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	    Author’s note:

 

Love takes time and when two people are destined to be together, it only takes a little spark to make that happen. Welcome to homecoming at Johnson C. Smith University where love begins, lasts and makes for some great stories. Let me be clear, these stories are works of fiction. But if you think you recognize someone in these stories, you don’t. I made them up. 

I hope these stories take your back to your carefree and happy days and make you smile.

Thank you for reading and I hope you enjoy. 

Cheris

 


 

 

 

IT’S TIME FOR US 

Story One








Chapter One

Shauna Carter wasn’t a fan of-weddings, but when her college friend Clinton Harrington invited her to his second shot at matrimony, she had to go. For one, she knew it was going to be an epic party and a chance to reconnect with other classmates who she hadn’t seen since their last reunion five years ago. The class of 1999 was a historic bunch and though they didn’t keep in constant contact. But when it came to big milestones, they showed up and showed out. And since Shauna was launching a line of haute couture fashion, going to a wedding gave her the chance to be the billboard for her brand. Cameras would be everywhere and her gold halter dress with a high low hem and hand sewn bead work around the bodice and neckline made a huge statement. She didn’t just look good, she was stunning. All she could hope for was that the right people with good taste would love her outfit and want her to take their money. 

Pulling into the Crystal Room’s parking lot, Shauna smiled when she spotted her classmate, Gregory Hoffman walking toward the entrance. 

“Greg,” she called out after getting out of the car. 

He turned around and smiled at her. They had been friends since they met in the introduction to computer science class during their sophomore year. Greg had sat beside her and proceeded to copy her notes. She crossed over to him. “Where’s your much better half?”

“Our little girl was feeling under the weather today, so she had to stay home. But I couldn’t miss my boy’s big day.”

“Right,” she said. “I can’t believe Clinton is doing it again.”

Greg nodded. “Once is enough for me. If something ever happens with me and Kayla, I’m returning to my college ways.”

“You know you don’t have the same knees you had back then. You might want to make your marriage work. Because it’s hard out here in these streets.”

“That’s the plan,” he said then gave her a questioning look. “But you’re still single? How, Shaun?”

“We’re not going there. Don’t be that married guy,” she said.

“What do you mean?”

“Thinking the whole world needs to be married to find happiness and joy. Granted, you and Kayla make it look easy and y’all are couples’ goals. But I have other things going on. Look at me, you know who made this dress?”

Greg tilted his head to the side and nodded. “You did this? All right now.”

She spun around. “Sure did. And I’m having a real woman fashion show, so tell Kayla to call me. She has to be in the show.”

“Oh yeah,” he said. “She was saying that she followed you on Instagram and you had some really nice clothes over there.”

“This is my year to make my mark on couture fashion,” she said. “It would’ve been nice if Clinton’s future wife had allowed me to design her wedding dress, but she wasn’t feeling it. I don’t think she likes me,” Shauna said as they walked into the venue. 

“Why, because you used to mess with her man or something.”

“Umm, no. Big Boy and I have always been friends. And for the record, he’s never been my type. Y’all football dudes were mean.”

“I resent that. Our team wasn’t that good and y’all didn’t have any sympathy or empathy for us.” Greg snapped his fingers. “Especially that damned Lily.”

Shauna started laughing. Their friend, Lily Graham, had been the sports editor of the student newspaper and she didn’t hesitate to call out the football team after every loss. And they lost a lot. Shauna had been surprised that Greg and Lily became friends, then she found out the Lily had been helping some of the football players with their research papers to make up for her columns. But when the quarterback--who was known for his interceptions--needed help, Lily took his whole work study check to rewrite his paper. 

“Where’s her mean ass anyway?” Greg asked with a laugh.

“Last week she in Lagos. This week, who knows. After her divorce, she sold her house and started traveling the world to write. It’s worked out for her because she stays on the New York Times bestseller’s list.” 

Greg shook his head. “That sounds like something she would do. Can’t say that I was surprised she cut old boy loose.”

