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DEDICATION
To Jimmy Hurd, author of Turnaround and Ice Dancer:

your genius with a pen will be missed—you really left us too soon.

If I’d known I was in the presence of an angel waiting to ascend, I would have been more proactive to spend time with you. All I know is that you touched my life in a brief period of time and I feel cheated. I wish I could go back to the day I first met you and surround myself in your warmth. But I can’t, you’re now a shining star for all of us, showing us the way. Damn, Jimmy, I miss you, I ain’t even gonna lie. But you taught me something in your passing. I will never take life for granted and I will never, ever pass over an opportunity to tell someone how much they mean to me. You will never know how much you meant to me.
You left too soon.
I love you!
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Not Alone
By E
A tragedy has occurred
In this place we call home
A victim of circumstances
Whose cause is unknown

Not quite living
But not quite dead
Food for thought for the person not eating
But seeing this instead

Why did God send my girl this way?

The only changes she’ll be seeing
Are in mattress frames,
Room scheme & color decor
But her footprints will never grace this floor
My floor
That I built just for her

Lord

Why me?

I see
My joy, my love, my world
Sitting in her crib dead to my world
No sound, no words
My baby girl

But to the end of her road
I will carry the load
As long as I’m living she’ll never be
Alone



LEAH

I was sick and tired of being sick and tired! My energy was drained. For the first time in my life, I could understand why some women killed their children before turning the guns on themselves. Not that I’d made a conscious decision to do harm to my children. I was beginning to feel that it was the only way out of my current situation.
My mind wandered as I sat at the kitchen table shuffling through a mountain of bills. I arranged the bills in order of importance and then by amounts. Any way I stacked them, I didn’t have the money. I picked up the phone to call the mortgage company to request an extension and sighed. I hated making “begging calls,” but this time I couldn’t put it off. A foreclosure notice was tacked on the door for the entire neighborhood to see. We didn’t have anywhere to go, so I had no choice but to grovel.
A bored switchboard operator answered the phone.
“I need to speak with someone about the status of my mortgage,” I said, trying to get mileage out of humility.
“Hold on,” she said.
I waited through seemingly endless country melodies. Just once, I would have liked to hear a song I could sing along to while I was placed on ignore. I was prepared to stay there a while longer when the line clicked over.
“This is Mrs. Turner. May I help you?”
“Hello.” I took a deep breath. “My name is Leah Simmons, and I need to speak to someone about a notice that was posted on my door yesterday.”
“What is your account number?”
I could tell by her voice that Mrs. Turner was a sister. I felt like I could be real with her. I read her the number, then held my breath in anticipation.
“What is the name on the account?”
“Um, Kentee Simmons,” I mumbled.
“And you are?” She was all business, dashing my hopes for sympathy.
“I’m his wife.” I drew another deep breath.
“Mrs. Simmons, I cannot speak to you about this account since your name does not appear on it. You need to have your husband contact this office to discuss the account.”
“That’s the problem.” I began to explain my situation, and I did not bother to hold back the stress and fear I was feeling. I sounded like an imperiled cartoon character to my own ears.
“Mrs., um, Simmons, calm down, please, I can’t understand what you’re saying,” she said with more kindness. I was truly babbling and could not stop my anguished moans.
“My husband left me with three small kids. My oldest is five and the twins are two. We have no food, no money, and now this! I don’t know where the hell he is, and I can’t wait on him to correct this. My family can’t be put out in the street!” I cried. As if slapped, all three children started crying in the background. I rose from the table and stumbled into the bedroom so I could hear what Mrs. Turner was saying. I didn’t like leaving my children in a distressed state, but I wasn’t able to hear anything above their chorus.
“Hold on,” she said, placing me back on hold and forcing me to listen to that awful country music.
While waiting, I tried to compose myself. I absolutely hated having to make that call, and loathed Kentee for putting us in that situation. Before I met Kentee, I had a good job and was doing fine. He talked me into quitting my job and having babies but, at the first sign of trouble, he left our asses. I wish I had listened to Marie!
The phone line clicked. “Mrs. Simmons, I need to get a number so I can call you back. I’ll try to help you, but you have to understand our rules. If I discuss this loan with you, I’ll be terminated. The bank monitors any call over three minutes, so I need to go. I’ll phone you on my break,” Mrs. Turner said.
