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“The happiness we receive from ourselves is greater than that which we obtain from our surroundings.”

 

~Arthur Schopenhauer~

 


 

 

 

 

Everybody is afraid of something. The trick is to figure out how not to let your fears freeze you or shut you down. Take baby steps to conquer your fears. Conquering them will not happen overnight. Do a bit here and little there.

 

You’ll wake one morning, and you’ll be able to do the thing that you fear the most. Be it fear of flying or a fear of tight spaces or going outside or swimming or any number of fears, you’ll be able do them because you worked hard to conquer them, and you have succeeded.

 

To all you frightened folks who managed to conquer your greatest fears, I salute you.

 

I dedicate this book to you


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 1: The couch doesn’t fit in the new renovation. Get rid of it! 

 

“Wake up Zola. Wake up Zola. Wake up Zola. Wake the hell up Doc! Wake up Zola. Wake up Zola. Wake up Zola. Wake the hell up Doc!” The alarm clock finally screamed the last statement using curse words.

Dr. Zola Daniels groaned. She should change that alarm clock’s wake-up call. Without opening her eyes, she fumbled and found the alarm clock’s button. She smacked it to shut it off. She groaned, ready to fall back to sleep then realized she couldn’t. She’d already had the five-minute warning. That was what the cussing was about. She opened her eyes and looked around her room. She smiled. She loved her room on the second floor with its two wide windows.

Once she rolled up the shades and pushed back the curtains, she had this wonderful view of the backyard and the patio with its outdoor furniture that surrounded the stone and brick firepit. She remembered cooking meals outdoors for her aunty and her card-playing friends in the dead of winter. She and her Aunt Hattie Coles had installed a brick and glass gazebo-like structure made for wintertime activities like cooking and card-playing outside. Once a fire got going, the gazebo stayed comfortably warm. There were numerous electrical outlets for lamps, music, television and electronic devices. Beyond the patio was a wooded area. She, her aunt and their friends went on camping trips back there. She earned two or three Girl Scout badges in those woods.

She also loved her room because the brass bed suited her above average height and chubby frame. She loved the writing desk in the corner that she used to write her last-minute thoughts and worries about her patients. It was an antique that she rescued from a dumpster along with a matching wooden chair. She spent time in her garage workshop rebuilding the chair. She patched the desk first, then she resurfaced both pieces of furniture. She had one of her aunt’s friends re-upholster and pad the seat of the chair. Her aunt’s friends were the very naysayers that suggested she throw the ugly, battered chair and desk away when they first saw it.

Every time Zola looked at the spectacular find, she chuckled. A couple of her aunt’s acquaintances offered her several thousand dollars when they saw the restored chair and desk. She loved working with her hands building or rehabbing things. It was the same story with the bookshelves she’d found. Driving home from the hospital late one winter night, her headlights picked up snow-covered wooden shelves. 

She’d just lost a ten-year-old little boy in a school bus accident. The bus was returning from what should have been a fun trip. They had gone on a field trip to visit a sports museum and then an automobile museum. To avoid a head-on collision with a truck driver who had fallen asleep at the wheel, the school bus driver swerved. He was unfamiliar with the road and ended up overturned down a ravine. Later, after the unsuccessful surgery, she saw the abandoned snow-covered bookcases. She stopped and climbed out. Using her emergency flashlight, she examined the bookcases. She decided she needed something else to think about besides the little boy she couldn’t save and the parents she couldn’t offer real comfort. The most she could say to the parents was how her team had tried their best, but neither they nor she could save him. And she was so sorry for their loss.

She stopped her musings. It was time to shower, dress, eat breakfast with her aunty and then go to work. Since it was her medical practice and she was her own boss, she could be late if she wanted to do so. She never, ever wanted to do so. Usually, she was early. She followed that old philosophy. Early to bed. Early to rise. It makes a woman healthy, wealthy and wise. She showered and dressed in casual clothes. Today, she wore blue jeans with comfortable black winter boots, a long-sleeved pastel yellow golf shirt and matching pastel yellow sweatshirt. When she reached the office, she’d select one of many colorful lab coats to wear along with her bright animal-shaped stethoscopes.

She walked downstairs, inhaling deeply and frowning.

“Humph! I’m not smelling anything cooking in the kitchen.”

Her aunt usually had breakfast either cooking on the stove or already cooked and spread out on the kitchen table for her. Halfway down the stairs, she discovered loud buzz snoring and sleeping bodies sprawled half on and half off the living room couches and a recliner. Empty beer cans were strewn throughout the living room floor, on the cocktail tables and the card table. She noticed the playing cards and chips too. Ashtrays were filled with cigarette butts and ashes and cigar stubs.

Now she realized the odd noises she heard upstairs were made by her aunt’s very drunk, infamous sewing circle and card-playing club members. It must have been some card game for them all to be sleeping over this morning, and in their street clothes too. She recognized Mercy Reid, Kristin O’Reilly, and Gigi Edgar, sleeping the sleep of the dead in her aunt’s living room. That meant Teresa Nixon, and Margherita Castro must be upstairs in the guest room or her aunt’s bedroom or in the basement. She didn’t feel like cooking her own breakfast this morning. She could get something on the way to work.

She thought about returning to the second floor to check on her aunt. She sighed and decided not to do so. Why embarrass her aunty and her friends like that. Nope. She’d pick up something on the way. She tiptoed to the mud closet in the hallway. She grabbed a winter coat, hat and colorful scarf with cartoon characters on it. She pulled everything on, picked up her medical backpack and briefcase, and left through the front door. She stood on the front porch, studying the cold, crisp weather.

