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PROLOGUE
May–August 1978
KALINA HUGGED HER pillow even tighter as sunlight invaded the darkness of her room. She
buried her face in it to hold onto the peace that had enveloped her before the bright intrusion of
the spring morning. The sun’s warm rays streamed through her lace curtains creating psychedelic
patterns on her pale blue wall, teasing her to get up and get going. It was Sunday and, as usual,
her day was already loaded with activity. She wished she could be like many of her friends who
didn’t have to get up and go to church every Sunday.
If only her dreams had already come true, getting out of bed would be a moot point this
Sunday morning. The man of her dreams would be delivering her favorite breakfast in bed on a
tray with a red rose across the silverware. She would sit up, smile at him, and give him a loving
kiss as he joined her in bed, their bed. It would be huge in a fabulous room overlooking an
amazing city skyline. They would never consider living far out in the boondocks; they would be
much too sophisticated. Kalina had dreams, big dreams. Her dreams were way too big for the little
rural town of Roebuck, South Carolina. After all, it was 1978, and the world was changing
everywhere, except in Roebuck.
Kalina sighed silently, hugging her pillow even tighter as she heard her mother’s slippers
flopping and sliding down the hallway. She cringed as the predictable, shrill sound of her mother’s
voice followed. Closing her eyes, she tried to steady her breath and hope that her mother couldn’t
tell she was no longer asleep.
“Kalina Denise Harris. Get out of that bed,” Charlotte stood in the doorway of her daughter’s
bedroom with her arms folded across her flat chest. “You’re going to be late for Sunday School!
You know you promised Mrs. Flowers you were going to help her with the babies this morning.”
Kalina didn’t move.
“Kalina, you hear me! I know you can hear me.” Charlotte stepped inside the doorway heading
for the young girl. But, a strong brown hand gently caught her arm.
“Oh, Charlotte, nobody wants to awaken to such a harsh tone of voice. It’s okay. She will get
up on time.” Preach pulled his wife into his arms and hugged her.
“I’ll get her up,” he whispered and then lovingly kissed his wife on her freckled forehead.
“You spoil her, Preach. You let her get away with murder. She shouldn’t have been up all night
watching television. But, no, you gave her permission anyway.” Charlotte pulled her lavender
nylon robe close to her long, thin, tan body and slid back down the narrow hallway in her white,
terry slippers.

“Thank you, Daddy.” Kalina opened her eyes and smiled sweetly at him as soon as she knew
her mother was out of earshot.
“Your mother wants to make sure you keep your word. Your word is important. Right?” He
sat on the side of her bed and smoothed back her thick, wild curls. Preach smiled as he watched
one of the curls escape and land front and center of her hazel eyes.
“I know. The Harrises always keep their word. No matter what,” she mouthed the words to
her father. “I’ll be ready for Sunday School. I promise.”
She sat up and looked around. Kalina was proud of her room. After she had begged and
begged, her father had finally bought her the perfect bedroom set. It was white, trimmed in gold,
more fitting for her age. Once she had turned seventeen, it was obvious that she had long outgrown
the mismatched furniture that formerly crowded her room, and had become much too refined for
her grandmother’s and her parents’ leftovers, at least in her mind.
Now, her room was her kingdom, bringing her closer to her dreams of grandeur. And as
Queen of her kingdom, she would exile her mother forever. Kalina sighed with pleasure as she
imagined the house empty of her mother and her high, nagging voice shouting commands and
making demands. She and her father could live there happily ever after. Going to the local
university would become an option, but Kalina knew that it would never happen. That is why she
had applied to schools as far away as possible.
Preach kissed his daughter on the forehead and left her sitting in bed staring at nature’s
psychedelic patterns. Though the sunlight art intrigued her creative soul, the previous night had
drained her of any energy or desire to set foot out of her comfortable bed. The movie about
zombies she had eagerly watched had plagued her dreams and sent chills down her spine. The
dreams had been so real, she had half expected to awaken to the same blood-splattered walls that
had been portrayed in the movie. She shook her head and shrugged her shoulders, letting go of
the uneasy feeling. Either way, dream or real life, all she wanted to do was crawl back under the
covers.
