




Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.





“Emotionally compelling”…“Soulful”…

“Humorous”…“Captivating.”

The Novels of ReShonda Tate Billingsley are winning critical cheers!

Let the Church Say Amen

#1 Essence bestseller and Dallas Morning News bestseller

“Creating full-bodied characters and a plot that avoids heavy-handedness…Billingsley infuses her text with just the right dose of humor to balance the novel’s serious events…. Will appeal to fans of Michele Andrea Bowen’s Second Sunday and Pat G’Orge-Walker’s Sister Betty! God’s Calling You Again!”

—Library Journal (starred review)

“Her community of very human saints will win readers over with their humor and verve.”

—Booklist

“Emotionally compelling…. Full of palpable joy, grief, and soulful characters.”

—The Jacksonville Free Press

“Amen to Let the Church Say Amen…. [A] well-written novel.”

—Indianapolis Recorder

My Brother’s Keeper

Her award-winning debut novel

“This is a keeper.”

—The Daily Oklahoman

“Poignant, captivating, emotional, and intriguing…. A humorous and heart-wrenching look at how deep childhood issues can run.”

—The Mississippi Link





Also by ReShonda Tate Billingsley

My Brother’s Keeper

Let the Church Say Amen

Four Degrees of Heat

(with Brenda L. Thomas, Crystal Lacey Winslow, and Rochelle Alers)







	[image: logo]
	POCKET BOOKS, a division of Simon & Schuster, Inc.

1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020



This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

Copyright © 2006 by ReShonda Tate Billingsley

All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever. For information address Pocket Books, 1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020

ISBN-13: 978-1-4165-2317-8
ISBN-10: 1-4165-2317-0

POCKET and colophon are registered trademarks of Simon & Schuster, Inc.

Visit us on the World Wide Web:

http://www.SimonSays.com





For my girls,

Mya and Morgan





Acknowledgments



I have been so blessed in my literary endeavors and there are so many people who have made my journey what it is. But first and foremost, thanks to God for opening doors and giving me the faith, strength and talent to walk through them.

It takes a strong man to deal with a woman like me, an I-want-it-all-and-know-I-can-have-it type of woman. Thanks to my strong man, Dr. Miron Billingsley, for weathering the storms and sticking by my side as I carve my niche in the publishing industry.

To my wonderful children, Mya and Morgan. I know I have to bribe you all to get you to deal with Mommy’s constant trips on the road, but know that I do it all for you. And I promise, it’ll all get better.

To the two most special women in my life, my mother, Nancy Blacknell and my sister, Tanisha Tate. For so long it was just us three against the world. Both of you have been in my corner, listening to my stories, reading my work since I was ten years old. Thank you for everything. Mama, maybe I’ll sell enough books to finally buy you some new carpet (smile).

In this business you always hear people complaining about their agents and editors. I have no complaints because I have one of the best agents and editors in the industry. Sara Camilli, thank you for believing in my work and looking out for me along the way. Selena James, thanks for shaping my stories into bestsellers. I also have to say thanks to Brigitte Smith and everyone else at Simon & Schuster/Pocket Books. Thank you so much for believing in me. I hope I make our company proud.

To the best dang publicist this side of the Mississippi (okay, make that the world). Angie Pickett-Henderson, what can I say? You be puttin’ it down. (I wonder if my editor will let my Ebonics slip through?) Seriously, thanks for pushing my career to new heights, and pushing me (even when I didn’t feel like being pushed). What would I do without you?

To my girl, my dear friend and literary colleague, Pat Tucker Wilson, your time is coming. Keep your head up. You are a talented writer and it’s just a matter of time before the world knows it too. To Jihad, thanks for the feedback and motivation in everything from writing to running. Thanks to all the other authors trying to do this literary thang with me and providing inspiration, support and advice along the way: Nina Foxx, Toschia, Victoria Christopher Murray, Zane, Eric Jerome Dickey, Monica Carter, Norma Jarrett, T.J. Butler, Cydney Rax, Yolanda Joe, Carl Weber, Karen Quinones Miller, Eric Pete, Curtis Bunn, my Strebor family and all the members of the Divine Literary Tour.

As always, much love goes to my chapter sorors: Jaimi Canady, Raquelle Wooten, Kim Patterson Wright, Clemelia Humphrey Richardson, Beverly Davis, Leslie Mouton, Kristie King, Trina McReynolds, Finisha Waits, and all of the other illustrious women of Alpha Kappa Alpha Sorority (especially Mu Kappa Omega), who have shown a sista nothing but love since my self-published days. To all of the other Divine Nine, especially the men of Omega Psi Phi Fraternity, thanks for supporting my work.

To my Arkansas family in Smackover, Norphlet, and Mt. Pine, this is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to actual family members is purely coincidental. I don’t want no drama at the family reunion. Special thanks to Aunt Birdell and Aunt Mel for all your love and support throughout the years.

