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AN IRRESISTIBLE NEW NOVEL FEATURING THE HIGH-SPIRITED HEROINE FROM THE BUM MAGNET!


Charisse Tyson is about to say “I do” . . .


But could the smart, sassy, curvaceous bride-to-be, who’s more than paid her dues with a string of worthless ex-lovers, have good reason for second thoughts? What if her fiancé, Kevin Douglass—the gorgeous FBI agent who rescued her from a con artist boyfriend and promptly swept her off her feet—turns out to be like all the others? Rissey’s worst nightmare comes true when, one week from their wedding day, they hit a major bump in the road—a baby bump, that is. Kevin reveals that a one-time liaison with his former FBI partner produced a lot more than a one-night stand.


Thrown into a tailspin, Rissey turns to her beloved top-shelf vodka and her best friend Lamar, who makes no secret of his desire to replace Kevin. With her own family in upheaval when the father Rissey has never known enters her life and Kevin desperately trying to make things right, time is running out . . . will she and Kevin survive the drama and make it down the wedding aisle?


“Should not be missed . . . a story that many women will relate to.”


–Midwest Book Review (Reviewer’s Choice) on The Bum Magnet
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K. L. BRADY was voted Female Author of the Year by African-Americans on the Move Book Club for her debut novel, The Bum Magnet. Winner of the 2010 Next Generation Indie Book Award for Multicultural Fiction and the Third Place Grand Prize winner overall for fiction books, The Bum Magnet was also featured in 10 Magazine. An analyst for a major government contracting firm, K. L. Brady lives in Maryland. Visit www.facebook.com/KL-Brady.
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K. L. BRADY


Voted Female Author of the Year by the African-Americans on the Move Book Club for her sizzling, satisfying, and laugh-out-loud funny debut novel


 THE BUM MAGNET


Winner of the 2010 Next Generation Indie Book Award for Multicultural Fiction and the Third Place Grand Prize winner overall for fiction books


A “Top Read” for Book Clubs including RAWSistaz™ and OOSA


Featured in  10 Magazine


Chosen as a Reviewer’s Choice by  Midwest Book Review


“Men can cause many problems in the lives of women, but swearing off them is quite the task. . . . The Bum Magnet is a highly recommended read.”


 —Midwest Book Review


“It is a pleasure to recommend The Bum Magnet, as it focuses on Charisse Tyson, an African-American heroine . . . and size-14 sex symbol.”


— 10 Magazine


“K. L. Brady has penned a clever, witty, insightful, and downright hilarious novel. . . . This debut author is one to watch.”


—RAWSistaz™


“The message of this book is something everyone can benefit from. . . . A well-crafted story.”


—APOOO Book Club


“K. L. Brady gives you reality checks in laugh-out-loud scenarios. . . . Kudos!”


—SistahFriend Book Club


“Ladies, ladies, ladies . . . don’t walk, RUN to get your copy of this book! The Bum Magnet . . . happily blends surprise, humor, and wit into 294 pages of wonderful. . . . This book is FABULOUS.”


—Uptown Girl’s Harlem Book Club


“A hilarious, tell-it-like-it-is story. . . . This novel screams perfection.”


—AAMBC Book Reviews


“K. L. Brady’s journey of one woman’s dating woes and self-discovery was entertaining and real . . . funny and uplifting. Charisse’s sarcasm is a perfect smoke screen for her inner struggles and insecurities.”


—OOSA Online Book Club


“Highly enjoyable, entertaining . . . hilarious and insightful . . . K. L. Brady paints a vivid, heartfelt—and rather amusing—picture of the ups and downs of everyday romantic pursuits. . . . Witty, pointed, and real, The Bum Magnet keeps you rapt until the very end.”


—Apex Reviews


“Entertaining, engaging, insightful, fast-paced, witty, and relatable. . . . K. L. Brady’s imagination is through the roof. She is surely here to stay and I look forward to her next novel.”