Shauna laughed sardonically. He had no idea how desperately Lily wanted her marriage to work but there was only so much she could take. It all came crashing down when her ex told her that she needed to get a real job. He could’ve said anything else but that. Writing was Lily’s calling. When she’d gotten a seven-figure deal to write a mystery series, it came at the right time, the moment she’d signed those divorce papers. That loser wouldn’t get a dime from her. 

Shauna always thought Dominic Thomas and Lily didn’t fit, but she hated how hurt her friend had been over him. Not that anyone else knew. And Lily would kill her if she shared that story. 

“You know the best love stories were made on our campus,” Greg said with a smile.

“Yeah, if you were lucky. We all can’t be you and Kayla.”

“Homecoming is coming up, you never know what could happen on the hallowed grounds of JCSU,” he said.

“I hope I get some orders for my new line other than that, I have no expectations,” Shauna said as she patted her thick auburn hair. 

Greg shrugged as they made their way inside. The ushers handed them purple and white programs then pointed them toward a pair of empty seats. 

Shauna sat down and studied the names on the program. One stood out, Michael Broussard.

She nudged Greg and showed him his former teammate’s name. “Michael Broussard is in the wedding and you’re not?”

“Damn, I have seen Mike B in years. I think he moved to Raleigh and got into cybersecurity after he left IBM.”

Shauna nodded, thinking back to junior year of college when Lily and Asia King, swore Michael had a crush on her. But he was so quiet, and she never paid it any attention. 

So, why was she thinking about it now? Damn you, Greg for talking all that love story shit.

* * *

Michael Broussard waited for his moment to walk down the aisle and wondered why he’d agreed to this groomsman shit in the first place. Because Clint asked. So, what he’d broken up with the woman he’d thought was going to be Mrs. Broussard two weeks ago and she was supposed to be his plus one for the wedding. He was fine. Today was about Clint’s second chance at love. Mike smiled and fell in line with the other groomsmen. Leave it to Clint to have the brothers of Omega stroll in as if they were still stomping the yard at Johnson C. Smith University, the historically Black college where he met his brothers and some other lifelong friends.

But unlike his parents, who had attended JCSU in the 1970s, he graduated without a wife or even a steady girlfriend. Things were different in the 1990s, people were focused on careers and futures that didn’t include marriages, at least in his experience. When he told that to his parents, his mother called bullshit. Truth was, he never had the guts to go after the one who got away. And –was that Shauna Carter? Michael almost tripped but he corrected his step and smiled a little brighter. Who knew she would be here looking like a whole damn snack wrapped in gold?

As the groomsmen made it to the alter and then the bridesmaids, representing the pretty girls with twenty pearls made their way down the aisle. When he’d arrived in Charlotte for practice and met the bridesmaids he’d been open to a little wedding fling. Mike knew how weddings affected women and he wasn’t going to turn down wedding booty. Glancing at the woman he would be escorting down the aisle, he realized that she was pretty, but she was no Shauna Carter. And they hadn’t connected enough for him to even think she’d give him a dance, let alone a blowjob.

Moments later, Destiny Samuels walked down the aisle in her ivory gown, glowing as a bride should. Mike was happy for his friend, for putting his heart on the line for a second time and finding love again. That was Mike’s fatal flaw, allowing . . .No, he wasn’t going to think about that today. He wanted to send good vibes to his friend and his new wife. He wanted nothing but happiness for Clint and Destiny—for the rest of their lives.

The ceremony was quicker than he’d expected. It took fifteen minutes for Clint and Destiny to be pronounced husband and wife. 

He and the bridesmaids danced down the aisle to the tune of Candy Rain by Soul For Real. How ironic, that was the song playing the night he’d seen Shauna at the pool party.

JCSU had just lost homecoming. And it was an embarrassing lost, 55-7 against Shaw University. The last place Mike wanted to be was at a party. The defense and the offense let the Bulls down, but a loss wasn’t going to stop the homecoming celebration. Alumni had returned to the campus with top shelf liquor, food that tasted better than anything the cafeteria had to offer. That energy lit the campus like a Roman candle. Most of the offensive line had headed off campus to a party, but Mike let Clint talk him into going to the school’s pool party. 

“I know you saw School Daze, bitches going to be in here half naked with low self-esteem who want to make us feel better with our dick in their mouth,” he said before they headed for the pool.