To my sisters-in-law: Jacqueline McFadden, Della Jones, and Shawn Billingsley, thank you for supporting me and constantly promoting my books. To Xavier Billingsley, Sui, Roscoe, and Queena Jones, thanks for all your help while I was doing my book thing.

To all the book clubs and bookstores…man, I wish I could list you all, but there have been so many that showed me so much love, that it would take another book to list them all. So to those book clubs that had heated discussions over my books, I say thanks. I especially want to say thanks to those who invited me out: Brentwood Baptist Church, Brookhollow Baptist Church, Covenant Glenn, Mt. Horeb, St. Lukes, After-thoughts, North Harris Community College, Cy-Fair Community College (especially Ivra Black), Cush City, Onyx, Cover to Cover, Seasonal Readers, Ladies of Expression, CPT, Go On Girl, Black Orchids, Ivy Readers, Sistahs in Harmony, Coffee, Tea and Read, Divas Who Read, and Kismet book clubs. It was wonderful to hear you talking about my characters like they were real! And to the bookstores, thanks for helping catapult me to the bestseller lists. I hope we can do the same for I Know I’ve Been Changed!

Of course, I cannot forget all my colleagues at Fox 26 News in Houston, especially D’art Bebel, Kathy Williams, Erin Anthony, Linda Drummond, Ray Williams, Ulonda Kirk, Dana Davis, Patti Shieh, Aprille Meek, Bernadette Brown, LaShauna Sewell, Damali Keith, Melinda Spaulding, Isiah “Get Man” Carey, Joe Lanford, John Donnelly, Greg Groogan, Xavier Kirts, Torrey Walker, Todd Smith, Ray Cortez, Carolyn Mungo, Jesse Casteneda, Charles Hobson, Harry Husley, Ruben Dominguez, Joe McGinty, Jose Grinan, Joel Mathaisan, Christina Garza and Lisa Whitlock. A big, big thanks to Rodney “Big Rod” Pearson, for reluctantly giving me story ideas even though he thought we were just talking. (Don’t worry, no one will know which stories are yours unless you tell them).

Also thanks to the Houston Association of Black Journalists and everyone at the Houston Defender.

Saving the best for last…the biggest thanks of all goes to you. The readers who bought my books, passed the word, and continued to show me support. I am what I am because of you. Thank you.

You know, the acknowledgments are more difficult to write than the book itself. That’s because I know I’m forgetting someone and I know I’m going to hear about it. But that’s the beauty of having such wonderful friends, family, and colleagues…If I left out your name, you know to charge it to my head and not my heart.

Until the next book…enjoy and thanks for the love.








Prologue

1995




I’m outta here and I don’t care what anyone has to say.

Shondella, Reno, Auntie Mel. Even Mama Tee. I don’t need none of them. Tell me I ain’t gonna make it. I’ll show ’em all. They can have this funky town.

Here I was, standing in front of Eddie’s Filling Tank, the lone gas station bus stop in town, with all my belongings stuffed into four tattered suitcases. There was no turning back, not that I’d even want to. I was tired of Sweet Poke and all that it didn’t have to offer. The one-stoplight town didn’t even have a movie theater or a mall. The only three stores in the town were the five-and-dime store, McConn’s, an overpriced old-people clothing store, and Piggly Wiggly. We didn’t even have a freakin’ Wal-Mart. If you wanted a decent pair of underwear, you had to drive twenty minutes to the next town to get it. And the nearest major city, Little Rock, was an hour and a half away. Sweet Poke was simply not a place where you could thrive. And it definitely wasn’t a place for someone like me.

Shondella, my jealous older sister, had laughed when I’d first announced my intention to leave and go work in Tyler, Texas. She said I would probably end up hooking on the street. Then there was my great-aunt Mel, who had helped my grandmother raise me since my no-account mama had decided she didn’t want to be a mama anymore and left me, Shondella, and my twin sister and brother, Jasmine and Justin, at this very bus stop. Auntie Mel had prayed over me like I needed to be exorcised or something. Mama Tee wouldn’t even say good-bye. She just acted like I was goin’ to the corner store or something.

I glanced at my watch. The bus was over an hour late and the wind was kicking my tail, messing up the $40, spiral-curl hairstyle that I’d had to sleep sitting up to maintain. People were always telling me I looked like former Miss America Vanessa Williams, so I’d tried to copy the hairstyle she always wore.

Some of the dust being kicked around by the wind got lodged in my throat and gave me a coughing fit.

“Just another reason to get out of this place,” I muttered. Sweet Poke, Arkansas, was known for its twisterlike dirt clouds. And that about summed up all this town had to offer. On the list of progressive places in the country, Sweet Poke would rank at the very bottom. That’s why I had to leave. Ever since junior high school, I’ve known I was bigger than this place. My family, friends, Reno, none of them could ever understand that. Some of my relatives called me uppity, but they just didn’t understand. It wasn’t only the slow pace that was driving me insane. I simply couldn’t live in poverty. Since the average salary in this town of three thousand people was just over $14,000 a year, poverty was very real. Growing up, we were dirt-poor, although you’d never know it because Mama Tee was always hollering ’bout we was rich in spirit. Yeah, right. Tell that to the light company. They ain’t trying to hear nothin’ ’bout no spirits.

