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Lauryn 

My dad comes into the bridal room and looks at me with an awestruck expression on his face. He kisses me on my jaw before placing the veil over my head. He gently pulls me into a hug being careful not to cause my dress to wrinkle during his display of emotion. I can almost hear the tears in his voice as he begins to speak. His face is filled with an immeasurable amount of joy.

“Baby girl, you're beautiful. Are you ready to do this?” 

I look at him with an assuredness I didn’t realize I had until this very moment. I’m making the best decision of my life.

“I am, Daddy. I have been waiting for this day for a long time.” 

The wedding march begins signaling it’s time for us to move. Dad takes his time walking me down the aisle because my gown has a train that’s extremely long. I feel all eyes on me as I walk towards my groom. He’s debonair in his tuxedo waiting for me to join him. He grins at me and mouths he loves me as I get near. We stare into each other’s eyes as we exchange vows to love one another until death we’ll part. The ceremony is short and sweet. He holds me in his arms after the preacher pronounces us man and wife. I’m excited to finally be married. I’m actually his wife. Wow! After the fated kiss, I stare into his eyes dreamily. I can’t believe we’re finally doing it.

“I’m your wife,” I whisper happily to him.

“Yes, you are. I’m the happiest man alive.”

The wedding party goes to take photos while the wedding guests partake in the cocktail hour. We take some formal and very informal ones. I don’t want my day to be filled with only stuffy wedding photos. Once the pictures have commenced, we’re waiting to be introduced by the bridal coordinator to begin the reception.

“I hear this lady is the sassiest woman around, and her escort is the coolest dude to walk the earth. Introducing the bridesmaid, Tonya Janston and the groomsman, James Carmichel.” Tonya and James stroll into the ballroom doing the Dougie in a manner reminiscent of the TV show “Soul Train” down the aisle way. 

“The next lady up is someone everyone wants on their team, and she’s escorted by the resident Japanese aficionado with style and finesse. Introducing the bridesmaid, Kennedy Centers and the groomsmen, Justin Emerson.” Kennedy and Justin come into the ballroom with a flare from eastern and western dances combined in the form of the Samoan haka and Harlem Shake down the aisle way.

“The final lady is our bride’s ride or die, and she’s escorted by the groom’s number one homie. Introducing the maid of honor, Asia Caldwell and the best man, Eric Centers.” Asia and Eric come into the ballroom doing the Superman and the Nae Nae. The crowd explodes with excitement. There is laughter and cheers all around.

“Now a drumroll please. Let me introduce who we’re all here to celebrate, our brand-new husband and wife.” 

I changed my dress from the sweetheart strapless ballgown to a sexy sequined off-white halter dress that stops mid-thigh. We’re wearing shades, and we walk in like the boss couple we are. We nod to each other and begin our introductory dance with influences from Usher and Beyoncé. The crowd stands and gives us an applause. We walk over to the head table to eat dinner. Shortly after finishing one of the crunchiest Caesar salad, succulent lemon-peppered sea bass, creamy garlic smashed potatoes, and flavorful spinach I’ve ever had, we’re led to cutting the decadent moist wedding cake. He feeds it to me like he should, and I smash him. I smile at my victory.

“You’re going to get it later,” he whispers in my ear and smirks.

“Get what?” I fawn innocence.

He grabs a napkin and smiles at me while he cleans his face. “Payback will be real, and I’m gonna collect.”

“You think I’m scared. You can threaten me all you want.”

“It’s not a threat. It’s a promise. You’ve been a bad girl, and bad girls get punished. This punishment is gonna be nice and slow.”

“Who me?”

“Who smashed me?”

“Maybe a little devil,” I suggest.

“Yea, you’re that little devil.”

“Let me have your attention,” the bridal coordinator requests. “It’s time for the toast. Raise your glasses everyone.”

Both Asia and Eric regale stories about us where they aim to be funny. They get a few laughs. Asia wishes us love, peace, and prosperity. Eric wishes us love, good health, and patience. He warns us to be patient as we grow with one another, be patient when we want to give up, and be patient when our lives change. He told us not to take each other for granted and marriage is one of the hardest jobs we’ll ever have. The crowd says amen when he’s done. We walk around to thank people for spending our day with us.

“Why did you change your dress, young lady?” An older guest, Ms. Hazel, asks me. “The other one was real nice.”

“This is my reception dress. We’re dancing a lot, so it’s easier.”

“Well, I guess. In my day, we just used that thing in the back to pull the dress up. What’s it called, Hazel? The buster, right? Yea, that’s it. It’s the buster,” Ms. Maggie, another older guest, chimes in.

“Buster. What the hell is a buster, Maggie?” Hazel questions.

I’m confused about what she’s asking, and then it dawns on me. 

“Do you mean the bustle?”

“Duh, that’s what I said. The buster,” Ms. Maggie responds. 

She looks at me like I’m the stupid one. “These kids nowadays.”

“Thank you for coming.” I try to leave graciously.

“Well, I really liked your vows. It seems like money doesn’t matter to either one of you. That’s good. So many young people are plain gold diggers. Your willingness to be poor with my great nephew shows me how much you really love him,” Ms. Maggie suggests. “They love each other, Hazel. I love to see young people in love like this. It reminds me of Earl and me when we got hitched.”

“I really love him, Ms. Maggie,” I admit.

“Maggie!” Mr. Earl yells out. “I’m ready to bump and grind.”

“Mr. Earl,” I chuckle unsure where he’s going with this. “What do you know about bumping and grinding?”

“I heard some kids like you talking about it,” he responds.

“Daddy, it’s inappropriate,” Cynthia, his daughter, chides him. 

“Yea, Earl,” Maggie yells out. “I’ll bump and grind with you!”

“No, mama,” Cynthia pleads as she tries to get them to stop embarrassing her. “Please don’t entertain Daddy.”

“What girl?” Ms. Maggie asks. “Your dad wants me front and center to bump and grind. We bout to show y’all.”

“That’s really not what that means,” Cynthia mumbles. “I love this dress, Lauryn. It’s smart to change into something else.” 

“Thank you, Cynthia.”

“I’m sorry about my parents.”

“Don’t be. They’re cute out there about to bump and grind,” I chuckle. “Let them have their fun.”

“Don’t start.”

“I don’t see nothing wrong —” I begin to sing.

“You better not be juke boxing me,” Cynthia laughs.

“Well. Your parents are gold.” 

The DJ stops the music to make an announcement.

“Now, it’s time for the first dance with the bride and groom!” The DJ announces. “Are you ready for this?”

“Can I have this dance, beautiful?” he asks me.

“Of course.”

We walk out to the dance floor and began to slow dance to “With You” by Tony Terry. He’s staring into my eyes like I’m the only woman on earth. We dance for one minute before the song switches to “Back That Azz Up” by Juvenile. He leaves the dance floor, and my girls join me. We break out into a club rendition of twerking and booty poppin’. The scene is lit, and I’m here for it.

The crowd cheers like we’re performing on Dancing with the Stars. After a few minutes, “Get Me Bodied” by Beyoncé blasts out the stereo system. We launch into choreography straight from the video itself. Once we’re done voguing, the guys join us in a salsa dance to the song “Vivir Mi Vida” by Marc Anthony. The audience is oohing and awing from our performance. The bridesmaids and groomsmen leave the dance floor with only my husband and me remaining. “Fortunate” by Maxwell bellows out the sound system. He takes me into his arms, and we begin to dance slow to the beat. His hands seem to wander, and I give him a look to watch himself. This is not the time or the place to get handsy.

“I love you,” he whispers in my ear.

“I love you, too.”

“Now, and forever, angel.”

“Now, and forever, my love.”

I smile with a gaze only made for him with promises of what will come when we’re alone. He peers at me knowingly indicating he wants to be alone. I signal him to confirm it’s time to escape. We should dip out now that the DJ has decided to play the songs that have been requested multiple times. I’m ready for the honey part of this moon to begin. The things I’m gonna do to this man.

“Let’s go,” I whisper in his ear.

“Yea, I’m ready to be alone with you, angel”

We attempt to rush out, but we’re accosted by well-wishers. I grumble under my breath because I’m done. My feet are on fire. Now, it’s time for me to relax in our suite before we go to our surprise honeymoon location. Hopefully, it’s somewhere on a beach with the only clothing requirement being a bikini. Oh, I’m going to love being able to relax and chill on a beach for a week. I need this along with a few Mai Tai’s. The planning has been hella stressful. I need a break.

“I can’t wait to get you naked,” he flirts with a twinkle in his eyes. “How about we get started on that now?”

“Hmm, about that?”

“What do you mean?” He asks confused.

“You’re assuming you’re going to get me naked.”

“Oh, that’s happening, angel.”

“Hmm, I’m tired,” I pretend with a yawn.

“Tired?” He asks with a dejected expression.

“Yea, tired,” I yawn. “It’s been a long day.” I chuckle. “We have an early flight to paradise. I think we should get some rest.”

