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Chapter One
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How did my life become so complicated? Parke Kokumuo Jamieson VI wondered. He was the firstborn son in the tenth generation of descendants of Paki Kokumuo Jaja, the chief prince of the Diomande tribe of Cote d’lvoire, Africa. Parke was destined to procreate the eleventh generation.

It was an honorable task that Parke had relished fulfilling until he met Cheney Reynolds. He had tossed caution, common sense, and responsibility to hurricane-strength winds. Cheney was his destiny, and Parke was determined to have her even after being advised that she was sterile. Addicted to her strength, determination, and beauty, Parke proposed anyway—more than once.

Six feet without heels, Cheney’s height complemented his six-foot-five frame. Her long lashes and shapely brows were showstoppers, but Cheney’s delicate feet were his weakness—after her hips, of course. Her feet were always manicured and soft, which nurtured a slight bounce to her catwalk.

Cheney’s skin held a touch of lemon coloring, and her lips were a temptation for kisses. God performed a miracle against medical odds within a year of their marriage. Cheney became pregnant twice. Both times, they lost: the first through a miscarriage, the second—a precious son—delivered stillborn.

Late one night, while studying his Bible, Parke petitioned God for a sign as to whether a son would ever come through his seed. He stumbled across Genesis 16—the story of Abram, his wife, Sarai, and Sarai’s handmaiden, Hagar. Parke read the passage three times. “What are you telling me, God?”

With his sharp intellect, Parke interpreted that Cheney portrayed Sarai. Although Parke had just turned thirty-six, he prayed his reproduction bank wasn’t as dormant as Abram’s for God to perform a miracle. He wasn’t asking for anything major like the parting of the Red Sea, something on a smaller scale. Maybe there was hope.

Closing his Bible, he slid to his knees and prayed, then climbed into the bed and wrapped his arms around his wife. As he reached to turn off the lamp, he wondered, for argument’s sake, if he was Abram and Cheney was Sarai, then who was cast as Hagar?

An answer from God came the next day when his private investigator called. “I hope you’re sitting down.”

Sipping his cup of coffee, Parke stood, leaning against the kitchen counter, while eating breakfast on the run. As a senior financial analyst, he was mentally contemplating his daily workload. Clients were clamoring for his attention to review their portfolios and make recommendations concerning safe investments. Parke didn’t answer him right away. “Nope. What’s up?”

“If I’m lying, I’m dying, and God knows I’m not ready. What are the odds that I’ve found your son?” Ellington “The Duke” Brown stated then paused. “I think.”

The hunt had actually started two years earlier. Parke had initiated a search after a social worker who was screening him and Cheney for the foster care program questioned the name similarity to Park Jamie, a toddler somewhere in the system. The woman had risked disciplinary action or termination for breaching client confidentiality. “I feel God wants me to say something to you,” she had explained.

Parke contacted his longtime friend and Lincoln University Kappa Alpha Psi frat brother, Ellington, the CEO of Brown Investigations. The last time they had spoken, Ellington had told Parke the rumor was unfounded.

Now, seven hundred and four days later, Parke froze—his hand, mouth, and breathing—as his heart collided against his chest. Once he was able to thaw, he spewed coffee across the counter like a wayward water sprinkler. Dumping his cup in the sink, Parke used all his strength to gulp air. Somewhat composed, he sniffed as his vision blurred.

He stretched his hands in praise, forgetting about the cordless phone in the mishap. It tumbled to the floor. “Yes! Thank you, Jesus. Praise God—”

“Wait, Parke. Parke!” Ellington screamed repeatedly until Parke picked up the phone.

“Whew. Sorry about that. That’s good news.” Parke grinned. He couldn’t help it. “Thank God for Hagar, whoever she is.”

“Ah, there’s a slight twist I should tell you. If he is your son, you’re no longer his father.” Ellington cleared his throat. “Your parental rights have been terminated. He’s been adopted.”

“What?” Parke shouted. As the words sank in, visions of his life appeared in slow motion before some internal fury raced to the surface. He glanced around the room, searching for any moveable object that Cheney wouldn’t miss if he threw it. “When? Why? Who?”

Ellington told Parke what he had learned, and Parke didn’t like the answers as he began to clean up his mess.

[image: image]

Almost three weeks later, Parke wasn’t any closer to getting his son. “I’m tired of waiting. If I need to prick my finger, rub a swab in my mouth, pee in a cup, or pull out a hair sample, bring on the DNA test,” Parke barked, anchoring his cell phone on his shoulder and thumb-steering his new Escalade Hybrid as he swerved around a pothole.

The vehicle’s brakes suffered the abuse of Parke’s frustration. He squinted at the clock on the dashboard and increased his speed to pick up his daughter. Racing through traffic on Chambers Road, Parke calculated the minutes to his destination—Mrs. Beatrice Tilley Beacon’s house on Benton Street in Ferguson, Missouri, a suburb of St. Louis. She was his wife’s former neighbor, a surrogate grandmother who answered to Grandma BB only if she liked the person, a reliable babysitter, and the only alleged suspect in the shooting of Cheney’s father.

A traffic light snagged him. He huffed, venting, “Ellington, I’m capable of doing two things at one time, but arguing while driving isn’t a preferable combination. A cop is right behind me, and I’m not up to hearing the wrath of my little diva if she’s late for her martial arts lesson. That girl has a mean left kick.”

