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Prelude, 

When she opened the door, the woman standing there took her breath away. Constance Ellison, the striking stranger, bore an uncanny resemblance to her late husband. The moment of recognition was immediate, and with it came a rush of disbelief. Constance was not just a stranger; she was the secret child Mrs. Corretta had never known about. 

The revelation unleashed a torrent of emotions, confusion, anger, sadness, and an unexpected sense of loss. How could he keep such an epic secret hidden from her? Constance, standing there with her big, searching eyes, was about to upend everything Mrs. Corretta thought she knew about her family and the life she had built after her husband's death.
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You can’t say you weren’t told.

Mrs. Coretta steps outside the front door to speak with Constance in private, away from the family. Mrs. Coretta quickly glances at her surroundings to see who is sitting out on their porch.  “Excuse me, young lady, who did you say you are here to see?”

Constance repeats herself in a soft tone. “I’m here to see my father, Charles Ellison Sr., ma’am.”

Mrs. Coretta looks dumb founded. “I am Mrs. Ellison, and Charles is my late husband. God bless his soul, and he and I only have five children.”

Christopher opens the door.  “Mama, what’s taking you so long at the door?” 

Mrs. Coretta stutters, to stutter. “I’ll, I’ll be right in just a few minutes.” 

Christopher doesn’t listen to his mother; instead, he comes out onto the porch to ask for further information.  “Excuse me, Miss, how can we help you?  Are you selling something on a Sunday?” 

“No, not at all.  I was just telling your mother that my name is...”

Mrs. Coretta interrupts Constance’s conversation with Christopher. “Excuse me, can you come back tomorrow so we can discuss this.  I think this is something we need to discuss in private.  I am having dinner with my family right now.” 

“Sure,” says Constance.  Constance walks down the driveway and gets into her Nissan Pathfinder.

Mrs. Coretta and Christopher watch her walk away.

Mrs. Coretta has a blank look on her face.

“Mama, mama, are you ok? You look like you just saw a ghost.”.

“I did, baby, I did.  Come on, let’s go back in and finish enjoying the family.”  Says Mrs. Coretta as she tries to pull herself together, so the others won’t get suspicious.

“Mama, who was at the door?” asked Claudia.

Oh, an old friend of mine's daughter stopped by to chat.  It’s nothing, stop being nosey, let’s just finish enjoying ourselves.” 

The men have started a game of spades.  Victor, Charles Jr. Terrence and Christopher are consumed with the game while the women Charmaine, Cynthia, Phyllis and Christopher’s wife are playing with the children. Mrs. Coretta sits in her favorite chair, rocking back and forth, thinking about Constance and her late husband.

“I guess Daniel was telling the truth after all,” says Mrs. Coretta to herself.

The family left, leaving Mrs. Coretta alone with her thoughts about her late husband’s infidelity. Mrs. Coretta decides to go down into the basement and go through her late husband’s photo albums and love letters he used to send to her when he was in the military. 

“Charles, how could you do this to me? How could you keep this a secret for all these years?  You went to your grave, never telling anyone.” Says Mrs. Coretta as she holds a picture of Charles Sr. in her hand and tears in her eyes.

Meanwhile, Constance sits in her hotel room at a ritzy hotel in Greenbelt, Maryland; she wants to stay outside of Baltimore just in case things get heated with the Ellisons.  She didn’t want them to be able to locate her so easily.

Constance lies across her hotel bed, gazing at pictures of her father and mother together, as well as pictures of him holding her as a child, tears welling up in her eyes.  “Mrs. Ellison, you have not heard the last of me,” says Constance. 

Her phone rings, “Hello, you shook things up.”

“I did, well, good. They ain’t seen nothing yet.” 

With a playful glint in her eye, Constance viewed herself in the mirror, her voice dripping with mischief. “Oh, come now, they haven’t even scratched the surface of what’s to come,” a wicked smile dancing across her lips as she reveled in the thrill of the moment.

