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Chapter 1

[image: ]Barbara Bentley was sweating profusely and it wasn’t the shakes this time. She hadn’t had a drink in years. This time it was that philandering husband of hers, Bradford Bentley III, slipping out of bed at the crack of dawn to run to his mistress.

She listened to him moving around in the bathroom—the toilet flushing, water running—and fumed under the bedcovers. Only seconds ago, she’d been tucked contentedly between her Egyptian cotton sheets, dreaming of the exquisite preparations for her daughter’s upcoming wedding—of beluga caviar and smoked salmon, of starched white tablecloths and lilacs and lilies. Then came the familiar bed tremor as her husband jolted her awake. Honestly. The man had no shame when it came to his uncontrollable sexual urges.

But she didn’t utter a word. She simply adjusted the silken mask over her eyes and turned to face away from the bathroom door.

She had long since learned not to question the man who slept next to her each night about these things unless she wanted to be thoroughly dressed down. And lied to. He’d give her his “how dare you question me” look and tell her to quit whining. He was only going to play golf, to hang out with his buddies for a few hours, and hadn’t he given her everything a woman could possibly want? They had a big beautiful house, a condo at Wintergreen ski resort and another in Nassau, a Jaguar and two Benzes in the driveway, a forty-foot boat sitting on the Potomac and country club membership.

But at fifty years of age, she now knew better than to be deceived by his sly diversions. She wasn’t some wide-eyed young bride anymore, and he wasn’t running off to hit any balls into little holes in green grass. No indeed. He was off to put his little pecker into a certain brown hole down the block.

She threw the bedcovers off. She needed to cool down. Normally she would have shrugged it off, he’d done this for so long. But this was their daughter’s wedding day. Didn’t the man have even a shred of decency? Propriety? Sympathy? Even when it came to his daughter?

The bathroom door opened, and she fumed as she mentally ticked off the myriad tasks she had to complete—without benefit of her husband’s help—before the guests arrived at their home that afternoon for the reception. She had a wedding planner to help out, of course, but Barbara trusted no one to completely handle this very important affair.

Only after she heard the bedroom door shut and her husband’s footsteps on the stairs did she yank the silken mask from her eyes. Then she swung her feet over the edge of the bed and reached for the pack of Benson & Hedges sitting on her nightstand.

“Men,” she hissed under her breath as she lit up. Her husband was fifty-six years old. She wished he’d grow up and act it. She took a deep puff, then blew it out.

She went to the window, pulled the drapes open and looked out over the estate. It was a perfect June day with a beautiful blue sky. The edges of the white tent that had been erected on the lawn the previous day blew gently in the breeze. She smiled. At least the weather was cooperating.

She glanced at the clock on the wall and decided to let Rebecca sleep a little longer. The wedding didn’t start until two, and the future bride had probably been up late last night talking on the phone to her fiancé. Rebecca needed her beauty rest for this special day.

Barbara had to admit to herself that she preferred it when Bradford wasn’t around. As long as he handed over the green stuff whenever she needed it, she could get along just fine, thank you. Although lately he had started to nag her about how much the wedding was costing them. How much was this? And why do we need that?

Honestly, what did he expect? A proper wedding with three hundred guests took money, piles of it. As he often reminded her, they were the Bentleys of Silver Lake, one of the finest families in one of Prince George’s County’s grandest neighborhoods. He was founder and president of a multimillion-dollar technology company, one of the most successful black-owned firms in the area, hell, in the United States of America. To quote him, they had an image to uphold. Well, Mister Big Shot ought to know that they couldn’t get away with a two-bit piddling wedding for their daughter.

The day Bradford struck it rich fifteen years ago when his firm landed that twenty-million-dollar software development contract, she’d promised herself that their two daughters would always have the finest of everything. Private schools, music lessons, beautiful dresses. And on their wedding days they would get a lot more than a little rinky-dink cafeteria-style reception in the church hall. That was all her aunt could afford for her, but now Barbara could afford the world for her daughters. And they would have it.

When she was twelve, her daddy took off for good—flat out disappeared. Her mother tried hard to raise her only child on her own. But it was tough for a single black woman in rural Virginia back in the 1960s. Her mother lost job after job, and pretty soon she took to drinking and welfare. Within a couple of years after her daddy left, they lost the house, then the car, and Barbara became the poorest girl in school. “Barbara the bag lady,” they called her, as her dresses became more tattered by the day.

