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They {the Negroes} will endure. They are bet ter than we are. Stronger than we are. Their vices are vices aped from white men or that white men and bondage have taught them: improvidence and intemperance and evasion— not laziness: evasion: of what white men had set them to, not for their aggrandizement or even comfort but his own. . . . And their virtues . . . Endurance . . . and pity and toler ance and forbearance and fidelity and love of children . . . whether their own or not or black or not.

—WILLIAM FAULKNER  
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Children begin by loving their parents; as they grow older they judge them; sometimes they forgive them.

—OSCAR WILDE

 

D ozens of cars were lined up for the valet service at the corner of University Drive and Pine Street in downtown Rochester, Michigan. By 8:30 A.M. BMWs, Mercedes, and Acuras began being parked by the finest red-jacketed valets money could hire. By 8:50 A.M. the lot was packed. Anyone new in town would have thought there was a party going on.

Locals knew that 9:00 A.M. was when the four-star, multi-million-dollar gourmet restaurant Southern Spice, known for its superb southern cooking, opened for breakfast. The five-story, 27,000-square-foot Victorian mansion that housed the restaurant was originally constructed with sixty-three rooms, thirteen bathrooms, two hundred and thirty-two windows, and  twenty-two fireplaces. Its Gothic exterior featured a dramatic gable roof and decorative tiles in different shapes and colors. The same tiles were repeated above doorways and over the tops of the dozens of bay windows. The roof’s steeply pitched sides, topped with pointed spires and turrets, added to the exaggerated opulence. “Southern Spice” was inscribed in beige script over the grand brick-tiled entranceway.

Once inside, the scintillating aromas from the kitchen would cause many a belly to rumble. Orange and pineapple juice were freshly squeezed every morning. Country-cured ham from Virginia, bacon with the rind on, and egg-white shrimp omelets with a tropical citrus butter sauce were some of the house favorites on the breakfast menu.

People went out of their way to dine at Southern Spice because the food and service were both unparalleled. There was always something different on a menu that changed with the seasons. Southern Spice was elegant enough to serve Russian Seruga caviar and down-home enough to have fresh catfish for breakfast.

It was also a place where the Pistons’ Grant Hill and Joe Dumars and legendary superstars such as Aretha Franklin and Anita Baker could eat without interruption from people asking for their autographs.

“Rosa Parks, the Winans, Mayor Quincy Cole . . . hmmm,” Spice read to her friend Carmen from the morning paper as she sipped her coffee. “There’s quite a few more black folks on the list this year.”

Taking a break from preparing a celebratory brunch for her elder daughter in her private apartment upstairs from the restaurant, Spice was reading the Detroit News’s “Michiganians of the Year” list. The honor roll had begun in 1978, and for the third year in a row Spice Witherspoon was among the lauded Michiganians. As owner of the renowned restaurant,  Spice had received numerous culinary, civic, and philanthropic awards over the past ten years.

Even though Spice knew she made the Michiganians list because of her achievements as a restaurateur, she was still most proud of the fact that her efforts in the community were appreciated. Hard work and charity were virtues she lived by.

The two women were two floors above the restaurant, preparing a small feast in Spice’s personal kitchen. The left side of the huge room was a well-equipped commercial kitchen with a double glass-door Traulsen refrigerator and the La Cornue $14,000 range with twin smoked-glass ovens. The far corner was filled with a wide butcher’s block curio cabinet that held an assortment of All-Clad pots and pans. Arranged along the cream Corian counters above dozens of stained-glass cabinets were various sizes of cutlery and the latest Cuisinart and mixers. In the center of the room was a long island, with back-to-back twin black porcelain sinks and a wine rack. On the right-hand wall was an arched barbecue pit and brick fireplace, with a low fire, now softly scenting the air with hickory, and right next to it floor-to-ceiling built-in bookshelves filled with cookbooks. The kitchen was Spice’s favorite space in her two-story duplex, carved and refurbished from fourteen of the mansion’s original rooms.

As Spice read the paper, the aroma of smoking meat brought her mind back to when her daughters were in school. She’d loved preparing large breakfasts and then walking her children to the bus stop on the corner. By living upstairs in the converted mansion, she’d been able to stay close to work without compromising the amount of time she spent with her children.

Of Spice’s two daughters, Mink, the straight-A student, had always been organized, with daily homework assignments ready for her mother to check and sign. But her younger daughter, Sterling, was another matter altogether. Though  Sterling’s grades mirrored Mink’s, her priority, even at age six, had always been her appearance.

Only David, Spice’s now deceased husband, thought Sterling’s obsession with her looks was cute. Everyone else saw it as saying a lot about Sterling’s future character.

Spice and David were married on June 9, 1972, at the courthouse in Midnight, Mississippi. David, at twenty-six, was eight years Spice’s senior, and Spice could still recall how badly his hands were shaking as they stood before the minister.

“Having second thoughts?” Spice remembered asking David.

There were tears in his eyes when he answered her. “Of course not. I love you.”

David knew that when she agreed to marry him, Spice hadn’t loved him. With two small children she needed a husband, security, and a home; David offered all three. Looking back now, Spice remembered the exact moment when her feelings had shifted.

Spice remembered the grueling eighteen-hour days that she and David used to work in the early years of the restaurant. Spice was the head chef then, and with the help of only three waitresses, David had to manage everything else. One evening, while David was cleaning the kitchen after the restaurant had closed, Spice looked over at him. Suddenly a warm pool of feeling filled her insides, and she realized then and there that he was the only man she would ever love.

“Baby, you’re exhausted. I’ll finish.” She kissed him lightly on the neck. “You go on upstairs.”

“No. You’re exhausted, too.” He loosened her apron and wrapped his arms around her, hugging her tightly. “I’m okay. Now go on. I’ll be up in about an hour.”

Hesitantly Spice walked away. Just before opening the  door, she stopped and turned back. As softly as a shadow she said, “I love you, David.”

“I know,” he answered, smiling.

For twenty years, their marriage had been perfect. Spice’s love had grown so deep for David that it surprised her. With the girls entering college, Spice and David had begun fantasizing about grandchildren and how they would fit into their potentially glorious future.

But it was not to be. On his way home from a weekend trip to Midnight, David had fallen asleep on the freeway and run into the back of a semi. He’d been killed instantly, he and his white Lincoln crunched up like an accordion. To protect her, David’s brother, Otis, begged Spice to let him identify the body.

Now, widowed for five years, Spice knew that she would never again feel such an honest love as the one that she’d shared with David.

“Who else made the list, Spice?” Carmen asked, wiping a piece of loose hair from her forehead. After dipping the wooden spoon back inside the bowl, she finished sprinkling English toffee over the top of the caramel pie cooling at the stove and then placed it inside the refrigerator.

In eight months Carmen would be forty-five. Her small body, with tiny breasts and hips, and even her full head of naturally curly hair, cut in a sixties shag, resembled a child’s. Carmen wasn’t just thin; she looked undernourished. The bones of her gentle, latte-colored hands looked like trembling branches. It hurt Spice to see her friend’s frailty.

Spice called off five more names, listed alphabetically, and stopped at the last entry: Reverend Golden Westbrook. “I’m not familiar with that name. I wonder—”

“Mr. Westbrook is the pastor at Divinity Baptist in Detroit. He’s the president of the Detroit chapter of the National Alliance for the Advancement of the Black Race. He’s been getting a lot of attention because of the NAABR elections this fall,” Carmen explained as she began to pace the kitchen floor.

“Really? I wonder if he’s looking for a wife.” Spice continued reading the morning paper and sipping her coffee. “Now that’s the kind of man Sterling should be dating.”

“Sterling?”

“She may be needing a husband sometime soon.” There was a bitter tone in Spice’s voice. “She’ll be twenty-six the end of February, and she’s still costing me a fortune every month. I’ll support her for one—” Spice stopped. She was becoming increasingly irritated by Carmen’s pacing back and forth. “I’m starting to feel a breeze across my face from you walking so fast. You’re making me nervous, Carmen,” she said as she flexed the paper forward. “Sit down and take a break, will you? We’ve got plenty of time.” She waited until Carmen was seated. “I’ll pay her bills for one more year, until she gets her degree. If she gets a degree, which I doubt. Degree or not, one year, then she’s on her own.”

Carmen uttered a short laugh. “I can just see Sterling with a preacher.” She removed a flask from her apron and took a quick sip of vodka.

Spice turned her mouth up in a half smile. “I think it’s time for Sterling to make some changes, don’t you?” she said, putting the paper away.

“What about you, Spice?” Carmen smiled. “Are you going to make some changes? When are you getting married again?”

“I’m not ready.” Spice watched Carmen’s smile fade. “April marks the fifth anniversary of David’s death. And to be perfectly honest with you, I enjoy my freedom and making all the business decisions around here.” Her voice was emotionless. “I married David because I needed a man to take care of  me and my kids. My kids are grown now. I’ve since learned how to take care of myself. I don’t need a husband anymore.”

Although their friendship spanned decades, Carmen had never questioned Spice’s motives. Spice missed David terribly at times but could not afford to reveal her vulnerability. Though few people knew it, Southern Spice was opening a second restaurant in downtown Royal Oak. And with it Spice was being launched into the rough-and-tumble world of business development. She had to appear as a woman with a man’s strength and a woman’s creativity.

When the timer went off, Spice removed the roast from the oven. Immediately the kitchen filled with the fresh scents of apricots, pecans, and thyme. She added a splash of bourbon to the robust sauce simmering on the range, the last step in the preparation of the succulent apricot-pecan-stuffed pork loin. Soft steam formed on the windows, clouding the outside view as the women worked. With the subject of husbands dropped, the two women moved on to a safer topic—food.

“Don’t you think this is a lot of food for four people?” Carmen asked while stirring three pounds of fresh jumbo shrimp and lobster into the bubbling red pot of gumbo on the stove’s front burner.

“Of course not! It’s time for a celebration.” Spice paused. “How often does a mother see her black child promoted to captain with a major airline? And a female child at that.” She expertly sliced the piping hot pork roll and began arranging the dual circles of meat over a circular base platter of roasted new potatoes, leeks, and baby carrots. “However,” she added, “whatever food is left over, we can wrap up and deliver to Mother Maybelle’s Soup Kitchen downtown in the morning.” As she poured a hefty amount of the hot glaze into a separate dish, Spice brought a finger to her lips and gingerly sampled the tangy bourbon sauce. “Mmmm,” she said, “perfect.”

Carmen gave the gumbo one final stir, then replaced the  cover on the pot, lowering the flame. “Everything for the brunch should be ready in about fifteen minutes.”

Spice moved to the refrigerator and looked inside at its contents once again. On the top shelf, a spinach salad with apple-onion vinaigrette glistened in a glass bowl. She checked Carmen’s work of art on the lower shelf: five lotus-shaped stemware pieces filled with peach Melba.

“I haven’t even worked my usual shift, and I’m exhausted,” Carmen said, sitting down, putting her feet in the opposite chair, and once again removing her small flask from her apron pocket.

Spice and Carmen had been cooking since 6:00 that morning. It was now 11:12 A.M. and the brunch was set to begin in just under two hours.

As she spoke, Spice’s voice was inflected with the hurt she felt inside. “Carmen, I’m really having a problem with you not taking part in today’s celebration.” She slipped on a pair of oven mitts and lifted one of the chafing dishes filled with scrambled eggs, bacon, and sausage. The center island and counters in the kitchen were covered with eggs Benedict, ham, corned-beef hash, biscuits and gravy, homemade waffles with strawberries and whipped cream topping, and fresh Danishes completing today’s meal. “You know how important you are to this family. It won’t be the same without you.”

“Not today, Spice.” Carmen placed the dish she’d transferred from the kitchen beside Spice’s in the living room. Stepping back, she automatically smoothed the swirled gold moiré skirt draping the buffet table that she and Spice had lavished with gold silk bows. Ornate Russian Fabergé silverware was laid out next to red china. Ivory linen napkins were rolled through cylinders of jewel-studded bracelets. “However,” Carmen said teasingly, “if you’d like to offer me a bottle of your private cognac, I could be persuaded into accepting one of those.” 

“Of course,” Spice said, moving hesitantly toward the bar.

Reflected in the mirror along the well-lighted bar was an elegant black lacquer Yamaha piano facing the south wall. Spice’s most prized possessions were two papier-mâché gilt, mother-of-pearl, and cane side chairs with a similarly painted papier-mâché mother-of-pearl cave à liqueurs that were carefully positioned beside the piano for a stunning effect that added to the flamboyance of the room. Though she rarely drank, Spice kept the bar well stocked. There were several bottles of Dom Pérignon and Cristal along with the usual variety of liquors.

But what Spice was particularly proud of was the case of Louis XIII cognac, valued at $1,355 a bottle, that had been given to her by David on their fifteenth anniversary.

“Now, Spice,” Carmen said, resting her hands on her narrow hips, “I was just kidding about the cognac, girl.” She chuckled. “I could have sworn you’d say no, knowing how much those bottles mean to you.”

Spice exhaled and felt her body relax. Truly, she would have given Carmen anything she wanted, but she was thankful that her friend didn’t feel the need to test her loyalty that way. She hugged Carmen’s tiny body, then said seriously, “If you change your mind ...”

“Spice, I know I’m family, but today should be a celebration for kin, your brother-in-law, and your daughters. Anyway, it’s been a while—”

“Since I’ve seen Mink and Sterling. I know,” she said softly. “Otis called yesterday and said that he wanted to talk to Sterling about something. It might have been about a job.” She shrugged it off. “Anyway, I’ve forgotten the conversation, I’ve been so busy with this new project.”

She removed her apron and gloves and sat at the kitchen table. Carmen joined her and listened as Spice told her about her latest entrepreneurial adventure. 

Foxphasia, the $38 million hotel and office center, was located on the northeast corner of I-696 and Woodward in Royal Oak on a 6.8-acre site. Along with two other investors, Spice had founded the Foxphasia Corporation to develop three office buildings of three, five, and fifteen stories, respectively, a five-story condominium, and a three-story cultural children’s museum with a pedestrian bridge that would be built between the Detroit Zoo and the 154-bed office-hotel that housed Southern Spice’s sister restaurant on the first level. When Spice finished explaining her version of the completed project to Carmen, she clapped her hands like a child and exclaimed, “It’s getting exciting, I can tell you that, girl!”

“I’d like to see it one day.”

“Why wouldn’t you? Anytime, kiddo.” Then Spice added, “Even though my daughter is talented, I made a mistake in commissioning her to design the children’s cultural museum.”

