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			Praise for the Nationally Bestselling Authors of

			Finding Amos

			“J. D. Mason’s stark portrayals of her characters and their innermost thoughts bring the readers right into the emotional center of the story. Those who enjoy Carl Weber and Eric Jerome Dickey will add Mason to their list of favorites.”

			—Booklist

			“J. D. Mason will take your breath away.”

			—RT Book Reviews

			“ReShonda Tate Billingsley’s engaging voice will keep readers turning the pages and savoring each scandalous revelation.”

			—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

			“Billingsley infuses her text with just the right dose of humor to balance the novel’s serious events.”

			—Library Journal (starred review)

			“Bernice L. McFadden has a wonderful ear for dialogue, and her entertaining prose equally accommodates humor and pathos.”

			—The New York Times Book Review

			“Truly a welcomed voice in the literary world.”

			—Terry McMillan

			“Writing in a mystical style . . . McFadden is an imaginative storyteller who mesmerizes readers with her words.”

			—Library Journal
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			To Junior. The first man I ever loved.—JDM

			To Bruce. I’ll always be a daddy’s girl.—RTB

			For my daddy.—BLM

		

	
		
			Amos

			He was barreling down the dirty road leading toward Tupelo, Mississippi, in his copper-brown 1969 Cadillac Eldorado. Amos was returning for the first time since he’d walked down the same road twelve years ago, determined to leave his childhood home forever. Yet he remembered every curve, every crook in that old road.

			He’d promised never to set foot in that small country town again. Amos had been seventeen then, with seventy-eight dollars in his pockets that he’d saved from too many summers of picking cotton. He swore he would not grow old in a place like this, the way his daddy was doing. And he sure as hell wasn’t dying down here.

			When he left, he’d headed north. Amos hopped on a bus to Detroit and never looked back. The only reason he was returning now was to show his old man that he’d been wrong about his son. Amos tapped his fingers on the steering wheel, listening to the sound of his own voice playing through the speakers. He bobbed his head and sang along to lyrics he’d written. It was his first single release, and he didn’t doubt that there would be many more to come.

			“You made a fool outta me, baby!” he sang. “But I’ll gladly be the fool ova you!”

			All he’d ever wanted to do was to sing and make music. He was born with a melody in his head so strong that it dared him to chase after it all the way to Motown.

			His daddy never believed he could do it. He said Amos should stay on the farm like all the other boys were doing.

			“Ya play that piano and sang to have a good time, boy. Good-time party, hoopin’ and hollerin’ like you ain’t got nothing betta to do. But a real man works. He goes out into the world and puts in his time.”

			Amos used to sit on the top step of the porch at his daddy’s feet. A real man. His daddy used to throw those words around for Amos’s benefit. A real man works. A real man’s hands got calluses. A real man’s got a crooked back from being bent over all the damn time workin’ in them fields. Nah. As often as he had to listen to his daddy telling him that, he never bought into it. Real men were cool. They sat on top of barstools, with guitars straddling their knees, singing out into audiences filled with fine women made up pretty and smelling nice, nodding their heads and swaying their round hips to the sounds of soulful music.

			Amos was tired of listening to his daddy complain about what kind of man he should be. And that afternoon, sitting on those steps, he knew that the next words to come out of his mouth would be the words to seal his fate—and finally set him free—or get him killed.

			“What about Bo Carter, Robert Johnson, ‘Papa Charlie’ McCoy, Otis Redding, Chuck Berry, Little Richard?”

			His daddy cut his eyes at him. “What ’bout ’em?”

			“They make music. Music you listen to all the time. You mean to tell me that you don’t think what they do is work? You mean to say that they ain’t real men?”

			Southern boys knew better than ever to challenge their daddies. Amos knew better, too, but more than that, he knew what he wanted and what he didn’t want. He didn’t want to become the man his daddy was.

			His daddy’s gaze sliced right through him. “You ain’t Bo Carter. You ain’t Robert Johnson or Otis Redding.”

			“But I could be,” Amos protested, standing up to his old man in a way that he had never had the courage to before. “You don’t know.”

			His daddy leaned forward and balanced his elbows on his knees. “Yo momma done filled yo head with nonsense, son. Ain’t nothin’ special ’bout you or what you wanna do. All I know is what I know. You stay here, you work ’long side me out there.” He pointed to the fields across the dirt road.

