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Prologue

It had to be the hottest day of the year in Malvonia, Ohio. It wasn’t even noon yet, so Unique could only imagine how much hotter it was going to get throughout the day. As Unique drove her sister’s car through the hood, she became even more motivated to earn that pink Cadillac every Mary Kay cosmetic representative dreamed about. She needed her own car; one with air . . . one with automatic windows. And the fact that as a result of pushing cosmetics, skin, and facial care products she could have one for free only sweetened the pot.

“Phew.” All Unique could do right now was thank God that she wasn’t still pregnant with the twins. Otherwise, this summer heat might have been unbearable.

She rubbed her hand across her forehead and looked in the backseat at her three sons. Her oldest, catching her glance at them in the rearview mirror, gave his mother a smile, and then went back to looking out of the window.

Her boys, ages five, six, and seven, squinted their eyes as the wind roared through the car. It looked as if they could hardly breathe from the pressure of every single window in the car being rolled down. But they didn’t have any choice. Although the breeze was nothing but a hot wind, it was the best they had.

I’ve got to do better for my boys, Unique thought to herself, steering her eyes back on the road. Her entire purpose for not keeping her twin girls to raise was so that she’d have an opportunity to do better for her three boys. That’s exactly what she was determined to do; better. That’s why she’d been pushing Mary Kay products like dope boys pushed crack rocks. She was tired of living with her sister and her sister’s two kids. She was appreciative of all her sister was doing for her, but it was fine time she began to do things for herself; by herself.

“Be who you want your kids to be,” were words the pastor of New Day Temple of Faith had once preached during a sermon. As a matter of fact, the pastor had declared June 1 as “Be Who You Want Your Kids to Be Day.” Unique, in celebrating the holiday, pledged, along with parents across the world, “Today, I, as a parent, commit to doing, saying, typing, texting, wearing, and thinking only things I would want my children to. I will not do, say, type, text, wear, or think things that I would not want my children to do. Today, I am going to be who I want my children to be. Today, my children will see me love, smile, read, help a complete stranger, and turn the other cheek. Today, my children will see me be who I want them to be.”

Those words were embedded in Unique’s mind. She was determined to be who she wanted her children to be. And what she didn’t want them to be was teenage parents with a bunch of babies by a bunch of different babies’ mamas.

That’s who Unique had been; a project chick with a bunch of babies all with different daddies. That’s who she was. She did not want that life for her children. Heck, she didn’t want that life for herself.

After getting saved and joining New Day, she set out to be a changed woman. She did it for herself as much as she’d done it for the sake of her children. But being saved hadn’t been all that she thought it would be. Once she got saved, she didn’t instantaneously stop doing those things she’d done while in the world. She still kicked it every now and then with her girls. She still got her drink on and took a hit from a blunt every now and then. Under the influence, she even fornicated. And even though she’d engaged in those things after being saved, she was proud to say that she hadn’t done those things for some time now; not since getting pregnant with the twins.

The twins; those two adorable little girls who were now being raised by another woman. It wasn’t just any woman, though. It was Lorain, Unique’s mother. Although Lorain wasn’t the mother that had raised Unique, she was, in fact, her biological mother. This is something the two women had found out by fate only a couple of years ago.

Initially angry with Lorain for abandoning her like trash when she was just a newborn infant, Unique grew to accept the fact that having her biological mother in her life was a blessing. It was double the blessing considering when Unique popped up pregnant with what was her fourth and fifth child, Lorain didn’t hesitate to offer raising the girls.

Unique’s intentions had been to give the babies up for adoption to a complete stranger. She knew it would have been a hard thing to do, but she really didn’t have a choice. She didn’t have a place for the babies to stay. There were already seven people living in her sister’s leased three-bedroom house with a finished basement. Of course, the basement was Unique and her boys’ quarters. There was no way she could squeeze in room for two more. There was no way she was going to give birth to two newborn babies and have them living in somebody’s basement.

Not only did she not have a roof to put over the babies’ heads, she didn’t have a car to drive them in either. She barely had transportation to get to and from the doctor’s office for prenatal care herself, let alone having to take the babies to the doctors once they were born. If it wasn’t for Lorain running her back and forth to her appointments, the twins might not have turned out as healthy as they did.

Not only did all those material things play a part in Unique’s decision to give the babies up for adoption, but the fact that she wouldn’t even be thirty years old yet with five babies played a part as well. How crazy would that look?