You so po’, yo’ mama make you wish sandwiches for lunch, two slices of bread and wish you had some meat.

Ha, ha, ha.

Where your daddy, bastard child?

That was how she learned her parents were never married. And in the sixties it was still something to be ashamed of, especially in Smithfield, Virginia.

She would never forget how frightened she was the day she came home from school and walked into their tiny one-bedroom apartment to find her mama dead on the couch. An empty bottle of Boone’s Farm lay nearby on the floor. It was her fifteenth birthday.

Her mother’s sister whisked her off, and her living standards jumped up a notch or two. But Aunt Gladys took every chance she got to trash Barbara’s “no-good daddy.” Aunt Gladys’s favorite saying was “Most men are dogs, the rest are boring as hell.” Uncle Marvin mostly sat in the living room watching TV when he came home from work. He was considered one of the boring ones.

Bradford was one of the dogs, and Aunt Gladys was dead set against their marriage. She suspected that beneath all the Southern charm oozing from the pores of Bradford Bentley III was a cold and distant man. Barbara had long since come to realize that her aunt’s opinions about Bradford weren’t entirely unfair. He was a dog at times.

But he could also be kind and generous with her and the girls. He rarely denied them anything. And she and Bradford had a lot more in common than many people realized. Everyone seemed to think that Bradford came from a prestigious Southern family, that he was born into money because he was so polished and charming. But he was from Smithfield, and his folks were pure country just like hers.

His parents had stayed together, and that made Bradford’s life a little easier. And instead of fleeing as her daddy had, Bradford’s dad had stayed in Smithfield. But he worked in the factories all his life and died penniless and mad at the world.

To this very day, Bradford’s mother still lived in the same house with one of Bradford’s sisters. But Bradford rarely visited them or talked about them. He seemed to have this need to run as far and fast as he could from his humble beginnings, and he had done a good job of leaving all signs of his past behind. They both had. Although she still visited her aunt regularly, she didn’t keep in touch with anyone else from Smithfield.

If those snotty-nosed country kids down there could see her now, in her fine stone-and-stucco, Spanish-tile-roofed, seven-bedroom, eight-bathroom house, they’d be shocked. She had a housekeeper who came every damn day except Sunday. She got manicures and pedicures weekly. She was a long, long way from being “Barbara the bag lady.”

She put her cigarette out. That was enough daydreaming. She had a busy day ahead of her. The aroma of fresh Jamaican coffee drifted up the stairs, and that meant Phyllis, her housekeeper, had arrived. Thank goodness. A hit of caffeine was just what she needed to charge her fifty-year-old batteries for this long day.

Not that she looked her age. No way. She took care of herself. She gardened, in a climate-controlled greenhouse, of course. She exercised. She was still a slim size 8, one size bigger than she was the day she got married. People often thought she was in her late thirties. No bag lady, this. Not Barbara Anne Bentley.

She looked down at the ashtray. If only she could get rid of that nasty habit. Her complexion was starting to dry out from the cigarettes. But dammit, considering all that Bradford had put her through over the years, she was entitled to a crutch.

She opened the nightstand drawer for a fresh pack to go with her morning coffee, then paused and stared at the bottle of Belvedere vodka in back of the drawer. It looked so tempting, she nearly smacked her lips. The bottle had been sitting there for two years now as a pointed reminder of the dark days behind her, and she normally opened this drawer several times a day without even noticing it. With the big day ahead and Bradford acting the usual horny, selfish fool, she couldn’t be blamed for being tempted. But she was beyond that now. She slammed the drawer shut.

She tossed her silk floor-length bathrobe across her shoulders, lit up with her eighteen-karat-gold cigarette lighter, and followed the scent of coffee down a long hallway to the stairs. Thank God for Jamaican Blue Mountain and housekeepers.


Chapter 2

[image: ]“Oh yeah … baby, that’s it. Ooh. Oh yes!”

Jolene had trouble believing that was her own voice making those lewd noises, especially after she promised herself never to let this man touch her again unless he left his wife. After all, she was ready to leave her husband for him.

Now here she was, leaning up against a stud in the frame of her unfinished house, with her denim Versace skirt hiked up above her ass and her Manolo Blahnik mules strewn across the wood subfloor, while Terrence rammed it up. She dug her three-inch red nails into his back. “Oh … yes, yes, yes!”