“So, that’s a no?”

“I’m kidding, Jackson.” 

“Angel. It’s time, baby.” 

“Lauryn” a male voice calls out to me. I feel someone shaking my shoulders. “Wake up, Lauryn! Lauryn, wake up! Are you okay?”

Who is calling my name? Do I know him? I squint my eyes from the bright lights surrounding me. I can’t seem to place where I am. Where is my groom? Everything is blurry for a moment. I’m puzzled and dazed by my circumstances. I gently shake my head and wince from the pain. Why does my head hurt? Where am I? What has happened to me? What are these noises all around me?
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Lauryn 

A few hours ago

How did this happen? I’m watching something unreal. I’m riding in an ambulance with Keith to the emergency room at Van Hogen University Hospital. This crazy driver hit him and left the scene. We were in the driveway of the Airbnb. It’s beyond my imagination to understand how the driver recklessly jumped the curb to come straight at us to ultimately hit Keith. I’m not sure if he was the intended victim or not. I’m very lucky. He reacted extremely fast to get me out of harm’s way. I’m grateful he saved me, but I also feel an overwhelming sense of guilt since he got hurt saving me.

An image of my life flashes in my head. My life without him. It’s grim. I need him in my life. I’m frightened. Life without him scares me almost as much as my need to have him in my life. I hate to see him fighting for his life. It hurts too much. Everything I’ve been toying with before makes sense to me now. I love him. I hope he fights for himself, for us, his family, and friends. I won’t imagine the worst. He’s going to be okay. He’ll be back to himself in no time. I won’t lose him. I refuse to lose him. I can’t. I won’t. He’s too young. He can’t die. He has so much more to live for and accomplish.

I can’t stand around here simply worrying. My natural type-A tendencies take over, and I search for Kassidy to find out anything about Keith’s prognosis. She’s on shift and will meet me in the waiting room once she has an update. I text Sam and Jason to inform them that Keith’s been in an accident and to come to the hospital immediately. I can’t do this alone. I need to be here with other people that love him. They’ll have to inform his parents. I haven’t met them and don’t have their numbers. How would the call go? “Hi, Mr. and Mrs. Alexander, I’m Lauryn, Keith’s girlfriend. He was in an accident.” Yea, no, that wouldn’t go over well. I’m a virtual stranger. I can’t be the one to call them with news about their son having an accident.

I’m waiting forever to hear any news. Time seems to be at a standstill. Each minute ticks away like an hour. I still don’t have a clue about his prognosis. Kassidy notifies me he’s in surgery. I’m going stir crazy hoping the surgery is going well. He’d been unconscious since they brought him in. I hope he’s not comatose. When the ambulance arrived, the paramedics stated he was in critical condition. I’m worried. I close my eyes and pray, “Please Lord. Save Keith. He has so much more life to live. He’s a good man. I’m so thankful he protected me. Please, Father God. Please save him. I love him. I hadn’t planned to love him so soon, but I certainly do.” I open my eyes and notice Jason coming through the doors of the ER. He has a panicked expression on his face.

“Lauryn, how’s Keith? Tell me what happened, please.”

“He’s in surgery. I honestly can’t tell you much. When we arrived in the ambulance, he was in critical condition. I haven’t heard anything else in a while. I’m so worried about him. He wasn’t awake when we got here. It’s crazy and hard to explain exactly what happened to him. I can’t even wrap my head around it.”

“Okay, take your time.”

“This car came out of nowhere to hit Keith.”

“What? Who hit him?”

“I have no idea how this happened or who hit him. I didn’t see the driver clearly,” my voice trembles as I try to hold back my tears. “It makes absolutely no sense to me why this happened.”

“Why would anyone hit him?” Jason asks outraged. 

“I’m not sure about that either. I keep asking myself how did this happen? They could’ve been drunk. Honestly, I was so concerned about Keith.” I am in tears now telling this story. “He saved my life! Ahh!! Ahh!!” I’m blubbering uncontrollably now. 

“What? How?”

“I was in the path of the car when Keith pushed me out of the way. He was hit saving me!” I cry out. “He has to be okay!! I need him so much!! He’s been the one consistent great thing in my life.”

“Shh,” Jason murmurs and pulls me into a hug. “He’ll make it. He’s strong. He’s going to be okay. I called his parents. They should be on their way here. It’ll take about three hours to get here from Memphis, and Sam should be here soon, too.”

Jason’s phone rings. “It’s Keith’s parents. I got to take this.” 

He walks away to give them information about their son. He seems calm as he’s talking to them. I don’t think I could maintain his composure if it were me. Sam strides in and looks grim. An expression I’m not used to witnessing on him. He’s always fooling around. His countenance only makes me want to bawl harder. He’s desperately trying to hide it, but it’s clear he’s worried. This doesn’t stop me from worrying more. Sam is never serious.

He attempts to calm my nerves as I recite the same story I told Jason, and he’s pissed. Actually, he’s fuming. Especially as I recount how someone hit Keith with their car. It must help him to vent about what happened and stay focused on getting justice. No one wants to voice something horrible could be happening to Keith as we speak. It’s easier to imagine how the person who did this should pay.

Two police officers come to the hospital to question me about the accident, and I try to remember every detail. I desperately want to help find out who hurt Keith. I want to make sure the person behind the wheel pays for what they did. It doesn’t matter if they were drunk or not. He was seriously injured due to their recklessness.

“Have you eaten, Lauryn?” Jason asks me.

“Not since breakfast.”

“It’s almost 5 PM.”  

“I’m good actually.”

“You have to keep your strength up and get something to eat. You should also get some rest. You’ve been here for some time now, and Keith won’t be happy if something happens to you. When he wakes up, you’ll be the first person he’ll want to see. Just do it for him. I’ll call you as soon as he’s allowed visitors,” Sam suggests, and he pulls me into a hug. “Don’t tell anyone I was this soft with you!”

“I promise I won’t,” I agree. It feels good to be supported.

“Yea, Keith wouldn’t want you worn out,” Jason adds.

“I don’t have much of an appetite. I’m not tired either.”

“Well humor us. Eat something for him, okay,” Sam says.

“I will later...Oh, I forgot. His car is still there. Still at the Airbnb. What if the owner tries to cause problems?”

“Don’t worry about it. They wouldn’t want the optics of being heartless to someone that was injured in their driveway. Do you have his keys? I’ll have it taken care of. I need to do something anyway.”

“Yea, I do. I didn’t want his stuff with someone who doesn’t —” I cry out uncontrollably, and I nearly fall to the ground.

Sam catches me and pulls me into a hug to reassure me, “Shh, he’s going to be okay.  I’ll have my brother get his car from the house.”

I hand Sam the keys, and he begins to make the arrangements for Keith’s car to be retrieved. We’ve been here waiting for news for several hours. My head is starting to feel light, and I’m suddenly very dizzy. The room is spinning, and everything goes black. I’m not sure how long I’m in blackness before someone wakes me up. 

“Ms. Davidson,” I don’t recognize the voice calling me, and she pats my hand. “Ms. Davidson, are you okay? Ma’am! Are you okay?” She asks again after I don’t respond. “Ms. Davidson, please answer me. Take your time. I just need to know you’re okay.”

“Oh my God!” A voice exclaims. “Is she going to be alright.”

“Lauryn, can you hear us?” Another voice asks. “Are you okay?”

“No, I’m not,” I answer and squint at a nurse. “My head is pounding. Where am I?” I’m not sure what’s happening. I’m very confused. One minute I was getting married. Now, I’m in the hospital.

“You don’t remember. You’re in the hospital. You fainted.”

“Hospital? I fainted? Where is my husband?”

“Hmm. Are one of you her husband?”

“What? No, she isn’t married.”

“I’m not?” I ask confused about what’s going on. Something’s clearly wrong. Am I married to Jackson? No, that can’t be real. Oh, hell no! Not after everything he did to me.

“Can you tell me the year, Ms. Davidson?”

“Mmm, 20 2017?” I respond unsurely.

“Will she be okay?” Jason asks.

“Okay, that’s good,” the nurse responds. “I think you’ll be okay. You just were overwhelmed and fainted.”

“Why am I here?”

“There’s been an accident, Ms. Davidson.”

Everything comes back suddenly. I’m not married. That was some freaky nightmare. I’m dating Keith Alexander, and he’s been in an accident. Someone hit him with their car when we were leaving our weekend away. I panic wondering if he’s okay. He has to be okay. Where is he? How long have we been here?

“Jason, Sam. How’s Keith?”

“There hasn’t been any news yet,” Sam responds.

“How long was I out?” I ask.

“About 10 minutes,” Sam states.

“I had the weirdest dream,” I remark.

“Sounds like it. Are you okay now, Lauryn?” Jason asks me. “I know it’s been stressful waiting on news about Keith.”

“Besides this headache. I’m okay. Just worried about Keith. It’s nerve racking not hearing anything,” I respond.

