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Lauren Robinson struggled to contain her excitement. Her daddy was going to be so surprised when he realized what she’d done.


As the pickup truck rumbled down the street, Lauren lay flat, trying to keep her body still so that she’d stay hidden. She brought her arm up close to her face and glanced once again at the Minnie Mouse digital watch her father had given her a few months before for her seventh birthday.


Just fifteen minutes had passed? It felt like they’d been in the truck for an hour.


Lauren deserved an award. Fifteen minutes of not moving or making a sound had to be some kind of world record.


She wanted to peek from under the tarp in the back of the truck, but if she did that, it would spoil the plan. She had to wait until her daddy came to a complete stop. Then she’d jump up and yell, “Surprise!”


At home, her father always liked when she jumped out of one of the closets. He always pretended to be so frightened, making a silly face. But she knew he put on that act just for her. Her daddy wasn’t afraid of anything.


She couldn’t wait to see his look of surprise this time, and the idea of that made her almost giggle out loud. It wasn’t a closet this time. Plus, after the nasty argument he’d just had with her mom, she really wanted to put a smile on his face.


She felt the truck slow down and come to a stop. Were they really there or was he stopping because of a traffic light?


The breeze that had been tickling her cheeks since she’d snuck into the back of the truck had stopped, too.


This had to be it, where he was headed.


She edged up to peek out of the corner of the tarp just to make sure. That way she could set her timing so that she would get the surprise just right.


She heard the door of the truck creak open, and Lauren began to count in her head.


One-two-three . . .


When she got to ten, she would jump out.


Four-five . . .


“There’s my baby.” Her father’s deep voice made her stop counting.


“Hey, Daddy.”


That voice came from a female and the words made Lauren frown. Daddy? How could anybody else be calling her father daddy? She was his only daughter, not that she didn’t want a baby sister. Or even a baby brother would have been great.


So why was some other girl calling Vernon Robinson daddy?


She lifted the tarp a couple of inches higher so that she could peek out. She had a sinking feeling that her chance to jump out was slipping away.


“You miss me?” her father said.


“I’ve been waiting on you all day.”


All thoughts of her surprise were forgotten. The giggle-filled smile that she’d had since she’d jumped into her father’s truck right before he left the house had vanished. Who was her father talking to this way?


Raising the tarp so her head stuck out all the way, she peeked over the roof of the truck cab and her mouth opened wide.


Her father and a lady were hugging. And it wasn’t any ol’ kind of hug like he gave the ladies in church on Sunday. No, this was the kind of hug that he gave her mother sometimes, the kind that brought on their adult smiles.


She was frozen in shock as her father embraced the woman even tighter. They were so busy with each other, Lauren had time to study the lady who had called her father the same thing that she did.


The woman was thick, a word that she’d heard her mother use when she described someone who was kinda on the chubby side. She had on a royal blue dress that rode up high on her thighs. It looked like it was a size too small, since Lauren could see every bump and curve on her body.


Lauren thought her father was going to step back and away from this lady, done with his hug, but instead he kissed her. One of those long, sloppy kisses Lauren sometimes saw on TV. The kiss went on and on and on, and Lauren wondered how they could even breathe!


The awful show got worse when her father moved his lips from her mouth to her neck. Lauren stared in horrid fascination as he licked that lady’s neck up and down. Up and down. It was so bizarre and disgusting to Lauren, but the lady was smiling like this was the best thing that had ever happened to her.


Slowly, Lauren rose to her feet, her surprise to her father forgotten. Today he was the one with the surprise.


The tarp slipped from her shoulders and hit the bed of the truck with a soft thump. Only it wasn’t quiet enough because the lady opened her eyes, and for a few seconds that were too long for Lauren, they locked eyes.


“Umm, honey,” she said, tapping Vernon on the shoulder.


“Umm, yeah, babe?” her daddy moaned. He sounded like someone was hurting him, and Lauren wondered if maybe the woman’s neck had cut his tongue. Maybe that’s why he was groaning so loud.


“I think you’d better turn around.”


The lady tapped him harder, pointing insistently toward the truck.


Her father eased his head around to follow her motion. His eyes blinked a couple of times as if he couldn’t believe what he was seeing. Then he jumped away, putting a couple of feet between him and the lady.


“Pumpkin!” he yelled. “What are you doing?”


This was the moment when she was supposed to yell, “Surprise!” and her daddy would make a silly face.


But the image of her father and this lady and the slobbering they’d just been doing made her forget what she was supposed to do. Not that it mattered because she couldn’t get her voice to cooperate anyway.


He marched over and pulled back the tarp completely. With the way he looked at her, she felt exposed, like she’d done something wrong. “What are you doing back there?” he exclaimed.