So much for promises.

Terrence moaned, stiffened, relaxed, then let her go. They both huffed and puffed as they sank down to the subfloor to catch their breath. It was the middle of June and the house had no air-conditioning, didn’t even have a roof yet to protect them from the sun. She sighed contentedly and watched as Terrence stretched his tall, perfect body out on the floor.

You silly girl. Letting him get away with this crap again. Not even this rich hunk of an architect was worth getting your heart broken over. This was it, the absolute last time until he agreed to leave his wife. She was worth more than an occasional screw on the fly.

She shifted onto her knees and crawled across the floor toward her shoes while thinking how best to tell him. She was tempted to give it to him straight—me or her, now or never.

“Not bad for a thirty-six-year-old broad,” Terrence teased, smacking her on the buttock playfully. Jolene slapped his hand away, a little harder than intended.

“Whoa. I’m only kidding, baby,” he said. “You have a beautiful body. That ass, those boobs, those legs. Mmmumph!” He touched his lips with the tips of his fingers and made a kissing sound. “You do it to me every time we get together.”

“I could do it every night if you’d leave your wife,” she retorted. “Every morning, too.” She looked at him pointedly as he nodded without comment and reached across the floor for his undershirt. That’s right, she thought. You know where this conversation is heading, don’t you, sweetie? And now you’re gonna duck and run.

Her eyes followed him as he stood and zipped his fly. The sight of him standing there above her, his honey-toned muscles gleaming against a sleeveless white undershirt, was enough to tempt her to say the hell with this crap about his wife and pull him back down on top of her. Terrence Turner was the sexiest man she’d ever slept with. And as part owner of an architectural firm, he was also the most successful. She loved a take-charge, go-get-’em kind of guy. So unlike her husband. But she wanted all of this hunk, not just these quickies on the sly. She wanted to be the architect’s wife.

She stood up, moved within inches of him, placed her hands on her hips and turned on her sexiest smile. “Don’t you want to be with me, sweetie?” she purred.

He squeezed her arms gently. “You know I do, baby. But you also know how I feel about leaving my wife before my boys grow up. I have to put them first.”

Jolene sighed. “I know your boys are important to you. But it’ll be three more years before your youngest goes to college. Kids are stronger about these things than you realize. Hell. You think I’d take Juliette away from her dad if I thought she couldn’t handle it?”

He stepped back. “Your situation is different from mine. My—”

“How?” Jolene interrupted. “We’re both married with teenagers. Both in rotten marriages, I should add. But we love each other, sweetie. Right?”

He sighed. “Yeah, baby, but—”

“Then what’s stopping us? Huh?” She knew she was pouting, whining even, but she couldn’t help it. She just didn’t understand why Terrence wouldn’t leave that lame wife of his if he wasn’t in love with her. The woman was all wrong for him. She had supposedly attended Spelman College in Atlanta and her father was a doctor. But from what Jolene had heard, she was a mealymouthed, plain-ass Jane who took little interest in her husband’s career. Terrence was a top-flight architect and a business owner. He needed a strong woman to help him shine. He needed her.

“We’ve been seeing each other for almost six months now, Terrence.”

He let go of her arms and shook his head. “I told you, it’s simple. I can’t leave my kids now. OK? Laura’s not strong like you. She’ll fall apart if I split while the boys are growing up, and I can’t do that to the mother of my boys. They need her. I was the first man Laura was ever with, and—”

Jolene smacked her lips. “Oh, please, give me a break. What about me? What about my feelings? I don’t want to have to wait that long for us to be together. You said this house will be finished in another six months, right?”

He nodded and frowned at the same time, clearly wondering what was coming next.

“When it is finished, I want us to move in here together and be a family and—”

He pointed to the floor. “Here?”

“What’s wrong with that? Patrick won’t want to have anything to do with this house if I ask him for a divorce. He barely wants anything to do with it now.” She chuckled wryly. “He thinks I get carried away and that it’s much too big and expensive. You and I had more to do with building this house than he did. We’re good together, sweetie, and you know it.”

Terrence smiled with pride as he looked around what was the future great room, with its soaring two-story-high ceiling and a spiral staircase leading up to a second-story balcony. “It is going to be one hell of a showpiece when it’s done. One of the nicest homes in Silver Lake.”

