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Dedicated to Braelyn

I could have given you a name with a fancy predefined meaning. However, I gave you a name that you will give meaning to. I pray that your father and I will raise you to be such an example that others will take your name because of what you have made of yourself.

Love,

Mommy
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Tremel


Withdrawal Slip #1


Ending Balance: $827.76


“We all have our time machines. Some take us back, they’re called memories. Some take us forward, they’re called dreams.”

—JEREMY IRONS




You always taste so damn good,” I whispered as I trailed soft kisses from her lower lips up to her eyes.

Sarai blushed. “You say the sweetest things, Mel.”

“That’s because you are the sweetest thing, baby.” My tongue entered her mouth, and with soft suction she pulled me into her welcoming heat. The enticing wetness and her soft moaning caused a pulsation all over my body.

We were in Bimini, Bahamas, on a private stretch of beach behind a house we rented for the week. The plan was to watch the sun go down, but the moment I looked over at the way her pale pink sun-dress wrapped around her brown body, I knew exactly who I wanted to “go down.” The pink fabric was very thin and I could see that she had on no panties or bra. Her nipples hardened from the cool ocean breeze.

When our kiss was done, the sky had lost its candle and the pink-and-orange heaven was slowly penetrated by darkness. I laid my bare back onto the sand as Sarai knelt between my legs. She pulled her dress over her head quickly and reached for my anxiously awaiting stiff dick.

She moved her face closer to it and opened her mouth. With tiny licks around the very tip she teased me, and then ran her tongue from shaft to tip until there wasn’t a dry spot in sight. Her eyes never left mine as her soft wet lips took me in. She squeezed her lips around me and moved up and down. As she came up again I fell out and Sarai said, with the sweetest grin, “I won’t even remember this.”

“What?” I assumed that the sound of the waves had interrupted what she had said because it didn’t make sense to me.

“I won’t remember this,” she repeated, with the same sexy smile.

“Remember what?” I was now up on my elbows. “You won’t remember what?”

She burst into uncontained and almost possessed laughter. “Sarai.” I called her name, hoping to get her to snap out of this playful stint and back down to the blow job that I was in desperate need of. “Sarai.” The more I called out to her the farther away she moved, until she was waist-deep in the dark ocean water.

From thirty feet away she spoke but I heard her as though she was nibbling on my earlobe. “Tremel, if I don’t remember, you remember for me.” The noise from the large wave coming up behind her slowly melted into the sound of a police siren on the movie I fell asleep watching.



I slid my hand over the far side of the bed, checking my surroundings. I hoped that something had changed and my sad reality was just a nightmare. But just like the last time I dreamed about Sarai, she was still nowhere to be found. However, this time I was happy to be in her bed instead of a jail cell. That’s right…I said jail.

On the night Sarai was shot it turns out that I did all of the wrong things in front of the wrong people the night I selected to reenter Sarai’s life. Around ten o’clock that evening two hundred people witnessed my angry poetry performance onstage at Vocalize, which was dedicated to her. Five minutes later fifteen of those people also saw Sarai rush out crying. Two of which were in the ladies’ room when she screamed that I was trying to ruin her life. To make matters worse, at midnight I also slipped the security guard in her building $300 to open her apartment and allow me to wait for her. And last, but certainly not least, because Damian was wearing gloves, my fingerprints were the only ones on the gun, and the gun just happened to have been stolen a week before from someone in Boston, my new hometown. Ain’t that a bitch?

So as far as the Miami PD was concerned, they could get back to Dunkin’ Donuts, their work was done. I was an angry black man with a gun and a motive: a cheating ex-girlfriend. I couldn’t win for losing, and no one even pretended to want to hear my explanation.

