst out laughing, taking great delight in her wicked sense of humor. Her unexpected laughter caused the passengers to jump in startled unison.

Attempting to calm herself and control her public outbursts, Kai decided that the unimpeachable photographic evidence of the good doctor’s infidelity would be more than enough to rock the lily-white utopian world of Dr. and Mrs. Harding.








Chapter Three



The alleged culinary delights scrawled on the chalkboard menu in the cafeteria left Terelle unenthused: chicken tenders, hot dogs, cream of mushroom soup, peas, and mashed potatoes. Don, the cheerful attendant who served the food, patiently waited for her decision. She shook her head and moved toward the salad bar. Nothing appealing there either. If you didn’t get your salad on Monday, you were shit outta luck. It was Wednesday and everything looked wilted and sickly. The bowl containing fake seafood salad looked contaminated. Terelle continued to push her empty tray and stopped at the deli section. She ordered a turkey sandwich on whole wheat, chips, and a soda. There was a long line behind her. The sandwich maker was also the cashier and until the sandwich was made, the line did not move.

Melanie, who worked in the laundry department, motioned Terelle over to her table. Terelle didn’t feel like listening to Melanie talk a mile a minute; she needed solitude to try to work out some of her problems, but not wanting to appear rude, she reluctantly joined her co-worker.

“Hey, Melanie. Your hair looks nice,” Terelle said, indicating Melanie’s short blonde weave.

“Thanks. Girl, how come you don’t do nothin’ with all that long pretty hair you got?”

“I’ll get around to it one day. For now, pulling it back into a ponytail is easier.”

“You ain’t gonna catch a man that way,” Melanie added, winking.

“Whatever,” Terelle said, shrugging Melanie knew damn well that Terelle’s man was in jail. She had probably heard that Marquise was getting out soon and wanted details straight from the source.

But Terelle didn’t have any details. Those house arrest people didn’t tell her jack shit. They said Marquise was on a waiting list. The only thing keeping him and Terelle apart was the availability of a monitor. As soon as one of those black boxes became available Marquise would be released immediately. The word immediately should have made Terelle feel good, but it didn’t. She felt panicked because without a definite release date she couldn’t even ask for the time off from work. What would happen, she’d asked, if they released Marquise and she wasn’t home? She was told that they’d call first and if she weren’t home, Marquise’s box would be assigned to someone else. She hastily gave them the number to the nurses’ station on her unit, and assured the prison interviewers that she’d leave work the instant Marquise was released.

“What? Don’t tell me you finally stopped waiting for that guy you was messin’ wit…the one in jail.”

“Girl, I’m just chillin’,” Terelle said, without really giving up any information.

Realizing that her half-ass sleuthing wasn’t going to work, Melanie changed the subject. “Guess who got fired?”

Disinterested, Terelle lifted one brow. The latest victim of the nursing home’s swift and ever-swinging ax was juicy gossip to most employees, but Terelle was absorbed by her own personal dilemma.

“Malik,” Melanie offered.

“Who’s that?”

“You know…the guy who works in Dietary.”

“I don’t know anybody named Malik.” She really didn’t care either. She hoped Melanie’s lunch break would soon end.

“Yes, you do,” Melanie insisted. Big guy—bald head. You know ’em. He stays wearing a new pair of Tims. Thinks he’s all dat.

“Oh, yeah,” Terelle said halfheartedly.

“Girl, you ain’t gonna believe what his ass was doing?”

Terelle cocked her head to the side.

Melanie looked around the room and then leaned forward. “Girl, he was selling drugs to the young adult residents.”

“You know you’re lying,” Terelle said, laughing despite herself.

“I swear! They got him on tape. His dumb ass should know they got cameras all over the place.”

“What was he selling—crack?”

“No. I heard he was selling weed. And check this out…he been stealing them little cups off the med cart. You know…them little plastic cups they put the pills in?”

Terelle nodded. “Stealing them for what?”

“Girl, he was selling the older residents shots of cheap liquor for a dollar a cup. “You know most of those old people—the women and the men—most of ’em been alcoholics since back in the day.”

“How do you know? You work in Laundry; you don’t read their charts.”

“And you’re just a nursing assistant; you don’t read the charts either, but you hear things, don’t you? Well, so do I. Ain’t no secrets in this place.”

