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FROM FAYTHE TO EVER-INCREASING FAITH
* * * * *
ONE
I cannot believe that I’m actually looking forward to a cold, dull, lonely Friday night again. Anything has to be better than the unadulterated hell that I just lived through during the quarterly marketing and sales meeting at my company’s corporate office in the Big Apple. Having to listen to blatant insults and then shovel my way through straight-out conniving and back biting, always being put on the defensive, unable to trust those with whom I work the closest had all become excessively burdensome. Not even this first-class seat on the plane can remedy what upsets me about the whole thing. I can still feel the residual effect from the mud that was slung back and forth across the conference room table. Like ashes after a volcano, a nasty, dirty mess that’s stuck on me. I call ’em like I see ’em. Competition is a mug.
Beat down to pathetic. That’s how I feel but not what my image reflects in the window right next to me. It had been only by the grace of God that I’d made it out of that place with my exterior intact. Trembling, fragile, shattered on the inside, I lean onto the armrest and prop my frame up to appear as solid as a statue. Lady Liberty, like the Great Babylon is going down hard. Beyond my reflection I gaze out of the window and look below the plane at all of the bright lights that shine on O’Hare Airport and throughout the Windy City.
No place to go, nothing to do, no one to drop this load on tonight, same ol’ drag. It’s all insanity of the worse kind. And six figures, not even at the high end, still ain’t no fair trade-off for my peace of mind.
Getting home is an urgent necessity. My quiet space away from the crazies will be a welcoming sight. I can cut the act—rip off the stuffed shirt, kick off the business pumps, pull out the bobby pins, let my beautiful locks swing free. I can rant, rave, scream, holler my head off, cry my eyes out then stomp, smash, curse, rebuke the enemy to relieve myself of the pressure that literally cuts off my air supply from Monday to Friday for forty-seven out of fifty-two weeks. With the life of a recluse, I’ll curl up in a ball and hide out until morning. Only God will know which hellhole to find me in.
Before we even landed on the runway at O’Hare, I could almost feel the cold, misty rain that sprays across the windows of the plane. I shiver. Just the thought of the cold, damp night air sends shockwaves over my warm, cashmere-covered body. Then without fail the wind chill will slash its way into the skin on my face and travel right through me, straight down to the bone. It wasn’t like New York City hadn’t nipped me enough. I froze my tail off there, too. But something distinctly annoying about the gusty winds of Chicago makes me feel like I always need to psyche myself out just to prepare for its sudden impact. Nothing ever works; I’m never prepared.
Maybe I should have stayed my behind in Atlanta after I finished grad school fourteen years ago. I never would’ve even considered coming back up this way at all had there been more of a reason for me to stay down there in the first place. I’d intended to make a life for myself surrounded by Georgia pine, peach trees, southern-style cookin’, and chuch picnics after Sunday moanin’ wusship.
Folks just seemed a lot warmer below the Mason Dixon. At least they did back in the day when I was there, when my good friend David Karlson was there. I loved it. I missed it. Life was good right up to the point that David and I parted company, forever. He was just a friend of mine anyway. What else could he have been? We were friends, really close friends. But David, he had big plans, plans that obviously did not include me. So he left. And I left. We divided to conquer our own separate worlds. That was the deal.
My flight unexpectedly lands an hour later than scheduled. I have no luggage to pick up, so I put my carry-on over my shoulder and walk across to the escalator to go downstairs. When I land on the ground floor, I stuff a magazine that I’d brought with me into the side pocket of my bag. As usual I make my way around the corner to meet the company limo driver. While I’m heading in the direction of the waiting area, some guy with bushy straw-colored hair waves at me. An unfamiliar voice calls out my name.
“Ms. Alexander? Ms. Faythe Alexander?”
“Yes. I’m Ms. Alexander,” I say with my brow slightly raised, nodding and peering into his eyes as we approach each other. It’s a good thing the waiting area’s not crowded. I hate having to stand around looking lost, waiting to be singled out by somebody who didn’t know me from a scratch on the wall.
“How ya doin’? I’m your driver... Let me take your bags for you… Is this all you have?” he asks while looking on the floor for more luggage behind me.
“This is it. I travel light,” I respond as I tap my bag with my index finger, to appear professionally poised and self-assured.
“Okay, coo’al. We’re parked right across in the lot over there, not far at all, but I’m gonna bring the car around to pick you up at the curb. I’ll just be a minute. You can wait right inside here out of the draft if you want to.”
“Right here will be fine. Thanks.”
“By the way, I’m George,” the driver says as he starts to turn and walk toward the exit doors.
“All right, George,” I say, extending my hand to shake his. “I’ll be standing right inside here keeping warm till you get back.”
“The wind is biting tonight,” he says as he examines my leather glove, then very briefly turns, shakes my hand, and hurries on out the door to head across the street to the parking lot. It seems that only seconds pass before he pulls up to the curbside in front of the door where I’m standing. I barely have enough time to put my scarf on my head and cover my neck. Bracing myself for the cold, gusty wind, I pull my collar together at the throat, clasping tightly to protect my upper body from exposure. As George opens the car door for me, I hop into the backseat to get away from the howling October wind—the hawk.
I search around in my bag to find my cell phone but there’s no reason for me to call the office. Everybody has probably already gone home for the weekend. Why wouldn’t they? Everything that could wait until Monday would wait until Monday.
I lay back to rest my head on the seat of the car in an attempt to relax and enjoy the ride home. As George pulls away from the curb, I feel the silence of the night coming all over me like a padded cell around a claustrophobic. The smell of new leather does nothing to hold my attention either. My mind is much too busy racing and tracing back and forth, in and out, remembering and recalling, trying to dismiss who said what to whom and why they dared say some stuff like that in the first place. Playa haters. The sales promo that our marketing team had been working on is going to be launched next month. Our presentation was exceptional and everybody knew it.
I shoulda woulda coulda done this or said that to slice and dice up those who’d so skillfully attempted to shun my reputation, the good name I’d established for myself. I could have easily struck back, too. But I didn’t. Why didn’t I? Those greenhorns deserved it, didn’t they? And, if they think that I’m about to apologize for the success of my division, they can just forget it. We earned our leadership award even if the company’s risk assessors don’t think I look the part of senior vice president. Probably never will to their blinded minds.
“Don’t let the kinks fool you, honey,” I say softly to myself as I roll my eyes and pull a magazine from the backseat pocket. I open it right to an article about the smashing success of a new product line our division recently introduced to the market. Well, will you looky here… The South African Tour was what all the fuss had been about in the first place. Our ideas were much too radical for the rookies, hardly pragmatic. Tell that to the end users, baby.
Now the tension’s really starting to build in my lower back. I reposition my body to sit on one hip, toss the magazine on the seat next to me, cross my long legs, and proceed to stare out the window into the murky night sky. Everybody on our sales team busted his or her behind to get our product to the market. Our results were off the hook. And what, I’m supposed to suffer because they can’t handle my success? I look up at the driver’s rearview mirror, and George who’d obviously been staring at me, quickly looks away.
I readjust my coat collar and remove the scarf from my head. Surprisingly the cold, soft silk feels refreshing as it slides smoothly down to the side of my warm neck and stops to rest over my shoulders. By this time I realize that what I really need is intensive massage therapy. The burning tension seems to run from the back of my stiff neck to my aching shoulders, down deep into my shoulder blade muscles and on to my lower back muscles.
“George, can you please turn on some music?”
“Yes, ma’am. Any particular kind you wanna hear?”
“Something soft would be good… It’s just a little too quiet in here for me,” I say. On top of everything else that happened to me today, my flight back to Chicago positively had to arrive after 6:00 p.m., just in time for the traffic home to be backed up the whazoo.