			Amos swallowed and felt his heart racing in his chest. “I ain’t workin’ myself to death in them fields, Daddy.”

			His father slowly stood up and adjusted his pants. Amos thought for sure his old man was getting ready to take off his belt and beat the mess out of him, but the old man just huffed.

			“I ’spect you to be gone by mornin’ ” was the last thing he said to Amos before going back inside the house.

			When his momma passed away, Amos hadn’t even come back for the funeral. But he was going home now to show that old man that Amos’s so-called foolish notions had gotten him a new Cadillac and a record deal with Atlantic Records. His first single was hot like fire, baby!

			Wide-open, lush green fields on either side of that road stretched along for about forever. They sure had more trees in Tupelo than they did in Detroit. Amos pushed his foot down hard on the gas.

			“Show me whatchu workin’ with, baby!” he shouted, enthralled by the purr of the engine.

			“Slow down ’fore you run us off this road,” the pretty woman sitting next to him said. She’d been staring out of her window the whole time he’d been driving. Amos wanted so badly to see her face, but she never turned away from the window. She looked good, though. He could tell just by the way she was built—thick, shapely, wearing that pretty dress she always wore, the one with the flowers and the buttons that went all the way down the front. She’d crossed one luscious thigh over the other one, and that dress split nearly up to her hips.

			“Why don’t you lean over here and give me some sugah?” he coaxed.

			She just shook her head.

			Wait until his daddy saw this fine thing right here! He didn’t think Amos would amount to nothing. He’d been wrong. And Amos was about to show him how wrong he was.

			He turned his head to one side and saw the vast delta spread out like a blanket, but when he turned his head back, the pretty woman sitting next to him was gone. That was strange. How could she be gone? Ahead of him, through the windshield, he saw tall buildings mixing in with the trees. They didn’t have buildings like that in the country. The sound of his music coming from the radio started to fade and mix over to another man’s voice.

			“In an effort to win over evangelical voters, GOP candidate Mitt Romney emphasized in a commencement speech to university graduates his opposition to President Obama’s support of gay marriage, by stating that he believes the sanctity of marriage should be between . . .”

			Something wasn’t right. The world was shifting by the second. Amos watched with growing bafflement as the narrow road leading him home transformed like magic in front of his eyes. That old potholed road turned into a ribbon of black asphalt. He wasn’t alone, no sir. Traffic was coming straight at him, horns honking. “Watch out, old man!”

			Amos glanced up at his rearview mirror and was startled by the reflection of the person staring back at him. It was his face, but not the face he had expected to see. Gray hair sprinkled his head and beard. He glanced at his hands, old man hands, gripping the steering wheel. This wasn’t his prized Cadillac. He was driving the old beater he’d bought secondhand from his old bass guitarist.

			Panic took over where confusion left off, and Amos swerved at the last moment to avoid hitting an oncoming SUV. He realized he was driving the wrong way down a one-way street and careened crazily onto the sidewalk and into a streetlight, then felt a massive jolt amid the crashing metal and splintering glass . . . and then nothing.

		

	
		
			Cass

			Fall 2011

			We found your name and number written on the back of a drugstore receipt in his wallet,” the nurse explained. Her nameplate read IRIS, and she’d been the one Cass had spoken to over the phone.

			Cass Edwards followed the nurse down the long hospital corridor lined with rooms. She’d been catering a fiftieth wedding anniversary party when she got the call that her “father” had been involved in a car accident. She’d left in the middle of the job to come here.

			“He was driving the wrong way down a one-way street. The police said he swerved to avoid a collision with another vehicle and crashed into a pole. He has a severe concussion, a broken hip, some swelling around his spinal cord, and a fractured ankle. He’s lucky to be alive.”

			“The doctor said he had something wrong with his heart and that his liver was bad?” Cass probed, concerned.

			“He has some blockage in one of the arteries,” Iris said solemnly, stopping in the hallway. “We’re monitoring him closely, and the doctor believes he’ll have to have surgery eventually.” She almost seemed to be apologizing for Amos’s condition. “There’s evidence that your father’s already had several heart attacks, Ms. Edwards. Were you aware of that?”

			“He’s not my father,” Cass clarified.

			The nurse was caught off guard. “I’m sorry. I just assumed—”

			“He’s my stepfather,” she said, letting Iris off the hook.

			The nurse scratched her head, looking puzzled. “You’re the only next of kin we could locate,” she explained, pushing open the door to Amos’s room.