Kalina got up and started her routine. She said her morning prayers, earnestly asking God to
forgive her for hating her mother. Making up her bed, she took care to tuck the sheets and ruffle
the pillows balancing them just right, almost picture perfect. Less than an hour later, after stuffing
a couple of pancakes in her mouth, Kalina was ready, keeping her promise her father had made
to her mother.
She rushed to the long black Lincoln that sat in the driveway.
“Daddy, can I drive?” Kalina asked as she ran to the car with a choir robe hanging over her
shoulder.

“Of course, you can.” Preach handed her the keys. As her mother reached for the front door
of the passenger side, Preach’s hand covered Charlotte’s and then kissed it.
“I’d better sit up front with her. You know how nervous you get with her driving,” he said
grinning and graciously holding the back door open for his wife. Charlotte sat hard in the spacious
back seat, plopping her sheet music and materials in her lap.
Kalina looked back at her mother triumphantly as Charlotte turned her head to look out the
window at their little rural haven, nothing more. Trees or an occasional house or pasture would
fade into the past as they made their way to church. Kalina glanced in the rearview mirror and
saw her mother’s eyes looking forlorn and watery, as if she were fighting back tears. Charlotte met
her daughter’s eyes, sneezed, and then pulled out a tissue to clean her face, patting the moisture
from around her eyes.
“Look both ways before you pull out onto the highway. You know there’s a blind spot over
that hill,” Preach instructed.
Kalina followed her father’s instructions but held the thought of her mother’s tears. There
was an unbearable tension between them, another good reason for her to go away to school. She
could not contend with another four years of whatever it was that kept the two of them at constant
odds. The car moved down the narrow driveway at the pace of a huge boulder being pushed up a
hill by one lone, little man, kicking up gravel, and causing crackling sounds and puffs of dust. As
it made its way onto the two-lane highway, the young, inexperienced driver tried to keep her mind
on the road and not on her mother in the back seat looking out the window, hiding her eyes.
~~~
After Sunday School, Kalina took her place in line with the choir, whispered a few hellos, and
then waited for the procession to begin. She swayed, but not to the music she heard coming from
the sanctuary, but to the music in her mind as she repeated the words of the solo she would be
singing soon. Rehearsing silently, she wanted to remember where to emphasize the words as her
mother had taught her so the song would emerge flawlessly. She peeped through the doors as the
ushers began to let people into the sanctuary and saw her mother sitting at the piano playing
softly. Her mother was gorgeous. Kalina had never seen her look so beautiful before and wondered
why she hadn’t noticed as they had left for church.
As she listened to the piano, Kalina wondered if there was something about her father being
the only male in the house that made the two of them appear to compete for his attention. She
tried to think of what it was her mother had done to make her dislike her so much, but nothing

came to mind. After all, her mother had tried everything to make peace with her: gifts, hobbies,
and most importantly, she had shared her love for music. Now Kalina was ready to go away to
school, and could probably count on one hand the number of times she and her mother had had
a civil conversation.
~~~
The congregation sat mesmerized as the melodious and angelic sounds escaped from Kalina
during her solo. Her mother had told her how beautiful her solo could be if she followed the right
inflections, making her rehearse it over and over to perfection. Kalina looked down from the choir
stand and could see tears in some of the church folks’ eyes and admiration in others. This made
her sing even sweeter. Kalina loved singing, she loved music, and she loved this moment.
Like it or not, that was the gift she had inherited from her mother. Her mother was playing
the piano with such emotion, evoking an even more passionate performance than she could have
envisioned. As she looked down and watched her mother’s long slender fingers glide across the
ivory keys, she couldn’t help but smile. Their eyes met and she saw her mother’s eyes well up, and
a sad, haunted smile returned.
As she continued singing, she turned to her father who was on his feet with his usual big,
proud grin. When she finished, she ran into his arms. The church roared. She looked back to her
mother to thank her, but the piano bench was empty.
~~~
Kalina was impatient for the service to end. In the midst of the song, she realized that she
didn’t really hate her mother and wondered if she ever had. She sat in the choir stand watching
the piano bench. Never had she wanted to talk to her mother so badly before. She wanted to find
out why her mother had left the piano when her song was over and if her mother was all right. For
the first time in her life, Kalina’s mind raced with genuine concern for her mother, especially when
Mrs. Flowers took the bench to accompany the last two songs of the service.
