

    
        
          Covering All Wrongs

        

        
        
          Covering All Wrongs, Volume 1

        

        
        
          K. Lumpkin

        

        
          Published by K. Lumpkin, 2022.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      COVERING ALL WRONGS

    

    
      First edition. August 10, 2022.

      Copyright © 2022 K. Lumpkin.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8201139308

    

    
    
      Written by K. Lumpkin.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
	    
	      Also by K. Lumpkin

	    

      
	    
          
	      Covering All Wrongs

          
        
          
	          Covering All Wrongs

          
        
          
	          Hope Fulfilled

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      FIRE

          
        
          
	          Fire

          
        
          
	          River

          
        
          
	          Beauty

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          Nothing in Time Separating

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at K. Lumpkin’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Also By K. Lumpkin

Covering All Wrongs

Chapter I

Chapter II

Chapter III

Chapter IV

Chapter V

Chapter VI

Chapter VII

Chapter VIII

Chapter IX

Chapter XI

Chapter XII

Chapter XIII

Chapter XIV

Chapter XV

Chapter XVI

Chapter XVII

Chapter XVIII

Chapter XIX

Chapter XX

Chapter XXI

Chapter XXII

Chapter XXIII

Chapter XXIV

Chapter XXV

Chapter XXVI

Chapter XXVII

Chapter XXVIII

Chapter XXIX

Chapter XXX

Chapter XXXI

Chapter XXXII

Chapter XXXIII

Chapter XXXIV

Chapter XXXV

Part II


Covering All Wrongs

Copyright © 2022 

by K. Lumpkin

Draft2Digital Edition

All rights reserved. 

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise without written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute it by any other means without permission. This book is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This book may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you're reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to your favorite book retailer and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

––––––––
[image: ]


This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters, and incidents portrayed in this book are purely the work of the author's imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or events is entirely coincidental.

––––––––
[image: ]


Cover photo by Daniel Merlea

––––––––
[image: ]


Discover other titles by K. Lumpkin:

Fire

River

Beauty

Nothing in Time Separating

Hope Fulfilled

––––––––
[image: ]
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“I’ll try to make it back soon. You know what to do.”

Eight-year-old Lacey gave her mother a slight nod then slid from the back seat of their car onto its floor. Within seconds, the sounds of Mother’s quick steps against the brush disappeared, as did the remaining gleam from her flashlight. Lacey rapidly retrieved the pen from her jeans pocket and pushed the button then let out a little sigh of relief. That night when the light did not work, although two years earlier, was one her memory could not shake. Mother had since always supplied her with one pen for each pocket. She could have given her ten but she would never feel secure until she witnessed the positive result of her finger pressing against the button. Just to make sure, she checked the other then quickly shut it off before shoving it back in her pocket.

As much as she enjoyed the light, even if it was just a bit of it, there were some things Lacey wished she had never seen. Well, really only one but she always feared for its recurrence. That night three years earlier when she came out of her bedroom in their small one-bedroom apartment in search of a drink of water. She and Mother shared the same bed but she wasn’t next to her. Maybe she had been thirsty too. Or maybe she had to go to the bathroom. Lacey grabbed on her coat over her pajamas then scurried down the narrow, short hall to the living room, as she pressed her hands against her ears that were being assaulted with the shrieking of wind as if from savage animals. She couldn’t get to the kitchen without going through the living room but she never made it very far.

Her mother, her beautiful mother, hunched over on the floor in perfect stillness. A very, very tall man whose features Lacey could not discern crouched over her. Mother’s head was turned from him, as he seemed to whisper something in her ear. Then as if in slow-motion, she looked at him then pushed off the sofa and pressed to her feet on shaky legs. Lacey could hear Mother’s pleading voice but not what she was saying. His shadowy figure turned. She followed him with a sort of limp. Lacey shook uncontrollably when she saw it. There was blood on the back of Mother’s gown! Her ears caught the last bit of what she said in voice strained by anguish, “...don’t leave me like this! Please!” He did. He opened the door, shut it without even looking back at her, and then he was gone.

Lacey shuddered as she thought of that night. She had never seen Mother cry before then and hadn’t seen her cry since. Her little feet would not move from that spot no matter how much she willed them to do so. Mother finally saw her. She said it wasn’t blood. It was punch. Punch. That was much better but why was the man so mean to her? Who was he? She never saw him again.

It was best not to think of that night ever. Something in Mother’s eyes let her know that it was one to forget.

Lacey slid her book onto her thighs as she sat with knees bent close to her chest and feet pressed against the floor of the car. Maybe the little girl would finally make it home. She flipped to the page where she had left off a week before. This was the time for her reading. Oh, how she hoped the little girl would make it back home tonight.
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The crescent moon had moved. Lacey wasn’t sure how long she’d been asleep but Mother wasn’t back yet. The pen light flickered. She quickly shut it off then felt along the seat for her half a jam sandwich on white bread. Her stomach grumbled but this would have to do until they got home.

Several minutes later, she wiped her mouth with a napkin, placed the napkin in the brown bag, folded the bag, and placed the book on top of it. The little girl still had not made it home.

Lacey was so thirsty. Her eyes and her unsteady heart longed for light but she dared not use too much of it. She had to make sure she had enough for their next trip. More than that, what really pressed on her was a need to go to the bathroom. She had to think about something else. The more she tried, however, the greater the urge. She could not leave that car. That was one rule she never broke. She waited and strained her ear for any sign of Mother’s return. Nothing. She shifted to the other side of the car and lifted her head just high enough so her eyes could see. She had broken this rule more than once. There was a light. Not from Mother. Maybe from a house and it seemed to be in the direction she had heard her walk.

Moments later, her spindly legs were carrying her up a hill. “Oh Mother, please forgive me.” The August night was warm and pleasant. The warmth made her need to go more pressing. The darkness made her wish she had stayed put. But that was not an option.

After minutes, she reached a steeper hill in which were embedded steps that led to the hugest house she had ever seen. A dark house with only a light from the top floor barely illuminating it. The trees surrounding it seemed to have eyes that scrutinized her and arms that desired to snatch her. Lacey looked back and suddenly panicked. She did not know the path she had taken. Neither penlight would help her find it. There was no other choice. She had to keep going.