Obviously miffed, Melanie looked at the big institutional clock on the wall, pushed back her chair and was positioned in a half-stand when the new social worker walked in. Melanie sat back down. “You like her?” she whispered with a sneer.

“I don’t know her.”

“She don’t speak to none of the black people. I can’t stand bitches like her that be hatin’ their own kind.”

“That’s her business; I don’t give a shit.” Terelle wanted to be alone.

“Just lettin’ you know before you start acting all Joe friendly with her.”

“Thanks,” Terelle said. Her tone was flat.

Leaving the lunchroom, Melanie mixed in with other uniform-wearing women. The uniforms, a rainbow of colors with every department in the nursing home represented by a different shade: royal blue for Housekeeping, light blue for Laundry, beige for Dietary, green for Recreation, brown for Plant Operations, and the nursing staff wore a variety of cheery pastel-colored scrubs.

When the social worker came into Terelle’s field of vision, she zoomed in on her name badge. Kai Montgomery. Tall, model thin and exotically beautiful, Kai oozed with self-confidence. Terelle took notice of Kai’s chin-length hair. Fashionably coiffed light-brown ringlets with subtle blonde highlights framed her face. Nice.

Terelle had always felt ill at ease around women like Kai. Kai wore a gray cashmere sweater and slacks. Expensive-looking jewelry hung from her neck and dangled from her wrists. Her black and gray suede pumps looked like they cost a bundle, too. Terelle looked down critically at her own shapeless nursing uniform and beat-up sneakers and felt extremely unattractive and poor. Looking up, she watched with great interest as Kai placed a cup of soup on her tray. No crackers. With her back now facing Terelle, the social worker glided toward the cashier. She extracted money from a classy thin leather wallet.

Someone had told her that social workers didn’t make much money. Well, someone lied because this social worker definitely had it going on. Maybe she should reconsider that eighteen-month licensed nursing program she was going to sign up for and look into becoming a social worker?

Stabbed by feelings of inadequacy, Terelle looked down when Kai turned around.

Kai left the lunchroom with her soup. Apparently averse to mingling with the support staff, many of the professional staff preferred to eat in their offices. Terelle bit into her sandwich. Deep in thought, she chewed without much enjoyment.

She tried to cheer herself up with thoughts of Marquise, but couldn’t. Tomorrow was Thanksgiving—the third Thanksgiving without him. Christmas, she hoped, would be different. It had to be. She was scared, always broke, tired and very lonely. Massaging both temples, she lowered her head.








Chapter Four



“I have a migraine, mother! My head feels like it’s about to explode. Please stop interrogating me!”

“This is not an interrogation, darling. I’m concerned. Your father will be extremely upset,” Miranda Montgomery said on the other end of the telephone.

“Upset about what? My migraine or that my seat will be empty, ruining your picture-perfect Thanksgiving dinner.”

“There’s no need for sarcasm, dear. What’s gotten into you?”

“How many times do I have to say it: I…have…a…headache!” Kai screamed the last word.

“Well, it’s no wonder you have a headache. You’re so filled with animosity. Displaced animosity, I might add.”

“Is that what your therapist told you, Mother?”

“I have to go, Kai. Please be sure to call your father. He deserves to hear from you.”

“Does he deserve to hear from me because he pays my rent?”

“Among other things…,” Miranda said sarcastically, and then cleared her throat. “You should call and wish him a happy Thanksgiving because he’s your father.”

“So they say,” Kai commented cruelly.

“I have to go, Kai.” Miranda managed to sound unruffled, but Kai knew she had struck a nerve. Her lips curved into a satisfied smile. God, she hated her parents.

They said she used to be a happy child, but she had only vague memories of happy times. Unhappy memories were quite vivid and haunted her. She recalled how her mother had cut her hair into a misshapen, lopsided Afro, causing classmates at the predominantly white elementary school she attended to point and ask obnoxious questions about her heritage.

“Is Kai black?” Eric Raymond, one of her first-grade classmates, asked Mrs. Pauley, their teacher. Mrs. Pauley turned pale with embarrassment. “I’m not really sure, Eric, but that is an inappropriate question to ask and we shouldn’t…”

“Are you black, Kai?” Eric interrupted.