No, my future would be nothing like my past. I refused to be like Mama Tee, struggling to make ends meet, yet still singing every church song in the book. Forget that. Don’t get me wrong, I haven’t completely stopped believing in God, I just don’t think He makes frequent stops in Sweet Poke. If He did, everyone here wouldn’t live such miserable lives.

I used to pray that God would make things better for us, that he would bring my mama back. That was a pipe dream. All the nights I cried, all the nights I prayed for hours, begging God to bring my mother back didn’t make a bit of difference. I wanted, no I needed my mother in my life so much I tried to bargain with God, saying stuff like I’d get straight A’s and never trouble Mama Tee again if He would just bring her back. Yet, it never happened. So despite what Mama Tee is always saying, to me it don’t look like God answers prayers. Least he ain’t never answered none I sent up.

That’s why I stopped waiting on God to change my situation and set out to change it myself. I was headed for bigger and better things. I was going to show the world that I wasn’t some discarded little girl.

I pulled my scarf over my hair. I definitely didn’t want any dirt getting in my hair. After I was sure I had it adjusted to where it was covering my entire head, I stepped out into the parking lot and peered down the road. “Finally,” I mumbled as I noticed the big gray bus making its way through the clouds of dust.

For the first time that day, a smile crossed my face. I watched the Greyhound bus pull into the service station, wishing it would just slow down long enough for me to jump on board, then keep going.

“Evening, ma’am,” the portly bus driver said as he stepped off the bus. “Will you be joining us?”

“Naw, I’m just standing out here in a dust storm for my health,” I snapped.

The driver narrowed his eyes. “No need to get smart, little lady.”

“No need to ask dumb questions.” I was not in the mood for cordial exchanges. I was anxious to get out of Sweet Poke, the place I’d called home most of my life. “Yes, William,” I said, reading his nametag. “I’m waiting on you. I’ve been waiting for the last hour and a half.” I thrust my ticket toward him.

William forced a smile and shook his head. “They don’t pay me enough for this,” he mumbled as he took the ticket.

“What?” I asked, my hands firmly planted on my hips.

“Nothing,” William responded. “We’ll be taking a five-minute break, then we’ll be heading out.”

“Fine.” As irritated as I was, I had waited all my life for this. What was another five minutes?

The driver rolled his eyes, then made his way over to where my luggage sat and began loading it on the bus. My entire life, stuffed in four pieces of unmatching, frazzled luggage. One was a Samsonite I had borrowed from Auntie Mel, and the other three cheap pieces were Mama Tee’s. She’d probably gotten them on sale at a thrift store.

I huffed and was just about to board the bus when I heard someone say, “So you really gon’ do this? Raedella Rollins is really gonna just up and leave?”

I stopped and turned toward Reno, my boyfriend of six years. Make that ex-boyfriend. We’d broken up two months ago after I’d caught him coming out of the only motel in Sweet Poke with Ann Paxton, the town tramp. I was hurt by his actions, mostly because he knew in a town as small as Sweet Poke, he wouldn’t be able to cheat and get away with it. Still, he did it anyway. In fact, it was my sister who had come running home, out of breath, to tell me Reno was at the motel. The motel clerk had called somebody, who called somebody, who called my sister. Since we mix like oil and water, Shondella took great pleasure in bringing me the news.

“I guess you thought I was joking,” I responded as I made my way to the side of the bus where he was standing. “I told you, Reno, I’m outta here. I’m destined for bigger and better things.”

“This is about Ann, isn’t it? I told you she don’t mean nothing. She kissed me.” Reno smiled that crooked smile that had captured my heart when I was just a freshman in high school. His eyes twinkled as he stood there in his Dickies overalls, holding a can of Coca-Cola. I’d known Reno since I was a little girl. But he’d moved away when he was nine years old, after his parents divorced. When he returned to live with his father, he came back a handsome young man who had every girl within a hundred miles of Sweet Poke feenin’ for him. Even now, he was as handsome as he was the day he’d first stepped foot in my freshman English class. His honey-brown complexion, short-cropped hair, enchanting eyes, and deep dimples almost made me think twice about my decision to leave. Almost.

“Whatever, Reno,” I said, snapping out of the trance his eyes were luring me into. “That was your tongue down her throat, not the other way around. Anyway, I’m not going down that road with you again.”

Reno displayed a big, cheesy grin. I used to believe Reno was one of the good guys. He went to church all the time. He was loving, attentive, and honest, or so I thought. That’s why his cheating hurt me so much. I never saw it coming. He tried to give me some line about Ann claiming she had dropped something down the sink in that motel room and needed his help to get it out. I told him he must think I was Boo-Boo the fool if he expected me to believe that.