“Sterling?”

“Yes. It took all of Otis’s and my pull to get her hired temporarily at Zuller Architectural Firm. She had to work through one of their senior architects because she’s not licensed yet. And she still hasn’t finished the plans. She seemed so excited about it last summer. Now she’s a month behind for the bank’s deadline for approval of the plans. And the cold shoulder I’ve received lately from Zuller might never thaw.”

“Don’t worry, she’ll come through.” Reaching across the table, Carmen touched Spice’s hand. “You need someone to help you with all this.”

“Otis has offered many times to help me. But I don’t want him involved. I see him enough already. Daily contact would be too much.” She leaned back in her chair and turned to gaze outside. “I had planned on discussing my future plans for the development with the girls. You know, let them see the possible benefits of building a family empire. Otherwise, it just doesn’t make any sense to work so hard for much longer.” 

“Marriage is still an option.”

“As I said earlier, I’m still not ready.” Spice turned to face her friend. “So it’s not. But if I can convince Sterling of the importance of her career, and how it’ll tie in with our Foxphasia Corporation projects, maybe she’ll get serious. You know how Sterling thinks soul food is another name for slave food and refuses to eat it. She feels no matter how you fix it, or serve it up, it’s still slave food, which is why I decided not to encourage her to take an active role in the restaurant part of the business.”

“Sterling knows how to get to you, Spice. But she’ll come through.”

“I’m not so sure anymore about anything. In twenty years I’d like to know that at least a son-in-law or a grandchild is being groomed to take over.”

“Spice, I don’t think you’re being fair to yourself or the girls by not get—”

“I’ll tell you what. I won’t discuss anything that serious today. We’re just going to eat heartily and have a laughter-filled afternoon.” Spice forced a smile that faded quickly.

With her hand still in the center of the table, Carmen touched her friend’s arm. “Is there something you’re not telling me?” she asked.

Spice looked Carmen squarely in the eye and held it before saying, “No.”

“You’ve been acting funny ever since your birthday.” Carmen turned her head to the side. “Personally, I partied through most of that year. So I really can’t remember how I felt. But I’ve heard that turning forty-three is worse than turning forty.”

Spice could smell the liquor on Carmen’s breath as she spoke. “I’m not a believer in that myth,” she said, turning away and hearing but not seeing Carmen take another sip from the flask. “It’s never the physical that concerns me most.  It’s my mental attitude—staying on top of things, being in control. Life has been good to me, but I don’t want the girls to make the same mistakes that I made.”

“Mistakes teach us about life, Spice.”

“David and I worked hard to build this business, and we assumed they would want to keep it going.” Spice removed the bread pudding from the oven and placed it on the butcher block to cool. “Mink’s got her own career—” She added quickly, “Of course I’m happy for her. But Sterling . . . Sterling . . .” She shook her head. “What am I going to do with her?”

“She’ll learn.”

“When? Sterling doesn’t care about anything but shopping.” Spice sighed. “I keep making excuses for her not delivering the plans at the bank, but I’m running out of lies. I didn’t raise her to be a loser. I know I made some mistakes early on, but—”

“You did what you had to do, Spice.”

Their eyes locked, and the silent understanding they shared was enough right now. “I’m surprised that Otis hasn’t arrived yet. He loves to catch me off guard.”

“Nervous?”

“No,” Spice lied. “Yes. Otis has been pressuring me a lot lately about dating again. He feels it’s time I moved on with my life. I’m certain dating isn’t like it used to be back in our day.” She felt Carmen’s smile on her back as she checked the clock above the double ovens: fifteen minutes before twelve. “They’ll be here pretty soon—”

“And you’d better get dressed.” Carmen scrambled from the chair and began stacking the dishwasher. “I’m just about to leave for home, but I’ll call you later to see how everything went.”

Spice whispered a warm “Thanks” in Carmen’s ear, then ruffled her curly locks before leaving the kitchen. 

 

*  *  *

 

Sterling arrived first. Using her key to Spice’s private-access elevator and residence, she entered the duplex and hung up her coat in the front closet. “Spice?” she called out to her mother. “Spice,” she said louder, “it’s me, Sterling.”

“Hi, baby. I’ll be down in a few minutes,” Spice yelled from her bedroom doorway. “Open a bottle of champagne while you wait.”

Sterling checked out the spread of food and sampled a piece of toffee before removing one of three chilled bottles of champagne on ice. She took it upstairs to the library. Just as she was settling into a relaxing glass of champagne, she heard the elevator stop, followed by the sound of a key unlocking the door.

A few seconds later Mink peeked into the library. “Hello, Sterling,” she said, giving her sister a hug. After setting her purse on the lower shelf of a bookcase, she asked Sterling, “Where’s Spice?”

“She’s still dressing, and Otis hasn’t arrived yet.” Sterling sighed. “Join me in a glass of champagne,” she said, reaching inside the liquor cabinet for another crystal goblet. She poured a drink for her sister, then toasted her, saying with a smile, “Congratulations on your promotion.”

“Thanks.”

“I’ll be back in a sec,” Sterling said, setting down her empty glass. “Gotta take a trip to the bathroom.” As she stood, she smoothed and adjusted her cuffed sleeves just so. Every gesture showed that she knew how she shimmered in her stunning ivory Christian Lacroix pantsuit with three rows of lustrous bubble-gum-sized pearls hanging from her neck. Wearing all muted opalescent tones, poised and lovely in pastel nylons, pumps, and a softly painted mouth, she didn’t need anyone to tell her that she looked terrific.

As beautiful as both women were, they couldn’t have  looked more different. Mink stood five feet nine to Sterling’s five feet one. Sterling wore her hair long, in waves of autumn gold; Mink wore a perfectly shaped half-inch afro. Sterling’s complexion was ivory, like a delicate lily; Mink’s flawless skin was a rich chocolate brown. Sterling’s eyes, a striking gray that at first glance appeared blue, made many people think of the goddess Athena; Mink’s eyes were a deep sepia that mirrored the stars in midnight waters. The stunning high arch of Mink’s sculpted cheekbones, her broad nose and full lips, called attention to her exotic appeal; Sterling’s high, sophisticated forehead, sleek brows, aristocratic nose, and narrow lips gave her a classical, 1930s beauty.

Throughout Sterling’s and Mink’s lives, their hobbies, choices in men, and recently their career paths were as dissimilar as their physical features. It was obvious they had different fathers, though neither woman thought much about it—and that was lucky for Spice.

The master suite was decorated in the same theme as the rest of the apartment: rich creams, taupes, brass and glass in the furniture, thick white carpeting, and bold, black velvet walls. Leaning over her dressing table, Spice reapplied her makeup for the third time. She’d underestimated how nervous she’d be and couldn’t get her hands to stop shaking. Consequently, at 1:22 P.M., she still hadn’t finished dressing.

Finally, expelling a last sigh in a futile effort to calm herself, she left her room and headed toward the familiar sound of her daughters’ voices. She hesitated for a moment and took a deep breath just outside the entrance to the library. Just as she was ready to go in, she was stopped in her tracks by the catty tone in Sterling’s voice as she spoke to her elder sister.

“You’ll probably hear about it next week,” Sterling said loftily. “The dean’s wife caught her husband and me together.”

“Did she catch you in his bed or yours?” Mink’s voice  practically roared. “Never mind, I don’t want to hear the vulgar details.”

“Neither,” Sterling answered with what sounded like pride. “In the backseat of his car in the school’s parking lot.”

“Jesus!” Mink exploded. “How stupid can you get? How stupid could he get?”

As Sterling began detailing how their affair had begun, there was no remorse in her voice.

Steadying herself, Spice walked into the room. “Hello, girls,” she said, kissing Mink and then Sterling on the cheek. As she stood back to appraise them, she said, “You both look stunning.”

“So do you, Spice.” Mink poured her mother a glass of champagne.

“Thank you,” she said, accepting the drink from Mink. And with her eyes fastened on Sterling, she said, “Finish your story,” then took a seat on the velvet couch.

Mink took a seat beside Spice and patted her on the knee.

“Anyway, the wife called security, and since a half gram of cocaine was found in the car, the university decided to suspend me.”

Spice had learned long ago not to react to Sterling’s outlandish, self-destructive behavior. The more she showed she cared, the more her younger child rubbed her nose in her failure as a mother. When the telephone rang, Spice jumped, tipping the bubbly beverage over onto her lap, staining her silk dress.

“Hello,” she said angrily while reaching for a handful of tissues to dry her soiled dress. She listened to her head chef explain why he’d called. “What kind of emergency, Travis?” From the corner of her eye, she could see Sterling lighting a cigarette and listening to her every word. “I’ll be right down.” She slammed down the receiver and rolled her eyes at Sterling. 

“I’ve got to go,” was all she said before quickly leaving the room.

 

*  *  *

 

She knew that I’d been planning this for months, Spice thought, nervously twisting her gold wedding band, which she wore on her middle finger, back and forth. She was positive that Sterling had staged the whole affair to draw attention to herself. They had played this game many times before. Losing another opportunity? And drugs? Again? Spice was fed up with Sterling’s secondhand theatrics. She was so angry, she welcomed the excuse to escape—not an unfamiliar feeling, unfortunately.

Spice had tried to teach her daughters that they could be more—more intelligent, more talented, more attractive—one better than anyone, just by being themselves. But somehow the message hadn’t gotten through to Sterling.

Pushing the button for the elevator to the restaurant, Spice thought back to another incident just four years earlier, on Sterling’s birthday. All the preparations had been made at Southern Spice for Sterling and her boyfriend Bennie’s wedding. Though Spice and Mink knew that Bennie Locke was the human embodiment of Narcissus, they’d had no luck convincing Sterling how awful her future would be with him.

And no one discussed that Sterling’s real motive for her early graduation from Rochester High School and subsequent marriage plans had more to do with Mink’s eloping with Dwight immediately after her twentieth birthday than with Bennie.

Anyway, there hadn’t been a ceremony that day. Bennie had never shown up. The young bride-to-be was “all dressed up with nowhere to go.” Sterling had been overwhelmed with embarrassment and filled with rage. Unfortunately, it had not proven to be the last of Bennie in their lives.

When the elevator stopped on the main level, Spice stepped  onto the pink-and-white checkerboard flooring of Southern Spice’s main kitchen.

She waved at the employees as she made her way toward the head chef’s office.

Just as she entered Travis Foxx’s office, Spice heard a rumbling, rolling noise, then the sound of a file cabinet drawer clicking shut, telling her that Travis was wearing his manager’s hat at the moment. Travis had filled some of the tasks left by David’s death. But Lord knew he was no David.

From the moment she sat down, Spice felt his eyes visually undressing her. “What’s the emergency?” she asked.

She caught the snide smile on Travis’s face as he moved from behind his desk and, facing her, rested his buttocks against the desk and leaned forward. He was a carbon copy of Will Smith on Fresh Prince of Bel Air, especially the ears. Spice had slipped once and called him “Will,” which had pissed him off.

“If you’d come downstairs with me a moment, I’ll show you.”

They took the elevator to the basement. All the way down, Travis complained about the freezer, which was costing a fortune in repair bills. His immediate bugaboo was with the new compressor system that currently ran their freezer and refrigerator. He’d voiced his concern over the hassles caused by the system last year. The system took up too much room and used double the electricity that a more compact unit would cost. Now they had the bills to back him up.

At Travis’s suggestion, Spice peered at the overburdened circuits. She tried to make some sense of what she was looking at. She’d never been able to grasp the necessity for all the wire and tubing that extended off into a zillion directions.

With a sudden movement, Travis was behind her, gently cupping her buttocks.

“Don’t.” Spice checked each breaker inside the circuit box  to see if any were in the off position. Travis, ignoring her, massaged her breasts from behind.

“Look,” she said, pulling from his embrace, “I made a mistake. It’s over. It can’t happen again.”

She watched his sly smile as he released her.

“You’ve got the most exquisite body that I’ve ever seen. Naked or clothed.”

“I hope this isn’t why you called me away from Mink’s celebration.”

“You don’t give a rat’s ass about that and you know it.”

Travis’s words stung.

“Travis, how I love my daughters is none of your damn business. Now if there is no legitimate reason for me to be here, I’m gone.”

After four years of celibacy, Spice had longed for sexual satisfaction without the emotional entanglements. She’d assumed that a young man like Travis could enjoy occasionally bedding an older woman without strings. But after one week of intoxication, she’d found that it just wasn’t possible; he was too demanding of her time, and his lack of discretion as her employee hadn’t helped. Just like today, acting amorous while on the premises was typical of his immature behavior throughout their brief fling. So she had ended it.

At twenty-six Travis was an asset to her business. He had the perfect ingredients of good chef management: culinary creativity, menu vision, manpower efficiency, and discipline. Combine these attributes with reason and common sense, and Travis was the epitome of a professional chef.

Spice chastised herself silently. She’d allowed Travis to take one too many trips around her mulberry bush. It was time to show him how pussy and power prevailed and that a mere set of balls had to step back when it came to running her business. 
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Whether it be for good or evil, the education of a child is principally derived from its own observation of the ac tions, words, voice and looks of those with whom it lives—the friends of the young, then, cannot be too cir cumspect in their presence to avoid every and the least appearance of evil.

—JOHN JEBB

 

S terling was livid. She poured another glass of champagne and quickly gulped it down before asking Mink, “Can you believe that bitch left us here?”

“Spice is our mother, Sterling. She’s not a bitch. I think you’ve got the two confused.”

“Fuck that. What kind of mother would walk out on her daughter’s party and go to work?” 

“I’m sure it was important. She’ll be back in a few minutes.”

“Bullshit. She didn’t have to leave. Travis knows this business inside and out.”

Mink was silent.

“Tell me, Mink, is there anything more important to her than that fucking restaurant?” Sterling asked, fuming.

“Maybe she’s upset about your news.”

“I’ve told Spice all along that I didn’t think I could make it at Crown.” Sterling paused to light a Salem, then blew out a thin veil of smoke between them. “She wouldn’t lis—”

“Hold on, little sister,” Mink said, coughing. “You can’t make it. Period.” She fanned the smoke out of her face and, taking a step back, crossed her arms beneath her breasts. “Quit making these pitiful excuses. You’re just plain lazy. You’ve never worked a day in your life. All that’s expected from you is to get a degree, and you can’t even do that.”

Cocaine and sex were Sterling’s passions; they were good servants, but ungodly masters. And both had been key to her escape from responsibility and reality since age sixteen.