Although her legs shook from fatigue and she breathed harder, she finally made it. Lacey looked up at the doorbell and on wobbly limbs had to climb on a paint can left outside to reach it. In the silence, the gongs boomed and she scrambled off of the can, barely avoiding a fall. Footsteps descending inside stairs at a steady trotting rate. A light streaming through the door’s window. The door opening slowly.

Lacey’s eyes slowly traveled up, up, up. The man’s chest was bare save a thin gold chain. His head sailed above the top of the entrance. His face held a smile that made her heart instantly shake and her feet retreat in steps back from him.

“Well, look what we have here,” he asserted with a pleased grin, his gaze not shifting from her. “Two for the price of one.”

What was that she felt? His smile instantly transformed to rage and Lacey’s eyes shot to where his were aimed. Plank wood. His wooden planks were soaked with her urine.

“Why you little...” He swiped at her and she would have slipped on her own urine in her attempt to escape if it had not been for Mother. Mother! She did not know where she had come from but suddenly she was in front of her with her arm in a funny position.

“You take one more step toward her,” she promised with eerily cold voice, “and it will be the last one you take.”

The giant threw up his hands and with them, a cautious smile. “All right. All right doll. No need to get so excited.”

Mother demanded he go back in the house. He did and shut the door.

She led Lacey backwards and extra carefully down the stairs. Then she grabbed her hand and sprinted. Lacey’s legs seemed to have flown behind her.

It wasn’t until she was seated in the front seat with Mother, that Lacey saw the knife. She didn’t know what that man’s plans were but she sensed the danger. Danger that produced terror in her and from which her mother had just protected her. She looked at her in awe. She continued to stare at her mother who stared ahead as she drove them out of the neighborhood lined with what Lacey would someday discover were mansions. Her skin held the richest reddish hues. Her dark wavy-curly hair sat on her lap. Stopped at a stop sign, she whipped it up and pinned it so rapidly that Lacey found her some type of magician. Mother always looked sad. But this night, she looked the saddest. Lacey drew her eyes away from her and watched the outside, as they traveled down the thoroughfares, onto the highway, and eventually down the beaten Bronx streets near their apartment.

They were minutes away from home when Mother finally expressed in a throaty voice she had never heard from her, “This is the last night Lacey. You will never be stuck in the back of the car again.” She glanced at Lacey for only a moment, but the determination in her eyes could not be missed. “Never. I promise you.” Lacey’s smiles that remained inside began to fade. Mother had just turned onto their street where some men chatted quietly and others boisterously. This was home. Children ran through water that gushed from fire hydrants. The men and women who fussed were easier for Lacey to handle than those who shouted because the latter might fight. And the next morning a bottle could be found through Mother’s windshield that made its home on the front seat again.

Mother rushed Lacey out of the car and up the few steps to their apartment. As soon as they exited the vehicle, silence had fallen. It always did. Then came the whispers from the women and soft whistles from the men. Outside didn’t feel safe. Not to Lacey. Behind the locked door, she could breathe easy. That bad man who got mad because Mother spilled punch didn’t know this apartment. No one ever visited them and that was just fine. Here, in their little home, with Mother was just where Lacey wanted to be.
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Three days later.

“Would you like some more Boua Loy dear?”

The sticky rice coconut dessert Mother’s boss had offered Lacey for breakfast was tasty but had the strangest texture. She looked down at her lap and shook her head then remembered that it was as impolite not to answer directly as it was to refuse a first serving of food. “No thank you, ma’am,” she whispered and lifted her eyes up to her quickly.

Ms. Meas sat behind her huge cherry oak desk and her pretty face held the most pleasant smile. She could not have been even a full foot taller than four-foot Lacey but there was power in that little woman. She moved a wisp of hair from in front of her eye and tucked it behind her ear. It would not stay in place. Her hair was cut too short to allow for that. “How about some hot chocolate?” She tilted her head slightly and maintained the same smile. Lacey controlled her fiddling hands.

“No thank you, ma’am.” Lacey returned her gaze to her lap. She heard the subtle throat clearing from Mother. She knew she was not supposed to say “no”, but since the incident at the giant’s house –a man she had discovered when reading a newspaper Mother had on the kitchen table was a senator, whatever that was— she was afraid of a sudden need to go to the bathroom. It was better not to take the chance. To interrupt Ms. Meas’ conversation with Mother due to that urge is nothing she would have been able to do.

“Very well. If you need anything at all, let me know.”

Lacey nodded and smiled but she couldn’t bring herself to look at her. Instead, she observed the décor of the office. There was barely any room for the three of them, the desk, and the chairs. Ms. Meas must have had an extraordinary love for exotic animals. Nearly every square inch of her floors and walls were covered with life-like tigers, monkeys, jaguars, elephants, and other creatures Lacey did not recognize. They were so pretty. But the office was so junky. She wondered how the woman could breathe in there. She knew it was a little difficult for her. There wasn’t even a window the lady could open where she could get some air, and her heavy wooden door always seemed to be closed.

Not that Lacey had seen much of Ms. Meas. She had only been to her very small room of an office in her very large house three times. Three times too many. When she’d asked where she was from, Mother had showed her Cambodia on the map. Not that Lacey had enough world experience to know the difference, but to her ear the lady seemed to speak French with a perfect French accent, English as if she had been born in the United States, and Chinese as if she had never left Asia. She had such a pretty smile and such a pretty face. But there was something behind both. Just like that witch in the book Lacey had read last month. Mother didn’t seem to notice, but she certainly did.

“I can’t stay here,” Mother protested but softly. “And you’re being awfully kind.”

Lacey continued to make her survey of the office but now her ears keyed into each word.

“Natalia, we’ve known each other a long time.” Mother concurred with a nod and offered that she was 16 years old when they met. Lacey did not know exactly how old Mother was now. “Yes. Eleven years.” Oh. She was...twenty-seven. “Back at the old restaurant with Boran and me.” Out of the corner of her eye, Lacey noticed Mother’s tight smile.