Reno reached out and tried to take my hand. “But we’re a team. Always have been, always will be. Even when you tried to play hard and break up with me, I knew where your heart was. We belong together.”

“Save that crap for your next victim,” I said, jerking my hand away. “We broke up months ago. And this is about me wanting more than this two-bit town can offer. So Ann can have you because I don’t want you.”

“Tell that to someone who doesn’t know you.” Reno laughed, infuriating me.

“Let me explain something to you,” I said, wiggling my neck. “You are a country bumpkin, a low-down, stank dirty dog. That’s why I wouldn’t get back together with your broke behind. And you have no aspirations to leave this place. You’re happy working your minimum-wage job at the railroad. But me…CNN is calling, baby.” I stood with my head held high.

Reno narrowed his eyes, looking at me like I was crazy. “Shondella told me you’re going to Tyler, Texas. That’s a long way from CNN.”

“But it’s on the way!” I was sick of people degrading my decision to take a job as a reporter in Tyler. Auntie Mel said I was just jumping out of the frying pan and into the fire by leaving one small town to go to another. Both she and Mama Tee had blasted me for going away to a town where I didn’t know a single soul. But I’d let my family talk me out of going away to college, even though I’d desperately wanted to leave this place. Between being broke and madly in love with Reno, I’d been suckered into commuting to college at the University of Central Arkansas at Conway, which was about thirty minutes from Sweet Poke. Still, I stayed focused, earning my degree in broadcast journalism and sending out audition tape after audition tape until I finally got a job offer in Tyler. “I have to pay some dues. Anyway, I’ll only be there a few months before some big-time television station snatches me up.”

Reno doubled over with laughter.

“Forget you, Reno. You ain’t gotta believe in me. That’s why I’m leaving your country tail. And you will be sick when you see me on CNN, or Entertainment Tonight or 60 Minutes!” His disbelief made me even more determined to fulfill my dream of becoming a nationally known news anchor.

“Yeah, right,” Reno said between laughs. “You call me country? Your behind still talking ’bout ‘Can I axe you a question?’ How you gon’ be Barbara Walters and you can’t even talk right?”

Reno eased his laughing and leaned in, running his hand across my face, which was on fire with fury. “Baby, face it. Sweet Poke is where you belong. You just a little ol’ country girl. Your people are here,” he stressed as he leaned in closer. “It’s where you were born, where you gon’ die. You can’t run from it. It’s in your blood.”

His words made me shiver. This couldn’t be my destiny. I’d get away from Sweet Poke or die trying.

“Lady, if you’re catching this bus, you best get moving.”

I hadn’t even noticed the driver get back on the bus. I shook myself out of the trance Reno’s words had put me in. “We’ll see who has the last laugh,” I said.

With that, I turned and boarded the bus, leaving Reno standing in the midst of the dust storm.

Within minutes, I was settling into a seat near the front of the bus. As the bus took off I leaned my head back and closed my eyes tightly. I refused to look out the window at Reno or Sweet Poke. All of that was my past. I was headed to my future.







Chapter 1



“You have five minutes!”

I cut my eyes at Simone, the production assistant who was bellowing at me from the doorway of the dressing room. Another wannabe. She was young and attractive. Her sandpaper complexion, sandy brown hair, and model features made her prime television news-anchor material. I’d even heard Richard, my news director, talking about giving her a shot at reporting through some new reporter-training program.

That was a bunch of bull. She needed to go to a small town and pay some dues like the rest of us. I had seen her audition tape, and granted, she did have a natural talent, but that didn’t mean she deserved to start out in a top market. Cities were ranked by what we in the news business called market size, with small towns ranked lower and big cities ranked higher. Houston was a major television market and you had to have your stuff together to work here. It had taken me seven years to get here. Seven years of toiling in small, pissant towns for little or no pay. I worked in Tyler two years, almost going crazy in that hick place. Then I went to be a reporter and anchor in Rochester, New York, then Phoenix, Arizona, before coming to Houston four years ago to work at KPCR, the NBC station. I’d been around the country. And here comes little Miss Thang who thinks her looks will get her a free ride straight to the big time.

I made a mental note to tell Stan she had to go. Stan was the general manager and Richard’s boss. We had a special relationship. He called me his Chocolate Star. Some people would call that racist, but I know Stan. He doesn’t have a racist bone in his body. Only one color matters to him and that’s green. And my new talk show had been bringing in the money. The Rae Rollins Show aired every day at ten in morning and was rated number one in the market. There were even talks to take the show into syndication. Watch out, Oprah! In addition to my talk show, I did special reports for Dateline and the Today show, and I anchored the six-o’clock news. It was a demanding schedule. My days could get pretty hectic, with me running from sunup to sundown, but I was one of the most popular local on-air personalities in the country. I had received job offers from ABC and CNN. But when I threatened to leave, NBC offered me the talk show. And since I just knew that would take off, I stayed in Houston. The move had paid off, so what I want definitely matters to Stan.