Like all addicts, Sterling felt she was always in control of her drug use. But now she was not able to fool herself, or anyone else; she was hooked on red rum heroin. That was the right name for it: murder spelled backward.

“I’m not an overachieving martyr like you, Mink. If someone would just let me explain—”

Mink’s face was full of anguish as she stood up abruptly. “It’s cold in here,” she said, retrieving her purse and moving downstairs to the living room.

Sterling followed a few feet behind her sister.

“Go on, I’m listening,” Mink said as she moved toward the fireplace. Carefully she hoisted two logs into the fire, reviving the smell of burning hickory. Warmth quickly filled the large room. 

Sterling’s eyes rested on the fine details of the room. She remembered how Spice had meticulously chosen the flawless pieces for the black suede wall panels that were framed by cream gilded floor and ceiling moldings; the two nineteenth-century Chinese chairs; a pair of chic ebonized gilded stools, and several Chinese porcelain figures. Sterling had been quite young when she’d realized that the “junk” Spice fussed over was worth a lot of money. To Sterling, it was still junk.

Nothing’s changed, Sterling thought. She’d been talking for the past five minutes with not one response from her sister. As usual, Mink hadn’t been listening. No one ever listened to her. Suddenly bored, she moved to the piano bench and began toying with the keys. In a piece of music, there were separate notes broken up by air. Sterling felt there was a lifetime of stale air between herself and her sister. As she started in on a childhood melody, Mink startled Sterling with a question.

“You’re forever talking about how painful your relationship is with Spice. What you don’t realize is that the drugs are causing you the pain. Not Spice. Can’t you see that they’re destroying your life?” Mink stared intently at her sister. “Each and every time you’re run out of school, drugs are the bottom of the problem.”

“I enjoy drugs the same way you enjoy professional status,” Sterling stated calmly. “Can’t you see what that game is doing to your family?” The corner of her lips curled up in a knowing smile.

Mink scowled. “You ain’t doin’ nothin’ but burning up brain cells that you won’t ever be able to recover.” She shook her head. “Why do you put yourself through this? Why do you put Spice through this?” She tried to camouflage her frustration and sound compassionate. “Whatever problems you have, drugs aren’t the answer. You’re high right now, aren’t you? You don’t have to answer. I can see it in your eyes.” 

“Girl’s gotta do what a girl’s gotta do.”

“Why don’t you try doing what you gotta do with your own money? Don’t you care how hard our mother worked for that money? Of course you don’t—you’ve never worked a day in your life. So obviously you can’t identify with the black struggle.”

“That’s the problem between you and me; you try so hard to be black. Why? If you’re so down, so ethnic, why do you have to go around proving it to everyone?”

Mink rolled her eyes. “Uh-huh, and you’re not trying to pass—”

“I’m not black or white. I’m just me.”Sterling changed the song that she was playing. “I remember every song that David taught me.”

“Give Spice the respect she deserves. David’s gone. And after all, he wasn’t really—”

Sterling began playing the music louder, drowning out Mink’s words. “This is a classic tune that David taught me when I was five.” She swayed her body back and forth as her fingers moved swiftly over the keys. “Remember?” She slowed the tempo. “David was more of a parent than Spice could ever be.” Although the statement was spoken quietly, the words were filled with bitterness.

“Can’t you be honest for once? I’m your sister, Sterling, for God’s sake. I’m trying to help—” Mink stopped in midsentence, looking resigned.

“Why don’t you try being honest for a change? You hide behind that uniform, but underneath you’re a whore just like the rest of us.”

“Where in the hell did you come up with some stupid shit like that?” Mink started.

Sterling stopped playing and swung around to face Mink. She began to laugh. “And the funny part . . . what’s really funny is that you’re so jealous of me it’s pathetic.” 

“You must be outta your mind, girl,” Mink said, rising.

“The fuck I am. You bring your ass over here and I’ll show you who’s crazy.”

“You don’t know who you’re fucking with, girl.”

“Come on, big sista!” Sterling started to laugh again. “Come and get some of this,” she said, rotating her open hand into her chest and bobbing her head forward. Sterling started shadowboxing as she moved toward Mink. She stopped for a moment and said with a smirk on her face, “Oh, by the way, Mink. I have worked today. The only kind of work I plan on doing—on my back.” She paused, sneered, then sniffed the air. “I still got dick juice on me from this morning.”

“You low-down slut—”

“Slut?” She walked toward Mink. “Who the fuck you callin’ a slut? Ol’ bitch-ass trick!” she screamed as she grabbed Mink’s lapel, then swiveled her torso and right arm back in preparation to slap her. Sterling’s open palm was halfway to her sister’s face when Mink caught her wrist with her right hand, then grabbed Sterling’s chin in the crook of her left elbow. Sterling felt Mink’s arm slide down her neck and apply pressure on her throat and larynx, cutting off her air. Sterling struggled, trying to slip her petite body from Mink’s tight grasp, then managed to loop her foot around Mink’s calf and tug. Surprised by Sterling’s strength, Mink lost her balance and slipped on the thick pile, bringing Sterling down with her.

“Lemmego, muthafucka!” Sterling yelled in Mink’s ear as she tried to break free.

Neither would relinquish their tight grip. Struggling for leverage, they moved like serpents, their curved bodies sliding, rolling on top of each other along the black carpeting. The girls were clawing and scratching each other, returning blow for blow and tearing the room apart while they fought. Sterling grunted and let out a loud moan just as one of the  Ming vases fell from the mantel and cracked. The papier-mâché chairs were knocked on their backs as they tumbled over them without noticing. Mink pushed in Sterling’s face with one hand and snatched a clump of her gold tresses with the other.

“Ouch!” Sterling hollered, trying to shake her hair free from Mink’s grasp.

Scrambling to her knees by the buffet table, Mink tried to pull herself and Sterling to their feet, but before she could, Sterling managed to grab one of the red china plates and break it over Mink’s head. Mink winced but didn’t shout as the plate connected with her skull.

Mink’s suede heel caught on the edge of the tablecloth as she tried to stand, and an avalanche of gumbo, rice, eggs, and meat in warm chafing dishes came tumbling down onto the both of them.

Pieces of rice stuck in Mink’s hair like maggots. Clumps of lobster slid down between her breasts. “I hate you!” Mink shouted as she grabbed a fistful of Sterling’s angora sweater.

Together they rolled over and over, through the porcelain shards and food, struggling for position. Finally Mink managed to get her foot at Sterling’s crotch. She pushed hard, pumping her heel against Sterling’s pubic bone, until tears formed in Sterling’s eyes.

“Now that was some shit!” Sterling shouted between clenched teeth. She managed to break away from Mink and scrambled to the other side of the room. She snatched a bottle from the top shelf of the bar and cracked the neck open on the side of the baby grand piano. Wagging the top half of the broken bottle toward Mink, she licked a drop of blood from the side of her mouth with her tongue. “Now you come and get some of this,” she hissed.

“Spice is going to kill you,” Mink said, looking around the room. 

“Fuck her! Fuck you. Fuck all y’all mutherfuckas.” Sterling dropped the broken bottle, turned, and started throwing bottles of champagne at Mink.

Mink dodged the battery of bottles aimed at her, but one bottle hit the toe of Otis’s shoe just as he entered the room.

“Ouch! Dammit, Sterling!” Otis shouted. “What the fuck is going on in here?”

Sterling froze.

“Good God,” Mink said, surveying the destruction of the room.

“Go home, Mink. The party’s over,” Otis said grimly as he grabbed Sterling’s arm and released the unbroken bottle from her grasp.

Quietly, without a glance in Sterling’s direction, Mink gathered her things and left.

Otis released the inside button of his elegant black-and-white-houndstooth Versace jacket and steered Sterling to the sofa. After turning over one of the chairs, he sat across from her as she busily brushed food fragments from her hair.

The sharp smell of champagne grew stronger as it seeped through the room. “Damn, it stinks like hell in here.” Otis snatched a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped off his shoes.

“Maybe it’s your cologne,” Sterling offered with a snide smile.

“You breathe trouble,” Otis said, straightening his lapel. “You know that?”

Sterling’s gray eyes were slippery with tears. She was exhausted, sore all over, and she just wished that someone would wrap his arms around her and say, “Everything’s going to be all right, baby.”

Instead her uncle Otis smoothed his Ho Chi Minh mustache, leaned back in the chair, appraising her and the room, and said, “You’ve fucked up all around this time.” 

 

*  *  *

 

Sterling pushed her red Viper to sixty in a thirty-five-mile-per-hour zone as she drove toward Pheasant Ridge, her condominium complex in Rochester Hills, just five miles from her mother. Until yesterday, the weather in Michigan had been quite warm, if snowy, for January, but today the temperature had plummeted to the teens, causing an explosion of new potholes on every major road surface. Slow spangles of thick snow, a symphony in white, began falling in a rhythmic bossa nova.

She touched the cut on her mouth with her tongue. It burned. She took a couple of deep breaths, then dialed Bennie’s number on her cell phone. He picked up on the first ring.

“Yeah.”

“Bennie. It’s Sterling.” She paused. “Can you come over?”

“I’m kinda busy. I was just on my way out.”

Lighting a Salem, she slowed at the traffic light.

“Sterling? You still there?”

“Sure.” She blew out the smoke, thinking fast. Her head was sore. Every strand of hair felt as if it were pulsating. “I really need you to stop by today. Can you make it? Please.”

“No can do, baby.” His voice was hurried and without sympathy when he asked, “You need some dope?”

Sterling was hurt by his curt response. Why did he always offer drugs to soothe her needs rather than himself? Like millions of women, she knew she loved too much. She was a woman who refused to let go, who had used her sexuality to snare a man even though she knew she would be better off without him. She was a woman who allowed what the man in her life thought of her to become what she thought of herself. She was a woman who had gotten involved in a relationship that was a re-creation of painful memories from her childhood—yet, knowing this, she still couldn’t break free. No more than she could break free of her need for drugs. 

“Yeah, I’m almost out,” she lied, hoping it would prompt him to come see her. “Can you drop something by while you’re out?”

“I’m headed the other way, baby. If you need it today, I’ll have my partner, Jamie, swing it by this evening. You remember Jamie, don’t you?”

“Um-hm. Crater-faced fellow.” Sterling balanced the phone with her chin and pressed the buttons to open both front windows. As the smoke escaped from the open windows, she welcomed the rush of cold fresh air that flowed across her face. Straining to listen to the sounds in the background, she was certain that she heard a woman’s voice. “I don’t want Jamie. I want you,” she demanded.

“Seriously, I’ve got business to take care of today.”

“So you’ll be at my place tomorrow, then?”

“Look, Sterling. Someone’s waiting. I’ve got to run.” He hung up without waiting for her to answer.

She inhaled deeply and let the wind whip away the unwanted tears as she steered her Viper toward the back of the complex and parked in her usual spot.

Once inside, she took a long shower and washed the food out of her hair. She glanced at the answering machine while she dressed, disappointed that there weren’t any messages. She’d half expected Mink to call to at least apologize.

Sterling poured a glass of Courvoisier from the small bar in her bedroom. She picked up her cigarettes, lighter, and deck of tarot cards on the table in the hallway and closed the blinds in the living room, shutting out the afternoon sun. The ultra-modern black-and-white condo was approximately two thousand square feet, and every item in it was shimmeringly new. Her huge collection of crystal animals glittered on glass tables throughout the living room. No one understood the attraction, but the figurines reminded Sterling that animals were free spirited, honest, and simple—all the things she could never be again.

She shuffled the tarot cards, then turned on the television set to the Home Shopping Network and lit a Salem. The smoke curled in her eyes and stung as she placed the first card on the coffee table.

It was the Death card. Her body tensed. In the five years that she’d worked with the cards, she’d never turned this one on the first draw. “Bullshit.” She shrugged it off, took a long draw from her cigarette, then continued turning the cards.

Her mind drifted back.

If you let her get through this, Lord, I will always love her. . . .

Those were the words Spice had uttered by Sterling’s hospital bedside last year. Spice had thought Sterling was asleep. Sterling hadn’t known at the time that she was ten weeks to term with an ectopic pregnancy—Bennie’s baby. One of her fallopian tubes had burst, and she had nearly died because of the infection. A few hours after the surgery, the doctor and Spice stood by her bedside, discussing the prognosis. The doctor said she would probably never have a baby. Certainly not without complications.

Sterling hadn’t wanted this baby, didn’t even like kids, but suddenly it seemed important.

If you let her get through this, Lord, I will always love her. . . .

Sterling remembered how much it had hurt to hold back the tears until Spice had left her room. In those words, Sterling had heard her mother’s confession—she had never loved Sterling before.

Even as a child she’d suffered at Spice’s hand; Spice had always whipped her harder than Mink, had always yelled at her louder.

“Your truths are not my truths,” Sterling had told Spice  when, at sixteen, she’d questioned her about the unfairness she experienced during her childhood. Spice disagreed with Sterling’s version and told her that it was all in her imagination. But Sterling believed her mother was lying. Through her teens she drew away from her mother and sister. Once her stepfather, David, was gone, she was left all alone.

The degree in architecture she sought was Spice’s vision, not hers. Her only aspiration was to be part of a loving family.

Was having a goal so important in life? Did it say who you were or give your life meaning? She didn’t understand her mother’s and sister’s obsessions with their goals, which only underscored how she felt that she just didn’t fit in, that she wasn’t a part of anybody. She had just herself, but she was determined to make that enough.

“I hate you, Spice,” Sterling whispered as she stared down at the tarot cards.

She didn’t want to be alone tonight. Tossing aside the cards, she picked up the telephone. On a whim, she called Travis Foxx and invited him over. Travis had come on to her often, and now was as good a time as any to find out if he could be a possible diversion when Bennie wasn’t available.

 

*  *  *

 

By the time the doorbell had rung for the second time, Sterling had gotten her fix and was floating.

Wearing a gold satin hostess gown cut low in the front and high on the sides, Sterling fluffed her hair before opening the door. “Won’t you come in, Travis.” There was a playful sexiness in her voice that he couldn’t miss.

Travis kicked the snow from his feet, handed her a package, and stepped inside. “Nice place,” he said, looking around, then handing her his coat. He removed his shoes, even though she hadn’t asked, and sat on the sofa. 

“Suppose we make a drink first. Is the bar that way?” he asked, pointing toward the kitchen.

“Mm-hm. Glasses on the top right-hand shelf.” She opened the package. “How’d you know?” There was a fifth of Courvoisier inside.