Ms. Meas went on about how she and her brother saw something different in Mother right away. “You were an excellent waitress. Excellent with the customers. But you wanted more.” Mother looked straight ahead. There was a momentary tremor in her right cheek. Or maybe Lacey had imagined it. It passed so quickly. Mother placed her hand softly on Lacey’s armrest. She resumed her survey of the indoor animal kingdom with full knowledge that Mother didn’t want her eyes on her. It would have been so nice if she had been allowed to bring a book in to this meeting. Maybe it would end one day.

There was a lot of other talk –mostly from Ms. Meas—but Lacey’s mind was not able to capture the meaning of most of it. The three times she had seen her, she noticed that the little lady always seemed to speak in some code. Yet she was sure her earlobes must have visibly perked when she said, “It will be yours when I go back to Cambodia next week.”

It? What would be hers? How long would she be gone?
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All of these questions, Mother answered on the ride back home. For once, she actually answered something that wasn’t academic. Ms. Meas and her brother were retiring and moving back to Cambodia. Yay! She was turning the business over to Mother but there would still be people in the States to help with the transition.

“What is ‘transition’?” Mother explained that it was a change of who would be in charge.

Ms. Meas had insisted that they move into the house. “Certainly you don’t intend on staying where you are now. You have your beautiful little girl. The environment is not appropriate for her. The commute alone would be too lengthy.”

“I was thinking I could try to find someplace closer.”

“You won’t be able to afford it,” she stated plainly. “Not at first. But one day...,” she said with a wink but never completed her sentence. Lacey didn’t like when Ms. Meas held yet another secret. Mother seemed to hold enough of them but today was different, so she took her opportunity.

“Mother,” she queried on their way back home, “what is your job?” There it was again. Or was it? That tiny tremor. Lacey had never gotten more than a very vague response to this question.

“I’ve already told you.”

“But what do you do?”

She glanced at her and then studied the road ahead. The car’s clock had read 8:52 when she completed her question. By 8:54, Lacey had given up her hope that an answer would come. “I help people new to town get used to the area so they won’t be so lonely. I show them around town. To the restaurants. To the museums. Things like that.”

Combined with the shock that she had finally gotten a real response was the pride that boomed in her heart with the answer. “Oh Mother, that is so nice! Maybe I can do that when I grow up.”

The tremor was definitely there this time. Followed by a quick, absolute shake of the head. “You’ll be a doctor or something like that. That’s the type of help people really need.”

Lacey frowned, not so sure one was better than the other. Besides, how nice it was to make people feel comfortable in a new town. The only thing was that she’d have to grow to be able to welcome the opportunity to even greet people without feeling as if the ground would swallow her.

“I won’t even be doing that work any longer.” She would train other people to do it instead so she could have more time with Lacey.

The little girl’s eyes expanded and her heart quickened. “No more nights in the car?” she whispered.

Mother held her hand. “I told you that there would never be any more of those.” Lacey had not once complained outwardly but inside she had to push down her dread every single time of the loneliness, sometimes of the cold, others of the heat, of the boredom, or of the fear. And to be with Mother more! That was the best news of all.
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Elroy squinted as he leaned further forward on the rail on the boardwalk on the chilly afternoon. He had not gone home to L.A. during Spring Break. Too much work to do. Not schoolwork. He could not afford to lose his job at Ta Coman Over. The restaurant’s name was a cheesy play on the location but the Tacoma locals seemed to love it. And Ms. Shirley would be none too pleased if her “favorite waiter” decided he wanted to visit his folks. Besides, he needed the money. He always needed the money.

Whether the sun was out or not, he came out to the beach each day during lunch break before waiting tables another few hours at the restaurant then heading on home to hit the books. He’d go right to the apartment today because Ms. Shirley finally figured out the obvious. The town was really sleepy this time of year. Everyone would be back next week.

Today was overcast. As it had been every day that week, he seemed to be the only one at the beach. His eyes scanned the shoreline and traveled out on the Sound. A year ago his life was too entangled with the feverish mess of his meth-addicted birth mother to have been able to spend peaceful moments like these. Now what he wouldn’t do to trade in the peace so he could have her back.

Elroy tried to shove away these thoughts, as his eyes pulled back in toward the shore. There was someone out there sitting on a rock. He squinted harder. At least he thought there was someone. Maybe a lady. The person was stationary while the waves piled over her feet. He continued to watch her for minutes. She sat as a statue. The tide wasn’t due, but the crescendo of the waves climbed, as they washed over her thighs. Seconds ago, it seemed that they had been at mid-calf height.

Elroy turned and his eyes raced in panicked search for a lifeguard. They really seemed to be the only two beings there. He bolted down steps all the while knowing that his past experience could have been sending him to overreaction. Surely, she’d stand before the waves reached too high. Maybe she enjoyed the feel of the water. But who in their right mind would sit fully clothed on a rock and let water sweep over her?

It had seemed that his feet could not get across the stretch of sand quickly enough but suddenly he was there. “Hey!” he voiced too loudly from behind her. Yet she didn’t turn and a sudden sick feeling dropped in his belly. He had seen death too often. It might not have been that. A dead person wouldn’t sit so upright...would she? Maybe she was deaf.

With slightly shaken hand, he gripped her right shoulder. “You gotta get out of here.” She slowly turned and his heart immediately melted as his eyes locked with the saddest tear-drenched baby brown eyes.

“I do?” she whispered.

“Yeah, yeah, yes, you do,” he insisted and held his hand out to her. She looked at his hand. “I’ll help you. Please. The water’s getting higher.” Although the level had been at around his mid-calf when he first approached her from behind, the water washed above his knees and just under her chest. Maybe she was crazy. It didn’t matter. He couldn’t leave her there. She nodded slightly then grasped his hand. When she stood and especially when she walked with him to the point of dry land, his heart surged. Elroy could hear the chattering of her teeth. Once they reached sand that was not a bit damp, she slipped her hand out of his. When she kept walking even though he had stopped, he reached out and touched her arm.

She turned then looked up at him in question. “Here.” He pulled his windbreaker over his head and handed it to her. Her troubled eyes studied the garment, either as if she did not know what it was or as if she was trying to decide if she should take his offer. Elroy figured it the latter, when she put it on and gave him the sweetest smile. Her tears remained.