“Keith’s going to be okay. He’s stubborn and strong,” Jason says.

“Yea, you can’t keep him down,” Sam adds. “Take it from us.”

“You’re right. He’s going to make a full recovery. I believe he will. This is just another bump in the road,” I try to remain positive.

I think positive thoughts of Keith getting better. I can’t stop thinking about how that car hit him and drove away. Why would someone do this to him? People are so damn reckless. It had to be someone drunk, but at 11:00 AM? Crazy. Probably an alcoholic. I’m so caught up replaying the accident in my head that I don’t hear someone enter the waiting room. There is a rumbling of noise that brings me out of my thoughts.

“The family of Keith Alexander,” a doctor with scrubs calls out.

“Yes, that’s us,” Jason answers. “How is he?”

“He’s stable,” the doctor responds. “He made it out of surgery. The next 24 hours are critical.”

“Can we see him?” I ask.

“Not yet,” the doctor responds. “He’s in recovery. We’ll allow one person to visit at a time once he’s been moved to his room.”

“Where is my son?!?” A middle-aged woman yells as she enters the waiting room with presumably her husband and a younger man, who is probably her son. I’m assuming this is Keith’s family.

“Jason!” Presumably Mrs. Alexander exclaims, “Please tell us how Keith is doing, and what exactly happened to my son?”

“Mr. and Mrs. Alexander, hello. I’m so sorry we’re seeing each other again under these circumstances. This is the doctor. He’s giving us an update on Keith’s condition,” Jason responds. “These are Keith’s parents. They just drove in from Memphis. If you don’t mind repeating what you’ve told us about Keith’s condition, that’ll be great.”

“Doctor,” Mrs. Alexander cries out. It’s clear she’s anguished about what happened to Keith. “Please. How is my son?”

“Hi, Mr. and Mrs. Alexander. I’m Dr. Sullivan, Keith’s surgeon. Keith came out of surgery pretty well. He’s had some internal bleeding that we were able to resolve. He has a broken right arm, broken bones in his right hand, a broken left leg, fractured ribs, and a fracture in his right leg. He may have some soft tissue damage. We’ll know more once he gains consciousness. He’s actually pretty lucky. I don’t see any reason why he won’t make a full recovery from the injuries he sustained. It’s going to be a long recovery, though.”

“Can we see him?” His mom asks.

“Not yet, he’s in recovery. I’ll let you know when he can have visitors. It shouldn’t be too much longer.”

“Thank you, Dr. Sullivan.”

“You’re welcome,” Dr. Sullivan responds before leaving. 

“Jason, can you give us more information about what happened?” Mrs. Alexander asks impatiently.

“Well, Mr. and Mrs. Alexander, this is Lauryn, Keith’s girlfriend. She was with Keith at the time of the accident and can tell you more.”

I’m meeting Keith’s parents in the worst possible way. Keith is a younger version of his father. I probably shouldn’t even be thinking about this right now, but Keith will age like a fine wine if the way his father looks is any indication. You know what they say about the wrong time to have inappropriate thoughts. Well, ladies and gentlemen, this is that time. Okay, sue me. I go off on tangents when I’m stressed about something. What could be more stressful than this?

His father happens to be an extremely handsome man. His skin is caramel chocolate like his son’s. His eyes are hazel. His hair has a slight dusting of gray, but it’s mostly black. His mother’s beauty knows no bounds. She has mocha skin smooth as milk chocolate, light-brown eyes that both of her sons have inherited, asymmetrical features of an older model, and a salt and pepper colored bob haircut. I’m not sure of their ages. Probably mid-to-late fifties. They don’t look their ages at all. They look like they’re in their forties. Keith’s brother, Reggie, resembles both of his parents with eyes like his mom’s and bone structure like his father. Keith has a good-looking family. Kids with him will turn out gorgeous.

“Lauryn, I don’t know you! Who are you? Explain why you were with my son!” Mrs. Alexander demands angrily.

“I’m Lauryn Davidson, and I’m dating your son —”

“Why hasn’t he told me about you?” Mrs. Alexander asks haughtily. “You’re not dating him!”

“Okay,” I pause realizing his mom is probably stressed out. “I’m not sure about the why, but that’s not important right now. I’ll tell you what happened. Keith and I were leaving this house —” 

“What house?” Mrs. Alexander demands. “My son lives in a condo. Why would he be in a house for any reason?”

“Well, we spent time at a rental.”

“What rental?”

“An Airbnb, ma’am.”

“Pamela, this isn’t important right now. Let her finish with the details about what happened to Keith.”

“Go ahead!” His mom huffs.

“Okay, as we were leaving a car started driving towards us in the private driveway. The car appeared out of nowhere, and it barreled straight at us. I didn’t have a chance to react to this car. Keith pushed me out of the way and the car hit him. The driver drove away.” I stutter through the story as tears fall down my face.

“What? My son is here fighting for his life because some crazy person wanted to hit you!” she accuses me.

“Pamela, you’re jumping to conclusions —” his dad says.

“What!” I interrupt him with a shocked expression. “No...I have no reason to believe anyone wanted to hurt either one of us. Your son happens to be the most selfless and the greatest man I know. He saved my life. I’m praying he’ll be saved, too.” I cry out.

Mrs. Alexander stares at me from my head to my feet. She’s not hiding the fact she wants to get in my face. The doctors come out squashing her opportunity. What does she have against me? We met two minutes ago for freaking sake. Keith is a victim of a hit-and-run. The person who hit him must pay for their reckless endangerment and fleeing the scene. This won’t end in the loss of his life. He has to make it! I can’t face anyone if he dies from saving me. It’ll be all my fault.

“The family of Keith Alexander,” a nurse calls out, and his parents rush over. “You may visit him for a few minutes. We are requesting one visitor at a time please. If he wakes up, it’s best that he’s not overwhelmed with too many people in the room.”

Keith’s family visits him first. I’m relieved to learn he’s stable. It’s impossible to shake the feeling his mom doesn’t like me. I have no idea why. We’ve never met. I don’t get it. Maybe, it’s her nerves and worrying about her baby boy. Jason and Sam encourage me with their hopeful expressions. They signal for me to keep my head up.

I won’t allow Mrs. Alexander’s attitude to bug me too much. She has to be worried about her son. It’s been about 20 minutes since the Alexanders left to visit Keith, and I’m a nervous wreck imagining the worst. How’s he doing? Are things worse than the doctor said? They return to the waiting room right as my anxiety level starts to rise.

“Lauryn, Keith would like for you to come to his room,” Mr. Alexander informs me and points in the direction of his room. Mrs. Alexander gives me the side-eye. It doesn’t escape me. She wants me anywhere but his room. I can’t worry about her now.

“Thank you,” I mutter and ignore her.

I stroll towards his room with less confidence than normal. I admitted I love him. Did he hear me? Will this turn him off? Shit, why did I admit my feelings for him? Isn’t it too soon to be in love? I don’t want things to be awkward. I won’t mention it unless he does. I’ll only admit my love for him if he asks me about it. If he doesn’t remember, I won’t remind him. I increase my pace to get to his room. I have to see for myself he’s okay. Waiting on news has been hell.

“Hey, there,” I utter trying to appear chipper as I come into the room. “How are you feeling? I’ve been so scared!”

“Like I was hit by a car,” he jokes and stares at my shocked face. “I’m kidding. I’m doing aight. How are you?”

“I’m good. You saved my life.” 

“I’m glad you weren’t hurt, sweetheart. I need you. Come here.” I walk over and give him a kiss. I’m so relieved he’s alive even though he’s all battered and bruised up.

“How would you feel about me calling you my personal Hercules or Herc for short? I don’t know I’m still kind of word smithing it.”

“Not sure that I like that too much. Got anything else?”

“Handsome is kind of nice.”

“Well, that’s too cocky. What’s wrong with baby?”

“Everybody calls their boyfriend baby or babe. I want something special for you. My special one and only personal savior.”

“Hmm, how about honey or something?”

“I’m not really a honey type of girl. I wouldn’t mind calling you sexy. I wouldn’t be lying about that one bit.”

“In public?” He asks like he’s scandalized by this suggestion.

“Yea, in public. Why not? I guess I’ll just go with sweetie.”

“That’s cool since I call you sweetheart most of the time. Now, let me look at you to make sure you’re good.”

“Not a scratch on my body thanks to you.” I demonstrate how I’m perfectly fine by pointing at my body from my shoulders to my upper thighs. He follows my hands with his eyes and smiles.

“What a beautiful body you have!”

“Hey, now. Flattery could get you anywhere if the circumstances were different,” I tease him. “You shouldn’t be flirting with me right now. You need to be good. You just woke up.” I give him another kiss with more passion. I’m so grateful he’s awake.

“And why shouldn’t I flirt with you?”

“You’re in a hospital for one! You have a broken arm and leg, plus a slew of other injuries. You’re going to rest and do everything the doctors tell you,” I reprimand him and point my finger to show I mean business. I try to put on my stern expression.