Luckily, I’ve been out for two weeks now, thanks to Damian’s drunken confession to a stripper in Texas two days before he set out to Guadalajara. Now the closest he’d ever get to Mexico is through the smell of the breakfast burrito one of the federal agents ate while waiting for him to show up at the border…

Those weeks in jail killed everything for me. As a newly signed artist, my CD sales not only stopped, but my shit did a U-turn when news of me shooting my ex-girlfriend and being arrested surfaced. Stores sent my CDs back to the warehouses in droves. I hired the best attorneys the $26,000 in my bank account could afford. And since the only person in my family with $75,000 to post as bail money was my uncle Norman, I just got comfortable in my cell. After the fist-fight he and I had during my Christmas visit, my mom knew not to even ask him for air on my behalf.

Since my release I’ve been staying at Sarai’s place. Not a day goes by that she isn’t in my thoughts, my tears, and my heart. I can’t stop feeling that maybe if I hadn’t come by that night, she’d be lying here in her bed, full of life. Instead I’m not able to drag myself out of bed. It was the last place I held her, smelled and touched her hair, made love to her, and was good to her. Major parts of me regret coming back that night. Then again, if she was all alone that night…she would’ve gone through everything alone. Something tells me that my presence made what happened a lot easier for her.

The phone rang. I instantly glanced over at the clock: 3:16 a.m. I cleared my throat and reached for the phone. “Hello.”

“Hello, Mr. Colten?”

“Yeah,” I said as I rolled over.

“This is Nurse Graham.” My heart paused right along with her voice “We need you at the hospital right away.”

I sat up as my soul sunk. “Is there something I should know?”

“I am not permitted to say.” She continued: “Dr. Bowen just asked me to get you here as soon as possible.”

“Okay, thanks.” I hung up the phone and remembered the last late-night call from the hospital. It happened on my second night out of jail. They thought that they were losing her. Sarai had flatlined several times, for reasons they couldn’t explain. Dr. Bowen was called in from home, the nurses were rushing around getting special equipment, and the PA-system operator was shouting “Code blue, code blue in room 207.”

I slowly stepped into room 207 and saw my sleeping beauty lying there like she had been for almost a month. Her bedside was surrounded by the hospital staff but I pushed through them and clutched her hand. “Why you playin’ games with these people?” I whispered in her ear. “You got everybody earnin’ their salaries tonight.” I kissed her on her cheek and said, “All right baby, you got me here, so stop it.” Blimp, blimp, blimp…the heartbeat monitor suddenly sprang back into action and all of her vital signs slowly fell back into place…but she didn’t, wouldn’t, and couldn’t wake up.

Soon the nurses and Dr. Bowen left us alone. I ran my hand down the side of her face with a smile and asked the same question I asked her the night I knew I would fall in love with her. “Why do I have to push your buttons to get you to act right?” She never answered, but I sat there until morning wishing she would.

[image: space]

As I entered the hospital I felt something different this time. I was unsure if I could pull off the same thing I did last week without tearing up, or getting angry when she didn’t talk back. The elevator door opened to the second floor and introduced me to scary silence. As I walked by the nurses’ station most of them avoided eye contact and others just looked away altogether. Absolutely no one spoke to me. This must be it, the time that I’d have to say good-bye to her…my last visit.

I stopped a few doors away from room 207 when I saw orderlies rolling out some of the machines I was used to seeing Sarai connected to. I couldn’t take another step, and suddenly I didn’t give a shit about anybody seeing me cry. “Damn,” I whispered to myself as my hands rushed to my head. What would I do now if I couldn’t just watch her sleep? Where would I visit her? I’m not about to take my conversations to a cemetery.

Somehow I got my feet to start moving again and through my footsteps and tears I could hear Dr. Bowen ask, “Who is the president of the United States?”

There was a faint whisper of an answer, “Unfortunately, George W. Bush.”

“Do you know where you are?”

“Come on, after a million nurses, you, and this damn catheter?” She coughed. “Stevie Wonder could tell me that I’m in the hospital.” She went on, “My question to you is, ‘What am I doing here?’”

“Your question will be answered shortly.” Dr. Bowen continued, “What is your name?”

“Sarai Emery.” She giggled weakly, “How many times are you going to ask me that?”

