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I was getting married in less than a week, I thought, as I sat in Ozzio’s, an expensive, dimly lit Italian restaurant in downtown Chicago. I was there with my fiancée, Faith, and a couple of other people. I had brought along my best friend, Asha. My fiancée gave me sideways looks for claiming her as such, but we went way back, and whether Faith liked it or not, Asha was my girl. Then there was Faith’s best friend and soon to be bridesmaid, Karen. I wasn’t crazy about her ass, but then again, she wasn’t too fond of me either. I’d asked Faith a thousand times why she even planned this dinner, trying to squirm my way out of it, because I knew what was in store.

“Whether you like it or not, Karen’s my best friend, and this will be a good opportunity for you two to get to know each other better.”

“Sure,” I’d said, conceding. “We’ll see.”

“What is your problem? Why are you looking at me like that?” And now, here was Karen talking to me from across the table, catching me giving her the death ray stare as she stole the last bread stick.

“Maybe it’s because you took the last bread stick out of the basket, like you did the last basket. There’re three other people here. Maybe somebody else wanted it. Ever thought of that?”

“Yeah,” Karen said, taking a bite out of the very bread stick I was talking about. “And if they did, they would’ve grabbed it. Ever thought of that?”

“Maybe they didn’t have time, because you grabbed at it like there was a prize for getting it first.”

“Or maybe you’re just mad because you didn’t get it first.”

“Just have the waiter bring some more,” Asha said to me, softly, nudging my elbow.

“Yeah. Listen to your girl. Have the waiter bring some more,” Karen said. She was no longer eating the bread stick, but holding it like a cigar, waving it in my face, teasing me with it. I didn’t really want the thing at first, but now that she had it, she made me feel as though I really did want it, and badly.

“No, I won’t have the waiter bring some more. We shouldn’t have to race and eat fast every time we eat with Karen, because we’re afraid she’ll steal all the food from us.”

“Okay, Jayson, cool,” Karen said. “You want the bread stick? Fine.” And then she stuffed the entire thing in her mouth, churned it around in there a few times, then let it ooze out into her cupped hand, and extended the gooey mess out toward me.

“Here’s your bread stick, if it means that much to you.”

Man, I was boiling at that point, but I remained as calm as I could and said, “You better put that back in your mouth, or else I’ll do it for you.”

“All right, all right,” Faith said, standing up. “I don’t care if you two can’t stand each other, this weekend, you’re going to be best friends. Jayson and I are getting married on Sunday. Can’t you two please act like you have some sense until the damn wedding is over?”

I looked at Faith and knew my soon-to-be wife was right. Then I looked at Karen. I could act civilized if that’s what Faith wanted, even though it’d be a stretch, considering Karen tried to do everything within her power to keep me and Faith from getting married, from even staying in the relationship.

“Faith is right,” Asha said.

Asha and I were like brother and sister, although five years ago, we were involved for almost eight months. And even though I’d told Faith on countless occasions that there was nothing going on between us now, she still seemed to watch me suspiciously when I was around Asha. Faith didn’t like the idea that I rented my downstairs unit to her, and didn’t like the fact that I was so adamant about remaining friends with her. The truth was, I could kinda understand, because Asha was the most beautiful woman I’d ever set eyes on. She was like half Native American and half Japanese. Hell of a combination. And what resulted was a gorgeous woman with a beautiful copper complex-ion, like a shiny new penny. She had silky, straight black hair that she always parted down the middle and wore in long braids on either side of her head. She had a perfect body, generous-sized breasts, not huge, but definitely large enough to have fun with. Her hips and ass were shapely and tight, and her waist was so tiny, it looked as though a man could wrap his hand entirely around it.

Women were jealous of Asha, spreading all sorts of rumors about her, trying to belittle her in an attempt to make themselves feel more significant. Especially women who had low self-esteem, were less than attractive, and had to pal around with a fine girlfriend just to get men to look in their direction, which was exactly what Karen did when she hung with Faith.

“You two need to chill,” Asha said. “Especially you, Karen.”

“You have no place telling anybody who needs to be chillin’,” Karen said, rolling her head around on her neck. “And why you always feel the need to defend Jayson. He’s a grown man, or is this how things worked when you two were kickin’ it?”

“Nobody’s defending Jayson, and it’s none of your business how we did things when we kicked it.”

“Oh, I was just wondering, because the way you all up under him, it looks like you still kickin’ it with him,” Karen said, looking over Asha harshly, then passing a glance at Faith. “Your little ass needs to let the past alone, and start calling the date line to find yourself another man.”

My entire body tightened up. I looked over at my girl, Asha, as she slowly stood up, her hands closing into fists at her sides, looking like she was about to leap over the table to get at Karen. And then, as if she read my mind, she lurched forward, lunging across the table, clawing out, desperately trying to grab any part of Karen.

Faith whipped her head in my direction, telling me to do something, with her wide-eyed, angry glare.

“I got a man. You the one who’s screwing a dirty ass, busted vibrator,” Asha yelled.

I shot out of my seat, grabbed Asha around the waist and wrestled her back.

“Asha, Asha! What the hell are you doing?” I said. People dining in the restaurant were craning their heads, trying to get a look at what was happening.

“Let her go! We can do it right here,” Karen said, shooting up from her chair, whipping her cloth napkin out of her lap and throwing it to the floor, as if implying the same fate would happen to Asha if she were bold enough to make a move. “She’s disrespecting my girl just days before she gets married, all up in your face all the time. We can go right here.”

“Nobody’s going anywhere,” I told Karen, holding an arm out toward her. And while I was trying to make sure that Karen didn’t try anything, Asha was fighting to get away from me, whispering in my ear, “Jayson, just let me go. Just let me go for a minute, so I can kick that bitch’s ass once and for all. Please, Jayson.”

“No, Asha.”

“C’mon, Jayson. You heard what she said to me. I let that stuff go without an ass whoopin’, people’ll start believing it. C’mon, for one minute,” she pleaded again, still struggling to get loose.

“I said no!” I raised my voice.

“Well, fuck you then!” She broke away from me and hurried toward the door.

“That bitch better leave,” I heard Karen say.

I shot her a stare that if Karen read correctly said, if you say another word, I’m gonna stick both my feet so far up your ass, I’ll be using you for a sleeping bag.

She looked away and I ran after Asha. I caught her just outside the front door and grabbed her by the arm.