“I-I . . . I wanted to surprise you,” she said to her father, though her eyes were still on the lady.


“Have you been back there the whole time?”


She could tell from his tone that he was mad at her. But usually Lauren knew why her father was upset. This time, though, she had no idea why. Maybe he wasn’t mad at her at all. Maybe he was just mad that he had to break away from the sloppy-tongue lady. Or maybe he was mad because the sloppy-tongue lady had hurt him.


“Answer me,” he said. Then he repeated, “Have you been back there the whole time?”


She nodded, her eyes still on the woman.


Her father fell silent, as if he was trying to figure something out. He looked slyly over at the woman, seeming to reach some decision.


“Ah, umm, this is Candy,” her daddy said. “She’s a friend of mine.”


“Candy?” That name didn’t make any sense to her. “Like M&M’S?”


“Yeah, yeah,” he said, “just like that, honey.”


At least that explained what her father had been doing. If the lady’s name was Candy, maybe he’d been licking that woman’s neck because she tasted good.


“So that’s why you were licking her?” Lauren asked. “Because her name is Candy?”


Her father moaned, although it was a different kind of moan from the one he was making a few minutes ago. This was the moan he made when something went wrong.


He licked his lips, and she knew what that meant. He was trying to think of what he was going to say next. “Look, sweetheart . . . there are some things—”


The lady had come forward by that time. She touched Vernon’s arm, interrupting him. “Hi, precious.” She grinned at Lauren, showing all of her pearlies. “Your daddy was just helping me get something out of my eye.”


If Lauren hadn’t been taught to respect her elders, she would have laughed out loud. Did this lady think that she was stupid? She’d watched enough TV to know what a kiss was. And she’d seen her mother and father kiss enough times, too, even though she hadn’t seen them kissing in a long time.


But since she knew not to sass grown folks, she kept her eyes straight ahead and her mouth closed.


She must have shown some irritation in her face, though, because her daddy turned to the woman. “Candy, be cool. I got this.”


The woman didn’t like being dismissed like that, but she retreated to a distance that Lauren preferred. If she wanted to leave altogether, that would be all right, too.


Turning back to his daughter, Vernon said, much more brightly, “Come on, sweetie. You want to go get ice cream?”


Lauren frowned. He was offering her a treat? “So, you’re not mad at me for hiding?”


“No, it’s a nice surprise,” he replied, smiling for the first time since he found her. “Any time I can spend an afternoon with my favorite girl is a good time.”


Lauren took a deep breath and then let it out. Now she could smile, too. She was still his favorite girl, even though he’d been talking to that Candy lady that way.


“Come here.” Vernon lifted Lauren out of the back of the truck. Her legs dangled in the air for a couple of seconds before he set her on the ground.


“Vernon!” He turned to Candy as if he’d forgotten that she was there. “We have plans,” she whined.


He shook his head. “Sorry, but my princess comes first.”


Those words brought a big smile to Lauren’s face.


Then he added, “I’ll call you later.”


Lauren’s smile dipped a little, but she was still the winner. When it came to her daddy, that woman was no match for her, even if she did taste like candy. How, though, could a person taste sweet anyway?


Her father opened the passenger door and Lauren hopped right in, not bothering to look at the lady as she got settled in the seat. Her father was thinking the same thing because he didn’t look at Candy, either. He didn’t even say good-bye. He started the truck and the two of them took off, leaving the lady standing there.


They drove in silence that lasted so long that Lauren wondered if maybe her dad was really mad at her. Because whenever they were riding together, they always talked and laughed. Sometimes they would even dance in their seats as they listened to one of her daddy’s Marvin Gaye cassette tapes.


She was too afraid to say anything, though. She didn’t even want to ask him to turn on the radio. After five minutes, he finally spoke up. “You know you can’t do that, honey.”


She was relieved when he said “honey.” He was back to not being mad again.


He continued: “You can’t hide in my truck. It could be dangerous. And I’m sure your mom is worried silly. In fact,” he announced as he swung the truck into a gas station, “I’m going to pull up to this pay phone and let her know that you’re with me.”


Lauren felt every muscle in her body get tight. “Maybe you shouldn’t call Mom,” she said, afraid of getting in trouble. Her mother was the one who did the disciplining in the family.


“Don’t worry,” her father said. “I’ll make sure she’s not mad, okay?”


That eased Lauren’s fears a bit. Her father was always looking out for her. He pulled up in front of the pay phone, opened the door, but then paused before he got out. He said, “I’ll take care of your mother, but you have to do something for me.”


“What?” she asked, excited again. She would do anything that her father asked.


He leaned over the seat, looming in her face as he said, “You can’t tell your mom what you saw, okay? You can’t say anything about what happened.”