—Folake Taylor, M.D., author of The Only Way Is Up
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Prologue


I had knocked Charisse’s ass out. She was snoring like a security guard on the midnight shift. Unfortunately, sleep did not come as easily for me. I still felt anxious with the wedding only one week away. Couldn’t shake the feeling something might go wrong and I wouldn’t get my queen down the aisle, as crazy as she’d been acting—at least not without a shotgun and a case of Grey Goose. I could see the love in her eyes 99 percent of the time, but that 1 percent—her thinly veiled fear—might prove more than even I could overcome.


 Hmph, maybe I should’ve told her.


Some of my anxiety might’ve emanated from my own guilt, as much as her fear. The one-night stand was nothing. Happened before Charisse and I even thought about getting together. She wouldn’t care, would she? Not now. Not knowing how much I love her.


I tossed the remote control on the bed and scanned the nightstand for something to read. I’d left the latest issue of Jet magazine in the bathroom and feared my weak noodle legs might fail me. Puttin’ Charisse out always drained me. So, I grabbed an issue of Zaina Humphrey’s magazine—Charisse’s second bible—and flipped through the pages.


I yawned repeatedly as I flipped through, wondering why women bought these stupid magazines. Clothes. Perfume ads. Shoes. More clothes. Who cares? Zaina needed to get a “Z” beauty, some phat centerfold bikini model. That’s how you get men to read these things.


Nearly ready to give up and go get my first choice, I noticed an article that caught my eye, only because Charisse had drawn a letter X across the page from corner to corner. “Daddyless Girls: Women Who Grow Up Without Fathers and How They Cope.” I read the article with microscopic intensity. Some words leapt off the page . . . “sense of abandonment . . . feels unworthy” . . . “low self-esteem . . . attracted to emotionally unavailable men (like the absentee dad)” . . . “trust issues, even in healthy relationships . . . fear of commitment.”


I understood going into this relationship that Charisse was coming in with some emotional baggage. After all, she’d nearly been raped as a teenager. And the cousin she regarded as a brother stood by and let her get attacked. But until reading the article, I had no idea how her rocky, all-but-nonexistent relationship with her father had probably impacted her too. Whatever she said or didn’t say about him, her father’s absence still bothered her. Otherwise why would she even bother marking across this particular article?


Anytime I dared to mention the man’s name, especially as the wedding approached, her entire demeanor soured, her words turned to acid, but her eyes were filled with hurt. She’d been harboring some serious hate.


My father died from lung cancer, but I couldn’t imagine growing up without him in my life. His presence had meant the difference between my growing up to become any old kind of man, and a good man, even though we often bumped heads. Since my father passed away, I’d have given my own life to have him back for a day, just one day, to tell him I loved him once again. Someday, Charisse would regret letting the rift between her and her father fester for so long. I wanted to help them heal their relationship. I was determined to find a way.




1





Charisse


How do men excel so well at exceeding your worst nightmares, yet still manage to delude you into hoping they’ll someday live up to the dream? Mmm-hmm, you guessed it. My knight in shining armor, Kevin—the one who rescued me from being raped when I was thirteen years old, the FBI agent who arrested my ex-boyfriend for defrauding my clients and a hundred others in a real estate scheme, the one who’d dated me for over a year, the one I’d planned to marry—did not turn out to be the man I thought he’d be. No, he put me through some straight drama


If I’m lying, I’m flying.


Oh, I’m not talking about the little, mundane, day-to-day “You didn’t squeeze the toothpaste from the bottom of the tube” drama, you understand. I’m talking about the “If I catch you in a dark alley, I might beat you to a pulp” drama.


I can’t even believe I once said, “Good men are like Santa Claus. Believing in them feels really good, and once you relax and stop watching for them, they appear when you least expect it.” I’m permanently striking that remark from the record. Good men are more like the bogeyman—they lull you into a false sense of security, and when you least expect it, they jump out of nowhere and scare the shit out of you.


Only had myself to blame. I should’ve stood my ground and refused his proposal, but when I looked into Kevin’s eyes, Lord have mercy, I couldn’t tell my ass from a hole in the ground, you hear me? He had my head twisted. He could’ve asked me to fly to the moon and I’d have beat down an angel to get some wings.


