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Wicks of fire burned on top of two and five. The fire-lit numbers sat on a round, white cake, decorated with black and lavender icing, and blue flowers strategically placed on top. Black and purple confetti was sprinkled throughout the floor while purple balloons lined a corner of the restaurant’s walls. Off in a section of the dimly lit restaurant sat an eight-person party eager to start the final part of a joyous celebration. 

“Happy birthday.” The guests erupted in a chorus of cheers and claps. They’d just finished singing the birthday song and refocused their attention on the birthday girl, who was grinning from ear to ear. The woman sitting next to her slowly pulled the cake closer to the grinning guest of honor. Everyone watched as she readied herself for the traditional wishing blow out.

Marly pulled her kinky hair back into a ponytail and closed her eyes. The words in her mind moved a thousand miles per minute, and she smiled to herself. She opened her eyes. The yellow fiery glow shined in her big, brown eyes as it awaited the spell that would cause it to become fume in the wind. She leaned down and lightly blew out the candles. Residual smoke from the blown-out flame swirled in the air before dissipating into nothingness. Her loved ones cheered again. Marly locked eyes with an older woman, who nodded her head to her. 

“Let’s eat cake,” Marly said, looking around at her guests. She cut them into sizable slices and distributed them to each guest. Their faces lit up in delight as they bit into the red velvet cake with cream cheese frosting. Marly’s favorite. They continued the celebration with chatter and laughter encompassing the small corner. Every once in a while, Marly would look over at the old, gray-haired woman and exchange smiles. She cocked her eyebrow when the old woman began franticly typing on her cellphone. The old woman lifted her eyes to look up at her again and then looked back at her phone. Marly went to open her mouth but was interrupted by the woman sitting next to her. 

“You okay?” Justice asked, leaning over to her.

“Uh, yeah. Granmy is acting weird.”

The two women looked over at her grandmother, who had just placed her phone in her purse and gotten up from the table. She slowly stumbled over to them, taking careful steps. Her eyes focusing on Justice. The strides she made highlighted her age. As she got closer, her eyes moved to her granddaughter until she was safely standing between the two women. She moved her head down until her lips were in earshot. 

“I’m so sorry, children, I have to go.”

“Everything ok, Granmy?”

“Yes, sweety.” She patted Marly’s shoulder. “I’m old and I want to be in bed by a certain time.” She kissed her forehead. “You two take care.” She patted Justice on the shoulder and glanced down at her.

“You too, Ms. Ruby,” Justice said, looking away.

“Call me when you make it home, Granmy.”

“I will.” The old woman shuffled away and out of the restaurant.

Marly stumbled from the restaurant, tripping over her kitten heels and the last step. Justice caught her just before she tumbled to the ground. Marly giggled in relief. She’d partied harder than everyone else and had become a little tipsy in the process. The other guests followed, laughing and playfully teasing the birthday girl as they spilled onto the sidewalk. Marly and Justice thanked the other guests for celebrating as each walked away in different directions. The pair bundled up together, smiling with admiral stars in their eyes. 

“Welcome to the mid-twenties,” Justice said, placing her arm around Marly’s waist. She threw her head back, sending her locs flying and tapping her back.   

“Thank you, baby.” The two women stopped in the middle of the sidewalk. Justice pulled her closer and brought her in for a kiss. Their lips locked, sending sweet and passionate signals throughout Marly’s body. Justice slowly pulled away and the two women stood on the sidewalk, giggling.  

The night felt surreal, as if they were in a movie. Small puddles of water from an early evening rainfall covered the streets. The black dewy pavement glowed underneath the yellow and white mismatched streetlights. Cars in the area were sparse at the midnight hour. Leaving the sounds of footsteps along the sidewalk to break up the late-night silence. 

Marly lifted her head, sniffing the damp air. “The air smells so fresh.”

“It smells like it always smells after rain,” Justice said, guiding her around the corner of their street. 

“You’re such a pessimist. It smells different to me. Fresher.” She twisted her head to her and caught Justice shaking her head. 

It wasn’t abnormal to see Justice shaking her head at Marly’s words. Marly frequently had her head in the clouds, much to Justice’s sometimes annoyance. Justice always alluded herself to be the more realistic half and had to constantly bring Marly back to earth. 

They came upon a large, white, high-rise apartment building with large windows touching the floor to ceiling. The street and lobby lights illuminated their way. Marly spotted the security guard sitting behind the desk. He looked up at the couple just as they reached the front door. Justice punched in the code on the number pad and the door immediately unlocked and the women trudged inside. The cold air hit Marly, and she shivered. She pulled her jacket closer to her body in an attempt to warm herself. Her nose twitched, and she sniffed the air. The smell of strawberries flowed through the lobby. The guard nodded to them, and they nodded back. 

“I wonder where the strawberries are coming from?” Marly inquired. Her words, slightly slurred. 

“What strawberries?” Justice cocked her eyebrow. 

“You don’t smell that?”

“Nope!”

“Hmm!”

“It’s the alcohol, dear. We need to get you into bed.” 
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Rapid-fire clicks moved through the cubicle as Marly beat against the keyboard. The letters stretched across the screen with every stroke of the keys. She could hear the chatter from her neighboring cubicles, followed by the sound of laughter. Distractions weren’t something she needed at that moment. Instead, she needed to focus on finishing the project that was due by the end of the business day. Marly hated writing proposals for the executives. However, if she wanted to cement her spot for a promotion as team lead, she was willing to put in the extra work to get there, which is why she volunteered to do it, though she didn’t really want to. She just wanted to show management she was able to put in the extra work in hopes she’d be pushed to the front of the line. She kicked herself for procrastinating, but she had other stuff that was more entertaining than her project. Lesson learned. She was going to get the project done, even if it meant working through lunch, which she hoped wouldn’t happen.
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