“No problem,” George replies. He turns on the radio, and the music that comes through the car speakers sounds heavenly. I’d prefer jazz, but classical is good. For a brief moment, I can actually feel myself starting to relax. Then suddenly it hits me like a brick wall all over again, just in case I might be getting too comfortable. Dread. In less than seventy-two hours, my weekend will be over, and I’ll be back at work, among thieves.
* * * * *
TWO
By the time George pulls up to my building, I’m exhausted. He helps me out of the backseat. I have to push myself just to step up on the curb. My neck and shoulders are really aching and tight now.
“Watch your step there, Miss Alexander.”
“Mizz Alexander. Thank you, George.”
“Yeah. Right,” he says, then smirks and wrinkles his brow. “Let me get your bag for you, Mizz Alexander.”
“No, really. I can get it... I still only have this one. I travel light, remember?”
“I remember that’s what you told me, but you seem to be strugglin’ just a little bit. Bad day, huh?” he asks, staring all up in my face like something’s wrong with me. Got the nerve to cop an attitude—talking about how I seem to him—like he knows me so well.
“I’m fine,” I snap. But just a little bit.
The truth is that I’m stressed to the core, almost to the point of another anxiety attack. My doctor has already warned me once, twice, three times about needing a vacation away from my life. Who am I supposed to go with? Mama? Mama has a life. But I don’t want to go by myself either, and that’s all there is to it.
I used to have a husband at one time or another, but Raymond Stevens was a stone fool. A rollin’ stone like my daddy, I suppose. Daddy? Now that’s a real joke. I never even met the man. Guess he had big plans like my good friend David Karlson did. Yeah, well I got over that, too. But I can’t forgive Raymond’s sorry behind. Raymond was a cheating, back-stabbing liar. Lord, please forgive me. Begrudging that man seems to have become a part of what I do on a regular basis. I’ve got to quit, I know. Brotha just ain’t worth it…
Finally, I make it up the stairs. Seems like somebody added about ten or twelve more of these breath snatchers while I was away. I inhale deeply and pretend that I didn’t have a hard time making it up, just in case somebody’s paying attention.
When I get the door to my loft open, I turn to see if George is still at the bottom of the steps. I wonder if he’s waiting to make sure that I get in safely. Yep, still there. Still staring at me like maybe I’d lost my mind or something. If anybody had lost it, he had. What? Am I the first tired passenger he ever picked up from the airport? Am I the first person he’s ever seen who had a bad day? Give me a break.
This lovely haven on the lakefront is where I call home. It’s proof positive that I’m doing pretty okay for a little black girl from the ghetto. As I look around and see all that wealth and riches can buy, I try to rationalize, to put things in perspective. It’s all very nice, but… Somebody please tell me again why it’s worth me walking through the fires of hell just to keep it. I must have missed that class.
With my attaché case in one hand and the strap to my carry-on in the other, I step over the threshold onto a charcoal-gray marble floor that looks black to me in the dim lighting of my foyer. I close the door behind me with the heel of my shoe. Not missing a single stride, I immediately drop my luggage and purse on the floor, turn off the alarm, hang my coat on the rack by the outer door, and undress on the long walk to the bathroom, leaving a trail behind me. Like a soldier on a mission, I move swiftly through the wall-less rooms while scanning the contents in each large open space with an eye trained for detail.
Mrs. Sangster, who’s been my housekeeper for the past seven years, has everything sitting in their proper places, exactly as I’d left them, with one exception. I sneer with disgust when I see the pesky light flashing the number of calls received on my answering machine. She’d moved it to the countertop while she was cleaning the shelves and forgot to put it back, again. I throw up my hand, and walk right past it. I’m not going to touch the thing. I don’t want to hear anything from anybody. Not tonight, I don’t.
Weary, I flop down on the side of my bed and look at my bare feet. My toenails need clipping. I’m just sitting, staring, feeling like a zombie not wanting to move not wanting to feel, lifeless. Sucked in by the stress and strain of continuously having to protect myself, I wonder if my purpose has somehow been misplaced in the scheme of God’s strategic planning for my life. Where is He anyway? I haven’t felt God or godly lately. Disconnected.
I know God still cares about what happens to me. He has to. That’s the only explanation I have for why I haven’t completely lost my mind. I’m still on top of my game, right? Right… I’m not that educated, not that stupid either. An MBA can only take a person so far, you know? “God, You’re the one who called me out from the abasement of my past, You picked me up, brought me to this place in my life… Now where am I supposed to go from here?” I pray aloud.
A warm bath sure would feel good right about now. Guess I’d better get up and start that water for myself. Ain’t nobody here to do it for me, that’s for sure.
Sitting on the side of the tub, leaning over to turn on the water, I find myself drifting, fantasizing about all of the beautiful bubbles that will soon caress and warm my body. If I let myself sink deep enough into the water, I can close my eyes and allow the jets to massage every tight inch, from neck to toe. I tell myself that I’m almost there, but my body parts are moving much too slowly to keep up with my imagination. I wonder if I’ll make it to my bath at all.
Just the thought of being cradled… I inhale deeply, stretching my neck on one side and exhaling as I stretch the other. I start to feel my muscles relaxing. The sweet-smelling scent of flowers rises from the bath foam like soft sweet petals of springtime in the country air. They float peacefully in the calm water, undisturbed. That is, until I turn on the jets in the tub.
Feeling as stiff as a sixty-year-old with arthritis, I attempt to stand. To try is the best I can do for the moment without hurting something, then I ask God,
“What is all of the stress about, Lord? Is this all there is? This is a trial, right? I mean, look at me here… You’re the potter... You can hardly say that I’m bringing glory to Your name, looking like a lifeless lump of clay. Don’t get me wrong now. I appreciate every bit of what You’ve done for me. But surely my life has to be about more than just this stuff that You blessed me to have,” I say as I turn on the jets and sink deep into the water.
Crying on the inside, frustrated, sad, depressed, just plain old tired of the endless hostilities. I lay my head back on a rolled-up bath towel to delay the tears and remember how far I’ve come from the place where God had lifted me out of so many years before. Am I ungrateful?
All of a sudden I can sense the presence of that poor little, pitiful insignificant. As usual, she’s desiring to find out how on earth a father could just walk out and abandon his own unborn baby girl, like mine had. Didn’t he know there would be enough in this world already to make a black girl feel insecure, like dirt?
Thank You, Lord, for Mama. She’s the one who convinced me that You’d be all the Father I’d ever need. She told me that the greatest gift that she could ever give me was the knowledge of God.
“So? Father? Will You help me? Will You please open up my eyes so I can see what it is I’m missing here? What am I supposed to be doing with all that You gave me? I know that You did not bless me to become a prisoner for no money. Surely You didn’t educate me to sell myself short like this,” I argue as I turn off the jets and lay back to relax again.
Drifting, floating, weightless, my soul finds rest, trusting God to keep my head above the water. Like a mother hovering over her sick child, I can feel the presence of the Holy Spirit as I speak the words of Jeremiah 29:11 to myself. “I know the plans I have for you,” declares the Lord, “plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future. The Spirit of Lord quiets my thoughts, whispers to my heart softly, sweetly like petals floating on calm waters, like gentle breezes blowing in the country, like a warm fire on a cold night. He cares for me and gives me His rest.
I slept peacefully during the night with no more thoughts about the madness of the day that was behind me.
