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I WONDERED IF HE COULD smell the cheesecake on my breath as he hugged me goodnight. 

“I had a nice time,” Bradley mumbled politely as he hugged my thick-ish waist. Classic church hug; our bodies were barely touching. 

“Me, too,” I replied just as politely. My hand gave his shoulder an obligatory pat. “Thank you for dinner.”

“No problem.” He released me and stepped back, smiling tightly. He quickly glanced at his watch, looking somewhat awkward as if he had no idea how to go ahead and end this miserable excuse for a date we were on. “Umm...”

“Well, get home safe, Bradley,” I spoke up, putting him out of his misery. I was just as anxious to leave as he was. “And take care of yourself.”

Looking relieved, Bradley nodded. “You too, Adele. You, um, you want me to walk you back to your car?” 

“If you want to,” I replied with a shrug. Looking at him over the rim of my glasses, I smirked knowingly. “But I know you really don’t, do you? You can go ahead and admit it.”

Bradley looked surprised at my candor, then chuckled. Some of the tension was already melting from his shoulders. “I wouldn’t say I don’t want to...”

“But you can’t wait to get to your car so you can get the hell out of here, right?”

He actually blushed. Kinda cute. “Wow.”

“I keep it real, sweetheart,” I informed him, brushing some of my reddish-brown locs out of my face. “You and I both know nothing is happening here. This date sucked. I’ve had colonoscopies more comfortable than this.” 

Throwing his head back, Bradley’s loud laughter filled the parking garage we were standing in. He then gave me his first genuine smile of the evening as he stepped closer to me. “I’m glad to know it’s not just me that wasn’t really feeling it.”

“Not at all.”

“Don’t get me wrong; you’re cool, but-”

“You don’t have to do that,” I interjected, giving a dismissive wave. “One thing I’m not lacking in is self-esteem. You don’t have to worry about bruising my ego.”

Bradley smiled at me again, nodding slowly. “I respect that,” he mused appreciatively. I saw his toffee brown eyes roam over my body again, as if looking at it in a new light. Even though I could see the slight disappointment in his eyes when we first met up on this blind date, it suddenly seemed they liked what they saw now. I guess me being such a hoot was adding to my appeal.

“I’ll be sure to let Rashida know how this turned out so she won’t try this with anybody else,” I joked, though I meant it. Rashida was my friend and the facilitator of this total waste of an outfit. Bradley was cute and seemed like a nice guy, but I knew when a man was attracted to me and when he wasn’t. And he wasn’t; it was written all over his face when he saw me. “Make her reimburse you for the evening.”

Laughing again, Bradley shortened the distance between us even more. He didn’t seem to be in a hurry to leave like he had been a couple of minutes before. 

“It wasn’t all that bad,” he insisted, touching my arm. “I wouldn’t mind hanging out with you again, actually.”

“Yeah? Well, that’s nice of you to say.”

“I’m not just saying it, though. I mean it, Adele.”

“Mmm-hmm,” I grunted with a smile. He hadn’t wanted to hang with me before I called this date out for what it was. But I didn’t take offense; us not being compatible wasn’t anybody’s fault. “All right, then. Well, you have my number, if you ever want to use it.”

“Absolutely.”

“Well, I’m gonna head on home,” I announced, fishing my phone out of my purse and glancing at the time. It wasn’t even nine o’clock. 

“You sure? We could go get some coffee or something...”

“I’m good on the coffee. Trying to cut back. Plus, I only have a little while before I start to embarrass myself.”

Bradley looked at me, confused. “What do you mean, embarrass yourself? Embarrass yourself how?”

“In about another half hour or so I’ll be a gurgling, gassy mess from that cheesecake. I’m defiantly lactose intolerant.”

This, too, was hilarious to Bradley and he cracked up like I was on stage at Def Comedy Jam. It was the absolute truth, though, and I knew he wouldn’t be laughing when he heard me start rumbling and farting like an old Chevy. 