“I’m not scared of your nine-year-old. As a matter of fact, Kami loves me. Anyway, you’re not paying me. The last time I checked, I quit after you fired me the second time.”

That was true. Parke hadn’t meant to lose control or sidestep the Holy Ghost. His emotions often overrode his sensibility when it came to anything remotely Jamieson-related. “I was hoping you had forgotten about that—or at least, hadn’t taken me seriously. You didn’t, did you? I’ll double my last offer.”

“You can quadruple it, buddy, but four times zero is still nothing, so stop harassing me,” Ellington retorted. “You asked me to check out a rumor that you had a son in the foster care system. Do you know how long that took?”

Too long, in Parke’s opinion, but he didn’t voice it. He shrugged. It was a good thing Ellington couldn’t see his nonchalant behavior.

“I located a Park Jamie. His mother was a petite Latina who died in a car crash—”

“I don’t need a summary of your report. I remember Rachel Lopez. God help me if I could forget that woman’s legs—yeah.” Parke shook himself and refocused. “I want Parke Kokumuo Jamieson VII.” He scowled. “As his birth father, I have a right not only to see my son but to take immediate custody.”

“The child was adopted two months ago . . . and his name was changed. Even if the judge grants a paternity test, you’ll have to prove you didn’t voluntarily give up your rights as a parent,” Ellington tried to console. “You can’t bake a cake and have a clean pan, too.”

“What? You know that didn’t make any sense, right?” Parke frowned, irritated.

“It didn’t, did it?” There was silence. “My point is you’re an adoptive parent. You know the process. What if Kami’s parents had challenged her adoption?”

That wasn’t the same. Her daughter’s natural family was so dysfunctional they probably didn’t notice her missing when she was placed into the system. In a blink of an eye, the teenage mother and father had signed the papers, dissolving their parental rights.

“Listen, man. I’m just your friend/amateur shrink /professional investigator. You’re at the end of the road with me. Call your attorney.”

“I did. Can you believe he removed himself from the case then hung up on me?” Parke snarled.

“Yup. I’m not surprised. What did you do or say?” When Parke told him, Ellington exploded with untamed laughter.

“That makes how many attorneys—two? I’m telling you, you should’ve called Twinkie, my cousin, the first time. Don’t let the name fool you. She’s more than a sweet little snack. The girl squashes her competition. If there’s a loophole in the law, she’ll widen the gap. Until then, wait on the Lord, as you always tell me. Quote a scripture or something, and you’ll be all right.”

Parke grunted, then disconnected without saying goodbye. He was tired of waiting.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Two
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Dr. Rainey Reynolds didn’t understand his twin sister, Cheney Reynolds Jamieson. She was sleeping with the enemy—not in bed, but she was guilty by association. He was seconds away from demanding to know where her family allegiance lay as they engaged in a fierce stare-down duel.

They were outside their parents’ palatial home, which was tucked behind a tree-lined block on Westmoreland Avenue in the Central West End, an affluent area within St. Louis city. The fifteen-room, three-story stone-and-brick mansion was daunting. Once a person entered, the feeling of being swallowed up wasn’t an exaggeration.

Hovering four inches over Cheney, Rainey didn’t intimidate her. Not much of anything did. Naturally beautiful, people wouldn’t believe she was as tough and stubborn as she was.

“Remember the family pact?” He blinked, losing the battle.

Frowning, Cheney squinted. “Nope.” She jutted her chin higher and folded her arms, indicating she had time for an explanation.

“The unspoken rule,” he stated, hissing. “If somebody talks about your mama, it’s fighting words, or if someone jumps your sister or brother, we all fight.”

“We’re thirty-three years old. I’ve long ago put away childish things.” Cheney turned to terminate their conversation. As she began to step down the brick-covered circular steps, he reached out and stopped her, causing Cheney to teeter on the edge.

Glancing over his shoulder, Rainey double-checked their privacy. He wanted to make sure their bickering hadn’t summoned their parents’ housekeeper, Miss Mattie, to investigate the disturbance.

“It’s the same concept, twin. We should stick together in this crisis.” He interlocked his hands. “Traitor,” he bit out with venom, then added a few profane words, which forced Cheney to blink. Tilting his head, Rainey gave her a look that was meant for a burglar to think twice about breaking and entering. “You don’t get it, do you? If my so-called friend hurt one of my family members, it would be over, and my cut would be clean.”

Cheney offered a strained smile. “Ever heard of forgiveness?”

“No.” Rainey wanted to shake his sister until her dead brain cells came alive or fell out. She saw nothing wrong with befriending a woman who wanted their father dead.

He didn’t care that Cheney had moved next door to Mrs. Beacon, who fabricated a lie that their upstanding father was a hit and run driver who mowed down her husband. Who knew that Mrs. Beacon would take it a step further and try to harm their father? Now, their father had to go on trial for an alleged hit and run fatal accident, which was ridiculous. It was mind boggling that Cheney still maintained a friendship with the lady.

“Not when it comes to my enemies, Cheney. I happen to be selective about extending amnesty.” Rainey tried to control his temper and non-existent high blood pressure, a condition that would surely surface once the trial portraying his father as a murderer was over.