Lauren frowned.


He added, “This has to be our little secret.” His voice was soft, but stern when he said that last word.


Lauren folded her hands and shifted in her seat. Her mom had always taught her that she should always tell the truth, no matter what anyone else said.


Then he did one of those things that her mom and daddy did to her all the time—he read her mind. “Don’t worry, you won’t be lying. We’re just not telling her because it would make your mom very sad.” He paused to let those words sink in. Then came the words that would settle everything. “You don’t want to make your mom sad, do you?”


Lauren whipped her head from side to side. Of course she wouldn’t want to do that. Her mom was already so sad lately. Her mother wore a lot more frowns than she did smiles.


The door on his side of the truck was still open as he continued: “And if you told your mom this, she might get more than sad, she might get mad.”


When she got mad, her mom yelled. Sometimes Lauren even got a spanking.


Her father said, “Your mom might get mad and leave. She might leave me and take you and your brother far, far away. And then, do you know what would happen?”


Lauren’s eyes were wide and filled with fear as she shook her head, scared of what his next words would be.


“She might never let me see you again.”


Inside, Lauren screamed. Never see her daddy again?


“Do you want that?”


“No, Daddy! No!” she cried, already feeling the loss. She loved her father so much and if she couldn’t see him every day, she’d die for sure.


“So, do you understand, this has to be our little secret?” he asked.


Lauren could hardly breathe, but she nodded. “Yes, Daddy.” There was no way that she would ever say a word about what she saw today. This day would forever be their special secret.
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Please, Joyce!”


Her husband’s words played over in her mind.


“Please forgive me!”


Joyce leaned back on the cushioned wrought iron patio sofa, and as she stared blankly at the thick woods on the edge of her backyard, she relived the fight she’d had with Vernon that morning.


“Please. Please. Please.”


It seemed like Vernon was always begging. This morning he’d been trying to explain the hooker-red lipstick that she’d found on the edge of his shirt collar. She shook her head—he was a walking cliché.


“Mom, can I please go to the arcade with Sam and Terry?”


Joyce turned toward the sound of her eleven-year-old son, Julian. He and Lauren were the constants that made her heart smile. And while she adored her daughter, it was Julian, with his nurturing, loving self, who was her pride and joy. Maybe it was the way he wiped her tears whenever he saw her crying. Or the flowers he would pick on his way home from school for her, just because he wanted to put a smile on her face.


Vernon could learn a thing or two from his son.


“Please, Ma. Sam’s mom will take us and pick us up.”


She took in her rail-thin son, who had his father’s curly hair and hazel eyes. She knew that one day he’d grow up to look just like his daddy. She could only pray that he didn’t act like him, too.


“Yes, sweetheart, you can go. Just be careful and be back by eight.”


He raced over and hugged her. “Thank you so much! I love you.”


“I love you, too. There’s a twenty-dollar bill in the jar on the kitchen table. Get that for the arcade.”


“You rock, Mom!” he exclaimed before darting back inside.


Joyce watched her son take off. He and Lauren were the reasons she’d endured so much. She wanted to give them a good life. And Vernon had provided that. At least for the children.


With the remote on the table, Joyce clicked a button and the air filled with surround sound. She pressed the channel button, finally settling on a jazz station. Then she leaned back again, hoping that music would take her away.


But her thoughts stayed on her husband, and her mind wandered back through all of the years, back to the beginning, when she’d been filled with so much hope.


It had happened in a moment. That moment when she first laid eyes on Vernon Robinson. One of North Carolina’s sudden summer rainstorms had thrown them together. One minute, the sky was that gorgeous shade of serenity, and the next, rain poured from the heavens.


Joyce had just paid Raven to have her hair roller-set. She was happy because she couldn’t afford to have her hair done more than every few months. Spotting the diner right around the corner from the beauty shop, she dashed toward the door. But just as she reached for the handle, a man moved in next to her.


“Oh,” she said, trying to get inside.


He opened the door. “You first,” he said, though they both jumped through the narrow space and into the diner together.


They stood at the entrance, safe from the storm.


“What just happened?” he asked, looking out.


“Just one of our little rainstorms.”


“Little?” He peeked through the window. “It looks like a little storm that plans to stay around a while.”


“Yeah,” she said absently, thinking that she really needed to get back to her dorm. Joyce had only stepped out to get her hair done before Raven left for her vacation, and she planned to get right back to studying for her finals. As the first one in her family to attend college, she had a lot of pressure on her to do well. For the first two years she had. But this junior year had been challenging, and she wanted to put in as much time hitting the books as she could.


“Don’t sound so disappointed,” he said.


Without looking at him, she said, “I just have so much to get done.”