See, before she was saved, she wouldn’t have thought that it looked crazy at all. Where she came from, it was the norm. Her mama had a bunch of babies with all different fathers. Her sisters too, along with every other chick who lived back at their old projects in Columbus, Ohio. But now that she was saved, in the church with those good old saints of God, there was no way she could continue such a pattern. That’s why when Lorain came up with idea to not only adopt the twins herself, but to tell people that Unique was doing her a favor by carrying the children for her, Unique jumped on it.

“A surrogate,” Unique had said approvingly. It didn’t sound too believable at first to Unique. Did black women do that; have babies for each other? But at the end of the day, Unique concluded that being referred to as a surrogate was far better than being referred to as a ho any day.

That little white lie between Unique and Lorain kept a lot of the chatter down at the church about Unique’s pregnancy; at first it did anyway. That was because everybody just thought that Unique and Lorain were close friends who had served as leaders of the Singles’ Ministry together. But then, thanks to the church secretary’s eavesdropping on Pastor’s counseling sessions, the entire church eventually found out the two women’s secret; that they were mother and daughter. Those New Day divas had no idea that Unique wasn’t carrying Lorain’s seed, but that she’d backslid and fornicated with one of her son’s fathers. The result was her being knocked up.

“I can hear those church hens now,” Unique had told Lorain as she began mocking some of the things they might have said about her at the church had they known the entire truth. “She got three babies already with three different baby daddies. She’s livin’ up in her sister’s house on welfare with no car. Now she’s about to have two more babies out of wedlock, no husband ... And she calls herself a Christian. Humph.”

No way; that last insult was like nails down a chalkboard to any Christian. No Christian took kindly to their Christianity being questioned. Thank God for Lorain, because Unique had not had to deal with that type of criticism from the church. Unique could also thank Lorain for hipping her to that Mary Kay stuff as well. A former representative herself, Lorain had invested in a start-up kit for Unique and had trained her on everything she’d learned over the years. Unique had gained quite the clientele, as Lorain had even turned over her client list to her.

Once again, Unique looked in the rearview mirror at her boys. She then mumbled under her breath, “Don’t you worry, boys. Momma’s going to be driving y’all around in that Cadillac before you know it.”

Turning down a numbered street in the Linden area of Columbus, Ohio, Unique spotted the house she was looking for. Unfortunately, there were several cars parked directly in front of the house, so she had to park about three houses down.

“Where we at, Mommy?” Unique’s youngest son asked her.

“Where are we at?” her oldest son corrected him.

“Yes, that’s what I meant,” the youngest son replied. “Where are we at?”

Unique looked over her shoulder and nodded toward her oldest son. “We’re at your brother’s daddy’s job.” Next, she looked at the olive-green double family home that sat in between a yellow and a pink one.

“His daddy works in a house?” the middle son asked with a puzzled look on his face. He chuckled and looked at his brother. “Man, yo’ daddy work in a house. I thought people was just ’pose to live in a house.”

“Yeah, well, some people have gotta do what they gotta do, son,” Unique replied. She knew that better than anybody. Unique sighed as her eyes left the house, and she turned back around. “Yep. That’s where he works all right.” That’s pretty much where all of her babies’ daddies worked. Not all in that same house, but in ones similar to it. Unique knew that it was some Section 8 house that a young mother, like herself, was renting out to the neighborhood dope boys to sell dope out of. Her oldest son’s father just happened to be one of those dope boys.

Refraining from correcting both his younger brother’s and his mother’s use of bad English, the oldest boy asked, “Oooh, then, can I go with you to see him?”

“Uh, no, baby,” Unique stammered. The last thing she wanted to do was to take her son to some drug spot. The last thing she wanted to do was be there her own self. Her son’s father hadn’t answered or returned her phone calls all week, and he hadn’t thrown her any cash toward the well-being of his son in a month. Unique was not having that. She needed every dime she could get to help with the care of her boys.

After finding herself pregnant a fourth time, she made a vow to do everything within her will to be an example to her children. There was no more blowing money on just any old thing. She was now saving her money. She had almost twenty-five hundred dollars tucked under her mattress that she refused to touch. All that was the money she’d made from her Mary Kay sells. Prior to selling Mary Kay, Unique had worked a short period of time for a catering company one of the women who used to go to her church owned. She spent that money on clothes for her and her kids, a couple pieces of jewelry for herself, and on eating out. She’d made a nice chunk of change too, with nothing to show for but “stuff.” Like the prodigal son who spent up all of his inheritance, she was not going to make that same mistake twice. She was going to have something to show for her labor this time, and that something was going to be a house. Not a subsidized apartment somewhere or a Section 8 house, but a house with a mortgage note. That’s what she wanted for her children. And one day, as part of her and Lorain’s agreement, once the twins learned that she was their real mother, they’d have a nice place to come over and visit and play with their brothers.