“Wild guess.” After he prepared his drink, he offered to freshen the one she held in her hand, then joined her on the sofa.

“I was glad to get your call. I’ve thought of calling before, but it was never the right time,” he said, handing her the glass.

She smiled. “I’m flattered.” She clinked glasses with him, took a sip, then picked up the tarot cards. Turning her head to the side, she watched him ease comfortably back against the fullness of the sofa, stretching out his legs. After shuffling the cards, she placed them in the center of the table. “Has anyone looked into your future lately?”

With his eyes fastened boldly on her exposed breasts, Travis leaned forward, picked up the cards, and shuffled them again. “How about if I read yours?”

“I’d enjoy that.”

“Of course, you might not like my way,” he said, forming the cards into three piles, “but I think it’s effective.” He smiled. “I bet you’ve got all the cards memorized.”

“Don’t you?”

“Uh-huh.” He looked her directly in the eyes. “It’s not good to memorize the cards. You can interpret the meaning wrong.”

“How so?”

Travis drew the first card; it was the Death card. “Don’t get so defensive,” he said, watching her eyes grow round. “I told you, when you memorize the meaning of cards, you don’t get an accurate interpretation of what’s happening. This tells you what kind of vibrations are going on in a person’s life—the changes that are taking place.” He placed more cards around it. “Let’s see.” 

“What is it?” she asked quickly.

“It seems that you’re in for a change in your love life. And . . . and in your work life.”

“I’m not employed.”

“And . . . yes . . . you need to change that flippant attitude of yours and be more serious.”

Sterling laughed lightly. “No card says that.” Then she decided to observe him in silence. She could tell a lot about Travis by the way he moved his body while he talked, the way he let his eyes linger a second too long.

An hour later Travis had shown his avid pupil two more spreads, the Celtic Cross and the Diamond, which Sterling preferred over her simpler version.

“My, that’s interesting,” she said to Travis, staring boldly at his crotch as she moved closer to him on the couch.

“What?” he asked.

“That double-barrel shotgun you’re carrying between your legs,” she said. “Is it loaded?”

“Always,” he confirmed with a smile. With the tips of his fingers, he gently lifted her head at the same moment he lowered his, and their lips met in a kiss.

Sterling broke away, picked up the tumbler of Courvoisier and ice, and after pressing it against her lips, moved it down her neck to her breasts, then stopped, letting the wet moisture from the glass coat the swell of her cleavage. Seeing that she’d gotten his full attention, she slowly untied the gold satin gown, revealing her nude body underneath.

No more words were needed. Travis reached out and caressed the beautiful breasts that peaked and strutted proudly before him. With a sultry smile on her lips, Sterling drew his head against her breast and felt his cool lips encircle her nipple.

Pushing her back on the sofa, he kissed her, sliding his tongue inside her hot mouth. Hearing a low moan from the  back of her throat, Travis ran his tongue over her lips, then her breasts, indulging himself in the softness of her flesh, kneading, sucking each breast until he heard a pleased sigh escape from her lips.

“Mmm, you smell like heaven,” he whispered in her ear. “As fresh and fragrant as the breath of an angel.”

Sterling blushed, then giggled to herself. Damn! That sounds good. How’d you think of that shit?

Cupping her head with one hand and kissing her, he reached down to tease the tight curls of her womanhood, then eased two fingers into the warm center. She gasped, then, with her hands pressed against his, guided him to push farther, deeper. She felt her clitoris swelling; her legs became rigid, and the back of her throat went bone dry as his fingers moved in and out, out and in, until she felt her muscles grabbing, tugging him back inside.

Her first orgasm was as if the sweet earth had floated out to sea on a warm, gentle wave. She didn’t care if she drowned.

Travis reached behind him and grabbed one pillow and then another, pushing each beneath Sterling’s hips.

Not a word was spoken between them; their heated breathing was their only communication.

Travis spread Sterling’s legs wide, kissing her belly, running his hands all over her thighs. Desire rose up in her as he moved his head down. Sliding both hands on the sides of her hips, he pulled her closer toward him. His tongue outlined the fluffy triangle, making lazy circles, tickling the tiny gem. Hearing her breathing quicken, he plunged his tongue inside.

Delirious with need, Sterling reached out and clutched the back of his head. She felt a tingling warmth travel from her abdomen to her inner thighs. Moaning with pleasure, she pumped her hips toward the pressure of his throbbing tongue. A flame shot through her. She was on fire.

Her small jewel began to tingle, then tighten. Suddenly she  felt a sweet deliciousness take her over. She shivered. Her body felt as if it were levitating, riding on the crest of clouds until it floated downward, slowly, and slower, until she felt as if she’d disappeared.

Wanting to give him as much pleasure as he’d given her, she guided his head back to her mouth. Matching the intensity of his kisses with her own, she reached down and pressed a damp hand against his hardness. Sterling unzipped Travis’s pants, releasing his swollen member. With the heat of his penis in the palm of her hand, she stroked him up and down, feeling his vein throb, then feeling it harden and melt little drops of semen on her nimble fingers.

The thirst of her desire was so high, she felt punished by it and nearly ripped Travis out of his clothing. Every inch of his chest was covered with thick chestnut hair. “Mmmm,” said Sterling, licking her lips and finally breaking the silence between them. “I can’t wait.” She kissed the burgundy nipples peaking out beneath his chest hair and stroked the hardness pressing against her thighs. How desperately she wanted to kiss him below, to taste the tangy fluid oozing from the tip and taunt him with her hot tongue.

“Where’s the bedroom?” he asked.

“This way,” she said, taking his hand. She led Travis through the darkened hall and into the ivory blackness of her bedroom. Opening the drapes, she let the light of the moon flood the room. After pulling back the sheets, she lay back and reached for him.

“Wait,” he said, sliding on the condom.

Seconds later he lay on top of her, his eyes searching her face, his chest against her full breasts. The closeness of their young bodies felt like completion, until he entered her, stretching himself deep inside until he felt her vagina contract.

Sterling stiffened. 

“Something wrong?”

“No,” she whispered. It hurts! she wanted to scream. He was much larger than Bennie and the other men she had known. Instead she said in a husky whisper, “Your cock makes me so hot, I can’t hardly stand it. I want to fuck you all night.”

“Damn, baby, I’m about to come.” Travis pulled back, waiting until his passion subsided, controlling his breathing, then began again.

She bit her bottom lip as he plunged deeper and deeper inside her. Oh, God, she thought, it’s gotta stop hurting in a minute. Just relax.

He found her mouth once again, and she could taste the light tang of whiskey as his tongue traced her lips, softly parting and then swiftly surging inside. The pain finally subsided. Pleasure suffused her thoughts as liquid love lubricated her vagina.

Travis seemed mesmerized by Sterling’s eyes. He looked almost grateful, pleading, as he weaved in and out, stroking her and simultaneously stimulating her clitoris. She smiled and stroked his buttocks with her long nails, reaching down to tease his testicles, then finding his anus and gently rubbing it until he moaned.

Something clicked. Her moist palms touched him everywhere, her mouth opened at the curve of his neck, licking, sucking. By the time Travis had gotten his second orgasm, and she’d sworn that she’d gotten her third, his penis was still as hard as marble.

“Mmm,” he said, turning her buttocks around and entering her from behind. “Yeah, baby,” he said, stroking. “Ain’t that good?”

“I can’t hardly stand it, it’s so good, baby,” she said through gritted teeth.

As he propelled his pelvis forward more and more sharply,  he gave out small cries until suddenly he thrust fiercely and came. The sounds he emitted were louder, whining, nearly sobbing, and he stayed drooped over Sterling like a wilted flower, heaving, his wet face against her pale back.

When he finally eased himself out of her, he fell onto his back, sinking his head back against the soft pillows.

“That was great,” she breathed. Sterling straddled Travis’s sweat-soaked body and kissed the glistening hairs on his chest. “Am I better than Spice?” She felt him flinch before he spoke.

“Say what?”

Her high was wearing off by then, and even though she had thoroughly enjoyed having sex with Travis, it somehow didn’t compare to what she felt when she was with Bennie. In a way, it was too easy: no meat, just heat.

Maybe she could still have a little fun. She reached for him, her eyes penetrating his, and pressed him back inside her. “Tell me that I’m better than she is.” She worked her pelvis and squeezed until she felt him stretching himself deeper and deeper inside her. “I want to know,” she demanded. “Am I better?”

“Yes,” he said, but she felt his interest dwindle. He slapped the back of her buttocks gently and lifted her small body to lie beside him. “Mind if I sleep for a few minutes before I go?” He yawned.

“You don’t have to leave.” She stroked his shoulder and wedged her chin along the side of his neck. “Is there anything I can get you?”

“No thanks.” He pulled the sheet to his waist. “I just need thirty minutes”—he yawned again—“then I’ll be fine.”

“Sure, take all the time you need,” she said, watching him close his eyes.

In twenty seconds he was asleep. His soft snore was a  pleasant sound, she thought. If she’d loved him, it would be sweet music breathed softly into the ear of her dreams.

While he dozed, she thought again of Bennie, her lover who never once thought of protecting her by using a condom. She sighed as she slipped into a kimono and, after watching the tempo of Travis’s even breathing, left the room.

Her hands shook as she scavenged the bathroom for her heroin. Finding it, she took a sniff, then washed her face with ice cold water. She stood against the sink, gripping the sides. In minutes she felt the wave of pleasure flow through her body. When she released her hands, she could barely feel the tips of her fingers. She stared at them stupidly, then laughed.

She sat on the closed toilet seat, and though she tried to resist, her mind floated back to that afternoon. What happened to the love? she thought. What happened to the beauty of a family?

She remembered how many nights as a young child she’d listened to David telling her an old nursery rhyme when he put her to bed.

 

The family is like a book—the children are the leaves, the parents the covers. At first the pages of the book are blank and purely fair, but time soon writeth memories and painteth pictures there. Love is the little golden clasp that bindeth up the trust. Oh, break it not, lest all the leaves shall scatter and be lost.

 

Minute by minute her naked body, and second by second her naked heart, felt the oncoming coldness from the eyes, the voice, the feelings of a single touch, by a woman she’d grown to hate as much as love. The floating vision of Spice appeared before her, then disappeared and left her feeling the chill of abandonment.

Sterling was unaware of how long she had been sitting there when the ringing of the doorbell made her get up. 

“Just a minute,” she called out.

It was just past eleven o’clock and she was hoping that it was Bennie so she could make him a little jealous. She mussed her hair a bit more, then opened the door.

“What took you so long coming to the door?” Spice said, wiping her feet on the rug and looking around Sterling’s apartment. Her hooded black velvet cape swirled around her. “And your hair—” She stopped.

“Have a seat.” Sterling’s first thought was the rush she would feel if her mother found Travis in her bed.

The large room was spotless, except for the cards and a pile of clothes falling off the sofa and onto the floor in front of it. Spice walked over to the black leather chair across from the sofa and sat down. She then said, “I came to apologize.”

“Why? Just because you’re totally wrapped up in your own needs and refuse to consider anyone’s feelings? What’s new about that, Spice?”

“Don’t be ridiculous.”

“I don’t have time for this shit tonight. Let’s drop it, okay? It’s late. Why didn’t you phone first? I could have saved you a trip.”

When Spice reached down to pick up the cards, her cape fell open, revealing white satin pajamas underneath. “I couldn’t sleep,” she said, pressing the pajama top closed with nervous fingers. She spoke each word carefully. “I want to put this mess—”

“This really isn’t a good time.” Sterling arranged the cards in a pile on the table, then stumbled on the corner of the couch as she reached down to gather up the strewn pieces of clothing. “I’ve got company,” she said pointedly.

“I see.”

Sterling sniffed. “Look, I’m thinking I’m done with school. I’d like to work off the books for Zuller.” Her words were somewhat slurred when she continued, “It’s pointless for me . . .” She stopped. “Did you say something?” 

“No. But it’s somewhat difficult for me to believe that Zuller would still consider hiring you after you blew off the museum designs.”

Laughing, Sterling said, “Didn’t Paul Zuller tell you why we didn’t finish the plans?” Paul Jr. had fired Sterling without his dad’s permission before the design was even started; he’d caught her using drugs on company property. It took a bit of cunning, but she’d fixed Junior’s butt but good. She giggled to herself as she remembered Paul Sr. getting high with her; but later his wrinkled body had ridden on top of her, and that was disgusting. After that, she couldn’t face the museum’s plans anyway. “Whatever—school’s out.”

“You’re making a mistake, Sterling.”

“I thought everyone had concluded by now that I am a mistake.” Her voice was slurred, but the bitterness in her words was clear.

Spice swallowed hard and picked up her purse to leave. Wrapping the cloak around her shapely frame, she moved toward the door. “Please think about it, Sterling,” she pleaded. Slowing her steps as she spotted the familiar coat on the chrome stand by the door, she turned back around to face her daughter. Her voice was filled with regret. “He’s not good enough for you, Sterling.”

“How would you know?” Sterling cocked her head to the side and frowned at her mother. “Tell me, Spice, did you enjoy sampling the hired help? I’ve been told you’re not as good as—”

“Don’t you dare talk to me like that.” Spice turned to leave. “Do you enjoy behaving like a common whore?”

Tears bubbled up in Sterling’s eyes. She balled her fists, and her knuckles whitened. “Like mother, like daughter,” she said.

Spice faced her, stunned. “Stop it!” she screamed. “Coming here was a mistake. I’m leaving.” 

“Oh, don’t leave now. The show’s just starting.” Sterling pushed her mother’s stiff body back down in the chair. “I mean don’t you fucking move!”

Spice froze, shocked by her daughter’s sudden rage.

Sterling giggled, then the expression on her face turned serious. Placing both hands on the chrome arms of the chair, she was face-to-face with her mother. “Yeah. I know all about you. Those lies you’ve been telling us for years. And that bullshit about your mother passing for white somewhere in Tennessee—the one who supposedly looks just like me?” She spat out, “Ha!” She shifted her weight, watching Spice intently. “Remember that damn picture you cut out of the newspaper of the woman who resembled you so much—the one you told Mink and me was your mother?”She threw up her hands when Spice lowered her head. “Look at me. I’m talking to you!” she screamed. “My God, how could you lie to us like that?” Sterling stepped back, puffing wildly, one hand on her hip. “I didn’t believe a word of that shit. Neither did David. He told me he only hired the private detective because he felt sorry for you. He never believed that he could find a woman that’s been missing for nearly forty years.”

