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CHAPTER 1
Never in her “sixty-something” years on earth would Beatrice Baker Bell have thought that she would consider sleeping with somebody else’s husband. Yet, she was strongly considering it at the moment. Her best friend, Connie, would probably say go for it, while there was no doubt that her other best friend, Hattie, would condemn her to the everlasting fires of hell. Who would have guessed how drastically her life would change in a just a few short weeks, and it all started with the reunion.
Standing in the bedroom of her home on the evening of the event, Bea, as her friends called her, gave a final turn as she checked herself in the mirror before shaking her head in disgust. The black sequined dress just wasn’t doing it for her. Taking it off, she tossed it on the bed with the pile of similarly discarded dresses. This evening was special and she was not about to be the shabbiest dressed woman there. After all, she had a reputation to maintain. She had known and worked with some of the most prominent people in the city of Indianapolis, Indiana and she had to look the part.
Bea was a stunning five foot, two inches of perpetual motion and constant chatter. With her smooth round face and sparkling dark brown eyes she could pass for a woman half her age—or at least in her forties. She carried her one hundred and fifty–two-pound frame with style and sophistication. There had been many male admirers who had given her appreciative looks over the years, especially when she was in high school, and she still managed to turn a few heads. They couldn’t help but admire what they saw.
Bea hiked up her slip to get a better look at her shapely legs. On more than one occasion men had referred to her as “that big-legged girl.” Her legs were her trademark and when she was “eighty something” she knew that they would still look good. Modesty had never been one of her strong points.
Once again, Bea tackled her closet. She had known about the Crispus Attucks High School reunion for over a year. So why wasn’t she ready? Maybe her heart wasn’t in it as it should be because of the snub from the planning committee. She had applied to be a committee member but had not been chosen. The explanation was that they wanted the last spot to go to an alumnus who resided outside of the capital city. Charlie Mae Crenshaw got her spot. The heifer! That choice had been like rubbing salt in an open wound. After recovering from the shock, Bea had decided that it was their lost. Her influence could have been crucial had they not made that mistake, but she wasn’t going to let that spoil her evening.
She couldn’t wait for tonight. Everyone was going to be there! One of the things that made this occasion so special was the fact that it was an all-school reunion. Every graduate who attended Crispus Attucks High School from its opening in 1927 to its 1986 transition to a middle school had been invited. People still remembered the stir that occurred when the city announced that the high school that had been revered in the city’s African American community for decades would be turned into a middle school. What a mess that had been.
Bea sighed. Oh well, back to her present situation. She refused to wear some frumpy outfit that did not do tonight’s occasion justice. With determination she dove into her closet one more time. High on the shelf, she spotted a long white box that was half-hidden behind a crate full of purses. Squealing with delight she pulled the box down. It was from Strauss Department Store. How many years had it been since that prestigious establishment had closed its doors? That was back in the days when clothes were of high quality. Of course they were expensive, but if they were taken good care of—as Bea had done—they could last forever.
The cream colored, crepe two-piece dress that she pulled from the box was exquisite. As Bea slid it over her shapely hips she muttered a prayer of thanks that it still fit. She could not remember when she had purchased the ensemble but it looked as though it had been tailor-made for her. The color was perfect and her olive complexion literally glowed.
As she admired herself in the mirror, Bea glanced at the photo reflected on the four-drawer chest behind her. The picture was of her late husband, James. She smiled. If he were here he would have given her a flirtatious wolf whistle—his silly way of letting her know when he thought she looked especially nice. They had been married 32 years before his death. That had been a decade ago, and although she had dated many times since then, she had no enthusiasm for entering the confines of marriage again. James had loved her in a quiet and almost fierce way. Yet, her love for him— she glanced away from his picture.
After all of these years, Bea still felt guilty that she had married James on the rebound. In high school Frank Schaffer had been the love of her life. He was, by far, the best-looking boy at school. His voice was a rich baritone timbre that had made Bea physically tremble at its sound. Even at the age of seventeen he had a confidence and determination that attracted attention and demanded respect. She and Frank had dated their junior and senior years in high school. A year after graduation they had announced their wedding plans, but when the wedding was called off Bea was left devastated.
Yet, despite the pain of the past, she couldn’t help hoping that Frank would be at the reunion. She looked forward to the possibility of seeing him, just for old time sake.
Yes, tonight was going to be special. She would have a great time finding out what her past classmates had accomplished in their lives. Many graduates of the historic high school had made their mark in the state, the nation and in the world. Among the school’s most renowned alumni was basketball great Oscar Robertson, also known as the Big O. It was hoped that he would be at the reunion tonight. Those had been exciting times for the entire city when he played basketball at Attucks. The Mighty Tigers had won two consecutive state basketball championships with the help of the Big O—one in 1955 then again in 1956. The school also won a third championship in 1959.
Bea had been a cheerleader at Attucks and was proud to brag that she could still fit into her cheerleading uniform after all of these years. Of course she couldn’t fasten it, but that was okay. She’d had her day.
Noticing the time, Bea frowned. She had better speed things up. She had to pick up her friends Connie Palmer and Hattie Collier. Just as she stepped into her shoes the telephone rang. It was Connie on the other end of the line.
“Hey Bea, I just wanted to see if you’re about ready.”
“Almost. I’ll pick you up at about seven and then we’ll get Hattie.”
“That’s why I’m calling. I need you to pick me up last.”
“Connie don’t fool around and not be ready when I come,” Bea demanded.
“Now look here, Bea,” Connie countered, “the way you drive I could take a cruise around the world and be ready by the time you get here.”
“Girl, don’t start talking about my driving, you just be ready.” With that, Bea disconnected.
Listening to the dial tone Connie addressed the telephone receiver as though it had spoken to her. “I can’t believe that she hung up on me!”
With a nonchalant shrug she dismissed the insult. It wasn’t the first time she didn’t see eye to eye with Bea and no doubt would not be the last. The important thing was that she now had at least an extra hour before she would be picked up to go to the reunion.
This event was all that Bea and Hattie had been talking about for months. Since Connie wasn’t from Indiana and had not attended Crispus Attucks she didn’t quite share their excitement about the occasion, but she was curious about the school and the people who might be attending the evening’s event.
From what Connie understood the high schools in Indianapolis had been integrated before the idea of an all-black institution was introduced in the late 1920’s. The proposal was spurred by the political influence of the Klu Klux Klan. Yet, despite the negative reasons that the school had been established Attucks became a source of great pride in the African American community.
For years, Connie had heard her friends brag incessantly about attending Crispus Attucks. Bea and Hattie described their alma mater as the little school that could. They loved the place. They especially loved the Mighty Tigers basketball team. Attucks had been the first school in the city of Indianapolis to win a state championship. Her friends glowed with pride when discussing those days. It almost made her wish that she had gotten the opportunity to attend the school.