“Let me go ahead and walk you to your car, then,” he offered with a smile, taking me by the elbow.

“Hold up...” I stopped walking, grabbing his arm for support as I reached down to take off my peep-toed pumps. They had been pinching my feet and I was done trying to be cute for the evening. I sighed contently as I wiggled my pedicured toes in relief. “That’s better.”

“You’re just gonna walk across this pavement barefoot?” Bradley marveled as he walked alongside me.

I shrugged. “Either that, or you’ll be carrying me to my car. And I don’t really remember where I parked. I’m not trying to be blamed for causing premature back problems ‘cause you were toting me around this parking lot.”

“Girl...” Bradley chuckled again, shaking his head. He was really getting a kick out of me now. 

We made comfortable conversation as we tried to find my car in the Atlantic Station parking deck, talking about things we hadn’t bothered trying to talk about during dinner. I learned he was an only child, had a young daughter, owned a tow truck company, and he hated blueberries. I don’t even know how that one came up. 

“There it is!” I exclaimed, pointing to my blue Nissan in relief. 

“You sure?”

I pressed the ‘Lock’ button on my key fob to make sure and was relieved when the lights flashed in confirmation. “Yep, that’s it.”

“Okay, then,” Bradley hedged, turning to me. “I really would love to hang out with you again, Adele.”

I smiled. He really was cute. Too bad I was probably firmly locked in the friend zone already to him. But it wasn’t anything I wasn’t used to. “Like I said, you have my number. We’ll see if you use it.”

“Oh, I definitely will.” He held his arms out for a hug and when I stepped into them, he held me much closer than he had during our earlier hug. His hands actually roamed my back a little bit instead of being glued to my waist. Even kissed my cheek. “Let me know when you make it home, all right?”

“Will do,” I winked at him before getting into my car and starting the engine. Bradley stood there and watched as I pulled out of the parking space, then waved as I drove off. I chuckled to myself as I shook my head. Not as disastrous as it initially looked like it would turn out, but I wouldn’t exactly call the date a win, either. I doubted there would ever be any romance between me and Bradley.

I was about ten minutes from my house when Rashida called. I knew she probably couldn’t wait to get the run-down on how everything went. Pressing the button on the steering wheel to answer the call, I braced myself for the barrage of questions. “Hello?”

“How’d it go?” Rashida asked excitedly. “You aren’t still with him, are you? If so just hang up and call me back; you don’t even have to respond.”

She was funny. “I’m almost home, girl.”

“Is Bradley following you there?” 

“Why would he be following me there?”

“So you can continue the evening at your place, of course.”

“Nah...that’s not happening.”

“Why not? You two didn’t hit it off?”

“Not ‘til we got to the parking lot, we didn’t.”

“What happened in the parking lot? Ooh, did you two start making out up against the car and get so hot and heavy that you forgot where you were? Did you grind-”

“Let me stop you right there, girl,” I cut her off before she started spelling out a Zane-worthy sex scene. “Nothing even close to that happened. All I meant was that once I made it clear that I was as aware of how bad the date had gone as he was, we both relaxed and were more at ease with each other, that’s all.”

“Aww, hell,” Rashida grunted. “That’s it?”

“What did you expect? For us to fall madly in love and elope?”

“Well, no, but I certainly expected for you to do better than not getting along until it was time to leave.”

“Yeah, well. That’s how it went.” I steered the car into my driveway and parked, leaving the engine running. I ran a hand through my locs and sighed.

“Adele,” Rashida’s voice was a stern/concerned mix as it filled my car through the Bluetooth. “What really happened?”

I knew what she was asking. “He saw me, and...wasn’t feeling me. I could see it all over his face.”

“Oh, Adele...”

I shrugged. “Not a big deal. To his credit, he was at least polite about it.”

“I’m so sorry.”

“For what?”

“I’m the one that bugged you about going out with him. I know you don’t really like blind dates...”