“God’s trying to get someone’s attention. No, make that a whole lot of folks’ attention.” She waved her hand in the air, stepping closer.

“Well, the Lord’s got it, because every media outlet in the area is probably enjoying this.” When she reached out to touch him, he moved back, disturbing a pillar of flowers.

“Rainey, this is not about you.”

He grunted in disgust, jiggling keys to his black metallic BMW. The jiggling was a habit that annoyed others; still, he allowed the nuisance to fester when he was irritated. “That’s where you’re wrong, twin. This is about the Reynolds family, our reputation, and integrity. I will not believe our father intentionally ran over Mrs. Beacon’s husband with his car and then cowardly left a man to die. Not only can he lose his medical license, he can go to prison for something he didn’t do. It’s a good thing that bullet grazed his shoulder, or he would’ve been dead.”

Cheney scrutinized her brother from his leather designer shoes to his troublesome thick, wavy curls. His face was smooth except for a thin mustache and a goatee. As toddlers, people had doted on them, calling them cute. Now, standing regal, Rainey’s looks could only be described as breathtaking, heart-stopping, and eye-bucking distinguished. His convictions—right or wrong—were tighter than matted hair.

His intellect was exceptional, and his career was soaring as one of the most sought-after new orthodontists in the St. Louis area. Being the son of the assistant director of obstetrics and gynecology at St. James West Hospital had its privileges. Rainey’s style of dress was a war between conservative and contemporary. The result was his signature collection.

“Judgmental doesn’t compliment you.” Cheney shook her head.

“We’re talking about some serious allegations here. You’re way beyond rational.” He balled his fists, jiggling his keys again. “I have every right to be angry. It’s going to be a media circus around the courthouse.”

“Don’t you think I know it?” Cheney folded her arms and tapped her shoe. “I know you’re not blaming me for stirring the pot.” This time she backed up, sidestepping the matching pillar of flowers. “You don’t have to say it. Your eyes reflect your thoughts.”

She gracefully planted her hand on her luscious hips, as her husband described them. She lifted a brow and exhaled. She counted to two-and-a-half before she was about to release her fury.

The power of life and death is in the tongue, God intercepted with a portion of Proverbs 18:21.

“I love you,” she said so unexpectedly, she surprised herself.

He frowned, clearly caught off guard. Forgoing an endearing reply, Rainey dared one last jiggle, shook his head, and opted to march away. He followed the stone path outlined with red petunias to his sedan parked in the semicircular drive. Before he disengaged his alarm, he looked back. “See you in court.”

That didn’t go well, she admitted, watching him rev up his motor. Then Rainey barely waved goodbye before he sped off. Cheney stared until his BMW disappeared. As she shrugged in defeat, the Lord dropped a chorus of an old church song, “Victory is Mine,” in her mind. It managed to lift her troubled heart.

She strolled to the opposite end of the driveway to her Altima. Yes, she was walking a fine line between a natural bloodline and spiritual kinship, but she loved Mrs. Beacon almost as much as her father. Emotionally torn was too mild to describe her present state of mind.

Earlier, Cheney had stopped by her parents’ home to prove her solidarity before the start of her surrogate grandmother’s trial. She was just as upset as her family about the shooting, but they didn’t believe her. Despite talking to God before she arrived, it didn’t take Cheney long before she had to escape the suffocating silence from her family. It was as if they were having a prayer meeting without praying. She hadn’t made it an hour before she announced she was leaving.

“That’s probably best, Cheney,” her mother, Gayle Reynolds, agreed, standing to signal the end of Cheney’s visit.

Cheney would never accept the mean streak that possessed her mother’s spirit. Gayle could disconnect herself from Cheney without batting an eye. Her mother had not always been that way. Their relationship changed when she found out about Cheney’s abortion in college. Cheney had thought all that was behind them. Gayle had embarked on a closer walk with God, confiding in Cheney that she wanted to rebuild their strained mother-daughter relationship.

Some fell on stony ground, where it had not much earth. And immediately it sprang up, because it had no depth of earth, God’s voice echoed Mark 4:5 in Cheney’s head.

The bottom line was that her mother wouldn’t let forgiveness take root. Finally, what little Bible knowledge she had embraced, Gayle quickly discarded. Cheney refused to give the devil satisfaction by giving up hope.

Her father didn’t try to intervene in her dismissal as he sat quietly in his La-Z-Boy recliner. His movements were non-existent; he gazed with a frozen stare, as if he were contemplating his next chess move. The strong black man with a warm personality had become an old, broken man in a matter of months.

Cheney’s older sister, Janae, a shorter and darker version, rocked her sleeping three-year-old son, Alex, in her lap. She often didn’t acknowledge Cheney’s presence, unless she uncoiled her tongue to lash out at her. As expected, Janae didn’t react to Cheney’s announcement with a weak wave goodbye or exaggerated nod.

“I love you guys,” Cheney whispered, coming to her feet to leave. She swallowed the knot in her throat as she kissed her nephew’s head then her dad’s cheeks.

“Then act like it,” her sister stated, purposely twisting her head so as not to accept Cheney’s show of affection.

Suddenly, the spacious room was overpowering. Cheney felt as if she were being sucked into an abyss. She walked out of the room and didn’t look back. Though Cheney had not requested an escort, Rainey trailed her to the door.