			On most days, the image she had of Amos had been constant through the years: a dark and handsome man who had a head full of hair, gold chains around his neck, and rings on nearly every finger, sitting at the kitchen table with the yellow Formica top. But looking at him lying there, a gray-haired, broken old man with deep lines etched in his face, Cass became painfully aware of how many years had passed since she’d last laid eyes on the only father she’d ever known. Amos had come into her life when she was just a toddler, barely walking and still in diapers. She barely knew her biological father, and as far as she was concerned, especially as a kid, that didn’t matter because she had Amos. She’d had Amos Davis—until she didn’t.

			He’d been her first love. She stood there, looking down at him and thinking that most girls probably felt that way about their father. He didn’t know it, but he’d left a void in her that seemed impossible to fill. Early in her life Cass had established a pattern of falling for the wrong guy that she still hadn’t been able to remedy. At sixteen she’d gotten pregnant by her boyfriend, Ricky, and she’d convinced herself that she was in love and that the two of them needed to spend their lives together. It wasn’t until after they were finally able to legally get married that she realized she and Ricky were not meant to be together. And a few years later, Ricky had decided that dying was better than living and took his own life. Cass was startled by the vibration of her cell phone in her purse. She pulled it out and read the text sent by her son.

			Ma— Can U spot a brotha a 20? I need some gas.

			She rolled her eyes and shoved the phone back into her purse.

			“He’s been sleeping a lot,” Iris explained. “But you’re more than welcome to stay.”

			Cass waited for the nurse to leave and then quietly pulled a chair over next to Amos’s bed. She didn’t know what surprised her most: the fact that he was carrying her phone number around in his wallet, or her reaction to seeing him again after all these years. She’d tried to keep in contact with him after he left. But Amos had made promises he either never intended to honor or just didn’t know how to keep.

			“All you got to do is say the word, Li’l Mama Cass.” Amos laughed, pulled her close, and kissed her head. “You know I’m always here for you, girl.”

			Cass had been ten when Amos left her mother. When he left her, too.

			“Men like Amos leave and don’t look back,” her mother told her once before she passed away. No matter how many years passed, her mother never shed the anger she felt toward him. “He’s a liar and a fool, Cass. You might as well believe in Santa Claus or the Tooth Fairy if you’re goin’ to put your faith in him. Don’t fret about Amos, Cassandra. You leave him alone, and keep it movin’. If he ain’t taught you nothin’ else, he sure as hell should’ve taught you that.”

			Cass’s mother had passed away from cancer eight years ago. Cass had no brothers or sisters, and at the sight of Amos now, lying there asleep, looking worn-out and frail, she realized that, besides her son, RJ, Amos was the closest thing to family she had left. She hadn’t spoken to him in years, and at times she had assumed he was dead. Leave it to Amos to live forever, she thought, smiling despite her conflicting feelings.

			She hated him. She loved him. He was a walking, talking, breathing contradiction, and it was impossible for anybody to feel mildly about him. His kisses could be as biting as his temper. His love stung almost as much as his curses. But Amos always managed to balance the opposites of himself in such a way as to leave a person second-guessing herself until she didn’t know whether she loved him or hated him. That’s what happened to Cass’s mother. She finally said, Enough!

			“I’m tired, Amos!”

			Seeing her mother cry was gut-wrenching, and it was not hard for young Cass to hate the person making her cry.

			“It ain’t me makin’ you tired, Linda,” he said, defending himself.

			He sounded as if her crying didn’t matter. But it broke Cass’s heart.

			“Of course it’s you! It’s always you! You doin’ whatever the hell you want when you want! You actin’ like you love me when you here, then forgettin’ my name as soon as you walk out that door! You want me to sit here and act like it don’t bother me! You got all these women and I’m just supposed to . . . to be cool with all that?”

			The expression on her face showed how badly she was falling apart, and he didn’t seem to care one way or another. He just tossed his things carelessly into the suitcase on the bed.

			“You out there makin’ babies with other women! Layin’ up with them, then comin’ home to me, and you got the nerve to get pissed when I say somethin’! You can’t see how wrong that is? Are you that damn selfish that you can’t see how much this hurts me?”

			That’s when he stopped and looked at her, really looked at her for the first time since he’d walked through the door. “Course I see you hurtin’, Linda,” he said, unemotionally. “I see it. I hear it. Hell! I can even taste it! That’s some bitter shit, but no matter what I do, I can’t change it. We been at this too damn long and that’s how it is, how it’s always gonna be.”