That’s why hunting her baby daddy down for his contribution in taking care of the life he contributed in making was so important now more than ever. Never mind she was about to clown and be the stereotypical ghetto girl. The baby mama from hell. Making sure the fathers of her children paid up and helped to support them used to be a nonchalant thing for Unique. She used to be cool with them throwing her a little somethin’-somethin’ every now and then whenever they could or whenever they felt like it. A conversation with Lorain, though, helped her realize that that wasn’t fair for the boys. They deserved better from both her and their daddy, and Unique was on a mission to make sure they got better.

Perhaps she was about to embarrass herself by clownin’, if that is, in fact, what she had to do in order to get her oldest son’s father to give her some child support money. Perhaps she was even about to embarrass him in front of his boys. None of that kept Unique from throwing that car in park and getting out of the car to head toward that dope house though. This was for her boys; it was all for them. That’s what she kept reminding herself with every step she took. Anything that this resulted in would be all worth it. That’s what Unique thought when she got out of the car anyway. Better ... I gotta do better for my boys. But, oh, God, how things would take such a horrific turn for the worse. Would any of this have seemed worth it several hours later when Unique would hear the words, “I’m sorry, ma’am, but your sons are dead.”




Chapter One

“Church cost too much money,” Unique’s friend, Joelle, spat. “It’s cheaper for me to go to the club. I mean, after all, all I gotta do is pay my cover charge to get up in the club. Heck, if it’s ladies’ night, and if I get there before eleven o’clock, I don’t even have to do that. On top of that, as long as I’m looking fly, I dang sure won’t have to worry about buying any drinks. You know them ballers up in there got me on that.”

Unique shook her head as she chuckled. “Joe, you a mess.”

“Don’t even act like you don’t know what I’m talking about. After all, you roped you three ballers. You had babies for ’em on top of that. I know dem fools be breaking you off something real properlike. The same way when they knocked you up you were eating for two, now dem dudes got to pay for two.” Joe sounded so matter of fact, like Unique had run game on her sons’ fathers and it was now paying off big time. That could have been the furthest thing from the truth.

“You wish it was all like that,” Unique huffed. “Huh, who am I kidding? I wish it was all like that. But trust, sweetheart, if it was all like that, would I be living up in my sister’s crib? Would I be at the bus stop whenever I have to go somewhere?”

Joelle thought for a moment. “Dang, I guess I never really looked at it that way.” The enthusiasm and certainty that was initially in Joelle’s voice faded. “But I know you got paid for real a couple months ago when you had them babies for that woman.”

“It wasn’t even like that,” Unique told her friend from back in the day. Unique and Joelle had grown up in the same project in Columbus, Ohio. Joelle had always been Unique’s partner in crime. Once Unique got saved, she didn’t hang out with Joelle as much. But every now and then, Joelle would call her up and talk her into going out with her. And every now and then, Unique would give in to the pressure and temptation and go. She hadn’t given in, in quite some time though. She hadn’t given in since the time she ended up going to the club with Joelle, but leaving with her oldest son’s father. That’s also the time she ended up pregnant. That experience alone kept her far from the temptation of running the streets. It didn’t matter how hard Joelle begged her, Unique had not accepted Joelle’s invitations. But now the tables were turned as the two women talked on the phone. This time, it was Unique extending an invitation to Joelle, but not to go to the club.

“Anyway,” Unique said, exasperation lacing her tone, “it’s Friends and Family Day this Sunday at my church. Girl, just come on.”

“No, thanks. Like I said, church costs too much. At the church my mother used to go to, we had to pay for everything. We had to pay on Sunday morning to get the Word. We had to pay at Bible Study. We had to pay at Vacation Bible School. That collection basket went around at every single church function. I mean, I understand about tithes and offerings, but do churches have to pass the collection plate around for every single function they have? Sometimes that’s why I never went. On days I was broke, I was scared they were going to pass that collection plate around and I wouldn’t have anything to put in it.

“Them preachers always talking about the church doors are always open, but so are their pockets. I mean, on Sunday I expect to have to break the Lord off something, but I gotta pay for Bible Study too? I gotta pay for Vacation Bible School? Really? Come, on, ’Nique, you know you have to admit yourself that that becomes too much.”

“I know that’s how it is at some churches, but not at New Day Temple of Faith, I promise you,” Unique assured her friend. “Pastor only passes the plate around once, and that’s on Sunday morning after you’ve been fed the Word. We don’t take up collection at Bible Study or anything like that. There is, though, a tithe and offering box in the back of the church that people can give to anytime they want. But usually just the saints who are more mature in Christ utilize that; those who know what giving truly is about.”

