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Chapter One: The Night I Met Loletha
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I was twenty-one years old when I moved in with her. Life was good before the children came — good in that uncomplicated way it can only be when you're young, working steady, and nobody depends on you but yourself.

I was working for Sears, where I'd started in January of 1981, straight out of high school. I'd graduated four months early after piling up enough credits to do it — I was always in a hurry to get to the next thing, though I couldn't have told you back then what the next thing was supposed to be. Dating was never easy for me, and the thought of having kids never once crossed my mind. I had what I thought was a steady girlfriend — until one night I went to visit her and found her in a bad mood. Not just any bad mood. The kind that filled up a whole apartment before you even got through the door. The kind where it didn't matter who you were — sister, mother, boyfriend — everybody was going to catch it that night. I caught it too, and I knew right away I wasn't the cause of it. I stood there for a minute just watching her, trying to decide if this was a storm that would pass or one I needed to walk out of. I decided that wasn't the place for me to be, and I left.

That was also the night I met my two kids' mother — though of course I didn't know that walking down those stairs. You never do. Some nights change the whole shape of your life and don't bother announcing themselves.

As I walked out of my so-called girlfriend's apartment and headed to my car, the night air still had that thick Dallas heat hanging in it, the kind that doesn't let up even after dark. I saw a young lady from my neighborhood named Tiny, walking under the streetlight with a young lady I found myself attracted to right away — something about the way she carried herself, unbothered, like she wasn't checking to see if anybody was looking at her.

“Who's your friend?” I asked.

“This is my friend Loletha,” Tiny said.

Loletha gave me a look that was somewhere between polite and amused, like she'd heard that question asked about her before and was curious what I'd do with the answer. I asked for her number and we exchanged them right there on the sidewalk. I didn't call right away — I was never in a rush with women, which is probably why it took her calling me first. She invited me over on a Monday night to what I thought was her apartment. When I got there, she had a child in her arms, propped on her hip like it was the most natural thing in the world, but that didn't bother me. Growing up in the hood, you saw single mothers all the time — it was just part of the landscape of the neighborhood. My own mother had raised seven kids alone, so a woman with children wasn't something that scared me off. She told me that day she had two boys. I stayed a while, we talked about nothing in particular the way you do when you're feeling somebody out, and then I left.

I came back Thursday, and when I was let in, I saw more kids than before — different faces, different ages, running around the living room like it was a playground.

“I thought you only had two,” I said, half-joking, half genuinely trying to do the math in my head.

“I'm babysitting,” she said, laughing a little at the look on my face.

That was a relief — I was starting to wonder what exactly I was getting myself into. That visit was cut short, and I left. I came back that weekend and stayed a little longer, long enough to actually sit and talk instead of just passing through. That's when she introduced me to her sister, Tina — the apartment actually belonged to her, which explained a few things about why the place always seemed to have more people in it than Loletha alone would account for.

After three visits, I figured it was time for an actual date, one that included her two boys — if I was going to be around, I wanted to be around all of it, not just the parts that were easy. So the next Thursday, I went by planning to surprise them all with a trip to the drive-in. When I got there, the apartment was full of kids again. She was babysitting — she told me she always watched the neighborhood kids on Thursdays, because that was the night the other mothers went out to a club called City Lights. Ladies' night. I could picture it clear as day: a handful of young single mothers getting one night a week to feel like themselves again, and Loletha holding the fort so they could have it.

I wasn't comfortable with that arrangement, if I'm honest. If I was going to be her boyfriend, I wanted her to myself, at least some of the time. So the following Thursday, I fixed it — I picked her and the boys up early, before the other mothers could even drop their kids off. We went out to eat, then back to my apartment, the one I shared with my mother and six siblings, loud and crowded but always warm. I kept her out late on purpose so she wouldn't have to babysit while the other mothers were out at the club. I brought her home after midnight, feeling like I'd won some small victory just by having her to myself for one night.

The next day, I got a call. Her sister had put her out. The other mothers were angry she hadn't been available to babysit, and her own sister had taken their side over hers. It's hard to believe, even now — a sister siding with a room full of strangers instead of realizing her own sister finally had a night off, and a man who cared enough to make sure she got it. She had to move back in with her mother.

I went to my mom and told her what happened. By then she'd already met my new girlfriend and taken a liking to her — my mother had a way of sizing people up quick, and Loletha had passed whatever test she was running. My mother was well known to the property management company, having lived in that complex for years and never caused a bit of trouble, and she used that influence to get my girlfriend her own apartment. Just like that, within a couple weeks, Loletha had a door of her own to close behind her.
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Chapter Two: Tammy, Helen, and Jerry
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Before all this, I need to back up and mention my two best friends — Tammy and Helen. The three of us did everything together, hung out constantly, drove around in my car for hours with the radio up and nowhere in particular to be. That's just what being young in the neighborhood looked like back then — you had your two or three people, and you were inseparable from them the way only teenagers and twenty-somethings can be.

When my new relationship started, the two of them ganged up on me, joking that I'd abandoned them for my new girlfriend, who they nicknamed “Penelope” — not her real name, just something funny to them, some inside joke I never fully understood the origin of. I did miss the closeness we'd had. There's a particular kind of freedom in friendships like that, before anybody's tied down to anybody, and I think some part of me knew even then that it was ending, that I was stepping into a different chapter of my life whether I was ready or not.

I should explain why I ended up with two female best friends in the first place, because it wasn't the usual setup for a young man in my neighborhood. I used to have a best friend named Jerry. We went everywhere together — the kind of friendship where you don't have to call ahead, you just show up. Until the day I brought him along to see a girl I was interested in named Jackie. Jackie was thick, cute, funny, fun to be around — the kind of girl who could hold a room without trying. We never officially dated; I'd just stop by and visit every now and then, no pressure on either side. One day she called and told me not to bring Jerry around anymore — he'd been trying to court her behind my back, working an angle while riding shotgun in my own car. That was all I needed to hear. I never confronted him about it. Some betrayals aren't worth the argument; you just quietly close the door. I stopped hanging around him, no explanation given, and he never asked for one — which told me everything I needed to know about whether he felt guilty. That's when Tammy and Helen became my people, and honestly, they were better friends to me than Jerry ever was.
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