God spoke swiftly and fiercely: You are responsible for bringing your family together.

She gasped. “You’re kidding me. Lord, not only am I not feeling that, I’m not seeing that either. I’m going to need some spiritual backup.” Cheney had long ago shed the anger she felt at Mrs. Beacon for shooting her father, but it took some soul searching.

Ironically, to date, Cheney still struggled to forgive her father’s trespasses against her. Roland had used his professional connections to access her medical records in another state. Throughout the notes of the surgeon, anesthesiologist, pathologist, and medical staff, the only phrase that doomed their father/daughter relationship was complications of an elective abortion. The guilt trip he put on her for a very personal decision was almost unbearable.

Mrs. Beacon’s actions were entrenched in loneliness, bitterness, and retaliation. The widow constantly reminisced about Henry, the love of her life. Her husband had been in his late fifties when he was killed by a hit-and-run driver. Twenty-seven years after the accident, Roland confessed to Parke that he had been the one behind the wheel; then he talked to Mrs. Beacon. Cheney was the last to know, but under the advisement of his attorney, Roland formally entered a not guilty plea.

Cheney discovered there was more behind Rainey’s steadfast disgust. It was a deep-rooted hurt. Ten years earlier, Rainey’s then girlfriend, Shanice, who was four months pregnant, aborted their baby. She boasted it was her payback for him dating other women.

When Rainey found out what Shanice had done, he was beyond ballistic. He still harbored ill feelings on the topic of pro-choice. Where Shanice purposely destroyed their relationship, Cheney’s reason to undergo an abortion was to save a relationship. In the end, Cheney and her college sweetheart split anyway, and the doctor who performed the procedure massacred her womb. It was a matter of time before Rainey transferred his hostility to her. She loved him too much to return the sentiment.

Her brother and her husband were one of a kind. Both, contrary to public misperception about black men, welcomed fatherhood; both were cheated.

When Roland uncovered the truth about why Cheney made excuses about coming home, he maliciously leaked bits and pieces and hints. Soon Cheney’s entire family had put the puzzle together. Roland’s rage against Cheney had been his cover-up, fearing his sins might be exposed.

After the initial shock that their father would commit such a heinous act, Cheney defended herself, stating she was responsible for only her sins. As her brother fully expected, she refused to bear the punishment for someone else. That was the purpose of the cross.

Cheney disengaged her alarm and slid behind the wheel. She took a deep breath. It had been a long day. It seemed as if peace was about to take an extended vacation. Looking around at the estate, she often wished her life was as tranquil as her parents’ lawn.

She noted the time on the dash. She had flown back in town a few hours earlier from Dallas for the start of the trial, after attending a two-day management seminar. Cheney was eager to see Parke and their daughter. Strapping her seat belt, she turned the ignition and said a quick prayer of thanks for the blessings and even the heartaches in her life. She drove away, leaving the city. Cheney was in North County and at Mrs. Beacon’s house in less than thirty minutes.

Parking at the curb, Cheney sat in her car and stared at her former real estate investment—her first home. As therapy, she had restored the neglected house and lived there for almost two years before she met and married Parke. Afterward, she sold it to a dear friend.

Moments later, that friend, Imani Seagall, bounced down the porch’s stairs. Born with a mischievous streak, Imani appeared suspicious. She bypassed her Mustang convertible in her driveway. Like a schoolgirl at recess, she did an impressive hopscotch across Mrs. Beacon’s invisible property line onto her thick, chemically treated grass.

It was the first rule Cheney was forced to memorize when she moved on the block: the perimeter of Mrs. Beacon’s front yard and the threat of relentless harassment if she came within inches of the boundaries. Cheney was positive Imani knew that too. Obviously, Imani was willing to take her chances.

Divorced and childless, Imani matched wits with Mrs. Beacon, who was also childless, but somehow earned the nickname Grandma BB from neighborhood children. The thirty-something and seventy-something women were worthy opponents. Their daily mission was to outdo the other in the annoyance department.

When Imani noticed Cheney, she froze then laughed at her silliness and waved.

Getting out of the car, Cheney met Imani halfway. “Um-hmm. I saw what you did, and I’m tellin’.”

“Oooh.” Imani shivered. “I’m scared,” Imani mocked before they hugged. Cheney held on a little longer, almost collapsing in her arms before Imani nudged her back and squinted. “Hey, hey, it’s going to be okay. Grandma BB going to jail may be a good thing.” She paused then added, to Cheney’s look of horror, “For the neighborhood, of course.”

“This is serious,” Cheney fussed after momentary speechlessness.

“I know ... I know, but I had to say what some neighbors are probably thinking. Okay, I’m sorry.” Imani rubbed Cheney’s arms. “You know God has your back.” Imani smirked. “I borrowed that line from you. That’s what you always preached to me when I used to be a stewardess working those international flights.”

Nodding, Cheney mustered a smile, remembering how Imani suffered from occasional panic attacks before boarding a plane. Imani wouldn’t let her off the phone unless Cheney talked to Jesus on her behalf for at least five full minutes. Now Imani was out of the travel industry. Unfortunately, she had become a casualty of downsizing.

“If prayer doesn’t work, I can always buy a lottery ticket.”