Turning her attention to the red satin dress lying on her bed, Connie smiled. She was going to turn some heads tonight! The dress would highlight her pecan brown complexion and certainly flatter her full figure.
Connie weighed in at 200 pounds of voluptuous curves and angles, and if she had to say so herself she wore every pound very well. Her late husband, Robert, used to call her “a whole lot of woman”. Now that was a man who appreciated a good thing.
Patting her ample chest to make sure that her diamond necklace was still in place, once again Connie grinned at the dress. The men at this reunion had better watch out tonight! Still, bravado aside, she was a little apprehensive about attending the evening’s event.
The truth was that Connie had not graduated from high school. When she was Connie Flowers and living in the South, she met, fell in love with and married Robert Palmer. She gave him three sons and a daughter, all healthy and beautiful. Her daughter Earlene had married Bea’s oldest son, James, Jr. and they had produced Tina, the granddaughter that she shared with Bea. The girl was Connie’s only female grandchild and she was her heart.
After all of her children had graduated from high school, Connie had studied real estate and joined her husband in his realty business. They made a formidable team. As a result they had become quite wealthy. In anticipation of enjoying that wealth, she and Robert had spent hours planning the leisure activities they would enjoy during their retirement. However, life had altered those plans. Robert’s untimely death had squashed those dreams. When she buried her husband Connie had vowed that she would never again delay living her life to the fullest. She had kept that vow.
She continued to manage the Palmer Real Estate Company alone, adding to her financial wealth. Yet, she still led a relative simple life style. In fact no one had any idea the extent of her wealth, including her two best friends.
Now fully dressed, Connie picked up the small evening bag that she would be carrying and opened it. The autograph book that she had put there was tucked securely in its place. Good! If basketball great, Oscar Robertson was there this evening she planned on getting his autograph. She stepped into her red satin shoes. She was finally ready to go.
Grabbing the telephone she walked down the hallway toward the living room as she dialed Hattie’s number. She answered.
“Collier residence.”
“Girl! Did Bea call you?
“Yeah.” Hattie put her earrings on, balancing the telephone receiver on her shoulder as she did so. “She told me that you called and said that you wanted to be picked up last.”
“That’s right.”
“Well, just pray that we get to your house alive. You know how she drives. I got Jesus working overtime whenever I get in that car with her.” Hattie shuddered at the thought of it.
“Well when she gets there tell her that I’m ready. See you in a few.” They disconnected.
Hattie Collier was annoyed. She had figured out exactly how much time she would need to get ready. Now, Bea was picking her up first. Well that was just too bad, she was not going to rush. She wasn’t vain, but she wanted to look her best. She had stayed pretty well preserved over the years and welcomed the opportunity to let her old classmates see the results.
Hattie Lou Collier was a very attractive woman. She wore little makeup, just a touch of lipstick, and her dark brown complexion was flawless. Her skin was practically free of age lines. Her delicate face was oval-shaped with full lips and medium brown eyes, framed by long lashes. At five feet eight, she was still slender, even after having given birth to two children. The gold colored dress she wore was modest, high necked and long sleeved, but she looked good in it. With one last glance in the mirror Hattie was satisfied with what she saw.
She fluffed her silver-gray hair aware that the loose bob hairstyle made her look younger than her “sixty something” years. If she was vain about anything it was about her hair. It was thick and healthy, soft and silky in texture. She would never wear it in one of those short, nappy Afros like Connie did, or defile it with dye like Bea did hers. A woman’s hair was her crown of glory. Her pastor, Reverend Trees, had made the comment that he thought her hair was lovely. Enough said. Her silver gray mane would stay like it was.
Picking up her keys and purse, all she had to do was give Leon a kiss goodbye and she would be ready to go. Moving from the bedroom to the living room, she walked to the fireplace mantel where her late husband’s smiling photograph peered down at her. She and Leon had been married for nearly thirty-five years and they had never parted without a kiss. Lord, how she missed that man. He had been gone nine years and she loved him as much today as she did the day she first saw him, walking down the hallway of Attucks High School.
She had been a lowly freshman, the daughter of a storefront preacher. Her family was poor and lived by the Canal in a shotgun house. Leon had been a sophomore. His parents were business people. They owned a diner on Indiana Avenue and lived in a nice house on California Street. Tall, dark and handsome described him to perfection. He was totally out of her league, but their love story was a testament that miracles do happen.
She and Leon became a couple, even after Charlie Mae Crenshaw let it be known all over school that she planned on claiming him for herself. However, Leon had other ideas. Her father wouldn’t allow Hattie to date, so Leon started attending her father’s church and joined the youth choir. Her parents got to know and trust him and eventually her father gave his approval for him to see his daughter. Leon never betrayed his trust.
She had loved Leon Collier until the day that he drew his last breath. Death had changed nothing. No man would ever take his place.
Hattie took the gold-framed photograph of her husband from the mantel and gave it a kiss goodbye just as Bea honked her horn. Returning the frame to its place of honor, she hurried to the front door prompted by another impatient blast from Bea’s horn.
“Beatrice Baker Bell, I wish you’d lay off that darn horn!” Hattie fussed as she slid into the front seat of her friend’s midsize sedan.
“Well come on, then. I swear you’ll be late to your own funeral.”
“Don’t you dare swear around me, Bea.” Hattie gave a disapproving frown.
“I wasn’t swearing and I plan on having a good time this evening so don’t get in one of those sour puss moods of yours.”
Hattie chuckled, drawing a sideward glance from Bea.
“What’s so funny?”
“I was thinking about who was really going to have the sour puss mood tonight at the reunion.”
“What are you talking about?”
Hattie looked smug. “Guess who I found out headed the reunion planning committee?”
Beatrice looked puzzled. “Evelyn Reynolds headed the committee.”
“No child. Evelyn had a gall bladder operation about six weeks ago and of course the lazy wench hadn’t confirmed any of the arrangements. So the former Charlie Mae Crenshaw stepped in and took over.”
“Shut Up!” Bea nearly sideswiped a parked car.
“Lord have mercy!” Hattie squealed. “Watch what you’re doing!” Nothing could send Bea up a wall like the mention of Charlie Mae’s name.
“That slut!” Bea spat
The description turned Hattie’s momentary fear into laughter. “You’re just jealous ‘cause she stole your boyfriend,” she teased.
“Charlie Mae did not steal my boyfriend!” Bea retorted. “Frank Schaffer and I had split up before she came along.”
“Oh calm down, Bea, I was just pulling your chain. You know I couldn’t stand that wench either.” But she knew that Bea had even more reason to dislike her.
Frank and Bea had been the couple to envy when they were in high school. They had been so in love and so excited about getting married. He proposed to her graduation night and gave her a ring that was the envy of all of her friends. The two had planned to marry the next year, and then suddenly the wedding was postponed.
It turned out that Frank had asked for a delay in their wedding plans and Bea had raised a ruckus. She wanted to get married on the date she had set. Bea worked herself into such a frenzy that she called the wedding off. Frank tried to patch things up between them but Bea made him suffer a little too long. The next thing everybody knew Frank had eloped with Charlie Mae.