Kalina’s heart skipped impatiently as the service closed at a snail’s pace due to its tirelessly
long-held traditions. The sadness in her mother’s eyes gave her that same uneasy feeling she had
experienced earlier. Perhaps it was the sudden guilt of her own indifference and divisiveness
toward her mother that was beginning to bug her, she thought, as she continued searching the
sanctuary for her mother’s reappearance. Inexplicably, she began to worry that God was about to

punish her for being so mean to her own mother. She had an urge to run, but instead, she
smoothed her robe and waited.
After church, she took her usual spot at the top of the steps of the large brick church, standing
between her mother—who had suddenly appeared beside her —and her father. The members of
the largest Black church in the county would file out shaking their hands and compliment them
for the messages and music. Some Sundays the ritual caused Kalina to feel like a superstar. Other
Sundays, the attention made her want to throw up. This Sunday, she had only an urgent desire to
go home.
Kalina stood in the line shaking the usual hands and smiling her prettiest smile. She made sure
she looked each person in the eye and responded to each with a relevant comment the way her
mother had taught her. The thought made her turn to see her mother whose hand was being held
by a tall, dark man whom Kalina had never seen before, or at least ever noticed. He was whispering
to her mother in a way that made Kalina want to snatch her hand and scold her. She didn’t know
why, but there was a look of pleasure on her mother’s face that was unfamiliar to her, and this
made her uncomfortable.
Finally, the church was emptying out and Kalina was free to talk to her mother, or so she
thought. When she ran into the choir room to talk to her, she wasn’t there. Disappointed, she
strolled across the dusty churchyard to the car to wait for both of her parents.
“Hey, Miss Stuck-up.” Kalina turned to see her friend, Mandy, on the other side of the car.
Kalina responded by holding her head back and pointing her nose to the sky. Both girls laughed.
“We get out early tomorrow,” Mandy said as she slid on top of the hood of the car. Kalina
joined her, knowing that her father would chase them off as soon as he saw them.
“It’s great being a senior, isn’t it?” Kalina wrapped her arms around her knees.
“It sure is, Miss Proper,” Mandy laughed. “You practicing for University of Penn?”
“I always speak that way. You know my momma would kill me if I didn’t.” Kalina reflected on
the word momma. She was always using her mother’s words or using her mother as an excuse.
She had never thought of that before.
“Yes, your Momma and Daddy think you’s perfect,” Mandy said and shoved Kalina. They both
giggled some more. “My brother is going to let me borrow his car tomorrow, so I don’t have to
wait for the bus. You want to go to town? I have to buy my dress for the baccalaureate next
Sunday.”
Mandy was playing with a white straw hat, bending it and twirling it. Kalina had seen her
wearing it in church.
“Your Momma made you wear that thing?” Kalina took the hat and started molding it.

“You know she did. I hate that damn thing. But, she says a respectable woman keeps her head
covered in church,” Mandy sighed. “I don’t think she thinks I’m respectable.”
“I guess me neither. Nor my mother, nor most of the women in the church. Only the old folks
keep wearing those crazy hats,” Kalina said. She knew her grammar was poor, but she had to talk
that way a little to make Mandy feel more comfortable.
“You mean like that pheasant-looking thing Ms. Aubrey had on her head?” Mandy laughed,
holding her sides. “I coulda sworn I saw a beak on that sucka.”
Kalina looked up and saw her parents coming down the church steps. “Jump,” she said. Both
girls jumped and ran to the other side of the car.
“See you tomorrow.” Mandy ran off toward the road. She lived across the two-lane highway
from the church. They waved at each other.
“I’m going with you tomorrow,” Kalina yelled. “I need some shoes.”
“You need what?” Her father asked, handing her the keys.
“I’m okay, Daddy. I’ll drive another time.” She opened the back door and got in, folding her
robe across her lap.
“Okay, Kitten,” he said.
She watched her father hold the door open for her mother. He always did that. Even when
she, herself, was being off-handed with her mother and even if her father agreed with her, he
would always take an extra step to show her mother his respect. Kalina knew her father loved her,
but maybe that was the reason she and her mother were always at odds. It was as if he loved her
mother more than life itself. He would brag that she was his wife, his queen, the woman he would
always keep his word with ‘til death do they part.’ Kalina wondered if her mother had ever noticed
her father’s extreme loyalty toward her. Kalina could only dream of a man who would love her
that much one day.