“Where are you going?”

“Don’t talk to me. And let me the hell go,” she said, staring down at my hand around her arm.

“Why you trippin’?”

“You see how Karen’s always coming at me, and what do you do? Hold me back. I thought you were supposed to be my boy, and you hold me back.”

“Why do you even care what she says, Asha? Why do you always let her bother you?”

“I’m just tired of her shit. Every time I look in your direction, or say two words to you, she act like I got my hand down your pants. What’s up with that? I’m sick of it,” Asha said, looking angrier, and more upset than I felt she should’ve looked, considering the circumstances. There was something more going on than what had just happened in the restaurant. I just knew it by the sadness in her eyes.

“I don’t know what her problem is. Maybe she’s jealous of me and Faith and you and Gill. She’s mad that everybody has somebody but her. But that’s her problem, not yours. You can’t let that get to you, you hear me?” I took her chin in my hand. She looked up into my eyes. I felt her hurting, so much more than she was letting on, and she meant so much to me that I would’ve done anything at that moment to stop it.

“You hear what I’m talking about, girl? Don’t let her get you down. She’s just jealous, is all. We both have people we love, and all she’s got is that, how’d you put it … Dirty-ass busted vibrator.”

Asha smiled, and that was all I wanted to see. I was happy. She grabbed me in a hug, kissed me on the cheek, right on the corner of my lips.

“I love you, Jayson,” she said, leaning away from me, smiling.

“I love you back. So what, you coming back in?”

“Not if you don’t want to see that booga bear’s eyes on the end of my fingernails,” she said, pretending to claw at me.

“Okay, maybe you’re right. You want me to drive you home?”

“No, Jayson. Everybody’s in there celebrating your wedding.”

“But you came with me. I should take you back. Besides, they probably haven’t even noticed that we’ve been gone. Faith and Karen are probably in there cackling like hens. I’ll take you back,” I offered again.

“Naw. You go on. I’ll be all right,” Asha said, turning toward the curb where there was a cab waiting.

“All right, but when I get home, I’m going to knock on your door to check on you.”

“Okay, I’ll be up. But really, don’t worry about it. I’m fine.” She got in the cab, and closed the door.

I stood there just watching as the car drove down the street and made a left. She was okay, she said. But I had known her far too long and far too well to believe that. Something was bothering her, and though I wasn’t going to pry to find out what it was, I would make myself available to her whenever she was finally ready to let me know. Comparing Asha and my fiancée, Asha was the one I’d known longer, the one I’d been through the most with, and friendships were very important to me, considering I’d been deprived for so long.

I was feeling good that I’d made Asha feel better, and when I turned around I was smiling. But that smile quickly dropped from my face when I saw Faith standing outside the restaurant, by the door, not ten feet from me.

“Is everything okay in there?” I asked, walking toward her, unable to think of anything else to say, hoping, praying that she wouldn’t ask questions about what had just happened, that is, if she even witnessed it.

“Is everything okay out here?” she said, looking at me weirdly, like I should’ve felt guilty about something.

“Yeah. Everything’s cool. Everything’s fine.” I stopped in front of her, wrapped my arm around her waist and prepared to walk back into the restaurant, but she didn’t move, just stood there, staring at me, that same weird look on her face.

“What?” I said.

“What do you mean, what? How do you think I feel? Days before I’m supposed to get married, and I’m putting up with these accusations that Karen makes about you and your girl. Accusations that you claim aren’t true—”

“They aren’t true,” I interjected.

“If they aren’t, why do I have to come out here and see what I just saw?”

“Faith, baby,” I said, caressing her face in both my palms, looking deeply into her eyes. “She’s my friend. That’s all. I’ve told you this a thousand times.”

Faith turned her eyes down, looking sadly away from me. “Sometimes, I just think she means more to you than I do.”

“No, no, no,” I cooed. I grabbed her hand, kissed her finger, very near the diamond I’d given her. “You’re the one that’s wearing the ring. You’re the one I’m marrying, the one that’ll be having my children. Now tell me who means more to me.”

I saw a smile start to emerge on her lips, and when I lifted her chin, her anger and uncertainty seemed to have disappeared.

“So is everything cool?” I asked, smiling myself.

She looked at me as though she was considering the gravity of the question, as though there was more to it than just a yes or no answer.

“Yeah,” she finally said. “I guess everything’s cool.” She grabbed my hand, almost tight enough to break the bones in it, and pulled me back toward the restaurant.

“C’mon.”
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Asha jumped out of the cab in front of the downtown brownstone she lived in. She had been renting the downstairs unit from Jayson for four years now. If things had gone the way they had planned, instead of living below him, she would’ve been living in the same apartment with him by now. But five years ago, when they were dating, something wasn’t right. She loved Jayson, loved him more than she could remember loving any man in her past, but there was a reluctance to fully commit to him. For some reason, she couldn’t imagine themselves five or ten years into the future, being husband and wife, handful of kids running around the house, the two of them growing old together. She loved what they had, but knew it wouldn’t last longer than the few years just ahead of them. There was just something, some feeling, acting as a partition, a barrier, not allowing her to love him like she wanted to, like she felt he should’ve been loved.

Asha was worried about hurting Jayson, but there was no way to tell him that they were unable to continue. She couldn’t give him a good reason, because she herself didn’t really know what it was.

“We just can’t,” Asha imagined herself saying a million times, tears spilling over her cheeks, as she broke the news to Jayson. “But why not?” she imagined him asking. Her mind would be blank, and although she would be mentally groping for an answer, there wasn’t one in sight.

But thankfully, Asha never found herself having to break his heart like that. They eventually began naturally to move apart from each other, and Asha didn’t know if Jayson sensed her hesitation, somehow knew that she was unable to fully give herself to him, or if he too, was unable to commit for some reason. It was probably a combination of the two, Asha told herself. Jayson had issues. Issues with commitment. Not because he wanted to be with women other than Asha, but because it seemed, he was fearful of getting too close. He was scared of investing too much, and then her pulling away, hurting him beyond repair. He had reason to fear that, she admitted to herself.

Days before Asha was set to move in, it seemed they were both better able to see their situation for what it was. They loved each other, and promised they always would, but as friends. Mutually, they ended the relationship, but this was after Asha had given her landlord notice that she was moving out. By the time she told him she’d decided to stay, the landlord had already arranged for someone else to move in.