Hattie never said it verbally, but it was Bea’s own fault. She had left Frank out there as bait for a shark like Charlie Mae, knowing darn well that anything in pants wasn’t safe around that woman. It was Bea’s spoiled, willful ways that had cost her a good man.
Hattie could only imagine what would happen this evening if Bea and Charlie Mae crossed paths. There might be fireworks. They hadn’t seen each other in decades yet their dislike for each other still existed, at least on Bea’s part. Hattie had warned Connie about what could occur this evening. Of course the woman had responded to the warning by declaring that if anything did happen she would help Bea kick Charlie Mae’s behind—as if that was the solution.
Hattie loved Connie like a sister, but the woman had some devilish ways. She had to pray a little harder for her. Connie already had one foot in hell and the other one was slipping fast.
Bea pulled up in front of Connie’s spacious, two- story Victorian home located in Indianapolis’ historic “Old North Side”. Years ago their friend purchased the house for practically nothing and her girlfriends thought for sure that she was crazy. No one wanted to drive through the neighborhood much less live there at the time. Now the area near downtown was the place to live and the house was worth a fortune. Who knew?
Bea blew the horn. A few moments later Connie appeared. She climbed into the back seat.
“Is everybody ready for this evening?” Her voice held the breathless excitement of facing the unknown.
“Yeah, I’m ready,” Bea snapped, pulling off.
Startled by her reaction, Connie gave Hattie a questioning look. She returned the look with one that clearly stated that there was going to be some mess tonight.
With a satisfied grin, Connie settled back in her seat. She wasn’t sure what was happening but it looked as though it might be good.
“Ladies, I can’t thank both of you enough for inviting me. I can’t wait to get to this reunion. Something tells me that this is going to be a night to remember.”
CHAPTER 2
A huge ‘Welcome Attucks Alumni sign” greeted the reunion attendees as Bea, Hattie and Connie entered Crispus Attucks High School. They headed directly to the cafeteria. The room was beautifully decorated with green and gold streamers and balloons. To their astonishment, the women noted that the entire room was painted green and gold. There were nine pillars in the room, each adorned with pictures of distinguished graduates. A lavish soul food buffet had been set up in the front of the room.
“Oh, everything looks so nice!” Connie’s eyes took in the entire room as the three women found their reserved table.
“I’m surprised that it looks this good, considering Charlie Mae was in charge.” Hattie quipped, not willing to give credit whether it was due or not. “That woman never did have any taste.”
“Well, there’s no arguing that,” Bea said begrudgingly, “but I’ve got to admit, it does look nice in here. So we might as well sit back and enjoy it.” They all agreed on that.
The next hour was filled with the joy of greeting old friends and making new ones. Everybody was having a great time when Hattie tapped Connie on the shoulder and pointed across the room. Connie looked over her shoulder, following Hattie’s finger. When she saw what she was pointing out Connie nearly fell out of her chair. Standing near the entrance to the cafeteria was the “Big O” himself! Grabbing her purse, Connie started rifling through it.
“Oh, my Lord! Where is a pen when you need one?”
“What do you need a pen for?” asked Hattie, unaffected by the excitement the celebrity’s appearance was causing in the room.
“Are you kidding? That’s Oscar Robertson! The man is a legend. I can’t leave here without an autograph.”
Hattie looked horrified. “Connie Palmer don’t you embarrass me by hassling that man for an autograph. You don’t see anybody else trying to get one.”
She was right. Despite the stir he was causing, no one had approached him for his signature. Connie meant to change that.
“Fine, Hattie. I just won’t tell him I know you.” Finding her pen, she hurried across the room.
“That woman acts like Oscar’s the only distinguished graduate from this school.” Hattie huffed to no one in particular. “There are a lot of distinguished alumni who graduated from Attucks, to say nothing of the faculty.”
“You’ve got that right.” Bea grinned. “Remember Dr. John Morton-Finney?”
“Of course.” Hattie smiled in remembrance at one of the most respected instructors in Attucks’s history. Dr. Morton-Finney had been the first teacher hired at the high school when it opened. “The man was amazing—fluent in six languages and had eleven degrees. “Who could forget him?”
Bea nodded as she swallowed the rising lump in her throat. The pride that she felt in her alma mater and its accomplishments was overwhelming. She had opened her mouth to remind Hattie of another distinguished teacher that she might remember just as an announcement was made for everyone in the crowded cafeteria to move to the auditorium. The talent show was about to begin.
As people filed into the auditorium the air was charged with excitement. Everyone knew there was no lack of talent among this audience and those who remembered past talent shows had no reason to believe they would be disappointed with this one. The jovial conversations of the crowd in the auditorium sounded like a swarm of buzzing bees. The audience gradually grew silent as a young man walked out on stage. He lifted a trumpet and played a majestic trumpet call. Da, da, da, da-a-a. Da, da, da, da-a-a. Da, da, da, da, da, da-a-a. A disembodied voice came over the PA system.
“Ladies and gentlemen, distinguished alumni and guests. Presenting the chairwoman of this year’s Attucks High School reunion, Charmaine Schaffer!
The auditorium went black. Gold and green spotlights danced across the stage and across the audience. On cue, a woman swirled onto the stage in a green and gold floor length gown that complemented her copper complexion. Her chestnut brown hair was piled high on her head. Tiny kiss curls framed her face. The crowd ooh’d and aah’d as she made a theatrical turn in the middle of the stage.
“Well I’ll be damned, that’s Charlie Mae!” Bea blurted. “Just who does she think she is, Loretta Young or Princess Di?”
Hattie shook her head sympathetically. “It’s obvious the woman’s lost her mind. She don’t even know her name.”
Connie leaned toward Bea and Hattie and hissed, “Will you two please be quiet?”
The applause died down and with exaggerated drama Charlie Mae introduced the Master of Ceremony for the talent show.
“Ladies and Gentlemen, Tigers of all ages…I give you Houston Schaffer.”
Hattie and Bea applauded enthusiastically in recognition. Houston Schaffer was the younger brother of Frank, Bea’s old flame. Although Houston had been several grades below them in school, both women knew him well. He was always tagging after his older brother. For Bea seeing Houston generated thoughts of Frank. Although not nearly as good looking as his brother, he did resemble him. As he walked across the stage he seemed to have acquired an easy poise that he had not possessed in the past.
At five feet, ten inches, Houston was shorter than his older brother. In contrast to Frank’s smooth chestnut brown skin, Houston’s slightly darker complexion, even at fifty something, still held remnants of the acne scars the he had suffered with as a youth. He and Frank did share the same warm, brown eyes, but the brothers’ personalities had always been different. Frank had been a serious young man with a commanding presence. Houston had been playful, carefree, and sometimes reckless in his undertakings, and while these traits had not always served him well in life, for the moment his vivacious spirit made him the perfect MC. He was carrying out his duties with humor and gusto.