“You don’t have to apologize to me for anything. These things happen.”

“But they shouldn’t keep happening to you,” Rashida insisted. “It shouldn’t be this hard for you to meet somebody. You’re an amazing woman.”

“Thank you for the compliment. But I’m apparently not what most men want; at least, the ones I’ve met. They need to be physically attracted, too, and, for the most part, I just don’t do it for them like that.”

“Don’t say that.”

“Rashida, I’m not being self-deprecating, here. I’m secure in how I am. But I also don’t hold any delusions about myself, either...most men just don’t go for regular chicks like me.”

“You are not regular.”

“You know what I mean.” 

“I actually don’t.”

“Yes, you do. You just don’t want to say it. It’s cool, though.”

“Adele, you talk as if you’re not cute.”

“I’m adorable,” I concurred, smiling. “But I’m plain. And my body is like mashed potatoes.”

“Stop that.”

“Pot roast?”

“Adele!” Rashida was damn near hollering at me. “There is nothing wrong with your body!”

I giggled. “I was just playing, girl, chill out.”

“It wasn’t funny. Say something positive about your body, for once.”

“Hey, I’m fine with my lusciousness as it is. But it doesn’t turn heads like yours does.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. I don’t get any more attention than you do.”

“So we’re lying now, huh?” I chuckled, getting my phone from my purse to put to my ear as I finally turned the car engine off. I stepped out of the car, slinging my purse over my shoulder and grabbing my shoes from the front seat. “Didn’t you have a date tonight, yourself? How did that go?”

“Oh, um...” Rashida hedged. I shook my head, smiling. 

“If it went well, you can say so,” I informed her as I unlocked the front door to my house. “It’s not gonna hurt my feelings.”

“He’s...kinda still here.”

“What are you on the phone with me for, then? Get back to your date; we can talk tomorrow.”

“Girl, it’s fine. He’s asleep, anyway.”

“Wore him out, huh?” I laughed. Rashida giggled as confirmation. “I’m home, anyway, and I need to check on this boy. Plus, my stomach is starting to act up.”

“Oh, no. What did you eat?”

Laughing, I headed up the stairs to my bedroom. Rashida knew me too well. I could hear the music coming from my son’s room as I passed it. “Cheesecake.”

“Why do you do that to yourself? You know good and well you’re lactose intolerant.”

“I wanted it so I had it,” I shrugged. 

“You do know there are plenty of dairy-free alternatives that are just as good, right?”

“No they’re not.”

“How do you know, Adele? Have you tried them all?”

“I’ve tried enough. And you know my policy on fake dairy. It’s either the real deal or nothing.”

“Ugh.”

“Anyway. I could eat whatever I wanted tonight ‘cause it’s not like I had to worry about trying to impress Bradley, since I already knew he wasn’t interested. Plus, I knew the date would be over by the time the effects would kick in.”

“I don’t even know what to do with you sometimes,” Rashida muttered. “All right, then. Kiss my godbaby for me and call me tomorrow.”

“Will do. Love you.”

“Love you, too.”

I took a moment to send a quick text to Bradley letting him know I was home before I opened the door to my bedroom, tossed my purse on my bed and my shoes on the floor, then padded back to Christopher, my sixteen-year-old son’s room. I knocked one needless time before poking my head in. As usual, he was glued to that damn cell phone. 

When he saw me, he sat up and laid his phone down next to him on the bed. “Hey, Ma. How was your date?”

“Ehh,” I shrugged, entering the room and dropping onto the foot of his bed with my leg tucked under me. “Nothing to write home about.”

“Another one bites the dust, huh?” 

“It went all right.”

“I’m sorry, Ma.”

“Nothing for you to be sorry for,” I shrugged again. I’d made it a policy to never whine and complain about my dates to my son. “It is what it is.”

“You’ll find somebody.”

“I know.”

“Is that a new dress?”

“I’ve worn this dress a hundred times, Christopher.”

“Really?”