~~~
That evening, as her father sat in front of the television watching a variety show, Kalina
ventured upstairs to her parents’ room. Her mother was sitting at the vanity rolling her long
auburn hair into huge pink sponge rollers.
“Don’t they hurt when you sleep on them?” Kalina asked, walking up behind her mother. The
two of them stared at each other in the mirror for a few seconds.
“No, you get used to them,” Charlotte answered.

Kalina had been granted the gift of extreme beauty upon birth. Her skin was the color of pecan
pralines and her hazel eyes were as dazzling as two of the brightest stars on a summer’s eve. But,
what made her exotic was her long, curly bronze and black hair. It was as if nature had used her
head as a canvas to create the perfect highlights.
Charlotte had once told Kalina that she was a little jealous of her beauty, but more proud than
anything else. She had even told Kalina how she used to love carrying her around as an infant
because people would say, “That’s the prettiest baby I have ever seen.” And they were right. She
was an absolutely beautiful baby, but a baby who acted as if she hated her mother even then.
Charlotte had confided as much to Preach on more than one occasion.
“Momma,” Kalina took a seat on the bed behind her. “You played beautifully today. I mean,
it was just way cool. Like you had so much feeling. I had never heard you play that way before. I
mean…It was different than in any of the rehearsals or anytime. The way you played, it was just
mellow and touching, Momma.”
Charlotte put down the hair roller and turned toward her daughter.
“Are you all right? I know one of your and Daddy’s favorite television shows is on, and I know
he’s downstairs perched in front of his new toy. What are you up to?” Charlotte smiled as she
asked the question. She reached over and touched Kalina’s forehead. Kalina giggled.
“I’m fine, Momma. Are you?” Her eyes became more serious.
“I’m fine, Child. Why would you ask?” Charlotte turned back to the mirror and began parting
her hair for the next roller.
“You seemed sad. The music seemed sad. And you left as soon as I finished singing.” Kalina
started pulling at her rogue curl.
“How do you know when I am sad?” Charlotte asked tenderly.
Kalina got up and took the comb from her mother’s hand. She began to part it and put the
rollers in the thick, coarse hair. She followed her mother’s directions on what to do with the hair
grease and the papers that shielded the hair from the sponges. The two of them chatted until the
rollers were gone. Then, Kalina sat in front of the mirror as her mother detangled and braided her
curly hair.
Kalina went to bed thinking her mother wasn’t sad anymore and she had made a difference.
But, she was very wrong.

CHAPTER ONE
“YOU ARE SO quiet. You’re scaring me,” Kalina said, taking a big bite out of her burger. “Aren’t
you going to eat?” Kalina stuffed a few of the hot, salty fries into her mouth.
“I don’t feel so good. The smell in here is making me sick,” Mandy covered her mouth as her
eyes began to water.
“You are really acting strange. Are you sick or something?” Kalina was enjoying her
McDonald’s burger. She didn’t get a chance to dine there often. Her mother had had a run-in with
one of the White teens who worked there. After that, she didn’t trust any of them touching her
food. So, they never went to McDonald’s.
“I’ll be back,” Mandy jumped up from the hard plastic seat and trotted toward the bathroom.
Kalina sighed. Greedily, she began to eat Mandy’s leftover fries. She was enjoying all the
grease and the salt. Her mother’s food didn’t have as much taste as the McDonald’s food. There
was a running joke at church that she and her father had to agree was the truth—her mother could
not cook—although Kalina had to admit, she appreciated her mother’s Sunday morning pancakes.
They were the greatest.
“Let’s go. I can’t take this place any longer,” Mandy said as she walked up behind her. “I hope
you’ve finished shopping ‘cause I need to go home.”
“No problem. All I wanted was those really bad shoes. My God, they are the baddest things
this town has ever seen.” Kalina was talking to dead air. Mandy had snatched up her things and
was on her way out of the door.