“So what are you going to do?” Jayson said.

“I don’t know. I guess I have to find a place, and fast, hunh?”

“Well,” Jayson said, “the guy downstairs is moving out on the first. You’re welcome to take it. That is, if you want it?”

“So you don’t have anything open in the four other buildings you own?”

Jayson looked at her and smiled, shyly. “Well, I have a couple of units open here and there, but I’d rather you be closer.” He looked down at his hands, then back at her. “There. I’m busted.”

“Well, I’m busted too,” Asha said, smiling as well. “Because I’d rather be close to you too.”

Ever since then, Asha could not imagine her life without Jayson in it, but she knew that Faith had been having talks with Jayson about her. He never mentioned it to Asha, but she was aware, could just tell by the way Jayson acted with her when Faith was around. He wasn’t himself, so withdrawn, not smiling as much, laughing, or touching her the way he would normally do when it was just the two of them.

But Asha could understand. Jayson was a beautiful man, with that brassy hair, those hazel eyes, and a body that looked like it was chiseled from granite. Jayson was compassionate, sweet, and shy, like an innocent child, and owned enough real estate to start his own little town. So Asha knew that any other woman who had him would probably act the exact same way. She just wished Faith would understand that she had nothing to worry about. Jayson was devoted to her. On the day that he proposed, he ran back to Asha yelling, jumping around, hugging her, frantic because Faith had accepted, and he was finally getting married. Asha knew Jayson cared for Faith, but then again, sometimes she had to wonder if he was more excited about getting married to Faith, or just getting married, period.

“Is it her?” Asha asked, while Jayson was still hugging her, just after he told her the news.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, if it was anybody else you were marrying, would you be as happy? Would it even matter as long as you were still getting married? Because I know marriage is really important to you.”

Asha felt Jayson’s embrace weaken. He pulled away from her a little, looked at her, a serious expression on his face.

“Why are you asking me that?”

“I don’t know. I guess I wanted you to be sure that she was the one, that this was what you wanted,” Asha said, hoping she hadn’t hurt his feelings, but judging by the look on his face, she knew she had.

“Well, I want to be with Faith. Getting married to just anybody wouldn’t make me as happy, okay.”

“All right,” Asha said, but it still seemed as though what Jayson felt for Faith was somehow more like gratitude than love. He felt gratitude toward her for saving his life, taking him out of the game of chasing and cheating, of trying to desperately convince women to consider him as someone worth seeing, worth going out to dinner with. Jayson hated dating. Asha didn’t know exactly why. Maybe because he sucked at it. Maybe because regarding women, his self-confidence was buried so low that he’d never be able to find it, or maybe because of those deep-rooted family issues that caused problems with the relationship that he and Asha were in.

She had always asked him about those issues, tried to get him to open up to her, resolve whatever was going on, but he would always close up, say he didn’t want to talk about it.

One evening three years ago when Asha came home from work, Jayson was sitting on the sofa in his apartment, his hands folded between his knees, staring blankly at the wall in front of him.

“What’s up, baby?” Asha asked, closing the door behind her.

Jayson didn’t reply, didn’t turn around, didn’t even acknowledge her.

“Hey, baby. What’s going on?” Asha asked again, setting her purse on a chair, and moving over toward him, sitting beside him. She’d moved in to kiss him when she noticed tears in his eyes. She grabbed his face in her hands and said, “What’s wrong? What’s going on?”

“My mother has gotten worse. I’m going to have to put her in a home.”

Asha moved in front of him, sat just below him on the carpet for a long time after that as he told her about his mother, told her a little bit about their dysfunctional relationship. She didn’t know for sure, but she believed his problems had something to do with her. Now Asha wondered if Jayson had ever opened up to Faith, told her what was going on with him.

Faith should’ve felt lucky to be with Jayson, because he surely felt honored to be with her, and it was a damn shame that she was just too blind to see that. Asha would’ve liked Faith, could’ve even seen her as a friend if she wasn’t so dead set on believing that Asha was still in love with Jayson. Faith was nasty to Asha, and every time she tried to talk to Faith, start up a conversation, she would cut her short, or simply ignore her. When Asha tried to offer her some suggestions about the wedding, saying that she’d help out in any way she could, Faith would tell her that she didn’t need her help or her suggestions. “Thank you, but no thank you,” she’d say, her nose turned up.

So this evening, when Asha, out of the corner of her eye, saw Faith step out of that restaurant while she was talking to Jayson, she didn’t stop Jayson from hugging her. And yes, she would’ve kissed Jayson anyway, as she always did, but it maybe wouldn’t have been so close to his mouth. And the “I love you” thing, well, she did, and she would’ve said that anyway, too, but maybe not quite so loud. Yeah, she knew Jayson would get an earful and have to deal with that evil witch’s attitude. But Faith deserved to feel threatened, considering how she’d been treating Asha.

As Asha slid her key into the front door, she heard the muffled sound of her phone ringing. She quickly pushed open the door, ran through the large, open apartment, her heels cutting against the hardwood floor, and stopped in front of the phone. She placed her hand on it, about to pick it up, but then reconsidered. It’s Gill, she told herself, still standing there, her hand on the phone, as it continued to ring. It’s Gill, and this is probably his tenth call of the night, checking up on me to see if I’m feeling better or not. How she wished she had Caller ID at that moment.

The phone stopped ringing, and the immediate silence shocked her out of her thoughts. Gill was Asha’s boyfriend. A good-looking, brown brotha’ with an MBA from Duke, and a huge loft the size of a basket-ball court, looking out on the lights of downtown Chicago. He was an investment banker, went to work in beautiful suits with lovely colorful silk ties, and drove a brand-new, champagne-colored, S-type Jaguar. Gill got his hair cut every Wednesday, a manicure and pedicure every Thursday, and his teeth cleaned every first of the month. He made a ridiculous amount of money, not that Asha ever asked, and not that he made a point of disclosing just how much, but it was apparent in the way he dressed, and the things he bought. He was well versed in the arts and music and had a flair for fashion. He was perfect, outside the fact that he was from North Carolina and country as hell. He spoke country grammar like he’d just fled the state via swamps and vacant train box cars. But he “loves me some Asha,” as he put it, and when he said that, he would smile so brightly, that all Asha could do was laugh even though he sounded like Chicken George.