Cheney sobered instantly. She would never let Imani get away unscathed when it came to God. “I thought we were talking about praying during the trial. How did you manage prayer and gambling in the same sentence?” She lifted a brow, twisted her mouth, and tapped a finger against her leg. “Maybe you haven’t been listening to me praying.”

“I have.” Imani fanned her hand. “And every time I buy a lottery ticket, I pray to win, and you know what? It works. Sometimes a dollar. One time, I won thirteen thousand dollars. What’s the saying? You can’t beat God givin’.”

“Which is not scriptural, but what does the Missouri lottery have to do with someone possibly going to jail? Plus, I’ve warned you about putting your faith in a number instead of God anyway.” She wasn’t amused by Imani’s bad imitation of slapstick comedy. “Here’s a scripture you need to think about right before you hand over your money: ‘What does it cost a man to gain the whole world, but lose his soul?’” Imani’s slip of the tongue opened the door for Cheney to recite a portion of God’s word. Imani always needed divine intervention, since she had yet to embrace salvation.

“Don’t start. Bible class is not in session. Listen, I’ve got to run.” Imani shifted her weight on what appeared to be four-inch stilettos. “If I didn’t have these job interviews lined up, I’d be there too. Maybe by the time your dad’s trial begins, I’ll have another job with a flex schedule, and I’ll be right there for you. Although it’s a toss-up on whose side I’d root for. What a choice: your supercilious family, or your former—my current-wacko neighbor. Girl, you should’ve warned me.”

Shaking her head, Cheney smothered a smile. “I did.” Imani had painted accurate sketches of her loved ones.

“Too bad I didn’t believe you. Good luck with Grandma BB. She’s brought weird to a whole new level.” Imani leaned close as if Mrs. Beacon had a magnified hearing device buried underground. “Besides wearing her army-polished Stacy Adams shoes, she’s now modeling them with dashikis. I think she’s lost it.” She shrugged. “Anyway, I’ve got to go. Oh, and her house guest moved in a few days ago. I think you’ll like Joe. Bye. Love you. Smooches, and as you say, take Jesus with you, be blessed, and all that religious stuff you tell me.” Balanced on her heels, she swayed her hips back to her car in case a good-looking man drove past them.

“Just when I thought the scriptures were sticking to her bones.” Cheney proceeded to Mrs. Beacon’s red-brick bungalow. It didn’t have the height as some neighboring homes, but it was commanding as the block’s snapshot postcard. It was larger than Cheney’s old house, with an enclosed area connecting the main house and the garage. Three large dormers made the half story appear like a full second floor.

She refocused. Beginning the next day, Cheney would become a stickball between opposing teams—Reynolds versus Cheney and Reynolds versus Beacon—all in one courtroom. The scenario was sure to be repeated when it was her father’s turn to go before the judge as the accused. When the rounds were over, there would be no winner, but she was praying for an acquittal, or both her dad and Mrs. Beacon could go to jail or maybe prison, depending on the severity of their convictions.

Cheney sighed and knocked. She knew her friend had a houseguest, but with so much going on, she hadn’t had time to introduce herself. Unfortunately, knowing Mrs. Beacon, it wouldn’t be a surprise if it was someone of the opposite sex.

The door opened, and Imani’s assessment proved accurate. Mrs. Beacon stood dressed in her customary Stacy Adams, a dashiki top, and pants. Cheney was familiar with Mrs. Beacon’s idiosyncrasies, but the altered fashion statement hinted that a mental evaluation may not be a bad idea. Mrs. Beacon was going to plead insanity. Cheney was convinced.

“Friend or foe?” Mrs. Beacon didn’t crack a smile. A Biblical David-size woman to Cheney’s Goliath height, Mrs. Beacon was five feet in heels. She had wrinkle-free mocha skin, which was the envy of any makeup artist.

“Friend. You know that.” Cheney stepped closer, but her former neighbor didn’t budge from the doorway.

“What are you going to be tomorrow? You know I can’t stand any two-faced hussies,” she challenged, folding her arms. She tapped her shoe to the energetic beat of Beyoncé’s “All the Single Ladies,” blasting in the background.

“I’m on Daddy’s side and your side. Most importantly, I’m on Jesus’ side. When everything is settled, we’ll have to forgive.”

“I don’t have time for a group hug.” Mrs. Beacon whipped a finger mid-air. “Last time I read it, the Word didn’t say anything about forgetting.” Cheney nodded as Mrs. Beacon sang, butchering the chorus, “If you like it, you shoulda put a ring on me. Oh, oh, oh. I’m a single woman, single woman ...”

Cheney groaned as she whirled around and backtracked to her car. “Another song Grandma BB can’t remember the words to.” It was definitely praying time.
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Chapter Three
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The legal process intimidated Cheney. She had barely gotten enough sleep the previous night, fearing Mrs. Beacon wouldn’t survive one day behind bars. Hardened criminals would skin the widow alive—or maybe not. As far as Cheney knew, the only infractions with the law that her surrogate grandmother had were complaints that she threatened trespassers in her neighborhood.

To make matters worse, Cheney was running late. It definitely wouldn’t score any brownie points with her family. She arrived at the courthouse and parked in the garage. After Cheney cleared the building’s metal detectors, she secured the purse strap on her shoulder. Cheney opted for the stairwell and hurried up the steps to the second floor.