Kalina had to run to catch up to her at the old, yellow Volkswagen Beetle and then waited
until Mandy reached over to unlock her door. Kalina got in and placed her feet carefully on each
side of the hole in the floor that had a loose board covering it just slightly.
“When is your brother going to get this floor fixed? I don’t like seeing the road underneath
my feet,” she complained as Mandy shifted and struggled to get the car running.
“Kalina, stop complaining. If you’re not complaining, you’re bragging. And if you’re not
bragging, you’re complaining. You wear a person out,” Mandy backed the car out of the parking
space, and it jerked under her command of the steering wheel and the gas.
“You need to learn how to drive,” Kalina said, wincing as they just barely missed another
parked car.
“I am driving. I have a driver’s license and a car. My brother is going to give me this car when
he gets another one.”

“When’s that going to be? Never,” said Kalina. Giggling, she was in the mood to joke, but
Mandy wasn’t having any of it.
“You are really, really stuck-up and I’m not playing. You just don’t have a clue about life. Your
parents have just spoiled you rotten.” Mandy’s mood had turned foul.
“What did I do to you? What the heck happened?” Kalina held onto the tattered cloth car seat
with both hands. Mandy was making the little car speed along the two-lane highway out of town.
“Nothing happened. It’s just that…” Mandy stopped talking and took a deep breath. “It’s just
that I was going to tell you something today and you wouldn’t shut up. If you say one more thing
about those ugly green shoes, I’ll just scream.”
“Since when do you not say something when you want to say something?” Kalina was hoping
Mandy would slow down.
“Since Rudy asked me to marry him after I told him I was pregnant.” With that
announcement, Mandy floored the Volkswagen which groaned loudly as it took the curves.
Kalina started laughing. She was laughing so hard she forgot how fast they were going.
“What the hell are you laughing about?” Mandy screamed, with tears now flying out of her
eyes, and her hair flapping wildly in the wind from the open window.
“You and your jokes! My God, you are not going to sit there and tell me you are ruining your
life by marrying Rudy. That’s hilarious,” Kalina started laughing harder.
“I should throw you out of this damn car,” Mandy said. She turned her eyes toward Kalina
who finally got the message.
“You’re serious,” Kalina said as she realized that those were real tears and a real look of terror
in Mandy’s eyes.
“Yes, damn it!” The young girl was gripping the steering wheel so tightly her knuckles were
whitening.
“You can’t be serious?” Kalina wanted to cover her ears.
“I’m serious. Rudy and I are getting married the weekend of July 4th. Your damn daddy has
already agreed to marry us. My momma is going to let Rudy come live with us in my room. Rudy’s
already got a job at the mill,” Mandy blurted out between wet, sobbing gulps.
Kalina looked at her in disbelief, bewildered that her friend had had sex and she hadn’t known
about it. “What about college?”
“I wasn’t ever going to college. You know that I ain’t as smart as you,” Mandy said, her voice
calming down a little bit. “Besides, I’m gonna be happy with Rudy and our baby.”
“Don’t be silly,” Kalina chided. “There’s no way you’re going to be happy living in your little
bedroom with Rudy and a baby.”

“We won’t be living there forever,” Mandy answered, her anger returning.
“Yes, you will. Where else are the three of you going to live off the salary from the mill? I may
be only graduating from high school, but I know it costs a lot more to live off than what they pay
you.”
“That’s why when the baby’s big enough I’m getting a job there, too. People do it all the time.
Besides, what do you know? Your momma’s a teacher and daddy preaches and sells insurance.
Not everybody come from folks with college educations.”
Mandy was pressing down on the gas pedal again as she spoke. “I knew you wasn’t going to
understand. I listen to you talk about everybody like we all such ignorant hicks, because we are
from a little town down south. People who look up to you and care about you…but you are always
talking down about them. You always laughing at Ms. Rosemarie’s worn out shoes and Mr.
Parker’s chewed up cane. Don’t you know they think the world of you? All you see is southern
hicks, somebody to make fun of. Hell, you probably won’t even speak to me once you get your
northern education. You already said you was never coming back, except to visit. Those words
hurt the most. I was going to ask you to be my baby’s godmother, but what good is a godmother
who isn’t there? You think you know everything. You don’t know shit. That’s why I didn’t tell you
nothing. You would have started looking down your nose at me a lot sooner.” Mandy was crying
again.