“Am I supposed to be intimidated by this act?” He asks me.

“Of course. I’m an enforcer.”

“Enforcer of what. Hugs and kisses.”

“You got jokes. Not!” I exclaim.

“Oh, but I do. You appear to be underestimating me. I’m getting stronger every minute. I’ll be running down the halls in no time.”

“Highly doubtful. Let’s just focus on you getting better. Plus, I don’t want to give your mom a legitimate reason to hate me more. I’m definitely not one of her favorites so far,” I admit. 

“Why would you think that?” He asks.

“She basically said it. I won’t be on her shit list any more than I already am, since I couldn’t possibly be your girlfriend. She said she didn’t know me. She thought I was just some chick.”

“My mom doesn’t hate you. She hasn’t had the chance to get to know you, yet. She knows we’re dating. I told her about you. I told her I met someone really special.”

“Really special, huh?” I tease him with a faux innocent expression. “How special are we talking here?”

“Extremely special.” I begin blushing. “Especially when you blush like you do. That makes you even more special.”

“Well, I don’t know. She acted like she never heard of me. Maybe she hates the idea of me. Either way, she’s not feeling me.”

“My mom’s protective. She has no reason not to like you.”

“I don’t want to cause any problems.”

“No, you won’t, sweetheart. I need to figure out what’s going on to solve this problem. At the very least, straighten out any confusion. What exactly happened?” He asks. I don’t speak at first. “Come on, sweetheart, tell me. It can’t be that bad. She’s a sweet woman. You’ll see once you have the opportunity to get to know each other.”

“Okay, I told her what happened with the accident, and she immediately assumed the driver was trying to hit me. She thinks I’m bringing all these bad elements into your life and what not. She basically called me a woman without a moral compass.”

“She didn’t!” He exclaims. “Why would she think anything like that? I’ll handle this. She’s probably afraid. That doesn’t give her the right to treat you like she did at all. I’m actually shocked to hear my mom acted like this. I think you guys need a reboot or something.”

“I never phrased it like she treated me poorly.”

“You never would admit it if she had. You look tired, sweetheart,” he observes. “Have you had any rest?”

“I couldn’t sleep,” I admit. I won’t tell him I fainted. He doesn’t need to be worried about me. Plus, I’m just exhausted. I’ve been up for hours. “I was so worried about you. Worried you weren’t okay. Now, that I’m able to see you for myself, I can get some rest.”

“I’m good, ma chérié,” he answers, and I look at him skeptically. “Well, not good, but I’m out of danger. You should probably go home and get some rest. I don’t want to start worrying about you.”

“You’re probably right. I should head home soon.”

“Not soon, but in the next five minutes or so.”

“Aren’t you being bossy?” I tease him. 

“I prefer to think of this as exercising my leadership skills.”

“Is that so?” I ask curious as to how him demanding that I go home in the next five minutes relate to leadership skills. “Why five minutes then? It sounds random to pick that amount of time.”

“Well, I’m giving you enough time to properly kiss me goodbye. You know to show me your appreciation.”

“Oh! I need to show you my appreciation now.”

“Well, I did save your life.”

“Okay, I guess you’re right. I’m really tired,” I admit. I feel like I’ll crash as soon as I hit the sheets. Bye, sweetie.” I lean over and give him a peck on the lips. He won’t get everything his bossy ass wants.

“That’s not a proper kiss,” he says huskily, and he pulls me down for a deeper kiss. “Now, that’s what I call proper. Bye, sweetheart. Be careful going home. Text me when you get there.”

“I will,” I answer him.

I leave him feeling much better for the first time in about 18 hours. I want to release all of my pent-up emotions now that I know for sure he is okay. I can’t hold it together any longer. I stop in the bathroom and cry (ugly tears and all). I’m so glad I’m alone in here. I could’ve lost him today. The gravity of that has me in a tailspin. “Thank you, Lord. Thank you for saving him,” I say out loud. I’m so relieved I didn’t lose him. He’s going to be okay. I get myself together and wipe my tears away. 

I leave the hospital quietly without bumping into anyone on my way out, and I grab an Uber. As promised, I text Keith when I arrive home. I take a hot shower, change, and go right to bed. Before I can nod off, my phone buzzes with a text message. I’m sleepy, but I decide to check it anyway. It could be about Keith. I hope nothing has happened. It’s Isaac. Strange. Why is he texting? I’m too tired to deal with him right now. I’ll just respond quickly and go to sleep.

Isaac: Hey Lauryn. How r u? I heard about Keith’s accident.

Me: I’m Ok. How did you find out?

Isaac: The word has spread around. Is he okay?

Me: He’s getting better. He’s stable and out of danger. He has some broken bones. He has a long recovery ahead.

Isaac: Can I do anything?

Me: No, I’m good. I’m so tired. I was at the hospital overnight. I got to get some sleep. Talk to you later.

Isaac: No problem let me know if I can help. C ya.

Before I can power off my phone, it rings from an unknown caller. I don’t feel like talking to anyone, so I send it to voicemail. The unknown caller then begins to text me.

Unknown: Hey pretty. Wyd.

Unknown: You’re so beautiful.

Unknown: Y r u silent pretty.

Unknown: PRETTY. I’m lonely w/o U.

Unknown:  R u mad at me? Pretty where r u?

Unknown: I miss u pretty.

Unknown: U dodged a bullet, didn’t U?

Unknown: U think you’re smart.

Unknown: U think you’re cute.

Unknown: U think you’re sexy.

Unknown: U think you’re beautiful.

Unknown: You better answer me. 

Unknown: Well, you’re only a self-absorbed BITCH.

I power off the phone immediately. I’m too tired for this bullshit tonight. Who is texting me? A fucking three-year-old. I don’t want to be disturbed any further. I lay my head down, and sleep comes fast. Before I know it, morning has arrived once again. 
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Chapter 2
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Lauryn 

Rays of sunshine through my window wake me up abruptly. I groan because I forgot to close my black out curtains before I went to bed last night. I glance at my watch, and it’s 9:00 AM. I called into work after the accident and told them I would need a few days off. There’s no way I could go to work in this condition. I have barely slept since Keith’s accident.

Since I don’t have work today, I dress in a casual outfit (jeans, a fitted t-shirt, and sneakers). This is not a look Keith is used to seeing. I rush out to the hospital to see him. I’m about to knock on his door when I hear his mom speaking. It’s not wrong to eavesdrop, is it?

“Keith, tell me what really happened, son,” his mom says. “We got some story from your so-called girlfriend, but it doesn’t add up.”

“What do you mean it doesn’t add up, Mom?”

“She said you guys were leaving an Airbnb. Some drunk person jumped the curb and barreled towards you in the driveway. You reacted fast and pushed her out of the way, but you got hurt. I don’t believe it at all. This story is so unconvincing.”

“That’s what happened, Mama.”

“Are you sure, honey?”

“Yes, ma’am. Why do you find this to be suspicious?”

“Neither one of you knew the driver?”

“No, ma’am,” he answered her. “I didn’t get a chance to see the driver’s face. This all happened very fast. I’m fairly certain it was someone who had one too many drinks.”

“Do you think the driver knew Lauryn and was out to get her?”

“Why would you think this, Mama?”

“I’m just asking questions. I just don’t believe the narrative she’s selling you. Why would someone do that?”

“Mom, you’ve been watching too much Law & Order. I was there, too. No one knew we were going away for the weekend. This was a special getaway that I planned. This was only a bad accident.”

“Shut your mouth, boy! There is no such thing as too much Law & Order. Plus, ‘your girlfriend’ didn’t look me in the eye when she told me what happened to you. I don’t trust her.”

“Mom, it was a lot for us to endure. She was probably reliving the whole event over and over in her head.”

“Just be careful. I know girls like her with those big booties and a big ole smile. They can’t be trusted. Just cause she’s nice to look at. Don’t mean nothing, boy! You gotta stop thinking with —”

Did Keith’s mom just quote a line from “Poison” by BBD? Did she also insinuate that Keith was only thinking with his “other brain.” I would’ve thought her go to lyric would be more on the line of “How Excellent” by Dr. Walt Whitman and The Soul Children of Chicago. She’s talking mad trash about me like she knew me before or something. I have never met his mom. I just don’t get this lady.

“I know girls like her, Keith. Trust your mama and dump her. If you don’t, mark my words, she will be the death of you. She’ll cause you nothing but despair and unhappiness. She’s nothing but trouble.”

“Wow, just wow!” I can’t believe this. I’m usually pretty calm about stuff like this, but Keith’s mom is taking this too far. Why in the hell does this woman have such a bad impression of me? We haven’t even met before, so how does she think she knows me like the back of her hand. I need to conquer patience now. This is his mama.

“Mama, why don't we talk about something else?”

This is the perfect time for me to announce myself. I knock on the open door and walk in without waiting for a response. “Hi, Keith, Mr. and Mrs. Alexander, and Reggie.”