Gill and Asha had been dating for eleven months now, but he preferred to say, “Damn near a year.” It made their relationship sound so much more concrete, Asha suspected he thought.

After their first month of dating, Asha sensed the man was in love with her, although he didn’t come out and say it. Asha knew it was a bad idea being involved with Gill, especially if he did truly love her. When she first met him, she told herself she needed a man, a man to make everything seem the way it was supposed to seem, to make her appear normal, and possibly, hopefully, to make her feel normal. But it didn’t work, and why did she even think that it would? It didn’t work when she was with Jayson, so why would it be any different with this man?

Asha was in no way ready to face her demons, to deal with what had been plaguing her for so long, and Gill managed to keep her mind off those things, at least most of the time. When people saw them together, they thought exactly what she wanted them to think. “What a sweet couple. You two must be so happy, and blah, blah, blah …”

It was working, and Asha would continue to let it work, as long as Gill didn’t try to get too serious, try to take this thing farther than Asha knew it could ever go.

But Gill was raised in a family where the mom and dad had got married right after high school, still were married, and would remain that way till they died. They’d probably even be buried in the same damn coffin. He was one of six children and always mentioned how he wanted a litter of his own. And then there was the fact that he was thirty-four when they met, thirty-five now, and there must be some sort of expiration date on men’s asses or something, because after a man turns that certain number, thirty-two, or thirty-three, he immediately flip-flops from that guy who’s just looking for a piece of ass for the night, to the man who’s looking for a wife.

Of late, all Gill could do was talk about what their kids would look like once they had them, the type of house he would buy for her, and how he wanted her big and pregnant and barefooted and not to think about going to a job. “And when I come home from work, I’ll just lay next to you watching TV, and rub that belly of yours,” he said, smiling happily. “I just can’t wait to have some kids.”

Kids! What kids? Asha thought. She had never once made mention of marriage, of getting engaged, of their relationship even lasting past another Christmas.

But Gill was insistent, as he was with everything he did, and that’s why Asha had been forced to lie to him tonight about being sick. He was really feeling the idea of getting married, and the last thing he needed was to be around a couple who were on the verge of that. If he’d seen how enamored Jayson was of Faith, how happy they were talking about their future life together, Gill probably would’ve dropped to his knee right there on the restaurant floor and proposed, slipping a napkin holder on her finger till he could run to the store and get a ring. That is, if he hadn’t bought one already.

Not a week ago, she had spent the night at his place. The next morning, when she was somewhere between awake and asleep, her eyes barely open, Asha saw Gill tiptoeing around. He was up to something, and Asha wanted to know what that was, so she lay there as if still knocked out.

She heard him moving over toward the bed, felt his weight settle beside her, and then she felt him touching her hand, her left hand. It tickled slightly, and she had to bite the inside of her cheek to stop herself from laughing. She opened just one lid slightly to see Gill with a fabric measuring tape, measuring her ring finger.

Damn! Asha thought to herself, biting down harder on her cheek and twitching in pain as a result. Gill quickly looked up to see if she had awakened. Asha shut her eye and let out a bit of snore for good measure. Gill turned away, pulling the tape gently from around her finger.

Yeah, if she knew this man like she knew she did, he had already gotten the ring, and it would be something ridiculous, like six karats, a rock that he’d gone to Africa and dug up himself with the aid of some local tribesmen. That’s how Gill was, always out to impress the woman that he loved, his “Suga’puss.” That’s what he called her, regardless of Asha’s persistent objections. It was just a damn shame that she didn’t feel the same way he did, couldn’t feel the same way. Because of this, she’d have to let him go.

But Asha was scared, and not just about hurting him. She knew once she let him go that she would be alone. And alone, there was no one to hide behind, no one to stick in front of that mirror while she cowered in his shadow so she wouldn’t have to look at herself, wouldn’t have to face up to who she really was.

That’s what scared the hell out of Asha, finally facing up to and then having the world discover who she really was. What would her mother think? Were there even people like her in Japan? Of course there were, but she was sure with her mother’s old world ways, she wouldn’t understand. And what about Jayson? What would he think after being deceived for all these years?

Asha couldn’t let her secret get out, but then again, she knew she could not continue leading Gill on like she had been doing. She would tell him, tell him that it was off, that everything was over between the two of them, and she would tell him tonight. She would just have to work on keeping her business private without using Gill as a diversion any longer.

Asha placed her hand softly back on the phone with intentions of calling Gill that very moment, when the phone started ringing. She was startled. It was Gill again, she knew, so when she picked up the phone she didn’t even use his name, just said, “Baby, I have something to tell you.”

“You do? Is it that you were wrong? You changed your mind?” the voice said back. But it wasn’t even a man’s voice.

“Why are you calling me?” Asha asked, her tone, harsh, serious.

“Because I wanted to talk to you. Because I thought we were friends, Asha,” the voice said, a raspy tinge in it.

“We were friends,” Asha said angrily, tightening her grasp on the phone. “Until you pulled the shit you did.” And Asha thought about that night, the night last week when she was hanging out at her friend Jackie’s house. She had only known Jackie, a thin, chocolate sister with a cropped hairdo, for a few months, but they had grown tight, going shopping together, hanging out at clubs, and on Thursday nights, getting together to have drinks at her house with a couple of other girls.

This particular Thursday, Asha had much more to drink than she should’ve and felt herself becoming drowsy, seeing through blurry eyes. Before she knew it, she was sleeping. The next thing she remembered, she was waking up, her head spinning, but not with intoxication, but with pleasure. Her head was still cloudy, but she felt euphoric, her entire body tingling. She looked down at herself, her vision still hazy, baffled to find herself massaging her own breasts. But what shocked her even more was when she looked down farther to find her lower half draped over Jackie’s lap. Jackie had pulled Asha’s jeans and panties down and was slowly, sensually sliding her middle finger in and out of Asha.

“Hey, sweetheart. I see you’re liking this as much as I am,” Jackie said, in her raspy, seductive voice, looking down at Asha’s fingers trying to squeeze her nipples through her blouse.

Asha couldn’t believe what she was seeing at first, thought she was dreaming till she felt the eruptions start to build, thought she would lose it, have an orgasm right there. Because of that, she knew that this was actually happening, no way a dream. Asha started to kick wildly as she pushed herself up on the sofa, trying to dislodge Jackie’s finger from inside her.