“Damn right it is,” she said. Better than just about anyone else’s in Silver Lake, including the white folks’. Unlike the house she lived in now on the southern edge of Silver Lake, this one was being built on the north side, where the Bentleys and all the other big-money folks in Prince George’s County lived. If she’d had her way, their new house would have been even bigger than the Bentleys’. But Patrick could be so tight with a buck she sometimes thought she could see blood dripping out of his damn wallet.

Terrence smiled at her. “Look, don’t you have a wedding to attend this afternoon? Isn’t Bradford Bentley’s daughter getting married?”

Jolene turned her back to him and folded her arms. She knew that he was changing the subject on her, just as he always did when she brought this up. Well, he wasn’t going to get away with it this time.

“I can’t do this anymore, Terrence. I’m tired of having to sneak off to meet you and … and screwing in the backseats of our cars and in hotel rooms and now here. If you love me as much as I love you, you’d leave her.”

“I keep telling you, sugar, it’s not that simple. I—” He reached for her but she stepped out of his grasp.

“It is that simple. It’s me or her. And I mean it this time.” She bit her bottom lip.

He bent down and snatched his shirt off the floor. “Fine. If that’s how you want to be. Fuck it.”

“Fine with me, too,” she shouted at his back as he walked toward the doorway. “Go on, then. Run away. Just like you always do. And don’t expect me to call you this time. I’ll find me another damn architect.”

He waved his arm nonchalantly. “Whatever.” He took the stairs two at a time.

“Shit!” She kicked a Budweiser can left by the construction workers across the floorboards. Bastard. Why did she have such rotten luck with men? First Patrick, now Terrence. No. The first was that Jonathan Parker. She shook her head. She’d been married to that asshole Patrick for so damn long, she’d almost forgotten about that prick Jonathan. But not quite. She could never forget someone who had caused her and her family so much pain and humiliation. She was only seventeen when it all came down, and to this moment, that had to have been one of the worst days of her life.

“Tell me who the father is, Jolene,” Daddy had demanded after church on that Sunday long ago, his voice booming across his big mahogany desk. He was wearing a navy suit with a patterned gold tie, and Jolene thought his brown face looked so handsome.

But she nearly choked trying to get the boy’s name out, she was so scared of what her daddy might do. Especially in that dark den. It was Daddy’s favorite room, with its thick Persian carpet and leather-bound books lining the walls. But the room always gave her the creeps.

“Answer me, Jolene,” Daddy scolded. “Who is the father?”

“Um … um … Jonathan,” she murmured.

Daddy narrowed his eyes the way he often did from the bench of his courtroom when questioning an attorney or a witness. “Jonathan Parker? Isn’t his father an attorney?”

She nodded.

Daddy walked around the desk and paced across the carpet. “What’s the matter with you two? What the devil were you thinking? Jonathan Parker comes from a fine, respectable family of lawyers. And so do you. You’re a Cooke. You two should know better than this.”

He turned toward Mama, sitting in an upholstered armchair. A wide-brimmed burgundy hat with black trim framed her ivory-colored face. Jolene had told Mama the news first, and Mama marched her right into Daddy’s den.

“Didn’t you talk to her about this, Camilla?” Daddy asked. “About boys and … and all that?”

“Of course I did, Charles. But she’s always been willful. You’ve spoiled her so. Her sister, too.”

Daddy grunted. “Well, they’ll have to get married right away. That’s all there is to it.”

“I agree,” Mama said. “We won’t have time to plan much of a wedding, but I’ll do the best I can.”

Jolene felt her cheeks go hot. She looked down at the floor. “Um …”

“Well, what is it, Jolene?” Daddy asked impatiently.

“Have you told the boy yet?” Mama asked.

Jolene nodded slowly.

“And?”

“And he … well … he … he doesn’t want to marry me.” There. She’d said it. She swallowed hard as a look of sorrow crossed Mama’s eyes. She wanted to run and bury her face in Mama’s lap and apologize. She never meant to shame the family like this. She knew how hard her mama and daddy worked to get all their nice things. They lived in a big Tudor-style house on upper Sixteenth Street, an area in Washington, D.C., that was so prominent it was called the gold coast. They had two Buicks and a cottage in Oak Bluffs, on Martha’s Vineyard. And her parents wanted their two daughters to marry into nice respectable families. But she was too big to run to Mama now. She was wearing two-inch pumps and pink lipstick.

“He said that?” Daddy asked. “He actually told you he won’t marry you?”