Sterling didn’t see or care about the tears that fell from her mother’s eyes. She moved to the kitchen and poured two fingers of Courvoisier into a glass tumbler while she continued. Spice appeared to be petrified, rooted in her seat. “Bullshit! It’s all bullshit! Lies. You just wanted him to feel sorry for your ‘abandoned’ ass.”

Spice’s tall form seemed to shrink several inches. She made an attempt to collect herself and speak, but the words wouldn’t come. Her lips trembled and tears fell from her olive black eyes.

Sterling would never forget the look on Spice’s face. Every detail, every scowl, would be etched in her memory. She fled,  slamming the door to her bedroom. “You bitch,” was all she could think of as angry tears streaked her face.

But suddenly the thought of going back to bed with Travis made her feel hollow.

Was there no one who could love her enough? 

 

 

 


CARMEN
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What shall I tell my children?. . . You tell me—’Cause freedom ain’t freedom when a man ain’t free.

—LANGSTON HUGHES

 

B efore she had left Spice’s duplex for home, Carmen had rinsed and refilled her flask with Absolut, which she hated. She preferred Popov vodka, but her supply was depleted at home, and she didn’t feel like a trip to the party store.

Once inside her apartment, she felt a wave of nausea and rested on a footstool for a moment.

Looking around at her “fun furniture” living room, as she called it, Carmen was temporarily warmed by the bright blue, red, and yellow sofas and chairs and the colorful Crayola rugs sprinkled over shiny hardwood floors. She shrugged off her coat and thought back to her conversation with Spice.

Carmen couldn’t understand Spice’s fears. Her friend’s  home was filled with beautiful treasures and loving memories. The girls might bring her trouble, but on the other hand, there was so much possibility. Even now, Mink’s daughter, Azure, was a special source of pleasure.

Carmen had warned Spice when Sterling disappeared for a week immediately following David’s funeral that unless her problems were dealt with, Sterling’s grief would boomerang back at Spice. Carmen knew. For the past twelve years she’d lived in the nine-hundred-square-foot garage apartment that was part of the mansion adjoining Southern Spice. She’d always had a good view from which to observe Sterling and Spice. She’d seen how each was suffering from a longing for affection and how both were too stubborn to show how they needed the other. Carmen felt that she was the only one who could make Spice understand that the resentment and anger Sterling expressed through destructive actions were really a desperate cry for her mother’s love. And that was why Sterling demanded more from Spice than Mink. But how could Carmen lay this on Spice without hurting her?

Funny, Carmen thought, they’d both started out in Midnight on equal footing, with equal problems, yet Spice was now rich and successful and Carmen was still struggling to come to terms with the ephemeral illusions of her past. What could have happened to those pretty dreams?

The thought of a quick drink got her up as far as her purse, and she poured a double shot from the flask into a tumbler, then turned on the television.

A rerun from Little House on the Prairie was on. Often, when she watched the show, Carmen was brought to tears. Pa, Michael Landon’s character, was a believably perfect father who seemed capable of solving any problem that faced his family. Carmen smiled, watching his handsome face and easy smile as he kissed his wife on the cheek.

Having never been married, and not seeing the possibility of  marriage in her immediate future, and now without a child of her own, Carmen at times could not contain her resentment of Spice, who had it all.

Resentment, she knew, was a union of sorrow and malignancy. She detested the passionate jealousy she felt toward her dear friend’s fortune. Surely Spice had paid her dues and then some. Carmen wished she could rid herself of her envious feelings. Spice had shown her nothing but love, and Carmen couldn’t help feeling guilty. She took another drink.

It was a quiet night, as serene as a meditating nun. But the plush dark sky outside her kitchen window offended Carmen. As the moon’s crescent shone through the skylight, Carmen wondered when Spice was going to stop and pause and thank God for the blessings that she had and just be happy. As she downed the last of the booze from her flask and set down her empty glass, her eyes again scanned the stark white walls of her apartment.

“How has my world been reduced to this walled-in space?” she said aloud. She stood and moved to the window. Somewhere in the back of her mind, thoughts of her son, now gone, surfaced once again, and she felt moisture coat her eyes. Despite the two sweatshirts, her body began to tremble and her teeth chattered. She couldn’t shake the bone-chilling cold that had crept inside her soul.

Back in the kitchen, she opened the bottle she always kept on reserve and consumed two more quick drinks. At first she felt normal; then, as she turned to move back to the living room, she could feel her body moving as if in slow motion.

“Just one more shot.” She poured a tiny bit more into the glass.

 

*  *  *

 

You’ve got to take better care of yourself, Carmen. . . . That’s what Spice always told her, even when they first met.

Twenty-seven years ago Carmen had been living in Midnight, Mississippi. She and Antoinette Green, as Spice was known then, had shared a large home with three other single mothers. Carmen had one son, and Spice one daughter, Mink. All the women received county checks. Spice and Carmen were close, got along like sisters. Both were determined to get off welfare and wanted a better environment for their kids. They found work as cooks at one of the local chicken shacks. Within a few months they agreed to pool their money and move in together. That way they could schedule their hours at work so they could baby-sit each other’s children.

The two worked as short-order cooks in a restaurant popular with truck drivers. They were paid cash under the table at $2 an hour, well below minimum wage back then. But the big tips and free lunches made the trade-off worth it. Often they talked of how long it would take to save enough to tell the government what to do with their paltry checks. They figured two years would do it. Meanwhile they lived in their three-bedroom farmhouse three miles from town and enrolled in a local cooking school, both working toward a chef’s license. They got off welfare. Though Carmen was nearly two years older than Spice, it was clear from the beginning that Spice was the more stable of the two. Even then, Carmen had liked her booze too much.

After a few months, Carmen and Spice discovered that they were both pregnant. They had been ashamed to admit their stupid mistakes to each other. Plagued with uterine complications from the beginning, Spice was bedridden the last two months of her pregnancy and forced yet again to live on welfare.

But her luck changed when she met David Witherspoon, who was visiting his family in Midnight the summer after Sterling was born and stopped in at the Silver Spoon diner. Spice was on duty, and from his counter seat, David watched Antoinette add her own mixture of spices to the food he’d ordered. She’d told him that she learned about spicing from reading the periodicals from France in her doctor’s office. From then on, David came in frequently to see Spice, and one day he teased her that she was “the spice of his life.” The nickname stuck—it suited her.

Spice’s special seasonings, which she shared with Carmen, had become so popular in town that the church began asking them to cater events. Soon the affluent white folks asked that Carmen and Spice cook for their dinner parties. Before they knew it, their catering business flourished.

David had fallen in love with Spice, as well as with her two young daughters, Mink and Sterling, and he soon asked Spice to marry him and move back to Detroit, where he worked as a carpenter for General Motors. Spice agreed, telling Carmen that she admired David for his levelheaded maturity and his habit of banking ten percent of every paycheck.

It was the combination of David’s maturity and Spice’s ambition that made Carmen love and yet envy them so much. Even then Carmen knew they were a couple who could accomplish anything.

Carmen had to give it to the man; even though he was three inches shorter than Spice and his nose was a bit large for his dark face, his mouth a bit too small, and his eyes seemed to bulge from their sockets, David didn’t look bad, just interesting. When you took into account his wide shoulders and thick legs and thighs, he was surprisingly attractive. In fact, the more Carmen looked at him, the better looking he became.

David pulled Carmen aside before he left for the city with Spice. Privately he told her that she would always be welcome in their home. Their pleasant conversation ended with a discussion about marriage. She left that day with an impression of a good man who believed that marriage was supposed to be for a lifetime.

It would take a lifetime for her to forget him. 

Carmen never did stop loving David. But as time went on, she loved him like an older brother. She had grieved beyond measure when he passed away. But so much had happened in between.

A rerun of Good Times failed to make her laugh, or even smile. Bored, empty, and lonely, she dialed Spice. There was no answer; the voice-mail box was full. She thought about calling Sterling or Mink but changed her mind. Maybe they would think she was butting in on their business. After all, she was an aunt in name only.

After she’d hung up her clothes, she tried calling Spice once again. Still no answer. I’ll see her at work in the morning.

Dressed in zinc white flannel pajamas, Carmen lay back in bed for an hour, listening to the wind still howling outside. She was restless. No amount of booze calmed her anymore.

Her mind haunted her, going back in time.

After Spice had left Midnight for Detroit with David and her two daughters, Carmen fell into a depression. Her drinking problem worsened. She lost her job as a cook, and without Spice, she couldn’t handle the catering business. Ultimately she was evicted from their apartment, and the state helped her and her son, Adarius, move into a small house in a run-down part of town. There, Carmen met and fell for a man who introduced her to drugs.

In and out of flophouses and rehab facilities for four years, Carmen had given up on life when the social workers finally put her son into a foster home. She was eventually picked up and jailed for possession of heroin.

“Enriquez!” the bailiff of the correctional facility had hollered.

The big-breasted woman had stopped in front of Carmen’s cell. “Me?” she had asked. “No one knows . . .” She had accepted the thick letter through the bars. Carmen’s hands had  shaken. It had been the first letter she’d ever received from anyone since she’d landed in jail.

It had been from Spice, of course, whose letter rushed through the events of the past few years. Spice had described in detail the life she and David had built for themselves in Michigan. They’d been married for over six years and had finally fulfilled their dream of opening a classy soul-food restaurant. Spice had explained how they’d gotten started when the opportunity came to purchase a ruined Victorian house. With his expertise as a carpenter, David had bartered his services with other skilled trades to aid him in completing the work on the mansion. Now, Spice had said, their business was growing. Despite their struggles, they had obviously been happy.

Each month thereafter, Carmen had received a letter from her friend. How Spice had found her or why it took six years to get in touch were questions never to be answered. The point was, Spice was back beside her in her heart. Spice’s letters had lovingly described the renovation of the Painted Lady, which proceeded even after the restaurant had opened. Spice clearly had put her stamp on each room. Each even had its own fireplace masoned of varying stones. Sterling and Mink had helped Spice select the colors for the vast rooms, many of which were circular and all true Victorian in style. They had painted the walls in shades from dark rose to sage avocado. Spice had complained in her letter that the ceilings were at least twelve feet high and it took twice as long to paint them.

Close to the time of her first parole hearing, Carmen had received a letter from eight-year-old Mink, neatly printed with enclosed Crayola drawings from six-year-old Sterling. Both girls had addressed her as “Aunt Carmen.” How those letters had made her cry! Looking back, she knew again the warmth  of Spice’s friendship. Her friend had not forgotten how important it was to Carmen to feel a part of Spice’s family.

Even back then, Carmen remembered, Spice had worried over Sterling. While Mink did her best to help her mother, Sterling, two years younger, did nothing but create a mess. Even through the letters, Carmen could tell that Sterling was making a bid for attention. When would this child be more secure? Hadn’t they—Carmen and Spice—done their best in that little apartment on Beale Street? Every time Sterling had cried, someone was there to hold her, comfort her. She had been rocked to sleep, sung to, loved. What was missing for Sterling?

Spice had always ended her letters with “Promise me you’ll take better care of yourself, Carmen. Love, Spice.”

Carmen picked up the quilt from the end of the bed and carried it with her to the sofa in the living room. She changed the channel to CNN and set up the electric coffeemaker, then waited for it to brew.

Everywhere she looked in her apartment there were reminders of children. A sixty-year-old baby buggy filled with porcelain dolls was next to the bookshelf in the far left corner. An eight-by-ten smoke-stained baby photo with a pair of bronzed baby shoes attached sat on top of the television. Not tonight. Quickly Carmen moved her gaze away. Pictures of Mink and Sterling at different ages were on the walls, as well as on the surfaces of tables and shelves.

Her hands shook as she tried to balance the hot coffee on its saucer. She made it to the sofa and sipped the cooler liquid from the saucer before setting it down. When had the tremors gotten so bad?

Around one o’clock in the morning, Carmen was awakened by the wild wind whistling past her bedroom window. Thick flakes of snow had begun to fall seemingly from nowhere.  The wind picked up speed steadily, and minutes later beautiful star crystals and snowflakes swirled, forming a mist.

Through the open window, she watched the splendor outside. The pristine visage that fresh snow brought always renewed her spirit, releasing her childlike side. “Hey there, little fellow,” she called to the brown rabbit making tracks in the snow, “what’s your hurry?” She felt surrounded by life’s wonders—beauty available to every human being. But it was rare that she could take it in, appreciate it.

Like most alcoholics, Carmen suffered from mood swings—the high of booze before the stupor set in and the depression of dealing with reality whenever she attempted sobriety.

Once out of bed, she knew nourishment was essential. But as she tried to force down a bowl of vegetable soup with crackers, she was appalled by the taste and replaced it with two double shots of vodka before taking a shower. Her small form had grown frail as alcohol had become the only calories her body received.

Closing her eyes, she hugged herself and prayed once again that her frigid heart would awaken. As she sipped her coffee, she knew that even if she hadn’t slept well, at least she’d be sober when she went to work.  

 

 

 


MINK
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With children we must mix gentleness with firmness. . . . They must not always have their own way, but they must not always be thwarted. . . . If we never have headaches through rebuking them, we shall have plenty of heartaches when they grow up. . . . Be obeyed at all costs; for if you yield up your authority once, you will hardly get it again.

—CHARLES HADDON SPURGEON

 

W ake up, Mommy.” Azure’s grip was insistent as she shook her mother’s narrow shoulder.

Tick, tick, tick—frooom. The furnace rumbled as the heat kicked on. Mink turned over, her thoughts coming together with each clink of hot steam filling the pipes. She could feel her tongue, thick and dry, before she spoke.

“I’m up,” she said with her eyes still closed. She reached  over and felt the cool empty space beside her. “Where’s Daddy?” she asked, suddenly opening and adjusting her eyes to the bright overhead light.

Azure was three and a half years old. Nicknamed “Baby-Z” by her father, Dwight, she had her daddy’s crooked smile, wide nose, and broad forehead. Her small ears, like Howdy Doody’s, were positioned on a head that seemed to be waiting for the rest of her tiny body to catch up. Her long fingers, thin and flat like the black row of piano keys, and narrow feet were the only features she had inherited from her mother. And then there was her dark fuzzy hair, brushed in an afro puff that her daddy loved to fix for her, which enhanced her pixielike appearance.

“Dunno.” Azure climbed into the rumpled bed beside her mother and tugged on her arm. “I’m hungry, Mommy. Fix me breakfast, please.”