“So what you trying to say? That I’m not a giver?” Before Unique could answer, Joelle continued. “Because you know I have never had a problem paying your way into the club on the times we had to pay.”

“Yeah, that’s because you were the one who always made us run late so that we didn’t get there until after eleven when there was a five-dollar cover charge.”

Joelle paused for a minute. “Oooh, I guess you are right about that,” she laughed.

“Yeah, I know I am,” Unique chuckled. “But anyway, I’m not going to keep pressuring you about going to church with me. Just know that the invitation is open for any Sunday; not just Family and Friend’s Day, okay?”

“All right, Momma. But let me get ready to get off this phone. I have to go get my ponytail sown in. DJ Dizzle My Nizzle is going to be on the turn tables tonight. You know all he play are rappers from the South, so it’s gonna be gettin’ crunked up in there. I can’t even think about wearing my short bob. I’ll sweat it out so bad and walk up out of that club looking like a Treasure Troll.”

Both Unique and Joelle laughed so hard before Unique decided she needed to get off the phone too. “All right, girl, let me let you go. I told the boys I’d take them to see the twins today.”

“Awww, y’all going to see Tiny and Toya,” Joelle joked, knowing darn well that wasn’t the babies’ names.

“It’s Victoria and Heaven,” Unique said.

“I know, I know. I’m just messing with you, girl. Give them a kiss from their would-have-been godmother, okay?”

“Okay, crazy woman. Be safe out there tonight.”

“I will, Momma. Love you. Deuces.”

Unique hung up the phone and shook her head with a smile on her face while staring at it. Talking with Joelle always reminded her how far God had brought her and where He’d brought her from. Next, Unique looked up. “Lord, I know that by no means am I where I need to be in you. But by God, I thank you that I’m not where I used to be. A mighty long way, God; that’s where you’ve brought me from; a mighty long way.”

“Are you talking to God again?” Unique’s middle son asked as he climbed up on the sofa bed she and her youngest son slept on. Her other two sons slept on an air mattress.

“Yes, baby,” Unique replied, her eyes lighting up like they always did when she looked at her boys.

“You always talking to Him. Does He ever talk back?” He played with the button on his Spider-Man pajamas.

“As a matter of fact, He does, and right now, He’s saying ...” Unique changed her voice to a deep monotone, “... Unique, if those boys of yours don’t hurry up and wash their face, brush their teeth, and get dressed, I want you to ... I want you to ...”

Unique’s son sat there looking at her with the most serious look on his face ever. He was on the edge of his seat waiting to hear God’s instructions to his mother.

“I want you to ...” Unique began wriggling her fingers. “... tickle them to death.” She began tickling her son so hard that tears formed in his eyes.

“Mommy, stop,” he pleaded in between laughs. “Stop or you gonna make me pee on myself. Stop, Mommy. For real.”

Unique gave in to her son’s pleas. The last thing she wanted to do was to have to give him a bath and change her bedding.

After her son settled down from all his laughing he asked, “Mommy, did God really say that?”

“Say what?” her oldest son asked, entering the room with his youngest brother beside him. They were in their pajamas as well.

Both Unique and her middle son looked at each other knowingly. “Should we tell him?” Unique asked her middle son.

With a little giggle he said, “Uh-huh. Tell ’em what God said, Mommy.”

By this time all three boys were sitting on the sofa bed. Unique looked at them and said, “God said ...” She changed her voice again. “‘Unique, if those boys of yours don’t hurry up and wash their face, brush their teeth, and get dressed, I want you to ...” Once again Unique began wriggling her fingers. “I want you to tickle them to death.”

For the next few minutes Unique took turns tickling her sons until one actually did wet himself. Before she had gotten saved and had learned to control her temper through the direction of the Holy Spirit, Unique probably would have raised sand, fussed, and cursed for all the extra work her son’s wetting on himself was about to cause her. She would have said some things that might have broken her boys’ spirits and ruined their entire day. But now they all just made a task out of changing the bedding together. She even let the boys work the buttons on the washing machine, where they placed all the soiled laundry.

God had certainly helped to turn Unique’s life around. The devil was waiting in the wings, though, to turn her life upside down.




Chapter Two

“So even though our mommy had them in her belly,” Unique’s youngest son said to Lorain as he, his brothers, Unique, and Lorain stood in between the two cribs admiring the sleeping babies, “they are your babies now?”

“That’s exactly right,” Lorain said, bending down and kissing her grandson on the nose.

“And they are going to call you Mommy?”

“They already do,” Lorain smiled. “Well, they say, ‘Ma-Ma.’”

Staring from one baby to the next he then said, “So those little things are our aunties, and we’re older than them?”