“Hey, Lauryn,” Mr. Alexander greets me warmly.

“What’s up, Lauryn?” Reggie says.

“Hi,” Mrs. Alexander chirps flatly. Why does her response not surprise me in the slightest? I’m going to ignore it.

“Hey, sweetheart,” Keith beckons me towards him. “How did you sleep?” I go over to his side and give him a kiss on the cheek.

“I slept well. I should probably be asking you that.”

“I’m doing better, ma chérié.”

“Great, I’m glad to hear it.”

“Pam, Reg. Let’s go get Keith something decent to eat,” Mr. Alexander suggests. “Hospital food is disgusting. I know he’ll want something different.” I love how Keith’s dad is trying to give us time alone. I smile instantly at his thoughtfulness.

“It doesn’t take all three of us,” his wife remarks.

“Well, let’s give these young people some time alone.”

“They don’t need any alone time.”

“Pamela, let’s go!” Mr. Alexander says sharply.

“Okay, fine!” She huffs. “Keith, honey, what do you want to eat?”

“I would love to have a burger and fries from Burger Republic on 11th Avenue,” he requests. I give him a look like really. It will take them about 30 minutes to get there from here. He smirks at me slyly.

“Burger Republic! What is that?” His mom asks.

“Just the greatest burger place in town,” Keith states emphatically.

“I heard they have good burgers there,” Reggie comments.

“What’s wrong with Wendy’s or Burger King?” His mom asks.

“Nothing at all, but I did just get hit by a car,” Keith lays it on thick. His mother does seem to melt her icy façade.

“He did, Pamela. We need to get him what he wants. Lauryn, do you want anything, dear?” Mr. Alexander asks.

Before I could respond, his mom says, “We’re not a charity, Reggie. She should’ve eaten before she got here.”

Now, why is her response not shocking? She got them claws out for sure. “I’m not hungry, sir. Thank you, anyway,” I respond. I’ll definitely need to tread very carefully with this mama bear.

“Okay, we’ll be back in a little bit.” They all leave, and I breathe a sigh of relief that I didn’t realize I was holding.

“You’re dressed down, today,” he observes.

“Yea, I like to be versatile. You know to keep you on your toes.”

“You succeeded with your goal,” he comments.

“I’m glad you approve,” I say and laugh.

“I’m so sorry about my mom,” Keith jumps in. “She isn’t usually like this. I thought she was stressed about the accident. I can’t tell you what her problem is now.” He shakes his head in disbelief.

“Don’t worry about it. I’ll just have to work harder to get on her good side.” I pull out the chair closest to his bed and sit in it.

“You’re very persuasive,” he reassures me. “I’m pretty sure she’ll be on the winning side in no time at all. You have a way of winning people over. You won me over the moment I met you.”

“From your mouth to God’s ears.”

“What do you have here?” He asks me as he motions to the bag I’m carrying. I ordered him a bunch of stuff on Amazon.

“Oh, this is for you. I thought you might need something to do while you’re held up here. I know how boring it can be for someone who’s generally pretty busy. I hope you like it.”

I hand him the shopping bag, and he starts taking out the items. He pulls out a James Patterson’s novel, “The People vs. Alex Cross, and one by John Grisham entitled, “The Rooster Bar.” There is a care package with snacks and goodies because hospital food sucks. He has a big smile on his face. I can tell this makes him happy.

“Thank you so much, sweetheart. I love this so much. This is so sweet. Would it be wrong for me to dig into these treats since I sent my parents out to get me lunch? I won’t eat too much.”

“Yea, it probably would. Don’t spoil your appetite.”

“Okay, mom.”

“Far from it.”

“You’re right about that. So, aren’t you supposed to be at work? Not that I’m complaining. I love that you’re here with me.”

“I took a few days off not knowing how you were, and it was traumatic for me to go through —,” I struggle to contain my composure, and I’m not certain I’m doing a good job. “I’m okay.”

“Sweetheart, are you really okay? Don’t hide anything from me.” 

“I don’t know. I’m struggling with this. Knowing that we both could’ve died. It’s weighing on me. Why was someone so reckless? Do you think they will be caught?”

“I’m not sure, but I sure hope so. I’m glad you weren’t physically hurt, but maybe you need to talk to somebody.”

“What do you mean like a professional?”

“Yea, sweetheart. Sometimes, we all need help. It doesn’t make you weak to seek treatment,” he reassures me and holds his arms out for a hug, and I take it. “Remember not all wounds are physical.”

“But you were the one that was hurt. It’s selfish of me to need help. I’ll get over whatever this is. You don’t have to worry about me. I’m not suffering. Just focus on your own recovery.”

“We all hurt in different ways. Promise me you’ll at least consider it. You have to take care of yourself, too.”

“Okay, I promise.” Why did I just lie to him? It’s like I did an invisible cross my fingers behind my back. There’s no way I’m going to counseling for this. Counseling is for real problems. Not this. I’ll be fine. “So, I know you would probably prefer the audio books, but I didn’t want to gift them with your phone.” I swiftly change the subject. Enough about my mental health. I’ll just rub some dirt on it. He’s the one that got hurt saving me. I don’t need him worrying that I’m not okay. I’m going to be fine.

“No, actually, I’m a print guy. I have a small library in my office.”

“I have yet to see your office.”

“Well, I can’t let you know everything about me yet. The mystery is what keeps things interesting,” he says.

“Is that so?” 

“Definitely.”

“Well, tell me one thing that nobody knows about you.”

“Hmm, let me see. If I tell you something I vowed to take to the grave, what will you give me for it?” He asks.

“A secret of my own.”

“Intriguing. Nobody knows this. When I was five or six years old, I ‘borrowed’ a Whatchamacallit from the corner store because I thought it was free, and I ate it after I ran away from my mom into another aisle. All I remember about this event is that I had to finish that candy bar. It was good, too.” He air quotes the word borrowed.

“Borrowed that’s an interesting choice of words. Where I come from you stole that candy bar.” We both laugh at his stint in crime.

“Okay semantics. What about you?”

“Okay, when I was five and a half, I heard some strange noises coming from my parent’s room. I thought something was wrong. I turned the knob on the door, and it was open. I wish I could unsee it because I thought my dad was hurting my mom when he was giving her the business. She was screaming out, and I just stood there for a few minutes, but the strangest thing was the fact they had a red light in the lamp illuminating the room. I guess this is where the phrase the ‘Red Light Special’ comes from.” 

Keith bursts out laughing, and it’s contagious. I start laughing, too. We are just about to bust some stitches literally when Keith’s family returns with his infamous Burger Republic. That didn’t take nearly as long as I thought it would. Is that a wrong thought?

“Baby, we’re back,” his mom announces. “We have your food. It smells incredible. Why don't we have lunch together? I’m ready to eat. I want to try this famous burger place. I’m sure your girlfriend has somewhere she ought to be, doesn’t she?”

“Mama!” Keith responds to his mom blatant behavior towards me.

“I’m just stating the obvious. She doesn’t want to watch us eat.” 

This is my cue to leave and see Keith another time. “Hey, sweetie. I have to go. Enjoy your lunch. It was nice seeing you again, Mr. and Mrs. Alexander and Reggie.” They all wish me a good day as I leave. 

Keith attempts to straighten out the confusion with his mom without much success. He’s being released from the hospital today, and his mom decided to stay with him for a while. He’s going to need some additional help for some time. His father and brother had to return to Memphis for work. I’m not sure if his mom plans to simply tolerate me. Keith has stated firmly he wants me to come by every day. This is day one, and I hope his mom doesn’t make things awkward. I chant this mantra, “I’m here for Keith” over and over. I have to be. I won’t let her get to me. She’s just worried about her son.

I don’t want to go to his place empty-handed. I prepared a batch of brownies for him to enjoy. I’m no Betty Crocker, but I don’t need his mom assuming I lack the skills to care for him. She still isn’t warm and fuzzy. I want to show her how good I am for Keith. He’s close to his mom and values her opinion. It shouldn’t break us. At least, I hope it won’t. It would be nice if she gave me a chance. We’re together now. I place the brownies in a carryout container and head to his place. His mom swings the door open right as I reach out to ring the bell. Either she’s on her way out, or she has some sort of a sixth sense about someone knocking on the door.

“Well, who do we have here?” she asks with her hands on her hips. “We don’t call before we drop by, I see.”

“Mom, who is it?” Keith yells from the back.

“No one. Go back to sleep!” she yells back, and she steps out the door. “Why are you here? Keith is resting. Come back another time.”

“I’m here to visit Keith, and I have something for him.”

“My son doesn’t need you nor your gifts. He needs rest. Let me tell you something. Women like you aren’t worth anything. I know your type. You’re no good for my son. This won’t last. You need to run along. He needs to spend his time recovering!” 

