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Dedication

To every woman who has sought intimacy in the arms of the wrong man—and survived it.




I’ve heard it said that the journey from the wilderness to the Promised Land should have only taken eleven days. But instead of getting there on schedule, the people stumbling, fumbling, and misguided by their own ways turned what should have been a few nights of journeying into forty years of wandering.

Each time I’ve heard that, I’ve always thought that I would have been the one person in the group wise enough, keen enough, sharp enough, or just have the plain common sense enough to recognize that I was walking in circles. I’d be the one to say, “Hey! The way out is this way!” I’d be the one to recover from the mistakes early, recognize familiar signs, and take the necessary actions that would get me to my destination quicker.

Funny, how I’d always thought that—until I found myself in the wilderness.




Chapter One

Nobody had been excited when I thrust my hand out on Thanksgiving Day over the pan of baked macaroni and cheese and announced, “I’m engaged!” My smile couldn’t have been bigger or brighter in expressing my zeal for Sydney’s proposal. With star-filled eyes, I wiggled in my chair as I looked around at my momma’s face first; then at Gene, my stepfather; then at my older sister, Andra, and her husband, Coleman. I don’t even think they stopped eating long enough to look up, but Coleman did sit back in his chair with a grin. He wiped his mouth with a napkin first, then raised off his chair just enough to reach out for Sydney’s hand.

“Congratulations, man.” They slapped and shuffled hands, following the unspoken brotherly handshake code. “You going in for the lockdown, huh?”

“Yeah.” Sydney nodded coolly. “It’s that time. She’s the one.” I rubbed his leg under the table, and he turned to me and pecked my cheek quickly. “She’s the one.”

“You hear that, Big G,” Coleman asked, looking at Gene. “You’re getting a new son-in-law.” Gene just grunted and filled his mouth with more fried turkey. Andra kept right on eating, but she’d always been a hater, anyway, so her opinion didn’t matter to me. Momma cleared her throat after a few seconds and managed to say, “Oh . . . well . . . uh . . . I guess congratulations are in order. Congratulations.” She spoke with absolutely no conviction, then nervously shifted her eyes over to Gene and nodded her head a bit, prompting him to say something. “Gene?” she finally said when he didn’t say a word. “Gene, did you hear Kareese?”

When Gene did look up, he stared intently at Sydney while he slowly chewed a mouthful of food. I could have sworn I could hear that whistling sound they play on the old cowboy western show Bonanza or Rawhide when there is about to be a gun showdown. Sydney met his stare, but he could only take a few seconds at a time before looking randomly at anything else besides Gene’s eyes. I almost expected him to say, “You eyeballin’ me, boy?” But instead he said, “If you ever hurt my daughter, you won’t live to tell about it.”

“Gene!” Momma whispered, but he paid her no attention.

“You hear me?” he asked, demanding Sydney’s verbal confirmation.

“You don’t have anything to worry about, Mr. Watson,” Sydney respectfully answered, folding his bottom lip into his mouth and resting one arm across the back of my chair. “I love Kareese with everything in me, and I see the example you set before her of what a man is supposed to be and how he is supposed to take care of his woman; so I already know what you expect, and I already know what she expects.”

Gene said nothing while he tapped his fork against his plate, which made me uneasy. He must have stared for another fifteen seconds and was only distracted when my baby, Casey, began banging on the tray of his high chair with his sippy cup, sprinkling apple juice all over the place.

“Get him, babe.” Sydney nudged me, although Casey was closest to him. I saw Momma twist her lips and roll her eyes as I pushed my chair back to get my baby. I know what they all were thinking; and, honestly, I was thinking it myself. Sydney should have taken care of him. He was sitting right there, but I acted like it was nothing. I’d mention it to Sydney later.

“Come on, Booka-boo.” I unlatched the tray and lifted my pride and joy up from his seat, and Casey wrapped his short arms around my neck and laid his head on my shoulder as he crooned his own little song.

“Look at my little nephew.” Andra grinned, getting up to follow me out of the room, but I knew her motive was not her intrigue in Casey. We had barely made it to the den before she started on me.

“Girl, you’re actually gonna marry him?”

“Uh, yes—duh!” I threw my hand up to display my ring a second time.

“Why?” She scrunched up her face like she’d just bitten into a lemon.

Truth be told, Sydney had his faults, but he could put it down like nobody’s business. He knew how to work me over real good. And I mean real good. I knew how dim-witted I would sound if I said I was getting married for sex, so I kept it to myself. Besides, that wasn’t my only reason. I did love Sydney. “Don’t start, Andra.”

“I’m just saying. I don’t think you should do it,” she advised, following me through the den and upstairs to what used to be my bedroom.

“And why is that? So you can keep the one-up on being married and building a family the ‘right’ way, while you continue to look down on me about being an unwed baby momma?” I couldn’t count the number of times Andra had made throw-off comments about me becoming a statistic and how she saw single mothers on her social services job every day who had picked no-good men to father their children whom they wouldn’t be able to feed without government assistance. “You’re so self-righteous.”

“Self-righteousness has nothing to do with it, but using good sense does, and you’re about to do something stupid.”

“Who are you calling stupid, Andra!” I snapped. “You get on my damn nerves thinking you’re so perfect!”

“I’m just trying to keep you from making a mistake, being all excited about somebody who doesn’t even really care about you. I don’t know why you can’t see that.” She yanked at my left hand, only to look disapprovingly at my ring. “What is this cheap Kmart mess he put on your finger? Is that all you’re worth? A $39.95 half-price Blue Light Special?”

“Just because he couldn’t afford a ten-thousand-dollar ring doesn’t mean he doesn’t love me.” I snatched back my hand, feeling both anger and embarrassment wash over my face; the ring was rather small and I couldn’t argue that point. “I’m marrying a man, not a ring. It’s not your place to manage my life.”

“Well, if you don’t care, then I don’t care.” She waved her hand and plopped down on the bed just as Momma walked in.

Momma’s mouth didn’t move, but her face—slightly contorted and raised brows causing rows of wrinkles in her forehead—said it all. She held out her hand, which meant let me see the ring. I gave her my hand and she did a two-second inspection.