“Me, too,” he said. “But there’s nothing we can do unless we both want to get out there and fight the rain without umbrellas.”


His sensible comment made her run her hand over her hair. He was right: there was no way she could go back outside. She sighed as she looked around the diner filled with students, college professors, and suited businessmen. They might have been a poster for the Research Triangle.


“I have an idea,” the guy said. “Why don’t we have lunch together?”


Joyce didn’t know where that had come from.


He said, “I mean, since we’re already here.”


She looked him up and down. He looked vaguely familiar. But she said, “I don’t know you.”


He held out his hand and waited, forcing her to take it. “I’m Vernon Robinson,” he said, chuckling. “I’m a student at Duke . . . Duke Law . . . and everyone says I’m a nice guy. Is that enough information about me to have lunch?”


“Yes,” she said, thinking that he could have stopped with his name. No wonder he looked familiar. This was the Vernon Robinson, Valerie Abraham’s fiancé.


As a waitress led them to a table, all kinds of thoughts floated through Joyce’s head. She’d heard a lot of talk on the street about Valerie, the daughter of one of the most prominent doctors in Durham, and about the up-and-coming man who’d been featured on television and in all the major media when he’d been named editor of the Duke Law Journal.


Joyce was surprised that she hadn’t recognized him right away, though she hadn’t really paid much attention when he’d appeared on TV. But now that she sat across from him, Joyce saw why everyone was talking about Vernon Robinson. Not only was he smart, destined to be one of Duke’s most acclaimed graduates, but this third-year law student was fine—Harry Belafonte sophisticated with extra-oomph fine. And he had class; she could tell by the way he held the menu, then asked her what she wanted before he gave both of their orders to the waitress.


He is exactly the kind of man I want to marry.


The thought of Valerie didn’t enter Joyce’s mind again. She didn’t like thinking much about Valerie anyway. Back in high school, she’d tried to befriend Valerie when she’d worked at a church bazaar and Valerie had sauntered through. But Valerie and her snooty friends had dismissed her with their turned-up noses and sneers.


She’d felt like the lowest thing on earth on that day. Well, today, sitting across from Valerie’s fiancé made her feel much better. And because of the way Valerie had treated her, it was game on!


She’d ordered a chef’s salad while he’d had a cheeseburger smothered in mushrooms. Finishing their meals should have taken them fifteen, twenty minutes, tops. But hours later, when the sun had long ago emerged brightly and dried the city’s streets, the two were still sitting in that booth, chatting and laughing as if they were far more than new friends.


Vernon’s eyes got wide when he glanced at his watch. “Are you serious?”


“What?”


He looked at her with a wide grin. “We’ve been sitting here for four hours.”


“No!” She glanced at her own watch. All that studying she was going to do . . . “It doesn’t feel like that.”


“I know! What’s that cliché?”


“Which one? Time flies when you’re having fun?”


“No. The one that says I want to see you again. I have to see you again.”


“That’s not a cliché.” She laughed, flattered.


He shrugged. “But it’s the truth. So when can we get together?”


From that moment, Operation Make Vernon Mine was in full gear. Actually, it had started the moment he mentioned his name, but now Joyce turned it up to level eleven.


Joyce accomplished her mission before too long. It was a bunch of ones: one discreetly forgotten pair of lace underwear at his apartment, one anonymous phone call, and one kiss that left lipstick on his collar. One month after Joyce and Vernon met, Valerie called off the wedding.


Of course, Vernon did all of his breakup crying on Joyce’s shoulder. Not that he did too much of that. He transitioned from Valerie to Joyce quickly and smoothly, and right away the new talk around town was about Joyce and Vernon.


Although she’d schemed to go after him, it was Vernon who fell first and fell hard. A month after Valerie called off their wedding, Vernon asked Joyce to marry him.


“You don’t even have to finish school,” he told her. “You can drop out now so that you can plan the wedding that you’ve always wanted. It’s not like you’re going to work anyway. I want to take care of you while you take care of our children.”


He didn’t have to do too much convincing. The way she’d grown up—on the side of the tracks that people like Vernon and Valerie knew nothing about—she couldn’t wait to live a different kind of life. And with Vernon, she’d be well on her way. He’d already been offered a position with one of Raleigh’s top law firms at a starting salary of almost $150,000. If this was the beginning, Joyce couldn’t wait to see the middle and the end.


So, against her father’s will and with her mother’s tears, she dropped out of North Carolina Central. A year after they met, Joyce and Vernon vowed to forsake all others for as long as they both lived.


But it took only six months for Joyce to find out two things: what went around came back around, and Vernon Robinson had no intention of forsaking all others. Before they even had a chance to exchange one-year anniversary gifts, another woman was doing to Joyce what Joyce had done to Valerie.