And I definitely wanted Simone gone.

Screw that mentality about reaching back and helping out. This was a cutthroat business and there was only room enough for one chocolate star at this station. And I was that woman. Had been for the last three years. I’d come a long way from my days in Sweet Poke. I’d achieved everything I’d set out to do when I left that backward town. I was living my dream and I wasn’t about to be replaced by some starry-eyed, do-anything-for-my-job college graduate who would work for a tenth of what I made.

“Rae, did you hear me? Five minutes to air,” Simone repeated.

“I know what time it is,” I snapped.

“Sorry,” Simone muttered. “I was just doing my job.”

“Well, go do it somewhere else.” I flicked her off and looked at the girl applying my makeup. “You think you can finish this today?”

“I’m done. I was just—”

I stood up, cutting her off, then peered into the mirror examining my makeup. “How many times do I have to tell you I don’t like my lip liner that thick?”

The makeup girl, a permanent fill-in for whenever Sasha, the station’s make-up artist, was on vacation, cowered and started stammering. “I’m s…s…sorry. I can redo it.”

“Just forget it,” I said, frustrated. I fluffed up my copper-colored hair and made sure my eye shadow was accenting my light brown eyes. I noticed Simone’s reflection in the mirror. She hadn’t budged from the doorway. It was eerie, she looked like a much younger version of me. “I said I was coming! I know what time my show starts!”

Simone slithered away and the makeup girl looked at me like she wanted to cry. I know I can be brutal sometimes. But after all I’ve been through in my life, I think I’m entitled.

I will admit, though, that phone call today from Mama Tee had shaken me up. It had been three months since I’d talked to her, and she’d called me back then to tell me Auntie Mel had died. Mama Tee couldn’t understand why I didn’t come back for Auntie Mel’s funeral, but I’d told everyone when I left Sweet Poke, I wasn’t going back. There’s only been one exception, and that was four years ago when my baby brother, Justin, almost died from leukemia. I’d taken my then boyfriend with me and it had been a disaster. I left there more depressed than I’d ever been.

When Mama Tee had called earlier today to tell me Justin had taken a turn for the worse, I couldn’t imagine going back again. Justin had been battling leukemia his entire life. But since his near-death episode, he had been getting better, or so I thought. The news that he was relapsing had really shaken me up, especially because I knew I hadn’t been there for him like I should. Out of everyone in Sweet Poke, Justin was the only one I truly missed. While several of my relatives called me at the station whenever they wanted something, Justin and Mama Tee were the only ones I really talked to and even that was sporadic.

I raced toward the studio, trying to shake off my sad thoughts about Justin. I’d just have to send him some money to see a specialist or something, but I wasn’t going back. I couldn’t go back.

I grabbed my earpiece, stuck it in, and plopped down into my seat just as the director gave me the one-minute cue. He shot me an ugly look. I shot one back, letting him know I wasn’t the least bit fazed about him being upset.

I shook my head and quickly got into my TV mode. If there was one thing I was good at, it was that—shaking off everything and putting on my TV face. It’s what made me so good at this business. Today, I had to be better than normal because I was doing the show solo. My coanchor was out sick. But I knew running the show alone wouldn’t be a problem once I put thoughts of my family out of my mind.

An hour later, I was finished. I pushed back from the set and headed back to my office. The show had gone smoothly, despite all my worries about Justin.

I checked my messages. My sister Shondella had called two more times. She had coerced my private work number from Justin several years ago and didn’t hesitate to use it whenever she needed something. I deleted both messages without completely listening to them. There were several messages from fans and one from Myles. We were set for dinner tonight. He stood me up last night because he had to work late, so I’m sure he had something special planned to make up for it. Myles was a city councilman and the love of my life. Just thinking about what lay in store tonight brought a smile to my face. That smile quickly faded when I listened to the last message.

“Uppity tramp. You ain’t all that!” The phone slammed down. I felt shivers run up my spine. That was the third call like that this week. The voice sounded familiar, but I couldn’t make it out.

“It’s just an obsessed fan,” I muttered. One of the drawbacks to the job. Crazy people were always accosting me. Still, something about those calls had me uneasy. I jumped when the phone on my desk rang. I snatched it up.

“Channel Two. This is Rae Rollins.”

“So, you too good to call somebody back?”

I silently cursed before taking a deep breath and answering. “Yes, Shondella. May I help you?”

“May I help you?” she repeated mockingly. “You ain’t gotta put on no airs with me. I know your tail is country. And all anybody got to do is listen close enough and they can hear that Sweet Poke twang in your high-falutin voice. No matter how much you try and pretend, you still ain’t high society.” She laughed.