Relieved, I gave her my number and prayed that she would call before the phone was disconnected.
Kayla, my oldest child, was banging on the door demanding to be let in. She was my drama queen. I could not have a pity party unless she joined in. Ever since Kentee left me, Kayla cried every time I shed a tear. Even when I snuck into the bathroom for a solitary cry, her radar detected my distress, and she sought me out.
“Lawd Jesus,” I lamented. “Can’t I have five seconds of peace?” I yelled, hoping Kayla would get the message. It was a silly thought, since Kayla was only five going on six. She understood nothing outside of her own wants and needs. She had matured since the birth of the twins but still required special attention.
The twins were another story. Malik was a dream child and almost a loner. He was content to sit in his room or in the living room playing quietly. He did not like a lot of noise and preferred to do everything himself. Mya, on the other hand, was off the chain! The twins were born two weeks early. I had an emergency C-section because Mya was not in birthing position. She kept getting in Malik’s way, so the surgeons had to go in and get them both at the last minute. Malik came out first and they had to fight to get to Mya.
Although the doctors assured me that neither of them had suffered any brain damage, I was beginning to have doubts about Mya. She was not developing as fast as her brother, and she had these inexplicable tantrums that I couldn’t understand.
The noise level on the other side of the door was deafening. I opened the door and left the bedroom, realizing that peace would not be found there. Kayla was curled up in a ball in front of the door. I wanted to step over her, but I did not. I helped her up, wiping away her tears. When Kentee left, Kayla had reverted to wetting the bed and her clothes. To avoid embarrassment, I had resorted to putting diapers on her. I needed a conveyor belt to wipe all their butts and keep them clean. I should have also been receiving a residual check from Pampers for all the money I had spent with them.
“I’m hungry, Mommy,” Kayla whined.
I glanced at my watch and realized that I had missed fixing their breakfast. It was already lunchtime. The whimpering that normally grated my nerves only shamed me this time. She was right and I was wrong. I led Kayla to a chair and went to look in the cabinets to see what I could fix.
“Mommy,” Kayla whispered.
“What?” I mimicked her whisper.
“What’s wrong with Mya?”
I was floored. I could not think of a response that would satisfy her. I didn’t know my damn self.
“Honey, Mommy doesn’t know.”
It was not much of a response, but it satisfied her curiosity for the moment. I continued pulling things out of the cabinet. The pickings were slim. I would have to go to the grocery store soon but it was too big of an ordeal; requiring planning and money. Kayla and Malik would be yelling out the things they wanted added to the cart and Mya would scream if anyone looked at her. Because of her heightened sense of smell, she hated all cleaning products and would toss them out of the cart every chance she got; leaving liquid spills up and down the grocery aisles.
I decided to wait on the store until after I dropped the kids off at my mother’s. My mind was spinning, and I found no relief. Kayla was right, there was something wrong with Mya and none of the doctors I had taken her to had offered a reasonable diagnosis. I attributed that to not having insurance. The emergency room could only handle so much. Kentee decided to cancel our insurance after the children were born. He claimed he made enough money to pay his bills and that insurance should be called “just in case” because most folks did not use it and never got their money’s worth. Although I didn’t agree with his premise I could not make him spend his money on things he didn’t believe in.
Unlike her brother, Mya still did not sleep through the night. At times during the day she would have these little fits; constantly screaming and kicking. Her fits were not tied to any particular situation; she fell out for no reason. How was I supposed to explain that to Kayla when I didn’t understand it myself?
Like a robot, I fixed lunch on autopilot. I did not even remember cleaning up the kitchen. I was worn out and, despite all the love I had in my heart for my children, I had nothing else to give.
I shoved the pile of bills onto the floor and lowered my head to the table. My mind wandered again. I thought of putting an end to all of the pain and frustration. Too tired to think, I waited for the phone to ring and end the suspense that had been building up all day.
Yesterday, while my mother watched the kids, I went to different churches and non-profit agencies trying to get some assistance. I managed to scrounge up $125 from the Salvation Army, $750 from St. Vincent de Paul, and another $500 from various churches. Families in Need was also reviewing my case to see if they could assist me to cover expenses like my light and phone bills. But if I lost the house, I would need that money to cover rental expenses somewhere else.