Reaching her destination, Cheney opened the door and halted. As she sucked in her breath, Cheney momentarily became disoriented. Her effort to squeeze through the hordes of ladies in red hats was useless. “Excuse me, excuse me,” Cheney mumbled to a couple of plump ladies decked out in red-and-purple attire. “Pardon me.” When she stepped to the right, they shuffled to the left and blocked her path.

“Friend or foe?” the Munchkins demanded in unison.

Where did she hear that phrase before? Cheney frowned and shifted to the other side. They glided to match her move as if they were ballroom dancers. She tried to hide her irritation, but she was wasting time. The sweet, old, grandmother-looking women were in her way.

“We repeat, friend or foe?” one interrogated. Cheney glared. “Look, you don’t know me, and I don’t know you—”

“Elsie and I already know that,” the interrogator cut her off. “You’re not in uniform, and there are no other courts in session on this floor, so you must be a foe,” the unidentified woman stated matter-of-factly.

Cheney happened to favor the black or earth tones she was wearing. They were sounding too much like a Mrs. Beacon tactical unit. “Miss Elsie and Miss—”

“Vera, Miss Vera McDonnell, but not like the golden arches, young lady,” she interrupted.

“Unfortunately, Grandma BB didn’t send a memo on the dress code,” she explained, glancing down at her business casual yet classy tan apparel for work. Cheney hoped to stop by her office at the telephone company later that day. As a manager, her schedule was somewhat flexible. “I’m definitely here to support her, but I’m already late.” Her friend had organized an army of supporters.

“Not a problem, dear,” Miss Elsie cooed. She reached inside her overstuffed purse and pulled out a red ball. Once it was released, the object sprang into a skull cap. “Here, put this on. Don’t worry about lice. That doesn’t concern us black folks that much. Besides, it’s clean. I washed it last week in Suavitel. I love the way that fabric softener smells. Did you know Kmart always has it on a bargain?” she rattled on.

Reluctantly, Cheney accepted it from Miss Elsie and adjusted the ball of yarn on her head, smashing her curls. “There,” she said, gritting her teeth. “The things I do for Grandma BB,” she complained as the pair nodded their satisfaction.

Lifting her chin, Cheney added a bounce to her step and moved toward the end of the line to enter the courtroom. Ahead of her, three women and a man dressed in a red suit scooted closer to the door. The bailiff stepped in front of them and lifted his hand. “Sorry. There aren’t any more seats available. You’ll have to wait outside.”

Behind the closed doors, Cheney could hear the roar of laughter before the deafening sound of the judge’s gravel pounded the desk. Without Cheney witnessing it, she feared her beloved Grandma BB was putting on a show. That was bound to get the woman locked up before her trial began. She had to get inside.

Outraged, the women, minus the male, pushed forward as if they were about to stampede the bailiff. He smirked. Crossing his arms, he rippled his biceps, which danced to a secret beat. His actions mesmerized the group. The ladies almost swooned. The lone gentleman stood straighter, as not to be undone.

The fascination ended quickly as Mrs. Beacon’s supporters murmured and grumbled as they broke up their orderly line. In a split second, they made beelines to the nearest vacancies on crowded benches.

“That ain’t right,” Cheney heard one say.

“The busload from Kankakee hasn’t even gotten here yet,” a whining voice complained.

“Elsie, did you bring your cell phone? Call the team in Springfield, Missouri. Tell them to turn around.”

“You’re not the boss of me, Vera. What are you going to do?” Miss Elsie huffed as she dug inside her bag to do as the other woman had ordered.

“Humph! Your boss? You better be glad I’m your best friend. So that you’ll know, I’m going to send out a mass text. Maybe it’s not too late for our Little Rock team, which had a late start to turn around. The society from Bowling Green, Missouri, should be here any minute once they find a parking spot for a chartered over-the-road bus ....”

Cheney tuned them out. Surely, as part of the plaintiff’s family, she would be allowed inside. “Excuse me, sir.” The bailiff huffed, annoyed. He glared at Cheney, but didn’t answer. “My father is the victim. I got separated from my family, but I know they’re saving me a seat.” She hoped God was going to make a way.

His voice came out as a growl. “I have been instructed not to let another person enter, and that means you.”

Cheney had no choice but to patrol the door until someone came out, so she could go in and snag their spot. It was an even exchange she was sure the wannabe warden wouldn’t mind. If Plan A didn’t work, Plan B would be to get Miss Vera and Miss Elsie to call a cease-fire long enough to take down her name and pass it on to Mrs. Beacon. Any explanation to her family about her absence wouldn’t be acceptable anyway.

Cheney was about to patrol near the door when a tall woman who could only be described as majestic caught her attention. The stranger was five-ten, give or take an inch. She wore the red uniform. The dress was simple, but her head wrap was a twisted combination of a red cloth and purple ribbon. It was as unusual as it was beautiful. Her skin glowed, but Cheney couldn’t determine if it was a gift from God or a cosmetic counter. She didn’t appear to be old enough to be part of the “society.” Nosy, Cheney detoured in the woman’s direction.

“Hi,” Cheney said, holding out her hand. The woman accepted it. “My name is Cheney Jamieson, and I’m—”

“I know who you are. Mrs. Beacon—I mean, Grandmother B— told me all about you, Mrs. Jamieson. I’m glad you could make it. She will be pleased,” the lady said, speaking in proper English. Her eyes sparkled with delight.