That’s why the night we got engaged had become a blur. Shoot, call me Usher because I was allll caught up. Moonlit, starry sky, slow-dancing to Luther Vandross, the resonant ebb and flow of the Caribbean Sea as we watched the sun fall beneath the horizon. One moment I was curling my toes in the soft, white, Bahamian sand as Kevin placed soft kisses along the nape of my neck, the next I had agreed to . . . to . . . something. I was so high on loooove I’m not even sure if I heard the question, steady cracking my mouth open to say yes.


We hadn’t had much more to drink than a glass of wine or two, but we were completely intoxicated, lost in a brief window of time. I vaguely recalled the obligatory “I want to spend the rest of my life with you” speech he delivered, as if practiced from birth. And if eyes were windows to the soul, I could see forever in his. He loved me—the wholly imperfect, insane, way-too-analytical, but often insightful me. And he wouldn’t have me any other way.


I can safely say that with my bum-magnet history and the resulting battle scars I’d donned in the wake of catching player after player with his zipper down, so to speak, I surely wasn’t the perfect package, but he at least understood what he was getting. Good, bad, ugly, fugly, all my shit was on the table. His package, on the other hand, came with a few surprises—and not a single one pleasant.


Our problems started one week before the wedding. I was in the midst of nuptial planning hell when I overheard Kevin on the deck unburdening his soul to his boy Derek. First of all, why Derek was at our house at the butt crack of dawn on a Saturday morning was beyond me anyway. Then come to find out Kevin had his boxers in a twist because I pushed for a somewhat lavish (but small) ceremony. I mean, hell. I caved in and accepted his proposal because he pressed for marriage, the least he could do is let me plan a dream girlie wedding. An eye for an eye, tooth for a tooth, wedding for a marriage. Fair exchange is no robbery, right?


“Man, Charisse better be glad I know Jesus because I’m about ready to take her ass out. I realized she had gotten on my last nerve when I started googling things like strychnine, cyanide, and arsenic. If she ain’t careful, her family might be planning for her funeral instead of our wedding.”


“I hate to be the bearer of bad news but . . . aren’t you the one who asked her?”


“I know man, I know. And more than anything in this world I want to marry her. She’s my baby. I only wish we could skip the wedding, you know what I’m saying?” Kevin said, taking a long gulp from his coffee and scanning the area to make sure I wasn’t listening. “She came to me a couple of days ago with two pieces of fabric, while I was watching the Lakers game, and asked, ‘Which one looks better—the blueberry or the sapphire?’ I wanted to say, ‘Listen, I do not now, nor will I ever, care about the difference between blueberry and sapphire. Hell, they’re both blue, pick one!’ But what I said was, ‘I like them both. Can’t you mix them together?’ hoping she’d pose her question to someone else who gave a damn.”


I growled.


Derek laughed. “Well, did your strategy work?”


“Yep! The answer was thoughtful enough to show I cared, but stupid enough to keep her from coming back with another question. Oh, oh, and the day before that she asked which looked better, high heels or kitten heels? I told her I didn’t know cats wore shoes.”


Mmm-hmm, as stupid as it sounded when he said that silly mess to me the first time. He must’ve thought I was a fool. Talk about fuming! I was boiling-grits mad. It’s easy to sit around complaining when you aren’t carrying your share of the load.


“The bridesmaids don’t even need to wear shoes as far as I’m concerned. Here’s all I want to know: Can they dress themselves? Can they put one foot in front of the other? They can walk down the aisle in flip-flops, and I wouldn’t know the difference.”


“Dude. Like I said. You asked her and you agreed to the wedding. What the hell did you expect? Weddings are for women, men are merely props. I should know; I’ve had three of them.”


“Man, I ain’t trying to become an expert like your ass. I’m just trying to get through this one. Sometimes I wonder if our wedding’s gonna happen.”


“Oh, it’ll happen as long as you show up,” Derek said.


“It ain’t that serious, money. Of course I’m gonna show up. I just can’t wait for the ceremony to be over.”