Vernon was so clumsy with his affair. Joyce hadn’t gone digging; no one had left any unmentionables in their apartment. No, he cheated on her right in the open. Granted, Vernon and Alicia, one of the law clerks, probably thought they were in the clear since it was nine thirty at night, but still Joyce caught Alicia easing onto her knees in front of her still fully clothed husband. She had arrived just in time to catch more than an eyeful—she saw a mouthful.


Of course, just like those silly ladies in the movies, Joyce turned and bolted. Vernon took off after her, not catching her until she’d been trapped at the elevator banks.


“Please don’t leave me,” Vernon cried as Joyce sobbed.


He told her the whole story: how Alicia had been trying to seduce him for weeks. How he had resisted her all of this time, and no matter what Joyce thought she saw, what he’d really been doing was stopping Alicia.


Yeah. Right.


She called him a liar.


He begged her to forgive him.


She said she never would.


And he’d said please more times than one would think possible in twenty minutes.


In the end, she rushed home to pack her bags. She was still crying when he came home crying, too.


“I can’t stay with a cheater,” she told him, no longer shouting. Now her voice was soft, filled with pain.


“You can’t leave me!” he cried, sounding like he couldn’t imagine being alone. “Where are you going to go?”


His question made her pause. Where was she going to go? She’d dropped out of college to take care of this man, and they hadn’t even made it one year.


“I don’t know what I’m going to do.” She stuffed as many clothes as she could into one suitcase. “I’m just so hurt right now.”


“I swear I wasn’t going to let it go there,” he said again, as if repeating himself would turn his lie into the truth. “I should’ve stopped her when she came into my office and threw herself at me. I tried, but I was weak.”


By this point Joyce was dumping her toiletries from the bathroom into her overnighter.


He said, “I’ll make sure that she gets fired. I’ll do whatever I have to do. I just can’t lose you. You mean the world to me.”


Joyce emphatically shook her head. She was not going to be one of those women who remained with cheating men. She zipped her suitcase and headed toward the door. Even though she was putting on a show of confidence, inside she was shaking. Where in the world was she going to go? What was she going to do? Besides her possessions in these two bags, she had nothing. No college degree and no money, because she hadn’t done what her grandmother had always said—to build a stash for a rainy day or a quick getaway.


Of course, she did have one place to go—her parents’. But how could she face them after she’d disappointed them so much? How could she stand to hear I-told-you-so when she was hurting so much?


That’s not to mention all the talk around town. Although Joyce had done her best to ignore it, everyone in Durham knew that she’d come between Valerie and Vernon. Now everyone would gossip about their breakup—and Joyce imagined how everyone would say that she deserved it. After all, if he’d cheated on Valerie, why wouldn’t he cheat on her?


As she stood at the front door, contemplating her choices, Vernon pleaded, “This wasn’t about you, baby. I just had a momentary lapse. Please don’t leave me. I’m nothing without you.”


She had her back turned to him when she felt his hand on her shoulder.


He whispered, “What about . . . our son?”


The word was barely out of his mouth before she covered her beginning baby bump with her hand.


Our son.


She’d hardly forgotten about being pregnant. She just couldn’t think about her son right now. Because then she’d be more distressed, and she couldn’t afford that.


But now Vernon had brought it up.


Our son.


They’d found out the sex of their baby a mere week ago, when she was at nineteen weeks. Vernon had been overjoyed that his wife was giving him what he really wanted. And he’d repaid her by cheating.


Whipping around, she faced him. “Don’t talk about our son. You threw me and him away for your law clerk.”


“Nothing. Happened.” He emphasized those words. “But you can’t leave me. Please don’t leave me. And I promise, I will spend the rest of my life making this up to you.”


She was about to ask him, which was it? Was it that nothing happened? Or was it that something happened and he’d make up for it?


But before she could challenge him with his inconsistencies, he dropped. Yes, right there in the entryway, he fell to his knees. With tears streaming down his face, the powerful Vernon Robinson humbled himself.


When he reached for the suitcase that her hand still gripped, Joyce allowed him to take it away from her. Then he buried his face in her stomach and professed his love again and again.


She’d let him make love to her that night, though it didn’t feel the same. Not even the Tiffany signature pearl necklace that he brought home the next day could mend her heart.
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“Hello, beautiful!”


Joyce took in the image of her husband, standing at the deck’s entry. In his hand he held a gift box. He always brought a gift. Always a gift, always an apology.


“Are you still mad?” His tone was tentative.


“Where’s Lauren?” was her response.


He motioned his head slightly to the left. “She went to her room.”


“It took you this long to get ice cream?” Her tone was filled with suspicion.