			Her mother looked so defeated and worn. “I love you,” she said, sadly. “I thought you loved me, too.”

			He went back to packing. “There you go again.” He shook his head. Amos sounded sad himself, as if this was something he had no control over. “Love is a four-letter word. Most times, that’s all it ever amounts to.”

			Her mother had never been able to compete with his true love, Cass concluded, watching him now, all these years later. The only thing Amos really loved was music, black soul music that paid homage to broken souls and broken hearts. Back then she remembered how confused and hurt she had felt when he made her mother cry. Amos had been honest in his own way. He had loved Linda the best he could, which was nowhere near good enough. Without realizing it, that man had set a precedent for Cass. He had taught her that a man loved the best he could, leaving a woman to cry herself to sleep every night until she came to her senses and let him go.

			His eyes fluttered until they finally opened. Cass sat up in her chair, suddenly aware that she, too, had changed so much since he had last seen her. Amos blinked, focused on the ceiling of the hospital room. She stood up and hovered over him. As a little girl, she had called him Daddy.

			“Amos,” she said softly.

			He turned his head slightly and stared at her.

			That vivid sparkle he’d had in his eyes when she was growing up had grown dull. He’d been so full of fire the last time she’d seen him. Cass had been in her twenties back then. Her mother had been diagnosed with cancer, and she looked him up and asked if she could stop by. She needed to talk to him, to tell him how scared she was that she was losing her mother. She needed for him to try to step in—even after all the time that had passed—and try to take away the fear, the loneliness that she knew losing her mother would leave behind.

			“You still playing?” she asked, sitting in a chair across from Amos on his couch.

			His face lit up. “You know me, Li’l Mama Cass.” He beamed. “I’ma play till my fingers fall off and I can’t raise my arms.”

			That was the first time she realized that any passion he ever had for her or her mother could never be matched by the passion he had for his music. And she felt sorry for any woman who thought she could take its place. She was no different. Cass left his apartment feeling emptier than she had before she walked in.

			The old man blinked. “Do you know where you are, Amos?” she asked quietly, as she hovered over him.

			His eyes darted around the room, and he cleared his throat. “Hos-hospital?”

			She nodded. The nurse said that the doctors suspect that he had Alzheimer’s. “Do you remember me?”

			His blank stare alarmed her for a second, but soon recognition filled his eyes, and Amos managed to smile. “Course I do,” he said sluggishly. “Li’l Mama Cass.”

			Cass couldn’t help but smile. She hadn’t heard her name said like that in years. She studied his ravaged face, wondering how or where he might’ve ended up. They said she’d been the only one they could locate. But she wasn’t Amos’s biological daughter. She knew he had other children. Maybe he’d even managed to settle down and get married.

			“I need to call your family, Amos,” she told him. “Let them know where you are and that you’re all right.”

			Amos looked at her as if she were speaking a foreign language.

			“Who can I contact? Who else needs to know you’re here?”

			Emptiness filled his eyes, but Amos smiled again. “Li’l Mama Cass,” he repeated. “How you been, baby?”

			Lonely, Amos, she thought but didn’t say. And sometimes lost. Staring into his eyes, she suddenly realized that maybe Amos was just as lonely and just as lost as she was. “Fine,” she lied. “I’m fine, Amos.”

		

	
		
			Toya

			Euphoric sighs filled the room, and Toya McCann exhaled in relief. She’d done good. Real good if she judged by the look of contentment on Max’s face. The unadulterated look of happiness that danced in his eyes gave her hope. Finally, he would realize that she was everything that he needed and wanted.

			“Ummm, you want more?” Toya asked, rolling over in her queen-size bed, which took up most of the space in her tiny bedroom. She used her index finger to draw a T on his chest. “Are you ready for round three?”

			“Girl, you’re like a dog in heat,” Max joked as he gently pushed her aside and sat up. “But I got to get going.” He leaned over and picked up his cell phone. “My wife has called me twenty times.” He sighed. “I’m really gonna hear it when I get home tonight.”

			His wife. Toya was so sick of Max’s wife, she didn’t know what to do. “Even more reason for you to stay the night with me,” she cooed.

			He had the nerve to laugh as if she’d said something really funny. “Come on, babe. You know I can’t do that.”

			Toya was about to protest when Max flipped open his phone, punched some numbers in the keypad, then put the phone to his ear.