“Lord, have mercy,” I shook my head, smiling. “You’re getting too old not to be more observant than that.”

“Oh, I’m very observant,” Christopher assured me, unfolding his long legs. He had hit his growth spurt over the summer and now towered over me. “I observe plenty.”

“Uh-huh. I bet you do.”

“Can I bring somebody by here tomorrow?”

“Who?”

“Nikki.”

“Who is Nikki? Your girlfriend or something?”

“If she acts right.” He smirked.

His cocky ass. These little girls running up behind him had his head the size of Georgia. “Whatever. Yeah, you can bring her when I get home. Just remember what we talked about.”

“I know, Ma. I don’t want kids no more than you want grandkids. I haven’t had any sex or anything.”

“Glad to hear it but more than that, I’ve told you to always be honest with girls and not try be some kind of player,” I emphasized, my eyes serious. “If you’re not interested in them, don’t let them think you are.”

“I won’t.”

“And don’t be walking around here like you’re king of the hill, either. Don’t let these lil’ girls blow your head up. Your doo-doo stinks just like everybody else’s.” 

As if on cue, my stomach gurgled loudly. I placed a hand over my belly and turned sheepish eyes to my son.

“Ma...what did you eat? Some ice cream or something?”

“Cheesecake.”

“Cheesecake? You know you’re not supposed to be eating any cheesecake. Now you’re gonna be in the bathroom all night.”

“Oh well,” I grinned, standing. “It was worth it.”

Christopher just shook his head. 

I held my locs away from my face as I leaned down to give him a double kiss on the forehead. “That’s from me and your Auntie Rashida. Don’t stay up too late, now.”

“Yes, ma’am.” 

I turned and headed towards the door, my hand still on my stomach. I could feel him looking at me and waited for what I knew was coming. 

“I love you, Ma,” he said to my back. I smiled. For whatever reason, ever since he hit puberty he was too shy to tell me he loved me to my face. But at least he still said it. 

“Love you too, baby,” I replied without turning around. My stomach gurgled again and I picked up the pace towards my bathroom, picking up the latest copy of Essence from my nightstand to keep me company. 

Chapter 2

––––––––
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“WHERE YOU BEEN? THE gym?” Dad asked me. 

“Yes, sir.” I cleaned my glasses with the hem of my t-shirt before sliding them back onto my face. “Figured I’d stop by and see you before I went home.”

“It’s always good to see you,” he replied, giving me his usual half-smile. “I’m glad you started knocking, though, instead of just using your key.”

“One time seeing you in your underwear is quite enough.”

“Well, hell. It’s my house.” Dad shrugged as he sat up to retrieve his whiskey from the coffee table. “I can wear whatever I want to.”

“I’m not disagreeing.”

“What did you go to the gym for? I thought you were on some kind of crusade to stay fat.”

I chuckled. Most people might have taken offense to this kind of statement, but I knew how to deal with my father. Stuart Dobbs was a very blunt and straightforward man; he didn’t hold his tongue about anything. Well, almost anything. “It’s not a crusade...I like to take care of myself. I’m just not fanatical about working out like a lot of people are. And I’m not fat.”

“You’re a little jiggly.”

“I’ll accept jiggly. In some areas.”

“So what you workin’ out for, then?”

“To avoid getting to fat.”

We shared a laugh at that. 

I liked hanging out with Dad; I guess you could say we’d become friends once I hit adulthood. Our relationship had been okay before that, but he used to be a lot more gruff and stern back in the day. He softened up a lot after Mama died. Losing a spouse could do that. I would know. 

Damn shame that was the main thing we had in common.

“How’s that boy doin’?” Dad asked, referring to Christopher. 

“Just fine. Growing like a weed and eating up all the damn snacks as soon as I buy ‘em.”

“Maybe he ain’t just growing like a weed but smokin’ some, too.”

“I doubt it but if he is, he’s doing an excellent job of hiding it so far. I think he’s just greedy as hell.”