Both Unique and Lorain laughed.

“Enough with all the questions, son,” Unique told him, rubbing him on top of his head. “Besides, we go through this every time you see the twins.”

“I know.” A sad look covered his face. “I guess I just wanted sisters and not aunties.”

Unique sighed and looked up at Lorain.

“In due time,” Lorain mouthed, referencing the fact that she and Unique agreed that they’d tell the boys the truth about the twins really being their sisters once they got old enough to understand the entire situation.

“Since the twins are asleep, can we go have ice cream now?” the middle boy asked.

“Sure,” Lorain answered. “I just bought a brand-new bucket on sale at Kroger. Let’s go.”

After giving the babies another once-over, everyone left the nursery and headed to the kitchen. Before quite making it into the kitchen, the ringing doorbell stopped everyone’s trek.

“Hold on, boys. Let me get the door real quick,” Lorain said. She walked over to the door, and then looked out of the peephole to see who it was. Little hearts danced in her eyes as she opened the door. “Well, hello. You’re early.” She looked down at her watch. “About two hours early to be exact.”

“I know,” Nicholas said as he stood on the porch. “But when you said that Unique and the kids would be stopping by for a spell, I couldn’t miss seeing those boys of mine.”

Dr. Nicholas Wright was truly heaven-sent into Lorain’s life, and no one could tell her otherwise. She’d met him at the hospital emergency room the day Unique was experiencing abnormal cramping. She was pregnant with what she thought was just one baby at the time. It was Dr. Wright who informed them that one baby had been covering the other and that Unique was carrying twins. That day, Lorain walked out of the hospital with not only the news that she would be raising two babies, but with a new man in her life as well.

“Mr. Nick, is that you?” the oldest boy called out.

Lorain opened the door wide so that the boys could get full view of the visitor standing on the doorstep.

“Mr. Nick!” all three boys cheered, and then rushed Nicholas. They practically knocked him down as arms flung around his legs and waist.

“Can you play me in a video game?” one called out.

“No, let’s play some catch,” another one suggested.

“Hey,” Lorain pouted, slinging her hands on her hips. “I thought you wanted to have ice cream with Granny Lorain.”

“That was before Mr. Nick showed up,” the oldest boy told her.

“Yeah, we like Mr. Nick better than ice cream,” another confirmed.

“Oh, boys,” Nicholas said, almost speechless. “How about we go wear ourselves out throwing the football back and forth, and then we come in for some of that ice cream with Granny Lorain?” He looked up at Lorain and winked his eye at her.

She couldn’t help but blush. There was something about those soft brown eyes of his that were on the verge of being hazel but not quite, that made her feel like ... like ... she hadn’t been able to put those feelings in words. But it was a good feeling. That much she knew.

“Once again, Mr. Nick steals the show,” Unique smiled.

“Hey there, Unique,” Nicholas said to her. He reached out to hug her like he normally would have done, but the boys were still clinging to him.

“Will y’all get off of him and let the man breathe?” Unique said to the boys, who immediately obeyed.

“The football is right there by the door,” Lorain pointed. “You boys take it easy on Mr. Nick, y’all hear me?”

“Yes, Granny Lorain,” the boys chimed before grabbing the football and dragging Nicholas out the door.

“Yeah, boys, don’t wear Mr. Nick out or anything,” Unique said, even though they were no longer within earshot. She looked over at a beaming Lorain. “Leave that for Granny Lorain to do.”

Realizing the comment Unique had just made, Lorain shooed her hand in Unique’s direction. “Cut it out. You know darn well Granny Lorain is a Christian for real. The only thing wearing Mr. Nick out is his work schedule.”

“Oh, come on, Mama Lorain.” Unique had started calling Lorain Mama Lorain for the boys’ sake. Sometimes in general conversation she would refer to both the woman who raised her as Mama, which confused the boys as to exactly who she was talking about. So she just started adding their names after the word “Mama” for clarity. “You mean to tell me that you have absolutely no idea about just how hot Doctor McHottie really is?”

“If my daughter is standing here asking me if my boyfriend and I have a sexual relationship going on, the answer is no,” Lorain clarified as she sat down on the couch.

“Come on, you can tell me the truth.” Unique plopped down next to Lorain in anticipation of getting the scoop. “I mean, you two have been seeing each other for well over a year. And you said yourself that he’s not a practicing Christian like you.”

“But he’s getting there, and with no pressure from me, might I add,” Lorain said proudly. “I’ve only invited him to church once; just to let him know that he was always welcome to come worship at New Day. It wasn’t until three months after that that he actually took me up on the offer. And since then, he’s visited New Day at least a dozen times. He’d probably come more regular if it wasn’t for his work schedule. So like I said, Nicholas’s work schedule might be wearing him out, but it certainly ain’t me.”