“What, Ma?” I prompted. “Go ahead and say it.”

“I don’t have to say anything. You want to lock yourself up in a cage, go right ahead,” she answered, backing up a bit to lean against the wall.

I had made the mistake of sharing with my mother the details of some of my and Sydney’s arguments, one of them being about me not allowing him to open my car door, which I saw as pure gallantry.

“Ma, it’s so nice that he always, always opens my car door. He even gets offended if I don’t let him,” I’d gushed.

Momma had folded her arms across her chest, unimpressed. I should have stopped then, but I didn’t. Sydney and I had just started dating, and things were going so well, I couldn’t hide my excitement.

“That’s like the only thing we ever argue about.”

“You better make sure that man is not trying to control you,” she stated flatly.

“Control? Ma, he’s just being chivalrous,” I’d defended. “He’s a gentleman.”

“You keep on believing that,” she’d said. I dismissed it. She never liked anybody I dated, anyway. I could have brought the President of the United States of America home, and she would have found something wrong with him, too.

“Can’t y’all just be a little bit happy for me?” I almost begged.

“Don’t look to us for your happiness. You’re all grown. You wanna get married, get married,” Momma said, sounding like any mother character played by actress Jennifer Lewis. It was almost like she’d said, “When times get tough, don’t come over here crying to us. You grown. You want to be miserable, be miserable.”

“So when is the wedding?” she asked next.

I’d already picked a date, but I didn’t want to say because I knew that they didn’t—and wouldn’t—approve. “We haven’t quite decided yet. Probably in the next few months.” Really, I was thinking in a few weeks. Had I said that, Momma would have gone into a whole speech about rushing into marriage.

“Mmph, mmph, mmph!” Momma shook her head and walked out, leaving a trail of silence behind her.

I wasn’t expecting cheers and champagne but it hurt my feelings just the same. I did have a small ray of hope that my mom would be an excited mother of the bride, and would take joy in helping me with the planning.

“The next few months, when?” Andra asked, filling the dead air. “What kind of wedding are you going to be able to put together in less than a year?”

“What difference does it make if you’re not invited?” Her eyes popped open in shock. “We’ve decided that we don’t want anybody there who is not truly happy for us, so that kinda scratches you off the invite list, but I felt like the least I could do is tell y’all about it.”

“Which part do you want us to be happy about, Kareese? You might be the one for him, but he ain’t the one for you,” Andra expressed. “He ain’t got nothin’ to offer you.”

“He has a job. He pays the bills. And he is Casey’s father, or did you forget that? It seems like somebody would be happy about the fact that he wants us to be a family.”

“He only has a minimum-wage, part-time job!” she yelled. “And it’s a miracle that he’s been there for three months now, from the way he likes to job hop. How is he gonna support you and the baby on that?”

“Sydney has a good heart,” I said, taking up for my soon-to-be husband.

“What the hell is a good heart gonna do if he doesn’t have the money to put a roof over your head and food on the table? Use your head, Kareese!”

“Like you did by having two abortions just so you could get your degree on time?” I spat, without regret. “You’re always bragging to people like you did the right thing by waiting until you got married before deciding to have kids, but we both know that ain’t true. If you asked me, you don’t even have a damn heart.” My words had cut Andra to the bone, snatching away her look of pride and replacing it with hurt and shame.

“You didn’t have to go there,” she uttered, rising to her feet and storming out.

“You’re so quick to judge other people, but I didn’t think you’d have anything to say about that,” I finished, chasing her with words.

My face was warped into a scowl, but when I looked at Casey and he began smiling at me, my frown disappeared. So what if I hadn’t finished college? I had a beautiful baby who was worth much more than a piece of paper that would only prove that I’d passed an economics, an English, a few business, and a couple of science lab classes at some overpriced school. I could go back to school any old time. But for right now, I had a man who wanted to marry me. Love was knocking on my door, and I was answering with or without my family’s liking.

 



I met Sydney during my sophomore year at Wake Forest University when Yalisa and I stopped in a KFC to grab a two-piece snack in between studying for exams. I found Sydney to be charming, although he was serving chicken in a box. He was neatly groomed—as much as he could be in a fast-food uniform—had beautiful white teeth and an outgoing personality. He made no secret about his interest in me—stuffing my order with extra wings, then writing his phone number on the box.

“Here you go, miss,” he said, licking his lips seductively. “I hope you enjoy it.”

“Thanks,” I answered, reaching for my bag and the change. He purposely let our hands touch and gave me a half smile.

“What’s your name?”

“Kareese.”

“Miss Kareese, I hope you call me so we can get to know each other better.”

“We’ll see.”

It hadn’t taken me long to call him, go out a couple times, and then start officially dating; which we did for a year before my education came to a screeching halt by my unplanned pregnancy. I cried for two weeks straight, feeling like a failure, feeling like I ruined my life, feeling like I’d wasted my parents’ money and my time. Then I cried for two more weeks when Sydney told me he wasn’t ready to have any kids and he thought I should terminate my pregnancy.

“We’re not seeing eye to eye on having no baby,” he’d said, but what hurt more was when I suggested we keep the baby and get married. “And we definitely ain’t seeing eye to eye on no marriage!” he’d exclaimed.

It was hard for me to see myself having a baby for a man who didn’t love me enough to marry me, but after doing a bit of research on pro-choice, I definitely couldn’t take a baby’s life for a man who didn’t love me enough to marry me. I’d have to tough it out as a single parent and hope for the best. There were plenty of women before me who’d been faced with the same situation and went on to be successful, and if they could do it, I could do it too. At least, that’s what Yalisa kept telling me.