I’d heard enough and stomped off. All Kevin did regarding the wedding was complain. Wah wah wah. He cried about the cost of the wedding even though I told him I’d pay for it. Said he wanted “us” to pay the expenses because it was “our” day. He complained about moving into “my” house even though I told him it was “our” house. Even agreed to put his name on the 
deed . . . and you know what kind of stupid-in-love shit I must’ve been on to agree to that. Still wasn’t good enough for him. No, he wanted to get a place where neither of us had any past memories, a place where we could make new memories. I told him that I’d just paid more than a half million dollars for the house not three years ago, and because the real estate market had tanked, I . . . we would take a major loss if we sold before the market recovered. Besides, I loved the house, and all the memories I gave a damn about I’d be making with him. I got rid of the old bedroom furniture, mattress included—shouldn’t my gesture have been enough?


I can’t blame him for everything, I guess. Why did I have to fuck up a perfectly good relationship by agreeing to marry him? Hmph. He didn’t want the wedding? Hell, I didn’t want to get married! How about them apples! I repeatedly declared that marriage wasn’t a necessity, but man of honor that he is, he insisted gettin’ hitched was the proper thing to do with his old-school ass. Felt some innate need to make an honest woman out of me. For my part, sin and I had become bosom buddies over the years, so I had no problem living in it. I suspected his mother had more to do with his decision to press the marriage issue than he’d ever admit. A deeply traditional woman, she didn’t believe in shacking up.


 Shoot . . . I did!


And we’re two grown-ass people who should be able to live the way we want. What would she do, ground us? Take away our car keys for a week?


Don’t get me wrong, I wanted to spend every second of the rest of my life with Kevin; I just didn’t think we needed to get married to accomplish that. Of course I couldn’t tell him the whole truth because he’d think the worst—that I was harboring some deep-seated wish to marry Lamar. With his jealous self. How could a single black woman in this day and age possibly reject the idea of marriage?


I’ll tell you how.


Marriage and the so-called dream of “forever” scared the buhgeebers out of me. It’s not difficult to understand when you examine my personal history with the “institution.” My parents split up before I was old enough to realize they’d ever been married. I had more philandering men and failed relationships than Elizabeth Taylor had ex-husbands—too many. My first (and only) marriage was to a twelve-year-old who couldn’t keep his dick in his pants.


Oh, yeah, sign me up for some more of that!


Granted, Kevin was beautiful, for lack of a better word, a better man than any of those jackasses. But he was still a man. He was born with the “fuck-up” gene even if the trait lay dormant.


Of all the things I supposed I’d have to be alarmed about, I could say with some certainty that infidelity ranked among the lowest on the list—so did dishonesty. Kevin shared everything with me, and our lives were so integrated he wouldn’t have the time, inkling, or energy to juggle another woman. And the beauty of Kevin, he wouldn’t even if some miracle would let him indulge without my finding out. I’d never felt so incredibly loved in my life, and if I had to risk the ultimate commitment again with anybody, Kevin was the one. For him, I closed my eyes and jumped in the deep end.


So, there we were . . . sorta living together in a house I loved and he wanted to sell. I was scared shitless to get remarried and trust again; he was frustrated by my fear. He didn’t want a wedding, no matter how small; I didn’t need a marriage, shacking up would suffice. We were in wedding-planning hell, rushing to the altar before I changed my mind, and the time had come to finish up one of the last tedious nuptial chores—meeting the photographer. The day had already shaped up to be a pain in the ass, and we hadn’t stepped out of the house.


“I hate to break up your little man-fest, Kevin, but don’t forget our appointment this morning. You’re still coming with me, right?” I asked. They fired looks at each other as if I’d thrown the monkey wrench all up in their plans. Derek rightly took the question as a hint to get the hell out and excused himself. Kevin was a little slow on the uptake.


“Do I need to go, baby? I’m supposed to play ball with the fellas.”


 Oh, no, he didn’t! As sure as I was black, he was bringing his behind with me or he’d have hell to pay. Normally, I wouldn’t mind going by myself, but El Cheapo Kevin refused to let me hire a wedding coordinator, who could’ve helped us with all the mundane crap. So, if I had to go, he had to go.