The next day

The night stretched long and restless, wrapped in a heavy blanket of unease. Mrs. Coretta tossed and turned in her bed, her thoughts a whirlwind of worry and anticipation. The streetlights outside cast flickering shadows against her walls, mirroring her own inner turmoil. Across Interstate 295, Constance lay wide awake, her mind racing with questions and doubts that refused to let her find solace in sleep.

Neither woman knew it yet, but the paths of their lives were set to intertwine in ways they couldn’t imagine. Both had a connection, a shared thread woven through their seemingly separate worlds, centered around one man. As the night wore on, the darkness outside mirrored the confusion building within them. For Mrs. Coretta, the whisper of truths and lies clouded her heart. What she thought she knew—what she thought was real—might unravel at any moment. And Constance, battling her own sleepless demons, felt the weight of uncertainty pressing down on her. In the quiet of the night, truths that would challenge everything they believed. The dawn would soon break, bringing with it the revelations that awaited them both.

Mrs. Corretta was up at the crack of dawn, sleep eluded her all night. She began to pray once her feet touched the floor, “Lord, cover me with the Holy Spirit today, guard my tongue and keep my heart and mind on you, Jesus. Amen.” Her phone rang immediately after her prayer, and she knew it was Claudia because she called every morning. Without looking at the phone, she answered, “Yes, Babygirl.”

“Hello, Mrs. Ellison, this is Constance.”

“Oh, I thought this was my Claudia calling me; she calls me every morning.”

Constance was quiet.

“Good morning to you, Constance. How can I help you?”

“I wanted to know if I can stop by today so we can talk.” 

Mrs. Coretta throws a smile on her face. “I would like that very much,” she says with a welcoming tone.

“Great, I will see you around one, is that good?” 

“I’ll be here waiting.” Mrs. Coretta can barely eat anything for breakfast, and to make matters worse, Claudia decided to stop by.

“Claudia, what did I tell you about using your key to come into my house.  You are to knock on the door, not just walk on up in here.”

“Mama, what is wrong with you.  I thought that maybe you were busy, so I used my key; it’s no big deal.”

“Whether I am busy or not, you should call and then let me tell you; you can come over.  I have a life, you know.” Mrs. Coretta has an attitude, and it’s noticeable.

“I wanted to know if you can watch the baby; she has a cold, and I can’t drop her off at daycare. I have a hairdresser appointment today that I cannot miss.” 

“No ma’am, not today, I have plans.”

Claudia is shocked; her mother never misses an opportunity to take care of her grandchildren, especially hers. “What plans do you have that I don’t know about?” Claudia is being nosy.

“Claudia Ellison-Madden, you don’t know everything about me. People can be with somebody for a lifetime and not know everything about them.” Mrs. Coretta walks into the kitchen, leaving Claudia in the living room.

Claudia watches her mother walk away, and she knows something is bothering her.  Claudia sits the baby down on the couch and follows her mother into the kitchen.  “Mama, what’s going on. I know when something is bothering you.  You start talking weirdly, and what you just said was weird.  You and I have a different relationship from my other sisters and brothers; we share everything.” 

“Claudia, there are some things I can’t tell you, and it’s not because I have secrets, it’s because a mother shouldn’t tell her children everything that goes on in her life.” Says Mrs. Coretta

“Mama, if something is bothering you, it affects all of us.”  Claudia hears the baby crying, so she rushes into the living room to pick up the baby.

Claudia walks back into the kitchen and hears her mother crying, leaning over the kitchen sink.

“Mama, please tell me what is wrong.”  Claudia takes out her cell phone and calls Cynthia.

“Cynthia, you have to get over to Mama’s house. She is in the kitchen crying. I don’t know what’s wrong with her.” 

“Claudia, I am on my way. I will call CJ while I am driving.” Says Cynthia

Mrs. Coretta tries to pull herself together.  “I told you I am ok, now stop calling everybody and getting them all worked up.  I’ll be ok, I just got some things on my mind.”  Mrs. Coretta wipes the sweat off her face with a paper towel.