* * * * *
THREE
Just like every Saturday morning, I wake up about 9:30. As usual I turn over in my bed and look up at the skylight to get the weather report. There’s no radiant sun to greet me so I settle for what appears to be another misty rainfall instead. It’s the kind of day that would normally inspire me to crackle wood in the fireplace and cuddle up in my big cozy chaise longue with a good book. For the love of nostalgia, I could stay in and watch an old movie, Mahogany. I really should catch up on that stack of junk mail over there in the mail basket and maybe listen to smooth jazz on WNUA. My mood borders on contentment and melancholy. Under the influence of the elements, I let Charlie Parker play his horn for me while I muddle over my options.
There’s not enough wood for the fireplace, so I put a pair of jeans and a jacket over my pajamas. I grab my purse, which is lying where I’d dropped it the night before, and discover the shock of warm bare feet on ice-cold marble. Like water on a live wire, not a good combo. I slip into a pair of mules that are sitting off to the side of the front door and reach for my umbrella, but then decide to force my dreadlocks into the red baseball cap staring at me from the coat rack. Suddenly, I catch a reflection of myself in the full-length mirror on the foyer wall. Surprisingly, I don’t look too bad, even with stress circles under my eyes.
I carefully examine the features of my face; no crow’s feet yet on this shimmering black skin. I don’t look too bad at all, for a thirty-six-year-old—big bright, brown eyes, definitely Mama’s round nose and full lips, my father’s deep dark skin color and tall lean body. “The majority voted you Ms. Least Likely to Succeed in every arena, girl. What happened?” I whisper to myself, and with a smile I turn and reach for the doorknob. Out the door and down the stairs I head to my SUV, parked right out front.
It’s early October and the trees are adorned with a beautiful array of colors that pay homage to the season. The clouds overhead release a persistently chilling haze into the atmosphere, which cools my bare heels. I cannot believe that I was too lazy to go back and put on more suitable footwear. I’m freezing, but nature couldn’t have painted a warmer picture than it had this morning. I really should learn to treasure quiet weekends like this away from the city, my job, heavy traffic, airports, noise, and most of all stress.
Thank God I’d made plans to go downtown to meet by very best friend, Charleta Montgomery, later on for dinner at our favorite supper club, Shabba’s. We hadn’t been in more than three months. Charleta got us some tickets at the Playhouse for a comedy that she said she was dying to go to. I’ll just have to get over my hangups and anxieties about leaving Clifton Hills and drive myself on downtown to have some fun for a change. The idea of being able to cut loose with my girlfriend exhilarates me and will certainly be well worth my time.
Although we talk on the phone at least every other day out of each week, it had been a couple of months since Charleta and I had last seen each other. Several years before we’d made a pact to get together every month for the rest of our lives, no matter what. Aside from the fact that we both had very different lifestyles, we also both had very busy schedules, and sometimes found it difficult to make plans for just the two of us to spend quality time together. I found out that my peace was anywhere away from the fast-paced, upscale life in which Charleta thrives. She lives with her family in a high-rise penthouse and relishes her high-society lifestyle like nobody’s business. Our lives are complete opposites, yet we’re both intrigued by each other to no end. We highly value each other’s differences, but we couldn’t walk in each other’s shoes, even for a minute.
Several years ago, after her husband Stonewall made partner at a major law firm in downtown Chicago, Charleta gave up her career as the director of nursing for one of the largest university hospitals in the Midwest. Why? I never could figure that out. Now she’s a stay-at- home mom, and her housekeeper not only cleans, but also cooks. Charleta still insists on living downtown, right in the middle of all the action. Her sons, Winston, Ross, and Keltric attend Sidney Craig Preparatory for Boys. It’s one of Chicago’s best private schools, right off the lakefront. Charleta feels better having all of her family nearby. At least that’s what she says anyway. Personally, I think the girl just gets a thrill out of running among crowds, crossing streets in heavy traffic, flagging taxis, running stoplights, blowing horns. She’s just a wild woman. That’s it.
I’m one of very few black residents living in Clifton Hills, a suburb north of downtown Chicago and north of O’Hare Airport. Clifton Hills is an historical district with a population of about five hundred. Its wealth and small-town charm pretty much generate the economic support needed to keep local merchants in business. More than for any other reason, I love it for the architectural distinction of the old buildings.
When I could finally afford to move to Clifton Hills, I put my whole heart into redefining who I was. No one from the old neighborhood will ever again call me Black Raggedy Shaggedy Saboo from Shotgun Shack. That was my name in my old neighborhood back in the day. Kids can be awfully cruel to one another.
With my freshly manicured nails to consider, I don’t want to take a chance on chipping one of them while bringing in wood. I decide instead to make arrangements with the manager at the timber yard to have my wood delivered Sunday morning before I leave for church. I purchase four bundles to last me for several weekends and then head back to my truck.
Almost everybody who lives in Clifton Hills knows who I am because I stick out like a raisin in the sun—a lone raisin. The other blacks live with their families. They probably all pity me, a black woman alone, a divorcée with few family and friends. Sometimes they’ll humor me with pretentious small talk about my frequent walks through the park. Probably wanting to make sure I don’t plan to do something ridiculous like throw a family reunion for Kiesha-nem by the duck pond and end up spiking the Open Pit barbecue sauce then pouring it on their wildlife.
There wasn’t anybody I’d actually made real friends with in Clifton Hills. But that’s probably more my fault than anybody else’s. A few of the male friendlies around town do bait me from time to time, but the women pretty much keep their distance. Some of the guys are kinda cute, but not necessarily my type. Besides, it never really seemed like a good idea to me to date anybody living in such close proximity.
The one thing that I can surely appreciate about my friendship with Charleta is she never, ever tries to match me up with some man. It’s just not her style, not at all. There is no one else I can think of whose been more of a friend, or with whom I’d rather share this weekend. That is, with the exception of David Karlson, the man with whom I compare all men. No one has ever measured up to him, and no one ever will. He is the one who got away, the one I’ll never forget, the one I’ll always be in love with, my friend.
* * * * *
FOUR
I’m late. It’s 7:30 p.m. and I’m just pulling up to the curb for valet parking at Shabba’s. I hear the sound of reggae music coming from inside of the opened doors of the restaurant as I step out of my car and onto the curbside. I know that Charleta will be sitting at the bar in front of the TV watching some kind of sporting event, as usual. She’s a sports fanatic. Good thing, too. It suits the majority in her household quite well.
“Did you see that? Yes,” Charleta shouts even louder than the music playing in the background, as she slams both her fists on the bar like a banshee.
“All right. Go...Go...Go...Go...Go.” The guy on the left yells out as the receiver for his team runs to make a touchdown.
“Touchdown,” another bystander declares.
“This rounds on me, handsome. Drinks around the bar for all the Bear fans. Yeah,” Charleta shouts.
“Are you sure, lady?” the young Italian bartender asks Charleta as he reaches for the credit card that she slides over to him.
“Brotha-man, I have never been more sure. The drinks are on me. Got a problem with that, do you?”
“Not at all, sweetheart,” he replies, flirting and winking at her as though he hasn’t noticed what an attractive woman she is, or how much older she is. After doing what appears to be an uncontrollable double-take, the bartender seems dazzled by Charleta’s flawless hair cut and manicured nails; smooth-as-silk, milk-chocolate complexion; long, fluttering lashes and pouting lips; high cheekbones; and of course those thirty-six double-D showstoppers that she has on display tonight.
“You know something, you’re a nice-looking kid, but don’t mess with me tonight, okay? I’m not in the mood to be anybody’s suga’mama. You’d have to grow up a whole lot to deal with a woman like me. Don’t play with big girls, honey. You’ll only end up getting your young self hurt,” Charleta says sharply.