Jolene nodded. Jonathan told her that and a whole lot more that she would never repeat to anyone. Not ever. He said that he didn’t believe he was the father and for her to get lost. He called her a liar whenever she reminded him that he was the only boy she’d ever slept with. How could he say such mean things to her after he had made love to her only weeks ago?

Daddy scoffed. “Well, we’ll certainly see about that,” he said, going back around his desk. He flipped the cards in his Rolodex.

“What are you doing, Daddy?” Jolene cried. “Who are you calling?”

“The Parkers. That’s who. We’ll see what that boy’s parents have to say about this.”

Jolene ran up to his desk. “No, Daddy, don’t,” she pleaded.

“What do you mean, no? This is his responsibility, too. I’m not going to let him get away with this.”

“I … I don’t want to be married to someone who doesn’t want to be married to me. And … and”—she stomped the floor—“he said he would deny it if I said he was the father.”

“I don’t give a damn what he said,” Daddy said gruffly. “If he’s the father, then his parents need to talk some sense into his silly little head.”

Mama stood up. “Jolene, if you don’t marry Jonathan, no decent man will ever want to marry you once you have a child.”

“Did you think about that, Jolene, or anything else before you got yourself into this … this … situation?” Daddy sighed in exasperation.

Jolene blinked and looked down at the floor. No, she hadn’t thought about that.

“And college,” Daddy continued. “That will have to be put on hold, maybe forever. College is difficult enough without having a child to worry about. You don’t have to take our word for it. Ask your sister. Jackie would never have gotten herself in trouble like this before finishing at Spelman.”

Jolene clenched her jaw. Why did they always have to throw her older sister in her face? She wasn’t anything like Jackie. She didn’t get all A’s in school. She didn’t have long, wavy hair or a flawless near-white complexion like their mama. Her father had a little more color, but he was still fair enough to pass the brown paper bag rule. Jolene wasn’t.

“Charles. Maybe we should wait and discuss this later. There are other options we can look into. But you, well, we’re all too upset to think straight now.”

Daddy shoved his hands in his pockets. “Of course I’m upset. This could ruin her life. And how does it look for a judge’s seventeen-year-old daughter to be pregnant and unmarried?” He waved his arm at Jolene. “Go on. I don’t need to see your face now. But don’t you leave this house without our permission.”

With a little arm-twisting, Daddy had finally persuaded Jonathan Parker to agree to marry her. Jonathan even brought her flowers the following week, and Mama began to fuss over wedding details. Soon Jolene allowed herself to believe that things might work out, and visions of a pretty house with a white picket fence danced through her head.

But the day before the wedding, Jonathan backed out, and no amount of persuasion or even threats would change his mind. By that time she was almost six months pregnant, too far gone for an abortion. Daddy would barely look at her when he came home from work.

She had spent a week in bed crying over Jonathan when Patrick Brown came along. He was two years older than she and had just finished junior college and started work as an electrician when her daddy hired him to upgrade the wiring in their big old house. She hardly noticed Patrick as he moved from room to room, but when she did, he always smiled at her and asked after the baby.

Then one Saturday afternoon he caught her huddled in the laundry room crying over a pile of dirty clothes. He offered her a handkerchief, and after she calmed down some asked her if she wanted to go and see Trading Places, a new comedy with Eddie Murphy and Dan Aykroyd. He thought it would cheer her up.

He seemed surprised when she accepted, probably because she was the judge’s daughter and he was only an electrician. But she was brokenhearted, unmarried and very pregnant. Her daddy barely spoke to her. Attention from a young man was just what she needed. A month later he proposed.

He wasn’t nearly as cute as Jonathan, but she agreed to marry him to give the baby a father and erase some of the shame she’d brought on the family. But she soon realized that even though her folks went along with the marriage, it was without enthusiasm. After all, Patrick was not a doctor or a lawyer, never would be, and his daddy was a mail-room clerk. Patrick wasn’t even the father of her baby. And the wedding was arranged hastily in the parlor with only the immediate family present.

Daddy was certain Patrick was scheming to get his claws on the family money, but her folks had come to believe that this was the best they could expect of poor Jolene. A couple of vows, a little champagne and she was Mrs. Jolene Cooke Brown, much to the family’s dismay.

A few weeks later she delivered a stillborn baby and fell into another crying spell.