“You’re not the man I thought you were, Sydney,” I had managed to choke out through tears, snorts and sniffles. “Don’t worry about me or the baby. Just know that in seven more months, you will have a son or daughter somewhere on God’s green earth.” I hung up the phone, then deleted his number from my contacts list although it was well programmed in my memory. I watched my phone for the next twenty-four hours hoping that Sydney would call to tell me that he loved me, he couldn’t imagine living his life without me, and he would never in his lifetime allow his baby to be born and not be apart of his or her life. I wanted him to say he wanted us to be a family, even if we did put off the marriage part for a little while. When that didn’t happen, I dolefully accepted the fact that I’d have to go it alone, and in my anger and disgust I changed my phone number. I didn’t see or hear from Sydney again until six months later when I could no longer see my toes, had a million, zillion stretch marks on my belly and a face as fat as Porky Pig. I was out shopping for more baby clothes when I bumped into him in the food court of Crabtree Valley Mall as I sat enjoying a Chick-fil-A sandwich with a large sweet tea. Engrossed in the latest issue of Baby Talk magazine, I hadn’t noticed when he walked up to the table.

“Kareese,” he called, his tone even and low. He didn’t wait for me to respond before he pulled out a chair and sat. “Wow. Look at you.” His eyes lowered to my swollen abdomen, while my brows rose in annoyance.

“I didn’t ask you to sit down.”

He bit into his bottom lip, still fixated on my stomach. “Look at my baby.”

Studying his face, I watched his mouth tighten into a ball, with his bottom lip still tucked inside. He dropped his head in what looked like shame, but I wasn’t sure. With his thumb and forefinger, he rubbed his eyes before he looked up at me again.

“Kareese, I’m sorry.” He swallowed hard, then spoke again. “I know that ‘I’m sorry’ don’t fix the hurt I must have caused you, but it’s the least I can say.”

Weak. My lips twisted to one side. I was unmoved by his apology.

“I can’t blame you for cutting me off after the way I acted.” He shook his head at himself. “I was just being stupid and selfish, but I haven’t stopped thinking about you and the baby since that day. When you wouldn’t take my calls, I felt like someone had snatched my heart out of my chest,” he said, placing a hand over his heart like he was about to say the Pledge of Allegiance. “I spent a lot of time thinking about you, about us, about the baby, and how I was just being a sorry man. I couldn’t even look in the mirror at myself, knowing that I was on my way to being a deadbeat dad.”

“Whatever, Sydney. You’re not on your way to being a deadbeat. You are a deadbeat,” I clarified.

He nodded. “I deserve that.” He pressed his lips together and gazed across the court. “I know you don’t believe me, but I miss you and I want to be a part of your life and my baby’s life.”

“And just when did you have this great epiphany?”

“The day after you hung up on me, then changed your number. The day I went to your dorm and found out that you’d dropped out of school. The day I went to your sister’s house and she told me to stay the hell away from you.”

Andra did let me come live with her and Coleman after I told my parents I had to leave school. Of course they were furious and told me to make it the best way I could. In other words, I wasn’t welcome back home as a form of punishment. Andra had also told me the day Sydney showed up on her doorstep looking for me that she’d given him a good piece of her mind.

“And that’s all it took, huh? A little tiny idle threat from my sister was enough to chase you off.”

“She told me that you’d gotten an abortion.”

Internally I gasped, but a different expression fell from my lips. “That must have been a relief for you, since that is what you wanted in the first place.”

“That’s what I thought I wanted, until she told me that.” He grabbed at his face, squeezing his eyes and nose. “But when she told me that . . . I don’t know. Like I said—it felt like somebody had taken my heart away.” He hesitated a bit, then continued. “I spent a lot of time praying after that. I mean a lot of time. I felt so guilty, because I knew you wouldn’t have done that if I had just stepped up to the plate and been the man I should have been. I just asked God to let me see you so I could just say ‘I’m sorry’ or something. When I saw you sitting here today, still carrying my baby, I just started crying.” He chuckled a bit. “A grown man, standing in the doggone food court crying”—he pointed toward a strip of wall between Moe’s Southwest Grill and Crisp Salads—“standing right over there.”

I began to believe him.

“I don’t know if you will ever give me a chance to redeem myself or not, but I’m just so thankful to God that He let me see you one more time and that my baby is still here. I know I don’t deserve you, Kareese, and I will have to accept it if you don’t want nothing else to do with me, but please let me be a father to my child.”

How could I have said no to that? I cussed Andra out for trying to control my life by lying to Sydney about the baby and moved out of her house, going to live with Sydney in a small one-bedroom apartment. A month later, with him by my side coaching, holding my hand, and feeding me ice chips, we welcomed Casey Romelo Christopher into the world. I’d considered Sydney to have redeemed himself, but as for my parents and my sister—they weren’t trying to hear it. Not then, and not today.




Chapter Two

Sydney, Casey, and I left my parents’ house shortly after and drove the next ninety minutes to his parents’ house.

“Show me that rock, girl.” Sydney grinned, then winked seductively.

With a giggle, I placed my hand into his; he kissed the back side, then centered it on his crotch and I began fondling.

“Mmm,” he moaned. “Yeah, that’s it. Work that thing, baby.”

We’d played “show me the rock” eight other times since he’d dressed my finger with his commitment. I’d show him the rock on my finger and he would show me the one in his pants. Once I got him to full attention, we would find somewhere to pull over and get our freak on. Didn’t matter where; sometimes it was right on the side of the road, as long as one of us kept our eyes open just in case a police cruiser rolled by. Other than that, every other driver on the highway was too busy trying to get to where they were going to pay much attention to us.

The first time we played, we made sure Casey was asleep. Then we turned on a narrow little dirt road between some cornstalks; which was the perfect place for me to sit on the hood of the car, open my legs, and show him how much I was looking forward to being his wife. For this round, I got on my knees turned toward the driver’s seat while he stood in the passenger door behind me, gripped my hips, and laid his pipe. Woooo! I loved this game! It only took a couple of minutes per session, but the risqué factor made it so enjoyable. It was gonna be one of the things we did to keep our sex life hot and spicy once we tied the knot.

“You’re so nasty,” I teased as we used a few baby wipes from Casey’s bag to clean up.

“Thank you,” he commented, nodding proudly, which made me laugh.

“So what did they say when you went upstairs?” Sydney asked, settling back behind the steering wheel and looking out at the road.

“Their same old stuff. My mom really didn’t say anything.” I kinda lied, but really she hadn’t. “And you know how Andra is with her nasty stuck-up self. She gets on my nerves.”