			“Hey, honey,” Max said, his voice lively and warm, “sorry I missed your call.” He paused, and then nodded like his wife could actually see him. “I know, babe. I tell you, this old phone of mine won’t hold a charge.” Another pause. “I know. Sorry, I’ll get a new one tomorrow. Anyway, I got held up at the office.” He sounded like he was lying, and Toya couldn’t believe Max’s wife was falling for any of that. “We’re getting ready for the strategy meeting tomorrow, and my part of the presentation is a mess,” Max continued. “I tried to call you, but this phone kept acting up. Anyway, I’m on my way home now. Try to—” He abruptly disconnected the call.

			Toya stared at him in disbelief. He could lie so easily to his wife.

			“What? Gotta make her think the battery is dead.” Max leaned over and lightly kissed Toya on the lips. “I need to get going. It’s only so long that battery excuse is gonna fly.”

			Toya was speechless. Max had done some low-down dirty things in the course of their six-month relationship, but this one was outright bold. He used to at least respect her enough to make his phone calls to his wife in the bathroom. Now he didn’t even bother. That wasn’t a development that augured well for the future.

			Clueless as to her mood, Max nibbled her neck and Toya pulled away. He leaned back, surprised at her reaction. “What’s wrong with you?”

			“What do you think is wrong with me?” she replied, feeling her blood starting to boil. She took a deep breath, trying to calm herself, and decided to try another route. “I don’t want you to go,” she gently said.

			He squeezed her exposed breast, then stood up. “Trust, I don’t wanna go. But I have to. You know how Jewel gets to trippin’.”

			Jewel, Jewel, Jewel. He was always worried about Jewel. Toya wanted to scream, When are my feelings going to matter? Instead, she just said, “Max—”

			“Let me jump in the shower real quick,” Max said, cutting her off as he darted into the bathroom.

			Left alone, Toya grabbed the comforter to cover her naked body, then pulled herself up against the headboard. She desperately fought back tears as she wondered why she couldn’t find a man of her own to love.

			Because you blew any decent chances at love, she reminded herself. Because you’re just like your mother.

			Like mother, like daughter.

			Her mother’s words from earlier in the week rang in her head. Only Melba Jean McCann had said them as if they were a compliment.

			“You’re just like me, sweet pea,” Melba had said when Toya lamented her relationship with Max. “We love different from most folks. Like mother, like daughter.”

			But Toya didn’t want to be anything like her mother—-bitter after being left with a lifetime of broken hearts and shattered dreams. She had been that way for as long as Toya could remember, so she couldn’t understand why Toya expected the men in her life to be any different. They were always leaving—just like her father.

			“If a man stay planted too long, weeds grow underneath his feet.”

			Toya didn’t know why that line popped into her head. She’d heard Amos say it when she was a child. 

			“You haven’t been givin’ my sugah away, have you?” Five-year-old Toya giggled as her father tickled her chin. “I told you, that sugah only belongs to me.”

			“I wish I could hear you say the same thing about me,” Melba Jean muttered from the kitchen, where she was putting up dishes. She’d cooked a delicious meal of fried chicken, corn casserole, turnip greens, and corn bread. Toya knew after a meal like that, her dad would spend all evening with them.

			Amos cut his eyes at Melba Jean, then turned back to Toya without saying a word. “And on that note, baby girl, time for me to go.”

			He hadn’t been around for long, but she had loved having him there. Amos had never been more than a fantasy for her growing up, but for that short period of time, he’d been real. She stuck out her bottom lip and frowned at her mother. If Toya were brave enough, she would’ve asked her mother why she was always doing stuff to run her daddy off. The way she nagged, fussed, and complained, it was no wonder Amos never wanted to stay at home.

			Shoot, if she could’ve, Toya would’ve left with him. In fact, she’d asked him on more than one occasion if she could go with him, and his reply always was, “Who’s gonna be here to take care of yo momma if you run off with me? Besides—pretty, young thangs like you don’t need to be running the streets with an old man like me.”

			That would be followed by some quip from Melba Jean like, “Unless that pretty young thang is a thirty-six double-D.”

			Toya didn’t know what that meant, but it always brought a chuckle from her father. But never enough to make him change his mind and stay home.

			“Man stay planted too long, weeds grow underneath his feet,” he said, placing his big, brown hat on his head as he exited out the front door.