From just outside the doorway, Mink could hear Jelly Jam, Azure’s Yorkie puppy, panting heavily. When Mink moved to the end of the bed to grab her robe, she felt a jolt of pain, a reminder of the fiasco with Sterling. “Shit,” she shouted as a broken fingernail got caught in her sleeve. Jelly immediately backed up. He knew better than to enter her room. “Isn’t Erma up yet?” Mink glanced at the clock on the nightstand. Good Lord, it was just past eight A.M. “Damn,” she muttered. She’d planned on sleeping till nine.

“She won’t wake up,” Azure said quickly.

Mink, wearing one of her husband’s gray PowerHouse Gym T-shirts, sat up in bed and felt an instant throbbing at her temple. She checked her face in the mirror from across the room. From twenty feet away she could see that the bruise on her forehead from the fiasco with Sterling had deepened into varied shades of violet. “Did you wash your face and brush your teeth yet?” she asked as she walked into her private bath. 

“No.”

“You go and take care of that,” Mink said, shoving Azure’s little body out of the bathroom. “Then I’ll meet you downstairs in the kitchen.”

Azure ran back to give her mother a long hug, kissed her on both cheeks, then stopped. “What happened to your face, Mommy?” she asked.

“This?” She touched the bruise, flinching. “Oh, nothing, really. Last night I accidentally bumped my head on the bathroom door.” She was taken off guard by her daughter’s concerned expression and added, “But I’m okay. It doesn’t hurt a bit—now scoot.”

Since her recent promotion with the airline, Mink’s duties had escalated. Beyond the normal responsibilities of an airline captain, there was the burden of paperwork. It was a challenge that took an extra hour each night—whether she had flown or not. In just over a month of being a captain, she was emotionally and physically exhausted. But she couldn’t complain; she had asked for and gotten just what she’d wanted.

Within minutes Mink was down the hall, knocking on her housekeeper’s door. “Erma?” she called out. “Erma, are you okay?”

Mink heard the bed creak, then a sleepy voice answered, “Come in.”

“Good morning.” Mink took a seat beside the bed as Erma scrambled for her glasses on the nightstand, then turned on the light.

“You okay?” Erma asked, noticing Mink’s bruise.

“Um-hm. Popped my head on the door. It’s nothing.”

“Put some ice on it, you hear?” When Mink nodded Erma smiled warmly, then said, “Your husband called late last night.”

“Dwight? I didn’t hear the phone.” Dwight Majors had  been a firefighter for the city of Detroit since before he’d married Mink.

“I could tell when you came home last night that you were exhausted, so I didn’t waken you.” Erma yawned. “He’s working a double shift at the fire station. I was dreaming so good, I didn’t get up to leave you a message.”

“Oh, yeah,” Mink said, remembering, “it’s your day off. I had completely forgotten.”

“I’ll get the baby’s breakfast,” Erma said, pulling back the covers.

Rising, Mink stopped her. “No. You sleep in. I can handle things today.” Ordinarily she rarely went into Erma’s room. Erma seemed to know without discussing it that Mink wanted to keep her distance. Over a four-year period, they had developed a grandmother-granddaughter type of relationship. Even though Mink never wanted to make it any friendlier than that, she had come to rely on the older woman’s wisdom.

Azure was scolding Jelly Jam when Mink entered the kitchen.

“No,” she said, waving her finger in front of Jelly’s face, “you’re not getting German chocolate cake, either.” Azure went to the lower cabinet and pulled out a big box of dog biscuits, ignoring Jelly’s whimpers for his favorite snack, which was in a covered dish on the counter.

After Jelly got his biscuit, Mink opened the back door and let the dog outside, then began looking inside the cabinets. “You want strawberry Pop-Tarts this morning?” Mink asked, still searching.

“I don’t like Pop-Tarts anymore.”

Mink reached behind the short boxes and took out a large yellow one. “How about Honeycomb cereal?”

“I don’t like that, either.”

Mink’s anger was beginning to rise. “All right. What do you like to eat for breakfast?” Normally Dwight’s job, breakfast wasn’t a meal Mink could remember preparing for her daughter. She hated to cook.

“Cap’n Crunch.”

“We’re in luck, then. Here’s a brand-new box.”

Azure was silent while watching her mother place the bowl before her and drown the cereal with milk.

Jelly scratched at the door, wanting back in. When Mink returned, she saw that Azure’s bottom lip was trembling and her eyes were full of tears.

“What’s wrong now?”

“Daddy and Erma know that I don’t like Cap’n Crunch without the Crunch Berries.”

Mink was amazed at her own instant fury. “Why didn’t Erma buy the Crunch Berries kind?”

“She didn’t buy that cereal. You did, Mommy.”

Mink was about to argue, then remembered last week when Erma had been sick and she’d gone shopping. She’d been so irritated about doing the task, she’d barely checked the list that Erma had written out for her. Holding her temper, she took a few deep breaths. “Let’s start over,” she said, making her voice light. She removed the unwanted cereal and poured it down the disposal. While Mink filled the coffeepot with tap water, she turned and said briskly, “Tell me what you’d like for breakfast.”

Azure knew that tone of voice, and silent tears fell down her chubby cheeks. She turned her face away so her mother couldn’t see. “I want my daddy,” she said, sniffing. She ran from the kitchen, with Jelly trailing fast behind.

“Spoiled brat,” Mink said under her breath. “I’m not putting up with this shit—not today.”

Agitated, Mink dialed the fire station and slurped some coffee after dousing it with cream. “Can I speak to Dwight Majors, please?” 

In a minute or two Dwight answered, “Firefighter Majors here.”

“It’s Mink.”

“Didn’t count on the overtime, sweetie. How was the brunch?”

Mink hadn’t seen her husband in two days. “Terrible,” she answered, annoyed. Her next trip for Pyramid would begin before Dwight was off duty. “We can talk about that later.”

“Do you want to talk when I get home?”

“That’s the problem. You’re not home. Forgive me for being a little selfish, but I don’t get to talk shit with the guys all day at work—I’ve got a real job.”

“Don’t start this again, Mink.”

There was a long silence as both felt the familiar argument coming. Mink was complaining Dwight didn’t pull his weight; Dwight was defensive, accusing her of rubbing his nose in shit.

“Listen, Azure’s in her room. She won’t eat breakfast. She probably won’t eat lunch, either. And I’ll be damned if I’m making dinner.”

“As I said earlier, we’ll talk when I get home.”

Through gritted teeth she added, “I won’t be here when you get home. I’ve got a four-day trip scheduled to leave tonight. So who’s supposed to take care of your spoiled-ass daughter? It’s Erma’s day off!”

Half an hour later, with a persistent throbbing at the base of her head, Mink left the house and her daughter, teary eyed after a scolding over the phone from her daddy, in Erma’s care. It was worth paying Erma overtime. Relishing the idea of a day of pampering and getting away from her maternal responsibilities, Mink gathered her coat and purse for a trip to the European-style spa in Farmington Hills. It was a place where her body would be rubbed with a cream of crushed pearls, her hands dipped into hot peach-scented paraffin, and  her feet would luxuriate in an aromatic foot bath. For four hours every effort would be made for the Estee client to achieve a better harmony among the body, mind, and emotions.

Once inside the four-car garage, Mink started her new ice blue Jaguar convertible and let it warm up for a few minutes. To her right was the Audi station wagon used to chauffeur Azure to her numerous activities. (Azure was never allowed in the Jaguar.) Occupying the last two stalls were a dump truck and landscaping equipment. Though she berated Dwight about his attachment to the firefighters, the truth was she merely resented his time with the boys. In her saner moments, Mink knew how Dwight worked hard to build his landscaping business while keeping his city job.

As stupid as it seemed, as Dwight’s business continued to grow with each new year, Mink knew herself that she was becoming more shrewish. She kept bugging him to rent a garage for the growing clutter. His answer was always the same: he wanted his expensive equipment where he could guard it, at home.

Their landmark mansion was situated on two acres at the end of Arden Park Boulevard in the historic Boston-Edison district in Detroit. Most of the mansions in that area, though huge in square footage and cheap to purchase, were expensive to maintain. But the mansion meant more than home to Mink—it represented achievement, that she was at least as good as her mother. And that was important enough to carry the heavy burden of maintaining the old house.

As Mink backed out the driveway and into the falling snow, she ignored the snowman decked out in Kenté cloth, surrounded by dozens of identical pairs of footprints—one set large and one tiny.

When the opportunity had come for Mink to be promoted from co-pilot to captain, she had understood the sacrifices she  would have to make to be successful. Even before she’d obtained the title, she had been constantly away from home. It took years to build her experience, log flying time, and close in on the three thousand hours required for the commercial license that she had hoped to achieve by age twenty, and had. That was the first step in a succession of steps that had led to her position today. She felt it important for other African American females following her to set a standard of excellence.

A recent article in Ebony magazine hailed Mink as the first black female captain to work for a major airline in the history of the United States. At the beginning of 1997, there were approximately ten thousand pilots and co-pilots. Only seventy-five were black. Of the six hundred female pilots, only twelve were black.

At age ten, Mink had gone on her first airplane trip. She and Spice were visiting Aunt Carmen in Mississippi. Mink was mesmerized as she gazed at the fluffy clouds and landscape below, and the dream of being a pilot instantly became her passion. With the help of one of Spice’s affluent customers who owned a plane, Mink began flying lessons at fourteen.

For years Mink juggled classes at high school and lessons at flying school, then endured the tediousness of working as a flight instructor to accumulate hours. Married by age twenty, Mink had at that time already managed to secure a position as flight engineer. During a period of massive hiring in the early nineties, she gained seniority and ultimately was able to secure the position of captain at age twenty-seven.

But Mink had other lessons to learn. She had to ignore the sexism and racism from her fellow employees and the dirty looks she received from some of the passengers she greeted as they boarded.

Passengers didn’t realize that most black pilots were more  experienced than their white counterparts because of having been repeatedly passed over for the position. Often the black pilots were steadily accumulating hours and experience while they awaited employment.

So Mink just went about the business of achieving her dream while ignoring the barbs of others. But it was hard, and sometimes she felt that no one—least of all Dwight—understood. What had he ever been up against?

With two high-profile jobs in their marriage and a young child to raise, Dwight’s flexible hours as a firefighter fit perfectly into their schedules. He was a great father—no question. When Azure was born, it was Dwight who interviewed over two dozen applicants for a live-in housekeeper, finally settling on Erma. And that was just the start of it. In fact, fatherhood was so high on his list of priorities that Mink had conceived Azure as quickly as possible to fulfill her obligation to Dwight and then get on with her life.

Mink arrived at Estee Mira’s Spa in the City in Farmington, signed in, and picked up a magazine. The receptionist was busy explaining the rudiments of a spa day to a new client.

The waiting room was full, so Mink stood against the wall.

“May I help you?” the receptionist finally asked Mink after she’d been shifting from one leg to another for over five minutes.

“I’m here to see Randi. Could you please tell her Mrs. Majors is here?”

“She’s with a client.” The receptionist turned the appointment book around and checked for Mink’s name. “Uh, Mrs. Majors—”

Mink snapped, “I don’t care who she’s with. I asked you to call her.”

“I’m sorry, if you don’t have an appointment, I can’t interrupt—”

Mink waved her hand in front of the young woman’s face.  “Just tell her that Mink Majors is here. I’m sure she’ll see me.”

“As I said, Mrs. Majors—”

Mink walked around to the other side of desk, ignoring the woman’s protests to stop. She shouted, “Randi! Randi!” up and down the corridor. After Randi made polite explanations to her client, she drew Mink to the side. Neither could see Grace Ujamis, the manager, fast approaching, along with the receptionist, who wore a strained smile on her face.

“This isn’t really a good time—” Randi started.

“Is there a problem, Mink?” Grace cut in, nodding to Randi. “I’ll handle it,” she said, and led Mink to the side of the hall.

“I wanted to speak with Randi. I know that I don’t have an appointment, but—”

“I’m sure that we can fit you in.” Grace led the way back to the reception desk. “What would you like to have done today, Mink?”

“The works: a manicure, pedicure, facial, herbal wrap, and massage.” Mink moved back around to the other side of the desk and watched Grace flip the appointment book pages back and forth. She tapped her broken nail nervously against the counter, waiting.

“Let’s see.” She turned to Cindy, the receptionist. “Would you tell Pauline that I’d like to see her for a moment, please?”

“But I want Randi—”

“Settle down, Mink. I can accommodate you this morning.”

Mink caught her noticing the bruise, Sterling’s little gift. Good, maybe the bitch will think I’m battered and cut me some slack, she thought to herself.

Grace quickly looked back down at the filled pages. “But you’ll have to work with us.” She motioned for a technician  who had just appeared. “Darlene, would you take Mrs. Majors’s coat, please?”

“Thank you,” Mink said, easing out of her vibrant red-dyed fox stole. She heard snatches of the hurried conversation at the reception desk and rolled her eyes as she handed Darlene her coat.

“Darlene can take you for your pedicure in room three in just a few moments,” Grace said to Mink and added cheerily, “Would you like a cup of coffee, Mrs. Majors?”

“No, thank you.” She picked up her purse and went to use the telephone in the corner. “I’ll be right over here, Grace.”

Grace nodded and continued writing in the book, informing the technicians of the revised schedule.

Mink dialed Spice’s number, catching her just as she was on her way out. “Did you get your box yet?”

“Um-hm,” Spice said, a smile in her voice.

“I’m so sorry, Spice. I wish I could get the vases repaired—”

“Stop it! The last thing I expected today was a case of cognac and champagne. Thanks, it really wasn’t necessary.”

“No. My fault. I shouldn’t have let Sterling work me up like that.” Mink paused, exhaling. “Have you heard from her today?”

“No. But I expect to. Soon. I’ve cut her monthly allowance by a grand a month, and canceled all of her credit cards.”

“That sounds good. What made you do it?”

“My accountant called. Sterling was ten thousand overdrawn on her account. Of course I was pissed, but I told him to go ahead and pay it.” She sneezed. “He reminded me, ‘Spice, you’ve done this four times already this year.’ I’m constantly giving her ultimatums, and she’s not paying attention. I’ve got to draw the line somewhere! He told me by his calculation of Sterling’s account, her bills are running more than mine.” 

“She’s not going to take this—” Mink overheard Kia, Spice’s secretary, telling her to hurry, the car was waiting.

“Look, I’ve got to run. I’ll talk to you later. And thanks again,” Spice said before hanging up. Mink was quite used to Spice’s busy schedule.

Mink found a vacant seat and flipped through another magazine, checking her watch. Ten minutes passed. Twenty. Twenty-five. She jumped up and stood back at the counter. “Grace assured me that I’d wait just a few moments. I’ve been waiting almost thirty minutes!” she hollered.