“If you say so.”

“Matter of fact, I’m gonna need to be getting back to the house in a little bit,” I realized, checking the time on my phone. “He wants to bring his lil’ girlfriend over today and I need to get dinner started. You need me to do anything?”

“Pour some more whiskey in here.”

I chuckled as I took the glass he was holding out and went over to refresh his drink. Dad had been drinking whiskey ever since I could remember. Not beer, not cognac, not anything else; just whiskey, and always Jim Beam. I didn’t get the appeal because I never cared for it. It’s what I imagined bull urine would taste like.

“So you ain’t tired of being by yourself yet?” he asked me as I handed him his nasty alcohol back. “It’s been a few years since Nate died; what, you celibate now or somethin’?”

“Not even close.”

“You datin’?”

“I go on dates.”

“So why don’t you have a man yet?”

“It doesn’t just happen, Dad. I have to meet the right one first.”

“Hmph. I hope you ain’t like these ladies I hear about that got a wish list a mile long of stuff they want a man to have. No one man would have all of it unless you built him in a lab. You being picky like that?”

“No, Dad. I’m not picky but I’m not desperate, either. No rush. And for the record, there’s nothing wrong with having standards.”

“I ain’t saying just go with anybody; you deserve better than that. Was just makin’ sure you weren’t out here looking for perfection.”

“No sense in looking for something I can’t give in return, is it?”

Dad eyed me and I wondered if he thought I was trying to feel sorry for myself. I wasn’t; just stating facts. I had made peace with my seemingly-underwhelming looks years ago. Hell, I thought I was cute. God made me how He wanted me to be and I was fine with it. And it had been good enough to snag a husband one time. 

And nobody could tell me I didn’t have a nice rack. 

“Well, Dad, I’m gonna head home,” I announced, leaning down to kiss his forehead. “I’ll give you a call tomorrow.”

Before he could respond, there was a knock on the door. Dad sighed and shook his head, taking a slow sip of his whiskey and leaning his head against the back of his chair.

I glanced towards the door curiously, then back at him. “Want me to get that?”

“Nah. They’ll go away in a minute if we shut up.”

“You know who it is?” I persisted, lowering my voice. “Why don’t you wanna answer the door?”

“It’s probably another one of them women bringing me another meat loaf or pie or casserole. Every damn day it’s something else. My freezer can’t hold no more. We didn’t get that much food at your mama’s wake.”

“So tell ‘em to stop bringing it.”

“No kiddin’? That’s all I gotta do?” He rolled his eyes, leaning forward to return his glass to the coffee table. 

“Dad, ever since you moved over to this neighborhood you’ve had these women running behind you. You aren’t interested in any of ‘em?”

He shrugged. “Never been one for eager women. And I’m not in the mood to deal with any of those ladies right now. They’ll get the hint in a minute.”

Sure enough, the knocking stopped a few moments later. I went over and peeked through the curtain covering the front window and saw an older woman with a skirt that was straining over her ample behind heading back down the driveway, her pumps clicking against the pavement. She was holding what looked like a cake plate in her hands. 

“Coast is clear,” I informed him, moving over to the door. “Let me know if you change your mind and decide to run off and get married somewhere. I don’t really want a new mommy at my age but-”

“Shut up and get out.”

I laughed and walked outside, glad that I could find it funny that my seventy-year-old dad was getting more play than I was.

*****
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CHRISTOPHER AND HIS little girlfriend were sitting outside when I pulled up to the house. I thought I’d have a little more time before she came by, but they apparently were more eager than I expected.

My boy stood and headed over to me when I opened my car door, and girlfriend was right on his heels. This might’ve been a little unfair, but she was already on my nerves just for that.

“Hey, Ma,” Christopher greeted me, grabbing my workout bag from me as I got out of the car. “I didn’t know you were going to the gym today.”

