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Choices






Nothing about the handcuffed bound woman
sitting on the floor radiated acceptance of her situation. From the
constant flicking to remove her braids from her face, to the angry
squint eyed gaze directed at the couple and the small child
standing across the room, resentment emanated.

She watched as the policewoman near her
administered aid to the teenager lying on the floor and without
warning she kicked out and landed a terrific blow into the female
police detective’s kneecap which caused the officer to bend over in
surprise and pain. Squirming into a kneeling position, the shackled
woman continued her struggle for freedom by elbowing the officer as
hard as she could in the face. The cracking cartilage of the
policewoman's nose was clearly heard.

Determinedly wrestling with the injured
detective, she manages to get into a standing position. Victorious
in her efforts, she runs at break neck speed towards the nearest
giant pane of glass.

Holding her head down and never pausing in
her stride, she breaks through the pane causing flying shards of
the splintered glass to cut at her face, dragging relentlessly deep
gauges down her cheeks. Fragments of the glass rained on her head
like the drops falling from the skies and sticking in her hair.

"Stop or I'll shoot." Detective Serge, the
other officer in the room ordered. "Damn." He shouted when he
realized the pane she had chosen to run towards was much too close
to the heads of the man and the small child he was holding. "Damn,"
He repeated. "That heifer is smart." He muttered in unabashed
admiration.

Landing on the ground in a tuck and roll
position, Mona got to her feet as quickly as possible, running
across the parking lot and into the middle of the four-lanes of
traffic, zigging and zagging through the cars to avoid being
hit.

Detective Serge ran to the glass and fired
shots at the woman's retreating back. Missing his mark he ran to
the rear of the building and out of the unlocked door.

"Uh uh, that's it.” The man still holding
the child wrapped his free arm around the woman at his side and
shook his head in disbelief. “I’ve had enough. I think it’s time
for us to leave. How in hell did we get in this situation
anyway?"

***

Six Months Earlier…

Linda slowly scanned over the words typed on
the single sheet of yellowing paper her mother had just handed her.
It was an advertisement for a child care center. She read the words
aloud.

“Make the right choice in child care.
Saturday, May 20th 9a.m.-5p.m.You are invited to the grand opening
of: The Perfect Solution & After the Perfect Solution Day Care
Centers. 500 Pavilion Rd.--(409) 890-2375. Day care hours: 6
a.m.-6p.m. and 2:30 p.m.-6 a.m. anything you could want in care for
your child is at: The Perfect Solution Day Care Centers.”

Clicking her tongue in irritation at the
date on the page she tried to give the paper back to her mom.

“Mom," she sighed, “Why did you give this to
me? This article is five years old. I need something now. I want to
be able to show Ms. Catrine a good solution and have Brhin settled
somewhere before I start school.”

"I know." Raising both hands in the air in
refusal of custody of the paper Synthia Brason continued talking.
“You keep it. I made that copy when you were about twelve because I
started to enroll you there. The childcare center is still in the
same area. Still looks nice on the outside. Sounds like a great
place for Brhin to go.”

Scanning the words in the ad for the second
time, Linda agreed.

"Yes, like a perfect solution."

They both laughed.

"Maybe you should check it out."

"I will. I guess nothing could go wrong by
me just checking out the place and then telling his mom about
it."






 



Chapter
1-INTENTIONS

 “Austin”






Yanking his coat from the back of the wood
slated chair and practically tipping it over with the momentum of
his movements, Austin Sanchez practically ran out of the
detective's office. Outside of the door, he angrily pushed his arms
into the sleeves of his smoke gray leather jacket and jabbed the
'down' button of the elevator.

"Doctor Sanchez." The detective poked his
head out of his door. "Don't forget that you have to remain in
town. Until your son is found, you are unfortunately considered a
suspect."

"I'm not about to forget that too soon."
Austin answered in a flat furious tone. He stepped into the
elevator and stalled the door's closing by putting his foot in the
doorway. "Just keep my name and number close at hand; you may want
to put it on your list as a murder suspect before the night is
over."