“And you wonder why you can’t find a woman,” he chastised. 

“I’m looking for a good time, not a lifetime. You should follow my lead.”

Mike shook his head. “You’re going to be seventy and single, I’m good with that.” Checking himself out in the mirror, his bruise from the violent hit he’d laid on the opposing quarterback didn’t look that bad. Still, he grabbed a white tank top to hide the purple mark. “Let’s go,” he said.

The girls taking the entry fee waved them in.  And Mike was glad. His blue speedos didn’t leave room for a wallet. As soon as they approached the pool, Candy Rain started blasting and every girl in the room jumped up and started dancing as if those brothers were singing just to them. And there she was. Shauna Carter in a black and white bathing suit. The way her suit clung to her curves as she moved to the beat of the song entranced him. He wanted to take her in his arms and sing off key in her ear. He’d wanted her since the day she walked into the computer lab chewing gum and dancing to whatever she was listening to on her Sony Discman. Her moves tonight were even more impressive. 

Wait, her friend, the girl from New York was pointing at him. Now the whole trio was looking at him. Mike looked down at his swim trunks and yep, he was giving her an erect salute. Mike headed for the door, feeling as if he was a middle school kid just learning that this stuff was natural. 

Mike didn’t have a lot of regrets, but never exploring things with Shauna ranked up there with not buying Apple stock in the 1990s. Was today his chance to correct that mistake? It looked as if she was hanging with Greg, which was a good sign, that brother was so committed to his wife that a naked woman could hop on his lap, and he’d push her away. Mike wanted to make that kind of commitment to the right woman, and he’d thought he’d met her twice. However, he'd been wrong and decided that he had missed his opportunity in college. But look at opportunity knocking again.

 

* * *

Shauna yawned as she walked over to the bar with Greg. This was the part of weddings that she hated the most, the photos.

Yes, the couple want to put their memories in pictures and record the best moments of their lives, but damn it, she was hungry.

“What are you drinking, Shaun?” Greg asked.

“Something fruity. I’m not you and Lily, I don’t do that hard stuff.”

Greg laughed as he got a double scotch on the rocks and a pineapple vodka spritzer for Shauna. 

“Where did you say Lily is?” 

Shauna shrugged as she took a tentative sip of her drink. Oh, it was good. “She’s hard to keep up with. Out here living like she’s Carmen Sandiego.”

Greg drained his drink. “We should call her,” he said as he dug his phone out of his pocket and then ordered another drink.

“Don’t be surprised if she doesn’t answer,” Shauna said in between sips of her drink. 

“Graham,” she heard Greg say. “Where are you? Me and Shauna at Clint’s wedding on our fifth drink. Let me put you on speaker.”

“I really hope y’all aren’t calling for help because I’m in Brazil,” Lily said. “Hey Shauna.”

“Hey girl. You don’t sit still at all do you?”

“Catch flights not feelings and I know you haven’t had five drinks,” Lily laughed. “Your lightweight ass would be on the floor.”

“She’s weak like that?” Greg questioned.

“Yes I am when it comes to five drinks,” Shauna said.

“Hey, I’m about to get on a boat, y’all have fun and I’ll see you guys at homecoming!”

And with that she was gone. Shauna laughed, wondering where in the hell Lily was going on a boat in Brazil. Shauna glanced at her gold watch and realized it had been an hour since the wedding ended. “How many pictures are they taking?” she whispered to Greg.

He shrugged. “Guess that means it’s time for another drink.”

“What the hell,” she said as they ordered another round. Two drinks later, which meant three for Shauna and five for Greg, it was time for the reception to start. 

“I’m going to make sure you’re right up front to catch the bouquet,” Greg said, his words a little slurred. “Tonight, you’re going to find your husband.”

“Okay, Greg, you’re doing the most,” Shauna replied with a laugh.

They headed into the dining area and found their names on their assigned table. Shauna was happy that she would be sitting with someone she knew. Then their other table mates joined them. Two older couples and a pastor. Shauna set her drink down as everyone started talking about how beautiful the wedding was and how lovely the bride was. She fought the urge to stand up and low key show off her dress because this wasn’t her party and the women at her table probably wouldn’t like her new line.