I’m shocked and angered by her blatant accusation. I don’t have a chance to respond. Keith opens the door, and his eyes shine bright looking at me. How do I tell him his mom is an asshole to me? No, I can’t. That’s not a battle I would win. I’m certain. I just need to play this very carefully. I can’t blow a gasket with his mom.

“Mom, I didn’t know Lauryn was here,” he interrupts her. “Hey, sweetheart. Come in. It’s good to see you. How are you?”

“Hey, sweetie. I’m good. Are you feeling okay today?” I pat his shoulder as I enter the door.

“You should be resting, son. I’m sure she’ll come back later. Much later, in fact.” his mom utters suggestively to me. “Since she lives right down the hall, it won’t bother her to let you get the rest you need. I’m sure she wants what’s best for you.”

“Mom, weren’t you on your way to the store? Didn’t you mention you needed to go. I don’t have the right ingredients in the fridge for you, right? I’ll be fine here with Lauryn. Don’t worry about me.”

“You need sleep, honey,” she declares. “I’ll wait here with you until you fall asleep. You don’t need this girl while I’m here.”

“Mom, I don’t need you to wait for me to fall asleep. Plus, I’m not tired. You don’t need to worry. I won’t overdo it.”

“Okay, if you insist. You,” she relents pointing at me. “Don’t stay too long, and don’t tire him out! No funny business either. He’s recovering. I’ll be watching you, young lady.” She points her two fingers from her eyes to me stating she’s watching me.

Not only has she offended me today, but this lady also said I was no good for him. Based on what exactly? She’s making all these assumptions about me. She doesn’t know squat about me. The lyrics from “Your Mom’s In My Business” by K-Solo pop in my head. I’m not having it. What does our relationship have to do with her? She’s way too involved in her son’s business. Maybe, I’m tripping. He’s recovering from a near-death accident. He’s been badly injured. I need to chill about his mom. I’ll let her have her way. I draw in several long deep breaths to face her. I hope I don’t pop off on her. “Please Jesus. Take the wheel. I need your strength to remain the God-fearing child my mother raised me to be. Respect your elders. Respect your elders,” I whisper to myself. “Take the high road.”

“I won’t do anything to tire out the patient,” I respond sweetly.

“You better not,” she asserts as she gathers her stuff to leave.

“I’m sorry about my mom. She’s just really worried about me.”

“I get it.”

“You do, don’t you?” he asks as he smiles at me. “Come closer to me. I need your help with something.” He holds his arms out to me.

“Oh, do you?” I ask sarcastically.

“Yep, you’re exactly what I need to heal.”

“What kind of healing you think I can give you?”

“The kind Marvin Gaye sings about.”

“Nope! It’s not going to happen. Did you not hear her warning?”

“She has no idea what I need, sweetheart.”

“You want her to hate me more than she does now. Boy! Stop playing! Your mama ain’t gonna skin me alive.”

“She doesn’t hate you,” he explains. “She’s being a little overprotective. The police still don’t have anything definitive to share about the accident. She overreacts when I get hurt. You can imagine how she reacted after my football injuries.”

“Okay, I guess that makes sense. I’ll accept she’s being overanxious about you being hurt, but she has something else against me. I don’t know what. I’m trying my best to be friendly and cordial.”

“You’re good, sweetheart. Don’t even worry about her. Luckily, you’re not dating her. I like you a lot, and my opinion of the woman I’m dating is the only one that matters. So, why don’t you come over here and give me something to help me recover faster?” He motions to me to come closer. I’m not falling into his trap.

Hearing him admit he only likes me hurts a little. I’ve fallen in love with him. Part of me understands he’s not there yet. The other part of me hoped we were at the same place. I’m glad he doesn’t remember me admitting my love for him. This would be so embarrassing. Another part of me wants to run and hide right now, but it’s okay. I’ll be patient. Good things come to those who wait.

“Well, I like you, too,” I whisper weakly.

“You should come closer and show me how much. I want to kiss your delectable lips. Not only do I want to kiss you. I need to kiss you. I need it real bad, sweetheart. Don’t you want to help me out?”

“You shouldn’t get too excited from a little kiss.”

“Well, not the kiss I want from you. Your kisses do things to me. The way your tongue teases mine. Enough talking. I want your lips on mine,” his voice is husky. “I need it more than anything.”     

He pulls me in with his one arm and kisses me hard. He tries unsuccessfully to pull me on his lap. He doesn’t seem to care that he isn’t ready for anything like this. I won’t allow him to be reckless.

“No, I’m not sitting on your lap, sir.”

“You’re light as a feather.”

“You had major surgery. You have a broken leg and the other one is fractured. I’ll stay right here. You’ll be happy.”

“I better be.” 

I turn towards him and kiss him lightly at first. We both ramp up our kisses and begin to kiss with reckless abandonment. I miss his lips on mine equally as much as he appears to miss mine on his. I wrap my arms around his neck and caress his face as we kiss. He wraps his hands around my hair, and it’s doing things to me. 

We kiss for a long time. We break not because we want our magic connection to end, but we both need air. He peppers kisses along my jaw and neck. He’s sucking my neck with the amount of pressure I’m certain will leave a mark. We finally stop to catch our breath. His kisses never disappoint me. Why am I so weak for this man?

“You brought me something?” He asks.

“I baked you some brownies.”

“Thank you, sweetheart.”

“Would you like one?”

“Yes, with some ice cream. I have some in the freezer.”

“I’ll warm the brownie and put the ice cream on top.”

“Thank you.”

“No problem.”

I go into the kitchen and cut the brownie. I pop it into the microwave to warm it. I grab some Häagen-Dazs to top it off. I’m on the hunt in his pantry for some nuts, caramel, and whip cream to make this brownie even more delicious. I hit the jackpot. He has all the extras I need. This brownie is going to be irresistible.

“Do you want me to feed you?” I ask him.

“I would love it if you did. You know, one arm and all. I’m pretty much helpless over here. You can have some, too.”

“I only have one spoon.”

“And this is a problem, why?”

“Well, I made it for you, sweetie.”

I portion a modest amount of brownie and ice cream on the spoon and feed him. He swirls his tongue around the spoon like it’s the best thing ever. This is a food seduction, and I’m getting a little hot looking at him. I turn away from staring at his mouth.

“You have to try this brownie, sweetheart. It’s so good.”

“You make it look good.” 

I try the brownie, and he’s right. It’s good. We share all of it until it’s gone. I don’t feel bad. He has a whole pan to enjoy later. He smirks at me when we’ve finished the delectable gooeyness. I wonder if I should be worried about what he’s up to now. “You have a little something here,” he tugs me towards him to kiss the side of my mouth. He grins at me with his sexy smile. The one that’s trouble.

“Do I?”

“You do. It’s still some more. This is a bad habit of yours. I’m not complaining, sweetheart,” he says. “It allows me to do this.” He seductively licks the side of my mouth and moans before swallowing me whole. I’m on my knees squatting over him, and we’re kissing recklessly full of passion. We’re so consumed with each other that we don’t notice his mom entering the room. 

“What the hell?! Not today, devil!” She screams out.

“What in the —” Keith yells out.

I jump out of Keith’s grip making sure not to hurt him. I’m embarrassed his mom caught us. We weren’t doing anything wrong, we were only kissing, but you would think we were full on having sex the way she yelled out. Geez! She needs to get a grip!

“I warned you! He needs his rest. You should leave, young lady.”

“Mom, Lauryn is visiting me. Please refrain from asking my guests to leave my house. That’s not very hospitable.”

“Keith, you seem to be forgetting I’m your mother.”

“I haven’t forgotten anything, Mom. I’m not a child. I’m highly capable of knowing when I need rest.”

“Well, since it’s seems like I’m not wanted,” she says in a huff. “I’ll get these groceries stocked and get out of your way.”

She hurries to put the groceries in their respective places and goes back to the guest room. I’m not excited about being here with his mom feeling like I’m a pariah. I still don’t know what about me set her off. I probably won’t be winning her over anytime soon. I should fallback to allow her and Keith time together.

“Hey, maybe I should go,” I suggest. “I don’t want to cause any problems. You should spend some time with your mom. She may need reassuring that you’re better. We’ll have a huge amount of time together as soon as you recuperate.” 

“Nope. You leaving doesn’t work for me.”

“Your mom clearly doesn’t want me here. She’s upset, and I don’t want to pile more onto her frustrations. She’s really worried about you. I don’t want to cause anymore issues.”

“You’re sweet, and your leaving isn’t necessary. You’re my girl, and I want you here. Just stay a little longer. I haven’t had much time with you. I miss you so much. You’re vital to my recovery.”

“Okay, I won’t stay too much longer, though.”

“Give me another kiss.”

“Only a little one.”

“Nope, those lips belong to me. Bring them here.”

“What these lips?” I point at my pouting lips for a dramatic effect.