“Walk or drive?” she muttered.
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Dr. Zola Daniels decided to walk to work today. It was only about twenty blocks away from the home she shared with Aunt Hattie Coles to her office. She needed the exercise. She inhaled the cool, fresh air. It wasn’t yet spring, but she loved this kind of weather. It was still cold enough to wear layers and snowy enough to wear her leather boots with treads. They were made for stomping around in the snow, as she was doing. She was breathing heavily at the seventh block. By the twelfth block, she was breathless. She found a bus shelter and sat down to rest. She pulled out her cellphone and pressed the icon for an Uber.

Five minutes later, she was riding in the comfortable warmth of an Uber to her office, which was another five or seven minutes away.

Dr. Zola Daniels pointed. “This is good, Driver. Pull up behind that van that’s leaving.”

She watched as the driver pulled up behind the exiting van. The spot the van left was marked for an ambulette or a medical van. Sometimes, a group of mothers and young children were transported to her offices by van. It was usually Tuesdays or Thursdays. Today was Monday. There were other suites of medical offices in the neighboring ten to twenty-story office buildings besides her own pediatric practice. She paid the driver and stepped out of the Uber.

She sighed. “So much for exercise and trying to lose weight the old-fashioned way,” she muttered as she entered the building next door.

Her office was in an older three-story building that looked tiny compared to most of the other buildings on the block. She loved that she wasn’t part of the club and that her building was distinct. She could climb the three flights to the third floor for more exercise. Or she could forget it and ride the narrow little elevator. She decided there was always tomorrow.
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Wilma Eames was leaning closer to her desktop monitor in the doctor’s office where she worked. She was reviewing the classified ad she was about to post online and send to several online and local print papers as well. She looked around the empty waiting room and spotted her teenage niece, Neela. She was supposed to be helping to digitalize all the medical records. Normally, her niece would be working in the dusty old storage and records room.

Today, they were waiting for Wilma’s boss to arrive to ask questions about the rest of the much older records. Once the records project was completed, Wilma planned to redesign the room as a resting and changing room, also called a parlor room in years gone past.

“Neela Prior, get off that cellphone and get over here! I need you to read something.”

Neela rolled her eyes at her aunt then groaned as she continued to study her cellphone’s screen. She was watching something on TikTok. She didn’t want to miss any part of it and so she ignored her aunt’s request. That is, until her aunt rose from the computer and marched over to her. She had stretched out comfortably across three brand new leather-like waiting room chairs.  She held the cellphone up in the air over her head, giggling as she watched a cute, funny video about puppies and kittens.

Her aunt snatched her cellphone and marched back to desk with it and sat down in front of the monitor. “Thank you very much, Neela. You’ll get your phone back when you get over here to help. I need you to proofread it then help me send it.”

“Hey! You can’t do that! Give it back, Aunty!” Neela groaned and then whined, “I was watching something.” She was ready to pout when her aunt made a curious offer.

Wilma waved two twenty-dollar bills at her. “Twenty bucks. You read it, make corrections and send it. Another twenty to keep it our secret. Don’t tell Doc anything.”

Neela’s brown eyes grew large, very large. “O-o-o-oh-oh. Move over, Aunty. I wanna see what’s so hot, you gotta hide it from your boss. She’ll be here soon, so we gotta hurry.”

“Not if I call her to buy us breakfast from the diner.”

Dr. Zola Daniels was standing next to the elevator, still debating whether to walk up, when her phone rang. She knew who it was without even looking at the icon. “Yes Wilma. You forgot breakfast again. You want me to pick up two somethings from the diner.” She sighed. “I bet it’s scrambled eggs, bacon, toast lightly buttered, and OJ. Coffee black for you and peppermint tea or soda for the kid.”

Wilma chuckled. “I’ll call ahead, so you won’t wait too long. Thanks, Doc.”

“Order me the same thing you and your niece are having. Make mine light and sweet. Tell ‘em to put on my account. I’ll settle at the end of the month like always,” Zola remarked.

“I’m surprised. Hattie didn’t fix you any breakfast this morning?”

Zola groaned. “Her card-playing and sewing-circle buddies are sleeping on various pieces of bed-like furniture in the living room, and the guest bedrooms. I didn’t check the basement entertainment space. Who knows who’s down there.”

“Well, there’s five of them plus Hattie. I’m betting nobody is downstairs. They’re all upstairs and near bathrooms if they played cards and drank a bit too many beers.”

“Humph! She thinks she’s a teenager or something.”

Wilma chuckled. “Nah, she’s just having fun. After raising you, she’s entitled to do whatever she wants, Zola.”

Zola exhaled loudly and heavily. “Which is why I didn’t wake her for breakfast this morning.”

Wilma chuckled. “I’m sure she’ll thank you later. Anyway, I’m hanging up to put in the order. See you when you get here. Our morning is clear until ten thirty. Then it’s the Dyson triplets for ninety minutes. And the Holland twins at noon.”

She hung up before Zola could fuss about scheduling the fab five little devils on the same day within hours of each other. They usually ripped through the entire office like the deadliest of hurricanes. Somehow, they explored every single exam room in her office. They usually tested and sometimes nearly destroyed the equipment they couldn’t hide or move.


 

 

 

CHAPTER 2: Am I dreaming I slept with you? Did it happen? 

 

Hattie Coles sat up suddenly at the sound of a door opening and closing. She groaned and then grabbed her thundering, throbbing head. “Oh God. What’s happening to me?” she moaned and started to lie back down but had the sudden urge to urinate. She started to crawl from her king-size bed but bumped into a warm body.