Who was this woman, and how did she know so much? “Grandmother B? I’m sorry for asking, but you are ...?” she leaned forward, her mouth open, waiting for the woman to fill in the blank.

She gave a polite chuckle. “My name is Josephine Yaa Amoah.”

Neither the woman nor the name seemed familiar. Cheney thought a few minutes before she guessed. “Oh, so you’re Grandma BB’s houseguest, Josephine. Thank you, Jesus. For a moment I thought she had a man... never mind.” Cheney patted her chest in surprise.

As Josephine spoke, Cheney cataloged her poise and features: flawless coffee-rich skin, enviable slanted eyes, and a nose that seemed to be finger-pinched below her eyes then expanded to her nostrils. Her smile was so perfect that Cheney’s orthodontist brother would want to take the credit. “May I ask your native country without being offensive?”

She nodded, resting one hand on top of the other. “Of course, you may. Ghana, Africa.”

Cheney’s eyes widened. “Really? Please tell me you didn’t leave your continent for Grandma BB’s trial.”

She shook her head. “Oh, no. I’m a candidate for a master’s degree in library science. I’m taking classes at various locations, but primarily at the University of Missouri at St. Louis, and Mrs. Grandmother B graciously offered me free room and board in exchange for sharing my culture and providing her company. She’s a lonely widow, you know.”

Cheney released the hinges on her jaw as her mouth dropped open. Lonely?  Right, and these ladies are here to sightsee. Cheney did her best to contain a smirk. The woman didn’t know the real Grandma BB.

She eyed Josephine’s head wrap. “We call her Grandma BB, and the university, UMSL.”

Josephine’s quick frown and stiffened posture was faint. Cheney couldn’t determine if she was offended by the correction or not.

Moments later, Josephine’s full lips spread into a warm smile as she fingered her head. “Mrs.—I mean, Grandma BB insisted I represent her in my native garb.” She chuckled. “This is not my usual dress.”

They shared a laugh. Josephine had a calming effect, but Cheney couldn’t linger. She had to call Parke and tell him not to bother leaving his meeting only to be turned away when he arrived at the courthouse. “I’m late, but I’m determined to get into that courtroom to support my father and defend Grandma BB. If that makes any sense.”

“You need not fret.” In a surprising move, Josephine whispered, “All things work together for good.”

Cheney stepped back. “What did you say?”

“I’m quite sure you’ve memorized Romans 8:28, so love Him, and walk in His spotlight,” Josephine instructed, nodded, and moved on to speak with someone else.

What were the odds of a Bible-quoting woman from Africa living in the house with a professed gun-toting backslider? Cheney quietly finished the quote: And we know that all things work together for good to them that love God, to them who are called according to His purpose. She couldn’t wait to see how this was going to play out. With a satisfying grin and a deep breath, Cheney whirled around to reclaim her post near the door. She didn’t see the bailiff, but she met the scowl on Rainey’s face.
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From Mrs. Beacon’s flamboyant getup to her overdose of arrogance, Rainey was ready to roar his frustration. While she carried on as if she were a celebrity, prosecutors were collecting evidence to paint his father—a doctor—as a criminal for an upcoming trial. Rainey had saved his sister a seat, but she hadn’t come. He wondered if her response for not choosing sides was to not show up. Would she come when her father took the witness stand?

Rainey did not take off work for entertainment. Mrs. Beacon’s hat was fire engine red and shaped like a bell; the rim was wide enough to set place settings for dinner. It appeared Rainey caught on to Mrs. Beacon’s hand signals at the same time as Judge Kendall. When Mrs. Beacon pointed her red glove-covered hand to the right, she glanced back at her bull pen of supporters. In a synchronized move, they would lift their purple fans and swish it once.

“Hold on, counselor.” Judge Kendall interrupted the opening statements. Her facial expression gave away what was about to come. “Mrs. Beacon, my courtroom is not the place for theatrics. Armed criminal assault is a serious charge. I’ll overlook your choice of attire, but keep up with your shenanigans, and I’ll have no problem having you disrobed and thrown in jail.”

Mrs. Beacon leaped to her feet despite the efforts of her two attorneys at her side to restrain her. “Your Honor, in all fairness, I didn’t interrupt the man. You did.” Mrs. Beacon turned to her group and they nodded in sync. “I’m harmless and old enough to be your grandma. I’m—”

“Enough!” Judge Kendall slammed her gavel. “If you don’t behave, today won’t be your best day. Now, sit down and take off that hat. This is a courtroom, not the Kentucky Derby.”

“But Your Honor, I feel naked without my bonnet—” She didn’t finish, as her attorneys wrestled her to her chair. One had an arm wrapped around her waist, while the other was brave enough to cover her mouth while apologizing to the judge. When Mrs. Beacon bit down on his finger, he released the muzzle.

Rainey had enough. He got up from his seat as the judge added more charges to Mrs. Beacon’s slate. Exiting the Barnum and Bailey arena, Rainey exhaled to release the jumbled emotional mess from thirty minutes in Mrs. Beacon’s presence.