"Listen, Doctor Sanchez, don't do anything
you’ll be sorry about," Warned the detective, pointing his pen
towards Austin. "You'll find yourself right back up here and not
sitting comfortably in my little office."

"Never fear, if I do anything, I can
guarantee you I won’t be sorry." He jabbed his finger into the
button that closed the door.

Shaking his head as the doors closed, the
detective empathized with Austin's feelings. What a hell of a way
to find out you’re a father. He had seen and heard a lot of things
during his years as police detective, but this was a new one. To
never know that you are a parent and then to get the knowledge when
your child is missing had to be a horrendous blow to both your ego
and your sense of righteousness.

Remembering the shocked look on Austin
Sanchez's face, he had no doubts that the man knew nothing about
the child's whereabouts. As a matter of fact, he had been afraid he
would have to call the paramedics. The poor guy had looked like he
was about to have a stroke.

"Man, what way to find out you are a
father," The detective repeated out loud. Slipping his arms into
the sleeves of his coat, he too left the building.

Unknowingly echoing the detective's
thoughts, Austin stepped from the elevator and walked out of the
police station. He was so pissed, the words swirled around in his
head at such a rapid pace, he could barely think. If it hadn't been
for the fact he was dead tired from spending the past eighteen
hours between two different surgeries, he felt as if he could drive
straight to Catrine's apartment and beat the life out of her. But
then again, he was really tired. He needed a shower, a bottle of
extra strength aspirin and a cup of coffee.

From the moment he had gotten home from work
and heard the message on his answering machine telling him to
report to the detective's office or face the possibility of being
arrested, Austin had thought that there was nothing left in the day
to shock him. Finding out he was a father and being accused of that
child's abduction, had definitely taken him on a trip to another
dimension. He recalled each step of the visit with each step he
took towards his car.







***

"Come in Doctor Sanchez."

The detective ushered Austin into the
cramped little room and directed him to a slate backed chair at a
long wooden table. Shutting the door, he sat opposite of Austin
with his arms folded, rocking back and forth on the rear legs of
the chair. He studied Austin as if he were staring at a specimen
under a microscope. Then, without uttering a word, the detective
let the chair fall back on all four of its legs, the sudden thud
startling in the quiet room. Tapping the unsharpened end of his
pencil on the table as he studied the notes in front of him, the
detective repeatedly hummed a couple of tuneless notes.

Austin, assuming that this was another form
of police psychological torture, nervously glanced around the small
room. It was a mess. The clutter made him fill slightly
claustrophobic. Shelves, floor, and table were packed with files,
office equipment, and other office paraphernalia. There was barely
enough room for him to move. Breathing slowly, Austin strove to put
on the face of extreme confidence. After all, he had done nothing
wrong. He had stolen nothing. No one had died on the operating
table while in his hands and he owed no one any money. So what was
the problem? Why had he been called here? He could feel himself
slipping into the Black man's sense of injustice and fear. No
matter how professional a Black man became, the idea of dealing
with the law could put mortal fear into his soul.

Examining the tips of his manicured nails
and then the tips of his well shined shoes, he waited for the
detective to stop the tuneless humming and speak. When the humming
stopped, Austin thought he was about to learn the reason for his
summons and he sat up straight, but he was mistaken. He watched the
detective with a burning anger as the man tossed the useless
pencil, pushed back his chair and moved away from the table,
crossing the room to the coffee maker.

"Would you like a cup of coffee, Doctor
Sanchez?"

"Why not, I guess I have nothing to lose by
taking a cup." Deciding to get the show on the road, he employed
sarcasm as his tool. "Maybe after that, you will tell me why you
requested my company. Unless you called me here because you were
lonely."

"No." The detective returned to the table
and placed one of the cups he was carrying, in front of Austin.
"Loneliness doesn’t happen to be one of my problems. As a matter of
fact, my problem is really your problem." He took a sip from his
cup.