Her eyes widened when the nearly naked body belonged a dear friend, Teresa Nixon. Terry was wearing underwear… sexy, lacy-looking underwear. She studied her friend’s next-to-nothing clothing. She could see soft, deep rose nipples peeking through the lacy black bra she wore. Her panties were lacy too. As she studied the lacy panties, she could clearly see Terry’s everything. She believed in shaved pubic hair, so her woman in the boat was clearly visible. The black lacy outfit on her curvy, shapely caramel body fit her like a second skin. Terry had been trying to get her for years. It was a standing joke among their circle of card-playing buddies.

Hattie’s gut was rolling. Other body parts were awakening too. Her nipples were growing hard. Her own clit was coming awake too. Her hand moved automatically between her legs as she watched Terry’s body move around when she slept. Maybe she didn’t need to pee so badly this morning. The woman was in her bed, nearly naked. It was obvious what Terry wanted dressed like that in her bed. She scooted closer to Terry. She was ready to give Terry what she wanted for years, when somebody in the room coughed and it wasn’t Teresa Nixon. She put the brakes on and stopped moving toward a very sexy woman.

Margherita Castro shook a finger at her from the comfortable recliner. “She’s hot, but you’d better not,” she hissed. “She’s going through some stuff. Don’t complicate it and her right now.”

“Humph, I was just crawling over her to go to the bathroom. I wasn’t going to do what you think I was, Miss Smarty Pants!” Hattie took the long way around the bed and stopped next to a sleeping Terry’s side of the bed.

Margherita Castro, also known as Rita, chuckled. “Better go tell that to somebody else who’s blind. You are naked. Your stuff is about as erect the Empire State Building. Your nips look rock hard. It makes me wonder if you two already did ‘it’ last night, while I was passed out drunk, Hattie,” she whispered.

Hattie stared at Terry’s body as her hands kept strumming her clit. She wondered that too. But she was way too shy to ask.

In her head, Hattie was freaking out. Outside, Hattie decided to be cool, calm and collected. She kept her hand between her legs, continuing to play while she studied Terry’s sleeping sexy body as she moved around the large bed with outstretched hands. Terry finally opened her eyes when her search of the bed proved futile. “Ah, there you are. Come back to bed, Hattie Coles. I want us to finish things this morning.”

Meanwhile, Rita had turned the recliner around and pretended to snore. She wanted to hear what Ms. Naked Smarty Pants would do or say since she was too embarrassed to watch. She heard Hattie clear her throat, and her voice got an octave higher and squeaky.

“I’m kind of foggy about last night, Terry.” Hattie ran a milk chocolate hand through her dark almost black Afro, making it look a little wild this morning. “What did we do last night?”

Teresa patted the bed, a spot next to her. “C’mere, Hattie Coles. Let me show you how ease your doubts.” She studied Hattie Coles’ solid shape. Her eyes swept up and down Hattie’s body, noting her smooth milk chocolate skin, flat belly, long toned legs and surprisingly full breasts that she longed to taste. Hattie Coles was one of the sexy women she knew who never ever saw herself as sexy or even that attractive. This morning, only a blind woman couldn’t see how excited Hattie was.

Teresa smoothed a spot next to her in the bed. “Please c’mere. I need to know somebody still finds me fuckable.”

“How about you just watch me masturbate from a distance?” Hattie suggested. Her eyes widened as Teresa quickly climbed out of bed, smacked her hands away and proceeded to help her masturbate. “Oh Lordy, Terry, Honey, if you keep doing that …”

Teresa smiled at her long-time friend. “I wanna help you climax, Sweetie,” she whispered, taking over and gently stroking Hattie’s clit and grasping a nipple to suck. When Hattie’s clit hardened enough, Teresa got down on her knees and slurped up Hattie’s juices. She licked her lips, hoping to make more tasty juices. Her wish came true. Soon Hattie was making so much sweet nectar, she had difficulty keeping up. Juices began to drip down Hattie’s legs. She didn’t care. Teresa excited her that much. Even in her dreams, Teresa was right there exciting her, turning her on and more, so much more.
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“Wake up, Sweetie. Wake up, Hattie.” Teresa Nixon kept shaking Hattie Coles until she opened dull hazel eyes. “That’s better.” Teresa grabbed Hattie’s chin. “Look at me, Sweetie.” She waited until Hattie’s eyes re-focused on her. She ran hands through Hattie’s afro. “Your hair is always so soft. And your skin is so smooth.” She sighed. “I like you very much. You like me very much. Why haven’t we ever slept together?”

Hattie sat upright and then shook her aching head. She didn’t get hangovers very often. Maybe twice before because she didn’t drink to excess. This one felt like a doozy. “Lordy! What did we do last night? How much did we drink?”

Teresa sighed. She held a hand outstretched, offering her good friend aspirin and a glass of water.  “Here. Sweetie, take the headache pills and some water.” She watched Hattie obey her. She took the empty glass back and set it on the bedroom’s end table. She sat down on the edge of the bed. She studied Hattie’s nudity without saying anything. “You are so beautiful like this, Hattie,” she whispered. “Can I touch you?”

Hattie frowned at her friend. “We’ve never had a problem with friendly touches. I mean, like friendly bear hugs, or on the cheek kisses and such. What’s the problem now?”