Outside the courtroom, the scene was just as maddening. The number of people had swelled. It was as if Santa’s elves, topped off in red hats, were scurrying, doing nothing. As he tried to head to the restroom, a bunch of old women refused to let him through, mumbling something about his name wasn’t on Mrs. Beacon’s list. What list?

“I’ve heard of a key for access to the men’s room, but a list. I just walked outside this courtroom.” Rainey was dumbfounded.

“Hmm-mmm. That’s what they all say,” a woman with a long face and Jay Leno chin argued.

“Excuse me again, but this is a public building,” he had politely informed them, trying his best not to yell.

“Exactly, young man, and we are here to enforce the building code. You’d make one person over the mandatory limit. We need all the space we can get. With so many women here, we’ve taken over the men’s restroom. Sorry. Just hold it a little while longer,” one cute little woman advised. “Whatever you do, don’t drink any more water. Coffee, teas, and soda could also act as diuretics.”

He was losing patience and about to forgo his impeccable upbringing when he spotted a woman who seemed to garnish his attention as if he were a tourist admiring the Statue of Liberty. The ladies’ ramblings faded as he zoomed in across the room, filtering out those in his line of view. Cheney was chatting up a storm with the woman, instead of being inside the courtroom. He was willing to test the effectiveness of his bladder to find out why.

Rainey was tempted to push his way through their barricade when Cheney turned around, smiling. Since it wasn’t considered a day of celebration, why was she so happy? Cheney left the woman and headed his way. He cursed at the missed opportunity for an introduction and a beautiful diversion. He couldn’t believe his mood swing from disgust to intrigue. Maybe it was the poison from his bladder getting to his brain.

Somehow, Cheney’s acquaintance stood out in the sea of red. Even the ridiculous rag on her hair didn’t distract from her allure. Rainey was used to attractive women, but he didn’t trust them. At one time, he wanted it all: to be a third-generation doctor, have a loving family, and to live a satisfying life. As far as he was concerned, two out of three goals achieved weren’t bad, although he was becoming less and less satisfied.

Rainey shook himself. His sister was right. The moment wasn’t about him, but his dad’s trial, which was tearing apart his only family. Since Shanice, he felt a relationship wasn’t worth developing, and there wasn’t anything satisfying about not having a soul mate. So, how could a woman yards away, separated by a mob of busybodies, beckon to him without batting an eye? He didn’t know the answer, and was weary about finding out.

Cheney walked up to him, and in a surprising move, hugged him. Rainey had no choice but to begrudgingly return her embrace. Briefly, he basked in their carefree affection, but that didn’t change the reason why they were there. Once she released him and stepped back, they engaged in a stare-down again. He wanted to recall his anger, his purpose for being down there, but the best he could muster was a kitten-size meow instead of a lion’s roar.

“How’s it going in there?”

“Aren’t you feeling guilty that you’re not inside, but talking to your friend over there?” he baited her, expecting a confession.

“Nope,” she replied with a white, perfectly aligned smile, an asset Rainey couldn’t claim his medical training assisted. She was born that way.

Clearing his throat, Rainey dismissed the temporary distraction. He was not in his office doing a consultation, but in a courthouse, facing his father’s accuser. “How come you’re not in there watching her proceedings?”

“Look around you,” she said, sweeping her hand in the air. “There’s no room, but Josephine assured me Grandma BB is well represented inside.”

Josephine. He rolled the name in his head, trying to remember if he had ever known a Josephine. The conclusion was if he had, they never looked like her or held her immediate magnetism. Suddenly, the day wasn’t as doom and gloom as it was when he came out of the courtroom.

“You can have my spot. I needed some fresh air while your friend is putting on a show.” Rainey remembered his bladder. Maybe Cheney could get him a pass to the restroom. He dropped the idea because he didn’t feel like the hassle.

As Rainey turned and led the way back to the room, the bailiff sabotaged their pathway.

“Sorry, you can’t go in there.” He folded his arms and frowned at Cheney as if he recognized her.

“I don’t think you understand; we’re part of the family, and I just came out a few minutes ago.”

“That’s too bad. As the saying goes, you move, so you lose. Now, I think the ladies set up a table for cookies and punch. You might want to help yourself.”

Rainey groaned. He was back to his sour mood.
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Chapter Four
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Three times, Parke circled his neighborhood before deciding he wasn’t going home. He didn’t have a near-death excuse to explain to Cheney why he didn’t make it to the courthouse on the first day. His doghouse was getting smaller; all because he didn’t call his wife. How inconsiderate. His secretary had pulled him out of the conference room in the middle of an important meeting to take a call from his new attorney. The rest of the day was a blur. How did he get himself into these situations?

This is not of your doing. Only I can work all things for the good to those who love me, the Lord had spoken earlier that morning.

“How, Jesus? Make a believer out of me.”

You will know by the trying of your faith, God reminded him, referring to James 1:3.

Groaning, Parke wished God had a daily limit of trials per person. He felt he had reached his when a judge informed Twinkie that his possible son’s adoption was a done deal. The news couldn’t have come at a worse time, as he strolled into his office to do some paperwork before heading to the courthouse for Mrs. Beacon’s trial for shooting Roland.

“But I could be the father. I probably am the father. Don’t I have a say?” Parke yelled into the phone, delirious with grief.

“Would you calm down? Give me time—”

Parke rubbed the back of his head and took
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