“Yup. You know I don’t like to rush my time with my princess,” he said easily. “Plus, I had to make a stop. For this. For you.” He held up the silver box.


She frowned. After all of these years Joyce had a hard time believing anything Vernon said. At first she’d thought that he’d left this afternoon, storming out after their argument, to go see some woman. Not until he called a couple of hours ago to make sure she knew that Lauren was with him did she realize that 1) her daughter wasn’t home and 2) another woman wasn’t on his agenda . . . at least not for today.


He said, “You didn’t answer me. Are you still mad?”


Joyce didn’t say a word; she didn’t make a move.


“Bet this will get you unmad.”


As he stepped closer, she could see the large white bow tie on the box. Then he held out the package to her.


Still, she didn’t move. And Vernon didn’t back off because they both knew she would take the box. Abusers always know how to appease their victims. Yes, Vernon had never hit her. Her skin bore no scars, but all kinds of tracks stretched across her heart.


But just like the victim she’d been for ten years, Joyce finally took the gift the way she always did. And then one of her favorite songs of the year filled the air out on the deck:


Compliment what she does


Send her roses just because


Vernon grinned. Joyce hated that this song would have to play at just this moment.


Then James Ingram sang, “Find one hundred ways.”


Vernon had done just that. He’d found more than one hundred ways to manipulate her.


Together, they listened in silence to the song. And as she held the box in her lap, with no plans of opening it yet, her heart cried.
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Lauren peeked around the corner. From where she stood, she had the perfect view into her grandmother’s bedroom. Her grandmother sat at her vanity, putting on her makeup. Her Grandma Helen was the prettiest woman in the world. Even prettier than her mother, even though Lauren would never say that. Just like she would never tell her mother the secret she’d kept for the last two years.


She couldn’t believe that she’d kept the secret that she shared with her daddy for all this time. She’d told no one, not even her best friend, Carly, though it had been so hard. She wanted to tell somebody. Just one person. But she had to do what her father had told her.


Suddenly, her grandmother whipped around, and Lauren hopped back into the hallway.


“Sweetie pie, are you out there peeping at me?”


She’d been caught! Lauren stood stock still, closing her eyes, hoping that maybe her grandmother would think that she hadn’t been sneaking outside her bedroom. Maybe if she stood completely still . . .


“Lauren Louise Robinson!”


Uh-oh. When anyone in the family called her by her full name, she was in big trouble. Opening her eyes, she took slow steps toward her doom. Her grandmother stood with her hands on her hips and a scowl on her face.


“Were you spying on me?”


“No, Granny. I wasn’t spying. I was just watching you.”


Her scowl became deeper. She wagged her finger at Lauren. “You know you’re not supposed to do that, don’t you? You’re not supposed to sneak around on grown folks.”


Lauren’s head remained lowered. “Yes, ma’am.”


“You know this calls for punishment.”


Punishment? Only her mother punished her. She sent her to her room so that she couldn’t watch TV, or told her that she couldn’t have dessert, or said that she couldn’t hang out with Carly after school. But now Grandma Helen was going to join in?


Her grandmother held her finger to her chin as if she were trying to think of a good punishment. “I got it.”


Lauren looked up.


“Your punishment . . . come over here and give me a great big hug!”


Lauren’s grin was so wide, the tips of her lips almost touched her ears. Even though her grandmother was only a few feet away, Lauren dashed to her like she was running around the track the way she did during recess in school. She wrapped her arms around her grandmother’s waist, and her grandmother held her tight.


“I love you, Granny,” Lauren said into her grandmother’s bosom.


“I bet you that I love you more.” She stepped back from Lauren to take a good look at her granddaughter. “Don’t you look pretty?”


Lauren beamed and twirled in her pink taffeta dress for her grandmother. They both laughed before Grandma Helen turned back to her vanity and sat down. “Well, since you’re dressed for the tea, you might as well stand right here if you’re going to spy on me.”


“I wasn’t spying on you, Granny. I was just watching you ’cause you’re so beautiful.”


“You think I’m beautiful, huh?”


“I think you’re the most beautiful lady in the whole wide world. Everybody says so.”


Grandma Helen laughed, but Lauren meant what she’d said. Everyone in Raleigh did say that about Helen Thornton. Folks said that she was as beautiful as Lena Horne. Lauren had no idea who Lena Horne was, but she bet that her grandmother was prettier than her, too.


Her grandmother dusted light brown powder onto her face, then took the black pencil and colored in her eyebrows. Granny spread more powder on her face before she got to Lauren’s favorite part. She twisted open the tube of lipstick, and slowly, as if she didn’t want to make a mistake, spread the color along her thin lips. She did that a couple of times until her lips were the brightest red that Lauren had ever seen. Grandma Helen smacked her lips together and cocked her head from one side to the other, studying herself in the mirror.