Teresa studied Hattie’s light brown eyes and then the rest of her. She looked so innocent that Teresa giggled. “You don’t know. Do you?” She issued another nervous giggle. “Here. Let me show you.” She turned to face her friend’s full-frontal nudity. She hefted a ripe, wonderful breast to her lips to suck a soft nipple. She quickly stopped and let Hattie’s breasts bounce against her ribcage. “I won’t do it, but I’m sure if you move your covers, you’ll find that you stripped off everything. I was too far drunk to do anything last night. I’m not now,” Teresa remarked, studying Hattie’s reddening face as she covered her chest with a sheet. She reached over to stroke Hattie’s cheek and stared into her eyes. “You taste wonderful, but I’ll let you make the next move.”

“Christ! Terry, leave the woman alone! Can’t you see she doesn’t know her ass from a hole in the ground.” Margherita Castro fussed at the women from Hattie’s hallway. “If you’re worried, Hattie, you didn’t do anything last night but smoke pot, drink some beers and swill a little vodka.” She cackled. “I did enjoy your striptease. You won the prize for it! While we all tried, nobody else did it as good as you did.”

Hattie groaned and held her head then shook it. “I don’t remember doing that at all.”

Teresa giggled. “I thought you were marvelous, Hattie.” She lowered her voice. “You aren’t seeing anybody, are you?”

“I thought you were.” Hattie studied the pretty femme everybody in their card-playing circle thought she should sleep with. The theory was she was just the steady woman their flighty friend needed. Of course, everybody but her slept with Teresa, years ago. “You know as well as I do, we are great friends. Sleeping together would spoil all of that, don’t you think?”

“You called out my name several times earlier this morning and last night too. Hattie, I think you were having sex dreams about me. You were doing me. Or I was doing you,” Teresa whispered, studying Hattie, who had dropped her head. “I’m right, aren’t I?”

Hattie inhaled rapidly and then exhaled slowly. “Did either of you notice if my kid left already?”

Margherita sighed heavily and trudged into the room. “Mercy said she heard the front door slam but went back to sleep. Kristin and Gigi are still snoring and snorting downstairs. I’m sure she left already.”

Hattie groaned and shook her head again. “That means she probably saw us all drunk as skunks.” She frowned. “That means she saw my ass, buck naked and doing whatever I was doing.”

“I doubt it, Sweetie,” Teresa remarked, trying to reassure her friend. She studied her friend’s worried face. “You know when your kid’s head hits the pillow, she’s dead to the world until the next morning or the next medical emergency.” 

Hattie, always the polite gracious host, asked a question to change subject. “Are you two hungry? I could fix breakfast if you guys want.”

Margherita groaned. “I doubt my belly could stand the food right now.”

Teresa studied Hattie’s unhappy face before remarking, “I want something to eat, but it’s not on the menu.” She giggled when Hattie dropped her head to her chest in full blush mode. “You are so easy to tease.” She reached over to raise Hattie’s chin. Then she played with Hattie’s lower lip, outlining it with her thumb. “So beautiful, Hattie. You are so very beautiful. Your body will give me sweet dreams every time I think of last night. Then touching your breast and tasting your nipple this morning was sweet ecstasy. If I think too hard, I could easily climax right now.” She leaned closer to kiss Hattie, who surprised her by returning her kisses. Hattie surprised her even more by pulling her onto the bed.

“Get out, Margherita! Terry and I have some talking to do,” Hattie ordered without looking at her friend. Then she used the bedlinens to cover them both. She quickly stripped off Teresa’s clothes before she straddled her warm, wonderfully curvaceous body. She did everything she remembered doing in her dreams and even more.

 


 

 

 

CHAPTER 3: What’s going on? Who are the mini–Fab Five? 

 

Back in Dr. Zola Daniels’ office, her receptionist and nurse Wilma had just finished ordering breakfast for herself, her boss and her niece. She did wonder why Hattie Coles didn’t fix breakfast for her niece the doctor this morning. It was their morning ritual. They started new days like that and tried to end them like that at dinner whenever possible. Zola said it kept them talking and close too. She loved the idea of good communication among close relatives. If she could convince her people that it worked, she’d be happy. Right now, she only needed to convince one person she was right about something very dear to her.
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“I did it, Aunty Wilma! Come look at the corrections.” Neela was excited now. She’d just made forty dollars for doing something so simple. “We should take pictures of the couch from different angles. People like to look at pictures of whatever you’re selling. The more views, the better the item sells.” She studied her aunty as she put on the glasses that hung from a chain around her neck to peer at the pictures.

“Your boss doesn’t know you’re selling her couch, huh?”

Wilma shrugged. “It doesn’t fit in with the new renovation and paint job. I told her we should sell it months ago. It’s taking up extra space that could be used for books, supplies or something else like a more modern couch that fits in with the new everything. Anyway, we’ve been discussing this very thing for months.” She issued a world-weary sigh. “Doc claims she needed time to think about it. I say three and half months is plenty of time to think about a piece of furniture!”

“I bet she’s gonna be mad, Aunty Wilma.” Neela issued a loud, dramatic sigh. “It’s not my business, but I think you should tell her anyway. She probably loves it. It’s her favorite couch. It hard to part with favorite stuff even if it doesn’t match anything anymore.”

Wilma sucked her teeth. “Humph. I’ll be the judge of that. Take those pictures. And we’ll see how that looks before we send it.” 