“Shondella, I’m busy. What do you want?” I was so not in the mood to deal with my older sister. We had never gotten along. I’ve always felt she was jealous of me. And that’s not just my confidence talking. We had different daddies. Hers was one of the darkest men in Sweet Poke and she had inherited his skin color. Personally, I thought her deep black-brown skin was beautiful, but she had always had issues with it. Between that and being about forty pounds overweight, she had some severe self-confidence problems. I was a smooth caramel color, a sexy size eight, and Shondella was forever making comments about my looks. Aside from the physical traits, we just didn’t like each other. Following in our mother’s footsteps, Shondella had four kids by three different men.

“Are you coming to see Justin?”

“I talked to Mama Tee. There’s nothing I can really do, and it’s not like my being there will help. Besides, I’m swamped here at work.” I eyed my desk, which bore no pictures of my life in Sweet Poke.

“Oh yeah. You and that high-falutin job of yours. All that money to sit in front of a camera and read,” Shondella taunted.

Okay, time to cut her off. Shondella never hesitated to belittle my job. Like ringing up packages of Marlboro 100s at Jr. Food Mart was top-of-the-line work.

“You know what,” I told her, “I’m hanging up.”

“Wait, wait!” Shondella yelled before I could hang up the phone. Something, I don’t know what, made me pause.

“Look here,” Shondella whined, “I ain’t mean to start no fight with you. I’m just upset because of Justin and all, and you act like you don’t even care.”

I let out an exasperated sigh. My family just didn’t understand me. Why couldn’t they let me live my life and I’d let them live theirs? Honestly, when I was in high school and Auntie Mel would embarrass me by coming up to the high school and picking up cans, I’d imagine that I had been switched at birth. My real mother would discover the mistake, come find me, and rescue me from my pitiful existence. Of course, it never happened. And when I shared my dream with Reno, he’d told me to stop watching so much Lifetime television.

“I do care,” I said, snapping back to my conversation. “I just don’t know what I can do for him, that’s all.” I should probably have made arrangements to go back for Justin, but I hated that part of my life and just wanted it to be over.

“Okay, I see your point.”

I leaned back in my chair and crossed my legs. Shondella never saw my point about anything. “Shondella, what do you want?”

“Why I gotta want something?” she replied in the sincerest voice she could muster.

“Don’t act like we have a sweet sister relationship and you were just calling to chat.”

“You know what? I get so sick of your self-righteous behind!” she snapped. “I just wanted to see if you were coming home to see Justin.”

I inhaled deeply. I knew she really loved Justin. Everyone did. “All right. I’m sorry. It’s been a long day.”

“Cool. Apology accepted.”

A silent pause hung between us. “Well, I really have to go,” I finally said. “Thank you for calling.”

“Hey…ummm…before you go, I was wondering…my lights are about to be cut off and, ummm…Lexus wants to go to this band camp…so I was wondering if you could spot me a little sumptin’ sumptin’.”

I felt my blood boiling. I should have known. The only time she called me was when she wanted something. I have loaned—no, let me correct that—I have given (because none of them have paid me back one damn dime) my relatives so much money, it is ridiculous.

“Shondella, I knew you wanted something.”

“Come on, Sis. It ain’t like I done asked you for nothing recently,” she pleaded.

“That’s a lie. I just sent you five hundred dollars.”

“That was four months ago. I ain’t asked you for nothing in the last month.”

“You didn’t pay me back that five hundred. Or the three hundred before. Or the thousand before that.”

“Dang, it ain’t like you need it! I’m gon’ give you all your funky money back when I settle this lawsuit.”

I shook my head. Shondella had been counting on money from a lawsuit since a Frito-Lay truck had hit her more than a year ago. She wasn’t even hurt, but she’d taken three months off from work, gone to therapy every day, and was sure she’d be able to get a hefty payoff.

“Whatever. I’m sick of this. I wish…I wish—”

“You wish what? That we’d just go away? I’m sorry, little sis, but we’re family. For life. You can run all you like, but there’s no escaping that.” Shondella laughed.

“Shondella, I just don’t have it.”

“Stop lying! You know you make all that money.”

I knew that bidding war the stations had gotten in to get me would come back to haunt me. It was all in the papers how NBC had shelled out nearly half a million dollars to have me join their team. Couple in signing bonuses and extra pay, I made close to $600,000 a year.

“You just gon’ let your nieces sit in the dark ’cause you got a beef with me?” Shondella asked after I didn’t say anything.

There she went again, playing on the only other thing besides Justin she knew I cared about in Sweet Poke. My nieces. I didn’t talk to them often, but I did love them. I felt sorry for them, not only because they had car names—for the life of me I couldn’t understand why Shondella would name her children Lexus, Mercedes, Camry, and Porsche—but because I believed they were doomed to repeat the cycle in Sweet Poke.

I finally concluded that the sooner I agreed to send her the money, the sooner I could get her off the phone.

“How much?”

“So you’ll loan me the money?” she asked excitedly.

“How much?”

“I need about eight hundred.”

“Fine.” I leaned forward and pulled my checkbook out of my purse. I wanted to write this check and get it in the mail today. Shondella would be calling me every day until it arrived.