One-by-one the performers entertained and excited the crowd. Singers, dancers, jazz and big band musicians, rappers, comedians, and impressionist all took the stage and captured the audience. For nearly two hours the singing, clapping and toe-tapping shook the auditorium until Houston took the stage to announce the evening’s finale.
“And now let’s combine generations, old and new school. Are you ready to yell?”
The crowd roared in the affirmative.
“Are you ready to cheer?”
Again, the crowd let out a roar.
“All right then I want all cheerleaders of the Crispus Attucks High School to come up here on stage and lead this crowd in some good old-fashioned cheers.”
A buzz went through the auditorium as everyone speculated on what the request meant. Slowly people began to trickle onto the stage while Houston paced the front of the stage with the microphone.
“Now, I know some of us are older but I don’t believe we’ve turned deaf. I said I want all former cheerleaders of Crispus Attucks High School to come up here on stage and lead this crowd in some good old-fashioned cheering. If you were a cheerleader from 1927 through 1986 and can still move, get up here on stage!”
The audience was hyped. The applause was nearly deafening. The stage began to fill as the younger people moved back to make room for the older cheerleaders. Hattie elbowed Bea.
“He’s talking about you. Get your behind up there.”
“Yes,” Connie added. “You’re always bragging about how good a cheerleader you were so show us what you got.”
Grinning in response, Bea started to rise from her seat when she saw Charlie Mae come from behind the curtain and work her way toward the front of the stage. Bea and Hattie looked at each other in wide-eyed surprise.
“She wasn’t no cheerleader!” Hattie nearly choked on the words.
“Not hardly!!” Bea hissed as she headed down the aisle.
Once on stage, Bea eased into a space beside her friends Dorothy Riggs and Thelma Reeves. Both had been bridesmaids at her wedding. The three of them represented the only cheerleaders from their graduating class. Barely able to control the anger in her voice, Bea turned to Charlie Mae, who stood next to her.
“Charlie Mae Crenshaw! Just why are you up here on this stage?”
Charlie Mae looked at her coolly. “I believe the man called for cheerleaders.”
“No, what he said was that all former cheerleaders of Attucks were to come up here. I didn’t hear him say a thing about cheerleader wanabees.”
Charlie Mae turned to squarely face Bea. “First of all the name is no longer Charlie Mae. I had it changed to Charmaine.”
Bea stepped back in surprise. “You mean like the toilet paper?”
“Hell no!” Charlie Mae bellowed. Realizing that she might be heard above the roar of the crowd she lowered her voice.
“I said Charmaine. Secondly, my last name—as you should well know—is Schaffer, or Crenshaw-Schaffer if that will help you remember.”
Bea put her hands on her ample hips. “Well, there’s one thing you haven’t changed. Once a thief, always a thief. You stole my man; you stole a product name, and now you trying to steal recognition as a cheerleader.”
Charmaine scoffed, “I pity you, Bea. You threw your man away and you don’t have sense enough to recognize toilet paper from fine linen. After all these years you’re still jealous because I could always whip circles around you at everything including cheerleading.”
Because the stage was crowded and the audience noisy, no one except Houston and a few others standing closest to them had an inkling of what was being said between the two women, but it was obvious from their body language that warm greetings were not being exchanged. Houston lowered his microphone and stepped between them.
“Ladies can we please leave our differences aside for one night.”
Dorothy spoke up. “Charlie Mae you know you were never a cheerleader. You tried out for the squad twice and was voted down both times and that’s because you weren’t any good.”
Thelma cut her eyes at Charlie Mae. “The truth is you sucked.”
Insulted, Charlie Mae opened her mouth to defend herself, but Houston whispered rapidly in her ear. Nodding, she turned and left the stage reluctantly, throwing Bea, Thelma and Dorothy malevolent looks as she did so. To divert attention from the confrontation, Houston moon walked to the edge of the stage which delighting the audience.
“All right you Tigers. We’re here because we went to the best high school in this state! We’re here because with the help of some of the most brilliant teachers on earth this school produced some of the brightest minds in this country, the greatest educators, the best strategic military minds, the most innovative musicians, and everybody in the world knows about our athletes!”
By now the crowd was on its collective feet, cheering, waving and barking its agreement.
“Tigers!” Houston extolled, “Let’s give it up for the Attucks cheerleaders!”
As though rehearsed, the different classes stepped up and lead some familiar cheers. The audience followed along as memory served them. When it didn’t they yelled anyway. Someone in the back of the auditorium screamed for the “The Crazy Song.” The crowd went wild, singing and yelling the song that took Attucks High School to three state basketball championships.
When the last strains of the popular song died and the crowd was a bit more subdued Houston made a quick announcement of the events planned for the rest of the weekend reunion. There was to be a tour of the Crispus Attucks Museum, a luncheon in the historic Madame C. J. Walker building and the culmination of the event, the Big Prom Bash scheduled for the following evening at the Indiana Roof Ballroom. Connie, Bea and Hattie left the event in high spirits in spite of Bea’s run-in with Charlie Mae.
As they drove home they recounted the good time had by all, as well as the stage incident with Charlie Mae.
“I can’t believe that she came out in public with those kiss curls.” Hattie wondered aloud stroking her own silky locks. “What was she thinking?”
“Obviously she wasn’t.” Connie chuckled. “To tell you the truth, I was looking forward to seeing this good looking husband of hers you all keep talking about. Where was he?” All eyes turned to Bea.
“How should I know?” She sounded defensive. “I haven’t seen the man in decades!”
“Well, maybe he’ll be at the dance tomorrow night,” Hattie said, slyly. “If so, maybe the two of you can get reacquainted.”
Bea knew that she was being facetious. “I don’t care if he’s there or not. In case you’ve forgotten the man’s married to the toilet paper queen.”
Connie howled with laughter at this reference, while Hattie threw Bea a knowing glance.
“Uh huh, I remember. Just make sure that you do.”
***
Bea was trying hard to control her breathing as she stepped into the Indiana Roof Ballroom. She had only been in the fashionable room two or three times in her life, but each time the experience left her breathless. Even the dim lighting could not conceal the exquisite Baroque architecture. The forty-foot dome ceiling created the effect of being under a starry, velvet blue sky. The crescent moon shone down on an array of tables covered in gold linen. Each table held a candle-lit brass lantern surrounded by a bouquet of green and gold flowers. The room’s ambiance was magical.
Bea’s eyes swept the crowd. As she and her friends moved toward their reserved table they smiled and nodded at old friends and acquaintances dressed in glittering gowns, elegant suits and tuxedos for the occasion. Some of the men from the graduating classes of the 1970’s even managed to find the brightly colored brocade fabric tuxedos from that era. As for Bea, she had outdone herself in dressing for tonight’s affair.