Wilma watched her niece go into the doctor’s private suite where Zola could spend the night. She could take a shower. Or she could change her clothes if she spent the night. While the deep purple leather couch didn’t exactly fit in with the room’s color, light beige ceiling, and soothing green walls or the rest of the décor with its ultra-modern look, it did look very comfortable. She was sick of seeing the damned thing that stuck out like a dozen sore thumbs. She hated going into the room to look through the bookcases and throw away old, outdated news articles and magazines and seeing that couch. Or going to wake Zola when she’d spent the night in there on that ugly thing. No, she wasn’t at all sorry to put the couch up for sale. It deserved to be going to a home that loved it. She was determined to make sure that happened by the end of this week too. Enough said. Now, the sale just needed to get done.
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Zola marched to the diner three blocks away. She nodded to several shopkeepers or their workers as they swept the sidewalks outside their premises. She knew them because she’d either treated their children or their grandchildren. She liked that a variety of folks knew her through her practice. To her, it meant they liked the services she provided as they kept bringing their little ones back to her. She liked the diner. During the day, it fed office workers. At night, the diner fed night staff of hospital workers, postal workers, police, subway workers, sanitation and office cleaners. From the outside, the half-block-long diner looked like an old-fashioned, silver-colored, air-streamer camper. It had pink, yellow and blue neon lights that advertised good food, open all night.

When she stepped into the Kanesville All-Night Diner, the cashier smiled and greeted her.

“Hi ya, Doc Daniels. How’s it going today?” Westley asked with a grin. He liked the doctor enough to send his grandkids to see her several times when they had fevers and bloody noses.

“So far so good, Wes,” Zola answered, thinking it was just the start of her day. Anything could happen and it usually did. “How about you?”

“I got nothing to complain about today. I’m alive. I’m healthy, happy and wise,” Westley remarked then frowned. “Only I don’t have the wealthy part. I keep buying those lottery tickets hoping for a winner.” He sighed. “Nothing yet.”

Zola nodded. “I know the feeling. My aunt plays poker all the time with her friends. She never wins, but she keeps playing thinking she’ll have a good hand one of these days.”

“Never give up hope, Doc. Somebody’s gotta win. Why can’t it be your aunty and me?” Westley remarked with a wide grin. He pointed to the brown bags that he put in one heavy corrugated shopping bag that was supposed to keep everything hot. “I put an extra coffee for you and Wilma. See you when I see you, Doc. Tell your aunt I said play a winning hand for me.”

“You have a great day, Wes. Good luck with the lottery.”

“Thanks, Doc.” Westley watched her zip up her quilted winter coat then take the corrugated shopping bag full of goodies and march outside. She walked down the block to the traffic light. She crossed at the green. And not in between, he mused.

 


[image: A black swirly design on a white background

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]



 

Zola almost whistled as she walked down the street and back to her office. Why was she so happy today? She inhaled and then exhaled then reviewed the facts. Okay, so she didn’t finish her walk to work, but she did make it over halfway through, didn’t she? Twelve blocks was over half of twenty blocks. It was a small accomplishment, but she did it. One successful action led to another one. It was why she walked three blocks to the diner and three blocks back. She decided to walk up the three flights of stairs when she reached the building where she worked.

When she reached her three-story grayish white brick building, she wasn’t winded. Instead, she was energized. She marched into the building, determined to use the stairs. On the way to the second floor, she hadn’t realized the staircase contained fifteen cement with rubber-edging treads and a cement landing, then ten more steps to the next floor. By the time she reached the third floor and opened her office door, she was gasping for breath. She trudged inside and plopped down in the first chair she saw. She was wheezing when Wilma hurried over.

“Precious, are you alright?” Wilma asked as she grabbed Zola’s hand to check her pulse. “Neela, come get the food while I help our illustrious boss to her private suite.” She unzipped Zola’s winter coat and raised her blouse to press a stethoscope against her upper chest. “Breathe for me. No talking, Zola. Just breathe for me.”

“Shit! Too cold,” Zola whined.

“Shut your mouth, Doc. Just breathe,” Wilma ordered then reached around to press the instrument against her boss’s rear upper quadrants left and right side.

Zola closed her eyes, then she took in deep, shaky breath. “Well? Am I dead yet, Wilma?”

“Open your eyes. Follow my finger, Precious,” Wilma ordered, moving her finger in front of Zola’s face. She used the back of her hand to feel Zola’s forehead. “You don’t feel hot. How are you feeling now, Zola?”

Zola groaned. “I did too much walking.” She grunted then closed her eyes in exhaustion. “I’m so out of shape. I need to find a fitness program or get on a diet or something. I should be able to walk up three flights without collapsing. I should be able to walk to work. Walk to the diner. Then pick up breakfast. Walk back without falling out, don’t you think, Willie?”

Wilma sighed and rolled her eyes then sat down next to her boss. “So that’s what this is about, huh?”

Zola shrugged. “I need to get in shape again, Wilma. There was a time when I could walk to work, climb the stairs and go out dancing the same night. I didn’t nearly faint from walking halfway to work, walking to the diner and back, then walking up three flights. I felt like I …” She frowned. “I remember when I first bought my couch. With some help, I brought that bad boy up the staircase the flights to here. I wasn’t feeling half dead at all! I think I went out celebrating that night. Now, I can barely carry three meals up here without collapsing. I feel like I’m a hundred years old right now.”

“Want me to reschedule the fab five for next week?” Wilma asked as she re-buttoned Zola’s blouse then offered hands to help her up.

Zola took the offered hands and stood upright. She sighed and rubbed her forehead. “I should say yes, postpone it. However, I’d rather get the fab five experience over with today rather than delay it a week or so.”

“Follow me, Doc. Let’s go eat. Sounds like we could all use some breakfast energy today.”

Zola nodded and followed behind her Girl Friday. She could always count on Wilma to do what needed to be done. A little bit of this and little bit of that. “You’d be correct. I need energy today.”