Mama thought that bragging about Jackie when she came to the hospital to visit would lift Jolene’s spirits. Jackie had pledged Alpha Kappa Alpha at Spelman College in Atlanta. Jackie was dating a Morehouse Man. Jackie this, Jackie that. Yak, yak, yak. Jolene thought she had never been so fucking miserable in all her life.

She returned to their tiny apartment and stayed in bed for weeks. She cried and smoked a lot of marijuana. After a few months of trying to be patient, Patrick told her to stop feeling sorry for herself, to get up off her butt and get on with her life. Besides, all this grass was burning a hole in his wallet.

She knew he was right. At the rate she was smoking, she’d turn into a dried-up weed right between the sheets. And no amount of crying would bring her baby back or her earlier charmed life. As soon as she was strong enough, she hit the pavement and quickly landed a job as a secretary at HUD. She enrolled in night classes at the University of D.C. It wasn’t exactly Spelman College, but it would do.

She even managed to put a smile on her face when Jackie marched down the aisle to marry her precious Morehouse Man. Daddy spent thousands of dollars on the wedding. He kept saying that if he was only going to have to do this once, he might as well do it right.

Jolene had given up marijuana by then, so she knocked back a couple of screwdrivers before the ceremony. She was so tipsy that she tripped and nearly fell over her long bridesmaid’s gown on her way down the aisle and had fits of giggles throughout the ceremony. Mama and Daddy fixed her with steely looks of disapproval between their radiant smiles at Jackie, but Jolene didn’t care. She was used to it.

She picked her bag up off the subfloor of her unfinished house and took out her compact. She powdered her brown nose, flipped her shoulder-length auburn hair, courtesy of Imani Silken Hair Weaves, and brushed the sawdust off her skirt. No point dwelling on all that ancient history. That’s all it was. History. The past.

She was now the boss at work, a goddamned GS-15, Step 10 at HUD, the highest level one could reach in the federal government without going through a special selection process or getting a presidential appointment. A dozen people jumped when she barked.

She worked out three days a week and was a shapely size 6. And she had a big, bad-ass, custom-designed house in the works in Silver Lake, North, where all the executive homes were located. Not even her sister Jackie, with her cattle-sized hips and little-ass colonial down there in Atlanta could top that.

And she would get her handsome, successful man sooner or later, one way or another. Jolene wasn’t about to let this little setback stop her. She took her cell phone from her bag and hit the memory buttons for Terrence’s number. It was time for them to make up.


Chapter 3

[image: ]“Humph.” Pearl grunted again as she tried to wiggle into her black polyester skirt. She had gained so much weight, she couldn’t even get the thing over her hips. She had worn this skirt to a wedding just last summer. How on earth did this happen? When did it happen?

She knew exactly how and when—too many bags of Utz potato chips and Hershey candy bars keeping her company late at night after her son left home for college, that’s what. She yanked the skirt off and threw it on the bed.

She hated having to get dressed up and face this depressing joke of a closet crammed with cheap, ill-fitting polyester knits. But Barbara Bentley was one of her top clients. She came into Pearl’s hair salon every week and she tipped most generously. Pearl was flattered to have been invited to the Bentley home for the wedding reception.

Barbara was also filthy rich and lived in a beautiful house, and Pearl didn’t want to go to this affair looking shabby. A lot of rich black folks would be there. And if there was one thing rich black folks liked to throw their dough away on, it was clothes. They’ll be prancing around with Armani and Versace adorning their perfect, lean bodies, courtesy of private health clubs that she certainly couldn’t afford. They’ll be driving up in Benzes and Jaguars and Lexuses, and bragging about their Carribean vacations like they were auditioning for a production of Lifestyles of the Rich and Famous.

Pearl would have bet her bottom dollar that half of them didn’t have a nickel to spit on after they paid their hefty mortgages and fat car notes at the end of the month. Some of them probably had credit card balances bigger than her annual salary. Still, they managed to walk the walk and talk the talk as good as anyone.

She stared in the closet and smacked her lips with utter disgust. She had way too much black and brown and could find only two skirts decent enough to be seen in. She usually just threw on a pair of slacks to work at the salon since they would be covered by a smock anyway. She made decent enough money, but over the years she had spent most of it on her son, making sure he was raised right—not easy when you had to do it all by your lonesome self. There were music lessons, clothes for school and sports, doctor and dental bills. And don’t even mention college.