“Excuse me, where did you get that dress?” one of the women asked.

Shauna smiled. “I designed it.”

“You remind me of Diahann Carroll in that gold. Do you have a shop in the city?”

She shook her head, but reached into her purse and handed her new favorite person a business card. “This is my online boutique and I have all of my latest designs listed and you can join my mailing list for exclusive pop up shops.”

The woman took the card and smiled. “I don’t do a lot of online shopping, but I’m going to give this to my granddaughter.”

“Well, thank you.”

The woman turned to the other lady at the table. “Elizabeth, look at her dress. Now you could wear something like this to the gold and blue ball for homecoming.”

Greg smiled. “You all went to Smith?”

“Sure did,” the women said. 

“We did too,” Greg said. 

“Aww,” Elizabeth said. “All of us found love at JCSU.”

“Eh, no we didn’t,” Shauna said. “This is just my classmate.”

Elizabeth turned to the other woman. “Shirley, these young girls don’t know how to multitask anymore. You have to get the degree and the man. Two things can be true at the same time, you know.”

“Miss Elizabeth, they don’t make Smith men like they used to,” Shauna said.

Elizabeth laughed. “That’s why you must kiss a few frogs until you find your prince. Ain’t that right, Albert?”

He snorted then stroked Elizabeth’s hand. “You just weren’t paying attention. And I don’t want to hear about no damn frogs today.”

The preacher cleared his throat. “God’s time is always right on time. Look at Clinton, he finally got it right with my niece.”

“And didn’t they meet at JCSU as well?” Shirley said. “That place is so romantic.”

Shauna was about to roll her eyes when Greg hopped on the love train telling the older alumni how he met his wife at an intramural football game. Shauna needed another drink. Slowly rising from her seat, she felt good and not tipsy. Lightweight, ha! As she turned to head to the bar, she ran – literally—into Michael Broussard’s chest.

“Shauna? Shauna Carter?”

She looked into his chocolate brown eyes and smiled. “That’s me, Michael.”


Chapter Two

 

Mike knew he probably had a goofy grin on his face, but he didn’t care. If the one who got away was a person, he was looking at her. Well, that was rather redundant, but seeing her looking like this with her hand on his chest short circuited his brain.

“You look beautiful,” he said once his heart returned to its normal beat. “I’m surprised to see you here.”

“Same. How are you?”

“Good. Man, it’s been forever. Do you mind if I get a hug?”

“Not at all,” she said then extended her arms.

Mike wrapped his arms around her and inhaled her womanly scent. Was this what sunshine smelled like?

She pushed back from him and smiled. Just sexy. And that red lipstick set off her mahogany brown skin and those pretty brown eyes. 

“Okay, Michael, I’m . .”

“Mike!” Greg exclaimed from beside them. When did that joker show up? 

“G, what’s up?” He dapped his former teammate and good friend. 

“Man, it’s been a minute. You’re still single right?”

Mike nodded.

“So is Shauna.”

Okay, his boy was slightly inebriated. But Mike appreciated the information. One less question to ask.

“I’m going to get a drink,” Shauna said. “Greg, find some coffee.”

“Mind if I join you?” Mike asked Shauna.

She shrugged. “Works for me.”

“Yeah, let’s all get a drink,” Greg said reminding them that he was still there.

“You sure you need another one?” Shauna asked.

“I’m good, besides, we all need to catch up.”

Mike wanted to tell Greg to go sit down because the only person he wanted to talk to was Shauna. But that would be rude.

“Let’s go,” she said then started walking. She moved like a gentle breeze, hips swaying like palm trees. Greg elbowed him in the side. 

“I see you looking. Hey, you better make your move this time,” Greg said.

“Man, stop.”

Greg shook his head. “Didn’t you have a silent crush on her back in the day?”

“Whatever.”

“Maybe you should speak up now.”

“Greg, chill. We’re good.”

“And you’re done with that chick from Miami, right?”

Mike sucked his teeth. “So, you’re almost drunk, right?”