“Forget her, baby.” Sydney lifted his right arm and massaged my left shoulder. “She need to be worried about her own marriage.”

“I know that’s right. She don’t have nothing to do with what goes on over here.”

“We’re gonna have to stick together and have each other’s back in our marriage, baby, because if we let other people in our business, they will turn us against each other.”

“I know, babe. Me and you against the world.” I smiled.

“Me, you, and God against the world; and we gonna show ’em how it’s done. As long as we keep God in the center of our marriage, we can’t do nothing but be successful.”

“See, that’s why I love you.”

“What? What’s why?” he asked, glancing at me for half a second.

“Because I know you’re a man who knows how to hold and keep his family together.” I complimented him, rubbing his hand. “You are not ashamed to acknowledge God and make Him the head of our lives.”

“Well, baby, I believe God really blessed me when He let me be a part of your life, and I’ma do everything in my power to take care of what He blessed me with.” He squeezed, then patted my thigh as he continued. “I got a wonderful son who I love, and I’m about to have a beautiful, incredible, and sexy wife who I love. It don’t matter to me what other people got to say about it. I’m just sorry that I can’t give you the wedding of your dreams right now.”

“Don’t worry about that, Sydney. I’d rather have you as my husband than a wedding any day. A wedding is just one day that we can do anytime, but a marriage is a lifetime,” I commented. “So what did your family say when you told them the news?”

“Nothing yet.” He shook his head. “I haven’t told them because they don’t get excited about stuff like that.”

“Oh.” I thought his silence with his family was a bit strange. He seemed to have a great relationship with his parents and brother, so why wouldn’t he have told them? “Suppose they want to come to the ceremony?”

“I just told you, we can’t afford a real wedding right now.”

“It won’t be a big wedding, but we can do something small and just invite a few guests, like just our families.”

Sydney moved his hand from my leg and rubbed his head. “I don’t know about all that, baby.”

“Just something small and intimate so we will have something to remember the day by.”

“What do you mean by ‘small’?”

“Like, maybe something at the house and we can serve dinner. We can have the guests bring a dish so it doesn’t cost us anything.”

“A house wedding? That’s ghetto. You deserve more than that.”

“I don’t think it’s ghetto,” I rebutted, although I liked that he felt I deserved more.

“I want to give you what you worth, baby. I’d rather just wait till we can afford to do it right.”

I paused pensively. On one hand, I could imagine sacrificing and just waiting for a bigger day, but on the other hand, I wanted at least a little bit of grandeur and celebration. “How long do you think it would be?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know, babe. To do something nice, it’s gonna be a couple thousand dollars; which we would have to save up for, but we got other things to do first before we think about that, ’cause like you said, it’s just one day.”

“I just want to do something, baby,” I pleaded.

He sighed, implying that I was testing his patience. “Kareese, the most important thing to me is making you my wife. I don’t need a bunch of extra stuff to do that.”

Feeling like I was getting nowhere, I dropped it, but I’d made up my mind that I was gonna whip it on him later and make him agree to at least a little something.

When we pulled up to Sydney’s mother’s house, his mom was standing outside beneath her carport stirring something in a huge pot that looked like a witch’s cauldron. Keith, his brother, was stooped down, poking at the fire beneath.

“Hey, Momma!” he greeted, cutting the car off, stepping out, and shutting the driver’s door behind him. Knowing how he felt about not letting him get my door for me, I held my excitement to jump out and flash my mini diamond. Instead of coming around to my side of the car, Sydney walked over and greeted my soon-to-be mother-in-law.

“Hey, baby!” I could hear her say, although I was closed up in the car. Sydney hugged her tightly, slapped hands with his brother, then shoved his hands in his pockets and started up a conversation. Did he forget I was still sitting here? On top of that, I had to pee.

“What in the world,” I mumbled, wanting to tap the horn, but I thought better of it not wanting to look like some kind of bourgeois princess. Instead, I counted to ten, then added ten more counts, growing impatient. Sydney didn’t so much as look my way. This was crazy. I popped the door open and stepped out.

“Hey, Ms. Patricia.” I waved before opening the back door and unbuckling Casey out of his seat. When I started toward Sydney, he stared, incredulously, with daggers in his eyes and flung them all my way. He said nothing, but his expression said, What the hell you doing gettin’ out the car?

“What? I had to pee!” I stated, wondering why I felt the need to give an explanation in the first place. “Hey, Keith,” I added, jumbling the baby in Sydney’s arms before trekking for the door.

“Hey, Kareese,” his brother answered. “How you doing?”

“Good! You mind if I use your bathroom,” I asked, turning to Sydney’s mom, already knowing I was welcome in Ms. Patricia’s home.

“Help yourself, baby.”

Once in the bathroom, I shuffled out of my clothes, sighed with relief, flushed, put myself back together again, and washed my hands—making a special effort to center my ring perfectly for my presentation to Ms. Patricia and Keith. If Sydney hadn’t already told them our news, I was about to tell them for him. I headed back outside, ready to deliver our exciting news; but to my surprise, Sydney was standing at the car, holding my door open for me, looking like a chauffeur.

“Let’s go,” he stated as soon as I’d stepped both feet out the door. His jaw was tight with resentment, and Casey was already back in his car seat.

“What? We just got here.” I hadn’t even gotten any of her famous fried turkey and a slice of sweet potato pie yet. Ms. Patricia and Keith still stood at the pot, pretending not to notice us.

“Come on,” Sydney firmly said, motioning with his head for me to get inside the car, unmoved and clearly not open to negotiating. A bit bewildered and discomfited, I took my seat. He slammed the door after me, jumped in the driver’s seat, then spun his tires against the pavement, and screeched down the street.

“What is wrong with you?” His behavior didn’t make any sense. Me getting out of the car on my own could not have been that serious.

“You know what you did.” Sydney pulled his shades down over his face, then turned the stereo up sky-high, blasting reggae, which he knew I hated. Even if it had been music that I loved, it was way too loud to be enjoyable.

“I know you’re not all bent out of shape because I got out the car,” I said, adjusting the stereo’s volume to a level that was barely audible.

Sydney ignored me, jacked the music back up and drove faster.