“Like what?” Claudia’s got an attitude now.

Mrs. Coretta takes a deep breath. “Like, your father, he’s all I have been thinking about these last few hours.  I miss him and I wish I could talk to him.  He was the love of my life, Claudia, and every now and then it gets next to me.” She hopes what she just said will get Claudia off her back.

“Mama, I do not believe you; Daddy has been dead for years, and this is the first time I have seen you like this since I can’t remember.” 

“Well, Claudia, that’s it, whether you believe me or not!” yells Mrs. Coretta; she becomes more frustrated with the conversation and Claudia’s nosiness.

Both of them sit in the living room, not saying a word to each other.  Mrs. Coretta starts to focus on the baby to ignore Claudia. 

Claudia patiently waits for her brothers and sisters. 

It’s eleven o’clock, and Cynthia is arriving.

“Mama, what's wrong with you?” asks Cynthia as she walks in the front door with a look of concern on her face.

“Nothing is wrong with me now, get out of my house, you and Claudia! Stop worrying about me and tend to your own life!” “Yelling, Mrs. Coretta points to the front door.”

Cynthia and Claudia stand in the living room with their mouths open in shock at their mother’s attitude.

Five minutes later CJ walks in. 

“Hey everybody” says CJ with his deep baritone voice. CJ walks over and gives his mother a kiss on the cheek.  “What’s going on, Mama, you alright?” 

“No, I am not alright, and it’s because all of my children are meddling in my business. I am your mother, not the other way around. If there were something happening with me that I felt you all needed to know, I would tell you,” Mrs. Coretta said, pointing her finger at each of them.

Mrs. Coretta looks at the clock on the wall and sees that the time is close for Constance to come over so they can talk.

“Could you all please leave? I promise you I am ok.  I just miss your father.” She pleads with them to leave.

“I’m not going anywhere until I get some answers. besides, I need a babysitter,” says Claudia as she makes herself comfortable on the living room sofa.

“Get up; you are leaving, and if Mama says nothing wrong, then there’s nothing wrong.  Cynthia, you can go back to work.  Claudia, I will watch the baby for you, and you have got to stop treating our mother like she’s the child; she can take care of herself,” says CJ with authority.

Claudia looks at CJ and then at her mother with a side eye.  “Ok, I’ll leave and I’ll reschedule my appointment for another day, but I don’t believe her,” says Claudia, still giving the side eye to her mother.  Claudia leaves Mrs. Coretta’s house and pulls off.

“Well, I’ll leave too, and Mama, if you need anything, just call me, ok?” says Cynthia.

“I am fine, and children aren’t supposed to worry about their parents.” 

Cynthia kisses Mrs. Coretta on the forehead and then walks out to her car.

Mrs. Coretta gazes up at CJ, a flicker of recognition igniting a deep well of emotions within her. Her heart tightens as tears begin to well in her eyes, blurring the world around her. In that moment, CJ’s presence evokes vivid memories of her late husband, Charles Sr. The resemblance is uncanny; with the same warm smile and the gentle way he carries himself; each detail draws her back to cherished moments spent together. It’s as if a piece of Charles Sr. lives on in CJ, wrapping around her heart like a comforting embrace, stirring a bittersweet mix of nostalgia and loss.

“Mama, are you sure you are ok?” 

Mrs. Coretta reaches out her hand to CJ.  “I love you, son.  You look so much like your father that sometimes I forget I’m looking at you because I see him.  I’ll be fine, I just got a lot of memories in my head of your father, and sometimes it gets the best of me, but don’t worry about your ole mama, I’m fine.” She smiles through her tears and then glances at the clock again.

“Ok, if you say you’re ok, then I believe you.  If you need anything, please don't hesitate to call me.  I have to go to my therapy session today, and then I am going home.” 

“Have you heard anything from Sandra and the kids?” 