“I don’t think so,” Kai muttered, examining her hands.

“Then why do you have hair like black people?” the little boy wanted to know.

Kai was silent for a moment and then shrugged helplessly.

Later that day, Kai tearfully told her mother what had happened. “Am I black?” she asked, her voice filled with fear.

Her mother admitted that she was adopted and yes…she was part black, but Kai’s color didn’t matter. That she was dearly loved by both her parents was the only thing that mattered, her mother had told her.

Being told that she was different made her feel less valuable than her parents. She blamed her mother. In her naïve, young mind, her true heritage would have remained a secret had her mother not cut her hair in that dreadful Afro.

But her mother had felt she had no choice for unfortunately, Kai’s hair had become more wild and unmanageable every day. Sarah, the black housekeeper, usually combed Kai’s hair a few times a week. But Kai was in school now and her hair required daily upkeep. Miranda Montgomery didn’t possess the skills nor was she inclined to comb through Kai’s tangled mane day after day. Miranda’s solution was to chop it off.

Years later, Kai would tell her own therapist that she felt her mother had disfigured her the day she cut her hair.

Her hatred for her father began during her teens. She, a privileged young lady from Radnor, was doing volunteer work (a mandatory school project) in the impoverished city of Chester, Pennsylvania. The residents of Chester were accustomed to white volunteers from the Main Line but never a black volunteer. The few blacks living in Radnor had long ago distanced themselves from their country cousins and wouldn’t dream of venturing into the “wilds” of Chester to lend a helping hand.

Kai’s presence in Chester puzzled the residents. She was obviously biracial, but assumed the attitude and dialect of a white girl. She was there to do her civic duty for the downtrodden blacks, and there was no recognition or sign of kinship in her eyes.

Folks scratched their heads, trying to figure her out. Her last name is Montgomery, huh? Don’t that name sound familiar? Then old Miss Celestine, a historian of sorts, recalled the white doctor. The liberal. You know, the one who used to volunteer at the clinic a few days a week? Memories were refreshed. Tongues began to wag. The one who knocked up that black girl and then adopted the baby? It was a baby girl, wasn’t it? Uh-huh, she’d be about Kai’s age by now. Hmmm! What happened to the mother? Don’t know. She wasn’t from ’round here anyway. Didn’t she run off with some musician? Uh-huh, that’s right. Never heard from again.

The gossip and speculations soon reached Kai’s ears; the seeds of suspicion were firmly planted. “How do you disown your own child?” Kai asked her father, years later when she finally mustered the nerve. “You say you adopted me because you love me, but I think you were motivated by guilt. So…if you have nothing to hide, let me see the adoption papers. My birth records. Be honest; tell me who I really am.”

“Your birth records are sealed. Let’s leave it that way,” her father said, ending the subject.

Screaming how much she hated her coldblooded lying-ass parents, Kai had pounded up the stairs to her bedroom and slammed the door. The subject was never mentioned again. Her parents never knew the degree of hurt nor the burning shame Kai felt regarding her heritage.








Chapter Five



The turkey was baked to perfection, but Terelle didn’t attempt to make the macaroni and cheese; it never turned out right, so Aunt Bennie (short for Benita) brought her delicious baked macaroni and cheese. Aunt Bennie lost points, however, when she tried to pass off a tub of canned Glory collards as homemade.

“Addin’ some smoked turkey to canned food don’t make it homemade,” Gran complained. “And I still don’t see why we had to have Thanksgiving dinner in this cramped-up little apartment. Had me walkin’ up all those stairs…It’s a wonder my heart didn’t just up and explode.” Gran scowled as she sized up the small kitchen, the even smaller dining area and living room.

“Mom, you know Terelle doesn’t want to miss Marquise’s call,” Aunt Bennie explained.

“Oh, God!” Terelle glared at her aunt, chastising her with her eyes for bringing up Marquise’s name. Aunt Bennie shrugged; her expression asked: what did I do?

Gran looked over her glasses at the phone suspiciously. “Terelle, you still payin’ for that boy to call you collect? You had to work overtime to pay for all those calls while you was livin’ with me. And don’t think I don’t know about all those expensive boots and sneakers and things you was sending him. What the hell he need that stuff for anyhow? He’s in jail! Don’t they have to wear them orange jumpsuits?”