He chuckled. “Until I believe that you’re actually talking to me.” Dr. Bowen watched as I walked through the door in utter amazement. My eyes were wide open and so was my mouth. My body shook and I nearly dropped to the ground. Sarai was sitting up in bed with her back toward me talking…talking. She was sitting up…talking. Something I never expected to see again in life, much less tonight.

“Do you know this man?” Dr. Bowen pointed at me as I approached.

When Sarai turned to look back at me, it was as though she looked right through me and at the bare white wall behind me. “No.” She looked back at the doctor. “Should I?” I felt the blood freeze up throughout my entire body and my eyes couldn’t leave her, I couldn’t even blink. Damn blinking, I couldn’t breathe.

Dr. Bowen saw my expression and seemed embarrassed and hurt for me. “Mr. Colten, why don’t you wait for me in the hallway?”

I don’t remember getting there but I made it to the hallway and sat on the ground outside of the room with my head in my hands and heard him ask, “What is today’s date?”

“Umm.” She thought awhile. “I’m not exactly sure, but Nat’s party is next week, so it should be mid-May, like May twentieth or something like that.”

“Okay.” He paused. “That’s not quite today’s date, but tell me the last thing you remember before you woke up a couple hours ago.”

“I remember talking to my two best friends, Nat and India, at a bar and driving home to see my boyfriend, Damian, and then going to work.” She paused, concerned. “That was yesterday…I think.”

“No, that wasn’t yesterday,” Dr. Bowen said.

“Was I in a car accident?” She tried to rationalize. “’Cause I don’t remember driving home from work.”

“No, there wasn’t a car accident.” He paused. “Let me have you open up your mouth, I need to take a look at you.”

For twenty minutes he examined her to be certain that all was well physically. She had all of her faculties and no part of her body was numb. During this time many nurses gleefully peered into the room, not believing that the coma girl was up, talking, and asking for a meal. One nurse looked down at me with joy. “You must be going out of your mind.”

“I am.” I continued in a mumble, “She said she didn’t know me.” What the fuck…She said she didn’t know me, I repeated over and over in my mind. I continued listening in on what Dr. Bowen had to say. “You were shot, suffered severe trauma, and your body went into shock, leaving you comatose.” Dr. Bowen took a deep breath. “Today’s date is April fifth, 2005.” He sighed. “What you’re remembering happened at least ten months ago.”

“Whoa.” She took a deep breath. “Now, what do you mean shot? Who shot me?”

“Well, Ms. Emery, the detectives will be able to tell you more about the incident, I’m just a doctor.”

“Detectives? The incident?” She was in disarray.

“Okay, wait!” Sarai was astonished. “So I’ve been in a coma for ten months?”

“No,” Dr. Bowen explained. “You’ve been out for about twenty-seven days, but it seems you may have lost some of your long-term memory. When we conduct tests in the morning we’ll learn more. In the meantime let me check out your wound.”

“So this bandage covers the gunshot?”

“Yes. You were shot just below the heart, you are an extremely lucky young woman.” He examined her injury. “So how are you feeling?”

“Sleepy, very sleepy, but you’re telling me that I’ve been in a coma, so I don’t want to go back to sleep.”

“No, you seem to be doing fine,” he reassured her. “Tiredness is a natural stage of recovery, get some rest. I promise that you’ll wake up in the morning.”

“Doctor,” she called out to him. “I need to make some phone calls. I cannot believe none of my friends are here.”

“They were, but it’s pretty late now,” Dr. Bowen said. “How about you make those calls in the morning, I’ll have a nurse sit with you until you fall asleep so that you’ll have some company.”

She sounded scared. “I’m a little worried because my dad is sick and my brother…I need to talk to him.”

He cleared his throat. “Your concern is understandable. I’m sure your friend Miss Blake will be able to tell you everything in the morning,” he said. “However, it’s important for you to rest tonight, you have a big day ahead of you.” He continued: “Take these pills and when you wake up I’m sure you’ll be surrounded by all of your friends.”