She had purchased the deep blue, floor length designer gown she wore months ago on a shopping trip to New York City. The scooped neckline revealed a generous glimpse of the crowns of her ample breast, and the gathered jacket that covered the dress gave the appearance of being somewhat modest, that is until she took the jacket off. The dress was backless.
“No you didn’t!” Hattie choked as Bea unveiled the creation at their table.
Bea peeked back over her shoulder and gave her a wink. “Yes, I did.”
“You go girl!” Connie was delighted. She was dressed in a daring canary yellow designer creation herself.
Bea grinned, grateful for the compliment. She knew that she was looking good. Her hair was in a tight French roll with tear-shaped pearls spaced evenly along the roll. She wore matching tear-shaped pearl earrings in her ears. She was the epitome of elegance and felt it.
The three friends sat back to enjoy the music. It was like taking a stroll through time. Popular tunes from the 40’s, through the 80’s caused squeals of recognition from the crowd. Several men came to the table to ask the three ladies to dance. Bea and Hattie declined, but Connie accepted the invitation from a distinguished looking man. Hattie grumbled as she watched them head for the dance floor.
“Look at that. It’s just a sin and a shame the way those people are out there bumping and grinding their way to hell. I’ve always been against dancing.”
Bea raised a questioning brow. “Are you against dancing or is it that you just can’t dance?” She giggled, aware that Hattie had never learned to do so.
“You can laugh all you want Bea Bell, getting up and shaking your behind in the face of the world is just a little too much.”
“So why did you come tonight? You knew there’d be dancing.”
“I came to have a good time with my old classmates. Why do you think? And if I can do the Lord’s work by reminding you all why dancing is a sin, so be it.”
Bea sighed. There was no point in trying to reason with Hattie. It was time to mingle. She had been glued to this table long enough.
It took her over thirty minutes to stroll the main floor, greeting people from her past and her present and meeting brand new friends. The ballroom was vibrating to the music as a line of dancers crowded onto the floor to do the Electric Slide. Bea burst into laughter when she spotted her friend, Dorothy and her husband, Nathaniel doggedly trying to keep up with the line of dancers. Connie was out on the floor with another dance partner and she was having no trouble following the dance moves.
As she made her way up the stairs to the tables in the balcony area she glanced at the “stars” twinkling from the ceiling and suddenly felt lonely. She wished that James were here to share this moment. Unexpectedly, her thoughts flashed to a starry night before she met James—the night that Frank had proposed to her. Startled that her thoughts had betrayed her, she pushed the memory from her mind and continued up the stairway.
In the balcony tables were placed close to the railing so that occupants could easily see the floor below. There weren’t many people up there and none that she recognized, but she continued walking around until she ended up in a section of the balcony just left of the stage. There were no tables in this darkened corner. She was alone, so she stopped to listen to the music. Another band had replaced the previous one and was just about to play. She leaned on the balcony railing to watch as the couples spilled onto the dance floor below as the band struck up a tune.
“It would be a shame to let that great music go to waste.”
Bea froze at the sound of the familiar voice.
“Care to dance?”
Slowly she turned to face the only person whose voice could make her quiver inside. In the muted shadows of this deserted area of the balcony she could barely discern the handsome features of the man’s cocoa brown face, but she knew every line and plane. She took her time as she raised her eyes to the wide shoulders that filled his tuxedo perfectly, up pass the slightly dimpled chin to the still dazzling smile.
Frank Shaffer still possessed all of the animal magnetism that Bea remembered. Oh, there were changes. Slight age lines teased the corners of his eyes. His wavy hair was generously sprinkled with gray, as was his mustache. He wasn’t quite as muscular as he had been in high school but it was obvious by his long, lean physique that he worked out to keep his body in the best possible shape. She noticed that his mouth still titled up at the corners when he smiled which he did now as she stood flustered by his sudden appearance.
Bea exhaled. She opened her mouth to answer this question but nothing came out. She was glad because to shout out “Damn, you look good!” would have left her completely mortified.
Frank chuckled. “I’ll take it that the answer to my question is yes.” With that he took her hand and in one smooth movement pulled her gently into his arms.
They swayed rhythmically to the band’s melodious tones. The section of the balcony where they stood blocked the view of the ballroom’s famous ceiling. Gracefully, Frank led them to a more open area where they danced beneath the crescent moon and glittering stars. Bea glanced up at the domed ceiling and was transported back to a time when she was a young girl dancing with the handsomest boy in school. She stopped herself from laying her head on Frank’s shoulder, reminding herself that he had not only been the love of her life but he was the man who had practically left her at the altar. This is also the man who was married to Charlie Mae Crenshaw! The last thought sobered her like a slap in the face.
As the last notes of the brass section faded she firmly extracted herself from Frank’s embrace and took a step backward. His eyes scorched her from her head to her feet.
“How are you, Bea? You look beautiful. You have no idea how great it is to see you again.”
“It’s good to see you, too, Frank.” She was formal. “Thank you for the compliment. You’re looking pretty good yourself.”
An awkward silence followed but his smile continued to warm her. Bea could feel her face become flush. She dropped her eyes, no longer able to hold his gaze. Frank spoke.
“I’m sorry. I don’t mean to stare but I can’t get over how little you’ve changed. The same eyes.” He brushed a fingertip down her cheek. “The same soft, lovely skin.”
To cover her discomfort, Bea changed the subject. “I’ve heard through the grapevine that you’re doing fine. Your realty company is thriving. The talk here is that you and Charlie Mae are very happy and doing well.”
“Really?” He looked surprised. “That’s interesting, but let’s not talk about me. I heard about your husband’s death years ago. I wanted to call with my condolences, and then thought it best that I didn’t.” He paused, knowing that she understood the reason why, and she did. He continued. “I trust that your children are doing well.”
“Bryant is doing quite well. He’s a police officer here in Indianapolis.” Bea hesitated, and then added, “My son, James Jr., died about three years ago.”
“Your son? Dead? I had no idea! I’m sorry. Charmaine and I never had children so I can’t imagine what it must be like to lose one.”
Frank took both her hands in his. His look of sympathy was so sincere that Bea had to resist bursting into tears.
“Thank you Frank.” Struggling to maintain control of her emotions she cleared her throat and once again changed the subject. “You know, for a second there I had no idea who the woman named Charmaine was. I mean Charlie Mae.”
“Okay, Bea, don’t start.” Frank gave her a warning look.
She feigned innocence. “What? I’m trying to be nice and dispel what they say about a woman scorned.”
“Scorned?” Frank was incredulous. “You’re saying that’s what happened?” He shook his head. “I know about women scorned, but ones with selective memories are a different matter.”
Bea was taken aback. Selective memory! She ought to knock his lights out.
“Bea, it’s been too many years and it’s been too good seeing you, so let’s not fight. I only had two reasons to come to this reunion. The first one I can’t even remember, but the second one was to see you.”