“How does that look?” Granny said.


“Fabulous!” Lauren clapped her hands as if she had just watched a performance and wanted an encore.


Grandma Helen laughed and hugged her granddaughter. “You sure know how to make an old woman feel good.”


When Lauren leaned back, she said, “I can’t wait until I can wear lipstick just like you.”


“Oh, you can’t, huh? Well, don’t grow up too fast. You’re gonna look back one day and wish that you were nine years old again.”


Lauren scrunched her face. She couldn’t imagine ever wanting to be nine again. She wanted to grow up fast—at least get to be a teenager. She wanted to be old—like sixteen. “I don’t want to be nine anymore,” she said. “I want to be older so that I can wear lipstick like you!”


“Oh, really?”


Lauren nodded.


“Well,” her grandmother began, then lowered her voice. “What about if I let you wear a little lipstick to the tea today?”


Lauren’s eyes widened.


“Yup,” Granny said. “I think I can find a little something in this drawer here that a pretty nine-year-old can wear.”


As her grandmother fumbled through the dozens of lipstick tubes, Lauren’s heart quickened. This was something she’d dreamed of, something that she and Carly talked about.


“We’ll try this one,” her grandmother said. She twisted open one of the tubes. It was beige, kind of clear. Lauren was a little disappointed. She wanted the red, like her grandmother, but she was willing to start anywhere.


“Okay,” Granny said. “I’m going to put just a little dab on your lips. But first I need you to promise me something.”


“What?” Lauren said.


“You have to promise first,” her grandmother said with a wide smile.


“I promise!”


Granny laughed out loud. “You have to promise that this is our secret. You can’t tell anyone that I let you wear lipstick. Can you keep a secret?”


Lauren nodded.


“Are you sure?” her grandmother asked with an expression that made Lauren think that her grandmother doubted her.


She wasn’t sure if her grandmother was teasing her or not. Grandma Helen loved to play teasing games. But Lauren couldn’t take the chance that her grandmother was serious. If she thought that she couldn’t keep a secret, she might not let her wear that lipstick. Lauren knew of only one way that she could convince her.


“I can keep a secret, Grandma. I’ve been keeping a secret for Daddy for a long, long time.”


Her grandmother gave her that teasing look again. “What kind of secret you been keeping for your daddy?”


Lauren bit her lip. She’d been dying to tell someone anyway; it was exploding inside. And if she told her grandmother, she’d get that secret out and she’d get to wear lipstick.


“Well,” she began with a whisper because she knew that when you told a secret you weren’t supposed to say it too loudly, “one night Daddy took me to this lady’s house. And they were kissing and they were—”


The smile disappeared from Grandma Helen’s face so fast, it seemed like someone had ripped it away. “I don’t wanna hear no more.”


She dumped the lipstick back in the drawer and slammed it shut.


“But Granny . . .”


Her grandmother put both of her hands on Lauren’s shoulders and made her stand squarely in front of her. “I don’t want to hear that secret.”


“I was only telling you so that you could see that I could keep a secret.”


Her grandmother shook her head sorrowfully.


“Are you mad at me?”


Lauren watched her grandmother’s face soften before she pulled Lauren into her chest. “Oh, no, pumpkin. I’m not mad at you. You’ve done good, baby. You’ve kept the secret.” She made Lauren stand back. “Now, I want you to keep that secret. You can’t tell nobody. I mean, nobody, okay?”


Lauren nodded.


“Now go on back to the living room and wait there for me,” she said.


Lauren didn’t budge, wanting to remind her grandmother about the lipstick.


But when her grandmother added, “Go on,” and then waved her hand, shooing Lauren away, she obeyed.


She left her grandmother’s room the same way she had come in, feeling like she’d done something wrong. But she didn’t know what.


Outside her grandmother’s bedroom, she paused. Not because she was spying, but because her grandmother began talking. At first Lauren thought Grandma Helen was talking to her, but with the way she mumbled, Lauren could tell she was talking to herself.


But she mumbled loud enough for Lauren to hear. “Don’t make no kind of sense, that man putting that little girl in that position.” Then she tsked.


Lauren wasn’t sure what her grandmother meant by that. Not that she cared. All she cared about was that now she wouldn’t get to wear that lipstick.
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This was the husband she loved. Joyce sat at the table as Vernon did the bird across the dance floor. The ballroom at the Embassy Suites hotel was decorated with Christmas trees in each of the four corners, and red and green lights shone from the chandeliers. The room was merry for the Black Lawyers’ annual Christmas gala.


When he misstepped and bumped into the guy on his right, Vernon leaned his head back and released a Santa Claus laugh. Joyce laughed, too. She wondered why her husband couldn’t be this way all the time.