“What was I supposed to do, sit in the car until you decided to let me out?” I yelled, yanking at the knob, again silencing the music.

“You know that I open your car door.”

“Well, you should have done that first before you started launching into a family discussion.”

Sydney said nothing and kindly cranked the music back up sky-high.

“I’m not five years old. I can get out of the car if I want to,” I yelled.

Sydney said nothing.

“I’m a full-grown woman! You can’t hold me hostage in the car, like I need your permission to get out,” I continued, feeling like I had to say something.

Sydney grunted and remained silent for the rest of the ride. When we got home, I didn’t know whether to prove my adulthood by getting out of the car on my own, or offer some kind of apology by sitting there and waiting for him to do me the honors. I hesitated for just a second, trying to test the waters of how he was feeling. He got out, slammed the door, and went straight in the house. When we went to bed that night, I tried snuggling in his arms, but he turned his back to me. I couldn’t believe he was this pissed off over a car door.

There was no way I could tell my mother about this.

 


 



Ms. Debi, Yalisa’s mom, agreed to watch Casey for a couple of hours while Yalisa and I spent some much needed girlfriend time together.

“Don’t worry about the baby; I got ’em.” She bounced Casey in her arms and patted his back.

“Thank you, Ms. Debi. We won’t be long.”

“Take your time. He’ll be fine.”

It wasn’t often that I got a break from mothering. I hugged Ms. Debi tightly, grateful for her babysitting generosity. It would have to be an emergency for my mom to consider keeping her one and only grandson, but almost every time I visited her, Andra’s four- and five-year-old daughters seemed to be there running the place, with Andra nowhere around. Ms. Debi had pretty much become my second mom, letting me come over for dinner, talks, sleepovers, parties, and everything else since the time Yalisa and I were teens. I was one of the family, which was great, because I could use the additional family support. She had even agreed to let Sydney and me exchange our vows and have our dinner at her house. Her home was about 3,000 square feet and had plenty of space for the few spectators we’d have. I was thinking we’d become husband and wife in her den, right in front of the fireplace. The expansive counter space in the kitchen would allow for the covered dishes; the kitchen table would host the cake and small plates for serving; we could all eat and mingle in the dining room.

“Girl, I wish I had your mom.” I sighed as Yalisa and I walked out to her car. Yalisa was an only child, and she and Ms. Debi had the best mother-daughter relationship I’d ever seen. They were like best friends.

“Don’t say that.” Yalisa ran a comb through her hair, then pulled on a tweed mod cap. “We have our issues.”

“Not like me and my mom.” We both got in the car and strapped ourselves in the seat belts. “Let’s go to Target. I don’t have mall money today.”

“Okay.” She shifted the car in gear and pulled off. “Ms. Adrienne is as sweet as pie.”

“Maybe to you, but not so much to me.”

“Girl, you need to cherish the relationship you have with your mom.”

“Yalisa, there’s nothing to cherish.” I sighed.

“Yes, there is. She just wants the best for you.”

“But does she have to be so nasty about it?” In my mind, I could see that awful grimace on her face when she’d looked at my engagement ring. “Well I wish me and my mom had a relationship like you and your mom. How about that?”

“I told you, we’ve had our issues.”

“I can’t tell it.”

“She gets on my nerves sometimes. We don’t always see eye to eye.”

“What do you think the secret to your relationship is?”

“Communication. We talk about everything.”

“Every time I try to talk to my mom about stuff, she starts fussin’, screaming and yelling. I can barely get a word in edgewise most times.”

“Well, what are you gonna do about it? Talking to me about it is not gonna fix it. You working on it is what will eventually make it better.”

I fell silent and turned up the radio a bit, snapping my fingers to Michael Jackson’s “Butterflies,” but I thought about what I could do differently to improve my relationship with my mom. I was envious of Yalisa and Ms. Debi, but I wasn’t sure if I had the emotional energy to work on my own child-parent relationship right now. I was slow to think that my mother didn’t love me, but she definitely had a difficult time expressing it. It was the way she left me to fend for myself when I’d gotten pregnant, the way she didn’t show up to my baby shower—politely declining Yalisa’s invitation for a reason she never shared with me, nor had she bought a gift, and the way she always praised Andra for every little thing she did but seemed to find fault with anything I did. Feeling a headache coming on just at the thought of our strained relationship, I fished around in the bottom of my purse for some Tylenol. Target had a Starbucks just inside the main entrance; I stopped and grabbed a bottled Frappuccino, swallowed the two pills, and focused on happier thoughts.

“So I only have about four hundred dollars to pull something together for a wedding.” We browsed along the party aisles trying to come up with a few creative and inexpensive ideas.

“That’s doable, since you’re not going to have to pay for a reception.”

“Yeah, I’ll just need to get the cake and a few decorations.”

“And invitations,” she added.

“Suppose I just did online invitations by e-mail?”

“That’s tacky,” Yalisa answered without hesitation. “Everybody doesn’t have e-mail and everybody doesn’t check it every day. Messages end up in junk folders and all that. I don’t think that’s a good idea.” She reached down to a lower shelf and picked up a small box. “It’s not like these are expensive.” She held up a set of do-it-yourself invitations that could be run off on a home printer. “This is a box of twenty-five. Since there’s only going to be a handful of people there, this should be all you need. And they are half off, you can’t get any less expensive than this.”

I took the box and looked over the blank stationery. The premade invites were sand-colored, with white trim, and featured a white ribbon that was to be strung through two holes at the top once the printed card had been placed in the included envelopes, which also had two holes to accommodate the ribbon. There were a few wording examples and layouts included to use as a guide, one of which was a monogram style. It would look pretty good with a large C at the top. I placed them in my cart, along with Jordan almonds, small netted bags, and a small package of tiny plastic mock wedding bands, which I’d picked to create my own favors.

“Oooh, look at this.” Andra showed me a magazine page that featured turned-over paint cans, small boxes, and stacked phone books on a table, then covered with a gold tissue lamé to create a beautiful multileveled serving table. The gold made it look Christmassy, but if I used a simple white sheet or tablecloth and accented it with flower petals, it would look more fitting for a wedding. I added a couple of packages of silk flower petals to my basket.