Unique stared at Lorain for a minute. “You are dead serious, aren’t you? You haven’t even thought about backsliding, have you?”

“Now, let’s not go that far.”

“Uh-huh, I knew it,” Unique said with a look of victory on her face. “Ain’t no fine doctor like Doctor Nicholas going to hang around all this time without having at least an appetizer.”

Lorain put her hand up. “Now, let’s not go that far either. We’ve done some kissing, a little rubbing, but that’s about it. That was enough. As a matter of fact, that was too much.” Lorain snapped her neck back and sucked her teeth. “And by the way, could somebody please tell me why I’m having this conversation with my twenty-five-year-old daughter?”

“Who would you rather be having this conversation with? Your sixty-something-year-old mother?” Unique laughed.

“Hmm. I guess you’re right. But come to think of it, I’d rather not be having this conversation at all.”

“Not even with Nicholas?”

“Obviously Nick and I have had the conversation by now. He knows I’m saving myself until marriage.”

“Speaking of marriage, are you going to marry him? You said yourself when you two got together that he was looking for a wife, not a girlfriend. Well, you’ve been his girlfriend for quite some time now. So what’s the deal? Tell that cat to put his money where his mouth is and bring on the ring.”

Lorain remained peculiarly quiet. She fumbled around for something until she set her sights on the remote. She quickly picked it up and turned the television on.

After a moment of glaring at Lorain flick through channels like a man, Unique kindly took the remote from Lorain’s hand, turned the television off, and set the remote back down. Folding her arms and making a huffing sound, Unique finally spoke. “You turned the man down, didn’t you? He’s asked you to marry him already, but you’ve turned him down,” Unique figured out. “You turned the man down and his ring?”

Lorain remained silent without making eye contact with Unique. The next thing Lorain knew, one of her throw pillows was being tossed upside her head. She shockingly looked toward Unique. “No, you didn’t!”

“Yes, I did ... And yes, you should have, yes, you should have said yes.” Unique tossed another pillow at Lorain. This time, Lorain saw it coming and caught it.

“Hey, watch it. You’ve only known me to be your mama for almost two years, but I still am your mama,” Lorain reminded her. “Never mind I’m only thirteen years your senior, but I still got thirteen years experience of butt whipping on you, so watch yourself.”

“I can’t believe you are depriving me of a daddy and the boys of a granddaddy. What’s your problem?” Unique was a little frustrated with Lorain.

Lorain knew Unique was not going to leave this subject matter alone until she got answers. Lorain threw her head back against the couch and exhaled. “Well, when he first asked me, it was after the twins had just been born. To me, I felt like I owed all of my time to the twins and not to planning a wedding, you know.”

“Okay, you said when he first asked you. So that means there was another time. So when was the next time?”

“On the twins’ first birthday, after everyone went home after the party.”

“And your excuse then was ...”

“Unique, I’m not making excuses. It’s just that ... it’s just that ...”

“It’s just that it all seems too good to be true, doesn’t it?” Unique related. “You don’t even feel deserving of someone like Nicholas, do you? You don’t feel like you pray enough, praise God enough, thank Him enough, worship Him enough for Him to turn around and do something so wonderful for you, do you?”

Lorain nodded.

Unique nodded as her eyes watered. “I get that. Because that’s how I feel every time I look at my boys.” Unique then shook her head. “I have no idea why God chose me,” she poked her finger at her chest, “chose me to be blessed with such beautiful boys. But He did, and I receive it.” She closed her eyes, still shaking her head. “My God, do I deserve those three blessings running around out there?” She opened her eyes. “And those two blessings sleeping in their crib? And this blessing sitting right here in front of me?”

The two women smiled at each other. Lorain put her hands on top of Unique’s.

“All I can say, Mama Lorain, is that if Nicholas is that blessing from God, and you know that in your heart of hearts, then you better receive it. Because the man has made his intentions clear from the beginning. How much longer do you think he’s going to hang around if your intentions don’t line up?”

Lorain thought for a moment. “Not much longer,” she said. “Not much longer at all.”




Chapter Three

“Ladies, I thank you all for coming out this evening,” Unique said to the group of seven women who sat around the kitchen table of one of her Mary Kay clients. “And thank you for allowing me to introduce some of you to my products.” Unique pointed to the items she had displayed on the table. She then looked at the woman who had hosted the Mary Kay party. “And a special thanks to Brooklyn for opening up her home and allowing me to present my products.” All of the women clapped their hands.