She was still chuckling as he danced his way over to the table. “Come on, baby,” he said flapping his arms like an eagle. “What, have you heard? It’s a brand-new dance and it’s called the bird.”


Joyce laughed. The way he was moving, he could have been a member of The Time.


He grabbed her hand, but just as they got to the dance floor, the music switched from Morris Day to that old-school Al Green. Vernon pulled her closer.


“Yeah, that’s what I’m talking about.” He leaned in her ear and crooned, “I’m so in love with you, whatever you want to do . . .”


Joyce melted into his embrace. She wished that she could stay in this moment forever.


They’d had a rough beginning to the year. One too many late nights, stories that didn’t add up, and a constant looming feeling that her husband was cheating, always cheating. All of that had made for a rocky marriage. But since July—since she found a birthday card from someone named Tammy—Vernon had been behaving like they were on their honeymoon. He was putting in as many overtime hours in their marriage as he was at the office; he was working hard to erase her concerns and let her know she was all he needed.


She took a good long while to believe it. Even longer to feel it. But here, in her husband’s arms, she felt like they were finally headed in the right direction.


When the music ended, her heart sank. She wanted to shout out to the deejay and tell him to play “Let’s Stay Together” again and again. She didn’t want to let her husband go.


But Vernon pulled back, entwined his fingers with hers, and asked, “You want something to drink?” as he led her from the dance floor.


“We both do,” Joyce’s sister-in-law, Velma, said, approaching them.


“Hey, when did you get here?” Joyce hugged her, then stepped back to appraise her red formfitting one-shoulder gown. She nodded her approval.


“We just walked in.” Velma embraced her brother, kissing Vernon on his cheek. “We’re late as usual, thanks to Carl,” she said, referring to her longtime boyfriend.


“I’ll be right back, babe,” Vernon said. He leaned in and kissed her passionately.


“Awww sookie, sookie now.” Velma tapped Joyce’s arm playfully as Vernon strutted away. “My brother’s got major game. I love black love.” She sighed.


Joyce watched Vernon’s backside as he walked off. “I love that man.” She kept her eyes on him until he disappeared in the crowd surrounding the bar.


“I know you do. I’m really glad you two are working things out.”


Joyce shifted uneasily, then walked Velma to their table. But as she led the way, her thoughts drifted back to that territory that she hated. Back to the women who’d invaded their marriage—by Vernon’s invitation. Every time he said the same thing: each one meant nothing.


Alicia had been only the beginning. She was followed by Lois, a woman who he claimed was a pro bono client, and finally, the birthday card from Tammy had sent Joyce rushing over to Velma to cry on her shoulder.


“I’m never going back to your brother,” Joyce had said to her sister-in-law.


Of course, once Vernon came begging and crying, that resolve lasted all of one day.


And those women—Alicia, Tammy, Lois—were just the ones she knew about. She wasn’t dumb enough to believe that these were the only ones.


As she introduced Velma to the other couples, she searched for Vernon out of habit. She saw him standing on the outskirts of the crowded bar. Her eyes narrowed as she watched a woman laugh, then place one hand over her cleavage and the other on Vernon’s arm.


But as if he knew she was watching, he brushed the woman off, taking a couple of steps away from her and shaking his head. That made Joyce smile. Maybe the last time had really been the last time. Just maybe Vernon was going to remain the faithful husband that he always promised to be.


“Hey, baby, here’s your drink,” he said, approaching her and handing her a red cup. “It’s just punch, but I have some Jack Daniel’s in the car. I can spike it if you’d like.” He flashed a wicked grin.


“Punch is fine,” she said. “The Jack Daniel’s, maybe later.” She rested her lips on the edge of the cup and looked up at her husband through her eyelashes.


“Where’s mine?” Velma asked, making Vernon shift his gaze from his wife to his sister.


“Oops, I forgot you.”


“Wow, so that’s how you treat your sister?”


“Sorry, but I’m so blinded by my beautiful wife.” He leaned over and kissed Joyce once again.


When they pulled apart, Joyce was breathless, but not overpowered enough to keep the words she’d meant to say from escaping. “I saw that woman flirting with you. She wants you.”


“But I want you,” he replied without hesitation. “Only you.” He kissed her neck. “Now, let me go get my sister a drink so she can feel special since her man is over there telling lies to his friends.”


“Whatever,” Velma said, playfully pushing his shoulder as he walked off.


Velma smiled at her sister-in-law. Leaning over, she whispered so that no one else at the table could hear, “I’m so happy for you guys. You know I don’t cut for some of my brother’s ways. Our father was a dedicated family man, so I don’t know where he got this gallivanting from.”
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