Browsing through a few K-Ci & JoJo’s CDs, I found the single for “All My Life,” and added that to the basket for my walk song. Afterward, we swung by Sam’s Club and nailed down the price on a few layer cakes and the Styrofoam stand to put them on, and voila! I’d pretty much had things worked out for a memorable day. With Ms. Debi’s house and a few of these ideas, our day would hardly be able to be described as ghetto. Sydney would see.

I got home and unveiled to Sydney the plan for the day, showing him the invitations, the picture of the cake I selected, and the other things I’d bought. Instead of him being excited, or even indifferent, his face turned long and dejected.

“Kareese, why couldn’t you have just waited like I asked you to?”

“What do you mean? I mean, it may not be the wedding of the rich and famous, but it’s something that we can call ours.”

“How do you think that makes me feel, baby, that I can’t give you the kind of wedding you really want? And then I ask you to wait, and this is what you do?” He threw his hands up and let them fall in exasperation. “You go behind my back and ask people to give us this fake, imitation, bring-your-own-food wedding? How do you think that makes me feel as a man that I can’t give my wife what she wants?” he asked a second time.

I hadn’t thought about what Sydney would feel like. “I didn’t know. . . .”

“I asked you to wait, Kareese. You couldn’t do that for me?” His eyes dropped to my purchases on the table; then he shook his head. “I can’t believe this,” he mumbled under his breath, looking at the items like I’d dug them out of a filthy back-alley dumpster. Still shaking his head, he walked off to the bedroom.

I stood at the dining room table, dismayed and staring at the items myself. Now they didn’t seem so acceptable. I could feel tears welling in my eyes and blurring my vision, and when my lids couldn’t hold them back any longer, they fell onto the table and the box of invitations.

Before I went to bed, I called Ms. Debi and told her our plans had changed and we wouldn’t be using her home, after all.

“Oh no! You’re not calling off the wedding, are you?” She actually gasped.

“No, we’re still getting married. We’re just changing the plans a little bit.” I felt myself choke, hoping she wouldn’t ask for details. “I’ll keep you posted.”

“All right, sweetie. Let me know if you need anything.”

It was an hour later before I crawled into bed, where Sydney lay channel surfing.

“I’m sorry, babe,” I murmured.

He waited a few seconds. “You shouldn’t have done that, baby,” he spoke softly. “I’m the man; let me be the man. I want to give you everything you want. That’s my wedding gift to you . . . to us. That’s my job as a provider and as your husband. How do you think people will look at me if I’m not handling my business? If I can’t handle something as simple as a wedding? People ain’t gotta know why we not having a wedding right now, but we don’t want to invite them in our business by having something shoddy. That don’t make me look or feel good.”

I thought Sydney had made some good points. “You’re right. I didn’t think about it like that. I’m sorry.”

“I need to know that you’re gonna have my back—not go behind my back.”

“It won’t happen again, Sydney.” I leaned over and kissed his cheek.

He threw his arm around me and pulled me close. “Just let me be the man, baby. I got this. I got us.”




Chapter Three

There were only seven days left before I would become Sydney’s wife, and although I’d not been able to convince him to have something small, I was excited just as if we were going to have a celebrity-style wedding. All I needed was something special to wear; nothing too fancy or expensive, but something nice for a photo. I’d seen a couple of things that I liked; only thing was, I was a bit short on expendable cash, since I hadn’t returned to work since having Casey. Sydney was the sole provider for the time being; which meant minus the money I had left in my savings, I had to go to and through him for every dime, then pinch pennies to make the money last as long as possible to keep from hearing his mouth about needing more. He was supertight with a dollar.

I had money on my mind as I pushed clothes back and forth in the closet, looking for something to wear for our day, when Sydney walked into our bedroom.

“Sydney, when are you going to add me to your bank account? I saw some checks that I think will be cute for us to have with both our names on it,” I asked from the closet. I’d understood why we’d not joined our money before: A) I didn’t really have any, and B) we weren’t married yet.

“What do I need to do that for?” Sydney’s brows were scrunched in what looked like sincere confusion.

“Because we’re gonna be married, and sharing finances is a part of it.”

“We don’t need a joint account just because we’re getting married. Who made up that rule?”

“I think we should get one, since we are going to be building a life together, and I don’t want to have to come to you every time I need some money.”

He folded his arms across his chest and puckered his lips for a few seconds as if to think. “I’m not really feeling that, Kareese.”

“Why not? What about for paying bills?”

“I just don’t think it’s necessary. Just give me your paycheck when you start back at work and I will pay all the bills through my account.”

“Give you my paycheck?”

Sydney shrugged. “Yeah. What wrong with that if I’ma be paying the bills with the money?”

“What year is it, 1955?” I chuckled, thinking he was joking.

“I’m just saying. I’ll manage the bills so you don’t have to do it. Just give me the money and I’ll take care of everything.”

“Why can’t you just give me the bill you need me to pay and let me pay it?”

“I don’t have no problem with that. You can take the rent, then.” He chortled at his remark.

“See, you’re just trying to be funny!” I threw my hands on my hips, wincing.

“No, I’m not. You want to pay a bill, take the rent. Pay that.” He walked out of the bedroom, but his voice escalated from the hallway, “You wanna call the shots and handle things? Be my guest.”

“I’m not saying that I want to handle things, but what is wrong with us having a joint bank account? That’s like Marriage 101,” I retorted. “How many married couples do you know that don’t have a bank account together?”

“I don’t know nobody sharing their money with their wife. If you wanna mess your money up, give a woman access to it.”

My mouth fell open momentarily. “What do you mean by that? How would I mess your money up, Sydney?”

“You might go out and see a new pair of shoes or something.” Sydney was now in the kitchen, pulling at the refrigerator door.

“And? You don’t think I’m disciplined enough to put bills before shoes?”

“How much money do you have in your savings account?”

“None now, I’ve not been working for months.”

“How do you not have any money, when I been paying all the bills?” With a can of soda in his hand, he passed by me, went into the living room and collapsed on the sofa.