“I’m sorry. I must’ve misheard you, honey. Did you say you were going to play ball with the fellas?” I asked in my sexiest “you must be out of your damn mind” voice.


“No, baby, I said I’m really looking forward to meeting with the photographers,” he lied.


“Oh, okay, that’s what I thought you said.” I smirked, walking toward the kitchen to get myself some orange juice. I had much attitude and wasn’t at all happy with him, particularly in light of his little confession. Kevin said his good-byes to Derek and then ambled in trying to smooth my ruffled feathers.


“You know, I wouldn’t let you boss me around if you weren’t so cute. When you get old and wrinkled, you can fuhgedabouditt,” he said in his Sopranos-worthy New York Italian accent. He walked toward me and wrapped his arms around my waist.


I softened a bit . . . only a bit. “That’s okay. When you kick the bucket, I’ll take your insurance money and buy me a younger man who can satisfy me all night long,” I said, chuckling. I ran my hands up his firm biceps and clasped my fingers behind his neck. Yes, he’d pissed me off, but I adored him all the same.


“I fail to see the humor,” he said, pecking my cheek. “Go ahead, mess around. I’ll haunt both of y’all all night long. I’ll be up in here like a cock-blockin’ bogeyman. And I’m only gonna show up when you’re ready to get busy.”


“Ooooh, three-way!”


We fell out laughing and made up in the same breath, the entire nature of our relationship captured in one moment—laughter, lovers, friends.
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Charisse


“Real quick, can we go over the ‘things done’ list before we head out?” I asked, pulling a small spiral notebook from my purse. “I can’t believe we pulled this together in two months. Thank goodness the guest list is short. Only our nearest and dearest.”


“Figured I’d better get you down the aisle before you had a chance to run,” he said, smiling. Hadn’t said anything but the truth.


“Let’s see. Cake—check. Bridesmaid dresses and shoes—check. Ceremony slash reception hall—check. Umm, did you reserve the limos?”


“Ummm-hmmm, honey, took care of it yesterday,” he responded.


“Honeymoon. Did you book the honeymoon?”


“Two all-inclusive, fun-filled weeks in Jamaica. I made sure the resort had a spa, just for you.”


 And no doubt a golf course just for him.


“Honeymoon—check. Rings—check. Flowers—check. Did your mom buy her dress?”


“The day I was born,” he said. We both cracked up again. His mama’s been dying for him to get married so he can finally crank out some grandbabies. “What about your dress? Did you find one yet?”


“No, and I’m starting to lose hope. I wish I could wear a black wedding dress. My butt looks too big in white.”


“Your butt looks big in everything.”


I cut my eyes at him and folded my arms. “Ex- cuse me!”


“I . . . I mean that’s half the reason I’m marrying you, baby. You know I needs me some junk in my trunk. Come on now,” he said, watching his mortality disappear before his eyes.


A smile slowly emerged and overtook my scowl. “So, what’s the other half of the reason you’re marrying me?”


“Your money.” He laughed as he dodged a pillow I hurled from across the room. “I’m kidding, baby. You know I only love you for the sex. So, anyway, changing the subject . . . when are you gonna decide who’s walking you down the aisle?”


The little smile he’d managed to get out of me vanished instantaneously with that question. I’d been avoiding that subject like a broke ex-boyfriend, but Kevin was determined to keep pressing the issue until I dealt with it, said I’d regret my decision if I didn’t invite him. He didn’t quite grasp he’d been fighting a battle he couldn’t win.


“Yes, James. He’s the only father I’ve known. He’ll be the one who walks me down the aisle.”


James, my mother’s live-in boyfriend, is the only true daddy I’d ever known. He bandaged my knee when I fell off my bike, sat up with me until midnight when I had a fever of 103, chauffeured me to the prom in his pimped-out Cadillac because Mom refused to spring for a limo, greeted my first date at the door with a revolver (unloaded I hope), and did countless other things dads should do for their daughters. So, why in hell would I invite the sperm donor who’d pretty much abandoned me during my entire childhood to my wedding? More importantl, why was everyone—my best friend Nisey, Kevin, and even James—trying to make me feel guilty for not inviting him? I warned James I’d demote him to the cheap seats if he kept pushing me to invite Mr. Tyson, but he didn’t care. He always said, “Right is right.”