I reach towards him to kiss him again. I’m not even going to try resisting kissing him either. I won’t allow myself to get into a compromising position with him, though. We’re deep into the kiss with our tongues intertwined when we’re interrupted with a vibration from his phone. I scoot away to give him privacy to answer the call. He tries to pull me back, but it’s difficult with one arm. I don’t allow him to get distracted from the call.  “You should answer it,” I suggest.

“No, I like what we’re doing more. So much more.”

“It could be important.”

“Okay, okay,” he relents reluctantly and answers the phone with a smooth, “Hello.” He immediately gives the call his full attention. His posture changes, and it makes me wonder if it’s something serious.

The other voice isn’t audible, and Keith answers with short “Yeses” and “uhm hum.” He appears perplexed when the call ends. I don’t want to be too anxious, so I wait for him to share the news.

“Mama!” he yells out, “please come out here.”

“Baby, what is it?” She asks as she enters the room.

“The police called about my accident. They have a development. They believe the driver was drunk by the car’s patterns on the street and in the driveway. The police couldn’t identify the driver from the cameras located at the house. The picture was too blurry. They identified the car as a Porsche. Hopefully, this will narrow down the suspects, and they’ll continue to investigate. They hope to find out more from the car. I need to find out why this happened. This has been so frustrating.”

“How crazy! Someone was drunk before noon. Wow!” I exclaim.

“Well, they could’ve been drunk from the previous night,” his mom suggests, “Don’t rule that out. Drunk people have no boundaries. They just keep drinking. Sometimes, they lose their minds and drive. They really need to do something about people like that.”

“Well, I hope they find the driver,” he maintains.

“Me, too. I’m so glad you’re getting better, sweetie,” I comment. “I should probably head out. I want you to get some rest and have a great night. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.” I kiss him, and I approach the door to exit. “Goodbye, Mrs. Alexander. It was nice seeing you again. I hope you all have a great evening.”

Of course, she doesn’t acknowledge me because let’s face it she’s a hater. She blamed me for the drunk driver hitting Keith, and she accused me of not being good enough for her son. I bet she’s talking smack about me right now, since she caught us kissing. Keith’s 29 not 15. He can kiss who he wants. He’s a grown ass man. His mama may need to realize this. He’s a professional and has a home of his own. She’s not making any of this easy at all. I think her problem is she has to be in control. I don’t want to talk bad about his mama, though.

I refuse to allow Keith’s mom to ruin what we have. I’ve been as nice as I can be when she’s around. I wish I knew what her problem was, so I could fix it. I don’t want Keith’s mom to strongly dislike me. I’ll figure out a way to win her over. Keith is worth the fight. I’ll take her digs because I’m certain I love him. I just hope, if we have a future, she’ll learn to love me or at least like me. 

As soon as I step outside, my phone vibrates with a call from Kennedy, and I debate answering it for only a moment. I need my friend right now. She may have some insight on how to win over his mother. Plus, I need to vent about her to somebody.

“Hey lady,” I greet her.

“What’s up, chica? How are you? How’s Keith?”

“He’s better,” I answer. “I’m good. What’s up with you?” 

“What’s wrong, boo?” She asks. “You don’t sound right.” She must’ve recognized some sadness in my voice.

“I don’t want to be this chick, Kens, but —”  

“You better be that chick,” she checks me. “Girl, we don’t play those games. You know I’m here for you when you need it. What’s up? You’re not one to mope, so I know somethings up. Talk to me.”

“Yea, okay. So, Keith’s mom hates me, and she blames me for his accident. I just don’t know how to win this woman over.”

“What the what?”

“Yea, she told me it was my fault that he got hurt saving me to sum it all up. She blames me for everything. I don’t know. This is hard. I can’t really complain to him about his mama.”

“Well, that’s ridiculous. She’s just worried about her son. As a mother of a son, I get it. It’s hard to accept another woman has his heart, but she's taking it too far blaming you for the accident. You weren’t driving the car that hit him, and you could’ve been hurt, too.”

“Do you have any advice for me to win her over?”

“Eric’s mom was a little touchy at first. Just be patient and show her who you really are. You’ll win her over in no time. You’re the best woman for that man. She’ll know this one day, too.”

“Thanks, friend. I love you.”

“Love you, too, chica. Remember, she’s out there advocating for her son. Just wait a little bit. I gotta run, though. Talk to you soon.”

We hang up, and I check my mail. It’s been a while. It’s probably all built up. I walk down the hall and catch the elevator. The mailbox is located on the first floor. I greet the doorman on the walk to check my box. There is a boatload of junk mail there, but through all of it one particular and peculiar letter catches my eye. There is bold writing on the envelope, and it’s threatening. It reads, “BITCH! Stay away from him!” I’m wary about reading this letter, but I need to know what’s in it. I rip open the envelope and read an onslaught attack of my character. What the hell is really going on? First, the phone calls and texts. Now, this! Do I have more haters than Mrs. Alexander in my life? What did I do to someone to warrant getting this hate mail?

The letter is a short one, and it reads, “Bitch. You have been warned. You better stay away from Keith. He doesn’t belong to you. He’s mine. He’ll always be mine. He’ll never be with you. I’ll always hold his heart in my hands. A woman like you isn’t worthy of him or his time. He’s playing with you. You don’t mean anything to him. He’ll drop your ass real quick, Bitch! He’s mine and don’t you ever forget it. Women like you don’t last! Always trying to take someone else's man.”

I don’t know what to think as I read these vile words. Who sent this to me? Everything is typed. This person knows where I live. I rip up the note at once and throw it out. I refuse to be intimidated. Whoever wrote this letter is crazy as hell. How dare they threaten me to stay away from my man? I don’t give a shit about their threats. What are they channeling Monica and Brandy in the “Boy is Mine” song? Please, I’m not going. If Keith wanted to be with someone else, he would be. Could this be about somebody else? Am I overthinking this? It’s probably just some bullshit.

He shows me how much he cares about me constantly. “Bitch, bye,” I mutter. I won’t allow this person to run me away from Keith. If she deserved him, she would be with him. I can’t with them. We have been through so much, and I believe we have what it takes to make it. 

No, I won’t be scared away. I’m consumed with his recovery and his mama being too much. I’m not going to waste my time with some idiot who thinks it’s a great idea to send me letters and text messages. I’m not worried about this crazy woman. If Keith wanted her ass, which I find highly unlikely, he would be with her. I’m not even worried about this shit. 

Only cowards hide behind texts, phone calls, letters, social media, and whatever other means that keeps them in the background. I have no idea who would do this, and I don’t even care. They can try me if they want to. I’m sick and tired of their bullshit. I’ll show them just how much Keith wants me with our happiness. Shining always wins.

I have given this as much thought as I’m willing to extend on this. I have more important things to focus on. There so many people that need actual help in life. I turn on my laptop to view my schedule for the next month. I haven’t spent as much time at the Women’s Domestic Violence center as I would like. Those women deserved for me to worry about them and their welfare. Not this bullshit.
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Chapter 3
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Interloper 

There were rumblings on the police scanner about a car burning outside the area. Something about a car burning made his skin tingle. He couldn’t put his finger on it. He didn’t want to believe this could be connected to his affairs, but something told him it did. Why had the police been notified immediately? The “solution” took place less than ten minutes prior to the news broadcast hitting the police radio. He didn’t doubt something had gone wrong. He squinted with a furrowed frown and wondered if there would be any evidence found at the scene. His little minion better hope nothing would be found. They should’ve prayed, if they believed in that. Because heads would roll if anything was located. He hated reckless behavior.

If anything were found, it wouldn’t be linked to him. He never made physical contact with the mark. He never provided his physical description either. He wasn’t dumb enough to allow anyone to identify him. He used a burner phone to communicate. This made him worry less about being implicated. He would never allow himself to be compromised. Plus, he hadn’t been involved in the car burning nor the accident. He held no responsibility for the actions of others. If his accomplice had been stupid enough to leave evidence, getting caught would be the least of their worries. He wouldn’t have any problem cutting his losses. He didn’t accept excuses. He made a great ally but an even worse enemy. He blew out a breath of frustration. He had to deal with this mess. He had to make sure things didn’t get worse.

He sat on the park bench and gazed out at nothing in particular. It’d been a nice day to be out and about with tempered weather. He’d been in his own head as he stared out in space, and he wasn’t paying attention as something, no rather someone waltzed right into his peripheral. A blast from his past strolled by and stopped directly in front of him. His mood changed for the better. This pleasant surprise always brightened his day even when he didn’t deserve it.

“Hey, you,” she flirted.

“Leslie, what brings you here?”

“I love nature. It’s been a while,” she responded.

“It’s been too long.”

“Really?” She asked perplexed. “I got the impression you weren’t interested in me anymore. It’s not me. It’s you. Right?”

“You’re right!” He exclaimed with a pretense of offense. “It’s me. You’re perfect. I’ve been extremely busy with work and travel. How about we get together this weekend for dinner? I would like to catch up. It’s been way too long since we’ve broken bread.”

“I’m not sure if that’s a good idea.” 

“Why not?” He asked.