He opened his mouth but decided it would be better to get her as far away from danger as possible before asking why she was out there. Her teeth continued to chatter and her body shivered. She could dry off at his apartment off campus but that would be crazy. He didn’t even know her and she might really run off if he offered. If he brought her to his job, Ms. Shirley wouldn’t like it. Any time a female customer even gave him the slightest smile –which was nearly daily because people around those parts were just polite that way—she went into a temporary tizzy. Why, he did not know and how her husband did not seem to mind his sixty-something year old wife’s strange attraction to a twenty-year-old was something Elroy did not comprehend.

Finally he just offered to get her lunch. They would have to take the bus but there was a small café not too far from his apartment where they served the best hot soups and sandwiches and where they could both gather some warmth. The fireplace would really help. Her bottom lip trembled and she again whispered her thanks.

Elroy and the young woman walked side by side up the steps where she picked up a backpack he had not noticed in his pursuit then off the beach and to the bus stop. She received many sideways looks when they finally walked down the aisle of the bus but she seemed to disregard them. Somehow Elroy sensed that they had not gone unnoticed by her. She chose not to sit. With the puddles gushing off of her clothes, that was probably a good idea. He stood next to her and tried to fight his glances.

She was not the normal pretty but there was prettiness present. Her sandy brown hair curled under just missed touching the top of her shoulders. Her skin was smooth and of butterscotch color. Elroy’s stomach growled. It was too cold for ice cream but maybe he could treat them to a brownie with butterscotch flavoring. He pulled his eyes away from her but he could feel her gaze. Her baby brown eyes held specks of gold. The tears were gone but the closed-mouth innocent smile had returned. He smiled back at her. He had to stop looking or he would find himself staring. He turned his attention to the neighborhood viewed through the windshield and side windows. They spoke not one word to each other on their way. The outside was not compelling enough to pull his attention away from her. And when he finally could not resist looking any longer and she again offered him that sweet smile, he knew that if he lived 10,000 years, he would never tire of looking at her.
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Asha was her name and she had made 18 two days earlier. Her name meant hope. Elroy would have laughed given where he’d found her, but her story was not funny. She drew in a long sip of her tortilla soup with a slight smile reaching the corners of her mouth then lifted her gaze from it to him.

After the waitress had taken their orders, Elroy had asked her why she was out there but she had just shaken her head. He struggled with if he should press, but the heartbreaking sorrow in her eyes made the decision for him. Instead, he answered her questions. He was 20. At the end of this semester, he’d have one more year in college and then he’d have his degree in Music. Blah blah blah. He gulped down his tortilla soup, something he would not normally do, as he enjoyed every single savoring of the tomato broth with chilies, the avocado, the tortilla, and the vegan cheese. He had not touched his avocado melt sandwich on focaccia bread. Elroy really liked avocados. At this moment, all he wanted was to know her story.

Her eyes lit with the first taste of the soup. She dipped an end of the sandwich in the broth and took a bite. Elroy smiled. “What’s your name?” he’d asked.  Asha. What a beautiful name. He continued with the normal run-of-the-mill questions. She was from Brownsville, Texas. No, she had never been to Mexico even though her town was right on the border. She had never even been out of Brownsville until two weeks prior. She sighed heavily and shook her head slightly. His questions ceased. His leg shook under the table. He had to give her more time.

Then after a good twenty minutes of her taking slow bites and moving her head slowly to the background Latin jazz in the quiet cafe, she made her statement about her prayer. After enjoying another mouthful of her soup then staring straight into his eyes, she whispered in a voice painted with awe, “His answer was you.” Her eyes pooled with tears, as she smiled at him. Elroy silently gulped. How she looked at him. “I was sure this was going to be the last day of my life,” she continued to whisper as she wiped the tears that slid down her cheeks, “and then you were there all of a sudden.” Her full rose-colored lips parted but then she just continued to look at him with gratitude abounding in those precious sparkling eyes. In the dim light of the restaurant, the gold specks seemed to shine more. Yes, she was definitely pretty.

“Wh-why would you try to end your life?” Her gaze quickly fell. “Please. I want to help you,” he pleaded. “I want to understand.”

She cleared her throat slightly and took a sip of tea.  Asha rolled her eyes then shook her head but not sarcastically. He could sense that she was trying to control her tears. “You know the story.” In fact, he did not. But when she explained that her mother’s live-in boyfriend was always after her, he conceded mentally that she had been right.

Elroy spent the first 10 years of his life in foster homes, most decent, a few good, and a couple horrendous. More than one girl or boy had run away because of the very thing Asha had been experiencing. Elroy was never the recipient and he credited his flawless bad looks for that. Not that he actually thought he was ugly. Just regular and he thanked God for that. Still, there was always room for paddling with boards or anything handy for the less physically attractive. And there could never be confession to the sweet case worker because of the threats from the abuser that he’d never see his mother again. Of course, all lies but he hadn’t understood that as a five-year-old. Elroy shook the thoughts out of his head. He noted he had done so visibly because Asha looked at him with worry.

He asked her gently if that was why she’d left Brownsville. She nodded. “Mama never would do anything about that bum.” Her top lip curled up in disgust as she uttered these words. Her top lip tended to curl slightly whenever she spoke and he wondered if that was due to residual pain from a hit. He didn’t ask.

Asha’s mother’s boyfriend was always grabbing at her but he never got as far as he would have liked. He was the father of her nearly 12-year-old half-brother. Jafari was the reason she didn’t want to leave home. The only reason. But months before her brother and mother went away for a church retreat of all things the Friday morning of Asha’s departure, she already had everything planned. She had been saving her money from her after school job as an office assistant at a local factory and just waiting for any opportunity. She went off to “school” that morning after giving Jafari a big hug good-bye and barely lifting a “bye” to the other two.

In reaction to her lack of acknowledgment, Bill demanded, “Get your disrespectful behind back here.” Her back stiffened. This would be the last time he’d talk to her that way. And that big wet kiss he landed on her lips would be the last one, too. As quickly as she got out of sight of the house, she scrubbed her lips vigorously with antibacterial wash. She knew the stuff wasn’t good for her, but anything to kill his filth from her.

“Where did you stay?”

“Motels.”