He took a few minutes to review her chart, jot some things down, and give special instructions to the nurse who would sit with her, but before he could make it into the hallway, Sleeping Beauty was out like a light again. “Mr. Colten.” He looked down at me and extended his hand. “Let’s talk.”

“Funny, I was about to say the same thing.” I stood to my feet.

“I’m sorry, I should’ve told you that this was a possibility.”

“This.” I cut him off. “What exactly is this?”

“Retrograde amnesia,” Dr. Bowen said as he pressed the elevator button. “Let’s get a cup of coffee.”

I followed him to a room behind the main doors of the emergency room and sat in a chair across the table from where he placed his coffee mug. “Coffee?” he asked me.

“No.” I had one question, but I was terrified of the answer. “What should I expect?”

“Well, with retrograde amnesia, people lose memories from the time just prior to the injury. This time period may stretch from a few minutes to several years. It seems as though Sarai has lost the last ten or eleven months.”

“Well, I met her ten months ago, so that basically rules me out of her life?” I asked, but didn’t give him a chance to talk. “That’s fucked up.”

“I know.” He sipped from the mug. “But we have no way of controlling how our bodies work. We all store different memories at different levels.” He smiled. “However, when a retrograde amnesiac recovers, they recall older memories first, and then more recent memories make their way back, until all memory is recovered.”

That was just the kind of news I wanted to hear. “So you think that she’ll fully recover?”

“I can’t say at the moment, but after we run some tests tomorrow, I’ll have a more definite prognosis.”

I kept thinking about the way she looked at me, the stranger in her room, and it tugged at the very core of my heart. “So what do I do or say to her?” Then I thought hard about it. “Or should I just stay away?”

“No, I wouldn’t suggest that.” He leaned back into his chair. “Just be patient, things may come back to her bit by bit, don’t force it. Start out by having someone that she recognizes, like Miss Blake, reintroduce her to you.”

From that moment on I realized I had a world of memories that now only belonged to me. Like how absolutely gorgeous she was at Nat’s party; I couldn’t keep my eyes off of her and created situations where she’d have to talk to me, even though her man was in the room. Thoughts of how she dissed me that night and how I got revenge on the poetry stage later. Damn! I thought of our first date when I turned her apartment into a Café de Mel and cooked crabs. Man, the look on her face when a few crabs got away. Memories, memories, memories.

My mind went to our first kiss and how much we both wanted it to continue, but we tried to be polite and not overdo it. I reminisced about the first time I eased my chocolate lightning into her soft and moistened piece of earth. She quivered and gave off a sexy moan as she accepted me. It was the first of many times that her body was my ticket to paradise. Now I stand alone on an oasis and she looks at me, through me, blankly, and asks if she should know me. In her mind she is still in love with Damian, but in my heart she still belongs to me.

Long after Dr. Bowen left, I sat in that room wondering how anyone would tell her that Savion, her twin brother, had put a gun to his head and ended his life just minutes before she was shot, and that he mailed her a long letter begging her forgiveness. In it, he said that watching his personality, emotions, mentality, and his body die of AIDS had stifled his will to live. His body was in the morgue for a week before I realized that in his world there was just Sarai and their Alzheimer-stricken father…so there would be no funeral arrangements made. Though I was in jail, I had my mother use my money to pay an Atlanta funeral home for a small service and cremation; they shipped Savion’s ashes to Miami. Had Sarai died, I would’ve buried them together.

Because I was, and still am, so much in love with her and everything and everyone in her life, I used some of the last of my money to extend her father’s nursing-home care by four months. So guess who’s going broke this time?

After walking the entire hospital and finally calling Nat with the news, I tiptoed into room 207 shortly after 8 a.m. and thanked the heavens that Sarai was still asleep. Just as she had once said about her father, as long as she couldn’t see me, her not remembering me couldn’t hurt me. I sat on the cold uncomfortable chair and studied her face. Even though her hair was pulled into the messiest ponytail I had ever seen, her beauty shone through like sunshine after a hurricane.