The receptionist turned three shades darker than Mink’s fox coat. She opened her mouth to speak, then quickly clamped it shut and rigidly tapped her balled fists against the counter.

“This is exactly why I need to have someone come to my home,” Mink said in an arrogant voice. She leaned across the counter and tapped the open book with force. “I don’t know who you think—”

The receptionist spoke through clenched teeth. “If you’ll follow me, Mrs. Majors, Darlene just called for you.”

When Mink arrived at Pyramid Airlines that evening, after four luxurious hours at the spa, she felt great. “Welcome aboard Pyramid Airlines,” she said, greeting the oncoming passengers.

Mink hadn’t missed one sneer as she watched the condescending eyes of some of the passengers. The gold-winged nametag that read “Captain Majors” spoke for itself—a black woman was in control. Just a year ago she remembered submitting over a hundred résumés to secure this position. During that time, she’d received only two inquiries—she would never forget that. Nor would she forget who she was, what color she was, what gender she was.

During the interviewing process, Mink had gone through days of tests. The vision test was a breeze. Then there was the  general aeronautical knowledge test about weather. She passed with scores much higher than average.

The psychological exams were extensive; there were three hundred and sixty true and false questions. This interview was trouble. A psychiatrist asked her about her childhood, and she lied, saying she’d been raised by her natural parents in a two-parent home.

She’d been warned by a few black pilots—those who weren’t put off by a female getting ahead—that the psychiatrist was notorious for concluding that the interviewee did not fit the airline’s psychological profile for reasons that were arbitrary. And there was a long list of pilots rejected for one reason or the other to prove this theory.

The interview with the shrink had been in a room smaller than a bathroom. The doctor was white, he wore white, the room was white. Everything in that room was white except her.

“Tell me about your home life as a child,” the psychiatrist had said, “and start from the beginning.”

Mink tensed. Beads of perspiration started to form above her eyebrows. More sweat broke out on her toes and buttocks as she shifted in her seat. I’m going to need a straitjacket when they carry me out of here. Several possible answers stuck in her throat. Then an idea came to her, and she recounted a story she’d read in Essence years back about a child star. She wrapped it up with a teary account of how wonderful her parents had been in encouraging her to pursue this career.

Apparently he believed her. His smile seemed genuine when he asked, “Which parent did you love best, your mother or your father?”

When Spice married David, Mink was old enough to know that David wasn’t her natural father. Though she had loved him, she knew her feelings weren’t as deep as her love could  have been if he were her blood father. “I love them both the same,” Mink said, thanking God that a lie detector band wasn’t attached to her fingers.

Mink’s entire body felt as though it had been immersed in water—she was sweating bricks. She had no idea who her real father was, yet she didn’t hesitate to lie, telling the doctor that she was from a sound, loving environment and that her parents were in sync with each other about her education and future. What did it matter if she only had a mother and a stepfather? she thought to herself. But in the eyes of white America, it did.

To this day, each time she stood to greet Pyramid’s passengers, she thought about those tests. Now her family’s financial future was secure with the $270,000 she earned yearly. Like the other employees at Pyramid, she owned a piece of the airline, thanks to a strike two years earlier. There was also the 401(k) retirement plan that the company had offered that provided for an annual pension of seventy-five percent of her salary. The struggle to get here had been worth it, even if occasionally her daughter and husband got the short end of the stick.

She came back from her reverie as the last passenger boarded. Mink waved at Julie, the flight attendant she’d known for years.

“Later,” Julie said hurriedly.

“Sure. See ya.”

There had been ugliness between captains and flight attendants during the recent strike, but Mink felt comfortable with Julie.

After shutting the cockpit door, Mink took the seat opposite her co-pilot, Harrison Fielding. She’d never flown with him before and was mildly curious about him. Harrison was an African American male, approximately fifty to fifty-five years old, Mink guessed. With a fiery copper complexion as  smooth as a rose petal, his barber-trimmed mustache and hairline made him look every bit the professional. He must be just under six feet tall, Mink guessed.

Mink always liked to let her crew get settled comfortably before she took her seat. “Hello,” she said tentatively, feeling out the vibrations, “I’m Captain Majors.”

“I know.” His voice was guarded. “Harrison Fielding,” he said, extending his hand. “I’ve seen the press releases about you.”

“Who hasn’t,” Mink said in a self-mocking voice, thinking of the Ebony article. “I wonder if they’ll ask me to do a piece for Wired next.” Luckily Fielding got the joke. “Let’s have a good flight, Harrison.”

“Agreed,” he said, smiling.

Mink locked both seat belts and checked the interior equipment. She moved through the normal procedure of setting her side of the control panel for departure, then checking the navigation and information systems. As she went through the routine of checking the safety items, she simultaneously monitored Fielding’s preparation and reviewed the log book to make sure the aircraft was legal for take-off.

Mink’s co-pilot went through his own routine, while he also kept his eyes on Mink’s preparation. Obviously he wasn’t as friendly as he pretended. They were two nervous enemies watching each other, Mink thought. They confirmed radio frequency, received procedure for the airport, received clearance from traffic control, and waited for departure time. As ground control guided the aircraft from the tarmac, Mink felt Fielding scrutinizing her every move.

When the ground crew instructed Mink to start the engines, the stars sparkled in the black sky.

As she moved the plane down her designated runway, she savored the feel of the power building. She was controlling  and riding a 250,000-pound beast. The high was indescribable.

Mink thought about her daughter and husband, as she always did during take-offs. After the skirmish over breakfast, Azure had kissed her mother good-bye and told her she’d miss her while she was away. Mink wished now that her fight with Dwight was over—forgotten. How could she tell him that when she’d said, “Leave me alone,” she’d really meant she was afraid to be alone? That when it seemed she loved him the least, she needed him the most? How could she let him know that the moment she left on a trip, she counted the minutes that would bring her back to him? Even though the professional side of her knew that she was a whole person, the other side of her never stopped questioning, Do you love me as much as I love you? Will you always love me?

Mink wondered if Fielding could tell by looking at her crimsoned lips, her stockinged legs, her manicured nails, that inside she was not together. She felt the skeptical eyes of her co-pilot as they took to the air.

Whoosh! A clean take-off. Mink felt her adrenaline surge, and she relaxed.

Mink took in Harrison’s smile like a warm embrace. As she turned away to look outside the window, she felt an indescribable sense of calm around her, as gentle as infant love.

Now, as the jet soared through a reef of clouds while they ascended, she felt yet another rush. A part of her could almost inhale the clean scent of the air outside lifting them higher, toward heaven.

Under the canopy of the twinkling stars, the jumbo jet’s nose appeared as black as a thundercloud as the machine bulldozed through the dark night. The effect for all the passengers who were watching, she knew, was just as heady as it was for her, no matter how often she might fly.

The rush she felt at just the moment when they climbed to  cruising altitude always triggered her libido; she invariably wanted sex—right then, floating in midair. It was, of course, an unfulfilled fantasy. She couldn’t exactly fly a plane and have sex at the same time!

As they leveled off at thirty-five thousand feet, Mink imagined she could hear the silence of the snow falling from the clouds to the ground below outside her window.

They were scheduled to land in Tampa, Florida, at 11:45 P.M., leaving hours to fill with polite conversation. Mink, noticing Harrison’s wedding band, broke the silence.

“How long have you been married, Harrison?” Mink asked.

“Twenty-seven years,” he said, beaming. “My wife’s name is Jennifer.”

“Congratulations. Being away so much must be pretty hard on your wife.”

“She’s got a pretty hectic schedule herself, even though she’s a housewife. Jenny does volunteer work three times a week at the University of Shiloh Hospital, where both our son and daughter were born.”

Mink didn’t miss the admiration in his voice.

A housewife. That was pretty rare. Though she would never admit it, she felt envious of women like Jennifer. She couldn’t imagine being in that kind of marriage, being totally dependent on someone. Yet she fantasized about having someone take care of her. It was just one of the battles raging inside her, pulling her in different directions.

Mink, in turn, told Harrison about her and Dwight’s upcoming eighth anniversary this summer. And, of course, she had to brag about Baby-Z.

“How about your parents?” Harrison asked. “What does your dad do?”

What dad? Mink thought fast. “He’s a research chemist.”

“Oh.” He seemed stunned by this. “What a family!”

Mink kept her gaze ahead as she inhaled the scent of him,  as fresh as morning sunshine. He also seemed totally unaware of his natural sensuality. Coming up through the ranks, she’d had a mentor, an older pilot. He’d warned her not to talk about herself. But she felt herself relaxing with Harrison.

“What do you do for fun?” he asked.

“Fly,” she said in a dreamy voice. “I own a 310 twin-engine Cessna,” Mink added casually.

Now that was the truth. 
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The child’s heart curseth deeper in the silence than the strong man in his wrath.

—ELIZABETH BARRETT BROWNING

 

A ll of Detroit’s best contractors were currently lusting after the so-called empowerment zone, Detroit’s hot spot of redevelopment for minority neighborhoods. Otis Witherspoon was sitting in the catbird seat. As senior inspector in the building and safety and engineering department, he had the power to halt or give the go-ahead to every building under construction in the city of Detroit. His enviable position garnered him a lot of friends over his twenty-eight years in the field, as well as a passel of enemies. But the rush on the empowerment zone properties had his brain spinning with ideas and his pockets loaded with cash from those eager to persuade him in a friendly way. 

Otis answered the phone on his desk on the fourth ring while filling in the final entry on his daily route report. He listened as he wrote. “Send him in, Doris.”

With the tax advantages of building in the eighteen-square-mile zone, developers naturally had rushed in to buy, which had resulted in a shortage of available land. Only one year after the zone’s creation, all hell was breaking loose.

At the moment Golden Westbrook, briefcase in one hand and a mound of paperwork clutched in his other fist, loomed in the entrance of Otis’s small office, located on the fourth floor of the City-County Building in downtown Detroit.

“Can I help you, Westbrook?” Otis asked calmly.

Golden tossed three sheets on the desk in front of Otis. “Is this your signature?”

Without giving it a side glance, Otis stated, “I’m certain that it is. Problems?”

“Yesterday you issued a stop work notice to my foreman on my Sand Dollar Court Condominiums.”

Otis shuffled through the papers on his desk as he mumbled the name of the complex. “Yep,” he said, finally looking up, “the interior walls going up in Sand Dollar were installed before the inspection was made on the electrical system.” His voice hardened. “I’ve warned your man Bond on several Westbrook Renaissance projects in the inner city not to try this stunt again. Apparently he didn’t listen.”

Golden leaned against the door and waited until a group of men passed by the office. “I don’t want to have to file a complaint. But if necessary I—”

Otis laughed lightly. “Whatever. We’ll both do what we have to do.”

“Don’t try and intimidate me, Witherspoon.” Nearly all developers doing business in most metropolitan areas knew that building inspectors took kickbacks. But Reverend Golden wasn’t just any developer. “I may wear my collar backward,  but make no mistake, I’m a serious businessman. And I only do business in a proper manner.”

“Hold up, Westbrook.” Otis feigned righteous indignation, though in truth he was getting angry. He kicked his chair back and stood face-to-face with Golden. “Are you suggesting that I’m guilty of malfeasance, sir?” Otis knew that Golden’s Renaissance Development Corporation was currently $3 million overbudget. Any delay was costly at this point, and both men knew it. This project, located in downtown Detroit, was expected to cost nearly $50 million and create 250 town houses for lower-income families, renovate 5 apartment buildings, and build a 37,000-square-foot retail strip and a 58,000-square-foot Farmer Jack grocery store.

“I’m told you’ve overlooked first-level electrical inspections in the past,” Golden said quietly.

Before Otis could continue, Golden cut him off with a wave of his hand. “Look, I’m thirty days behind schedule on Windstar, thirty days on Pinewood Villas, and ninety days on Shoreline Condominiums because of this office.” He breathed deeply before adding, “And one of my main investors is ready to back out. If you don’t pull that stop work order, I’m done for, and you know that my Renaissance project makes up almost half of the empowerment zone. Work with me, Witherspoon.” All the Westbrook properties, which collectively fell under the title Renaissance, were created to upgrade the zone. Golden didn’t understand how Witherspoon could deny his own people.

Otis felt agitated. He didn’t want to help this preacher, not if the preacher wasn’t going to help him. He returned to his seat. “Why don’t you take this up with the inspector in charge of complaints, Mr. Westbrook.” With each flex of his arm as he straightened his desk, each fold on Otis’s Armani charcoal gray suit slipped subtly back in place. His time was as expensive as the clothes he wore. 

It wasn’t the city’s bimonthly paycheck that enabled Otis to afford his closet full of expensive suits, the Lexus SC 400 he drove in the winter, and the Cadillac Seville in the summer. Nor did his $55,000 salary pay for his six-figure home or the two vacations he took a year. No, it was men in Westbrook’s position who allowed him to live so luxuriously.

With a chronic backlog in the inspection department, both men knew that politics played into everything. It was about who you knew, or who you were paying on the side, that enabled you to sidestep the bureaucratic bullshit. “I’ve inspected all three of your development projects this week,” Otis said to Golden. “I could have cited your company ten violations. Several of the structures, besides Sand Dollar, weren’t in compliance with the building codes.”

Golden looked at Otis skeptically. “In a matter of three minutes, you’ve managed to thwart three years of work.” It was clear that Golden was trying to hold his temper. “Don’t you have any kind of conscience for the citizens in the city of Detroit?”

“Most definitely,” Otis said. “I am also aware that the city’s tax base is at a disadvantage when we overbuild low-income housing projects.”

For a brief moment the two men stared at one another. Clearly the lines had been drawn, and Otis was in the power position. Golden extended his hand toward Otis and said, “I’ll look into that complaint. Good afternoon, Witherspoon.” And Golden Westbrook walked out of Otis’s office.

 

*  *  *

 

After Otis checked his messages and made a few calls, he locked the door to his office and headed for the elevator. He was surprised to see that Golden was still in the building, ahead of him down the hallway. Maybe he did file that complaint.

“Westbrook—” Otis Witherspoon called out. “Hold up.” 

Dressed in a moderately priced black suit and white shirt, with a multicolored bow tie and brocaded vest, Golden looked every inch the upstanding preacher-businessman. He continued to walk ahead of Otis a few feet, stopping at the elevator. After setting his briefcase on the floor, he slipped on his overcoat, then checked his watch.