###
Shabba’s is jammin’—standing room only. The bar’s crowded with Bear fans, and almost every table in the restaurant is filled. I love it here because when you walk through the doors from the outside, you feel like you’ve just stepped on an island in Jamaica. Palm trees are swaying in every corner of the room, and when there’s no music playing the sounds of the tropics come through the speakers. All of the candlelit tables are covered with bamboo-colored cloths, and tropical island drinks with umbrellas are served in coconut and pineapple shells. It doesn’t matter what the weather in Chicago is, most of the patrons usually dress very comfortably—like they’re on vacation. The owners pride themselves on Shabba’s authentic island atmosphere, its superior service, and the best Jamaican cuisine in the entire region. But, what Charleta really loves about Shabba’s is that the hottest bands around are booked, and tonight is no exception. Her favorite reggae band, White Dove, is here from Gary, Indiana. Of course, now they’re her favorite because of the one time that they allowed her to humiliate herself on stage by letting her sing one of Bob Marley’s greatest hits “No Woman, No Cry.”
I was totally embarrassed, and I assumed that Charleta had completely lost her mind when she took the microphone from the lead singer, and proceeded to walk her behind out into the audience to sing to me of all people. Now, she knows how I am about becoming a public spectacle. I could only imagine that the other patrons probably thought we were a gay couple or something, but Charleta simply didn’t give a hoot what they thought. She never does. No matter how utterly ridiculous she sounded, she sang that song to me hoping to somehow ease the pain of my recent divorce from my ex-husband, Raymond. Well, her singing was therapeutic in that it caused me to laugh for hours afterward. That laugh was one of the best that I could ever remember having in my life.
Our dinner reservations were for 7:00 p.m., so I wonder if our table has been given away since I am thirty minutes late. Charleta’s probably having a hissy fit, unless she’s already let out some steam on the dance floor. Charleta always feels comfortable in her own skin. She can just walk into any supper club and dance with whomever she chooses without even the slightest feeling of uneasiness. I, on the other hand, almost always choose to dance with only my date. Because of that, according to Charleta, I was then and am still a prude.
Ahhh man, here we go. I am not about to deal with Charleta’s football frenzy tonight. Just look at her... Those big, bright eyes piercing that huge screen like all the rest of the sports fanatics sitting around her. I don’t know how in the world she can feel at ease spinning her tail around on a barstool with that thigh-high, tight-butt skirt exposing those long Tina Turner legs of hers. I mean really, nobody would ever know that she is the mother of three. I shake my head and then I laugh out loud. I love this woman’s team spirit and dedication to the game of football especially. She just blows me away being so loud and unruly. I can imagine that all blazes are going to break loose if I dare even think of interrupting her concentration in the middle of an important play. I know how it is though. Sadly, that’s pretty much the same way that I get when I’m pitching an idea for a new sales promo—same extreme characteristics. I guess I’ll just stand here like I always do looking stupid until Ms. Lady decides to bring her behind up off the football field for a quick time-out.
Watch out, y’all, I think, chuckling to myself. Charleta’s team must have scored another touchdown. Oh, what do I know? Before I even get a chance to take one step in her direction, she leaps from the barstool in her high heels and onto the hardwood floor. Then she dances all of the way to the other end of the bar, giving everybody high fives on her way back to her seat. “Ugh,” I say to myself with disapproval as I stand here with all of my weight on one leg and my arms folded. In protest of her wild-woman revelry, I roll my eyes and shake my head. Finally, Charleta catches a glimpse of me in the mirror behind the bartender.
“What’s up, girlie girall?” she asks as she looks me up and down with that sista-girl attitude. She is always annoyed at my obvious disinterest in football.
“Nothin’ much,” I reply as we both squawk like two little kids, then embrace as though we haven’t seen each other for years. Charleta holds on to me like she never wants to let go. Her grip seems almost desperate. Thank goodness, I think. It must have been the last play of the game because she doesn’t even try to convince me to have a seat at the bar. I think she only asks me to take a seat because she knows that I don’t drink. Charleta is worse than any guy I’ve ever known when it comes to sports, especially football, and her husband, Stonewall treats her like it is the greatest attribute that she possesses, which is probably the main reason that she never learned to cook. She spends more time watching the games with Stonewall and the boys than watching the food on the stove and ends up burning more dinners than her family cares to mention. Before her husband hired a housekeeper/cook, they ate more restaurant food than I, as a single person, do.
Charleta is just blazing wild. Either she needs this night out as much as I do, or she has had one too many at the bar already. Around me, she usually pretends that she doesn’t drink, but I know that she has a few from time to time. It’s her business. I can usually smell it when she does, but I’d never say a word about it because unless she brings it up, any remark I’d make regarding her drinking, she’d consider criticism. I can’t tell whether she’s boozed or not tonight, but I still think her dress is a bit revealing, even for Charleta. Her normal style is contemporary/sporty, and she usually feels comfortable dressing sexy only when she’s out with Stonewall. What is going on in here? The girl is only thirty-six, much too young to be menopausal, dressing like a...
“Sorry, I know I’m a little behind schedule,” I say.
“Behind what schedule?” she asks bluntly, trying to get a rise out of me. “Honey, take off your work suit. It is Saturday night. Don’t you hear that island music playin’ in the background, mummy? I was just about to break loose on that dance floor waiting on yo butt to get here.”
“Right,” I reply, ignoring her questions. “Yeah, you hardly even looked bored shakin’ your everything to the beat of a football game in front of those guys at the bar either.” Obviously taken off guard, she looks slightly embarrassed as she checks herself over in the mirror. On that account I show a little compassion, because I don’t want to make her suddenly feel self-conscious or anything, so I say, “Is our table ready, Ms. Turner?”
“Don’t you know it. They’re holding it for us, ’cause, they know I don’t play up in here,” she says, laughing at herself and carefully analyzing my outfit, all at the same time. “And, what do you mean shakin’ my everything? Those handsome gentlemen didn’t even notice that I was there, ’cause they, unlike you, were watching the game, ya know?”
“So anyway, exactly how much did you have to slip the waiter to hold our table for us?” I ask, conveniently changing the subject once more.
“Nothing much,” she replies. “I just promised him that I’d get him a date with my foxy brown friend when she got here, that’s all. Why don’t we just hang around here at the bar for a while longer and wait on her to get here?” We both crack up laughing at the same time.
“Now you know that was wrong,” I say.
“Yeah, yeah...but, just look at yourself, girl. You’re gonna scare him away with that suit of armor that you’re all geared up in.” Charleta absolutely hates all of my clothes. She thinks that I dress much too conservatively to catch a man, but, who’s trying to catch a man?
“Don’t start,” I say as I look down with confidence and admire what I have on. “There is absolutely nothing wrong with this outfit. I know that what I have on looks good, and I like the way that I look good in it, too.”
“Hey, and I like that in you, girall. Just lookin’ good fo’ yo’self, ain’t tryin’ to paleeze nobody but chu. That’s why ain’t nobody wit’cha butt eitha,.” she replies with a smirk.
“Faget chu, Charleta Renee,” I tease.
“Charleta Renee? I’m sure glad I don’t have a middle name...where the heck did you come up with that one?” she asks as we both grab each other around the waist and do our usual bumping of the hips. We are girlfriends in every sense of the word, sisters really.
Still showing excessive concern about my attire, Charleta asks, “So are we going to an executive board meeting after we leave here, or to a parent-teacher conference, or what?” She gives my pantsuit another once-over.
“Excuse me. I wasn’t going for that I-need-a-man look tonight, okay? Obviously not like someone else I know. Do you mind?”
“Well all right then, Ms. Thang. Are you trying in your own sick kinda way to say that I, mutha of the year, look sexy? If so, we’re in sync ’cause that’s exactly the look that I’m trying to put out there,” she says as her tone becomes suddenly very solemn.