I smiled at her and the voice of Lauryn Hill’s “Can’t Take My Eyes Off of You” flooded me and came out in a melodic whisper, “You’re just too good to be true, can’t take my eyes off of you.” Would she ever love me again? I had to make her love me again.

“Nice voice.” Sarai’s words startled me.

“Oh, snap.” I had just noticed that she was staring back at me. “I’m sorry. Did I wake you?”

“Yeah,” she said. “It’s all right, though.” She struggled to laugh.

I was nervous, I didn’t know what to say or do. I didn’t know what I should act like, so I stood and walked over to the bed. “Is there anything that I can do for you?”

“Breakfast would be wonderful,” she said.

“Umm.” I didn’t know how to break it to her. “The doctor wants you on liquids only this morning because of all of the tests they need to run on you today.”

“Liquids?” She gave me that I-don’t-give-a-damn look. “You woke me up and now you won’t feed me? What kind of a nurse are you?”

“I’m not a nurse.” I laughed.

After a brief but prickly bit of silence she asked, “So what are you, the hospital’s entertainer, or are you paid to watch the sick throughout the night?”

“Neither.”

“So?”

“So?” I asked back.

“So, who are you?”

“Well.” I cleared my throat and strangely my mind went blank too. “I called your friend Nat, and she should be here in less than an hour.”

“Okay, but that still doesn’t tell me who you are.” She asked as she slowly sat up, “And how do you know Nat?”

“We used to work together at Northern Miami Middle.”

“Oh, okay,” she said, but she still seemed confused. “But why are you here?”

I wasn’t about to embarrass myself. “Well, if you must know, she had something important to do last night and asked that I come by and look out for you in case you woke up.” I smiled. “And you did.”

“I am so sorry that she put you out of your way for me.” She seemed sincere.

“Not a problem at all.” God, I missed her.

Sarai sprang a question on me. “So you two are seeing each other?”

“What?” I asked. “Who two?”

“You and Nat?”

I made a face. “Noooo.”

“Whoa. What’s all that?” She stopped me. “Time out, please don’t act like there is something wrong with my girl.”

“No.” I interrupted her. “No, that’s not how I meant it. She’s a great girl, but no…we’re just friends. Plus, I think Nick is bigger than me, so I don’t want any problems.”

“Okay.” She smiled. “I remember you coming in last night, I’m sure that the doctor discussed this amnesia stuff with you.”

“Yeah, briefly.”

“Did we meet before or are you just doing Nat this favor?” she asked.

“No, we’ve met.” I really didn’t want her to ask me anything else.

She seemed puzzled. “So we know”—she corrected herself—“excuse me, we knew one another?” Damn she had gone past tense on me.

“We knew one another very well, Sarai.”

When I spoke her name she swiftly looked over at me as though the sound of her name rolling off my tongue and through my lips was familiar. “What is your name?”

“Tremel.” I extended my hand but didn’t wait for her to reach for it; I grabbed her cold hand and held it. “I’m Tremel Colten.” I sighed. “You used to call me Mel.”

“It’s nice to meet you.” She turned my hold on her hand into a handshake. “Do you know Damian as well?” Her eyes lit up as she said his name and dropped my hand.

What the fuck? “Yeah.” That was all I cared to say.

She looked around the room quickly. “Is there a phone in here?”

“There was a phone, the doctor removed it.” I continued: “He said that it is important that all of your verbal communication is done person to person over the next few days.” I sighed. “A lot has happened to you, a lot that you don’t remember, and for your own good he wants your best friend to be the one to update you on what’s what and who’s who in your life. The wrong phone call can expose you to too much at one time.”

“I wonder why Nat didn’t ask Damian to sit with me.” She shrugged her shoulders. “Is he on his way too?”

I was disappointed. “I don’t think so.”

“Well, Tremel, is it?” She wanted to make sure that she was saying my name right.

“Yes.”

“What else can you tell me?”