“Gran, why you worrying about what I do…as long as I take care of Keeta…”

“Hmph! Lord, you ’bout as dumb as they come,” Gran interrupted. “Look at you! Out here struggling with a child, all on your own, and you mean to tell me you’re still lettin’ that boy run up your phone bill?”

“Let’s eat.” Terelle began scooping collards on Gran’s plate. Best to stuff Gran’s mouth with food before she really became agitated and started aiming cuss words as sharp as an ax in Terelle’s direction. It didn’t matter that Markeeta was present. Once Gran got started, it wouldn’t matter if Christ himself were present at the table.

Looking guilty, Aunt Bennie busied herself with the task of slicing the turkey.

“Don’t give me no dark meat, ’cause I don’t like no dark meat,” Gran grumbled.

“I know, I know. Calm down, Mom,” Aunt Bennie said.

“How can I calm down? My oldest child is a damn drug addict…”

“Cassy’s in recovery, Mom…”

“My granddaughter is working like a mule to take care a man in jail, and my youngest daughter is a goddamn bulldagger,” Gran barked. Aunt Bennie’s mouth opened in wide protest.

“It’s Thanksgiving, Gran. Please stop!” Terelle pleaded. “Aunt Bennie’s not gay.”

“I ain’t said nothing about gay. I said she’s a bulldagger. She ain’t foolin’ me with her mannish self—walking around in her bedroom wearing men’s boxer shorts. It’s probably my own damn fault for giving her that nickname.” Gran sighed heavily, then went on, “At the time, I thought it was a cute way to shorten up Benita. But if I knew then what I know now…”

“How you gonna tell me what I am? Lots of women wear boxers nowadays.”

There was pain in Aunt Bennie’s eyes that Terelle took no pleasure in witnessing. If her aunt was actually gay, she needed to come out of the closet; hiding her sexual orientation was obviously a heavy burden.

“That’s bullshit,” Gran grumbled. “Do you wear men’s underwear, Terelle?”

“No, but…”

“But, nothing. Where’s her husband? Where’s her children? Where’s her damn boyfriend? She ain’t got none of that because she’s too busy bumpin’ coochies with other women.”

Aunt Bennie’s wounded expression tugged at Terelle’s heart. “Gran! Don’t be saying that nasty stuff around Keeta.”

“Don’t think I’m forgetting about you, neither. You’s a damn fool. Why you allowin’ that boy to take advantage of you like that? Keeta’s my only hope of something decent coming out of this family. But with the daddy she got…I doubt if that’s possible.”

“Stop talking about Marquise, right in front of Keeta. That ain’t right, Gran.”

“Sooner or later Keeta’s gonna learn the truth—might as well be sooner. And Terelle, you should be ’shamed of yourself for stickin’ by a man who done got your mother all messed up on drugs.”

“Marquise…” Terelle struggled to get the words out. “He didn’t do that to my mother. Me and Marquise were kids when my mother started messin’ with that stuff.” She looked at Aunt Bennie for confirmation, but her aunt, still nursing the injuries sustained from Gran’s attack, gazed at Terelle with unfocused eyes.

“Yeah, and when he grew up, he made sure your mother stayed on that junk, now didn’t he?”

Her grandmother was working her nerves. Terelle became silent as she prepared Markeeta’s plate. She knew that if she didn’t keep her mouth shut, her grandmother’s temper was liable to rise up and whirl around the kitchen like a hurricane. The dinner had turned into a disaster. If she was lucky, Gran would gobble down her food, try to belch, complain of heartburn and insist upon leaving immediately.

It was partly true—she had invited them over because she didn’t want to miss Marquise’s call; she also wanted to show off her new apartment. But, it didn’t matter. Gran hadn’t said one word of praise. Her comments about the apartment were all negative. Her ornery grandmother loved making everybody miserable. She’d been mean as a snake for as long as Terelle could remember.