Well, I had a right to be wrong.


“Aren’t you at least going to send your father an invitation?”


“Ummmm . . . no! Why should I? He hasn’t so much as sent me a birthday card in four years. And I haven’t seen him since my grandmother’s funeral.”


“Well, phones work both ways, don’t they? Given your history, maybe he’s afraid to call. Did you ever try calling him?”


“No. I didn’t walk out on him; he walked out on me. Now, I don’t want to talk about this anymore. End of discussion.”


“But—”


“But nothing. That’s the end of this discussion—okay, love of my life? Now I’m going to run upstairs and get my jacket, so we don’t get divorced before we even get married. Is that all right with you?”


He shrugged and shook his head at my stubborn ass. Hmph. He could shrug all he wanted. He’d grown up with both parents in an old-school household. He couldn’t relate to the hurt of being cast off by one of the people who helped put you on the earth, someone who was supposed to be genetically disposed to love you.


I ran upstairs and grabbed my jacket off the bed, and my cell phone started ringing. The caller ID read Nisey.


 I wonder if she’s gotten any news about the paternity test.


Among our many similarities, Nisey and I were both butt stupid enough to get involved with married men. Her faux pas, Richard, no doubt received his name because his mother foresaw he’d become the “Dick” who’d dupe Nisey into believing he was leaving his wife . . . knowing damn well he wouldn’t. She took her mistake a step further than I, falling into bed and practicing unprotected sex with him and her perfectly single boy toy, David, whom she slept with during one of the Dick’s “good husband” acts. She ended up pregnant and had no clue which was the baby’s daddy. After she confessed this hard truth to the candidates, David stepped up to the plate and vowed to support Nisey and the baby no matter what—and Richard went back to the wife he never planned to leave in the first place.


For a prodigal husband who decided to return home and be a family man, Richard sure put Nisey and David through the ringer during her entire pregnancy . . . with his sometimey ass. One minute he’d play daddy long enough to cause friction. As soon as he put a wedge between them, Nisey couldn’t find him. She’d been on the emotional roller coaster from hell and, more than a year since Jamal was born, still hadn’t found the exit. The way Richard had stomped all over her nerves, it was a wonder sweet Jamal wasn’t a devil baby.


“Hey, Nisey girl! What’s goin’ on? And how’s my angel?” I said, referring to my beautiful godchild.


“He’s fine, girl. He said, ‘Dada,’ today and David was completely over the moon.”


“Awww, I know he was. So . . . not to rain on your parade, but did the test results come back yet?”


“No, not yet. We’re expecting them soon and I’m a hot mess. David fought me tooth and nail about getting the paternity test done. I kept telling him we’d stalled long enough. I can’t stay in this limbo any longer. Meanwhile, Richard is threatening to take me to court for custody at every turn. He didn’t want anything to do with the baby until he found out Jamal was a boy. Out of nowhere, the daddy genes kicked in and now he’s just got to know. And now I’m scared David will leave if he finds out Jamal isn’t his.”


“But, Nisey, David already said he’s gonna stay with you no matter what.”


“Girl, please. That’s like saying you’ll split your lottery winnings before they call the numbers. Promises are real easy to make when you don’t know the outcome. He’s so hung up on being the father . . . I don’t know if he can handle just being a father. And truth be told, I don’t know if he loves me because he believes I’ve given him a child or if he loves me for me.”


“Well, let me ask you this—do you love David?”


“Let me put it this way, I’ve let him see me with no makeup . . . 
and no weave.”


“Damn, you really do love him, don’t you?”


“I’m crazy about him, I can’t lie. But I need to know if our life together is real or a fantasy he’s living through me and Jamal.”


“Hmph. Girl you can keep that drama. I don’t envy you at all. But the bottom line is, you’ve got to know which one is Jamal’s real father. You can’t get around it.”


“Yeah, you’re right. I know you’re right.”