“Spur of the moment decision.” I accepted his kiss on the cheek and gave a quick scan to his visitor, who was holding on to his arm and grinning at me excitedly. Lord, I didn’t have the energy for this. “How long have y’all been out here?”

“Not all that long, Ms. Mozley,” the girl piped up before Christopher could answer. “Chris-boo told me to wait until five before I came but I went ahead and had my brother bring me on over, because I missed him and didn’t want to wait. But he said we had to sit outside until you got home, which was just fine with me because it’s such a nice day, and plus I totally respect your house rules. We even made a game out of counting how many green cars went by.”

Oh my. I could tell already. 

And what the hell is a Chris-boo?

Christopher was looking at me sheepishly, either silently begging me not to embarrass him or kicking himself for inviting this chatterbox over here. I couldn’t tell which. 

“It’s nice to meet you,” I made myself say politely, holding my hand out. “You must be Nikki.” 

“Who?”

“Oh, uh, Ma,” Christopher quickly spoke up, stepping in front of...whoever this was. “I forgot to tell you...Nikki ain’t comin’. This is Deena.”

“Deena, huh?” I arched a brow at him. “I see. Well, Deena, it’s nice to meet you.”

“You too, Ms. Mozley.” Deena smiled, apparently unfazed by being mistaken for someone else by the boy she was supposed to be going with. “Chris-boo is always talking about what a cool mama he has. Is that your natural hair color?”

“Nah, I let Dark and Lovely help me out with this. Let’s go on in the house; you two hungry? I’m gonna get dinner started.”

“Oooh, what are we having? Just so you know, I don’t eat pork, tomatoes, beans, or tree nuts,” Deena informed me as we filed through the front door. “Other than that, I’m up for anything!”

“Good to know. I’ll just save the three-bean pig feet chili with toasted almonds for tomorrow.”

“Hahaaaaa!” she shrieked in laughter, playfully hitting my arm. “That is too funny! Chris-boo was right about you!”

“It’s my gift. Look here, why don’t y’all hang out in the living room or something while I get things going in the kitchen.”

“Oh no, we can stay in here and keep you company,” Deena insisted, following me. She looked back at Christopher, who was trudging behind. “Right, Chris-boo?”

“Actually, Ma likes to be by herself in the kitchen,” Christopher quickly objected, reading the look I shot him. “We’d just get in her way. We can watch a movie or something while she cooks.”

“Okay. That means we can cuddle, too!”

I whirled around as Deena pulled Christopher towards the couch in the living room. He shook his head slightly at me as she led him away. 

Now, I wasn’t one of those mothers who automatically disliked every girl her son brought home. Christopher was growing up, he was tall and handsome and all that, and I had enough sense to know that he would attract attention. But this Deena girl...I wasn’t a fan. She seemed nice enough and was admittedly adorable, with her big bright eyes and her dimples and her cute little two-buns hairdo. I just wasn’t sure I liked how much she was already hanging all over him like she was. 

And she talked a lot.

I went about fixing a dinner of air-fried chicken, dirty rice, and some vegetable medley that I was sick of seeing in my freezer. Since Christopher was a bread fanatic, I threw in some Texas toast with garlic butter. And of course, I was making frequent peeks out to the living room to make sure my son and his girlfriend weren’t getting too comfortable.

“This smells so good!” Deena exclaimed once I called them in to eat. She held Christopher’s hand as she surveyed the table with a grin. “My stomach is growling already!”

“Well, let’s go ahead and eat so we can shut that thing up, huh?” I suggested, pulling out my chair. 

Deena busted out laughing. “There you go again! I sure wish my mama was as funny as you, Ms. Mozley!”

I just smiled and winked at her as I spread a napkin over my lap. 

Deena took her seat as Christopher got the two of them some juice from the refrigerator. After we prayed and dug in, I tried to make an effort to get to know Deena better. I figured she must be all right if my boy liked her. And I made myself ignore how close she had pulled her chair to his.

“So Deena, are you and Christopher in any of the same classes?”