Elroy frowned. To think that the girl felt safer in those places than her own home. Anything could have happened to her.

“God protected me.” He smiled at her words. He hadn’t even voiced his concern but maybe she read it in his face. “No one bothered me.” She traveled by bus. She did not know her exact destination but was surprised that surviving off of vending machine “food” brought her as far north as Washington State. She didn’t have a passport, so she couldn’t get to Mexico or Canada. Well, she had heard about a free zone in Mexico but her high school Spanish was too poor to let her survive there. Maybe she could get a job then earn enough so she could make it to and in Canada.

As she sat in the sticky, slimy motel room the night before with barely any food and just enough change for a bus ride, despair suddenly crashed down on her. British Columbia was too expensive even if her plan worked. Jafari would have to find a way to get her birth certificate to her and whatever else she needed for a passport but...British Columbia was too expensive. She didn’t have enough to go back home and she would have died before asking for help to get back there. She would never return.

So she took the bus ride that morning. She left the backpack on the steps so someone could identify her. Her little brother deserved that. He deserved a lot more. Sobbing, she walked up and down the deserted beach. The water was calm. Maybe she’d just sit there. She shivered. Whatever would happen to her out there would be God’s will. It wasn’t His will for her to go back. Asha prayed He would take her quietly or bring someone to rescue her. She couldn’t believe it when she saw “tall, slim, beautiful Mr. Elroy standing there”. The smile was now in her eyes. 

“Slim”? Yes but most described him as “lanky”. “Beautiful”? She must have been describing the type of person she thought he was. He was sad to note that she’d probably be disappointed. He’d do all he could to prevent that let-down for as long as possible. If God had put him in her path to help her, he’d do just that. Not just from the waves. From her plight. That was the least he could do. He hadn’t been able to do that for his mom, but he wouldn’t let Asha down like he had her.
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Chapter II
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Elroy only seemed to be able to control his hands from fidgeting when he noticed Asha watching him and only to a lessening amount then. “Sean is pretty clean, but I-I’ll make sure you have new sheets. I mean clean ones. They’re not new. They’re not old.”

‘Shut up Elroy. You sound like an idiot.’ Asha just smiled at him as he handed her a clean washcloth and towel. Not new. Not old. Clean. Before she could take them from him, he rushed into the bathroom and inadvertently away from her, all the while letting her know that he’d place them on the rack for her.

“If you need a toothbrush, I can run down to the—” He had turned and nearly slammed into her. She stumbled back a bit even though he just missed touching her and he automatically reached out to steady her. “I-I’m sorry. I didn’t know you were there.” That was obvious. She just smiled pleasantly and apologized for startling him. “No, not at all.”

A woman in his apartment. Oh boy. Sean would be back Sunday sometime. It was Thursday afternoon. He wanted to call him now but he’d up his odds of getting a “yes”, if he waited until the man got back to view the situation with his own eyes. Sean would be able to convince his girlfriend, Shayna, to let Asha stay with her. He could convince her to do anything. Elroy would just have to wait the few days to persuade him to ask that favor of her. Four days, three nights. Nights...alone with a woman in his apartment. This was a dangerous thing.

He followed her out of the bathroom and she asked him if it was okay for her to take a nap. “Sure. Whatever you want. Let me just get down some clean linen for you.” She nodded and sat down on the couch with her hands folded in her lap. That was good. Maybe she wouldn’t follow him into Sean’s bedroom.

Maybe this would not be too dangerous. He definitely wasn’t going to touch her. And he didn’t imagine with what she’d been through that she’d welcome any advances. But the temptation. As he stripped the linen off of Sean’s mattress and adjusted new ones, even the thought of her sweet little girl look as she sat on that couch made his heart palpitate in a way it never had. And he didn’t understand exactly why. She was kind of a plain pretty but with some exceptional highlights. The curling of her upper lip was not from injury. He hadn’t continued to resist asking. “Do you think it looks funny?” she had asked. No, he admitted, he actually thought it was kind of cute. And kind of sexy. He didn’t confess the latter.

He jumped slightly at the knock. Asha didn’t seem to notice. “Elroy,” she asked in that sweet voice, “would it be okay if I took a shower then took my nap?”

He grinned. “Didn’t get cleaned up enough with your bath earlier?”

She laughed. Lightly but that was the first laugh he’d heard from her. The sound was melodic and angelic. And in response to such an asinine choice of humor. Of course she could shower. “And you don’t have to ask permission for everything.”

She looked at him a few moments with no word but her eyes spoke volumes of gratitude. “Thank you, Elroy. I don’t know what I would’ve done if...” She shook her head. “Thank you.”

She left and moments later, he heard the shower water. He knew what she would have done. She would have sat on that rock until the water from the Puget Sound took her life away. Elroy shuddered. More so at the thought but also at the responsibility he had just taken on. He couldn’t be swept along by his sophomoric temptations. Asha didn’t need a goofy adolescent type drooling over her. She needed someone to protect her from harm and maybe even from herself. He had to be man enough to be that person.
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Asha had told Elroy to not let her get in the way of his work. He hadn’t been able to study when she emerged from the bathroom with a fresh sweatshirt and jeans. Nothing fancy but she filled out the outfit nicely. Very nicely. He hadn’t been able to study when she napped for two hours because he couldn’t stop thinking about her nor the events of the day. There was no way he could focus on anyone but her when she sat at the table with him in the small dining room area going on about how good the meal was he’d prepared for them. Elroy was a vegan so he’d been nervous that she wouldn’t welcome the dinner. Boy, was he wrong. She asked for thirds of the eggplant parmigiana with vegan cheese. It wasn’t the compliments that had him riveted to Asha. It was simply Asha. And he knew that it was a real good thing that he’d have no exam until mid-week because no studying would be allowed by his mind until she left on Sunday.
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Later that night, Asha and Elroy sat on the floor with their backs resting against the sofa. When he asked if she thought she should let someone in her family know where she was, she looked dead on at him and asked, “Like who? The witch?” Elroy frowned. His mother had certainly not been the prize most would wish for but she was weak. And she did love him. He could never imagine calling her something like that. Assuming she was talking about her mother, Asha, on the other hand, hadn’t even flinched when she gave her description of hers. Her reaction seemed so cold but perhaps she had to become stone-hearted against the woman. Her voice broke. “I can’t call or text my brother. I don’t want to get him into any trouble.”