“Oh God, what’s wrong, Charleta?” I ask.
“What? Besides the fact that my husband has been cheatin’ on me? Absolutely nothing at all, girl. You know me, I’m always good to go.”
For the first time this evening, there is complete silence between us. After picking my jaw up off the floor and cutting right to the chase, I ask, “Are you sure?”
“Sure about what, Faythe, that nothing’s wrong, or that my husband is being unfaithful? One can never be absolutely sure about either, ya know?”
At this point, I have no idea what else to say, so I blurt out what I think she needs to hear. “If Stonewall is being unfaithful to you, then he is quite the idiot. And he never deserved you anyway, Charleta. You’re too good for that man. You always have been as far as I’m concerned.”
“You are such a liar, Faythe. I know you love him like a brother, and you’re surprised and as disappointed in him as I am—just look at you,” she says, as if she is about to give me some comfort.
“Well, you know how I am,” I say. “I-I just don’t...I mean...I don’t know what else to say, Charleta.” I am truly at a loss for words because there is nothing that will ease my friend’s suddenly noticeable pain, nothing that she wants to hear anyway. I feel powerless and useless. Nothing is going the way that I planned for it to go, and we haven’t even made it to our table yet.
I’d intended to spill my guts to Charleta about my job and my uneventful life as usual, so that she could make light of my circumstances just to make me laugh at myself, like she always does. But tonight girlfriend really needs to throw some weight off that heavy-duty load she has been carrying all by herself, evidently for quite some time. I cannot believe that she hasn’t mentioned any of this to me before now. But, she certainly isn’t about to get an argument from me about it. So I say to her, “If what you said about Stonewall is true, then yeah, I’m disappointed in him. But, understand that it’s you that I’m concerned about right now, girl.”
“I know you are, and that means the world to me. You have absolutely no idea... I am crumbling to pieces, Faye,” she says, looking away with tears forming in her eyes.
Not knowing what else to do at the moment, I say, “You could’ve fooled me... You look fabulous, Charleta.” I put my arm around her shoulders and give her a warm squeeze. She’s sure starting to look like she needs one, though I doubt seriously that she was moved by my compliment.
“I’m really freaked out this time, Faye,” she says, quite possibly implying that there have been other affairs before this one, though I dare not ask. I can see that she’s really losing it. I flag a waiter to get us seated at our table right away.
It’s clear that I haven’t been doing a very good job of hiding the devastation in my eyes because Charleta reaches in her bag and hands me a tissue. The truth is that I’m not as devastated about Stonewall’s unfaithfulness as I am about the fact that Charleta has been careless about her personal affairs and totally dependent upon this man for far too long anyway. Even worse than that is the fact that she truly believes she has no one else to turn to but me. So many times, I have tried to tell her about how much I depended on the Lord, but she didn’t want to hear it. That subject was simply taboo. It’s not that she doesn’t believe in God. She does. It’s just that Stonewall never thought much of the subject, and Charleta didn’t want to rock the boat by putting Jesus in it. So she dismissed all thoughts of having a potential relationship with God herself. He just didn’t fit into the nice little lifestyle that Stonewall had chiseled out for his family, I guess.
The host comes right over to get us, then seats us at our favorite table on the balcony floor, overlooking the main dining area. After we sit down, I pretend that something’s in my eye, and I excuse myself to go to the ladies’ room before my backside can hit the chair. Thank God the bathroom on the upper level is empty. Just in case somebody else decides she needs to use the facilities, too, I stand in front of the well-lit mirror just above the vanity, then I lean forward pretending to get a lash out of my eye. And, I whisper, “Lord, what am I supposed say to Charleta?” I really don’t know how to get through to her so, I just stand there as the Spirit of the Lord speaks to my heart, and I begin to remember the earlier days after I had been spiritually enlightened. I had to stand my ground then in the face of abandonment and betrayal. I recall a particular passage of scripture that I read not too long ago, Titus 3:3–6: “At one time you, too, were foolish, disobedient, deceived and enslaved by all kinds of passions and pleasures. You lived in malice (bitterness) and envy, being hated and hating others. But when the kindness and love of God your Savior appeared, He saved you, not because of righteous things you have done, but because of His mercy. He saved you through renewal by the Holy Spirit, whom He poured out on you generously through Jesus Christ your Savior.”
How in the world am I supposed to help Charleta when I have so much unforgiveness in my own heart for Raymond? I actually think that I hate that man. Do I? My God. “No...no tears. You’ll mess up your makeup,” I say to myself as I hold my head back to deter the flow. After quickly washing and drying my hands, I take a deep breath, adjust my clothes, and walk out of the ladies’ room and back to our table. When I arrive at my seat, Charleta is checking her face with a very expensive-looking compact mirror. Suddenly I can handle this. She’s my best friend. I have to handle this. That’s all that there is to it.
“Did you want to order something to drink now, ladies?” the waiter asks after I sit.
“I’ll have an iced tea please,” I say as I glance over at Charleta. She doesn’t even look coherent, poor baby. So, to avert the waiter from noticing that something is wrong with her. I say,
“She’ll have an iced tea also.”
Before the waiter can walk away, Charleta says, “Make mine Long Island Iced Tea, darlin’, and put it all in one big pitcher just for me. Would you please?”
“Yes, ma’am,” the waiter replies.
“Wait a minute. Charleta, are you crazy or what? You just ordered a pitcher of Long Island Iced Tea for yourself...or, are you expecting a couple of other people to join us tonight?”
“I know, isn’t that great? I am doing exactly what I want to do tonight. And, I’m not going home when I’m done doing it either.”
“Uhhhh, no, this is not great. It’s something, but it’s not great, dear, not great at all.”
“What in the devil are you talkin’ about? Did you hear what I just said to you? That big-shot marnarch from hell cheated on my children and me, Faythe. I am not about to go back home tonight like the dutiful little wife and pretend that it just didn’t happen.”
“And, I am not going to sit here and watch you get drunk out of your mind, so that you can curse and spit fire all night either, just because Stonewall decided to act like a horse’s behind. You have to face your life and go back home to your family, Charleta. We’ll work through this mess, and you will come through it just fine. The way I see it is...if you have to— though I hope that you don’t—you will live without Stonewall Montgomery, and you will do an excellent job of it. Your children will still need you to be a good mother no matter what you decide. They didn’t ask for this either…”
“Oh, don’t you worry,” she says, gathering herself. “I’m going to be there for my babies all right, just not tonight. Okay? I have to think, Faye. Can’t you understand that?”
“I know you do... I’m sorry, girl. This is just so messed up… Well if you’re not going home then where had you planned to stay tonight?” I ask.
“I already checked in at the Radisson...the one down the street. I can walk.”
“Oh, you already had this all planned out, huh?”
“Ain’t nothin’ like a good plan, wouldn’t you say?” she asks, looking away in a daze.
“Wait a minute. Have you even confronted Stonewall about all of these accusations that you’re making?”
“Yeah, as a matter of fact, I have, and it’s serious this time, Faythe. He thinks that he’s in love with her, and I can’t fight against that. I don’t have the strength to fight my husband’s love for another woman. When he told me that he loved her, it knocked the wind out of my lungs. I couldn’t even breathe.”
“My God,” I say as my eyes fill with tears.
“What am I going to do, Faythe? He wants to take my life away from me. I can’t start all over again. Not now,” Charleta says, pulling a pack of cigarettes from her purse.
When did she start smoking? I think to myself, but I don’t dare say anything about it because she is certainly in no shape to handle criticism. So, I say, “I mean...I know this isn’t something that you expected, Charleta, and I know that you’re floored, but we can get through this. I promise you.”