“What is it, Otis?” Golden asked wearily. “I’m on my way to a dinner engagement. As it is I’m going to be late.”

“Oh, a date?” Otis pressed the elevator button.

“No,” Golden returned quietly. “Dinner with a few NAABR committee members.”

Otis knew who would be there, and he relished the opportunity to meet them tonight. “Mind if I tag along? It’s possible we may be able to work something out. Besides, I’m starved.”

“Certainly,” Golden said flatly.

“By the way, I got the word on my way out that the plumbing division has pulled your plans on that riverfront property. You’re out of spec again.” He tried to make his tone concerned. “But if you can be in my office by, say, nine A.M. tomorrow, I’m sure we can have everything taken care of by ten, ten-thirty.”

“I’m tied up tomorrow. Maybe Mon—”

“Tomorrow’s the best I can do,” Otis said firmly. “Otherwise I have no choice but to write a new report and recommend a superseding notice.”

Otis was giving Golden another chance to play ball, as he’d been trying to do since he’d first met the man.

Just last year Otis and Golden had been through a similar scenario. For six solid months Renaissance Properties had problems with the city’s engineering department. One problem involved soil samples from Golden’s Galleria Town Houses, situated a half mile off the Detroit River, which came  back with extremely high levels of contamination. Golden said he distrusted the results.

“The costs and time involved in correcting the problem are unrealistic!” Golden had screamed at Otis. Luckily for him, Golden had known better than to accuse Otis of contaminating the samples. “Someone inside the city is deliberately manipulating the figures.”

Each time a Renaissance property came to him, Otis gave Golden the opportunity to start playing by Otis’s rules. For the soil samples, Otis had explained he had put his top people to work on the project and that they’d rechecked the numbers. When Golden still wouldn’t come through with any incentive for Otis, Otis saw to it that Golden’s riverfront property was tied up with the safety division for quite a while.

So why was Golden making the same mistake now? What would it take to bring the good reverend around?

When the clamorous elevator doors opened, Otis waited for Golden to gather his briefcase and step inside. “Did you watch the Lions kick San Francisco’s butt Sunday night? They were awesome, weren’t they?” he said, smiling.

He’d known Golden on a strictly professional basis for years but was certain that the man had never watched a complete game of sports of any kind in his life. Just the same, Otis carried on the conversation about football, then moved on to the latest hockey match until they reached the parking lot.

The darkness thickened like a brooding thundercloud as Otis traveled south on Interstate 75 toward Rochester, trailing Golden by at least two car lengths. January’s frozen breath had made the misty falling snow as slick as wax. It was obvious they were headed toward Spice’s restaurant.

Otis and Golden arrived at the restaurant close to six. After checking their coats, Golden gave the maître d’ his name. As they followed the black-jacketed gentleman into the restaurant, an outburst of laughter from a large party in the center of  the dining room rose above the jangling of silverware and dishes. Seconds later the two men joined four others previously ensconced in a two-room private dining suite, already enjoying their appetizer.

“Sorry I’m late,” Golden said as he took a seat. “Some of you may already know Otis Witherspoon, the building inspector for the city.”

Otis said hello and then added casually, “I’m also a thirty-year member of NAABR.” The men nodded in affirmation.

Otis was impressed. The men at the table were definitely heavy hitters: Pastors Kevin Booker and Josh Taylor, both with political clout in the community; business executive Arthur Simmons, an entrepreneur who’d bought an insignificant car dealership and made it worth millions; and Erik Cain, who worked double duty as Golden’s manager and accountant. Cain spoke first.

“Hello, Otis. Good to see you,” he said, shaking the other man’s hand.

Otis studied the eager-looking young man. In the years Cain had worked for Golden, he and Otis had had business dealings, although not the kind that Westbrook would approve of.

Pellets of snow turned to rain and began streaming against the windows. Seconds later shrieks of thunder revved up behind the rain as Otis was personally introduced to the remaining NAABR members. He easily joined in the conversation about the organization’s elections already in progress.

“First and foremost we have a spiritual thrust as our mandate.” Pastor Booker lifted his cup and sipped his coffee. “With Westbrook’s dual roles as Detroit’s chapter president and the pastor of a large church—whose congregation is sixty percent NAABR members, I might add—he is in a good position as our candidate to restore core spiritual values.” He  smiled as he placed his cup back on the table. “Another point of emphasis is the quest for economic justice for our people.”

Founded in 1913 by four black scholars and a handful of liberal whites concerned about racial injustice, the National Alliance for the Advancement of the Black Race was an advocacy group for civil rights and litigated thousands of national and local discrimination lawsuits. After two years of heavy negotiating, Golden and the NAABR members present at this meeting had recently been triumphant in winning a landmark $700 million settlement for commercial loan commitments with the National Bank & Trust of Detroit and the Fair Banking Alliance. The money was earmarked for minority businesses.

“I agree,” Pastor Taylor broke in. “Booker and I—and I’m sure I speak for Golden as well—don’t look at our roles in the committee as being strictly political, but a holistically spiritual one that administers to the needs of our constituency.” He scanned the nodding faces surrounding the table before saying, “Our goal, gentlemen, is to mobilize voters and get them involved.”

With one ear turned to their conversation, Otis watched Henry, the elderly waiter, pour his glass of water. He knew Spice kept him on because Henry would die of loneliness if he didn’t have this job. In the years Otis had known Henry, they’d never held a two-sentence conversation and his face was always as blank as a blind man’s.

Smoothing his beard, as he had a tendency to do when he was thinking, Otis appraised the tempting selections that were being laid out on the Biedermeier sideboard.

“Help yourselves, gentlemen,” the waiter said. “If you desire anything else, please press the buzzer on the floor beside the table.” He smiled, nodded at the table of men, then discreetly rolled the silver cart outside the room, closing the carved pocket doors behind him. 

The table was beautifully set, flanked by an allegorical handpainted screen and large ferns. The men formed a line, and each helped himself to the spread of turkey and dressing, ham, fried chicken, pheasant, collard greens, turnip greens, grits and greens, macaroni and cheese, coleslaw, mashed potatoes and gravy, candied yams, homemade rolls, and biscuits. Information and conversation were exchanged as the men enjoyed their meal.

In ten short months the elections for the office of president of the Detroit NAABR chapter would be held, and it was clear to Otis that Golden was spending time and money necessary to be reelected.

Otis was aware that various members of Golden’s campaign team assembled for dinner on a regular basis at restaurants to talk strategy for the ensuing election. Now Otis wanted to see what these men were up to, what kind of money they really possessed. It was always a good idea to be widening his net of influence. If these guys were going to open their pockets to Golden, maybe Otis could somehow share in the wealth.

The heady aroma of ginger, basil, and sage filled the room. A quiet rustle of people talking and tittering about could be heard just outside their private chambers. After he’d finished a warming cup of coffee, Otis stretched his legs and sat back leisurely in the cushioned seat, listening to Golden stress the importance of the church’s involvement with politics.

“Gentlemen, you are all aware that in the African American community, the church has always been at the vanguard of social justice and public policy. Out of the black church have come our colleges and universities. Out of the black church have come our black businesses and trade associations. The church was the incubator for the civil rights movements in America.”

To Otis, the passion in Golden’s voice seemed genuine as  he paused for a second to wipe the sweat from his brow. “We know that developing businesses in our communities helps to build the tax base for providing public goods and services, helps the economy, and helps to provide jobs.” At this Otis and Golden locked eyes. “Our chapter is dedicated to coming up with specific programs designed to encourage our young people to be entrepreneurs.”

Preach, brother, preach! You just might get me to step inside a church yet. Otis chuckled quietly at his own joke, keeping his eyes on Westbrook so as not to be stared down.

Golden folded his arms across his chest and leaned back in his chair in conclusion. “We can get more for small-business development if we go about it the right way. We can look at this as a vehicle of economic independence and break the cycle of government dependency.”

For the next half hour the group of men shared their ideas and visions on how they could obtain the endorsement from the thousands of UAW voters, who had the power to significantly determine the outcome of an election. Then the men pulled out their checkbooks. Even Otis. He wrote his check out for $100.

“My Lord,” stated Pastor Booker, “we should meet here more often.” He held his large belly and laughed gleefully. “If these ain’t the meanest greens I’ve ate in years, my name ain’t Kevin Sasquatch Booker.”

The team of businessmen and pastors concurred with a hearty laugh. Erik Cain, obviously stuffed to the gills, pushed his plate forward, his chair back, and belched. “Excuse me,” he said with embarrassment.

Otis snickered as he gulped down the remainder of his coffee. “Kevin? Josh? Any of you gentlemen like more coffee?” he asked, noticing the brown shadows in their white cups. Without waiting for an answer, he pressed the buzzer for  Henry. When the elderly gentleman didn’t appear, he opened the pocket doors and stepped into the circular dining room.

“Miss! Miss!” Otis called to the waitress nearby.

Watching the shapely woman shift her weight on her left hip, Otis knew who she was before she turned around.

Upon hearing the call for service, Spice raised a single finger above her head, signaling Otis to wait a moment. She was obviously critiquing a trainee.

“Yes, sir . . . I’ve got it,” the trainee said. “You and your wife will have the pecan-crusted turkey cutlets with wild rice, and sautéed sweet peppers. And your son here would like turkey and dressing with broccoli instead of the turnip greens. Cornbread all around, or confetti muffins with your orders?” The family requested both. She thanked the customers and slid the menus under her right armpit. Spice gave Beverly a pleased smile as the young woman headed for the kitchen.

The staff’s evening attire at Southern Spice was black tuxedos and crisp cream shirts for the men, and long black high-slit skirts with soft, off white, organdy cuffed blouses with a high neck and cameo for the women. Spice wore a black velvet evening gown and was obviously, this evening, working as hostess.

Just as Spice started to turn in Otis’s direction, he felt the walls shudder, and the lights went out.

Bright light from sizzling veins of lightning sliced through the curtained windows.

“The lights will be back on in a moment,” Spice shouted into the room, but the patrons weren’t worried about the semi-darkness. The temporary loss of light merely made their dinner more romantic under the soft glow of the candlelight on every table.

As Spice made her way toward the private dining room, he saw the golden glow of candles bathing the contours of her face. She was carrying a candelabra. 

“Hello, gentlemen.” She hiked an eyebrow when she spotted Otis. “Hello, Otis,” she said, smiling, “I didn’t know you were here.” She gave him a quick hug. “Excuse me,” she said to the group, “Otis is my brother-in-law.” She let her hand rest on Otis’s shoulder. “Now, gentlemen, may I be of service?”

“I’m fine. The grits and greens were sublime,” Kevin said, almost humming.

“Perfect,” said Pastor Booker, pulling the napkin from his thick neck. “Please extend our compliments to the chef.”

“I’d like to suggest the next time you visit us you try the Parmesan collard casserole,” Spice proposed. “Our guests love it.”

Josh Taylor, with biscuit in hand, was busily scooping up the last drop of gravy on his plate. “The southern fried chicken is worth a trip back. Never had fried chicken quite like that before—but don’t tell my wife.” Otis saw Spice was truly charmed by the compliment. “What’s the secret?”

Spice looked around the table, engaging all eyes to focus on her. “Buttermilk. It’s marinated in buttermilk overnight. I trust you won’t tell anyone.” She winked and pressed her fingers against her lips. “If everyone’s wives knew our secrets, we’d be out of business.” She winked again at Josh, then turned her attention back to Otis, whose eyes had never left her face.

“Everything is exceptional,” a voice said, pulling her attention back to the room at large.

“The food, the restaurant. It’s lovely,” said Erik Cain with a broad smile.

“It’s all in the presentation,” Spice said, now looking at Golden, the one man in the room she’d never met personally before.

“You haven’t told us your name,” Golden stated in a calm manner.

Before she could answer, Henry was at her side with a message from Representative Donna Bradley, asking for her. “Tell her I’ll just be a minute.” Spice paused, glancing through the door to the congresswoman’s table. “And Henry, see that couple right there? Send a cake over to table eighty-nine with my compliments.” She nodded at the couple. “It’s the McCormicks’ twenty-fifth anniversary.”

“Sure thing, Ms. Spice,” Henry said, making a notation on his pad.

“Spice as in Southern Spice?” Golden asked.

She blushed. “The same.”

“And you work the tables?” Josh Taylor jumped into the conversation. “All the years I’ve been coming here I never knew it.” The other men concurred.

“Sometimes, like tonight, I play the part of hostess,” she said, turning away from Otis and Golden to face the younger man. “Occasionally, I like to cover the floor and talk one on one with the customers—see if they’re pleased or displeased with their meal or the service. Oftentimes I don’t let them know that I’m the owner. This evening, however . . . I didn’t think it proper, given the company of such reverent men, to hide the truth.” With a final smile for the room, she turned back to her brother-in-law. “Otis, you were asking something?”

“Yes, we need more coffee, my dear.”

They all smiled. “With pleasure.” Spice turned to go, stopped only by Golden’s amber-speckled eyes. “I’ll be back with a pot of fresh coffee. Help yourself to dessert,” she said, gesturing to the sideboard. She smiled at Golden. “And gentlemen, dinner’s on me this evening.” She ignored their protests about accepting the free meal.

Henry appeared to clear the table.

“Shall we move to the adjoining room for brandy, gentlemen?” Pastor Booker offered after their hostess had gone.  “There’s a warm fire burning, and that leather chair a few feet away seems to be calling my name.”

Otis wanted this opportunity to speak with Golden alone and pulled him to the side. “I’d like to be of help to your campaign, Westbrook.”

“But your check is enough. Thank you,” Golden said.

Glancing over his shoulder at Cain, who was watching them nearby, Otis lowered his voice before speaking. “If you’d consider adding another partner to the Sand Dollar project, I could guarantee at least fifteen thousand city votes—not to mention getting your approvals. My influence—”

Just then a polite knock sounded at the door. “Excuse me, gentlemen,” Spice said, reentering the room. “Fresh coffee. Help yourselves.”

Envy, like a cold prison, benumbs and stupefies. Otis didn’t miss the connection of Spice’s eyes lingering too long on Westbrook. He also didn’t miss Golden’s husky response when he said, “Yes. Thank you.”

Otis was outraged. Spice was flirting openly with the man! There could be no mistaking what he saw. He knew all her moves, all her gestures.

“I appreciate your offer, Otis,” Westbrook said, continuing their conversation. “However, may I get back to you after I’ve discussed this with my election committee?”

“Certainly,” Otis said. They watched as Spice sashayed out of the room. Both men knew the subject of a partnership would never be discussed again. 
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