Elroy offered to get a message to him and she beamed then nodded eagerly. Asha’s mother really had to be a despicable person or at least that was how her daughter perceived her to bring on the reaction she had. The woman who sat next to him certainly did not have a heart of stone where her little brother was concerned and she seemed too soft to be really hardened. “Wanna see a picture of him?”

He sure did. The pre-adolescent image that appeared on her phone was that of a “real handsome kid” and he told her so. Asha nodded. The love in her eyes could not be missed.

“Tell me about him. Tell me about you. I’d like to know more...” Her face, neck, and even upper body stiffened and a pained expression cast upon her visage, as she looked down at the phone. She placed it on the floor by her but said nothing. She turned to him and his heart lodged in his throat as she gazed at him with parted lips and nearly the same lost look he’d seen in her eyes when she responded to his touch on her shoulder that afternoon. He struggled to think of something to say, anything to say to ease her pain.

Despite the distinct tremor in her voice, she seemed to have been able to force the sad smile to her face when she offered to tell him some things about herself, if he first told her “everything” about himself.

Elroy narrowed his eyes and nodded slowly. “I got it. Tell you everything and you’ll let me in on a small fraction. Got it right?” She blushed and grinned. That was good. Even if it was partially because of embarrassment, at least he got a genuine smile out of her.

Elroy didn’t tell anyone everything. Even his best buddy back home. As for Sean, he wasn’t just his roommate the last three years. He was his real good friend, yet his knowledge of his past was limited. He knew a lot about Elroy’s mom because he’d seen the effects of some of the drama but he didn’t know everything. Only his parents did.

Asha sighed and he realized that he had left a void in conversation for a good minute. He’d been the one to ask her a question but her facial expression had already answered it. Her sigh was the question as to if he’d do the same. Yes, he’d tell her what she wanted to know. His recollections would just bring up pain that still lived right under the surface, but he knew he could talk to her. Something about her soft presence compelled him to share, if that’s what she desired. “Ask me what you want,” he offered, “but first tell me why you want to know.”

She wrinkled her cute button nose and frowned at him quizzically. He clarified that he knew people were often curious about people they just met. He wondered if that was it: normal curiosity or something more. “Definitely more,” she confirmed. “You have got to be the most wonderful, the most caring person I’ve ever met and I want to know about you. Maybe I’ll be able to figure out how you got that way.”

Elroy swallowed then shook his head. “I’m not so wonderful. You don’t know me so well.”

“Oh, yes, you are,” she insisted. “You saved me from ending my life today, Elroy. No matter what I find out about you, for that reason alone, you will always be wonderful to me.” He stared in her sincere eyes for a few moments then she shifted with her feet tucked under her thighs. “So stop beating around the bush,” she teased. “Tell me about Sir Elroy.”

He chuckled but his chest tensed. He didn’t actually know where to start, but she asked the questions. Soon there was no need for questions because the truth of his past just flowed out of him.
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“I was born addicted to heroin.” Asha, eyes widened and fixed on him, froze. “Born premature and real skinny. Guess some things never change.”

She swallowed hard then expressed in a hushed, pained voice, “You have a good weight, Elroy.”

He had only been joking and she smiled a bit with a nod when he told her so, but he knew he couldn’t cover the truth with humor. His first memory was when his mother tried to sell him in exchange for drugs. “I was two years old.” Asha shuddered. He’d heard it said that very small children tended to have recall of scary incidents. He had been terrified.

The big man and the big woman were pulling on his arms and his feet. He was crying, “Mama! Ma-ma!” His mother was shaking uncontrollably and crying. They had him. He was screaming. Her face crumbled. Then she looked between what was in her hand and her baby. She kept doing that then making false starts toward him. Where were these people taking him? Why were they taking him away from his mommy? A man took him from them and another... He remembered another man, but nothing more about the couple. Maybe the new people were police. He clung to the first man but then someone pushed his mother into a back of a car with red and blue flashing lights. He lunged his arms toward her, but she was too far away. The first man continued to hold him and patted him on his little back. The car took off with his mother inside and the toddler was hysterical.

Elroy took an old photo of his mother out of his wallet and handed it to Asha with shaken hand. With tremble to her voice, she told him she was beautiful. She had been. Even when he was born and after four years of drug addiction for her, she was a beautiful 17-year-old girl. Her parents got her on the stuff. Asha gasped and looked at him in horror. “She’d do anything for it. Sell her body. Anything. I think they got her into that, too, and maybe that’s why they had to have her on drugs.” Elroy shook his head. His mother did not want the life she led. He had never been able to help her escape it. Nor had he been able to rescue her from herself.

He then showed her a photo of the two of them taken weeks before her death. She was only 37. She looked about 100. Asha was visibly shaken. “I don’t have to tell you anything else, if it’s too much.”

She pulled her eyes away from the photo and stared straight into his eyes. “No, I want to know more about you...if you’re okay.”

He nodded. He wasn’t okay but he would be.

Elroy went from foster home to foster home. His mother got cleaned up once. “I was six. I was able to stay with her. Not sure how long but I’m thinking it might have been some months.” As strict as he now understood the courts could be, he was surprised he got that time with her. The lady who visited the house, the social worker, seemed to like his mother a lot, so he’d always figured she had something to do with the reunion. “My mom took real, real good care of me. I was always clean and well fed. We had a lot of fun. I knew she loved me.” She talked to him a lot and listened to him. “She was brilliant. How her mind worked. She made connections lots of people can’t. But she applied nothing she knew.” Wisdom she lacked. Strength? She couldn’t continue to resist the call of the drugs.

Her life plunged down a darker hole with the crystal meth. Elroy’s visits with her were always short and always supervised. A couple of his placements were horrors. Most were decent. The last was the best but his foster mom wasn’t going to keep him. Instead, a couple from her church wanted to adopt him. Elroy was 10.

“I’d seen them and their two kids at church. I didn’t understand why they wanted to adopt me and I didn’t really want it.” When Asha asked why not, he explained that meant his mother had no legal right to him. “Even then, I understood that. If she ever got well again, I couldn’t just go back to her.”