“You’re not interested in me. That’s fine. You don’t have to be,” she explained. Buddy, her dog, began scrambling around like he wanted to chase a cat. Buddy sniffed at his leg.

“Life took me in a different direction,” he confessed.

“Okay, sure. I really need to head out. Buddy needs to get his exercise. It’s been nice umm —” she stared at him shyly.

“Wait. I’m sorry,” he apologized with as much compassion as he could muster. “I never wanted to hurt you.”

“For what exactly? Why are you sorry?”

“Well, umm, disappearing I guess.”

“Well, it is what it is. I need to go. Buddy’s impatient,” she gazed lovingly at her Boston Terrier, her one and only love. She rubbed his belly and laughed. “Such a good boy. You’re my favorite. Yes, you are. My good boy. Mommy loves her good boy.”

He stared at her with longing as she petted her dog.

“Hey, Buddy!” He laughed and rubbed the dog’s hair. “Don’t dismiss me, Leslie!” He said in a controlled manner. “We don’t have to pretend like we didn’t mean anything to each other.” 

“Who’s pretending?” She asked him. “We didn’t mean anything to each other. I’m not under any illusion that we did.”

“Wow! It’s like that?”

“What else could it be?” She asked and laughed. “You’re allergic to commitment. I’m not trying to be your ‘love em and leave em’ girl. I need more. Unfortunately, more than you can ever give me. If you knew me at all, you would get this about me. I’m just gonna wait on what God has for me. You can never go wrong when the Lord is on your side. I’m going to pray for you.”

“I know you, Leslie. I get what you need, and I’m sorry I’m not the right man to give it to you. I never ever wanted to hurt you,” he stated, and he meant it. “You’re one of the best.”

“Thanks, and I have accepted it that we’re not meant to be.”

“No hard feelings, right?”

“Absolutely none. I knew you weren’t the forever type. I don’t hold any ill will towards you. I have accepted what we were to one another, and I’m okay with it. Don’t you worry about it.”

“Hey, you weren’t a simple fling,” he tried to reassure her. “If I’d been capable of giving you what you want, I would give it to you. I’m not built for love and security. I’m not that guy.”

“I know. I’m good. I’m not mad. You taught me a great deal about myself. One thing for sure you’re underestimating yourself. You didn’t just screw me and leave me. You were gentle and took care of all my needs. You showed me what I should expect from a lover. I’ll always appreciate you for that. Thanks.”

“I’m glad you have a few good memories of me. At least, I hope you have good memories of me. You will always be a great memory for me.” He stared at her with regret. He wanted to be better for her.

“Yea,” she smirked. “You gave me what I needed in my life at the time. You provided more than you received. For this reason alone, I’m forever grateful. I only want the best for you. One day you’re probably going to meet your perfect one.”

“Nah, it’s not in the cards for me —”

“Shh, you have no idea what’s in the cards for you, nor what your destiny looks like,” she chides him. “I suggest you not fight what God has in store for you. God will always provide what’s best for you.”

“Leslie, I’m shaky on believing.”

“Well, you better get on solid ground, my friend. All things (good and bad) come through Christ’s blessings. You haven’t done anything on your own. One day I’m gonna make a believer out of you.”

“I guess, you told me. You’re way too good for me.”

She glanced at her watch and remarked, “You’re probably not lying there. I’m pretty sure there’s a perfect woman out there for you. She’ll be the ‘Ying’ to your ‘Yang.’ I have to go, dumpling. It’s been great running into you. Don’t be a stranger. Maybe we can break that bread together one day. One day when things aren’t so fresh.”

“I hope so. I do really enjoy your company.”

He leaned in to give Leslie a kiss goodbye. He probably shouldn’t have. He definitely couldn’t resist kissing her delectable lips once more. He gazed at her ass as she left to go in a different direction. He had to admit how wrong Leslie had been about him. He didn’t have a perfect half. Some considered him too maniacal to be with anyone decent. Maybe his other half resembled someone like Harley Quinn since he damn near could clone the Joker. He couldn’t help but laugh at the irony of what his perfect match should be.

He didn’t have time to ponder what Leslie put in his head. He had bigger issues. His mind wandered to his latest headache. Things hadn’t gone as planned. He’d never had this problem in the past. The phone rang bringing him back to the present. He had been anticipating a phone call after hearing everything on his police scanner. The call was coming through a little sooner than he thought it would.

He gazed at his watch to determine how much time had passed, and he knew things were going from bad to worse. His instructions if followed to the letter would’ve made everything less complicated. Now, he had a hit-and-run to contend with due to idiocy. He didn’t have time to scold himself for allowing incompetence in his mist. 

He considered not answering the phone in order to make the perpetrator sweat for causing him an intense headache. He had to remind himself things were done. Even if they hadn’t been done like he would’ve preferred. He knew better than to lose his cool. It wouldn’t do anyone any good anyway. It wouldn’t solve his immediate problem. He had to tackle it firsthand. Then, he could go ballistic.

A person had been hospitalized from a hit-and-run accident, and it should’ve been avoided. He never wanted something to have the potential of being traced to him. This accident could have posed a problem for him. Still, he delayed answering the phone to make the party antsy. He loved using this technique. Making people sweat. He answered at the last minute before the call went to voicemail. He had to mitigate the issue. He knew what the idiot would report. He learned early on not to reveal what he knew. It helped him to have the upper hand in matters. He would listen for lies and manipulation. They always had them. They always thought they were smarter than him.

“What!” he snarled into the receiver.

“We have a problem.”

“What kind of problem?” he barked impatiently fully aware of this idiot’s next line. He could anticipate their next sentence.

“Keith jumped in front of her and moved her out of the way. I didn’t have time to stop the car, and he was hit. They took him to the hospital. I had to act fast. He really wasn’t supposed to get hit. It’s not my fault this happened. You have to believe me. It was supposed to be the perfect way to eliminate her. It was...”

“Why did the plan change?” He questioned the perpetrator. “No one should’ve been hit. No one should be in the hospital. You were supposed to tail them only. Not be in the vicinity to hit anyone. You weren’t authorized to hit either one of them.”

“This was a great opportunity to get rid of her,” the perpetrator repeated. “She’s been a problem for you and me. I had to take this chance. I figured eliminating her would work out for both of us. I did the math, and this turned out to be the best solution at the time. Well, it was supposed to be the best solution.”

“Well!” He screamed out. “Your damn math couldn’t be more inaccurate! You fucked up! You know that. Don’t you?”

“I do, but things are resolved. Why are you so upset?” 

“Who told you it was resolved?” He accused. “Who told you to provide solutions? I’m the problem solver. It’s what I do. I’m the brains in this operation. You’re just a minion to follow my instructions. See, what happened when you decided to veer from my implicit directions. You’re still trying to defend what you did.”

“Look, things have been mitigated. The car won’t be traced to us.”

“Oh, yea,” he snarled. “How did you get rid of the evidence? How are you so certain? I just heard the call on the police scanner. How long ago did you mitigate these issues?”

“The less you know the better.”

“No, you’re not the boss!” He screamed out. “It doesn’t work your way. I’m in the know about everything. Spill now.”

“I have a guy. He told me the car had to be destroyed. He considered having it chopped, but the possibility of DNA being on the car squashed that plan. He suggested a fire to get rid of all the evidence. I agreed with this option. This way all solutions have been evaluated. You have to admit this is a good workaround for this tiny disruption to our plans,” The idiot’s voice sounded cryptic followed by a cynical laugh. He wanted to hit the idiot. They were lucky he was on the phone instead of facing them. He would have knocked them off their feet. They are only making more problems for him.

“We wouldn’t even need it, if you hadn’t hit somebody! Don’t get too cocky,” he warned. “You got another person involved?”

“You can trust this guy. He does stuff like this all the time.”

“Wait a minute. You’re new to this game. The more people you involve the more problems we’ll have. If you’re too cocky, you’ll get caught. Don’t think you know better than me.”

“I don’t think I am. I’m sorry. I fucked up. I shouldn’t have tried to rush the plan. I should’ve vetted my guys with you. I don’t want to jeopardize what you’re trying to accomplish. I won’t mess up again.”

“We have very little room for error, and I won’t have anyone discovering my plans! Do you understand?”

“I understand, sir. I’m really sorry.”

“Okay, now keep a handle on the situation with Keith, and report his status ASAP. We don’t need any unplanned deaths on our hands. Got it!” He commanded. He wanted to throw the phone with frustration, but he wouldn’t destroy his stuff for someone’s mistake.

“Got it.”

“Get off my phone!” He demanded. “You’ve annoyed me enough today! I have to make sure your mess is fixed properly.”

“I’m sorr —”

“Nope, I don’t accept excuses,” he reprimanded. “I don’t need your apologies. Why are you sorry? For almost killing a man and making the cops more motivated to find the perpetrator? For lacking the ability to implement a simple plan that included surveilling them. You could’ve risked everything I’ve worked for. We’re done.”
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