Bea’s heart skipped a beat, but before she could respond she caught a movement out of the corner of her eye. The dim lights in the balcony couldn’t disguise Charlie Mae’s looming presence.
“So there you are, Frank. Someone said that they saw you come in. I’ve been looking everywhere. People have been asking for you.” She turned to Bea with a chilly smile. “You don’t mind do you? I need to steal my husband from you. “ Charlie Mae looked at Bea pointedly.
Before Bea could retort, Charlie Mae looped her arm through Frank’s and tried to pull him away. He resisted. Ignoring his wife he turned back to Bea.
“It’s great seeing you again Bea, and I will get back with you later.”
Bea watched as Frank and Charlie Mae walked away. It felt like deja vu.
CHAPTER 3
“You are gonna burn in hell!” Hattie declared fervently. She was right on her heels as Bea hurried down the stairway. The woman was getting on her last nerve.
Hattie had been so concerned by Bea’s dinner date this evening that she had taken a city bus to her house. The purpose, as she explained, was to “save her from Satan.”
Frank Schaffer had called Bea from Ft. Wayne to inform her that he would be in Indianapolis on business today. He asked if he could see her. It had been weeks since the reunion and they had made numerous telephone calls to each other since then, calls that she told herself were harmless. Their conversations had often been no more than brief chitchat or a word of hello, but each time that she heard his voice her heart skipped a beat. Today it was beating out of control. She was going to see him again. She had never shared their calls or her feelings with her friends, but unfortunately, this friend had managed to find out more than she wanted her to know.
“The man is married, Bea, but that doesn’t seem to be bothering you a bit.” Hattie followed her down the stairs, determined to save her friend’s soul.
Bea wanted to tell her that his marital status had crossed her mind, but only briefly. Most of her thoughts had been about Frank, not Charlie Mae. Since the reunion she hadn’t been able to think of much else. How was it possible that her feelings for a man that she hadn’t seen in decades still be so strong? Life had been good to them both since their parting. It wasn’t as if time had stood still. Yet, when she first saw him again it seemed as though it had. Why did Hattie have to make such an issue about this evening? It was simply two old friends sharing a meal together, nothing more.
Bea had nobody to blame but herself for Hattie having caught wind of this evening’s appointment. The two of them shared the same beautician, Big Mouth Roberta Hamon.
Earlier this morning, Bea had begged Roberta to squeeze her in for an appointment. She had made the mistake of letting it slip that she had a “dinner date with a friend tonight” and that was why she was so desperate. Of course the woman complied. Bea gave no names, even after Roberta got her in the chair and interrogated her as if she were an enemy spy. Hattie had gone to Roberta later for her regular appointment and of course the woman blabbed Bea’s business. Hattie called her on her cell phone from the beauty shop trying to get into her private affairs. Even then, Bea remained noncommittal.
Ever relentless, the nosey woman named everybody they both had known since the beginning of time in an effort to guess the “dinner date” possibilities, but to no avail. Bea wasn’t talking.
“Come on,” Hattie whined, frustrated. “I don’t know what the big deal is. Shoot, you’d think that you were stepping out with a married man or something.” It took two seconds to realize that she had hit the jackpot. “I know that you’re not going out with Frank Shaffer!” She croaked the words like a frog in shock.
Bea remained silent, just as she had through all of the other guesses, but it didn’t fool her. Hattie had hit pay dirt and she knew it. She later claimed that it was the Lord helping her sniff out sinners.
“Sweet, Jesus! You stay where you are. Don’t go anywhere,” she demanded. An hour later she was at Bea’s front door ringing the buzzer. She started not to let her in.
As Bea took her wrap from the hall closet, she wished that she had left Hattie’s butt standing on the front porch. The woman was a pest.
“You’re no better than a Jezebel if you do this,” Hattie declared in her fervor to get her best friend to change her mind.
Tired of her jabbering, Bea whirled on her. “It’s just dinner, Hattie, two people breaking bread together. It’s not a roll in the hay, so back off!” She felt like smacking her.
“Humph! Tell that to Satan cause I ain’t buying it!” Hattie cast a skeptical eye on the body slimming dress that Bea wore. It was sky blue, her friend’s favorite color. If she remembered correctly it used to be Frank’s favorite color too
“You better listen to me, Bea. You and that man are reserving your spaces in the eternal flames with this flirtation.”
“Let’s go!” Bea barked, snatching her purse from the table. “I’m taking you home.” She headed toward the front door. Hattie was hot on her heels.
“You better do some hard thinking about this, my friend. Charlie Mae would be justified in coming down here and kicking your behind. You better watch out.”
Bea unlocked the passenger door, and then turned narrowed eyes to Hattie. “I haven’t done anything! But I’m going to do you a favor and take you home, but I’m warning you, if you say one more word to me I’ll pull over and throw you out, no matter where we are. So, you’d better keep your mouth shut all the way to your house.”
Hattie glared back at her, but got into the car without a word. As Bea pulled off she hoped that the silence would continue. She didn’t have a problem with what Hattie was saying. She was familiar with her sermonizing. What bothered Bea was how close she was to the truth. Never in her life would she have thought that she would entertain the possibility of doing anything with a married man. Yet, she was thinking about it—hard.
When Frank asked her to dinner she hadn’t hesitated, but she did insist on meeting him at the restaurant. That eliminated the possibility of him coming to her house under any circumstances. She didn’t want to take the chance that if he brought her home she would be tempted to do something that she might regret. She was already nervous enough about this evening. She didn’t want something else to worry about and she certainly didn’t need Hattie’s opinion on the matter. It was only making things worse.
Afraid to test Bea’s resolve, a tight-jawed Hattie was silent during the ride home. When they pulled up to her house, she gave Bea a malicious glare before climbing from the car.
“Just because Charlie Mae is a cow don’t mean that you have to ride her bull.”
Shutting the car door behind her, Hattie gave a triumphant smile as an angry Bea skidded away from the curb.
****
Bea’s stomach was in knots by the time she arrived at the restaurant where she was to meet Frank. Located at the top of a downtown hotel, the revolving restaurant offered a panoramic view of the city below as it rotated 360 degrees. Stepping off of the elevator she could hardly enjoy her surroundings, Hattie’s tongue-lashing had upset her so badly. She arrived a few seconds before Frank which gave her a little time to pull herself together, but she had barely done so when she turned to see the doors of the elevator open and Frank exit. He looked so good that for a moment Bea’s breath caught in her throat.
He had always been stylish in his dress and this evening was no different. His expensive pinstriped suit fit his still slender frame to perfection. The snow-white shirt he wore complemented his rich cocoa brown complexion as did the red tie with matching handkerchief tucked neatly in the jacket pocket. Bea swallowed hard. It was a sin and a shame for a man in his sixties to look this good. She steeled herself to act as normal as possible as he walked toward her with that smooth gait that she remembered so fondly.
“Well, hello.” His dark eyes sparkled with pleasure.