“What the fuck are you doing to me, you sick bitch!” Asha screamed, still squirming away from Jackie, reaching down, grabbing for her jeans.

“Just let this happen,” Jackie pleaded. “You were enjoying it. Just let it happen.”

“No!” Asha yelled, rolling off the sofa, hitting the carpet.

“But you were enjoying it,” Asha heard Jackie say over the phone.

“I was asleep. I wasn’t enjoying a goddamn thing,” Asha said.

“Then why did you almost come?”

Asha was quiet, couldn’t say a thing for a quick minute. “I’m not like that,” she finally said.

“Why don’t you just accept who you are and stop fighting it. I know who you are. I can sense it, feel it. I knew the first minute I met you. So if I can tell, why is it so hard for you to see it?”

“You don’t know shit about me. You hear me!” Asha yelled, pulling the phone from her ear and yelling directly into the mouthpiece. “You don’t know a damn thing about me, so stop fucking calling me!”

“Fine, Asha,” Jackie said, sounding somewhat hurt. “I was trying to help you through this, make things a little easier. But if you want to be like that, I’ll let you do it the hard way. Good-bye Asha.”

“Good-bye, sick bitch!” Asha yelled, slamming the phone down into its cradle.

Asha didn’t know why, but there were tears falling from her eyes. It was because she let that queer bitch upset her was what it was. Noth-ing more. There was nothing more going on than that, she told her-self. But she couldn’t really believe that. She was crying because she had to let go of Gill. She could no longer use him as an excuse not to face the truth about herself. But after speaking to Jackie, Asha feared she just didn’t have the strength to do that. It would be too painful.

Asha picked up the phone and dialed Gill’s number. When Gill picked up and heard Asha’s voice, he said, “Suga’puss, I’ve been calling you all night.” His voice was very caring, very attentive.

“I’ve been asleep. I had the ringer off,” Asha said, already feeding off his affection.

“How are you feeling? Are you all right?”

“I am now,” Asha said, batting her eyelids quickly, trying to hold back more tears. And then from nowhere, she said, “I love you, Gill.”

“I love you too, Suga’,” Gill said, meaning every word of it.

“Good,” Asha said, feeling a little better, smearing the drying tears from her face. “You don’t know how much I needed to hear that.”
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The rest of the dinner was a bust. As I tried to continue eating, I would look up and catch Faith just staring at me, giving that same suspicious look she had given me outside the restaurant after she saw me talking to Asha.

I leaned over to her, whispered in her ear, concern in my voice. “What’s going on? Is everything okay?”

“Why do you keep asking me that? Everything is fine.”

“Well, why do you keep looking at me like I just screwed the baby sitter?”

“What baby sister?”

“You know what I mean,” I said, becoming aggravated.

“Everything okay over there in lover’s land?” Karen said.

“Everything is fine. Why don’t you butt out and mind your own damn business,” I said.

“I just wanted to know what was up. See if Faith came to her senses and finally decided not to marry your tired ass.”

And I didn’t know what it was about that last remark, but I just snapped. I shot up out of my seat, bumping the table on my way up, knocking over some of the glasses that sat on top of it.

“You know, I’m so tired of you!” I said, loud enough for everyone in the restaurant to hear. “Why are you always coming at me like that? What have I ever done to you? All you ever have to say are bad things about me and Faith. And you’re supposed to be her best friend. When you insult me, you insult her too. You don’t think Faith wants to marry me, Karen?” I asked her. She didn’t respond, just looked at me like I was crazy. “Karen! Answer me. You don’t think she wants to get married to me?”

Karen hunched her shoulders, looking as if she never gave the question much thought, looking as though it really didn’t deserve any thought at that moment. “I don’t know.”

“Well, look at her. Faith is sitting right here, across the table from you. Ask her. That way you’ll know. That way everybody’ll know. Ask her.”

“Faith,” Karen said, and the way she said it, the tone she used sounded as though she was trying to wake something in Faith, snap her out of whatever trance Karen thought she was in.

“Faith, you really want to marry this man?” Karen said, a look of disgust on her face, like she just swallowed something horrible. How I hated her at that moment.

Faith looked her dead in the eyes. “Yes,” she said.

“But do you love him?”

Why the hell did she have to ask that? Would Faith have been here if she didn’t love me? I thought about this while I was waiting to hear the resounding yes coming from my fiancée. But it took a minute. Her eyes were still on Karen, and she looked up at me, as if deciding her answer. Then after turning back to Karen, she said, “Yes. I do love him.”

It lacked the emotion I had hoped to hear. It sounded more like a confession, actually, but I was relieved to hear it nonetheless. She was feeling a little weird about what went down tonight, I told myself. Nothing more.

Karen didn’t say anything for a long moment, just stared in Faith’s face, as if giving her a chance to take back what she’d just said just in case she’d made a mistake. But after that moment was over, Karen said, “Okay, fine. I’ll back off then. Faith, you my girl, and if this is what you want for yourself, then I guess I want it for you too.” Then Karen shocked me by standing up and extending her hand across the table toward me.

“Truce?”

I looked at that hand like it was a claw from some alien creature, like if I touched it, she would pass me some deadly disease, and I would gag, start foaming at the mouth and shaking and drop dead right there. But I took the leap, grabbed her hand, and shook it anyway. “Truce,” I said.

The trip to my place was a silent one. Faith sat in the passenger seat of my Passat, not saying a word, pushed up so far against the door you’d think I hadn’t washed in weeks.

Once we got to my place, I took the stairs first, climbing the first two flights. But when I looked behind me, she was still there at the bottom of the stairs, near the door to Asha’s apartment.

“Faith, what are you doing? You coming up?”

She looked up at me, her arms crossed over her chest. “I didn’t know if you were going to stop in and see how Asha was doing. That is what you told her you’d do, right?”

It was exactly as I thought. She was feeling jealous and that’s why she was behaving like a seven-year-old.

“Come up these stairs, woman,” I said, extending a hand down to her.

“You said you’d check on her. You even told her that you would take her home. That it didn’t matter that I was still in the restaurant cacklin’ like a hen with Karen. That I wouldn’t even know that you were gone.”

“I did not say that!” I protested.

“You said something like that,” Faith said, anger in her eyes. “And then you said you’d check on her, so that is what I think you should do.” And then Faith had enough damn nerve to turn toward Asha’s door and knock on it. She was only able to hit the door once, because I had hurried down the stairs, gotten behind her and grabbed her hand in mid-motion before she was able to knock a second time.