			Toya shook off the memory. She’d been determined not to nag, or complain, or fuss like her mother. She didn’t want to run her man off as well. But her strategy of niceness didn’t seem like it was working.

			Like mother, like daughter.

			Max came out of the bathroom, drying himself with an oversize towel. She admired his nakedness as the water glistened on his body. He had a rock-hard physique, complete with abs that looked like they had been carved by Michelangelo himself. He was blue-black, as her mother used to say about dark-skinned men, and was the sexiest man Toya had ever seen.

			He half smiled when he noticed her taking him in. “You like what you see?” he said, dropping the towel.

			She did. Very much. Then a voice reminded her that he had just cleaned himself up to go home to his wife.

			“Max, where is this going?” Toya asked, deciding to toss aside her no-nagging rule. “I’m tired of making love to you, only to have you leave me and go home to your wife.” Max was the fifth married man she’d been with, and Toya was determined he would be the last.

			He let out a heavy sigh as he walked over to pick up his clothes. “Can we please not have this argument?” he said as he slipped his legs in his underwear, then slid on his pants.

			Toya fought back the sick feeling rising in her stomach. The last time he’d left her, she’d cried herself to sleep and vowed to put an end to the affair. But the next time he’d called, speaking to her with that suave, debonair voice of his, he’d convinced her to let him back in.

			But now Toya told herself she really was going to end it.

			“I can’t do this,” she whispered with resolve.

			He slid his shirt over his head. “Yeah, I know,” he said indifferently, slipping his feet into his shoes. He leaned over and kissed her. “I’ll call you tomorrow. Love you, babe.”

			He hadn’t heard one word she’d said, and if he had heard her, he hadn’t cared. Like a businessman on the run, he hurried out of the door. Toya wanted to cry, but honestly, she didn’t have any more tears left. She snuggled into her pillow and said a silent prayer that God would give her strength to ignore that call tomorrow—and every day thereafter.

		

	
		
			Tomiko

			Tomiko stared at the bright white document on her computer screen. Four black words were staring back at her: “I can’t do this.” She’d typed that line more than an hour ago. It was what she did whenever she was blocked. She’d type those words and read them enough times until a voice in her head would say, “Of course you can.” Then the words she really needed—the ones to start the next project—would finally come. But not today. Today she really couldn’t do it. For the first time in a long time she was experiencing the dreaded writer’s block, which she didn’t really believe in, but the page was still blank.

			Annoyed, Tomiko pushed away from the desk and walked over to the large picture window that looked out onto her spacious backyard. Weeks earlier, winter had waved its frigid wand, and magically everything green and vibrant had turned brown. The family of squirrels leaping from one naked tree limb to the next didn’t seem to mind the chill, or the baleful lack of color, but the season was bringing Tomiko down.

			“What’s wrong with you?” she uttered aloud to the empty room. “It can’t just be the winter blues. It must be something else, so what is it?”

			The walls remained mute.

			“Okay, I guess I’m still not over him,” she said with a bitter laugh.

			Desmond Pilgrim. What a name! And what a love affair she’d had with her chiseled state trooper. Tomiko had come from nothing but had reached the upper echelon. She favored fine restaurants and the theater and wanted to travel the world. Desmond, well, he preferred takeout and was fond of saying, “The world will still be there when I retire. That’s when I plan on traveling.”

			When they met, Tomiko was just turning twenty-nine and he was thirty-five. Did he really think she would wait two decades to apply for a passport? He did, and she convinced herself that she could.

			The beginning was heavenly. His British accent, the stylish car he drove, and the way he walked on ahead, parting the crowd and making way for her passage, made her feel like a queen. Tomiko was dazzled. But not dazzled enough to accept his marriage proposal. In four years of dating he’d asked her to marry him three times, and each time she’d turned him down. “I love you, Desmond, but my career is just starting to take off,” or “I just found out that my publisher wants to send me on a thirty-city book tour, so let’s talk about it when I get back,” or “I’ve got so much on my plate now with this new series I’m working on. I’m already two months late on the deadline, and it’s really hard to focus.”

			He wasn’t a bad guy. The time they had been able to spend together was magical, and she supposed that’s why she felt his absence so strongly. Perhaps, she mused as she once again took her seat in front of her computer, it was the same reason why, decades later, she felt the same void whenever she thought about her father. Oh, Lord. Was she really about to go there? She hadn’t thought about her dad, Amos, in a long time. Not even holidays or birthdays conjured her memories of him anymore, but lonliness could do it, sometimes. That little girl in her still clung to him, despite Tomiko’s misgivings about it. She’d let him go from her thoughts and her heart, at least, that’s what she’d tell herself. But time spent with him had been magical, too magical and too temporary.