“I called and spoke with the children, or should I say teenagers, they are growing up fast.  Sandra still won’t talk to me.  I only hear from her attorney about child support and the divorce.” 

“What about Logan’s mother? How are you two doing?” 

“We’re fine and we’re remaining friends for Logan’s sake.” 

“Why did you do it, CJ?  Why did you cheat on your beautiful, faithful wife?  Sandra is a good woman; she worked hard on the marriage and took care of the children.  Was something wrong that we didn’t know about?” Mrs. Coretta is seeking comfort in her current situation.

CJ takes a deep breath and sat down on the sofa.  “Mama I have gone over and over in my head about why I did what I did.  It was just selfishness and opportunity.  I wish I could take it all back and change what I did.  I looked at all that I lost and having an affair wasn’t worth it.  I don’t regret having Logan; I love him. However, when I consider the fact that my son is miles away from me in Louisiana and being raised by his mom, it’s not fair to him. My other kids are in Texas, growing up without me.  I lost more than I gained, but I have asked them to forgive me, and I have asked God to forgive me.  I have to accept my mistakes and keep it moving.  I can tell you I miss Sandra and the kids.  I still cry that I messed my marriage up, and all my kids are being raised without a father directly in their lives.” 

Mrs. Coretta looks at the clock again.

“Mama, are you expecting someone because you have looked at that clock a few times?” 

“Yes, and they will be here at one o’clock so if you don’t mind leaving now.”

“Sure, Mama.” CJ stands up with the help of his cane.  He’s getting better; however, he can’t fully walk on his own without the cane.

Mrs. Coretta eagerly awaits Constance's arrival. 

As the clock struck one, the doorbell echoed through the house, sending a jolt of anxiety through Mrs. Coretta. It felt as if a dark shadow loomed at her doorstep, threatening to erase the cherished memories of her late husband. Her heart raced, caught in a tumult of fear and nostalgia, as she braced herself for whatever awaited her on the other side of the door. 

“Just a minute,” says Mrs. Coretta as she rises up from her rocking chair and walks over to the door.

Constance stands in front of the door, poised, wearing a blue suit tailored to fit her curves.  The smile on her face made a statement. “I come in peace.” 

“Hello, Mrs. Ellison.”

“Well, hello there, come on in and have a seat.  I love the suit, you look nice,” says Mrs. Coretta, being polite.

Constance walks in and takes a seat on the living room couch. “Thank you, ma’am. I know this must be difficult for you to talk about, and I want you to know that I am not looking to hurt anyone.” 

Mrs. Coretta looks at Constance with the same side-eye glance Claudia had given her earlier.  Mrs. Coretta takes a seat in her rocker chair.  “Would you like something to eat or drink?” 

“No, thank you.  I’m too nervous to eat or drink anything.”

“Why are you nervous? You knocked on my door, so obviously you were prepared to talk, so let’s talk?” 

Constance is taken aback by Mrs. Coretta's frankness, “Well, Mrs. Ellison, where do I start?”

“From the beginning.” Mrs. Corretta was ready.  

“I am forty-four years old, my birthday is June twelfth, and I was born in Seattle, Washington.  My mother and father met in Seattle while he was on a layover from the military. They fell in love, and she got pregnant.  I didn’t actually know who my daddy was until I was three, that’s the first time he came to visit us, but I would talk to him on the phone a lot.  After he was discharged from the military, we didn’t see him at all; he would only call us occasionally.  My mom married my stepfather when I was ten, and then my father stopped calling altogether.” 

Mrs. Coretta looks at Constance, and there is no denying she is Charles Sr’s child; her features remind her of her children, especially Claudia. Constance’s hair is cold black and medium length, her dark caramel complexion; high cheek bones, thick lips and medium spread nose all resemble Claudia.  The only difference is her height; Claudia is 5'7 "and Constance appears to be 5'9".

“So what brings you to my doorstep now after all of these years?” 