Copying the detective's moves, Austin
irritably took a drink from his coffee. The damned little detective
was working on his last nerve. Having to sit at the beck and call
of a White man made him want to return to his belligerent, defiant,
and ignorant days in the Hood. The gulp of scalding coffee brought
his control into focus and he coughed in annoyance. Slamming the
cup on the table and spilling a few drops in the process, he then
mimicked the detective's rocking movements.

"Doctor Sanchez where is your son?"

"What?"Austin let the chair's legs fall back
to the floor with a bang. "I don't have a son. If you called me in
here to badger me about some unknown child, then I'm afraid you
called in the wrong person." Austin stood to leave.

"Do you know a Catrine Nechelle Teddi?"

"Yes," Austin answered hesitantly before he
turned and gazed doubtfully on the detective. "I haven't seen her
for a few years, though."

Pointing to the empty chair with an ink pen,
a sure sign they were now getting to work the detective resumed his
interrogation.

"When was the last time you saw your
son?"

"I have never seen my 'son', because I don’t
have one." Austin getting more irritated as the moments passed
emphasized his response angrily as he ran his fingers through his
hair.

"From what Ms. Teddi has told us, you do.
The child is three and a half." He picked up the sheet of paper.
"He was born on the twentieth of September."

"What?" He resumed his seat slowly, staring
at detective in astonishment. "You mean you're telling me that
Catrine had my child and she didn't let me know?"

"Is that what you’re telling me?"

"Yes."Austin covered his mouth in shocked
disbelief. "How could she do such a thing? Isn't there a law
against that or something? How can a woman keep the knowledge of a
child from its father and there not be a law against it? Wouldn't
that be like kidnapping or something?" He stared at the detective,
but did not really see him. His mind, desperately trying to
assimilate what it had heard, refused to take in anything else.

"Have you and Ms. Teddi had an argument
lately?"

"I just finished telling you that I haven’t
seen her in a few years. I'm talking about over four years,
here."

"Four years," The detective repeated the
words in disbelief. “So you're trying to tell me you don't know
where the boy is."

"He's missing? You brought me here, tell me
about a child I have never seen and then you tell me that he is
missing. Am I going to be considered a suspect? Wait a minute; I am
a suspect, right" Austin stood in agitation and paced the room. “Do
you think that I took him?"

"Sit down, Sanchez." The detective stood and
put his hand on his hip. His solid stance and the hand nearest the
gun in his holster intimidating as hell and Austin sat."The mother
reported the child missing and we always check with family members,
first. You are not the only one we will question."

"I just can't believe this." Austin shook
his head in stupefaction. “Catrine had my child and didn’t let me
know. Do you have a picture of my son?" He looked across the room
at the detective.

"No, an officer is on the way to meet Ms.
Teddi now to get one." He sat back down. "I won't be able to keep
you too long, but I do have a few questions that I want to ask you.
I want to ask you a few questions about your activities throughout
today. So sit back and calm down."

Taking a deep breath and picking up the cup
of coffee so his hands would be occupied, he had spent the better
part of the past two hours sitting in that hard bottomed slate
backed chair, repeatedly answering the same questions until he
thought he would burst with anger and frustration.

"Listen, I don’t know how differently I can
answer you. I have never seen him. I have already told you the same
thing repeatedly I have no ideas about an abduction. For all I know
the child is not even my son."

He had stressed the statement. Losing all
patience, but to no avail. The questions continued. Do you know
Catrine Teddi? Where does she live? When was the last time you had
any contact with her? How long have you known her? Do you think she
would harm her own child? The same questions, the same answers
except for the one that he had no answer for. Why had Catrine kept
the boy a secret?

Angrily striding through the parking garage
without a glance to his surroundings, Austin walked past his car
and huffed irritably when he had to turn and retrace his steps.
Pushing the button that activated the engine of his car, he cursed
extensively when the car protested with an irritating grinding
squeal as it was thrown into the wrong gear.