			When Tomiko was born, her mother, Ruby, wanted to name her Elaine, after a favorite great-aunt. Even though she had died long ago, she had left an indelible impression on Ruby’s heart. Aunt Elaine had always been the one to tell her that she was beautiful and that she could be anything in the world. Ruby’s own mother had never told her that. But Ruby had told her stories about her father, Amos, and Tomiko had loved hearing them. Not all were good, though. Some of those stories stole her breath and broke her heart.

			Amos didn’t favor that name at all. When Ruby woke up the day after giving birth, she found him standing at the foot of the hospital bed. His eyes were bloodshot, and whiskey was seeping from his pores. It was just after seven on a Sunday morning, and Amos had come straight to the hospital after playing at two different clubs.

			He shook his head. “Nah, baby, we ain’t gonna name her no damn Elaine.”

			The baby was swaddled in a hospital-issue pink blanket, sleeping contentedly on Ruby’s chest. When Amos just stood there fidgeting, Ruby asked, “Well, don’t you wanna see her?”

			Of course he did. That was why he had come. He wanted to see his brand-new baby. So why couldn’t he will himself to move closer?

			“Come on, Amos, hold the baby,” Ruby urged sweetly.

			Amos sauntered over and sat down on the side of the bed. Ruby gently poured the baby into his arms.

			“I think we should name her Tomiko,” he said, smiling down at his daughter.

			Ruby blinked. “Toe-mee-who?”

			“Tomiko.”

			“What kinda name is that?”

			“Japanese.”

			“This baby ain’t Japanese, Amos. She black!”

			Laughter from the other new mother filtered through the white privacy curtain.

			“It means child of wealth.”

			Ruby cocked her head to one side and said, “Child of wealth?”

			They didn’t have a dime. They were about the poorest people she knew. Ruby was sure that she would be bringing her baby girl home to a dark house because the final notice from the electric company had been sitting unopened on the kitchen table for days.

			“Child of wealth?” she repeated dryly.

			Amos shrugged his shoulders and said, with a little too much humor, “You know me, baby. I dream of things that could be, not things that are.”

			“That was his problem,” her mother had told her. “He spent more time dreaming than anything else.”

			But that’s why Tomiko’s mother had loved him. Amos had a way of talking sometimes that held people hostage. It wasn’t so much what he said as how he said it. He could look you in the eyes and make you believe that you could fly to the moon and back, and he could make you believe that he was the sun.

			Ruby and Amos met at Vaughn’s, a small blues club in downtown Detroit. Patrons would come to Vaughn’s for some of the best rhythm and blues, fried catfish, smoked pig tails, and potato salad within one hundred miles. Just thinking about food like that made Tomiko’s blood pressure soar.

			Vaughn was Ruby’s uncle, and all of the family members had worked at the club at one time or another. When Amos started playing there, Ruby was just twenty-two years old. She had been waitressing for exactly four months. Amos was forty.

			She was a beauty. Curvaceous, with chocolaty smooth skin. The men knew she was off-limits ’cause she was Vaughn’s kin, but occasionally some drunk would forget the rules and Vaughn would have to bust him in the head with the butt of the .45 he kept behind the bar and then send him off with the warning:

			“Next time, it’ll be a bullet in your ass!”

			When Ruby first laid eyes on Amos, she was saving up to attend beauty culture school and had plans to open up her very own hair salon.

			“You goin’ places, girl!” the older waitresses declared when she shared her dreams with them.

			Ruby would just nod and sway that big ass between the tables. Yes, she was going somewhere, and nobody and nothing was going to change her plans, not even that fine-ass piano player named Amos, who was the one and only man to walk into Vaughn’s and not give her a second look.

			Who in the world did he think he was—God’s gift? Ultimately, to Ruby, that’s exactly what he became.

			Tomiko did not welcome remembering her father. It always led her down a sorrowful road, and that road always ended with her opening a bottle of wine and putting on the Aretha Franklin Greatest Hits CD. Tomiko would drink and sing until the tears came. By the time the bottle was done, the CD would be on its fourth play and Tomiko would have fallen into a wine-soaked slumber.