She even bought this town house for his sake. She had struggled for years, working twelve-hour days at hair salons and catering to save up for the down payment so they could move to Silver Lake and be near the right schools and playmates. Some of the folks in Silver Lake had tried to stop the developer from even putting up the town houses. They seemed to think that anything less than a mini-mansion would mess up their property values. Folks could be so snooty when they thought they had a little something. But that was OK. She could put up with snobbery and a whole lot more for the welfare of her son.

She reached into the back of the closet and finally found a loose-fitting beige polyester dress. At least it had fit loosely the last time she wore it a few years ago, and it wasn’t black or brown. She pulled it over her head and tugged it down over her hips. She just managed to squeeze into it.

She frowned at her reflection in the mirror above her dresser. It was getting so she hated to even pass by one of the contraptions for fear of what she’d see staring back at her. She could remember being a size 8 just before Kenyatta went away to college nine years ago. Now she was bursting out of a 14. She’d better do something about all these extra pounds she was putting on or she was going to find her fat butt on the doorstep of Lane Bryant.

She sighed, picked up a compact of bronze-colored blush and leaned over the Maybelline and Revlon bottles lined up on her dresser to dust her cheeks. Then she rubbed a dab of her homemade hair oil into her short natural hair. She spent so much time fixing other women’s hair, the last thing she wanted to do when she came home was fuss with her own.

The only thing she did was cut and color it a rich brown. Cut and color were the key, as she always told her clients. And long hair pulled the face—a no-no for most women once they hit their late forties and fifties. This short do suited her forty-seven-year-old caramel-colored face just fine.

She walked to Kenyatta’s room and knocked. He opened the door holding a navy suit jacket in his hand.

“Does this fit OK?” Pearl lifted her arms and turned around in the hallway.

“Damn, Ma!” he exclaimed with a glint in his eye. “You done put on a lot of weight down south there.”

She smacked his arm playfully. “I told you about cursing and using that Ebonics. I didn’t sweat all those years to send you to college to hear that garbage. And never mind my hips. Does the dress look all right?”

Kenyatta grinned as he slipped into his suit jacket. “You crack me up, Ma. Yeah, it’s fine. You look real nice. But you really need to do something about all that weight you’re gaining. It’s not healthy.”

Pearl put her hands on her hips. “Don’t you think I know that?”

“Hey, don’t shoot the messenger. I’m just trying to keep it real here, ’cause I want you to live to a hundred. But how do you expect to find yourself a man unless you slim down?”

Pearl scoffed. “Oh shoot. That’s the last thing I need. Some man to worry about. You’re plenty. Believe me.”

“I won’t be around forever, you know. I been hanging around here for a year now, but don’t get used to that.”

Pearl reached up and pinched both of his cheeks. “I know, I know. You can’t sit still for a minute.” She looked at her watch. “Speaking of which, you’d better hurry up if you’re going to pick up that girl and get to the wedding on time.”

“Yeah, yeah. And that woman’s name is Ashley.”

“Excuse me. Woman, then.” Pearl reached up to straighten his necktie. “You just make sure you introduce her to me at the wedding. And tell me, what does she think about this hairstyle?” Pearl touched Kenyatta’s shoulder-length dreadlocks.

“She likes it just fine, Ma. She’s very open-minded.”

Pearl shook her head. “Humph. For the life of me, I just plain don’t understand why you want to wear your hair like that. I spent all those years trying to get the kinks out of your hair, and here you spend all your time putting them back in.”

Kenyatta chuckled, sounding just like his daddy. He had his daddy’s hair, too—thick and kinky, not wavy like hers. In fact, he was his daddy all over—tall, dark-complexioned and handsome as the devil. Trouble was, his daddy was the devil incarnate, with his arrogant Uncle Tom self. He had left Pearl for a white woman twenty years earlier, and Pearl’s heart still ticked like a time bomb whenever she thought about him.

“We need to talk, Pearl.”

A chill ran through her gut. There was something about the tone of her husband’s voice, the expression on his face. It was sad and happy all at once, and Pearl didn’t like the way it made her feel one bit. She stepped back, holding the picture she was hanging in the foyer of their apartment in her hands.

“I’ve met someone.”

Pearl gripped the picture frame tighter. Met someone? What was that supposed to mean? He worked in the mayor’s office. He met people every day.

And why couldn’t he look her in the eyes? Why was he staring at the floor? The ceiling. The air. At everything but her.