So he withdrew. His new siblings were 10 and 11 years old. Their parents could not have been kinder. He was the rain on that happy family’s parade. No smiles. Barely any words. No connection. The adults at church hadn’t really known him before because his foster mom had him in children’s group. His adoptive parents wanted all of their children in service with them. “Somber little guy, isn’t he?” If he had a penny for every time he heard that expression or something similar... Mr. or Mrs. Bass, as he called them in his head at the time, would just comment that he had to adjust to things. No one wants anyone around with a permanent scowl, but that’s what they got in him.

Elroy didn’t misbehave very much, as he heard some newly adopted children would. But there was one night when the girl asked him why he didn’t smile more. Or at all. “I dun wanna be here.” She looked stunned, as if he had decked her. “I want my mama! I want my mama!” He started screaming and didn’t stop. He couldn’t stop. “I want my mama! I dun want you! I want my mama!” Mrs. Bass was alone with the kids. She sat with him. She tried to hug him, but he shoved her away.

The other children were crying, “Please, he can’t leave. Mommy, he isn’t going to leave, is he?” They had to be nuts! To that day, he wondered for the sanity of his brother and sister. He had totally lost it but they still wanted him. For some reason, they loved him.

And his mom. Mom sat with him. Her lips were moving. When he’d catch a breath, he could hear that she was praying. Not anything about get this demon out of my house or what have we done. “Lord, please take the pain away from my child. Help us to help him. Save my child.” She was praying for him?! And calling him her child!?!

Although far from the constant rhythm of the first, he kept the mantra up for three days. On the second, he had returned to silent Elroy but he’d have spurts of that whole he didn’t want them and he wanted his mother thing. By the third, after an hour long outburst, Mr. Bass sat in a room alone with him when the boy again had his mouth knit shut. “It’s too bad you don’t want to stay here El. I don’t know what to do exactly. We chose you because we love you.” But Elroy knew he didn’t deserve their love and didn’t understand it anyway. “Like God chose us because He loves us...even though there is nothing lovely in any of us.” Elroy was listening...intently. But he made sure to make no display of this. “We promised that we’d do all we could so you could always see your mother. You’re old enough to understand that the court isn’t going to give you back to her.” He didn’t want to hear that. But he did know it was true. “If you want us to give you to someone else...well, I don’t know how we can do that.”

The boy had not looked at the man once in his discourse but now he did. He figured there might not be a legal way for them to relinquish him to anyone but he was struck by what he viewed in his eyes. Their hearts couldn’t hand him over. He crumbled. Ten-year-old Elroy could not stop wailing while his dad held him. He didn’t want to go anywhere else. And guilt welled because at that moment he didn’t even want to live with his mother. He now had a father. His mother had no idea who his natural one was. He would see the woman who birthed him, the one he loved too strongly, but he also had the one who would do anything for him. She would never try to sell him. Martin and Samantha were his brother and sister.

“Things were not perfect but they’re my family.” Asha looked at him behind moist eyes. “We’re family.”

When Elroy was 17, he gave his life to Christ.

“You’re a Christian,” Asha voiced breathlessly.

“Yeah, I am. What do you think about that?”

“I knew you were,” she expressed with certainty and awe. “You’re a true Christian.” Elroy noted that he was not perfect. “Only God is but I see Him in you.” Warmth blanketed his heart at her words.

He was ready to leave off his story, but she asked, “And did your mother know Jesus?”

The pit returned to his stomach and his heart knotted in a painful ball. He looked off and shook his head. “No,” he whispered. He tried to convince her to the bitter end. She knew the truth. She knew that she needed Him.

“But I don’t want Him, Elroy.” He still shook at her words. Even at that moment, sitting next to Asha, he was unable to steady his hands. “I know no one comes to the Father but by Him. I love you, son. Don’t worry about me and don’t talk to me about this anymore.” She had stared at him with her blood-streaked eyes and her voice had come out strong despite her 75 pounds. “I’m going to Hell soon and I’ve accepted it. Do your dying mother one favor. Accept it, too.” She might as well have asked him to push her off a bridge as to request something like that. Elroy could not control the shaking of his upper body. Suddenly Asha’s small hands enclosed his and despite the pained shock he noted in her eyes, he was surprised of the strength he drew from her compassion and her hold. They both let out a trembling sigh then said nothing for minutes.

Finally, she offered, “You were a very good son.” He shook his head. “No, you were. You didn’t give up on her, did you?” He hadn’t. Until she drew her last breath, he had not.

Her cell flashed and he noted the time. It was midnight. “Listen,” she suggested as she slipped the hands he could have held forever from his, “we should get some rest.”

He grinned. He wasn’t going to let her get out of her end of the deal so easily. “No, no,” she chuckled, “I wouldn’t do that. You have work tomorrow. I know you’ll need to study when you get back. It’s been a long day.” She was right. Ms. Shirley had called him and he did need the money. Yet he didn’t want to go to bed with his mother on his mind. He wanted Asha on his mind. She stood and stretched with a yawn. He simply shifted onto the couch and asked her to at least give him a few minutes. She studied his face a few moments, as if trying to decide if she should, then finally plopped down next to him.

Asha’s condensed version had his mind begging for more but somehow he sensed he should let her be with what she offered. Especially after she told him that she had lost her father a year before as well. The pain was nothing he desired her to delve into if she wanted to avoid it.

She told him that her mother had been sneaking around with her current boyfriend for years during her marriage. Her father put her out when he found out and he tried to get custody of Asha. “Stupid judge. He thought things would be more stable with that evil woman.” Asha did get to spend lots of time with her father because her mother didn’t so much want her in the house. But then her father was killed the year before and suddenly she had to stay home. Being with Jafari was great, but not those two. “Especially slimy hands. I believe he’s the one who murdered my father.”

“W-what? But why?”

“He wanted me back there,” she stated plainly. While her father was alive, he wouldn’t touch her because it would have been his funeral they were attending. They were both insane according to her. “They go to this wacked out church. It’s a cult really. A girl who escaped there shared the true gospel with me. I’m not the beautiful Christian you are, but I know I’m now His.” Elroy’s heart leaped. That was the best news he had heard all day.