 


[image: A black swirly design on a white background

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]



 

Five minutes later, Zola, Wilma and Neela were enjoying a solid, filling breakfast. The topic turned to Zola’s Aunt Hattie.

“Why didn’t your aunt fix you breakfast today as she always does?”

Zola groaned. Then she issued a dramatic sigh and rolled her eyes at the questioner. “Honestly, she and her card-playing crew got too drunk to move. I’m glad they didn’t try to drive home last night. They probably would have hit something or somebody. None of them were awake this morning, including my aunty.”

Wilma started giggling. “I don’t suppose you know who won at cards last night.”

“Nope. I wouldn’t dare ask either.” Zola groaned. “When I left, three of them were dead asleep in the living room. Their snoring sounded like triple buzz saws cutting down trees in same forest full of trees. I didn’t check on my aunty. I figured she was in the same shape as her friends in the living room were.” She sighed and rubbed her forehead. “I didn’t want her to know I saw what was going on either.”

Wilma reached out to sympathetically pat her boss’s hand as it rested on the desk’s surface. “It could be worse, Precious. Be happy that’s the only thing your aunty does to kick up her heels. In my church women’s group, I hear all about prescription drug addicts who are in their fifties and sixties. And I also keep hearing about sexually transmitted diseases among older folks who should know better. Not using protection and the like.”

Zola inhaled deeply and exhaled then nodded. “You’re right; it could be worse. My aunty and her crew aren’t regular drinkers. It was a surprise to see them that way this morning.”

“That’s a good thing, Zola. Don’t look so sad. It isn’t something that happens every day. Thank God for that.”

“Amen to that,” Neela murmured softly.

Neela had remained so quiet, listening to her elders. The two women had forgotten she was there until she added her two cents. They decided it was time to open the office for business.
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Two hours later, all three women were involved in separating the six-year-old Holland twins from the five-year-old Dyson triplets. Aware their sons always fought each other, both mothers had promised not to bring their children to office visit without an adult monitor or two. Interestingly, when the boys were with their fathers, they were well behaved. If the boys even looked as if they were going to start something, their fathers took them in the hallway for a stern talking-to. Whatever was said between fathers and sons was enough to shut down any potential for fights or arguments.

The parents alternated visits. Today was Mom’s turn. That meant it was anybody’s guess how the visits would end. The Holland twins’ mother dumped the two boys super early because she double-booked. She had a noon appointment with her OBGYN next door in one of the tall buildings with medical suites in them. The Dyson triplets and their mother were on time for their 10:30 appointment. Mama Dyson went inside the exam room with Triplet One, and left Dyson Triplets Two and Three alone in the waiting with Holland Twins One and Two. Neela was watching the Holland twins because she promised their mother she would. She needed to use bathroom. She figured that she’d only be gone two or three minutes. She looked at the four boys sitting quietly reading or pretending to read the kiddie magazines and books created just for them. 

“None of you better not move an inch ‘til I get back. If you do move, I’m telling your parents.” Neela eyed each child individually. “Got it?” Each boy looked at her and nodded that they understood her.

When Neela exited the bathroom, she marched down the hallway heading to the waiting room. She went into the waiting room to check the Holland twins. She discovered all four boys were rolling around on the floor wrestling and flinging fists at each other. Thank God none of them really knew how to fight or do real damage to each other, Neela mused. She yanked the boys apart and ordered them to sit two seats apart. Then she stayed in the waiting room, making sure nobody touched nobody. Just as she ordered. 

“I’m telling your parents what happened today too!”

The four boys looked at each other and started pointing accusatory fingers at each other.

“He started it!” claimed one the Holland boys, pointing at a Dyson triplet.

“We didn’t do nothing!” yelled the other Holland twin.

“They telling fibs, Miss Neela! They always start something!” one of the Dyson triplets yelled back.

“We ain’t did nothing! Miss Neela, we just sitting here. They started it,” another Dyson triplet yelled back at his Holland accusers.

Both Dr. Daniels and her Aunt Wilma exited the exam room to see what was going on in the waiting area. They’d heard yelling. They knew the Holland twins were outside in the waiting room and so were two-thirds of the Dyson triplets.

Dr. Daniels and Wilma stood in the doorway of the waiting room, frowning at the four boys and their babysitter.

“What’s going on, people?” Wilma exclaimed from the doorway. Her eyes examined every boy’s guilty face.

“What did four guys do today, fellas?” Dr. Daniels marched over to stand in front of the chairs each boy occupied. “You guys are sitting two chairs apart. Whatever you did must not be a good thing.”

“I went to the bathroom. When I came back, they were wrestling on the floor. I said I’d tell their parents, and I will,” Neela remarked.

“I’ll back you, Neela. I’m done. Next patient, please,” Dr. Daniels remarked.


 

 

 

CHAPTER 4: I just discovered my couch is 4 sale! I hate that!

 

The rest of the day was a busy one for the doctor and her staff. She spent time with each small patient, earning their laughter and their mothers’ trust. For example, one of her patients was a chubby little eighteen-month-old girl. She would cry every time she entered the doctor’s office. If she was asleep in her stroller on the way to the doctor’s office, soon as she opened her eyes in the waiting room and looked around, she’d put on a dramatic show. She’d howl and scream for ten minutes. She’d stop when Dr. Daniels, or Dr. Zee, as the kids called her, came from wherever she was and greeted her patient. Dr. Zee would take her tiny patient from her stroller and carry the little girl to her office. Dr. Zee would make faces at her little patient or whisper funny sounds in her patient’s ears. By the time Dr. Zee finished, she’d have her tiny patient giggling uproariously and ready for her physical and her vaccinations.