Once the applause had ceased, the host looked to Unique. “Thank you for coming out, Unique. I appreciate you, girl. You the bestest.” She then looked at her guests. “Now, order up, ladies, so I can earn me some free products for having you tramps over here eating up my food and drinking up my wine.” Once again, the ladies giggled.

Unique simply smiled at her host’s comment. Once one to cuss and drink herself, she was not about to judge these women. But there was something that she could do. “Brooklyn, I’m so blessed to be here, that if you don’t mind, I’d really just like to say a quick prayer.”

The room went dead silent as Brooklyn, not a churchgoer or a practicing Christian, thought about it. “Well, uh, sure ... I guess,” she concluded. “Pray that these B’s buy enough products so that I earn my Satin Hands set for free ... the big one.” There were only a couple laughs this time as several of the women had prepared themselves to go into prayer.

Unique stood, closing her eyes. “Father God,” she started, as the seven women followed suit by standing and closing their eyes, “I thank you so much for these beautiful sisters who stand before me. I thank you that each and every one of them got here safe, sound, and free from harm. I thank you in advance that they return to their dwellings, families, and mates safe as well. God, you must love me so much to allow me to be in the presence of such strong, honorable women. I wish nothing but blessings and favor in their lives for whatever their endeavors, dreams, and goals are.”

“Thank you, Jesus,” one woman whispered.

A couple of eyes shot open in the direction of the woman. She’d been the one cursing the most all evening and telling dirty jokes. Some of the things that had come out of this woman’s mouth Unique knew a sailor, not even a construction worker, would say. But now she was calling on the name of Jesus.

“Thank you, God, for making these women the head and not the tail. The lender and not the borrower. Thank you, God, for making these women beautiful already, in the image of you, Father God. But I thank you, God, for sending me here tonight to remind them just how beautiful they are. No, God, they don’t need makeup to be beautiful; they already are. But Father, we should maintain and upkeep what you have blessed us with, so I thank you for using me to help them do so. God, I rebuke any word curses dating back to their youth in which anyone told them they were anything but beautiful.”

“Yes, God,” another woman said, wiping a tear from her eye. “I’m beautiful.”

The woman standing next to her grabbed her hand and squeezed it for comfort.

“That’s right, sister, you claim it. Say it again!” Unique ordered.

“I’m beautiful,” the woman sniffled.

“Like you mean it. Like you believe it,” Unique shouted.

“I’m beautiful,” the woman repeated. “I’m beautiful!” This time she said it even louder.

A few seconds later, every woman in the room was declaring that they were beautiful. Once the declarations died down, Unique closed out the prayer. “So, God, again, I humbly thank you in Jesus’ name. Amen.”

“Amen,” the women said, wiping tears and hugging each other.

Unique felt so good that the Holy Spirit had used her instantaneously and without planning ahead to speak life into those women’s lives; to remind them that they were women; beautiful women. After an hour or so of skin care and makeup applications, Unique was certain that a transformation had taken place. It was a transformation other than a makeover. It had been a spiritual transformation for some of these women. And all Unique could do was give God the glory.

“It’s getting late, so I guess I better go ahead and take you ladies’ orders,” Unique said, sitting back down after applying makeup to the last woman’s face. “So what’s it going to be, ladies?”

The women, some still hugging, looked at each other. Next they looked at Unique and almost simultaneously replied, “We’ll take one of everything,” before they all burst out laughing.

It took Unique an hour to get all of the women’s orders in. Selling over eight hundred dollars worth of products, she couldn’t do anything but thank God as she packed all of her things away and prepared to leave the house.

“Thank you again for hosting the party,” Unique told Brooklyn. “It truly was a blessing.”

“Girl, you the one who blessed us,” Brooklyn stated, looking at the remaining two guests in her home that were also preparing to leave.

“You sure did, sista girlfriend,” one of them cosigned. “I think I’m gonna call my uncle and take him up on his offer to come visit his church this Sunday. He’s only been asking me for ten years,” she chuckled, “ever since he became senior pastor.”

“I’ll meet you there,” the other woman said.

“To God be the glory,” was all Unique could fix her lips to say, because that’s exactly what He’d done; shined His glory on her beyond measure. “When I follow-up with you guys about your products, let me know how service was, okay?”

“Will do,” one of the women said, grabbing her purse. “Come on, chick,” she said to the other woman.

The other woman grabbed her purse and said to the driver, “I know we said that we were going to go by The Lobby for a minute after we left here, but I think I’ma pass tonight.”

“Me too,” the woman driving agreed after digging her keys out of her purse. “Smooches, Brook.” She gave Brooklyn a kiss on her cheek, and then headed out of the door with her passenger in tow.