“After my stepfather died about ten years ago, I wanted to know more about my real father. After all, I am an Ellison, so I wanted to know who he is.  My mother provided me with some details, but not many, as she had lost contact with him. However, I felt I should know more.  Once my mother passed away, I started my search to find my real father.  I didn’t know he was deceased.”

“Do you have any siblings?” 

“Yes, ma’am, I have two brothers and a sister.  My mother had three other children with my stepfather.”

“You could have found out he was deceased by looking up his information.  You are an attorney, correct?” 

“Yes, ma’am, I am. However, I didn’t have his date of birth, and the only Charles Ellison I could find is still living.”

“Yes, that’s my son Charles Jr.  He just left here a few minutes ago.  My husband died over eight years ago from cancer. He never spoke of having a child outside of our marriage, and I had no reason to suspect that he did, as far as I knew, Charles was a great husband and a faithful man,” she said softly.

“Mrs. Ellison, I didn’t come here to stir up trouble, but I want to get to know who my father was and get to know this side of my family.  You can understand that, can’t you?” 

“Yes, sugar, I can, but the rest of my crew may not be as understanding.” (Mrs. Coretta laughs) “You see, they loved their father dearly. He was the best father any child could ask for, and I’m so sorry that you didn’t get a chance to experience that.” 

Constance looks puzzled. “So you’re not upset?” 

“No, I am not upset because I can’t do anything about the situation. Charles is gone, and you’re here.  I understand people make mistakes and things happen. I just wish he would’ve told me so you could’ve been a part of the family,” says Mrs. Coretta

Constance is excited to hear that Mrs. Coretta is not mad at her for showing up at her doorstep. “So, when do you think I can meet your crew?” Constance smiled and was excited.

Mrs. Coretta looks at Constance, thinking to herself, “Don’t be too gun-ho to meet this bunch.”  “Well, I’ll need some time to talk to my children, they’re very protective of their father and their memory of him, and I don’t want to put you in an awkward situation.”

“Mrs. Ellison”

Mrs. Coretta interrupts Constance. “Call me Mrs. Coretta

“Mrs. Coretta, I know it’s a lot to take in, but I’ve been waiting for the right moment, and now is the time.”

Mrs. Coretta stands up from her chair.  “I will call them together and plan something to introduce you.  How long will you be in town?” asked Mrs. Coretta.

“I’ll be here until I get what I came for.”

Mrs. Coretta is shocked by her statement.  “What do you mean by that?”

“I mean, I want to get to know my brothers and sisters on my father’s side.”

“You came here determined that you were not leaving empty-handed.”

“Something like that.” Constance smiles.

“We will keep in touch, and I will let you know when you can meet the Ellisons.”

Mrs. Coretta walks Constance over to the door and watches her get in her car and pull off.  Mrs. Coretta starts thinking.  “She is forty, which puts her behind Cynthia and right before Christopher.”
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Chapter 2
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Let’s call a spade a spade.

Two weeks later

Claudia has made the decision to take part-time work at Clifton T. Perkins a hospital for the criminally insane and Terrence is not particularly happy about it but Claudia doesn’t care she did not spend all those years in nursing school to throw it away.

“Claudia!!!!!” yells Terrence

Claudia yells back at Terrence, “Honey, I’m coming, I have to put my shoes on hold up!!!” 

Claudia finally comes down the steps in her scrubs. 

Terrence took a deep breath, trying to keep his tone calm. “Claudia, I really don’t think you should be going back to work right now. This is such a crucial time for the kids. They're with the babysitter all day or in daycare at the church, and I can’t help but feel that you’re missing those important years in their lives. They need you more than anything right now. The moments you think might be small now will shape their futures. I hope you can see how precious this time is.”

Claudia looks at Terrence with her lips parched together and her hand on her hip.  “Terrence, we talked about this, and I told you that after Claudette was born, I was going back to work.  You leave from here every day, and sometimes you go out of town and leave for two or three days.  So you don’t think that your children are missing their father.  You betta go
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