She picked at her food, her mind replaying what Gran had said about her being a fool and she was getting more pissed by the minute. Gran had her nerve—raising her own two children in a speakeasy. Terelle’s mother had told her that she’d learned how to pour the right brand of liquor based on the color of the bottle before she could read. And pouring from the wrong bottle meant an encounter with Gran’s wrath. Gran had one hellish temper. Terelle’s mother and Aunt Bennie still bore the scars of that temper. Beatings with razor straps, ironing cords, broom handles—whatever Gran could get her hands on. Terelle figured if Aunt Bennie was actually a lesbian, then it was probably due to her being molested by one of Gran’s drunken customers. But that was kept quiet because the man was supposed to be somebody important—somebody politically connected. Her mother’s drug addiction and poor parenting skills could probably be blamed on Gran, too. Gran was no model parent—that was for sure.

It had taken Marquise a long time to grow up and face his responsibilities but now that he was ready, she was going to do everything in her power to help pull him along. She didn’t mind working a little overtime to pay for the calls. That was a small thing. She worked for her money and didn’t ask anybody for anything. Marquise was her future, and if holding her man up until he could do better classified her as a fool, then she was glad to be one.








Chapter Six



“This is Kai Montgomery. Has Dr. Harding returned from vacation?” Kai asked, confident that her professional tone would persuade the receptionist at Dr. Harding’s posh Bala Cynwyd office to impart the information.

“Yes, Ms. Montgomery, he’s back. But he won’t be in the office until late this afternoon. He’s at the nursing home this morning. Would you care to leave a message?”

“No thanks. I’ll call him there.” Kai hung up. Bewildered, she wound a lock of hair around her finger. The bastard was right here in the facility and hadn’t bothered to call her. She angrily punched the numbers to his pager and after inputting her extension, slammed the phone into its cradle.

The wait was excruciating. Patting her foot impatiently, and twirling her hair until it became tangled around her finger, Kai grimaced when she began to feel a dull throbbing in her left temple, the prelude to an oncoming migraine.

Eight minutes later the phone rang; Kai yanked the receiver from the cradle on the first ring.

“I can’t believe…”

“Miss Montgomery?” The voice did not belong to Kenneth. Kai regularly received calls from relatives of nursing home residents on her caseload and, unfortunately for her, the call was from a client’s family member.

“Yes, this is Kai Montgomery. How can I help you?” She didn’t try to disguise her annoyance.

“This is Emma…uh, Emma Randolph. Irving Randolph’s wife…,” the woman stammered.

“Yes, what can I do for you, Mrs. Randolph?”

“Well, you see, I have the receipt here for some socks I bought my husband. I bought—let me see now…Yeah, I bought twelve pairs of those heavy thermal socks. And they wasn’t cheap. I got the receipt right here. Socks don’t cost what they used to. Was a time when…”

Kai’s long sigh of exasperation caused the woman to pause.

“Now I was there last night—and when I visit Irving I always check his closet and drawers to make sure all his things…”

“How many pairs of socks are missing, Mrs. Randolph?”

“Well…all of them. He ain’t got none of them new socks. The onliest ones left in his drawer is…”

Onliest! Kai sucked her teeth and groaned, certain she had now heard it all.

“Bring in the receipt and you’ll be reimbursed.”

“I can get all my money back?”

“Yes.” Kai hissed.

“Okay, I’m gonna take your word. ’Cause the last time I…”

“Mrs. Randolph, I have another call,” she said, wishing she did. Where the hell was Kenneth?

“When should I bring it in? Will you be in your office tomorrow mornin’? See, I ain’t got nobody to bring me there today…”

“Take the receipt to the Finance Department on the first floor. Listen, I have to go.” Kai slammed down the phone.

Swiveling in her chair and twirling her hair mercilessly, Kai pondered making a trip to the second-floor office of Dr. Harding, but decided against it. That would be a wasted trip. Kenneth was rarely in his office. More than likely he was making rounds, which included bullshitting with the nurses and the unit clerks. A mental picture of tall, blond, solidly built Kenneth working his charm shot across Kai’s mind and through her heart. Wasn’t it bad enough that he had snuck off on a vacation with his wife; why did he have to disrespect her even more by not answering her page? Maybe she should call the receptionist and have her overhead page the good doctor. No! The hell with paging!

Awash in rage, Kai stood. She’d comb the facility floor by floor until she found the smiling pompous bastard! And if he didn’t stop whatever he was doing the moment he spotted her, God help him because she would not be held accountable for the violence and mayhem that would ensue.