			This trip down memory lane was not doing her writing a bit of good. She hit the Delete button on the keyboard, and the offensive statement disappeared. She gave her head a hard shake. “Come on, girl, you have a contract to fulfill!”

			The cursor just sat there. She watched its monotonous repetition, feeling that it was somehow a metaphor for the time that was ticking away while she stared at the stupid screen. Her mother’s stories about Tomiko’s father always held a hint of sadness. Recalling them, even those parts that didn’t include Tomiko, resonated with that impending unhappy ending that she had always hoped to avoid in her own life. Time marched on, and with it, so did that hollow feeling she’d tried to ignore, still wanting, still needing something that she was beginning to doubt anyone or anything could ever fill.

			“Tomorrow is another day.” She sighed as she rose from the chair and headed out of her office toward the kitchen, where the wine was stored.

		

	
		
			Amos

			Damn! When the hell did he get old? Or rather, when did he get old enough to end up in a joint like this? An orderly pushed Amos through the long corridors of the Sunnyview Assisted Living Center, headed to the cafeteria. Amos rode past decrepit old fossils who didn’t look a day under a hundred. One guy crept around the corner, balanced on a walker, looking like that dude from that TV show Tales from the Crypt. Amos was mature, but he wasn’t their kind of old. He was seventy-one, and most of these people looked old enough to have raised him.

			“Wanna try the oatmeal this morning, Amos?” that dumb orderly asked, pushing him up to an empty table near a window.

			Amos looked at him in astonishment. Oatmeal? He hadn’t eaten oatmeal since he was a boy back in Mississippi. Grown men didn’t eat oatmeal, at least, not grown men who still had teeth in their head. Was that the kind of mess they fed these people here? No wonder they looked miserable.

			The young cat smiled and disappeared across the room. A few minutes later, he came back with a bowl of oatmeal, wheat toast, a side of fresh fruit, and a glass of orange juice. He looked so damn proud of himself, like he’d just found the cure for cancer.

			“Enjoy.” He drummed the table lightly with his fingers and left.

			Amos stared out at the naked trees and the dead garden just outside the window. The reason they’d put him here was because they thought he was crazy. Told him he had Alzheimer’s and he couldn’t take care of himself anymore. Crashing up his car, all while recalling cotton fields, had proven that to them. Sometimes Amos talked too damn much, and he cursed himself for even mentioning that nonsense to these people.

			“Is there someone you could stay with, Amos? A family member, perhaps—someone who could help look after you?”

			Cass had asked him that silly-ass question, and he had stared at her like she was from Mars. Hell, wasn’t she family? Couldn’t she look after him? But before he had a chance to say that to her, a chord of truth struck him down in his gut. He hadn’t seen that girl in years, hadn’t spoken to her or even called her. He had meant to. He’d had her phone number for a long time. Linda had given it to him before she passed. Even if he had called her, though, he wouldn’t have known what to say. Amos was lousy at keeping in touch. He was so much better at holding on to memories, especially the good ones. At least he was until he caught this damn Alzheimer’s. Now he was probably gonna forget to have memories, at least on purpose—memories of all the fine people and places he’d known—and the thought didn’t sit well with him. Not at all.

			He saw the reflection of his face in the window, and it didn’t please him. He looked old. Amos looked sloppy and raggedy. Had he forgotten how to shave or get a damn haircut?

			“A man’s ’fro is his crown. It’s his glory. It’s his righteousness,” he used to say.

			“People ain’t wearin’ ’fros no more, Amos,” Linda said, sounding bitter. “And how long you gon’ stand in front of that mirror pattin’ your hair?” Linda stood behind him, looking annoyed, like he was patting her head instead of his own.

			“Just makin’ sure I’m put together, darlin’,” he said proudly. “You love me for my good looks.”

			“And you talk about me always primping in the mirror,” she said, giving him an ugly look like she couldn’t stand him, but she wasn’t fooling anybody but herself. She didn’t want him to go because she knew he looked good, and she knew that somebody else was gonna know it, too. “You spend more time up in the mirror than I ever did.”

			Linda was skinny with big hips and bony legs. She was cute, though. At least, she was cute when she wasn’t wearing a head full of pink rollers and a bad attitude. Her titties were smaller than he normally preferred, but her hips made up for what she lacked on the top half.

			“Why don’t you get dressed and come check me out tonight, baby?” He met up with her in the doorway.
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