“I meant nine hundred,” she said quickly.

“I will send eight hundred tomorrow.”

“Can you send it Western Union?”

“Shondella, you better be grateful I’m sending it at all, especially since you didn’t pay me back the last three times.”

“Okay, okay. Thank you. I’ll pay you back this time. I promise.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah. Bye.”

I didn’t even give her time to respond. I placed the phone back on the cradle, wondering what I had done in a former life to be sentenced to a family like mine.







Chapter 2



Every woman ought to have a man as fine as mine.

My eyes ran up and down Myles’s body—a body that seemed to be made of steel, chiseled at the hands of Michelangelo himself. There was not an ounce of fat on his muscular physique. His hazel, seductive eyes, defined chin, and plump lips were just the icing on the cake.

Can I say it again? My man is fine.

Not just that, though. He’s a rising star. The youngest man ever elected to Houston’s city council, Myles Jacobs knew how to play the political game. He was charismatic, intelligent, and knew how to work a room. People were already pushing him to consider running for mayor. Some even said he had what it took to be the first black president, although I didn’t foresee that happening in this lifetime.

Even so, I’d look good as a first lady.

“Girl, you know you’re gon’ make me late, lying there looking all good and stuff.” Myles popped me on my behind. I was sprawled out across my king-size bed, the morning paper spread out in front of me.

“Boy, you’re silly,” I said as he leaned in to kiss me. I turned my head before our lips met. “And definitely in need of some Scope. Oh my goodness.” I fanned my face.

Myles playfully pounced on me, blowing his breath in my face. “There, take that.”

“Ughh,” I screamed, trying to wiggle from his grasp. “Quit playing.”

Myles laughed, pulled himself up and headed into the bathroom.

“Let me get in the shower before I really am late,” he said. “And I’ll make sure I take care of this halitosis you claim I have.”

“Yeah, baby, that was brutal. You might want to use Scope and Listerine,” I called out after him.

I heard the water running as I got up out of the bed. I picked up my sundress, which I had left in the middle of the floor last night. I smiled as I reflected on our unforgettable night.

As expected, my baby had had a wonderful evening planned. First, we ate dinner at Bellagio’s on Westheimer. Then he took me on a carriage ride through a recently renovated downtown Houston. After that, we went back to my place for a romantic completion to the night. We don’t get to spend much time together, but when we do, Myles makes sure it’s first-class. He didn’t make much money as a councilman, but his thriving real estate law firm afforded him the ability to treat me as the queen that I am.

I slipped my robe on and poked my head in the bathroom. “You better get going. How would it look if Mr. Councilman is late for his constituents’ breakfast in his honor?”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Myles said. Within five minutes he was walking back into the bedroom. “I still wish you were coming with me.”

“I do, too, baby. Really I do. But you know I have to tape today and Malcolm’s people said this morning was the only time he could do the show.”

“So you’re kicking me to the curb for ol’ black Malcolm Long, just because he’s a big superstar?”

I laughed as I laid back down across the bed. “Now, baby, just because Malcolm is deep mocha fine doesn’t mean I’d choose him over the sexy future mayor Myles Jacobs. I would much rather be with my baby. Besides, I don’t cut for Malcolm like that anyway because he doesn’t like black women. He says we’re too bossy.”

Myles slipped into his crisp, white Armani shirt and began buttoning it up. “You are. Do this, Myles. Do that, Myles. I’m going to get me a nice, obedient Asian woman, too.”

“Don’t get cut,” I said, half-joking. I could have a jealous streak when it came to Myles, but it was only because I couldn’t have anyone jeopardizing my master plan.

“I’m just kidding. I wouldn’t trade my Nubian sisters for anything.” He leaned down and kissed me on the lips. “Now, I need to finish getting dressed before you get me all worked up again.”

I watched his backside as he disappeared into the bathroom. I flipped over on my back and smiled. I had a dream job. A dream man. A dream life. A life so far removed from Sweet Poke.

“You only have about fifteen minutes,” I called out to him.

“I’m hurrying!”

I closed my eyes. It was hard to believe we’d only been together a year. I’d seen Myles around town when I was out covering stories. But we didn’t officially meet until the NAACP Freedom Awards banquet a year ago. I was the emcee and he was receiving an award for his achievements in the political arena. We immediately clicked. He asked me out to lunch the next day and we’ve been going strong ever since.

Myles was everything I had ever hoped for: intelligent, sexy, and successful. We complemented one another. The power couple. That’s how the various newspaper and magazine articles that featured us described our relationship. We were even slated to appear in an upcoming Ebony magazine article. I loved that man to death. And I had no doubt that his love for me ran just as deep.

Myles’s family loved me, too. His father, who was deceased, had started their law firm, Jacobs & Jacobs, Inc., knowing his son would follow in his footsteps. Myles’s mom, a successful Realtor, bragged about me like I was her own daughter. And his younger brother, although not as successful as Myles, was still trying to make his mark in the film industry. It felt so good to be a part of such a together family. Such a normal family.