I felt the tension knot that had formed in the top of my head move closer to the center as I tried to hold back tears. My eyes were already so swollen I doubted they would ever return to normal.
For the life of me, I could not understand how my relationship with Kentee had taken such a drastic turn. Flashes of my life—before and after the children—ran through my brain. Sure, things were different since we had kids, but I thought he would expect that. “Was I living in a vacuum where he couldn’t see what I was dealing with?” I questioned the walls, but I did not get a response.
I used to greet Kentee naked—or damn near naked—when he came home from work. As long as Kayla was bedded down, I would sit on his lap and feed him his supper. I kept a spotless house and took special care of my appearance.
But that was then, and this is now. After the twins’ arrival, Kentee normally came home to find my hair standing on end and the house turned upside down, with no place to walk, let alone sit. And forget about a home-cooked meal. I assumed he understood but, obviously, he didn’t.
The shrill ringing of the phone interrupted my musing. A quick glance at the clock told me that I had lost an entire day and had no idea where it had gone.
“Hello,” I answered, my voice shaking.
“Mrs. Simmons?”
“This is she.”
“This is Mrs. Turner from SunDale Bank. I spoke with you this morning. I did some checking to be certain I relayed the proper information to you. I discovered that I was the loan officer assigned to your husband’s account when he first applied for the house you currently reside in. I need to make sure you understand that I have risked my job to call you. I’m doing this because I can relate to your situation. If you tell anyone where you got this information, I’ll deny it. Is that clear?”
“I understand. Thank you,” I said.
“This isn’t the only loan that your husband has with our bank. He has another house over on the south side of Atlanta, and those payments are current.”
“Excuse me?” Unable to comprehend what she was trying to tell me, I was fighting the urge to get an attitude with her for bearing the bad news.
“He bought that house a little over six months ago. If I had to guess, I would bet he has set up another household there.”
I was so stunned I could not speak.
“Mrs. Simmons, are you there?”
“Uh, yes. I’m sorry. I just caught a curve ball aimed straight at my stomach. Is he aware that his children are about to be put out on the street?” I asked, as if she knew the answer. I felt exactly two inches tall, asking a stranger what was going on with my own husband. But since he wouldn’t return my pages or phone calls, I was grasping at any straws I could reach.
Mrs. Turner was feeling my pain. “This is difficult for me to say, and I’m sorry to be the bearer of bad news. When I questioned him about the loan on the house you’re living in, he said that you were a renter and he couldn’t care less whether you were evicted or not because you weren’t paying the rent as agreed.”
Well, I’ll just be damned. How the hell was I going to pay rent when he forbade me to work after I had his kids?
“He’s saying that shit because he feels guilty that I caught his lying ass. Now he’d rather avoid me than face me.”
I flashed back to a conversation with my old friend, Marie. She had warned me to think twice before I committed to a relationship with Kentee. Lord, I wish I had listened to her. I might not have been going through the current changes. Hindsight is twenty-twenty.
Still stunned, I could not move my lips to ask the questions I really needed the answers to. Realizing that the lady would not stay on the phone with me forever, I grew angry and plunged ahead.
“Renter, my ass! I’m not a renter; that’s my husband!” I shouted, my fear turning into unadulterated rage.
Speaking louder and enunciating clearly, as if she were talking to a child, Mrs. Turner said, “I know this, and you know this, but he spoke to me like that wasn’t the case. I informed him that if he allowed the house that you’re living in to be foreclosed upon he’d permanently damage his credit rating.”
“And what did he say?” I demanded, sure that he would at least try to protect his credit rating; if not his own children. I hoped he had said something that would keep us from winding up on the street.
“Hmm…I don’t recall,” she said, clearly lying, maybe trying to spare me further embarrassment. She changed the subject, putting the focus back on me.
“Look, I don’t believe, based on my conversation with your husband, that he’s going to be your knight-in-shining-armor. I’m speaking to you woman to woman. My own husband left me high and dry, and to this day, I don’t know what happened to him. He could be dead for all I know, and to be honest, I hope he is. Don’t waste precious time sitting around waiting for his ass to come back, or for the other shoe to drop.”
Mrs. Turner’s words hit me like a plank of wood against the forehead. She was right. I was the only person who could rectify this situation, and finally I understood.
“Hey, I appreciate your advice, but I’m still stuck between a rock and a hard place. I have three kids still in diapers. I can’t get a job ’cause I can’t afford day care. I have less than a thousand dollars to my name, and most of it I got from begging at the local churches here in Peachtree City. What am I supposed to do?” I wailed, no longer able to hold back my feelings.