“We need to talk about this upstairs. Now go,” I said, making her go before me, so she wouldn’t try anything funny again. As I climbed the stairs, I looked back at Asha’s door, thankful that she probably hadn’t heard the knock, thankful that she hadn’t been dragged into any more of my situation.

When we walked into my apartment, Faith just stood by the door, not taking off her jacket, not setting down her purse. I closed the door and stood in front of her.

“So, you’re going to stand there all night? Gonna sleep there, are you? You’re like a cow now, or what?”

Obviously, she didn’t like my remarks. She clip-clopped across my hardwood floor, over to the area rug, and plopped down on my leather sofa. She crossed her arms tightly over her chest again, pressed her knees closely together, even tightened the belt of her leather jacket around her slim waist, as if she was trying to close off all pathways to her.

I walked over to her, stopped three or four steps from her, and just looked down at her. How beautiful she was. Even angry, pissed the hell off at me, she was one of the most beautiful girls in the universe. Her straight, chin-length black hair was windswept all over her head, sticking up like cockatoo feathers, but she was still beautiful. Her normally almond-shaped eyes were narrowed into slits, her mouth puckered into a tight little prune, but she still meant the world to me.

We’d been together only nine months, but I knew very early on that this was the woman I wanted to be with for the rest of my life. It could’ve been because until her, I hadn’t been with anyone, hadn’t really shared my life with anyone since Asha four years prior. I was lonely, very lonely, hating having to go out there on the circuit, prance through clubs, recite practiced come-on lines to women, hoping I’d find the one to fill the void in my life. But it wasn’t as though I didn’t try. There were nights when I became desperate, sitting around my apartment on Friday and Saturday nights, feeling as though no one cared about me, as if no one even knew that I was alive. I asked myself at those times, if I ceased to exist, would anyone even miss me?

I would think of Asha, go downstairs, knock on her door, my spirits immediately lifting when I heard her footsteps coming toward the door.

“Wanna rent a movie or something?” I’d say, praying that she’d be game. But when she came back with, “Naw, I got to get up early tomorrow,” or “I’m going out with my girls,” I would smile, as though it was no big deal, and head sadly back up to my apartment.

I would stand in front of my mirror, some fifteen minutes later, wearing the clothes that, for some reason, I never thought looked just right on me, the clothes that people wore to clubs; shiny silk shirts, baggy linen pants, loafers, crap like that.

I knew what the scene would be before I even got there, before I even left my apartment. But I told myself, either that, or sit around here and feel sorry for myself.

I would park my car, and as I walked toward whatever club I had chosen to go to, I would try and convince myself that I would be aggressive that night, that I would find an attractive woman, someone I got the feeling I could develop something with, and I would step right up and talk to her, persuade her into giving me her phone number, possibly going out on a date some time.

But when I would enter those densely packed, dimly lit rooms, music so loud that you not only heard it, but felt it move through your body, I would just lose whatever fragile confidence I had built up. The places were filled with men standing around, holding drinks coolly in their hands, their sights set on the women they intended to take home for the night. How phony they were, I would think. And the women, standing in their little circles, trying so hard to appear ladylike, as though they had absolutely no interest in the men that surrounded them. They’d act as though they didn’t spend hours in their closets and in front of their mirrors preparing themselves, asking each other, “How do I look? Are my boobs sticking out of this dress too much? Do I look like a ho in this skirt?”

It was all a joke, the posing, the postulating. I would walk through that club, and I would feel the eyes heavy on me. It felt like every pair in the room, male or female. And I would hear in my head what those men were thinking, at least what I thought they were thinking. Oh, this brotha’ thinks he’s the shit with his hazel eyes, wavy hair, and expensive clothes. He thinks he’s gonna come in here and pull every woman out of this club, take them home and leave me with nothing. But I thought nothing like that, thought the farthest thing from that, because I knew I had no chance, had been convincing myself of it from the first step I took into the place.

Although women, from the ugliest to the most beautiful, were staring directly into my eyes at one point or another, I could rarely find what it took to approach them. It was as if they had a sixth sense, would somehow know that I was damn near desperate, and immediately be turned off by me. The times that I had been rejected in the past never really left my memory, and I felt destined to bomb regardless of what I did.

Once I did walk up to a short, shapely, brownish woman with a fit-ted dress that revealed a body that was tight, but soft in the right places. She was surrounded by a number of people, had just finished speaking to one of them, but now was just standing alone, bopping her head to the music.

“Excuse me,” I said, almost yelling because the music was so loud.

She turned around, looked at me a moment, waiting for me to say something else, then finally said, “Yeah?”

“I just … I just saw you over here and thought I’d come talk to you.” I said these words, not leaning in to her, but from where I stood a few feet away, and at a normal volume, knowing that she wouldn’t be able to hear them clearly. I was fearful that if she did, she would find something wrong with them, with my delivery, and reject me.

“I didn’t hear you,” she said, cupping a hand to her ear.

I leaned in this time, and said, “I just said, how are you doing?”

“Oh, good,” she said, nodding her head, taking a sip from a glass that had nothing but melted ice in it.

I had nothing else to say. My hands were stuck in my pockets, and I was fishing around in them, as if there I would find the words to inter-est this woman in me. But there was nothing, and I knew that just that fast she had already lost interest, if she had had any to begin with, because her eyes were wandering about the club.

But I told myself I wouldn’t let this go that easily. I mustered up the courage and made another approach, stepping up closer. I tapped her on the shoulder, and was prepared to speak, when another man, a huge smile on his face, tapped her on the other shoulder. She turned to him, and it was obvious that she knew him, for she smiled widely as well, then jumped into his arms.

I turned, lowered my head, stuck my hands back into my pockets, and walked away, telling myself it wasn’t meant to be. It was never meant to be, because I hated this, everything about it. The rest of the night, as with most nights, I would spend against the wall, watching as other people enjoyed themselves, watching as the women I told myself I should’ve been approaching were approached by other men, men that had more confidence than me. Better men.

It wasn’t as though I never got approached. There are, because of their painful appearance, always a legion of women who, since a very young age, have come to realize that they must approach men if they ever wished to have one. So every now and then, I would feel a pres-ence at my side, or see a shadow out the corner of my eye, and I would turn my head to find a little troll with blue hair, or a round, smiling woman, barbecue sauce smeared on her cheeks, as she ate complimen-tary buffet chicken wings beside me.