He held his fingers a few inches apart. “Just call me the love doctor, I’m going to make this thing happen. Finally.”

“Stop it,” Mike said. “You have no idea what that woman wants.”

“What all women want, a chance to catch the bouquet when they play Single Ladies.” Greg laughed. But Mike was still intrigued by the fact that Shauna Carter was single. 

 

* * *  

Michael Broussard had the nerve to still be fine. Finer than he was in college. Tall, lean and muscular arms that felt way too good when he’d wrapped them around her. Was this the same quiet dude she’d known from their work study assignment in the JCSU computer lab?

Shauna walked over to the iMac computer that someone said wasn’t working. She hated this part of being in this lab because nine times out of ten, the user had messed something up. Looking at the screen, she saw there was a problem.

“Damn,” she muttered. Part of her wanted to just put the out of order sign on the computer, but she had been challenged by her professor to do more problem solving with the computers. The only problem she needed to solve was telling her parents that she didn’t want this degree anymore. A career in computer science wasn’t in her future, but she was happy she’d be able to put some of the coding she learned to use as a designer. She’d just created a program that allowed her to produce designs on her computer. So far, she made three outfits for her friends to wear during homecoming and to toot her own horn she did a damned good job. She was able to save money by not having to buy extra sketch pads and boxes of colored pencils. But she did keep a budget for charcoal pencils because those were her favorite design tools. 

“You good over here?” Michael asked, seemingly appearing out of nowhere. He did that all the time, despite being a bigger dude. It was as if he was Batman or something. She turned and looked up at him. Did she sigh? Yes. She sighed. What was wrong with her? 

“Yeah, just trying to figure out this issue here with the Mac.”

“Need some help? This one always displays an error message. I think it’s the hardware.”

She started to say something smart, but Michael smiled at her, and she felt a tingle. What was that all about? This man didn’t like her, he was just nice and smiled at everybody.  Lily had laid out a whole list of things that Michael had done to drop hints of his undying love for Shauna. He was only quiet around her because he didn’t want to say the wrong thing. She’d seen him looking at her when they had been doing community service at the church on Beatties Ford Road and the look on his face had been anything but holy.

Shauna told her friend she was wrong, because Michael rarely said three words to her that didn’t have to do with the computer lab or class. She gave him a slow once over and drank in everything about him – low swung sweatpants, white tee shirt and those rippling muscles. The football team may have been trash, but they worked out a lot. And it showed. 
“Shauna?” he said breaking into her thoughts. “Did you do it?”

“What?”

“Turn the computer off?”

“No, I hadn’t gotten around to it.” Michael pressed the button and shut the computer down. His fingers were long and thick, there she was thinking about how they would feel deep inside. . . She needed to walk away. But her feet wouldn’t move. She just stood there watching him go through the motions of restarting the computer. Shoulders, chest, pants, damn he had big feet.

“Look at that,” he said forcing her to look into his eyes. Brown eyes with gold flecks. Okay, he was fine. . .Or was she horny? 

“Oh, it’s fixed. Good, I’m going to – uh – go check the sign in sheet.” She dashed toward the front desk and told herself that Michael Broussard wasn’t interested in her at all. And she was going to hide Lily’s coffee for getting into her head the way she had.   “What are you drinking?” Michael asked bringing her back to the present. 

 “Umm. I’m going with a lemon drop martini,” she said breathlessly. Why was he taking her breath away? He still didn’t like her. Hell, he could be married. These days not seeing a ring didn’t mean a thing. “You know the drinks are free, right,” Greg said. Shauna smiled and silently thanked the Most High that Greg hadn’t finished his drink and was still there with them. Shauna turned to Michael and took an appreciative look at the way his tux accented his body. This was certainly not a rental, because that jacket hugged his arms as if it had been made for him. There she was looking at his arms again. Stop it, she chided. 

“Shauna, what have you been doing with yourself?” Michael asked.

“Just running my business and dressing people,” she replied with a smile. The bartender handed Shauna her drink and she took a nervous sip as Michael peered at her. Why was she acting like this? It’s just Michael.

“As good as you were in computer science, I can’t believe you’re not running a technology department at a major corporation.”