“It’s a woman.”

Pearl gripped the frame tighter. She stared at him. Look at me when you tell me this, Gregory Jackson. Show me some respect when you tell me about your little fling. Can’t you at least do that?

“…  name is Holly, from the office.”

Holly? Holly? Your assistant? But that girl is white. And she’s only nineteen. She’s a blond nineteen-year-old child. She’s …

Pearl threw the picture at him. “You bastard,” she screamed with clenched fists as he ducked and walked away. She had left her family behind in Washington, D.C., as a young woman of nineteen and moved to Detroit to be with him. She dropped out of college to work full-time and help him get through vet school. Then she quit her job to stay home with the baby when he asked her to. She supported him when he decided to get into politics. She had made him the center of her life for years. And now this.

“How could you do this to me?” she screamed after him.

The next day she was packing her bags.

She had wanted nothing to do with him after that. She didn’t want his help, his money or anything else. It was bad enough when a husband cheated on his wife, but with a white woman? That was unforgivable in her book.

Her mama and most of her girlfriends thought she was insane walking away from a man with a good job without insisting on a big alimony payment and child support. Never mind who he was fooling around with. She had a child to support.

But Pearl had made up her mind. She would raise her son alone. She left Detroit when Kenyatta was seven years old and never looked back.

“I gotta run, Ma.” Kenyatta kissed her on the forehead and dashed down the stairs.

She smiled and shook her head. Despite the hair and occasional sloppy grammar, Kenyatta had turned out to be a fine young man. She had done a pretty decent job with him, no thanks to his daddy.

The sound of the television floated out of Kenyatta’s room, and she opened the door to turn it off. She stopped in her tracks and gasped at the mess that confronted her—clothes and shoes all over the floor, bed unmade, books and CDs piled everywhere. She had just put the books away on the shelves two days ago and even took the time to alphabetize them.

She shook her head. OK, so it was more than the wild hair and sloppy grammar that bothered her. Sometimes she worried that Kenyatta wasn’t responsible enough. He was twenty-seven years old and had been out of Morehouse College for five years now. So far he’d held a half dozen jobs and lived in three states. Now he was back home. He claimed he was trying to find himself. Humph. What in the world was he doing all that time in college?

And the girls, or women, as he insisted she call them. It seemed he had a different one every time she turned around—Glenda, Juanita, Keisha, Davida. The list went on. They came and went so fast that Pearl hardly ever got a chance to know them.

Sometimes she thought it was her fault. She’d spoiled him by giving him everything. Other times she thought she just worried too much. He was still young, and she supposed he had lots of time to “find himself” and still make something of himself.

She started on the unmade bed first. She had just enough time to make a dent in this mess before she was due at Barbara’s to fix Rebecca’s hair.


Chapter 4

[image: ]“Mom, I need to talk to you for a minute.”

Candice lowered the wet towel from her head and stared into her daughter’s green eyes. Ashley was standing in the doorway of her bedroom, twisting a lock of her long brown hair between her fingers. What was this all about? Whenever one of her daughters used that dreaded tone of voice and twisted her hair like that, it meant one of two things. They either wanted something or had news they knew she wouldn’t like.

But it was a surprise to hear it coming from Ashley. Caitlin, at fifteen and still boy crazy and a little rebellious, yes. But Ashley had always been the levelheaded one of the two, and she was going on twenty now. She had done a lot of growing up since starting college.

“Does it have to be right now?” Candice asked. “I just stepped out of the shower.”

“It will only take a minute,” Ashley assured her. “It’s important.”

Candice draped the towel around her wet hair and pulled the belt to her white terry cloth robe tighter. “OK, I’m listening. What is it?”

Ashley smiled nervously. “Um. It’s about the guy who’s coming to pick me up to take me to the wedding.”

Ashley paused, and Candice nodded slowly, warily. With two teenage daughters, she had already seen and heard just about everything when it came to guys—long hair, spiked hair, pierced noses and tongues, baggy jeans













































































OEBPS/images/Bris_9780385508308_epub_tp_r1.jpg
e

CONNIE BRISCOE

&

ONE WORLD
BALLANTINE BOOKS « NEW YORK





OEBPS/images/Bris_9780385508308_epub_L02_r1.jpg






OEBPS/images/Bris_9780385508308_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
BALLANTINE BOOKS









OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