“No, ma’am. I’m just a sophomore; Chris-boo is a year ahead of me. We met at a football game.”

“Ohh. Well, that’s nice. What do you like to do?”

“You mean besides making cute little posts to send to my Chris-boo?” 

It was so hard not to roll my eyes at that. I mean, really. I deserved an award for restraint. 

“Um, yeah. Besides that.”

“I’m on the dance team at school. And the yearbook committee. My brother said that stuff will look good on college applications. But if you’re talking about more fun stuff, karaoke is my jam. And I’m learning how to make t-shirts so I can start my own little business; people love cute t-shirts.”

“Right...”

“And I like to draw.”

“Yeah?” I perked up. “I like to draw, too. I’m not very good at it, though. It’s mostly just for stress relief.”

“I bet you’re not that bad. You should post them online. Sell ‘em.”

“Oh, no. I have a personal policy to not knowingly do anything to humiliate myself. Nobody wants to see those things. What do you like to do your drawings with? I just use pencils.”

“I’m all about the crayons with mine.”

When I saw she wasn’t joking, I eased my eyes over to Christopher, whose butterscotch skin was turning red from trying to keep a straight face. My boy sure knew how to pick ‘em.

“Nice...” I took a long sip of my ice water. 

We all continued to eat in relative silence. That is, until Deena started to fill that silence with the breakdown of the music video of some rapper I’d never heard of. I noticed Christopher was barely saying anything, and I had to wonder how much he really liked this girl. He was either acting bashful with her around me or he was ready for her to go home.

“So Deena,” I said, putting down my fork. “Did Christopher tell you about his ten-year plan yet?”

“Ten-year plan?”

“Uh-huh. About how he’s gonna go to college, major in Farm Management and-”

“Did you say Farm Management?”

“Oh, you didn’t know he was into agriculture? Yes, girl, he’s already started saving to buy some prime land somewhere away from the city and start his own business selling those crops. So whoever he ends up with will need to be cool with farm livin’. Bonus points if she can drive a tractor.” I looked at Christopher. “Right, baby?”

“Sure,” Christopher concurred from behind the napkin he was pretending to wipe his mouth with. 

“Oh,” Deena croaked, draining the rest of her juice and putting down her glass. “That’s um...cool.” She glanced at Christopher, then pulled her phone from her pocket and looked at the screen. “Aww man...I didn’t realize what time it was. I have a bunch of chores and stuff to do at home. I’d better call my brother to come get me.”

“I totally get that,” I assured her. “Go ahead and call. We wouldn’t want you to get in trouble. Christopher has some stuff he needs to do tonight, himself.”

“Okay, I’ll tell my brother to hurry up, then.” Deena shot out of her chair and hurried to the living room with her phone pressed to her ear. Christopher just raked his fork through his second serving of dirty rice, shaking his head. I still couldn’t tell whether he was pleased or upset about what I told Deena.

Deena’s brother must have been nearby because he was honking the horn from outside barely ten minutes later. 

“Thanks for dinner, Ms. Mozley,” Deena said, inching towards the door. Christopher and I had walked her to the living room. “It was really, really yummy.”

“I’m so glad.”

“And Christopher...I’ll see you at school tomorrow.”

What happened to Chris-boo?

And with that, she hurried out the door.

After locking the door behind her, Christopher turned to me. “Farm Management, Ma?”

“It’s an honorable major.”

“I don’t wanna major in that.”

“I know you don’t. But I figured that was something she wouldn’t want any part of.”

“So you lied.”

“Yeah, I lied. Don’t think that’s something you should do, though. This is one of those ‘do as I say not as I do’ situations.”

“So you didn’t like her, I guess.”

“Never mind if I liked her or not. Did you? You were barely saying anything the whole time she was here. That’s not really like you.”

“She’s all right.” He went over and plopped onto the couch. “But she’s kinda clingy. I didn’t realize that at first. Not to mention, I hate that stupid nickname she gave me.”