“It must be that hormone thing they talk about with pregnant women. You are really acting
crazy,” Kalina said, glad to see her gravel-covered driveway up the road. The Volkswagen skidded
onto the gravel and stopped.
“Get out of my car,” Mandy yelled. “Take your damn things and get out my car!”
“I hope you clean up your mouth when the baby comes,” said Kalina. Her hands were shaking
as she reached for the door handle. “I really hope it works out for you, Mandy. But, I hope you
realize you are smart enough to go to college.” Kalina hurriedly removed her bags from the
backseat and stood by the car.
“I hope you don’t marry that jerk, either!” Kalina yelled and then ran up her driveway, hoping
Mandy wouldn’t mow her down for calling Rudy a jerk. Then she had a vivid, ugly picture of the
two of them without clothes having sex. She shook her head, tossing the image out of it. Why in
the world, she wanted to scream, would Mandy have sex with Rudy? He was so ugly. And why
didn’t she tell her about it? She had thought they shared everything. Kalina watched fearfully as
Mandy backed into the highway without looking and took off. “God, please let her get home
safely.”

Kalina watched the VW Bug disappear down the highway. She went back to the edge of the
driveway and picked up the bags she had dropped while she was yelling at Mandy. Her feet
scraped against the speckled granite rocks as she walked up the hill toward the garage. Noticing
her father’s car was home; she started to go inside, but thought it was too nice outside. She
dropped her packages on the garage doorstep to the kitchen and went to the swing set that sat
invitingly next to the apple trees. She sat down and started swinging slowly in the warm spring
air. She was going to miss that swing, but not all these people she thought. She couldn’t wait to
get away from Roebuck, South Carolina. The only person she was going to miss was her father
and, maybe, her mother.
Kalina began to shift in the swing when she heard a loud, booming sound. She jumped and
looked around frantically. “Was that a gunshot?” she asked herself. She stood up still looking
around. She couldn’t remember if her father had mentioned it was hunting season or not.
During hunting season, she always stayed close to the house. There were so many woods
surrounding them with so many poor hunted animals. She heard her heart pumping. She didn’t
want to become one of those annual hunting mistakes. She thought about the rednecks on
television saying, “I thoughts its was a deer,” and she grinned. Her father and mother would
correct her right away for the racial stereotype as well as the bad grammar. Neither would make
a difference though, if she were the latest victim mistaken for a deer.
Kalina sprinted across the grass and gravel toward the garage. First, she ran past the Lincoln
with its trunk standing open. She thought her father must have forgotten that he had left it that
way, so she went back to close it. As she shut it, it made a loud noise—or did it? She jumped again
and ran to the door leading to the kitchen. Something was wrong.
Kalina’s skin was crawling with fear. She pushed the kitchen door open and heard another
loud boom. She froze. The noise was coming from inside her house. Her hand held the doorknob
tightly as her mind raced madly. What was going on and what she was supposed to do? The
kitchen was empty and neat as always. Her mother would never allow a dish or a glass to sit dirty
and unwashed, not even for a second. Everything was in its proper place. Everything looked
normal. The white metal chairs with the yellow cushioned seats were in their proper places. The
salt and pepper shakers sparkled in the afternoon sunlight that crept past the bright yellow
kitchen curtains.
“No!” She heard her mother scream. “No, Preach! No!”
Kalina let go of the doorknob and ran through the small, cramped living room. She had always
complained that the furniture was far too big for that room. She bumped her knee squeezing past

the coffee table and the console television set her father had just bought. Then she heard another
piercing scream.
Kalina’s feet hit the bottom stair, and she stood still as she heard her mother pleading. Then
Kalina moved up the stairs toward her mother’s voice as silently as she could.
“I did it for you and for her!” Charlotte’s voice choked with tears and dread about the money
in the drawer she had just earned. “I did it for you. Preach, listen to me. He paid me. Put the gun
down, Preach. Please, Preach! Put the gun down! Let me explain!”
“Once a whore, always a whore. That’s what Momma told me when I brought you down here.
She said you would make me rue the day I laid eyes on you! And, I told her she was wrong. I told
her how I couldn’t live without you and how you couldn’t live without me.”