“Hi,” Bea muttered, suddenly shy. She stuck her hand out to shake his and he laughed.
“You’re kidding aren’t you?” Frank leaned down and placed a kiss near her ear. She wondered if he still remembered that was her favorite spot. At least one of them.
Stepping back, he took both of her hands in his and gave her a long, slow perusal from head to toe.
“It’s so nice seeing you again, Bea. You look good.” He nodded his approval. “Real good.”
“Thanks.” She felt like an idiot. Surely her vocabulary consisted of more than one word at a time? Clasping her elbow he moved them toward the hostess.
“Let’s get our table.”
As he spoke to the hostess, Bea felt like a giddy schoolgirl standing beside him. The hostess showed them to a table by the window. She hardly remembered the walk across the room or being seated because the intoxicating scent of Frank’s after-shave had dulled her senses. Silently, she prayed that she could get through dinner with some semblance of dignity. It had been a long time since she had enjoyed the company of a man. She felt highly susceptible. Perhaps Hattie had been right. Maybe this had been a bad idea. Talking to him on the telephone was one thing, but being here with him in the flesh was more than her senses could take. Her hands were shaking so badly that she placed them in her lap.
The solicitous waiter was at their table as soon as they were seated. Frank asked her drink preference and she went brain dead. All she could think of was water. He ordered a glass of white wine for himself. When the waiter left Frank leaned back in his seat and flashed a warm smile.
“Do you know how long it’s been since I’ve sat across a dinner table from you?”
“Too long,” Bea answered, glad that her vocabulary had worked its way up to two words.
“I agree.” Crossing his arms, Frank leaned across the table and gave her a smile so sensuous that Bea thought that she would melt right out of her drawers. “I know that you won’t believe this, but I’ve missed you all of that time.”
Bea chuckled. She might be nervous but she wasn’t crazy. “Sure you did Frank. You missed me so much that you up and married another woman not long after we broke up.”
His smile vanished. He leaned back in his chair. “Broke is the operative word, because that’s what you did to my heart when you left me, and up to this very day I never understood why you did it.”
It was funny, but Bea couldn’t remember why she did it either. No disrespect to her late husband, but Frank was the best thing that had ever happened to her. She had really loved the man. There had been passion between them, something that she had never found with James. It was the same undercurrent of passion that had simmered between them at the reunion, the same one that was brewing now. Frank continued.
“All I asked was that we postpone the wedding for a couple of months.”
“But you never told me why? I deserved an explanation at least.”
“I did tell you that it was something that had to do with my brother, Houston.”
“Yes, but you weren’t specific. All I know is that you used our wedding money to get him out of some sort of trouble.”
“But I thought that you would trust me enough that details wouldn’t be necessary.”
“And I thought that you loved me enough to put me first.”
Frank sighed in frustration. “Houston is family, Bea.”
Recognizing that their disagreement was escalating, she redirected the conversation.
“Let’s talk about something more pleasant, Frank. What kind of business brings you to town?”
Frank studied her for a moment. “So you don’t want to talk about this anymore. All right, you’ve got the right to reserve that privilege.” He sounded disappointed. “As for your question, I had a meeting with a local attorney to go over some information that I discovered, and if it’s true it’s going to keep me from losing a fortune.” He patted his jacket pocket, and then sighed. “My other reason for being here, unfortunately, is a sad one. A colleague of mine died unexpectedly.”
“Oh, I’m sorry.”
The waiter interrupted them as he returned with salads and their drinks. Placing them on the table he slipped away quietly.
“He died of a stroke,” Frank continued. “They buried him today. Or maybe I should say that they disposed of his body
“Oh really? What does that mean?”
“He was cremated.”
“You’re kidding!”
“They had him in an urn. I had expected a body and a casket, but all that was left of him was ashes.”
“Hmmmm,” Bea didn’t know what to say about that. She didn’t know anybody in her crowd who wanted their body burned instead of buried after they died. She thought that sort of thing was kind of sacrilegious, but—
“The bible does say ashes to ashes, dust to dust.” She took a sip of water. Her initial uneasiness had begun to wane.
“I know, but when I die I want my whole body to rot, slowly”
Bea laughed. She had forgotten what a sense of humor he had.
“But seriously, I don’t want anybody burning me up when I’m dead.” He and Bea both chuckled at his description of the scenario.
“I know what you mean,” she grinned at him across the table, enjoying his company more and more. “I just don’t understand why people do that kind of thing.”
“Me neither,” Frank admitted. “All I know is that I’ve left instructions that when my time comes I want to be put in the ground intact!”
Bea lifted her water glass. “I’ll toast to that.” They tapped glasses.
The waiter appeared with their dinner plates. As he served them with the efficiency of a pro, Bea kept her eyes downcast aware that Frank’s gaze was riveted on her. It was if he could look straight into her heart. She felt exposed and at this moment very confused. She didn’t want to have lingering feelings for Frank. What had happened between them had been long ago. It should have been forgotten by now, but it hadn’t been. How could it? He had been her first love—her first lover—and it seemed that time had only served to dim the memory of how they once felt for each other, not extinguish the flame.
Completing his task the waiter faded away. Bea raised her eyes to find Frank’s eyes waiting for her. Time didn’t seem to matter where they were concerned. Yet, there was one thing that did matter, very much.
“You’re married, Frank.” The statement needed no preface.
“Not for long.” He continued to hold her eyes. “I’m getting a divorce.”
The words sucked the air from Bea’s lungs. “That’s the oldest line in the world.” Was it possible?
“I could debate that. I think that I love you is the world’s oldest line.” There was a pregnant pause. He searched her face for a reaction. She gave him none. He continued. “The truth is that Charmaine and I haven’t been living as man and wife for years. We even sleep in separate bedrooms.”
Bea gasped in surprise at the revelation. “That’s a little too much information.” She took a sip drink of water.
Frank didn’t smile at the quip. His manner was serious. “We should have divorced a long time ago. It took a while for us to realize what a mistake our marriage had been.”
“Decades?” A hint of sarcastic cynicism was in Bea’s tone. Frank nodded.
“You’re right. It continued for too many decades. What I thought was love turned into convenience, and then greed took a hold. Eventually that deteriorated into loathing. Believe me, it’s not a pleasant way to live. There’s nothing worse than being in an unhappy marriage, except letting it continue for too long.”
“Is that why you never had children?”
“Why bring an innocent life into a chaotic situation. Over the years I asked Charmaine for a divorce numerous times, but she refused.”
“You could have filed.” She wasn’t going to make this easy for the man who had broken her young heart.
“That’s where the greed comes in. The assets we own—and they’re substantial—are in both our names. I guess that I wasn’t miserable enough to sacrifice giving up everything that I worked so hard to get. But the tide has turned.” He patted the same breast pocket that he had indicated earlier. “As the kids say, I’ve got a little something, something that’s going to turn things in my favor. Plus, I’m tired, Bea. I’m sick and tired of living a lie.” He started eating his dinner, silently closing the topic of conversation.