We finally get around to ordering dinner, but Charleta is already quite full of her before-dinner liquid refreshments, and she barely picks over her ackee and salt fish. I order Trinidad Chicken Pelau and eat every bite of it. Fact is I usually eat in excess when I’m upset, and tonight is no different. When our waiter walks past our table, I ask him to bring a pot of the restaurant’s strongest black coffee for Charleta and a Creamy Coffee with an extra scoop of ice cream for me. Just in case that wasn’t fattening enough, I order myself a large slice of Coffee Layer Cake with coffee icing. After about three cups and two trips to the bathroom, Charleta starts to act a little more like the woman that I know.
“Whew. Now you know how my family’s going to react to all this mess between Stonewall and me, so I might need to lean on you if you can handle that, just till I get my head together.”
“Of course I can handle that.”
“I figured you could. What’s that old saying? My stone to the bone, friend to the end—”
“And, you better believe that, girl,” I say. “We’re gonna work this whole thing all out between you and Stonewall, one way or the other. You could be wrong, you know. We both know how you overdramatize sometimes. Maybe you just thought that you heard Stonewall say that he loved this other woman, whoever she is. Neither of you guys has ever been gifted with the ability to listen to the other,” I reason.
“That’s why I love you, Faythe Lynette. You are such an expert on matters of the heart. Remember the name David Karlson? Need I say more?”
Why did she have to bring that up? I ask myself. Charleta never says anything that she does not intend to say, no matter how much it may hurt. And, I was uncomfortable at the mention of David, the only man I’d ever loved, just as she expected I would be.
“Please, one thing at a time, Charleta,” I insist.
“You’re right Faythe. We both know David’s gonna be in your heart till the end of all time. We can talk about him later, can’t we?”
“Stop getting off the subject, Charleta. We need to look at our options right now. Are you going to stick this thing out at home, or are you planning to leave with the kids? What?”
“My husband is lovin’ another woman. I really don’t know what I’m gonna do right now. I gave up everything that I had going for myself so that he could achieve success for himself. Now look at me…I’m sounding like a pathetic housewife with no options.”
“Come on, Charleta. You have sooo many options, and you know that you do. You’re just not thinking straight right now, and that’s understandable.”
“You look wonderful, by the way. I was really just teasing about your outfit. I needed that laugh. You understand how it is. You’re cool, Faye. You really look good as a matter of fact. Looks like you’re finally taking excellent care of yourself for a change. That’s nice to see,” she says somberly.
“All righty then,” I say. “We need to get you out of here real quick. Did you drive here?”
“Nope,” she replies nonchalantly.
“Then, we need to go cancel your hotel reservation because you’re coming home with me tonight. I cannot leave you alone like this. I’d worry about you all night. Where’s that waiter? Waiter.”
“Yes, ma’am?” the man says before I can blink.
“Check please.
* * * * *
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I don’t know how I manage to finally get Charleta into my car and up all of those stairs to my loft, but somehow we make it. She’s totally dazed. I figure that I’d better put her up in the room right across from mine because I’ll be able to hear her if she needs anything. After I get her all snug as a bug for the night, I close her door halfway and turn on the night-light to the guest bath. By the time I reach the kitchen, I hear the toilet seat slam, then the sound of gurgling. “Great, she’s throwing up. Ugh.” I whisper.
I decide to give Stonewall a call to let him know that Charleta’s okay and with me until she decides to come home. He’ll be thrilled. I hate this.
“Hello?” the sleepy voice on the other end answers.
“Stonewall...it’s Faythe,” I say. “I’m just calling to let you know that your wife is here at home with me, and she’s pretty messed up. She’ll more than likely give you a call as soon as she gets up in the morning.”
“Probably, huh? Put my wife on this phone, Faye,” he says in a condescending tone.
“Your wife is…well she’s probably almost sound asleep already, just as I plan to be as soon as I hang up this phone on you,” I lie. I hate this.
“You just wake Charleta up and tell her that I’m on this phone, okay?” he demands. Before I can get my mouth open wide enough to go completely off on the brotha, Charleta stumbles into the kitchen and extends her hand for me to give her the phone.
“What do you want, Stonewall? Didn’t she just tell you that I was staying here tonight...and besides, didn’t you get my note?…I told you that I wasn’t coming home....Well that is just too bad now isn’t it?…No. There is nothing left to talk about.... You made it clear to me already just how you feel...What about the boys?...They have a father who is quite capable of taking care of them for a few days, don’t they?...If I can do it, then so can you, sweetheart....To hell with you, Stonewall, I’m not coming home tonight, and that’s final. I’ll call my boys in the morning. Good night, and do not call me here again.” She pushes the off button and slams my brand-new cordless down so hard that I am certain she has either broken it or she cracked her knuckles on that hard granite counter-top.
“Good night, Faye. I’ve got a headache. I’ll see you in the morning, okay?”
I bet you do, I think. “Okay,” I reply, watching Charleta storm out of the kitchen and back to the guest room. Man. This institution of marriage thing is powerful stuff. Charleta must have felt Stonewall on the phone, because I know good and well I was whispering. “Unreal,” I say to myself, and shake my head.
I’m too wired to sleep, so I take a nice warm shower hoping to give myself time to wind down and relax. Afterward I feel much better. It’s 12:36 a.m. when I climb into my big warm bed that’s been waiting for me. I must have gone right into a sound sleep as soon as my head hit the pillow, because when I reach over to pick up the phone I look over at the clock and it’s 6:00 a.m. already. It feels like I’ve only been asleep for fifteen minutes or so.
“Hello,” I answer softly.
“Ms. Alexander?”
“Yes, this is she.”
“Hello, I’m calling from American Express about your bill. It’s overdue, ma’am, and, we’d like to know when you plan to send us the balance due on your account.”
“What? Not at six o’clock on Sunday morning, you don’t,” I say sharply. “Wait a minute, there is no balance on my AmEx account, and if there is, you’d call my employer about that...they handle the account. You know what? Put your manager on the phone.” I cannot believe this, I think, raising myself from under the blankets that are weighing me down. I need to sit up to go ballistic. Suddenly, I hear laughter on the other end of the phone.
“That’s my angel,” the man’s voice says. This cannot be...oh, my God, I think.
“Hello?” he says, still laughing.
“Who is this?” I respond. It sounds like David, but I can’t be sure.
“It’s me, baby, David...and watch that temper of yours, you’re gonna blow a gasket or something if you don’t.”
“You play too much,” I say, trying to ward off my embarrassment. He always gets me off guard like this.
“That’s ’cause I love you so much, girl.”
“Yeah right...I can tell. What in the world are you doing calling me at six in the morning, David Karlson...and where are you?”
“I’m home, girl...back in the States. I flew in last night. Don’t you check your answering machine before you go to bed? I called you as soon as my plane landed in Seattle. I wanted to talk to you last night when I got in, but you weren’t there. Where were you...out partying?”
“That was my intention. It didn’t turn out quite the way I planned it, but that’s another story altogether. How long will you be home?”
“For about a month. I got some business to take care of first, then I’m gonna spend some time with Moms...and, well...I miss you... ”
He misses me? I think. But it doesn’t sound like he’s planning to come up to see me though, so I say, “Oh...that’s sounds like a plan to me. I know that your mother will certainly enjoy having you around for a while.” I thought that whenever he came home he would get up to Clifton Hills to see me, and finally sit down and resolve the big mystery between us. I am so tired of pretending that my feelings for David are just friendly. I have got to tell this man how I feel, even if it means jeopardizing our so-called friendship. This role-playing has gone on for much too long, and it’s been torture on my heart.