They would ask me to dance, or try to strike up conversation, and although I was the farthest thing from interested, I would turn them away as pleasantly as I could. I would tell them no I didn’t want to dance, or yes I was married, or on one occasion, to one particularly insistent woman with two gold front teeth, I said that yes, indeed I was gay, and proud, and my man played for the Chicago Bears.

“I don’t mind. You want to get together anyway?” she said, smiling so brightly that I had to squint.

“I don’t think he’d like that,” I said, then slowly backed away from her.

One night, a few months before I met Faith, I was out, and the night had gone as it always did, dragging toward an end, and I thought about why I’d come out in the first place and what waited for me when I returned home. I didn’t want to go back to that empty, lonely feeling. Suddenly, I felt a tug on my sleeve. When I turned around, there was a woman in front of me, only tolerable to look at, but her body was nothing short of amazing.

“Excuse me fo’ just thayin’ this, but you fine ath hell,” she said to me.

Ghetto, and a super duper lisp that would not be ignored, I thought. Nothing that I would ever extend myself to try for, but it was some-thing, a warm body at least. I swallowed hard and forced myself to say, “You’re not bad yourself.”

That night, I sat on the edge of my bed as this woman, if she was that, for I didn’t know how old she was, and didn’t care to ask, began to undress me. Her name was Trina, or Trisha, or maybe even Trixi. She unbuttoned my shirt, opened it up, and her eyes ballooned like she had finally gotten that Christmas present she always wanted.

“Man, you buffed. You tho hard,” she said, smoothing a rough, calloused hand over my pecs. What did she do, sand decks with her bare hands for a living?

“You work out, don’t you?” she asked, and now she was actually dig-ging her fingers into my abdominal muscles, like each one of them were tiny individual drawers she could pull out. “I bet you tho scrong.”

“Yeah. I work out every day.”

“You fine,” she said, kissing me on my left nipple. “I don’t believe you ain’t got no woman, Jaython.”

I couldn’t believe I actually told her my real name, and that I was single. But then again, I could’ve told her anything, because I was depressed, desperate to feel some sort of affection.

She started to kiss me more, suckling my nipple, then the other while she unbuckled my belt, undid the button down there. And then she was kissing lower and lower, licking my abs, trying to reach down into my boxers and grab me, but she was having a hard time with my zipper. As she tugged, I started to come to my senses, started to ask myself what would I accomplish by letting her do what I knew she was about to do? And I knew I would be accomplishing nothing.

And just then, she was successful in lowering my zipper. She pulled down the front of my boxers, pulled me out, and was about to take me into her mouth when I said, “Hold it.”

“Hunh?” she said, looking up like I was stopping her from taking a bite of the dinner it took her so much time and effort to prepare.

“I think I need to take you home.”

It was three months before I even thought about going out after that. I had accepted the idea that I would forever be alone. Understanding that, I prepared to begin by going to the movies by myself.

The theater was practically empty, only a few people seated in the chairs as the lights began to dim in the huge room. I quickly sat down, looked around, and noticed the back of a woman’s head. There was no way I could know for sure, but something told me that she was attractive. And since I told myself that much, since I was already conjuring up my dream princess, I might as well have her be smart, compassionate, intelligent, and have a great body as well. What the hell. She looked up once, turned her head, and I caught a glimpse of the side of her face. What I saw was angelic, and I was hoping that she wasn’t looking for the man that she was supposed to be meeting there.

The lights lowered all the way, the film started, and it didn’t make one bit of difference to me, for my eyes were focused on the back of this woman’s head, this woman who would save me from all the loneliness I’d been feeling. That was, if I could somehow find the confidence to even approach her.

When the film was over, if someone were to ask me what it was about, I couldn’t have told them anything more than what I had seen on the television commercial that interested me in the first place. For that entire two hours, I was staring at her, letting my imagination con-jure up a world where she and I were together, where we were in love. Love, I thought. Was there really any meaning to that word? Up to this point, I wasn’t sure. But now I told myself she would be the one who would prove to me that there was meaning in it.

So when the credits started to roll, I felt myself becoming anxious, felt the pits of my arms and the palms of my hands becoming moist with perspiration, anticipating what this woman really looked like. More important, if she looked like I knew she would, would I have the guts to walk up to her?

I sat up in my chair, my eyes focused on her, telling myself to relax, not to look so much like a damn pervert. But when she finally turned around, she was so beautiful that I knew I had no choice but to say something. I felt myself standing up as she approached, watching her as if in a daze as she passed my seat.

I quickly grabbed my jacket and followed her, telling myself that I had to get to her before some other man did. When I got her back in my sights, she was walking across the carpeted theater lobby, heading for the glass doors. I stayed some ten feet behind her, telling myself it wasn’t just the right time yet to approach, when really I was trying to think of something to say, trying to convince myself that I wasn’t really as foolish and insecure as I felt. But I knew I had to act soon, if not that moment, because she was walking toward a beige Camry, and once she got inside her car I was doomed. If I tapped on her window, asked her to roll it down, I would’ve been better off asking for spare change to wash her windshield, than for her number.

So I swallowed my pride and walked up beside her. It took three or four steps before she acknowledged me.

“Can I help you?” she said, leaning away from me some, as she continued walking toward the car.

Calm down, Jayson, I told myself, then I said, “You like the movie?” The words came out clumsily, nothing smooth about them, or the way I said them. I sounded like a grade school student confronting the girl he’s had a crush on since the beginning of the school year.

“What?”

“The movie. Did you like it?” I said, trying to sound a little more comfortable behind the question.

“Uh, yeah,” she said, looking at me like I was crazy to ask such a thing, then looking around, as if to make sure there were witnesses just in case I tried to wrestle her to the ground and steal her panties off her, or something.

“Yeah, I liked it, now good-bye,” she said, as she kept on walking toward the car.

Was that a blow-off, I asked myself, stopping at the point she had actually blown me off. Normally, I would’ve lowered my head, shrunk about three feet, and slithered away, but I remembered all the nights at the clubs, the lonely feelings that drove me out there, and the depression I’d experience when I’d come back from not being successful. I couldn’t go through that anymore. I looked over at her as she looked for the keys to her car, and I knew, somehow I just knew that we were supposed to be together.