“Okay, Miss Brooklyn, I’ll talk to you soon. And thanks again for everything,” Unique said, double-checking that she had everything before walking out of the house.

“No problem, girly. Take care.” Brooklyn closed the door after watching the last three women to leave her home step down the walkway.

Unique was carrying two cases of products. Thank goodness the women had practically bought her out. At least they weren’t as heavy going as they had been coming. Having to catch two city buses to get from her house to Brooklyn’s, Unique had broken a sweat hauling the cases. Even though it was nine o’clock at night now, the summer heat had not tucked itself in for the night. It was live and active. With the bus stop only being four blocks away, Unique prayed she wouldn’t break a sweat.

It was times like this when she wanted to dig into her stash of money and buy a car, but that money was for a house for her and her boys. Besides, she didn’t want to waste her money on some hooptie that would break down on the side of the road every other month. She had plans; buy a house, earn a car. She believed it could be done, so she was going to stick to the plan at all costs.

“Where are you parked?” Unique heard someone call out to her.

She looked back over her shoulder to see a woman standing up at the driver’s side of her car with the door open. It was one of the women from the Mary Kay party; the one who said she was going to take her uncle up on his invitation for her to visit his church.

“Oh, I’m, uh, just headed to the bus stop down the street,” Unique replied.

“Do you need a ride? It doesn’t seem safe being out here this late at night,” the woman said.

“Oh, I’ll be fine,” Unique assured her. “I’m a child of the King.” She looked up and pointed upward. “He’s got me covered. He’s not going to let anything happen to me.”

“Where do you live?” the woman asked, as if she was going to offer Unique a ride anyway.

“I live in Malvonia,” Unique replied. The woman’s face dropped, and Unique understood why. Here they were on the north side of Columbus. Unique’s house was about a forty-minute drive in the car; the city bus, with all those stops, not to mention its scenic route, was another story. “So don’t worry about it, I’m good,” she smiled, letting the woman off the hook. “But thanks anyway, and God bless you.” Unique continued her trek to the bus stop.

A few seconds later Unique could hear a car coming up behind her. It was the two women from the party in the car. As they passed her they smiled awkwardly, then proceeded to the stop sign a few feet away from Unique.

“I guess God ain’t been that good to her. He got her walking down the street at night with no car,” Unique heard the woman in the passenger seat say.

“Child of the King, my foot,” the driver spat. “Christian folks kill me, always talking about they are a child of the King; an heir to throne.”

“Okayyy,” the passenger said. “You mean to tell me that this great God you serve can’t even hook you up with a car? Then you ain’t no better off than me,” she chuckled, and the driver joined in as they pulled off and their rear end lights soon faded, but not before Unique heard one say, “Girl, let’s go on to The Lobby. I need a drink.”

Unique felt like a big joke as she fought like mad to keep the tears that filled her eyes from falling. Just a moment ago her insides were doing backflips for the Lord, but in just a few seconds, the devil had used those two women to try to steal her joy.

“Get thee behind me, Satan,” Unique spat as she continued her walk to the bus stop. “There is nothing you can say, there is nothing you can do to keep me from loving my God, from giving Him all the honor, all the glory, and all the praise. So He hasn’t blessed me with a car yet or a place of my own; so what, devil! He will. I know He will. The God I serve is going to provide me above and beyond anything I could have ever hoped, dreamed, or prayed for.”

Unique stomped down that street like she was stepping on the devil. She ranted and spat off at the devil, not caring what the cars driving past her thought. Once she arrived at the bus stop, she began to praise God like never before. When the bus finally arrived about ten minutes later, she sat on the bus more excited and pumped up than she had been in a long time.

She was a child of the King. She was an heir to His throne, and she was going to get every single blessing God had for her. But she knew in order to do so, she couldn’t just sit around and wait on God. She had to do her part in it as well. She was going to make a way for her children and herself at all costs, and she wasn’t going to do it alone. Yes, she had the Lord by her side. But there were some other people that played a role in this thing as well; her children’s fathers.

Unique had let them get away long enough with her just getting by on whatever money they could throw her way whenever they could to help her support her kids. Heck, her oldest son’s father hadn’t shot anything her way in a good while. She’d been trying to get in touch with him for the past week, but that sucker had the nerve to not take her calls. She could see him now just sitting there allowing her calls to go to voice mail. Well, he was going to be the first one she hit up on her list of deadbeat dads. He and those other two baby daddies should prepare themselves for the wrath of Unique Emerald Gray. Tomorrow would be the first day of the rest of her life.

Unfortunately, though, it would be the last day for the people who mattered most to her in life.
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