[image: image]


Kevin and I arrived at the photographer’s, and Kevin almost went into cardiac arrest when the man told us the cost of the wedding photography/videography package—which came complete with still photos and a lovely customized video set to our favorite tunes. Kevin stood up and calmly walked to the back of the office.


“Charisse, can I speak to you over here for a second?”


“Sure, baby. What’s up? Is something wrong?” I said, trotting behind him.


“ ‘Is something wrong?’ You expect me to pay almost three thousand dollars for some pictures? Are you kidding me? I can get my uncle Leroy to run my video camera for two hundred dollars.”


“Oh, please, you’re kidding me, right? Uncle Leroy is blind in one eye and can’t see out the other one. Did you check out the pictures he took at the summer picnic? We got twenty lovely shots of Uncle Leroy’s thumb, one of Mama’s ankle, and one of Nisey’s ass—which, by the way, was the only picture that he actually meant to take.”


Every family had a pervert uncle, and Leroy wore the crown for the Douglass family. The only thing he spent more time doing than trying to look up women’s skirts was actually trying to take them off. I swear he grabbed my ass one time during the Super Bowl party, but he said he was reaching for the tortilla chips—which were in the kitchen.


Kevin laughed. “Okay, baby, not Uncle Leroy. But let’s please do some comparison shopping? We can find someone cheaper than this.”


“Baby, I don’t have time to comparison shop. Have you forgotten I work full-time like you and we’re on a short deadline—only one week left? I wanted to get a wedding coordinator but you said no. We could’ve given the coordinator our budget and he would’ve done all the shopping for us . . . but you said no. I’ll tell you what, though.” I reached into my purse and grabbed the massive list of photographers that I’d prepared for such an occasion. “Here’s the list that I researched. You’re free to call as many as you want and tell me what you come up with. Is that fair?”


Kevin snatched the list from my hand and snarled, “Fine, I’ll take care of it.”


 Oh, he has lost his ever-loving mind.


I snatched the paper, cranked my neck, and hissed, “Forget it! I might as well find one. I’m doing everything else with no help from you.”


“What’s that supposed to mean?”


“It means I’m up to here with your whining and crying,” I said, motioning my hand over my head. “If you don’t want this marriage, then end it!”


Who said that?


“Charisse, you take disagreements too far sometimes. I never said I didn’t want the marriage. I just don’t—” He paused.


“Don’t what?” I snapped, looking down at my watch. I was supposed to meet Lamar, and our tiff couldn’t have come at a worse time. “I need to get going.”


“I’ll find the photographer,” Kevin said, holding his hand out for the list. I handed it to him and stomped off to grab my jacket. “Where are you going? I think we need to talk.”


“I’m not ready to talk. And I promised to help Lamar pick out some new furniture.” Kevin’s face dropped. He didn’t want Lamar within five feet of me, but he agreed to trust me and respect our friendship, even if he didn’t always trust him. Lamar paid me no mind anyway. He was still celibate, although a few women at his church started sniffing around trying to hook up with him—feigning heifers. They viewed his celibacy as a challenge they needed to overcome to get him in bed, not a promise he’d made to himself and God to live a better life.


Unfortunately for them, Lamar had begun to view sex as a weakness, like an alcoholic who wouldn’t take a sip or he’d plunge off the wagon. He’d focused his attention on being a father and keeping himself straight. Women were unnecessary complications.


“Instead of helping him find furniture, why don’t you find him his own woman? You’re taken . . . or did you forget?”


I cracked my mouth open to say something crazy, but caught myself and dialed down my original statement. “I’ll tell you what. I’m gonna forget what you said and see you at home later,” I said, gettin’ my positive chi on.


When I got in the Beemer and glimpsed my narrowed, angry eyes in the rearview mirror, I wondered, Are we doing the right thing?
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I was glad to get home and chill after our meeting with the photographer. Told myself I’d actually call around to find a cheaper one, but knew I wouldn’t. Just as I hadn’t done anything else she’d asked. Not that I was purposely trying to be difficult . . . I guess I was just purposely trying to be difficult. Listen, I’d been down the big-ass wedding road before, a road that led straight to my cheating wife and a dead-end divorce. How had I evolved so much that I could guarantee my life with Charisse wouldn’t meet the same fate? Shit scared me to death and I couldn’t lie to myself about my fears even if I could deceive everybody else. The only thing more frightening than marrying Charisse was the thought that I might spend the rest of my life without her if I didn’t . . . as good a reason as any to get married, I suppose. And with smooth-ass Lamar on the scene, up in her grill every chance he got, I couldn’t be certain she wouldn’t someday succumb to his charms.