“I’m the one that buys Casey’s formula and Pampers and other stuff!”

“So, are you saying that you wanna switch and let me buy that stuff and you pay all the bills?”

“No. I said we need a joint account. What’s wrong with that, especially if you want me to hand you over my paycheck?”

“Okay, so how are we supposed to start this joint account? What kind of deposits are you gonna make?”

“What difference does it make! If we’re married we’re married! Why do I have to come up with some kind of agreement to make deposits for us to have a joint account? Suppose I need to pay for something and you’re nowhere around?”

“So if you have your own account, and I have my own account, then there is no problem.” He shrugged.

“That is not building a life together. That’s just staying single. What is wrong with us having a joint account?”

“Nothing, if we’re going to build it together. We both start putting in the same amount of money at the same time, and then it will be a joint account.”

“So the only way you’ll add me to your account is if I start matching the money you put in?”

“Don’t you think that’s fair?”

“Suppose I don’t go back to work, and I just stay at home and raise our kids. Then what?”

“First of all, I don’t plan on having any more kids, and secondly, you don’t plan on going back to work?”

“Maybe, maybe not. If I go back to work, we are going to have to pay for day care, and for what that costs, I might as well stay home.”

“Well, if you ain’t going back to work, you for damn sure not getting on my account.”

His words stung a bit, but I wasn’t ready to quit yet. “But why? Are you scared I’m going to steal your money?”

“No.”

“Well, what is it?”

“If I go to pay the bills and it ain’t no money in the account, then what?”

“I just asked you if you thought I was going to steal your money and you said no, so why wouldn’t there be money in the account?”

“Well, if we married, it wouldn’t be considered stealing.”

“So you are scared I will steal, take, borrow, embezzle—whatever—money from the account? So I’m supposed to come running to you every time I need to buy tampons and pads, then, huh?”

Sydney didn’t respond as he flipped through channels and stopped on a basketball game.

“Well, you can at least give me an ATM card.”

“I’ma ask you this again,” he started without even looking my way. “How would we be building a joint account when I’m the only one contributing to it? What kind of joint account is that?” “You know what, Sydney? Just forget I asked. You wanna keep your stank money, then keep it!”

He shrugged again. “Fine with me.”

Completely flustered, I grabbed my purse and keys. “I’ll be back.”

“You need to take Casey with you.”

I heard him, but I didn’t stop for a second. Slamming the door behind me, I stormed to my car, got inside, and headed straight to the bank. I told Sydney that I didn’t have any money left, but I did have a few more dollars in my account and retail therapy was definitely in need. I’d be flat broke after this, but I didn’t care; I’d just go back to work. And keep my own paycheck.

I called Andra to join me, thinking we could smooth things over from our Thanksgiving Day blowup and maybe she’d even be nice enough to buy me an outfit for a gift. When Andra and I were speaking, we got along fairly well. We both were kind of like the little girl in the nursery rhyme who had a little curl right in the middle of her forehead. When we were good, we were very, very good, but when we were bad, we were horrid.

“Andra, what are you doing?”

“Why, what’s up?” Andra never allowed herself to be back-doored into saying that she was free until she knew what she was about to be asked to do.

“I’m headed to the mall and need some shopping help.”

“What are you shopping for?”

“Something to get married in.”

Andra let out a heavy sigh. “I don’t even want to be a part of that mess you about to get yourself into.”

“Andra, I’m asking you as my sister to come spend some time with me as I prepare to take the next big step in my life. I could really use some big-sister support right now, not opposition.”

“Hmph. What you need is some sense talked into your head. What time are you going?” she asked before I could hang up on her.

“I’m headed there now.”

“All right. Let me put my shoes on. I’ll see you in a little bit.”

“Bring your checkbook. I might need some backup.”

“What?” she about shrieked.

“I’m just kidding.” I quickly retracted my comment, not wanting to hear the tirade she would launch into. I didn’t feel like hearing her opinion on what Sydney could be doing better.

As promised, Andra joined me at the mall, dressed in her usual diva style: tight jeans for her shapely figure, a baby-doll tee beneath a short-waisted leather jacket, stiletto boots, blingy jewelry, flawless makeup, and just from the salon hair. Beside her, I looked like a frumpy old hag. Maybe not a hag, but nowhere near as put together in my Danskin workout pants with a matching jacket layered over a plain T-shirt.

“What are you trying to buy?” she asked.

“Just a nice outfit.”

“A nice outfit? What about a gown? That is what people usually get married in.”

“We’re just going to have something small and informal, so a gown would be too much.”

The look on my sister’s face let me know she was biting her tongue to keep her comments to herself. “What’s your price range?”

“Like fifty bucks.”

“What in the world do you think you can get for fifty dollars?”

“It’s all I had.”

“You should have got some money from your husband,” she snidely commented, fingering imaginary quotation marks when she’d said “husband.”

“I tried,” I admitted. “But there was nothing extra in the budget.” That sounded much better than—he probably wouldn’t have given me ten cents.

We stopped at the pretzel stand and grabbed two pretzel-wrapped hot dogs and a couple of lemonades, which she paid for; then we took a seat on a nearby bench in one of the hallways.

“Do you and Coleman have a joint account? I’m trying to determine how Sydney and I are going to handle our finances,” I threw out, hoping Sydney was wrong about his thoughts of men sharing their finances with their wives.

Andra looked at me like I’d asked the most ridiculous question in the world. “Yeah, why?”

“Just wondering. I was trying to decide if it’s something Sydney and I should do.”

“Why wouldn’t you?”

“I don’t know if I would want him to have access to my money.” I chewed on my hot dog and waited for her thoughts, but then added, “I mean, once I go back to work.”

“Then have your own private account and do a joint account for the bills.”

While I shopped, I gave Andra’s advice a lot of thought, wondering if keeping a secret account was something I should do. It seemed so dishonest and sneaky. On the other hand, we already had separate accounts, so really it probably wasn’t a big deal. I just didn’t like the fact that Sydney didn’t want to add me to his account. It seemed backward to me and so—unmarried and still single.

“What do you think of this?” I held up a sleeveless beige bubble-hemmed dress trimmed in gold. It was stylishly loose-fitting and would easily hide my unshed baby weight.