If Wilma and or Neela had wanted to tell Zola about the ad for selling the purple couch, they were far too busy to do so. That’s if they had wanted to do so, which they didn’t want. They both agreed never to tell the doctor about the classified ad. At the end of the day, the three women sat in Zola’s office sharing scented fragrant mugs of coffee and winding down for the day’s end.

Over the next two days, the office was busy … very busy. Neither Wilma nor Neela broke their vow of silence regarding the purple beast in the doctor’s private suite. But then they didn’t have to say anything. What happened next spoke volumes for the two women.
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Early the third day after the classified ad posting, Zola took the office elevator with two people she didn’t recognize. It wasn’t that she knew everybody who stepped onto the elevator. She didn’t. When she asked what floor, they said three, and she studied them. Neither of the thirtyish young men had any children with them.

“Pardon me. I don’t mean to be nosy, but I’m the only tenant on the third floor. Are you sure about the floor?”

Both young men exchanged looks and then nodded. They were expecting competition from other buyers. Even lies might happen to dissuade them. The couch was such a great deal. If it really looked like it was advertised, they could picture it so well in their living room as a centerpiece. “Yes, Ma’am. We’re sure it’s the third floor.”

Zola cleared her throat. “I’m a doctor, a pediatrician. You know, a doctor for kids. Since I don’t see any, I’m assuming you two are checking out where to bring your children to, right?”

“Look, Miss. Er, I mean Doctor. We know how classified ads work. You’re just trying to put us off track so you can get the couch before we do,” one of the young men remarked.

Zola frowned. “What couch?”

The two young men exchanged looks again.

“If you’re the only tenant on the third floor, then you should know what we’re talking about! We’re here to look at a purple couch for sale.”

“Unless of course, you want to buy it too and this is a diversion tactic,” his friend added.

The elevator stopped at the second floor, but nobody stepped onto the elevator. As often happened, the potential passenger probably walked down one flight to the first floor and lobby or up one more flight to three. The elevator remained silent as it went up to the third floor. The two men stepped aside to allow the doctor to exit first. They walked further down the hallway, looking for another door.

Zola used her key to unlock the front door with her name and title stenciled on the frosted glass. She locked it back, then she stepped through the second door. She went inside the waiting room on her way to her office. Should the two men return, they could use the buzzer connected to her office. The two men returned to the only front door and pressed the buzzer.

“Yes?”

“We’d like to see the couch. We’re sorry for any misunderstandings in the elevator.”

“I am too. There is no couch or any kind of furniture for sale here. As I said before, I’m a doctor for kids under 18. This is my office. I think somebody is playing a trick on you fellas. You two have a nice day now.”

“You do the same, Doc.”

“Sorry to have bothered you, Doc.”

“That’s okay. Bye now,” Zola remarked. She sighed. “Well, that was interesting and odd,” she mumbled as she turned on her computer to check the schedule for the day.

Interesting or odd kept happening throughout that day into the next day. Folks kept coming to the office and asking about furniture for sale. When the last person did that, she demanded to see the information that brought him to her office. The man pulled out his cellphone and showed her the classified ad posted on several different sites. She thanked him and reassured him that somebody was playing with her. That was her favorite couch, and it wasn’t for sale. He gave her his card and said to call him if the couch ever was for sale.

After he left, she pulled up the classified postings and pictures of the purple couch on the monitor at her desk. She studied the screen for a long moment as her anger started to build. Only one person could do this with help from her niece. She pressed the intercom that buzzed Wilma.

“Yes, Doctor?”

“How’s it looking out this afternoon? Did anybody cancel?”

“Yes. The last two appointments I rescheduled for the end of the week.”

“That’s good. We need to talk about my couch.”

“Which one is that, Doc?” Wilma decided to act like she didn’t know what was up right now.

“The one you and your niece posted for sale on a bunch of different sites. Bring your niece with you too. She needs to hear this as well.” A few minutes later, she heard Wilma knock on her door. “Come inside. Take a seat.”

“I’d rather stand, Dr. Daniels,” Wilma remarked, studying her boss and friend for years.

“You have no right to sell my couch, Wilma.”

“You were taking forever to decide. You know I’m right. It’s too big. It takes up too much space.”

Zola folded her arms across her chest. “Like I said, you have no right to sell it, Ms. Eames!”

“It’s gonna be like that, Dr. Daniels, huh!” Wilma folded her arms across her chest too.

“Yeah, it’s like that!”

“Anyway, your dumb couch is still here. I obviously didn’t sell it.”

“That’s because I sent every damned buyer away!”

“You did what?” Wilma asked in a loud shrill voice. “That’s it. I quit.”

“You can’t quit because I just fired you!”

“I quit first!”

“You’re fired!”

Wilma marched out the door, grabbing her winter coat and her purse. She went to her desk to sit down and change shoes into boots. She jammed her shoes into her tote bag. She looked around her area and sighed heavily. “Let’s go, Neela, before she blames us for something else!” She and her niece marched past the doctor’s office, the exam rooms to the waiting room, then to the front door.

Zola frowned as she heard two sets of footsteps fading away. She walked around her office space. She stared at the exam rooms, the waiting room with the reception area. She sat down at Wilma’s desk then leaned over to sniff at the fresh flowers Wilma brought with her every day. She groaned when somebody was peeking through the frosted glass. Then they saw the buzzer and rang it. She knew Wilma kept a steel, police-like folding baton inside one of the drawers. She looked through Wilma’s desk drawers and found it leaning inside the next to her chair. She pulled it out and then decided to leave it where it was. She answered the buzzer from Wilma’s desk.