"When I get to my apartment and take a
shower, I'm going to call Catrine," he promised himself aloud as he
restarted the car. "I should just pop up at her house. I still
remember her address. Hell, I should. It took me damned near a year
to stop driving past there. This time, I will be damned if I just
pass by."

Fifteen minutes later, Austin was parking
his hunter green Chevrolet Crossfire near the door of his apartment
when he noticed a police car sitting across the street and cursed
again as he slammed the car's door.

"When I get close to Catrine it will be
nothing nice," he muttered aloud. "First, I get the humiliating
visit with the police and now I have a police car sitting outside
of my apartment, watching me as if I’m some common criminal."

Running up the stairs and opening his
apartment door, Austin immediately went over to the telephone and
punched out Catrine's number with the tip of his middle finger,
cracking the nail with the force of his anger.

"Same number," he grumbled when he heard her
voice on the machine. "I bet the girl is still driving that
dangerous little sporty Jaguar, and with my son in it, no
less."

Barely able to restrain himself from voicing
his anger and frustration, he left a brief message on her answering
machine; he let out an utterance of irritation which sounded more
like a growl before slamming down the receiver and began to strip
for a shower. Standing rigid under the water and hoping that the
soothing drops would calm him, he closed his eyes and turned his
face to the stinging hot spray. As the water ran down his cheeks he
let himself remember the last night they had spent together.

Over the years that they had been apart, he
had dared himself to even bring her name to memory. It had hurt him
deeply when their relationship ended and his male pride refused to
let him go crawling back. Until the day Catrine had thrown him out
of her life, he had not realized just how much she had meant to
him. He’d felt as if he would die and had spent many days on the
verge of tears. For a man of his years that had been a new
experience. He had walked around his apartment with barely enough
energy to move. He couldn't concentrate. A terrible thing when you
are a surgeon. Finally, he had run to his mother like a wimpy
little woman and cried on her shoulders. He told her how clinging
Catrine had become. How much the girl wanted him in her life and
how much the idea of living with someone frightened him.

"Tin," his mother sat on the sofa looking up
at him in barely disguised amusement. She patted the palm of her
hand on the cushion next to her

"Honey, sit. You’re hurting my neck. What
with me looking up at the ceiling and swinging my head to follow
you as you wear out the carpet with your incessant pacing; I may
never be able to use my neck again." She laughed and patted the
spot again when he scowled. "Honey, if you cared that much for this
girl, why in the world did you break up with her? She sounded like
a dream to me."

"What are you talking about, Mom? Didn't you
hear what I said? This woman believed that she owned me. Every time
I turned around, she was there."

"You mean she stalked you," his mother
stated, tongue-in-cheek, almost laughing when he threw his hands in
the air.

"No." He stood back up. "No, I mean it was
like we were never apart. She was just always there. When I got off
work, I went to her apartment or she came to mine. When we could,
we ate lunch together. She was just always there, washing dishes,
clothes, cleaning the apartment, cooking, relaxing...Mom. Mom, stop
laughing this isn’t funny. I just felt… I don't know."

"Loved? Wanted?"

"No, trapped." he sighed in disgust. "Mom
you think this is funny but it isn't. No matter what I did she
never trusted me. She was always thinking that I am messing around
with someone else."

"Was she seeing anyone else?"

"No. As a matter of fact I'm the only one
she ever...why am I having this conversation with you? I'm going to
Dallas' house. He and Houston are watching the game on
television."

"Yeah, you do that. Your brothers could
probably help you a lot better than I can. I think that sometimes
you forget that I am a woman. And as such I can understand how this
girl feels. If I caught your drift, you're the only person this
girl has ever slept with, right?" She continued when he put his
head down and studied the circle he was making with the toe of his
shoe and didn't answer. "Just that fact would make the girl very
emotional. She.... Uhm, what's her name?" His mother stopped in mid
sentence.

"It doesn't matter. I won't be seeing her
again."

"Right," She scoffed in disbelief. "If it
doesn't matter, tell me her name. Would I like her? How old is she?
Where does she live? How long have you been seeing her? Who are her
parents? And she doesn't sleep around, huh? She sounds like a
winner to me."