“Mrs. Simmons, I don’t have an answer for that. I wanted to make sure you weren’t holding out false hope that your husband’s going to fix this. You need to make a way for you and your children because your man isn’t going to be there.”
I glanced at my watch and realized that we had been talking for over thirty minutes. I needed some time to think about this new information.
Taking a deep breath, I said, “Thanks for everything.”
“Hey, I’ve walked in your shoes before. Thankfully, I didn’t have kids! Do yourself a favor. Take the money you do have and try to find some other place to live. I’ll lose your paperwork for a few months, but I can’t hold it off much longer,” Mrs. Turner said, and hung up the phone without waiting for me to utter another word.
I held the phone in my hands and tried to think. The annoying dial tone prompted me to hang up and I finally obeyed. Deep in my heart, I wanted to believe that Kentee would come to his senses and do the right thing, but the evidence did not support this belief. In the meantime, I needed to think about my kids and make preparations for the rest of our lives.
I was hurt that Kentee had chosen to be with another woman. I would gladly take him back, given the opportunity. How stupid was that? But it was the way I felt. He was the first man I had ever loved, and my heart wanted to forgive him for the errors of his dick. Dejected, I realized the situation was out of my hands. The only person I had control of was me, and I couldn’t help myself if I didn’t make a move, and do it now.
I called my mother to bring her up-to-date, and it was one of the hardest calls I’d had to make. She was supposed to be enjoying her retirement and not worrying about what her grown-ass child was going through.
“Momma, it’s Leah. I’m going to need your help with the kids for the next few months while I try to find a job. I found out from the mortgage company that Kentee hasn’t been paying the mortgage. They’re going to foreclose on this house.”
“Oh, Lawd!” she exclaimed. “Has that fool bumped his head? Leaving you there with three children? What the hell is he thinking?”
“I wish I had an answer for that. Sure, we argued when I listened to his voice mail and found out about his pussy on the side, but we agreed to work that out. To be honest, I still feel like he’ll come through the door any day now, but I have to prepare for the very real possibility that he won’t be coming back.”
I could almost hear Momma’s wheels spinning. I knew she was thinking that we were going to have to move in with her, but her tiny apartment could never house all of us. I had half a mind to pack the kids up and take them to Kentee’s mother, but she was so strung out on crack, I wouldn’t be able to sleep at night thinking about what they would be exposed to. Desperate but grateful for small favors, I listened to Mom’s sigh, then quickly relayed what Mrs. Turner told me.
“Momma, when I called the bank, I lucked up and got a sympathetic sister who’s had similar problems with her husband. She’s going to give me a few months to raise enough money to move into an apartment or something. I still want to stay in Peachtree City, if I can, but you know the rents here are pretty high.”
“Yes, they are, but maybe you can get some type of assistance; for the children at least.” She was trying to be the voice of sanity and reason in my crazy situation. I was so proud of my mother, and I loved her unconditionally. Never in my wildest dreams did I ever envision us relating on this type of level. As a teen, I was a wild one, and she had all but wiped her hands clean of me. I chose a life of sex and drugs, and she wanted nothing to do with me until I turned my life over to God and got my head on straight. Given our past rocky relationship I reveled in our newfound companionship.
“Can I drop the hell’s angels off in the morning?” I asked.
“Of course you can. I’ll see you then,” she said.
“Thank you,” I whispered as I hung up the phone, shaking my head. Tears rolled down my cheeks, marking the trail of pain Kentee inflicted. Crying was all I seemed to be able to do and I was sick of it. I was a strong black woman and tears did not come easy. In the past few months I had been stripped of my dignity, pride and control of my life and I didn’t like it one bit.
A loud crash shook me from my private hell, followed by a shriek. I raced down the hall and entered the twins’ bedroom. Mya was laid out on the carpet, flapping around and banging her head on the floor.
“Stop it!” I yelled, grabbing her and clutching her to my chest. Her brother looked on in fear, as I tried to understand whether I was screaming at my husband or my child.
Mya was so different from her brother, Malik. He was walking now and saying small words. He said “Daddy” the other day, which really pissed me off, since Daddy was nowhere to be found. Mya, on the other hand, had not uttered a word and barely crawled.
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