“I was hoping that you and I could spend some time together before I have to go back this time. You think you can take some V-time so I can spend my last week or two in the Windy City with you?”
“How much V-time…when?” I try not to sound too anxious, but I’m sure I do. I’m about to burst. I don’t want to assume anything though, so I ask, “Will you be coming up by yourself?”
“What? Of course,” he replies. “Why would you ask me that?”
“Seems like a reasonable question to me. I mean, you could have a wife and children as far as I know, David. And, it’s not like we talk once a month or anything.”
“Yeah, you’re right, and I think we need to fix that real soon...we need to fix quite a few things. You know, I discovered something about myself recently,” he says.
“And, just what is it you discovered about yourself, Mr. Karlson?”
“That I cannot go this long again without talking to my baby. Life is not the same without you, girl. And trust me, you’ll be the first to know when I decide to get married,” he says very seriously. “I’m not gonna run off and do you like you did me, Faythe.”
“Are we ever going to get past me not inviting you to my wedding?” That was a long time ago, dude...and you were in Ghana...please, let’s not get into that again.”
“Okay. Let’s not, but you know you cut my heart into pieces when you married that Roy dude, don’t you?” he replies.
“Tell me how my getting married to Raymond cut your heart into pieces?” I ask, desperately wanting to hear him say how he truly feels about me.
“Listen, Faythe, if you don’t know the answer to that... Girl, come on now, I know I haven’t been in love all by myself...it’s not even possible...not for all of these years. I understand that we were just supposed to be friends and all, but I have always been in love with you, from day one. You had to know that.”
“How would I know that? You never told me that.”
“It didn’t matter because I never believed that I was good enough for you anyway...the way I was then, I mean... We were so different.… You were the type who still kept on going to church on Sunday mornings even though you were away from your moms. Me, I stayed in bed every Sunday, except when I had to work. So, how could I be right for you?”
“Man, David,” I reply, “I don’t believe this.”
“Ironic, isn’t it?” he asks.
“When we met at undergrad in Dr. Anderson’s philosophy class, I didn’t understand your intentions. But, I do remember that you went through great pains to pursue a relationship with me. Do you remember how pushy you were? And to this day, I never understood why me…”
“Do I remember? Awe, man. I’m almost too embarrassed to admit it. I was like a lovesick puppy back then. And what do you mean, why you? You were the only thing my eyes could see.”
“Even after our one and only kiss, when we decided to be just friends, you never again even implied that your interest in me went beyond friendship—not one time after that. But, I knew there was some serious chemistry between us. And, even though it was obvious to everybody else who hung around us at the time, the fact remains that because you held back, I held back. Why didn’t you let me know how you really felt about me then?” I ask.
“Baby, listen...” he says, before taking a long breath. “I didn’t understand it myself. I guess I was just stupid. How could I make you understand what I didn’t understand myself, Faythe? I wasn’t trippin’ though. I was just young. I was working full-time to pay my rent and for a full classload at school so, my time was very limited and my personal goals were set pretty high. Hey, I knew a relationship with you would knock me off my course. I’ll admit it. I was scared that you’d change my direction. What can I say? I just wasn’t ready for that.”
“So, you didn’t tell me how you felt because you were scared to be my man, afraid that I would kill some of your ambition? You thought that I would slow down your drive, huh?”
“I guess that pretty much sums it up. As pathetic as it may sound, and as much as I didn’t show it, you really intimidated me back then. And, you deserved so much more than what I had to offer to you at the time. Don’t you know that?”
“Obviously not,” I reply.
“Listen, Faythe, I wanted you to be my girl more than I wanted anything else in this world. I just wasn’t the man for somebody like you. I even talked to my mother about you, and I had never talked to my mother about any female before I met you.”
“David, I can’t believe that you went through all of those changes just to avoid a romantic relationship with me. It really didn’t make much sense if you’d thought about it. I mean, you did date other women. I know you did.”
“Yeah, but that was life in the fast lane, and to be honest with you, it was easy back then to take the stuff that was offered to me in the fast lane. I was young and very active, so I usually went for what was convenient and gratifying for the moment. Back then, you were such a rare character; just like you are now—exceptional, beautiful, kinda unsure of yourself though. And I was just not prepared to take you on as my woman. So, rather than to disappoint you or risk losing you as a friend, I decided to modify my expectations for our relationship.”
“So you just modified our relationship? You pretended that you didn’t love me so you wouldn’t lose me? Is that what you’re saying, David?”
“I did what I had to do to protect our friendship and to keep you in my life. I had no intention of losing you altogether, baby. But my mind was pretty much made up about us ever being a couple, and I was determined to stick to my guns.”
“Oh yeah, how well I remember,” I comment.
“Look, Faythe, you have no idea how hard it was for me to hide my true feelings from you. I felt like I was gonna die every time I thought about you being with somebody other than me. There were times when I’d get off from work as tired as a dog, and instead of going home to bed, I’d go to some party just because I knew you would be there, just so I could see who you were with,” he says.
“You spied on me?”
“I was in love with you. And, I wanted to choke whoeva the joker was who had his arms around you. But, I couldn’t object because I had to keep up that front. You know how it was... I had to let you do yo’ thang without interference from me. So, I stood in the background like a good friend, and, you did what you felt you had to do.…”
“David, I cannot believe you’re telling me this after all these years. Do you realize that I got married to a man I really didn’t love? Not because I didn’t want to love him or I didn’t try to love him, but I couldn’t love him.”
“So tell me...who were you loving then, Faythe?”
“Who do you think?” I ask. “And, what do you mean it was easy to take stuff that was offered to you in the fast lane?”
“Come on, Faythe, don’t ask me a question like that.”
“No. Really, I want to hear this. What did you get out of living life in the fast lane?”
“Everything that you suspect I did, probably,” he says, as I glare up at the ceiling of my bedroom. “Okay, I smoked a joint every now and then, but that wasn’t my thing. Okay?”
“So what was your thing, David? How did the fast lane gratify such a busy young man like yourself?” I persist.
“Listen, Faythe, I never had what I really wanted, so everything that I got was only temporary gratification. I’m sorry...I was young. Do you want me to say that sex was readily available to me? You remember how it was back then. I had the best of both worlds, so I thought. I had love for you, but I got sex from other women, okay? And, I wasn’t the type to be your man anyway, Faye.
“So you said.”
“Look. Don’t think for one minute that I was ever satisfied with anybody else. How could I ever be content without the only woman I ever loved?”
“I don’t know, David.... Hey, at least you’re being honest with me about what your priorities were back then. I just don’t get how you could be in love me and treat me like a little sister, then go and make love to other women,” I say sharply. Several females that I associated with on campus were very attracted to David, and some of them would go to any lengths to get him into bed. Though we never discussed it, being friends and all, I was certain that in most cases, David didn’t resist the readily available offers that were made.
I wasn’t blind, and I could see clearly how many women were attracted to David in undergrad—brotha was fine. He was hardly the typical tall, dark and handsome, by any stretch of the imagination. He was more like a tall, Texas-bronze, athletically built, manly man. And he wasn’t a pretty boy either. David had a strong face with distinctive features—a slight widow’s peak, short, thick, black hair; his eyes slanted slightly downward complimenting his full long lashes and shiny black eyebrows... He looked even better when I saw him in Seattle a little more than a year ago.
I didn’t talk to David about his love life when we were in college together, not ever. But even if I had asked questions, I don’t think that he would have said much, and I was too proud to appear overly concerned about it since we’d already established our relationship.
“I never made love. I had sex. Come on... I don’t want to be entirely candid about that part of my life, Faythe. You’re not asking me to do that, are you?”
“I really need you to be perfectly honest with me, David. We’ve come this far, right?”