Austin looked at his mother dubiously.

"Mom, don't worry about it. I'll be
fine."

"If you answer a few of the questions I
would be able to give you an answer.”

"That's okay Mom. Let it pass. I'll be
back." He walked backwards to the door.

"Fine, go talk to your brothers. Just don't
let those chauvinistic macho older brothers make you feel or do
something you'll regret later in life. Let them make you wimp out
of your true feelings. Make you believe you are whipped or
anything. I know how men get when they’re together. You know I
always tell you guys you can tell me anything. This time I think
you may have to do this on your own. Maybe even think with your
heart and not your head."

He opened the screen and stepped onto the
porch. "Yes, Ma’me I will." He turned and almost ran to his car,
laughing to himself as he got behind the wheel.

Old habits die hard. His could mother always
make him admit more than he wanted. Just by sitting and listening.
She had never made judgment on them for whatever they had done. She
had let them do it to themselves. Using subtle questions, knowing
smiles, and well-placed remarks, they had always known how she felt
about an incident and what their responsibilities were.

During the many more conversations he and
his mother had while he was visiting, he never told her how much he
missed seeing Catrine's smile and hearing her tell the corniest
jokes. Nor did he tell her how he missed the conversations he and
Catrine would have after making love.

And she, as his mother, never dug too deep.
She just fed him delicious home cooked meals and sat near him when
he was at his lowest. For the two weeks he lived in her house,
moped around, and welcomed her comforting words until she had
booted him out and ordered him to go back to work with the promise
that his heart would heal and he would live. Austin hadn't believed
his mother's words just like he hadn't believed that the last night
with Catrine would really be the last.

Three days before that final confrontation
they'd had an argument and he had slammed out of her apartment
vowing never to return. A vow he had stated many times previously,
but had never kept. He had always returned. For some reason they
had begun to argue frequently. Especially during the last two
months together.

On this particular night, Catrine called him
and invited him over for what she called a 'last get together'. She
said she wanted to end the relationship on good terms and so he had
gone. The candlelight meal had been delicious as was their 'get
together'. He had been lying next to her with his eye closed,
enjoying the fragrance of her perfume, wishing they didn't really
have to break-up, and basking in her closeness and the way she was
slowly caressing his chest when her words abruptly scattered the
mist of self-satisfaction clouding his brain.

"Austin, don't you think it would be nice if
we could be like this every night?" she asked softly.

"Oh, Damn."

Jumping from the bed, he grabbed his clothes
from the floor and virtually ran from the room. Standing before the
sofa in the living room, he made two futile attempts at pulling on
his pants before succeeding.

Shaking his head in an attempt release some
of the anger that was about to explode through his pores, Austin
returned to the present and reached for the bar of soap, lathered
his towel and scrubbed vigorously at his body with exasperation. No
matter how he tried he could not by pass his memories. He
remembered how Catrine looked when she entered into the living room
from the bedroom. She had been securing the belt on her robe and as
she tossed back her beautiful shoulder length hair with one hand,
her small breast had swelled against the silk of the robe,
practically begging for his touch. Giving in to the enticement,
Austin stepped towards her and stopped short at the fury bursting
from her lips.

"What the hell is wrong with you, Austin?"
She put her hand on her hips and removed them just as quickly when
the lapel of the robe gaped open to expose her nakedness. Closing
the gap, she pulled the belt tighter.

Smiling at her belated sense of modesty,
Austin pulled on his shirt. "I'm not the one with a problem."

"Well, it sure as hell isn't me." Her voice
rose as did the anger in her face."I'm not the one that jumped out
of bed and ran out of the room. You act like I'm trying to take
away your freedom. Like you thing I'm going to chain you to a wall
or something." She sat on the sofa and angrily tapped her foot.

"Or 'something' is right. You want to tie me
to you."

Austin paced the living room angrily and
when he got near the sofa, he picked up a small pillow and threw it
against the furthest wall in frustration.