Kalina heard him clearly. Her parents’ bedroom door was open. Less than ten feet away, she
stood stock-still and listened.
“Preach, Preach. Come on, Preach. Think about our baby. Think about Kalina. You don’t want
to ruin her life because of our mistakes,” Charlotte reasoned.
“What do you care? She could have come home and been the one to find you with that man
in our bed. Charlotte, how could you?” Her father’s voice was calm as it echoed through the
hallway to her standing on the stairs of the small brick cottage. Then Kalina heard the sound as
Preach primed the shotgun.
“Preach, you made her promises you couldn’t keep. We can’t send her to school in
Pennsylvania. That scholarship money won’t cover enough, and you know it. I was just trying to
help,” Charlotte offered. “Put the gun down, Preach! We need to get Deke some help. He’s losing
a lot of blood.”
“He’s already dead, Charlotte,” Preach said so calmly that Kalina’s entire body shivered. “I
never ever would have thought you would have betrayed me, not trusted me. I had faith in you,
Charlotte. Why didn’t you have faith in me? I took care of you, of Kalina, the church, my job, all
my obligations to everybody. What was it that made you do this to me?”
“I was lonely, Preach. You didn’t look at me with that love in your eyes no more. The only
loving eyes you have are for Kalina. But, that’s not why I did it. I wanted to make sure she didn’t
want for anything. Not the way I did. That’s how I ended up down the wrong path. I didn’t have
anything. Nothing. My parents weren’t there for me. You know that. You helped me. Preach, you
know I always loved you for that.” Charlotte was measuring her words.
Kalina absorbed everything, but she didn’t want to understand what she heard.
“I took you off the street. And after all these years you bring the street to my bed, my home,
that I built for you.” Kalina heard her father take a couple of steps.

“You built it for us,” Charlotte’s voice became shrill, “for us! For Kalina. For us. Don’t throw
it away, Preach! Not like this. We have got to stay strong for our child. You have to help her reach
her dreams, Preach. Don’t throw those dreams away. Please don’t throw us away!”
“I could have asked the same of you, Charlotte. I can’t let you destroy me like this. You’re
right. That’s why we both have to go. Kalina will be all right,” Preach began to sob, and Charlotte
began to moan loudly.
“No!” Kalina tried to yell as her feet became unglued from the landing of the stairwell, and
she started toward her parents’ bedroom door.
“No!” She tried to scream again, but nothing was coming from her mouth, or maybe it did but
was drowned out by the deafening sound of the gunshot that silenced her mother’s excruciating
cries for mercy.
Kalina reached the door just in time to have it blown shut in front of her. She heard the impact
of her father’s body slam against the door as he had put the second shot to the bottom of his chin.
Thrown against the hallway wall by the force of her parents’ bedroom door, she slid onto the floor
and sat there for a few seconds. The house was as silent as a mausoleum at midnight as the smell
of sulfur permeated the air.
She jumped up and started pushing against the door, using all the strength of her 100-pound
frame to get it open just a couple of inches. The first thing she saw as she tried to enter the room
was her father’s legs stretched out across the carpeted floor. They were sprayed with blood.
“Daddy!” She screamed. “Daddy, let me in!”
Kalina kept pushing until she was able to slide through an opening. When she did, her knees
weakened. The entire room and the walls were covered in blood. Her mother sat naked in their
bed. She looked down and saw a bloody mass above her father’s shoulders. She didn’t know which
one to go to first. Her mother’s eyes were still open, an understated terror captured in time on her
face. Kalina crawled across the bed hoping her mother would look in her direction. She didn’t.
Kalina hugged her mother’s lifeless body and became covered in the blood from the large gaping
wound around her mother’s heart.
Grabbing a pillow, Kalina put it over her mother’s chest and saw a man lying naked and
bloodied on the floor. She couldn’t say for sure, but he reminded her of the man holding her
mother’s hand in church. Deke was what her mother had just called him. Kalina hated Deke even
more than she had on Sunday morning. Tears welled in her eyes as she wished she had taken her
mother’s hand from his. She sat in the bed and called her father, but he didn’t move. With nothing
left to do, she got out of the bed and squeezed back out of the door. Her legs moved her down the
stairs to the living room and to her father’s favorite recliner. She fell asleep.