“Is that what you do?” she asked. 

Mike cleared his throat. “I own a computer security company. If you were still in the business you could work for me.”

“I don’t think so, I’ve been doing my own thing for so long, I couldn’t imagine listening to someone who thought he was my boss.”

“So, that’s why you’re still single?” Greg asked with a snarky laugh.

“Shut up,” she snapped. “I don’t see how me not wanting to work to make someone else rich has anything to do with marriage.”

“Or maybe,” Greg said in between sips of his drink, “You’ve been waiting for MB to come back and look what God did for y’all today.”

Shauna wanted the floor to open and swallow Greg like a hungry whale. Was he insane? Or did he know something she didn’t? After all, Greg played football with Michael, had he said something years ago? Nope, not doing this.

“Ignore him, Shauna,” Michael said. “You know when folks get married, they think it’s their job to pair up the whole world.”

“Right.” She rolled her eyes at Greg and took another sip of her drink. Michael had just proved it, he wasn’t interested. Game over.

“But,” Michael continued. “Someone has been slacking to leave you out here without a ring on it.”

“If you say so,” she said. “Ever think that I made the decision not to get married because I don’t plan on settling? My life goal isn’t being some dude’s plus one at events.”

“Ouch,” Michael said. “I guess I’ll put my shot away.”

She arched her right eyebrow. “And what does that mean?”


“Hello,” Greg said. “This man was trying to shoot his shot and you blocked it before he even had a chance. Like damn Dikembe Mutombo.”


Shauna drained her drink. Were these two serious? Now she wished the floor would swallow her. 

 

 


Chapter Three                                                        

 

Mike wished he didn’t have to sit with the bridal party for dinner. He wanted to explain himself to Shauna and punch Greg in the damn throat. Now, he hadn’t been carrying a twenty-year torch for the woman. Two years ago, he thought he was about to join the land of matrimony. Darla Washington was supposed to be his forever love. Too bad she’d made three other dudes in Miami feel the same way. She was beautiful but being faithful wasn’t in her wheelhouse. Maybe that had been his karma for how poorly he’d treated Jocelyn Edwards, the woman he’d been dating when he’d met Darla. Being someone who didn’t like conflict, when the relationship started going to the left, he didn’t talk about the issues they were having and started hanging out more. But a business trip to Miami changed everything and he’d cheated on Jocelyn. He couldn’t keep that a secret because the guilt ate at him like a hungry dog. 

She’d been hurt, but she told him that what goes around comes around. He learned a hard lesson. And after taking time to heal, figure out conflict resolution and one more love TKO, here was Shauna. Like, did he make all those mistakes in order to have a chance with her?  Life wasn’t this easy. Especially since she’d just made it clear that settling down wasn’t in her future. Or maybe it’s you. She just doesn’t want you to get the wrong idea about anything happening between the two of us. Maybe we’re just destined to be friends. He focused on his dinner plate for a second then he realized, he wasn’t going to sit here and eat his food. He was going to shoot his shot again. All she could do was say no, right? They were adults and it wasn’t as if what he was about to say to her would travel across campus and become the latest gossip. They weren’t students anymore.

* * *

“I can’t stand you,” Shauna whispered to Greg after their meals had been placed in front of them. “Why are you so extra?”

“What are you talking about?” Greg asked as he cut into his steak. 

Shauna glanced at their other table mates and decided that this wasn’t a conversation they needed to have right now. “When Lily comes back to town, it’s on.”

“You know that man was flirting with you and has been waiting on this day for years,” Greg said, a little too loud for Shauna’s taste. The older couples at the table were tuned in as if they were watching a Matlock episode they hadn’t seen in years. Shauna smiled and dug her fork into her shrimp alfredo. 

“You know,” Greg began. “MB used to like you in college, but you didn’t hear that from me.”

“Eat your food before I choke you,” she gritted.

“What? You’re telling me that all that time y’all spent in the computer lab, you didn’t know? And nothing ever happened between you two? Not even during the blackout?”

Shauna stretched her eyes and wondered if Michael had opened his mouth about the night they said they’d never talk about.