"What in God's name do you want from me?" He
asked. "You know I work constantly."

"Damn it." Catrine picked up the pillow and
took her time replacing it on the sofa. He watched her as she bent
and plumped up the pillow. The delightful shape of her bottom
embossed on the silk of the gown.

Smiling to himself, he remembered how
Catrine had turned and saw the look on his face and had stiffened,
looking at him with a slight sneer from feet to head. She stood in
front of him as if she believed she could knock him down to her
size and then had the nerve to blatantly prod him in his chest in
her anger.

"Austin I want you to be faithful to me and
if you can't be faithful at least be honest."

"I am honest with you. Is it my fault you
think so much of me that you believe every woman that sees me,
wants me?"

Catrine scoffed in amusement."You are so
full of yourself, Austin. Do you honestly think you mean so much to
me that I have a need to tie you to my side?"

"Hell, yes. Girl you know you love me and
you'll love me forever."

"I can get over it."

"Yeah right, I believe that as much as I
believe there’s a man in the moon. I don't know how I can be more
honest. I tell you my job schedule. You know where I am all of the
time. My life is not my own. When would I have time to run around
on you? When I am not at work, I am with you. It's up to you
whether or not you believe me. I think the best solution for us is
to be apart."

"Austin, I can love you for the rest of my
life, but that doesn't mean I have to be a fool for you. You can't
give me a clear reason why you won't live here with me and that
keeps me from believing you. We don't even have to live here. If
you worry because the townhouse is mine, I could move in with you
even though this place is larger. Or we can buy something else. We
don't have to live here."

"Damn."

The argument became much more heated with
each one saying hurtful things until he stormed out of the
apartment and never heard from her again.

"And now I find out I have a son and the boy
is nearly four years old. I could just beat her." he said
aloud.

Reaching for a bottle of shampoo and pouring
it in his hair, Austin rubbed the thick liquid into frothy foam
with vigorous motions. He could almost feel the many questions
banging around in his head. I wonder if he looks like me. Does he
have my eyes? Is his smile anything like mine? Does the child have
Catrine's dimples? And what about the things he knows? I've missed
his first smile, his first step, everything. I wonder if he thinks
about me. I bet the poor little guy probably thinks that I hate
him. A boy needs a father. I would have loved to be part of his
life. I just don't understand how Catrine felt justified in keeping
something like that to herself? How could she have purposely kept
me from my child? We could have discussed the possibility of an
imminent child, or maybe not. True, our relationship may not have
been at its greatest," he mused out loud. "But she could have told
me something."

Moving back under the spray to rinse the
soap from his hair, he cursed loudly and irritably opened his eyes
to try and wash the stinging foam from their crevices. Thinking
about Catrine always threw him into a cyclone of emotions. He would
fly from longing, to anger, to tenderness and then to frustration
because he could never figure her out. Reminiscing about their
earlier days was a lure he had done his best not to fall into.
Sometimes, as he was doing now, he failed miserably. They had
mostly dated and after a month or two, sex had just slipped in. No
strings, no ties. Sure, she had been a virgin, but she had taken
everything in stride and had not tried to push the status of their
relationship into anything more serious until that last month.

Maybe Catrine had known that she was
pregnant and having me move in would have been her way of telling
me. She should not have let me walk out without telling me that she
was pregnant. I could have been with her. I could have taken care
of her. I would have loved to see her as my baby grew in her
stomach. To have been able to rub her stomach, to feel the child as
it kicked joyfully at its surroundings and to run to the store in
the middle of the night. She should have told me about the baby
instead of ending our relationship by throwing me out of her house
and her life.

Stepping from the shower and wrapping one of
the two towels hanging from the rack around his waist, he used the
other to dry his hair. Rubbing the excess from his face, Austin
stared at himself in the mirror.

"Well, she will not be throwing me out this
time. I'll be there until my son comes home and for whatever time I
feel necessary." He promised his reflection."You need to calm down
fellow," he advised his mirrored image. "Maybe I should cut off the
beard." He studied one side of his face and then the other.
"Catrine has never seen me with it and I might scare the hell out
of her. What the hell?" He shrugged. “It will be better than
beating it out of her, which would still be better than what I will
do to the person who took my son."