“One thing I can say about those two loons, though, is that they’re real good with Jafari. I’m not worried for him, but I just couldn’t stay there another minute. I’m hoping one day he’ll get a little older and he can stay with me.” Her laugh was full of pain. “I just have to be able to get to a place where I’m stable enough to take care of him. But,” she stressed and gave Elroy the warmest smile, “at least I now have a chance that will happen.” She squeezed his hand and stood. He joined her.

“Good night Elroy. Thanks for saving my life.” She gave him a hug and firecrackers went off all over his body. And when he stood in the living room looking at the shut bedroom door, he had to again wonder what it was that woman did to him and how she had gotten to him so quickly.
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Chapter III
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Lacey sat on a white wrought iron bench under the Blue Palo Verde tree in the courtyard of her North Phoenix home doing just what she had been doing nine years earlier when life changed so radically. Reading. She was always reading. Or thinking or painting. And definitely studying, although this day proved that she could take a little rest from the latter.

She placed the completed book down on the bench and took in a deep breath. At the beginning of July, the temperature had reached to 112 degrees Fahrenheit, but the shade of the tree along with the wall around the house and the lack of humidity made the early evening pleasant. At least it would have been if it had not been for the ton of company that would soon come through their doors and into their home.

She chose to think of none of that now. Another hour of peace remained. A hummingbird fluttered in mid-air about a foot in front of her and she giggled quietly. That type of company was always welcome. When she had sat in the high back chair with thick cushion donned in long wool green dress and thick tights with her feet tucked under her nine years earlier at the age of twelve, a hummingbird was only something she had seen in books.
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Twelve-year-old Lacey peaked around the chair in the large room outside of Mother’s office and gazed at the flakes as the snow came down in steady rhythm. Mother had resisted moving into the home of Ms. Meas and her brother successfully. The little lady had been right. She was able to afford their bare bones apartment just south of Hunts Point in the Bronx but the 6-bedroom Riverdale 1950’s home on an acre of land in the Northern Bronx nearly kissing Manhattan, she had not. None of that mattered. Mother knew how to advertise. She found roommates and they split the monthly mortgage. The ladies seemed nice and were generally quiet. Still, Lacey missed just the two of them being in their own space even if it was just a tiny space. This, she would never admit to Mother, as not to burden her.

Mother was always busy but it soon seemed to pay off, as there were no more roommates. That did not mean the house was empty. She was constantly meeting with clients and often interviewing new people to help the clients. Lacey wondered why the clients were always men and their helpers ladies. Men must have been a lot lonelier than women. Or perhaps they moved to new places more than females did.

Lacey’s vision shot to the door of the room where she sat, the meeting room, when she heard the knock. It was Mr. Ross. She had known that before her eyes set on him. He was the only one who ever knocked except her. Her entire body immediately tensed yet she managed sliding her feet from under her so that they dangled over the seat with her toes barely scraping the plush carpet. He smiled widely and walked directly over to her.

Lacey knew he would. She did not know why she got so uptight anytime Mr. Ross was near. He never gave her those funny looks other men would nor those slow winks. Mother had never reprimanded him with her sharp tongue for how he dealt with Lacey. He was always professional, although Lacey didn’t know exactly what his profession was. Mother called him a “business associate”. He knelt by her chair and Lacey again reminded herself that there was really nothing about Mr. Ross specifically that should cause her the fit of discomfort. The only thing was that he was a man and men made her extremely nervous.

She placed her fidgeting hands behind her back. “What are you reading today little Lacey?” She showed him the book without a word. “Plato’s Republic?” He handed the book back to her with an impressed gleam in his eyes. “If your mother has anything to do with it, you’re going to grow up to be quite the genius.” Purely out of politeness, she gave him a small smile. Mother left the office with a client. They spoke briefly then shook hands before he left. She waved at Mr. Ross and her lovely face held the broadest smile which he returned as he stood. He patted Lacey on her head then walked over to Mother. They hugged each other warmly. Moments later, the office door was closed and the girl was shut in with the heat of the large yet cozy room.

Lacey was indeed very grateful for her mother. She worked long, hard hours but she was creative in the way she found to homeschool her. Any time she worked on yet another quarterly or annual report or made sure Lacey was prepared for yet another standardized test, she’d grumble about how they needed to just go on and head to New Jersey where the law was less strict. Lacey knew it was all talk stemming from fatigue and frustration. Mother was a New Yorker. They would never move.

Now that she was older and out of necessity as the business grew, much of Lacey’s study was independent. “If you can teach yourself,” Mother had asserted on more than one occasion, “there will be nothing you can’t learn.” And academically, she had acquired much both from her mother and from the people’s books she devoured. Real life-wise, she considered herself ignorant. Lacey had never had a friend in her twelve years of life. She almost had one in their old neighborhood. The two little girls talked and played so easily with one another. She guessed she could probably say that she had a friend for one day and continued to hold out hope that she would know how to have one forever. Everything had come so naturally so maybe knowledge wasn’t necessary. The other little girl’s mother halted things that very day because she didn’t want her daughter around a girl with “a mother like that”.

Lacey had been very hurt by the loss of her friend and her feelings very damaged by the comment. There was nothing wrong with Mother. Sure she was quiet and kept to herself. But that couldn’t be it, could it? Lacey received no satisfactory answer to her question. Mother said she could not waste time trying to figure out what “resides in the heads of the dim-witted”.

Lacey took a deep breath and looked at the closed wooden door. She loved the woman on the other side of it so deeply that her heart sometimes ached. She sometimes felt guilty for her desire for it to be more than the two of them. She wanted friends to talk to and family to laugh with. Mother was family to her but she wasn’t her friend. She was kind but there was a shield that kept her daughter at bay. They would laugh. They had very good times but the quantity was short. And Mother. Mother. She wanted to call her Mom, Mommy, or even Mum. They didn’t look the part of the children in the books she’d read who called their mothers by the latter, but any term of endearment would be welcomed by her. “I’m Mother.” The meaning was clear. She was not to call her “Mom” ever again.

















[image: ]













[image: ]






























































[image: ]





[image: ]












[image: ]



[image: ]














































[image: ]


























































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