Bea didn’t push for further information. On some level she could empathize with Frank. She had not been in love with her husband when she married him, but she had grown to love him. She had married James on the rebound behind what she perceived as Frank’s betrayal. At the time she told herself that she hated Frank and would never forgive him. Time seemed to have proved that declaration false.
As they sat enjoying their dinner and exchanging conversation about mundane things, Bea couldn’t help but feel a bit of satisfaction that Frank and Charlie Mae had been miserable in their marriage. It might not be Christian of her but as far as she was concerned it served then both right.
As the evening progressed, Bea relaxed and enjoyed Frank’s company. The restaurant in which they were dining was known as the most romantic in the city. The soft candlelight all around them, the glowing streetlights below them and the twinkling stars in the sky above them added ambiance to the evening. Everything was perfect. She and Frank laughed and talked about old times at Attucks, carefully avoiding any mention of their relationship, but the magic of their former union was in the back of both of their minds.
They were happy to be together again. It was reminiscent of old times when they were young and in love and the whole world was wonderful. Back then, their future looked bright. Yet, those memories were dangerous and could forge visions of nights filled with unquenchable passion—nights better forgotten. They needed very little to raise the heat simmering between them to the boiling point. It was already close to that now.
Bea declined dessert, but they did linger over coffee, both reluctant to call it an evening, but the night had to end. It was late. They were the last diners to leave the restaurant.
As they rode the glass elevator down to the lobby the blood racing through Bea’s veins flowed as rapidly as the waterfall paralleling their descent. Alone with him in the confined space, she was aware of every breath that Frank took. Never had she been more attuned to another human being. By the time they reached the lobby and preceded outside, she had to will herself to put one foot in front of the other.
They were standing side by side outside the hotel in the warm night air waiting for the valets to deliver their cars when Frank turned to her.
“I’m going to follow you home. It’s too dangerous for you to be out this time of night alone.”
“I’ve been out later than this alone.” Bea protested. “I’ll be okay.”
Frank’s car pulled up and a split second later Bea’s car pulled up behind it. He helped her into her car and closed the door. She rolled the window down, praying silently that he wouldn’t repeat his offer to follow her home.
“I want to thank you for a lovely evening, Frank. I really enjoyed it.”
He leaned down to address her, offering another delicious whiff of his cologne.
“You’re very welcomed, but the night isn’t over. Like I said, I’m following you home.”
Once again Bea opened her mouth to protest, but he had already walked away. She moaned. “Lord, help me.”
She would need all of the assistance that she could get. If Frank got out of his car to walk her to the door it would take all of the strength that she could muster to make sure that she entered her house alone. The man was much too tempting.
Never in her “sixty-something” years on earth would Bea have thought that she would consider sleeping with somebody else’s husband. Yet, this was the dilemma that she found herself in at the moment as she strongly considered the possibility. All the way home she fretted and worried. Perhaps after seeing that she had arrived safely at her house Frank would drive away, eliminating the temptation. She pulled into her driveway. No such luck. He pulled in behind her and parked his car.
Bea walked stiffly beside him as they headed toward her front porch. Although she tried to appear calm, she was certain that he could hear the beat of her heart. The heat generating between them had intensified. She broke into the kind of sweat that she hadn’t experienced since going through the change. The key in her hand shook as she tried to insert it into the keyhole. Gently, Frank took the key from her hand and unlocked the door in one movement. He handed it back to Bea.
“Thank you.” Her voice was an unsteady whisper.
“You’re welcome.” Frank took a single step toward her. His eyes were ablaze.
Bea inhaled. He was entirely too close for comfort. How could he appear so cool, calm and collected when she was about to fall apart? She had been nineteen years old when she last felt like this.
“Uh, like I said, uh, I….I enjoyed myself this evening.” What was wrong with her? She was stuttering like an idiot!
“Bea.” Frank stepped closer. As if hypnotized, she swayed toward him.
Years ago they did forbidden things that could have led to complications in their lives from which they might never have recovered, but it didn’t matter to them then. One touch, one kiss was all it took to toss them into a sea of desire.
“Bea.” He reached out and drew her to him. His breathing was erratic.
As he lowered his face and his lips caressed her temple, Bea told herself emphatically that what she was about to do was wrong. It could lead to difficulties that she didn’t want or need, but when he placed a soft kiss on that special place near her ear, she closed her eyes and rationale disappeared until—Ring!
Bea’s eyes flew open. What in the world? Frank took a step back. They looked at each other in bewilderment and then at the small handbag hanging from her arm. Ring! It was her cell phone.
Frank frowned. “I guess you’d better get that. It might be an emergency.”
Bea could feel the heat of embarrassment replace the heat of desire. She fumbled for the clasp on her purse. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t know that it was on.”
Groping for the small telephone inside the bag she withdrew it, unable to mask her anger at whoever had disturbed the special moment. She glanced at the caller ID. It was Hattie calling.
Bea sighed. “Hello.”
“Have you sinned yet?” Obviously a polite greeting wasn’t an option.
“I’m home safely.” Bea glanced up at Frank with a weak smile. “Let me call you back.” She disconnected without waiting for a reply. She made sure that the telephone was turned off this time.
Taking a deep breath, Bea stuck out a trembling hand. “I had a wonderful time this evening. It was unforgettable. Thank you.”
Hesitating, he looked from Bea to her outstretched hand then back at her. The slightest of smiles crossed his face. His eyes reflected resignation. Taking her hand he turned it over and placed a kiss in her palm. It sent shock waves clear to her toes.
“Goodnight, Bea. I had a wonderful time too.”
Turning, he walked down the porch steps as she opened the door and stepped inside.
“Bea?” His voice halted her in the doorway. She turned to him.
“Yes?”
“I’ll be calling you, because this is only goodnight, not good-bye.”
She watched from the doorway as he got into his car and drove away into the night. It took everything in her not to call him back to her as his declaration echoed in her head. This is only goodnight, not goodbye.
The shrill ring of the telephone in the living room interrupted her errant thoughts. As she moved to answer it she knew who it was. Her personal voice of conscious was calling again, and just in the nick of time.
CHAPTER 4
Hattie woke up with a pounding headache. The night before she had again tried to talk Bea out of her sinful ways. She knew it would happen. Bea and Frank hadn’t ended their communication with the dinner they had several weeks ago. They weren’t kids anymore and Hattie was sure that dinner and a few telephone conversations were not all that they planned on sharing. But she was Bea’s friend not her mother. If the woman wanted to burn in hell over another woman’s husband, so be it. Besides those two were only half her headache. Hattie had an important decision she had to make.
She made her way through the house opening curtains and checking to see that nothing had been disturbed during the night. She checked every morning to see if things were out of place. She knew it was foolish. There was no one else living in the house to move anything. The only person rattling around in this big house was her. She only wished that… Hattie froze in place.
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