*****

“Mona Boots”






Mona Boots untangled the ragged shoestring
tip from the two-inch nail of her pointer finger. She examined the
surface of the nail for any nicks or rough edges and thanked God
that the nail had not broken. Some people would probably think she
was a bit manic when it came to the condition of her fingernails,
after all there were things of more importance in life. It had
taken months to get her nails to grow to the desired length and she
freaked at the idea of them breaking. No one knew more than she
that there had been nothing and no one in her life that she could
lavish such care, until today.

Returning her attention to her shoes, Mona
studied their dirty ragged tips in disgust. The toes of the once
dazzling white Nikes were looking worn. They were peeling,
wrinkled, and almost useless. Just like her body, her face, and
damn near all of her life. She yanked the strings of the bow tight
and sat back to admire her success. Success, that will be my motto
from this day on, she vowed to her image in the mirror. In
everything I attempt from this day forward, I will succeed or die
trying.

Straightening the edges of the turtleneck
she was wearing she frowned at the way it made her look. Maybe the
shirt was too dark. She looked like some kind of formidable
espionage agent. Black jeans, black shirt, black stocking cap.

"I guess I can do without this." Mona said
out loud, yanking the cap from her head and letting the expensive
braid job escape from its confines and fall heavily across her
shoulders to her mid back. "I would hate to scare the boy; he's
never seen me like this." She tossed the cap onto the desk.

Today would be the day her son would finally
be coming home. All of her days of loneliness would be over.
Covering her stomach with the palm of her hand, Mona tried to rub
away the tight knot of anxiety that had taken permanent residence.
She was nervous, terrified. What if she wasn't able to be the
perfect mother? What if something went wrong? What if she wasn't
able to pull it off?

Pulling a crumpled, well-studied photograph
from her pocket, Mona smiled at the little boy in the picture. She
loved looking at the picture and remembering the day it was taken.
The sun had been shining as they sat inside the fenced in play yard
of the restaurant. She had sat across the yard a few tables from
him because he wanted to sit alone like a 'big boy'. In the picture
he was sitting at a small table with various McDonald's
paraphernalia scattered about. The joy radiating from him made the
desire to have him with her burn in her spirit more than ever. He
loved McDonald's, almost as much as she loved him. She would do and
say anything in order to hold her son. Nothing would stand in her
way. He would never be without her in his life again. He would be
home soon and she would be with him forever.

Mona slipped her arms into the sleeves of
her 'Cowboys' starter jacket and walked to the rear of the house.
She passed her bedroom and one of the bathrooms to get to the
second bedroom in the house. This would be his room. Standing in
the doorway, she checked that everything was in order. Toys on the
shelves, comforter on the bed, gift waiting in its place for him to
open. Everything was perfect. "Yes, he is going to love it here."
She assured herself. She felt she had now made one giant step
towards her life's plan of success. Actually, success had begun
when she had driven into Beaumont four months previously and had
taken the Washington Avenue exit from the highway.

Washington was the perfect street for a
newcomer. There were plenty of convenient stores, gas stations,
Laundromats, and fast food restaurants on either side of the
street.

The one thing Mona hated above being alone
was having to scrounge strange cities for minor things and prayed
to find a house somewhere on the perfect Washington Avenue. And
BAM, just like that, she spied a house with a 'for rent' sign
tacked to a tree in its front yard.

Once she had contacted the owner and made
arrangements to move in, it had only taken a few hours. From then
on everything in her life had been perfect. Nothing would spoil
this day for her.

Looking at her watch, and patting the
pockets of her jacket, she decides she has everything she needs and
hurries out of the front door. Once outside she looks nervously at
the houses surrounding hers. No one was outside. The nosy woman
living in the house to the right hadn't come out to water her
plants.