“Okay then, let me be honest with you. If you think that what I’m saying is, that I didn’t want you in my bed, you’re mistaken, ’cause nothing in this world would have pleased me more, had the circumstances been right for us, but they weren’t, Faythe. I know this may sound corny, but I always saw you as the marrying type. You were my angel. I couldn’t even form my lips to say your name and the word sex in the same sentence. I just enjoyed being around you, and I didn’t want to lose that. I still enjoy your company, and, I wanna be around you. So, now you probably think I’m crazy, right?”
“Are you kidding me? I don’t think that at all. Actually I’m a little baffled by your perception of me back then...well...and maybe a little flattered, too, I suppose,” I reply.
“Why are you baffled?”
“I wish that I could have been that angel that you’d imagined that I was, but I wasn’t an angel, David. Maybe I should have been, but I wasn’t. I had some serious issues to deal with back then. I gotta tell you though— ”
“Tell me what?” he asks.
God, I think to myself, surely this man can’t be thinking what I think he’s thinking. Is he? Well, I’m just gonna have to say this... “David, you are really making me feel a bit uncomfortable when you refer to me as an angel,” I say, sounding very embarrassed by the whole thing.
“And, why is that?” he asks.
“Like I told you before, I was nobody’s angel, that’s why. You know that I wasn’t just holding hands on my dates back then either. And, I’m so sorry if that messes up the image that you had of me in your head.”
“No, I think it’s the image you have of yourself that’s a little messed up, baby. And, I will admit that I may have been in denial about some things for my own selfish reasons. But, with me being so close to you as a friend, I kinda noticed you were trying to get a little experience under your belt. Ohhh man—no pun intended, Faythe—I mean, really. Oh Lord. What am I saying? I didn’t mean that quite like it sounded. Sorry…”
“Yes, you did. Yes, you did. You just didn’t intend to hurt me by implying that I was no angel after all...that maybe I wasn’t the virgin you pretended I was. And, it did hurt to hear you say it. Sometimes truth hurts. Hey, but don’t worry, no offense taken, David...I think.”
“Look, baby, I never judged you in that way. You know better than that. And, you need to understand something. There is nothing that you could have ever done.You’d still be my angel. Besides that, I don’t think you ever accepted what you know that I loved about you anyway, and you still don’t. Now do you?”
“How can I respond to a question like that, David? And how was I supposed to know what it was that you loved about me then, when you faked me out for sixteen years?”
“I didn’t have to be your man to love everything about you, did I? And anyway, you knew. Admit it. You knew in your heart that I was madly in love with you. Just like I knew I was.”
“You never told me how you felt, so how could I be so presumptuous and claim to know anything about your feelings for me, David?”
“Okay, you’re right. I’ll give you that. But what about you, Faythe? Why didn’t you tell me how you felt about me? Did you love me? Do you love me?”
My moment of truth has finally arrived, and I freeze. Finally, I say the only thing that I can say, “Of course, I love you.”
“Of course, huh?” he asks.
“Okay, I’ve always loved you. I’ve never stopped loving you, okay?”
“I can handle that,” he replies. Suddenly silence. I hate silence.
“So, when do you want to come up here to Chicago?” I ask him.
“After what you just said to me? Right this second,” he replies very seriously. “But you know how it is. I have to handle some business with my company first. However, when I’m all done with that, what do you think? Do you think you can be ready for me by the thirteenth?”
“Maybe. I have a few weeks of vacation time left, so I can probably clear my schedule, too, and as you put it, be ready for you by then.”
“All right. That’s good...real good,” he adds. I can tell that he’s smiling.
“Tell you what, just give me a couple days, and I’ll call you back at your mom’s house to confirm everything.”
“I can’t wait to see you, Faythe Alexander,” he says.
“Me, too, David.” Man, he sounds good, I think as we say our good-byes. This is unbelievable. Charleta must have talked David up last night or something. He’s actually coming to visit me in a couple of weeks. I cannot believe this.
“Lord, Father, You know I love You, and my desire is to obey You. I’m gonna need some help with this thing. You know exactly the temptation I’m facing. Quite naturally, I have desires for this man whom I’ve always loved. And, it would be absolutely senseless for me to try and hide what I feel from You. Your Word says to acknowledge You in all of my ways.
“So, this is the deal, Father. I love David, and You know that I’ve waited for him my whole life. But, I’m not sure that I didn’t just lead him on a minute ago—to my bed, that is. I mean, I didn’t exactly express any concerns about the possibility of him spending two weeks here with me. We never actually talked about where he planned to stay. I was so caught up in the moment that I wasn’t even thinking straight. Now what do I do, Father? He’s going to think that I’m an idiot if I call him back and ask him about where he plans to hang his hat while he’s here. I mean, we’re both thirty-six years old. Men usually just assume such things, don’t they? I can’t reverse this course that we’re on by myself, Lord.
“I need You to fix David’s heart for me. No, his heart is fine...I take that back...I need You to put his desires for me in order. I’ve already been tempted by my own desires. I don’t need to be tempted by his. Lord, I don’t even want him to look like he’s going to ask me to go to bed with him. Your Word says, with You, all things are possible, so, I know You can change David’s desires to Your desires for me. You’re my Lord. I need You to help me to be strong enough not to mess up everything again. Been there, done that already. In 1 Corinthians 10:13, Your word says, No temptation has seized me except what is common to man. And, I know Your word is my truth; ‘You will not let me be tempted beyond what I can bear. But when I am tempted, You will also provide a way out so that I can stand up under it.’ I thank You Father, because ‘Your Word is more powerful than any two-edged sword,’ and ‘it will accomplish that which pleases You.’ Amen.”
After my prayer, I get up and pull my bible from the nightstand drawer and begin searching the scriptures to get some strength and direction. If ever I needed to be strong and powerful, I need to now.
After I finish my reading, I drift back off to sleep for a few more hours, but then I suddenly wake to the sounds of pots and pans slamming in my kitchen. Good heavens, what’s happening to my weekend? Ummm...coffee...I do smell coffee, don’t I? I sure need some. Maybe Charleta calls herself trying to fix us breakfast. Oh, for heaven’s sake, the girl is a terrible cook. Let me get out of this bed before I wake up to an inferno...or worse than that, I might end up having to eat some of her cooking.
“Charleta, what in heaven’s name are you doing in there?” I yell.
“I was looking for your omelet skillet. Where’s the one that I bought you?”
“It’s in there. Hold on, I’m coming,” I say and head to the kitchen. “Well, sure looks like you found every other pan in here. Sit down, Charleta, and let me do the honors. Okay? I don’t mind, really. Have a sit-down,” I say, tapping on a seat behind the island. I want her the heck out of my kitchen with a swiftness.
“I made some coffee over there. I didn’t mean to wake you up talking on the phone,” she says.
“I didn’t even know that you were on the phone.” I’d intentionally put my comforter over my head after I finished talking to David. I’m assuming the thickness of the down muffled the ring. “So, did you and Stonewall get things squared away so that you can talk sensibly to each other later?”
“Did I say that I talked to Stonewall this morning? Not to Stonewall, dear, but just for your information, I did have quite a lengthy conversation with...none other than the love of your life, who, by the way, said that he’d spoken with you earlier. So he’s coming up for a visit, huh?”
“That’s what he said. We’ll see.”
“I was in shock when I heard his voice. I knew who it was right away though.” She says in one breath.
“You were in shock. Honey, I almost fell out of my mind.”
“All right, this is what we’re gonna do. While you make breakfast, I’m gonna go in the guest room, close the door and have it out with Stonehead Montgomery, and hopefully talk to my kids before they go to soccer practice this morning. I’ll be right back.”
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