Andra crinkled her nose. “Where are you trying to go with that on? To bed?” She pinched at the fabric as if fully touching it would contaminate her whole hand. “That’s not going to look right on you,” she added, observing my figure with disdain.

“Don’t look at me like that.”

“You need to start working out.” She poked a finger in my side, causing me to smack her hand away. “I’m just saying.”

“Some things are better left unsaid.” I grimaced as I hung the garment back on the rack.

“You said you needed some help finding something. I’m gonna be honest.” She shrugged as if my feelings didn’t matter. “Unless you want to be standing in front of people saying ‘I do’ and looking a hot mess.”

“Can you ever say anything nice to me, Andra?”

“I am being nice.” She poked her lips forward and stretched her eyes wide, looking like a hoot owl before she rolled them away.

What had I been thinking when I asked her, of all people, to meet me? I would have done better just asking for opinions of random shoppers in the store. Strangers were too nice to be brutally honest, and Andra was too brutal to be honestly nice.

“You gonna need a good girdle for that,” she said, cutting into my thoughts as I held up a white calf-length sweater wrap dress with a belted waist. I was thinking I could wear a pair of sexy fishnet hose and some short boots.

This time it was me who did the tongue biting for a few seconds. “Andra, it doesn’t matter what I pick, I’m not going to have a Wonder Woman figure. I know that, you know that, and I’d appreciate it if you would stop trying to cut me down every chance you get.”

“I’m not trying to cut you down, but you know what, I’ll just be quiet. Get what you want to get.” In the next two minutes, Andra drifted away to other racks that held garments in her size, instead of helping me. It was just as good. The last thing I needed right now was to be criticized for my weight or anything else. By the time I found something, Andra was nowhere to be found. I let her stay lost while I went to the dressing room, with an arm filled with clothes, and dug in my purse for my buzzing cell phone.

Where u at??

I threw the phone back in my purse, ignoring Sydney’s text. Then I tried on four different garments, walking down the narrow aisleway that separated the right and left sides of the dressing stalls that led to a three-way mirror at the back wall. I hummed the bridal march every step of the way; then I sucked in my stomach each time I got to the mirror and turned to both sides.

Andra was right. I did have a few lumps and bumps that could stand quite a bit of trimming down, but the truth of the matter was, it wasn’t going to fall off in the next seven days, so I may as well learn to love it for at least another week. I picked the best of the four outfits and headed to the register.

“Do you have a coupon, ma’am?” the cashier asked as she rang up my purchase. The store was famous for having coupons in the newspaper every week, worth fifteen-percent off, but I didn’t think to get one.

“No, you can just ring it up.”

“I have a coupon that I can use right here, and if you apply for a charge card, you can save an additional ten percent.”

I crunched some numbers in my head, and reasoned that I could get a good deal on the dress, put it on a card and save my cash at the same time. “Do you have a pen I can use?” In a matter of minutes, I’d been approved for $1,000—by creating a fictitious income—which made me smile. Hugely. “I’m going to pick up a few more things.”

I did bump into my sister while I circled the racks a second and third time and loaded my arms with more things.

“You haven’t found anything yet?” she asked, her own arms filled with clothes.

“I’m still looking.” I barely looked at her, absorbed in my own shopping world.

“Well, I gotta go. Coleman and I are going to catch a movie.”

“All right. Thanks for coming.”

“Mmm-hmm.” As an afterthought, she glanced over her shoulder and said, “Let me know when the wedding is and I’ll try to make it.”

I didn’t comment. I did create an a invitation using a basic template from my computer, printed two copies on colored cardstock, and cut the edges with scalloped scissors. Then I sent them to both my mom and Andra; but not so surprisingly, they hadn’t responded. Per her comment, I suppose Andra hadn’t opened, read, or paid much attention to hers at all.

I left the store two hours later with a new wardrobe for me and my baby, a watch to give to Sydney as a wedding gift, a nearly maxed-out credit card, and a bill that I was probably going to have to keep hidden from Sydney. I was in a much better mood by the time I got back in, but Sydney was fuming which immediately blew my shopping high.

“I thought you didn’t have any money,” he grunted, eyeing my shopping bag. I’d only brought one in the house; the others were hidden in the trunk of my car.

“Andra bought this for me,” I lied in a mumble, not wanting him to know just how much shopping I’d really done, or that I’d gotten a new credit card.

He shifted his eyes, watching me move through the living room and toward the hallway. “You really expect me to believe that?”

“What’s so hard to believe about that? She’s my sister.”

“You and Andra can hardly stand each other, and all of a sudden, y’all going out shopping like best friends? You must really think I’m stupid.”

He had a point, and it didn’t help matters that I was actually lying, but I stuck to my story. “Believe what you want to believe, then.”

“So what’d you get?” he asked, following me to the bedroom, his eyes full of suspicion.

“I can’t show you, because it’s my dress for the wedding. You’re not supposed to see it yet.” Not that it was a gown or a wedding dress, but I guess it was my attempt at tradition.

Sydney wasn’t buying a single word, signified by his narrowed eyes as I tossed the bag up on the top shelf.

“Why you ain’t answer my text?”

“I was trying on stuff. My phone was in my bag and I didn’t hear it,” I lied.

“I know you had to go in your pocketbook for something,” he argued. “And you ain’t looked at your phone not one time?”

“Nope.”

He crossed his arms and bobbed his head. “Mmm-hmm. I’ma tell you this. Next time you go walking out this house, go ’head and tell that dude you movin’ in with him, ’cause you won’t be coming back here.”

“Who are you talking about?”

“Whoever you got to take you shopping.”

“I told you, I was out with Andra.”

“Right, Kareese.”

“Call her if you don’t believe me.”

“Like y’all can’t coordinate a lie. Please.”

“What man in his right mind is going to buy a woman her wedding outfit? Doesn’t that sound crazy to you?”

“The world is full of crazy people,” he answered, blocking the entrance to the closet door.

“Well, like I said—believe what you want to believe.” I pushed past him.

“And like I said, next time you ain’t coming back up in here.”
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