"Stupid woman", Mona mumbled to herself.
"Why does she only come out when I step out on the porch? And why
water plants in the middle of the winter? And why is it every time
I look over there she is waving and smiling like an idiot? Damn,
there she is."

Turning her head and pretending not to see
the little wave the woman gave, Mona stepped quickly to the curb
and slide into her car, she only had time for her son.



***

“Brhin-Kristoffer Teddi”


Three-year-old Brhin-Kristoffer Teddi sat on
the edge of the tiny green cot that the daycare provided for
napping. He yawned, stretched and tried to accustom his tired eyes
to the harsh bright lights. When the lights were turned back on,
whether they liked it or not, every child knew that nap time was
over. A few of the toddlers hated being awakened and showed their
feelings so well, no one would have a doubt. The heartbreaking
crying and the gleeful screaming combined to make the noise in the
room deafening.

Looking around to see where the screaming
was coming from, Brhin saw three little girls enthusiastically
jumping up and down on their cots. While some of the other children
were already moving about pulling out toys, a few toddlers were
walking around the room aimlessly, thumb or finger in their mouths
and tears on their cheeks. Many of the older children were
painstakingly trying to straighten the too short sheets on their
cots.

Searching around for the teacher, Brhin
finally spotted her standing with her back to the room and blindly
missing the fact that parents were coming in and leaving out with
their children. Not one of the parents acknowledged Ms. Franklin,
the substitute teacher, as she stood facing the dressing table and
changing a screaming toddler's wet clothing.

"Hi Brhin, it’s kinda noisy in here, huh?" A
soft female voice spoke behind him.

"Hi. Yep the teacher is new." He
answered.

Brhin, who had climbed off his cot to fix
its sheet, continued to do so without looking around. He knew
Melody's mother by the odor of her perfume and didn’t feel the need
to look up. Melody was his three year old girlfriend.

"I like your haircut, Brhin." Melody's
mother bent her knees to be at his eye level and fingered his
curls.

"T'ank you," He had a habit of occasionally
dropping letters when speaking. "My mommy took me to the barber. I
din't cry, but when they cut hers, she did." He giggled and turned
around. "I think she was just play'n though. Did you know that
Melody is in the bat'room?"

"Yes, I know. I came to get her things."

"Oh. Did you know that Melody likes my hair,
too?"

"I am sure that she does." She smiled at the
dimpled grin that he gave her.

"She's my girlfriend, ya know."

"I know." She fingered his hair again. "How
is your mother doing? Is she still sick? Do you want me to bring
you home? I can go and call her."

"Yep, she's still sick, but my Auntie Phae
is coming to get me. I'm gonna go play with her dog. He's little
and fluffy and he likes to chase me through her house. His name is
Road kill. My uncle named him that. He says it's because they found
him on the street."

"That's a good name, then." Melody’s mom
laughed. "It sounds like you're going to have fun." She began to
move away. "Well, I have to go. Tell your mother I said 'hi'."

"I will."

Finished with his cot and following the
custom of the class, Brhin turned and without asking permission,
walked out of the room and strolled leisurely towards the restroom.
He liked going in there without the teacher and the rest of the
class. It was quiet and smelled really good. His momma said it was
because of the plug-ins, the air fresheners and the toilet paper
holders with the deodorizers built in. Most of all Brhin liked the
pictures of the boys that were drawn on the walls. They looked so
real and showed the correct behavior expected to be followed by
each little boy that entered the room. She said if everyone
followed the examples of the murals' depiction of correct conduct
that was painted in specific areas of the restroom, order would
reign. But what unsupervised child ever did the unspoken 'right
thing'?

Today, it was noisy in the multi-colored
room. Two little boys were having the thrill of their little lives,
as they crawled under and out of the blue doors of the three
stalls. Laughing and shouting at the occupants. A small group of
five-year-old boys were cheering each other on as they took turns
doing chin-ups on the metal bars attached to the urinals, while two
others were having a water fight at the sinks. Looking at the mess,
Brhin turned and almost ran out of the room
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