I started again to walk in her direction. She caught sight of me, started to fish around in her purse more frantically, but was unable to find the keys before I caught up to her. And there I stood, in front of her, my mind a total blank, unable to come up with anything more than, “So what did you like about the movie?” How lame.

When she heard that question, she was still conducting the search for the missing keys, but she stopped, her arm still elbow-deep in the purse. She looked up at me as though I’d long ago become a nuisance.

“Listen, I’m sorry. I may not have made myself clear to you, but I don’t want to talk to you. So if you’d please, just please leave me alone.” She said this looking directly into my eyes, and I looked right back into her beautiful charcoal-black eyes, and said, “Well, what was your favorite thing about it? The movie that is.” I couldn’t believe I continued with this pathetic movie Q&A, but I had no lines; I didn’t have the game all those other men had, and I really, really wanted to start a conversation with this woman, and this was the only way I knew how. This was Jayson Abrahms being persistent.

“What are you stupid? You have rocks in your head or something?” she said, tapping her index finger against her temple. “Am I wearing a sign taped to my back saying, ‘Ask me about the movie’? I don’t want to talk to you. So will you leave!” She said this, both anger and a little bit of fear on her face. She was backed up against the car, looking cor-nered, and that was probably how she felt, and I was sorry for that, but I just wished she knew how I was feeling.

I began to turn around, but then stopped, telling myself that I should just tell her what was on my mind. When she saw my face again, she looked like she was about to scream, but I said, holding up both palms, “Hold it. I just want to say something, and I’ll leave you alone. I promise.” She settled down, and allowed me to confess.

“I’m sorry I came at you this way. I … I don’t have any lines. I don’t know how to talk to women the way women like men to, the way other men can do. I’m no good at that, never have been,” I said, feel-ing ashamed, trying hard just to keep my head up, make occasional eye contact.

“I’m not going to lie, but then again, I’m sure I don’t have to, because you can probably tell. I’m a pretty sad case, chasing some woman out of a movie theater. But I’m a decent man. No, strike that. I’m a good man, with no more problems than any other, and I don’t see why I …” I blew out a long, exasperated sigh, glancing up at her just to make sure she was still there. “I just thought you were a beautiful woman, who maybe wasn’t involved with anyone since you were here by yourself. I just thought that maybe … that maybe there would’ve been a chance that …” And then I realized just how much of a complete fool I was making of myself. “I’m sorry that I ever bothered you. Forgive me,” I said, and then I turned around and walked off.

But after taking only four or five steps, I heard her voice.

“Hey, hey, wait.”

I turned around to see her walking toward me.

“What did you say your name was again?”
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Since that day, Faith and I have been together. I looked down at her, sitting on my sofa, looking like she wanted nothing more than to tear my head off, and I wanted to laugh. How could she not know how much I loved her? How could she question such a thing, not realize that I felt forever grateful to her for saving me from all that crap that I was enduring. Could she not know this because I had a best friend who happened to be a woman? Could that one thing cast doubt over all the times I’d told and shown her that I loved her, all the wonderful times we had together? I mean, damn, we loved each other enough to agree to get married, and she didn’t know how much I loved her? It was ridiculous. I shook my head, giving her a sympathetic look.

Faith tightened up all her body parts even more. “What the hell are you shaking your head at?” she said.

“You. You second guessing this.”

“Me?” she said, incredulously. “We’re supposed to be getting mar-ried this weekend. In four days. Four, Jayson,” she said, holding up her fingers. She could be so damn dramatic sometimes. “And I’m putting up with this shit.”

“What shit are you talking about?”

“That bitch downstairs,” Faith spat, looking down, as if she could see Asha through the floor.

“Who, again, did you say?” I asked, letting it be known in my tone that I’d taken offense.

“Your friend … Asha.” She said her name like they were mortal enemies.

“What does she have to do with us, with our wedding, with our life together?” I said, walking closer to her.

“Everything, Jayson. She’s everywhere. You talk about her all the time.”

“Bullshit, Faith. I don’t talk about her, or see her any more than I see anyone else. And you know that if Asha was a guy you wouldn’t be making such a big deal out of this,” I said, raising my voice.

“But she’s not a guy. She’s not, and I feel threatened by her.”

“Threatened!” I threw my head back in exaggerated laughter. But when I looked back at Faith, she wasn’t laughing, wasn’t smiling. Nothing. Just dead serious.

“She’s just my friend, a pal, Faith. Give me one reason why you should feel threatened by her.”

Faith looked at me as though I didn’t have the intelligence of a soiled, crusty sweat sock.

“Well, Jayson, let me see if I can do better than that. Maybe because she’s amazingly beautiful, or that you and her used to have a relationship, or the fact that she lives right downstairs. Or, maybe I’m being paranoid, and this means absolutely nothing at all,” she said, looking up to the ceiling, scratching her head in fake bewilderment. “But the fact that I just saw her hugging and kissing you, and you two saying that you loved each other, that makes me feel a bit threatened, you know what I’m saying, Jayson!”

I just stood there, staring dumbly at Faith.

“So what are you going to do about it?”

“Asha is a dear friend of mine, always will be, so I can’t do anything,” I said, starting to anger, feeling as though I was being pushed to do something I didn’t want to do. “And since you’re the one feeling threatened, not me, I shouldn’t have to do anything.”

Faith didn’t say anything to my smart remark, just sat there on the sofa, looking introspective, as if weighing her options. Then she stood up. She stood up, walked around the coffee table and past me, grabbed her purse, and headed for the door. I rushed up behind her as she grabbed the doorknob and opened the door. That’s when I knew she was serious, that something was wrong. I forced the door closed.

“What’s up? What do you think you’re doing?” I said, standing behind her.

“I think I’m leaving,” she said, not turning around, but still staring at the door.

“Leaving for the night?”

“Leaving for good,” Faith said sadly.

I turned from her, threw my hands into my hair, grabbed fistfuls of it as I paced away from her. “What the hell am I supposed to do?” I asked of both myself and her.

“I’m not supposed to feel like this,” Faith said, again into the door.

“She’s my friend,” I said, still pacing.

“I’m about to get married in four days. Four, and I should not be feeling threatened.”

“She just kissed me on the cheek. She always kisses me on the cheek.”

OEBPS/images/img01_029.png







OEBPS/images/9780743238700.png
LOVE
FRUSTRATION

RM JouNxsoN