Chuckling, I went and joined him on the couch. “It was more of a pet name, son. And yeah, it was kinda silly but that’s what you do when you really like somebody. I used to call your dad Snuggle Hunk.”

“Wow, Ma. I’m glad I never heard that.”

“Whatever. What I want to know, though, is how Deena was here when it was Nikki that you asked for permission to bring over. What happened to her?”

“Some new guy transferred to our school from out of state and a bunch of the girls went crazy over him since he’s supposed to be real big-time in basketball. Nikki went to the movies with him.”

“So Deena was the rebound?”

“I wouldn’t say that. She’s been eyeing me for a while and I always thought she was cool so I figured I should try to get to know her. And she’s nice. But I don’t want a girlfriend that talks that much. She doesn’t even seem to notice when I don’t say anything back.”

Laughing, I fell against the back of the couch. I had to take off my glasses and wipe my eyes, it cracked me up that much. Christopher chuckled at me.

“You know I’m gonna have to set her straight about what I’m gonna major in, right?” he informed me after he had turned on the television. “I don’t want her going around thinking I’m planning on majoring in Farm Management.”

“Well son, I hate to break it to ya, but she’s probably already told somebody about that, as chatty as she is.”

“Ugh. Thanks a lot, Ma. Though I do appreciate you getting her out of here ‘cause I was ready for her to go home, anyway.”

“I kinda figured.”

“I’ll just tell her I changed my mind. Or not. Whatever. I don’t care what she thinks one way or the other. Do we have any of that pound cake left?”

We spent the rest of the evening hanging out together; cleaning up the kitchen, eating cake and watching Ridiculousness. It was during this that Christopher suggested some ridiculousness of his own.

“Ma, why don’t you join a dating site?”

Scoffing, I set my crumbs-littered plate on the coffee table and stretched my arms over my head. “Yeah, right.”

“What’s wrong with that? I saw a commercial for that dating site for old people.”

“I’m only forty-five. I don’t think that applies to me yet.”

“Well, still. There’s plenty of other ones.”

“Baby, I appreciate the suggestion but I’m all right. I’m not in any hurry. I’ll meet a nice man when I’m meant to.”

He eyed me with a glint of skepticism, but thankfully left it alone. I meant what I said about not being in a hurry, but it wasn’t lost on me that both my dad and my son had more luck with the opposite sex than I did.

Chapter 3

––––––––
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“WELL, I’LL BE DAMNED...”

I saw the text from Bradley come in while I was at work but couldn’t check it right away. I’d almost forgotten about him; our blind date had been close to a month earlier. Maybe he hadn’t just been blowing smoke when he said he wanted to hang out again.

Stuffing my phone into my pocket, I put the text out of my mind while I went on about my work. I’d been the Activities Director at Westwood Oaks, an assisted living facility, for several years and it might not have been the sexiest job but I enjoyed it. I’d much rather work around the elderly than a bunch of kids any day of the week (though I did love kids).

Even though I was only halfway through the schedules I was supposed to have finished by the end of the day, I decided to take a few minutes and go see my favorite resident, Ms. Corine. I loved visiting her because she was always in such good spirits and was almost always an instant pick-me-up. Plus, she was entertaining as hell. She actually didn’t mind being in the facility, unlike most of the residents; she said it was nice to have people doing all the cooking and cleaning that she’d been doing for herself for years.

“I was wondering if you were gonna have time to come by and see me today,” Ms. Corine greeted me when I entered her room. She was a tiny little thing, barely five feet tall, and was almost dwarfed by the huge blanket she had wrapped around her shoulders. As usual, she was sitting in the chair by her bed, crocheting. All she ever ended up with were big squares because she never tried to actually learn how to follow a pattern; the activity was just relaxing to her.

“You know I always come by and bug you whenever I can.” I leaned down to give her a light hug before grabbing the folding chair by the closet and taking a seat near her. “What’s going on with you today?”
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