“We’re closed.”

“We wanted to see the purple couch.”

Zola decided to lie. “It’s been sold. Unfortunately, my tech guy forgot to take the ad down.”

“Are you sure it’s been sold?”

“Yep. Just last night. Everybody wanted to see it and buy it. I never thought it would be that popular.”

“It was a good deal. Well, you have good night. Thanks anyway.”

“Yes, you too.”  Zola listened as the footsteps faded. It was so quiet that she could hear the elevator doors open and close. It was time to go home and review the mess she made of the day. She’d just fired the best Girl-Friday she ever had over the stupid couch. She groaned as she gathered her stuff and then called an Uber. She remembered how many receptionists, typists with nursing degrees, she had to interview before she found Wilma Eames. If she had to do that again, she might just close shop.
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Zola worried all night long. What had she done firing Wilma over a couch? It was foolish. She tossed and turned in her normally comfortable bed. She was restless and couldn’t sleep. She walked down the squeaky staircase, heading for the kitchen. When she was a kid and couldn’t sleep, her aunt always fixed her hot milk or hot chocolate with marshmallows. She noted the light from the wood burning in the fireplace was emitting a soft glow in the living room behind one of the recliners. She could hear soft jazz playing as well. She also heard rustling of something … clothing maybe?... as she approached the living room.

“Aunt Hattie, is that you?”

Meanwhile, Hattie Coles hadn’t counted on anybody but Terry Nixon being down here tonight. When her niece arrived home, she scrambled up the stairs, claiming she wanted to be left alone. Because this was such unusual behavior for Zola, Hattie gave her niece plenty of space. She had invited Terry over for coffee and dessert. They had shared scented coffee in the kitchen. Now, they were sharing the dessert in a recliner big enough for two in front of the fireplace. Both she and Terry were nearly naked.

“Hmm, you smell so good,” Hattie whispered as Terry straddled her waist. She began to remove her sweater with the ruffles on it. She’d already removed her winter skirt, her leggings and her boots. She moaned softly when Terry leaned down to cup her face and kiss her again.

“Aunt Hattie, is that you? Sorry I was so rude earlier this evening. I did something stupid today. Can we talk now?”

Hattie cleared her throat, ready to respond.

“Don’t say anything, Sweetie. Maybe she’ll go away,” Teresa whispered.

Zola heard somebody else’s voice, besides her aunt’s, whisper. She sighed and rubbed her forehead. “It sounds like you’re busy. I hope I didn’t interrupt anything. We can talk some other time. I was on my way to the kitchen to make some hot chocolate. Do you and Aunty Terry want anything?”

Teresa giggled then hid her laughter against Hattie’s naked chest.

“How do you know I’m not alone, Niecey-Poo?”

“Oh, p-l-e-a-s-e, Aunty Hattie. Maybe I can’t see as well under low lighting, but I can hear good. I recognize Aunty Terry’s voice. I’ll take that as a no, you two don’t need anything. G’night to you both.”

Hattie cleared her throat. “Wilma called me before you got home. I’m not going to lecture, Kiddo. I’ll just say you have some crow to eat in the morning at the office. And a huge apology to make. Sell that damned couch. You know it’s time to try new things, Sweetie.”

Zola groaned. “You didn’t say anything earlier, Aunt Hattie.”

“I didn’t want to interfere with your business. And I was hoping you would ask me what to do instead rushing upstairs to pout and sulk, Sweetie.”

Zola issued a dramatic sigh. “Yes, Ma’am. What kind of flowers does she like?”

“White and yellow roses. I’ll leave a card for you on the table, unless you want me to call them for you.”

“Please make the call, Aunty,” Zola remarked. “G’night, you two.” She decided she had plenty of crow to eat the next morning at work. She realized she didn’t need the hot chocolate anymore and went back upstairs to sleep.
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Zola stepped out of the Uber in front of her office building. She was carrying a beautiful bouquet of yellow and white roses tied with yellow and white bows. 

And a card that read: I’m so sorry for what I said about firing you. Zola 

She took the elevator up the stairs to her office. The front door was unlocked, which meant Wilma and Neela were already inside. She sucked in a deep breath then closed her eyes for a long moment and said a short prayer. She walked inside. Neela and her aunt Wilma glared at her. She noticed another beautiful arrangement of blue, yellow and white roses on Wilma’s desk. She handed Neela the flowers. 

“Find a vase and put these in water for me, Neela. Your aunt and I need to talk.”

Wilma studied Zola and shook her head. She pointed a condemning finger at Zola. “You fired me in front her! Anything you have to say to me now, you can say in front of her, Dr. Daniels!”

Zola sighed and rubbed her forehead. Then she looked straight at Wilma. “I was stupid. I was being stupid yesterday when I fired you over the sale of my couch.”

Wilma’s eyes narrowed further as she glared at her boss and friend. She was determined to make her boss and friend feel ashamed as she did yesterday. “That troublesome couch is still here. It didn’t get sold yet, for your information, Dr. Daniels!”

“Yes, Ma’am. I know.” Zola unbuttoned her winter coat. “What can I do for you to come back and work for me?”

“Ask me, damn it!”

Zola’s light brown eyes widened as she studied Wilma. “Please come back and work for me, Wilma. I couldn’t run this office without you, Wilma. Come back and work for me. I mean with me too, Wilma.”
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