Distracted by the delicious reverie of doing bodily harm to Dr. Kenneth Harding, Kai was startled by the muted sound of her cell phone. The phone was in her purse, which was locked in the bottom desk drawer. Kai scrambled for her office keys. Why the hell is he calling on my cell phone? She’d put her office extension on his pager. Always cautious, always careful to cover his tracks—or so he thought—because he fucked up royally when he left his lab coat and stethoscope unattended while he slept at her apartment.

The phone had stopped ringing by the time Kai had unlocked the drawer and retrieved it from her purse. Oh, how I despise him! She gazed at the phone, waiting for the word message to pop up. When it did, she quickly punched the numbers to hear what Kenneth had to say.

“Hello, Kai. Look, I’m here at the nursing home, but I’ve been pretty busy all morning. I’ll be leaving shortly—uh, I have a lunch engagement. A business lunch. But, I’ll call you tonight. You have a pleasant and productive day.”

The call ended and a computerized voice asked Kai if she wished to save or delete the message. Angrily, she pressed the button that would erase Kenneth’s smug indifference. She rooted through some files, and pulled out the manila envelope that contained the photo of her wearing Kenneth’s lab coat. She took a moment to examine the image gazing back at her and smiled approvingly at her handiwork. She grabbed her purse and her new lavender suede coat and bolted from the office.

Moving swiftly, Kai didn’t so much as glance or utter a greeting to her coworkers or the elderly nursing home residents who cluttered the corridor. She impatiently navigated around an old man who ambled along with the assistance of a rolling walker. Passing him, she picked up speed, but began muttering curse words when she had to slow down to squeeze between an abandoned laundry cart and a white-haired woman who self-propelled her wheelchair at an agonizingly slow pace.

“Social worker, social worker,” the woman called in a raspy voice. “Can I make a phone call? I have to call my mother.”

Kai did not slow her stride or look back. She completely ignored the eighty-five-year-old woman who had long-and short-term memory problems. The woman’s mother was long dead and Kai had no time for validation therapy or reality orientation; she had pressing business to attend to.

Her path finally clear, Kai hurried toward the double set of elevators. Mindful that germs were everywhere and on everything inside the nursing home, she carefully covered her hands with lavender leather gloves before pressing the arrow pointing down. The scowl that distorted her facial features gradually changed into an expression of amusement. Gloved fingers gaily tapped the manila envelope that was tucked under her arm, and she wondered if driving to the FedEx office at Eighth and Spring Garden during her lunch break was productive enough for Dr. Harding. She’d pay anything to witness the expression of the good doctor’s wife when she received the package.

Yes, the thought of Mrs. Harding unveiling the damning photograph was providing Kai with an exceptionally pleasant and productive day!








Chapter Seven



The height of fashion, Saleema stepped inside Terelle’s Kingsessing Avenue apartment draped from head to toe in leather and fur: fox head wrap; cream-colored leather coat with a big fox collar; chocolate leather pants with an outside slit that was trimmed in a light-colored fur; and two-toned chocolate and cream leather ankle boots. “Ta-da,” she sang, announcing her entrance with outstretched arms before striking a dramatic pose. She and Terelle burst into laughter. Both could recall the days when Saleema’s wardrobe was selected from huge plastic bags donated by the neighborhood Baptist church. Saleema had come a long way.

“Where’s Keeta?”

“Sleep, thank God. And please don’t wake her up.”

“Girl, you gonna scream when you see all the phat shit I bought Keeta for Christmas. And I ain’t wrapping none of it, ’cause I want all her gear spread out and displayed under the tree. I went to the toddler department in Strawbridge’s and went buck wild. My girl is gonna be rockin’ designer everything: shoes, undershirts, dresses, coats, jackets, jeans, hoodies—everything. And I found her the cutest little Timberlands at Footlocker in the Gallery. I ain’t finished yet. I’m gonna put Keeta’s cute little butt in some Baby Phat jeans. Couldn’t find none in her size in Philly, but somebody told me I could find them in New York.” Saleema gazed at Terelle thoughtfully. “I ain’t even got started on her toys yet; I’ll probably get her toys in New York, too.”

“Keeta don’t need nothin’ else, Saleema,” Terelle said in weak protest.