On the way home, my boy hit me up on my cell. Derek was one of my best friends and a crime technician in the FBI lab. We’d worked together on a few cases and started hanging, playin’ ball, catchin’ a game, whatever. He’d been a positive brother and I hadn’t met too many like him. He was a three-time divorcé, but not for lack of commitment or fidelity. He was unlucky in love, couldn’t tell the difference between a chicken head and a queen. Derek had a better perspective than most hating brothers who didn’t want their friends to find a decent woman if they couldn’t find one. Derek hadn’t been in a serious relationship in over a year, but he was a Christian-in-progress and helped keep me on the straight and narrow—most of the time.


“Whassup, man?” I said. “You didn’t play ball with the fellas?”


“Hey, what’s up? Naaah, man. I decided to try and get some work in. Your, uhhh, your ex-partner Kristen called me out of the blue and asked me to stop by her office on a case matter. Workin’ on a Saturday.” His voice sounded strange but I let the suspicion roll off my back.


“Oh, yeah? Some things don’t change, I guess. I haven’t spoken with her in a minute, not since we arrested Charisse’s ex-boyfriend. How’s she doing?”


“Well, man, she seems to be happy . . . doing okay. You know she had a baby a while back, right?”


A baby? She didn’t tell me she was pregnant.


“Oh, for real?” I said, playing it off. “Well, she and her husband got back together. They got back on track fast! Did they have a boy or girl?” I tried to sound happy about the news, but my pulse quickened and the room started spinning like a mofo.


“A little boy. He’s a cute kid. When I briefed her on a few things, I happened to notice a picture of him. Her husband, Greg, is actually one of my fraternity brothers. He and I are gonna hook up to play ball pretty soon. But, uhhh, you might want to give her a call, you know, to congratulate her?”


I knew damn well Derek wanted to say more. Sometimes brothers gossiped worse than women. I needed him to just come out, say what he was thinking, and stop beatin’ around the bush. “Why do you sound like you’re holding something back, man?”


“Well, I don’t know. I just thought it was kind of strange. Both Kristen and her husband are very light-skinned. But their son is Cocoa Puffs brown, doesn’t look like either one of ’em.”


My stomach sank. In an instant, I knew. I didn’t flinch though, continued on with the conversation not knowing whether I was trying to fool Derek or myself. Either choice was better than facing the truth. “Is that right? Well, you know how black folks are; we come in all colors. If there’s some dark skin anywhere in your family line, you don’t know what you’re gonna enter the world looking like.”


“True that.”


“I’ll give her a call, though. We need to catch up,” I said. Please, God don’t let it be mine.


“Well, let me holla at you later, man. Is your wifey gonna let you off your leash long enough to play some ball later? Or do you have to go buy some more cat shoes?”


“Whatever, man. I’m coming. Don’t hate because you don’t have a woman as good as mine.”


“Yeah, right. Whatever.”


I hung up the phone panic-stricken, held hostage by my own secrets, my own deception. I couldn’t think straight. Kristen had a brown baby . . . a son. The child couldn’t possibly be mine, could he? We’d only slept together once.


But once is enough.


Understand Kristen and I had spent a lot of time cramped up in a Bureau-issued vehicle while working the Dwayne Gibson case. Crazy hours. Late-night stakeouts. Sharing every intimate detail of our heartaches and heartbreaks. I’d left my wife, and Kristen had recently separated from her husband. Although I dreamed Charisse would someday be mine, I had no idea we’d end up together, engaged in just over a year. Yeah, I’d hoped for it, envisioned it, even said a quiet prayer or two asking God to make her mine, but my faith wavered just long enough for me to make the biggest mistake of my adult life, a mistake that might cost me everything.
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