On the other hand, Myles hadn’t met my family. It was definitely not from his lack of trying. In fact, I hadn’t even been completely honest about my background. He took it personal that I didn’t want him to meet my people. But the last thing I wanted was my family worming their way back into my life and ruining my relationship with Myles like they did with Alex.

The last time I went home, four years ago, I took my boyfriend, Alex, a wealthy surgeon from a blue-blood background. We never went farther than the hospital, yet my cousin Tank stole Alex’s wallet. Shondella beat her oldest daughter right in the hospital lobby, and Aunt Ola and Uncle Otis got into a fight in the parking lot. Alex was so mortified by the way my people acted that he broke it off with me when we returned home. Initially, he just became distant. Finally he admitted that our families would never be able to mix, that his family would be disgraced if we ever got married, and he was worried about “his lineage” if he ever had a child with me.

After that fiasco I vowed to never let another man meet my family. So taking Myles to Sweet Poke was not an option. Shondella would be jealous and find a way to sabotage everything. Mama Tee would probably say he was uppity. My cousin Nikki would try to get him into bed, and heaven only knows what other secrets would be uncovered should we set foot in Sweet Poke. While Myles wasn’t as anal as Alex, I simply didn’t want to take that chance. Nope. Myles was best off believing I was estranged from my family. In fact, I hadn’t even told him where I was really from, instead lying and telling him I was from Little Rock. I didn’t want him getting any bright ideas. I felt bad about lying to Myles, but ultimately, I didn’t see any other way to handle it.

The ringing telephone snapped me out of my thoughts. I rolled over and answered it just as Myles blew me a kiss and headed out the door.

“What’s up, girl?” It was Shereen, the only real friend I had at the station. No, make that the only real friend I had in Houston.

Shereen was director of community service at Channel 2 and didn’t let my ways get to her. She didn’t let much of anything get to her. She was a cross between hippie and ghetto, a wild-child sister-girl. But she had proven to be a really good friend since I’d met her.

“Hey,” I responded.

“Girl, turn on the TV and look at Lorna’s hair.”

Lorna was the black anchor at the ABC station. She was my only real competition.

I grabbed the remote and flipped the TV set on.

“Oh…my…God.”

Shereen laughed so hard I could barely hear. “I know. Can you believe she dyed her hair blond?”

I joined in her laughter. Lorna looked like an idiot. “Girl, I hope she keeps it. It’ll make the few viewers she has turn away and over to us. Not that I need her five measly viewers.” I laughed.

“Rae, you are too much.”

I liked that Shereen understood my confidence and wasn’t turned off by it. That’s just another reason why we got along so well. Shereen was about five-three, 220 pounds, and wore minidreadlocks. She had no desire to be on air, so I didn’t have to worry about her stabbing me in the back.

“So, are you ready for Malcolm?”

“Yeah, I’m about to get dressed now,” I said as I pulled myself off of the bed.

“Me, too.”

“I thought you were off today.”

“I am, but I have some work to do. Yeah, that’s it,” she stammered.

“Yeah, right.”

“Okay, so you got me. But how will I ever get Malcolm to father my children if I can’t get him to meet me?”

I snickered. “Yeah, okay.” Like Shereen had a snowball’s chance of Malcolm even looking her way. But Shereen was my girl, so far be it from me to tell her that.

“Why don’t you hook a sister up? Tell him I got the cure for his jungle fever. Once he tastes me, no other he’ll want to see.”

“A poet you’re not. Good-bye, Shereen.”

“Tell him that once he samples this black, he’ll never go back.”

“I’m hanging up now.”

“Help him get it through his head that big girls are better in bed.”

I laughed again and hung up the phone. I was grateful for Shereen’s friendship. Ever since I’d left Sweet Poke, I’d been a loner, too scared to let anyone get close to me because I didn’t want anyone to find out about my past. Of course, Shereen had asked about my past, but I’d told her the same thing I’d told Myles, that my father was dead and I was estranged from the rest of my family. I think she knew I was lying, because she gave me this crazy look, but she never called me on it, only telling me that whenever I wanted to talk to her about anything, she was there.

I scanned the racks of clothes on the far side of my closet. I had suits for days. Dana Buchman, Donna Karan, Albert Nipon, Tahari, you name it, it was hanging in my closet. I had come a long way from when Mama Tee would sew our clothes and hand them down from Shondella to Nikki to me. By the time I got them, they were usually hanging together by a string.

“Those days are long gone,” I mumbled as I picked out a deep green BCG jacket and skirt. The suit alone cost $700. That’s more than Mama Tee probably spent on all my clothes my entire life. I put Mama Tee, Sweet Poke, and my previous life out of my mind as I held the suit up to my body and surveyed myself in the full-length mirror. I looked good. I felt good. And as I twirled around in the middle of my closet, I couldn’t help but feel like I was on top of the world.
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