“What are you getting at?” she asked in a near whisper.

Shirley snorted, not even trying to hide the fact that she was listening to them. “Sounds like something did happen. Girl, you might as well spill it.”

“Stop it, Shirley,” Elizabeth said. “Let them folk keep their business between themselves.”

Shauna glared at Greg because she couldn’t focus the death stare on the old women she wanted to become her new customers.

“I’m going to get another drink,” Greg said. 

“You sure you want to do that, son?” Albert asked. “You might need some water.”

“Facts,” Shauna muttered. “But since you’ve stressed me out, I’m getting my last one.”

She and Greg rose to their feet and headed to the bar. Shauna glanced back at the wedding party table and saw Michael laughing with a bridesmaid. Guess he was shooting his shot everywhere today. And here she was thinking . . .What had she been thinking anyway? Twenty years is a long time to be sitting on feelings for someone. And a tad bit creepy, right? Or it’s the stuff that beautiful love stories are made of – at least that’s what all the Hallmark movies made folk believe.

 

* * *

Mike noticed Greg and Shauna left their table and he was about to follow them when the photographer showed up. “How many pictures are we taking today?” Nora asked, causing Mike to laugh. He normally hated pictures. That had been one of the reasons why he didn’t have social media and the security issues of all those platforms gave him pause. How many companies had he saved because one of their employees had clicked a fraudulent link from Facebook, Instagram, or Twitter—X or whatever? Mike had a code to release companies from ransomware software and that made his Raleigh based company one of the most sought after businesses in the country and gave him more than enough capital for expansion. Mike knew he wanted to open offices in Charlotte and possibly Atlanta, but he’d keep his headquarters in the Research Triangle since it gave him access to some of the best and brightest brains in the country. But an office in Charlotte would allow him to work with some of the major banks to upgrade their security and the state’s largest healthcare system. Being in Charlotte would allow him to mentor students from Johnson C. Smith, something he’d always wanted to do.

And in the back of his mind, he realized he’d be much closer to Shauna. But would that matter to her? She said she wasn’t trying to be some dude’s plus one.  He just needed to show her that he wasn’t just some dude.

Where in the hell did she and Greg go? He was sure they hadn’t left. Or had they? The photographer finished snapping her pictures and now he could get up and find Shauna. He headed for the bar, since he was sure if Greg hadn’t gone home that would be his next stop. Bingo. Mike spotted them at the bar having a hushed conversation that seemed a bit off putting. He walked over to them. 

“Y’all good over here?” he asked.

“Everything is fine,” Greg said. “Shauna just cut me off because the old man at our table said I was tipsy.”

“And you are,” she said, despite holding her own drink.

“But you’re not?” Mike nodded at her glass.

“I’m good, because I know my limits, unlike your boy here.” She pointed her thumb at Greg and laughed. She had such a sexy laugh, like the perfect saxophone solo in the middle of a slow dance. Did she laugh when she got an unexpected kiss? Would he ever know? 

“Michael, get your boy. He’s out here making up stories for the old people at our table.”

“Stories?”

Greg waved his hand. “Y’all know what happened during the blackout, stop acting like. . .”

“Nothing happened,” Mike and Shauna exclaimed in concert.

Greg drained his scotch. “Didn’t know it back then, but now I know. Y’all have been lying for years. Ain’t that some shit.”

“What are you talking about?” Mike asked, hoping the sweat above his lip wasn’t visible. Greg saw something, his wily smile gave it away.

“I’m going to leave y’all to it so you can get your story together.” He winked at the two of them then headed back to the table. Once Greg was out of ear shot, Shauna speared Mike with a cold glance. 

“You didn’t?”

“We made a promise to each other, and I kept up my end of it,” he said, throwing his hands up.

“Then what is he talking about?”

“It doesn’t matter because the lights came on before things went too far and I’ll always regret that,” he said in a quiet voice. “Maybe we need to make up for lost time?”

“What do you mean? It doesn’t seem as if anything was lost, you forgot about that night so easily.”

“Shauna, sometimes I wish I had a Time Machine, because we need a do over.” He wanted to stroke her smooth cheek and draw her close enough for a real kiss, but he didn’t. Couldn’t cause a scene, didn’t want to violate her space, or make her feel uncomfortable. 