“Hmph. My godbaby ain’t gonna be looking like no ragamuffin. She gonna stay fly just like me.”

“I gotta give you your props; you really look good, Saleema. Where you on your way to? You gotta be on your way to someplace fly like P. Diddy’s club in New York—you look too good to be hanging in Philly.” Terelle paused to touch the butter-soft leather coat. “Where’d you get your coat?”

“Saks,” Saleema said proudly. “You know I live in that store. All the money I spend up in there, they need to give a sistah some stock.”

“What size is it? A three?” Terelle frowned.

“Naw, I’m in a size five now. Good living—eating good, girl.”

“I get mad just thinking about all those fly clothes you don’t even wear. So just keep on eating, girl,” Terelle said playfully. “Come on up to my size so I can rock some of your gear.”

“Hell no, I ain’t putting on another pound. Bad for business. You better come on down to my size.”

“Chile, Marquise would flip if I lost weight. He loves seeing my hips filling out a size ten.”

Saleema’s eyes became slits. “Marquise ain’t got room to be flippin’ about nothin’—not with all the debt he got you in. Thank God Keeta got me for a godmother. If I didn’t come through, her little butt would be wearing clothes from Wal-Mart—her feet would be all squeezed up in some Payless shoes.”

“Don’t go there, Saleema. And I’m not in debt.”

“Hmph. No? Then you livin’ above your means paying the phone company damn near a dub a day just to talk to a nigga. And now that you ain’t got no nighttime babysitter, I know you can’t work no more overtime. So, how you still payin’ for his calls? I sure hope you don’t let that nigga get your phone cut off.”

“Saleema!” Terelle said sharply. “His name is Marquise—not That Nigga! My mother, my grandmother, all of my so-called friends…everybody thinks it’s their right to make me feel bad about my relationship with Marquise. But you’re supposed to be my girl—ever since the first grade. If anybody understands me and knows how I feel, it’s supposed to be you.”

“You’re right,” Saleema said, looking contrite. Her smile appeared pained. “My bad. I just get so mad when I think about all that nigga—I mean, Marquise done put you through. I just don’t wanna see you get hurt no more.”

“I got this, Saleema. I know what I’m doing. Trust me. I know what I’m doing.”

Saleema nodded in agreement, but her sorrowful eyes contradicted the movement of her head. “I gotta go,” she said as she checked her Fendi link watch. “And…to answer your question, I’m meeting one of my regulars in a half-hour. Remember Dave, the white trick from Swarthmore? We met at Pandora’s Box—now I see him on the outside.”

“The one who bought you the platinum necklace?”

“No, that’s Ralph. I don’t fuck with him like that no more. He got too possessive.”

“Girl, be careful. You know I worry about you hanging around with all those freakish white men you meet at work. If you have to do that kind of work, why don’t you just see them at Pandora’s? At least it’s safe there.”

“Safe!” Saleema snorted. “The manager got popped a couple years ago by two knuckleheads and you think Pandora’s Box is safe?”

“You know what I mean. Didn’t the owner beef up security after that?”

“Yeah, right. That bitch put in a Brinks alarm system to protect her money. But we ain’t no safer than we was before.”

“So why do you work somewhere that’s so dangerous?”

“The world is dangerous. I take my chances. Shit, I could get robbed steppin’ outta my truck coming here to see you. The way niggas be foaming at the mouth…checkin’ out Jezzy…it’s a wonder ain’t nobody tried to jack me for my ride.”

Jezzy was the nickname Saleema had given her white Ford Expedition. The vanity plate read: JEZEBEL.

“Look, Pandora’s be keepin’ my pockets full, but I ain’t always in the mood to be breakin’ that bitch off. I’m not tryin’ to give the owner half my dough every time I get a session. Gabrielle already got a Rolls-Royce and a mansion. I’m still tryin’ to get mine, ya dig?”

“No. I worry about you, Saleema. Another thing, why are all your customers white? They the ones who be doin’ all that weird shit. Don’t you date any of the black men that come through?”

“Hmph! Niggas be gettin’ into some wild shit, too. What about them two snipers down South. Uh-huh! Anyway, brothas ain’t feelin’ me. They don’t want my black ass. All they wanna do is git wit them high-yella bitches; I’m too dark and too thin for niggas so I stick with the muthafuckers who appreciate this chocolate candy bar.” Saleema swiveled and smoothed her hands from her fur hat down to her leather pants. “The white man loves to pay my rent and the note on my truck. And I loves to let ’em.”

“Just be careful, okay?”

“I’m straight. Let some nut even think about comin’ at me all crazy…I’d whoop so much ass, that muthafucker would be beggin’ for mercy. But, then again, knowin’ how twisted them tricks can be, he might enjoy the ass whoopin’ I put on ’em, and then I’d have to charge him extra,” Saleema said, shoulders shaking with laughter.

“All right, Saleema. I know you think you all gangsta, but how your little ass gonna stop a man from hurting you?”

Saleema winked. “I never leave home without my piece. No baby, my piece goes wherever I go. I ain’t playing with these dumb ass niggas or crackas. Let somebody try to come at me or try to jack my ride and I’m gonna blast that pussy without even blinkin’.”

“Whatchu sayin’? You gotta gun?”

“Uh-huh.”

“I don’t believe it.”

Saleema unzipped her Fendi bag and revealed a small silver gun.

“Damn, it’s kinda cute—pretty,” Terelle admitted in awe. “Never thought I’d see a pretty gun.”

Saleema extended the hand holding the gun. “Wanna hold it?” she asked devilishly.

Terelle backed up. “Hell no, you know I don’t mess with guns. Too scared.”

Saleema shook her head in pity. “You’d get over that fear right quick if your life or Keeta’s life was at stake.”

“I won’t have to protect us; that’s Marquise’s job,” Terelle said with pride. “When Marquise gets home, I’m just gonna sit back and let him handle things.”

“I’d like to know how he gonna protect somebody, walking around with a damn bracelet around his ankle?” Saleema burst out laughing and Terelle, despite herself, laughed, too. “How far can he go with that thing keepin’ check on his movements? If a nigga dragged you outta the front door, what Marquise gonna do? Huh?”

Terelle shrugged, looking amused. “I guess he gonna have to chase a nigga down.”

“Won’t that black box start squealing if he tries to leave this apartment?”

“Girl, I don’t know. I think a red light will come on if he goes out of range. But under special circumstances, like him having to defend me, I’m sure he won’t get in any trouble.”

“Please! Who you think is gonna believe he left the apartment to defend your honor? They’ll lock that ass up so quick…” Saleema paused in thought and didn’t finish the sentence. “Then, they’ll turn around and make him serve the rest of his back time.”

“Damn, Saleema.” Terelle was no longer feeling amused. “How we go from my fear of guns to you disrespecting Marquise for the second time since you been here?”

“My bad,” Saleema said with a snicker. “Seriously. I’m sorry.” Saleema kissed Terelle’s cheek.

“I gotta go. Dave keeps a thick wad in his pocket.” She gestured the thickness by stretching her thumb and index finger. “Cash, credit cards…the whole nine. And I don’t want him to even think about peeling off one dollar before I get there.” Saleema pulled out her car keys and a narrow bank envelope. “Here, here’s a little something to put on that phone bill.”

“Saleema, you don’t have to…”

“Hush, girl. Just like you said…we go back to elementary school and I know your proud ass like I know the back of my hand. You’d go hungry before you’d ask anybody to help you.”

Instead of responding, Terelle looked down at the kitchen tiles.

“By the way, when did they say Marquise can come home?”

“Any day. That’s all they’ve been telling me. They’re waiting for a monitor to free up. Those damn people got my life on hold—for real.”

“Don’t worry. Quise will be home raising hell before you know it. Give me a call tomorrow, okay?”

Nodding, Terelle opened the door for her friend. “Thanks, Saleema,” Terelle’s voice cracked. “I mean it. Thanks.” Her body sagged, giving her a world-weary appearance.

Saleema kissed at the air. “Smooches. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”

“Okay,” Terelle said in a whisper and closed the door. She treaded to the living room, placed the unopened envelope on the coffee table and flopped down on the futon.

She tried to choke back the tears, but couldn’t. Saleema was so good to her, but she was so tired of being a charity case. She ached for Marquise—for his support—his strong shoulders to lean on. Tears spilled over as she curled up on the futon to wait for Marquise’s call.
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