“Michael, you--you’re sweet. I always thought you were, but…”

“Neither one of us are the same people we were in college. It’s time for our grown-up selves to meet.”

“Well, I’m too old for long distance anything, so maybe. . .”

He smiled. “I’ll let you in on a secret. I’m moving to Charlotte soon, so distance won’t be an issue. If you’re willing to see what could be, it’s not going to be hard.”

She smirked.  She actually smirked at him. What did that mean? 

 

* * *

Shauna didn’t know what she was supposed to say to Michael. Was he for real? Did he really mean what he said? About college, about now?  “You know what,” she said. “This is a lot. You sure you’re not having wedding FOMO vibes?”

“We can take it slow, if that’s what you need to do,” he said. “I’m glad to follow your lead.”

“What if I want you to lead? Show me that you’re worth it,” Shauna said. 

“Say less, I can show you much better than I can tell you.”

She gave him a slow once over. Had she missed the hints in college or was she too busy trying to prove Lily wrong? Damn it, she hated it when that girl was right, she’d never hear the end of it.

“Have you finished your rubber chicken?”

She nodded. “I’ve had enough of the wedding food.”

“What do you say we grab a real meal after they cut the cake?”

Shauna smiled. “Sure. Because I could go for some sushi.”

“I was hoping to have my fish fried, but sushi works for me if that’s what you want.”

 “You know, a Mr. C’s fish plate does sound good. Do we really need to stay for the cake?” Shauna asked.

“It’s your call. I’m down for whatever you want to do. Who knows if this will be my last chance to break bread with you.” 

“Then I guess you’re going to have to play your cards right, huh? Let me get my purse,” she said. When Shauna returned to the table, she noticed everyone had been concentrating on the bride and the groom sharing their first dance, so she’d thought she would be able to sneak away without being noticed. Of course, Greg saw her. 

“Where are you going?”

“Home.”

“With Mike? I guess that means you don’t need to catch the bouquet after all.”

“Oh, shut up,” Shauna said then turned to leave. Michael stood in the doorway with a smile on his face. She wasn’t sure if the smile was meant for her or the bride and groom. She glanced over her shoulder and watched the newlyweds as they swayed to the sound of John Coltrane’s A Love Supreme. Clint and Des were vibrating love and happiness. Shauna wondered if she’d find that. It had been a long time since she’d thought about her so-called happily ever. Because her point of view on marriage had soured the day her married high school sweetheart sent an inappropriate picture of his Vienna sausage to her inbox on Instagram, on his anniversary that he was celebrating on Facebook. And speaking of Facebook, when an old church deacon told her in a private message that he couldn’t believe her thighs were so thick and he wanted to feel them wrapped around his waist while he was deep inside her, she was done with the notion of love. What was the point of being married your husband had no intentions of being faithful? When she turned back to the doorway, she saw Michael was walking toward her.

“You want to stick around? You’re moving kind of slowly there,” he said. 

“No, we can go. I was just looking at the happy couple. I hope this works out for them.”

He tilted his head to the side and shot her a questioning look. “What does that mean?”

“Let’s get out of here and talk about it,” she said and held her hand out to him. What in the hell was she doing?

 


Chapter Four

 

Mike took her hand in his and fought the urge to kiss it. Maybe weddings did touch everyone in the heart but holding hands with Shauna made him think of saying “I do.” He’d finally earned it because he wasn’t the man who played with a woman’s feelings anymore. Sure, it had taken his own heartbreak for it to happen. He could be the man Shauna deserved, not some arrogant playboy. 

“Are we taking separate cars?” she asked. “Because I don’t live on this side of town and gas is expensive.”

“I’ll follow you,” he said with a smile. “You probably drive like a bat out of hell anyway. I hope I can keep up.”

Shauna laughed. “Trust me, you can keep up.”

Mike was hopeful that he could. He watched her as they headed for the exit. Damn, she moved like a sweet drumbeat, hips moving from left to right. His mind jumped to a late night scene with her legs wrapped around him while they made love.
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