I was already exhausted with this. “What do you want to know?”

She was blunt. “Who shot me?”

As much as I wanted to say, That punk muthafucka you asking for is the coward that left you a quarter of an inch from death or paralyzed from the neck down, I fought myself not to say, I almost died trying to protect you and all I get is a handshake? I wished that I was the one lying here instead of you, and you’re asking me about him? I looked at her and said, “You don’t really want to know.”

“Ms. Emery, welcome back,” a nurse said loudly as she walked into the room, followed by two others rolling a few gadgets into the room. She grabbed Sarai’s chart. “How are you feeling?”

Sarai looked away from me. “Hungry.”

“Uh-oh, doctor’s orders don’t call for that,” the nurse smiled. “How about some juice, though?”

“Let me get a gallon of your best stuff, then,” Sarai said, and we all laughed.

“Dr. Bowen performed the initial physical examination on you last night, but we need to do a more detailed vital and reflex check before you begin undergoing all of the testing today.” She flipped through the chart. “Girl, you are a miracle. You can see, hear, talk, you sittin’ up, and you’ll probably be walking around as soon as we get some food up in you.” She hung the clipboard on the foot of the bed and moved closer to Sarai’s face. “We need to remove the catheter. Nurse Wiggins, would you shut the door, please?”

When the nurse lifted her sheet Sarai shifted uncomfortably and glared over at me as if to ask me to leave. She wouldn’t have to tell me twice. Honestly, whether she remembered me or not, catheter removal wasn’t my thing. I began tiptoeing toward the door. “Ms. Emery, would you like for your fiancé to stay?” Nurse Wiggins asked Sarai while pointing at me.

“Fiancé?” She giggled. “No, he’s a friend of a friend of mine.”

A friend of a friend? What the…? Nat and I concocted the story of me being her fiancé so that I could visit, give my input, and be in her room as much as I could. But now that she was awake all she was doing was hurting my feelings. I left the room and then decided to leave the hospital altogether. I was angry. I knew that I shouldn’t be, but I had been dumped before and this pain was no different. Even though she truly couldn’t help not remembering me, it was still her face, her smile, and her voice that didn’t know mine.








Sarai
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“There ought to be a law stating that when you meet a man he issues you a card with the exact measurements of his dick before you give him your number, or before he gives you his.”

—SARAI EMERY, Going Broke, bank statement one




Natalya walked into my hospital room with a dozen roses, a smile, and enough tears to cry the river Justin Timberlake was singing about, and I had the nerve for my first thought to be on what I remembered our last conversation being about: “Nick and his insufficient funds.” Suddenly the words came to me as though I was saying them right then, There ought to be a law stating that when you meet a man he issues you a card with the exact measurements of his dick before you give him your number, or before he gives you his. I still believed that. However, though I was in a hospital bed, I had sense enough to know that now wasn’t the time to think about it.

“Oh my God,” Nat said, shivering as she rested the flower-filled vase on the table adjacent to the bed. Her right hand rushed to her mouth in disbelief. “I can’t believe this.” She walked toward me cautiously, but when I smiled, her arms opened wide. “I cannot believe this.” Still in tears, she took me in her arms. “I’ve missed you so much.”

All thoughts of Two-Inch Dick Nick subsided when I realized that I had my best friend, my ace, my homie, my damn girl back at my side. Though the doctor said I’d been out for a month, being awake for two hours without her felt like two years. “Nat, I…” My eyes welled up and my heart leaped with joy. This coma shit had made me soft. “I love you.”

“I love you.” We held each other for about five minutes, but our tears continued on for a while. Seeing her familiar face, hearing her voice, and knowing that after whatever had happened to me she was still around, meant the world to me. She was the only medicine I needed. Finally seeing someone that I recognized warmed the cold blood within me and gave my heart the freedom to beat regularly again.

We stopped crying but began staring at each other and giggling uncontrollably; she started it, and I just couldn’t help it. She spent some time asking me how I was feeling and I assured her that I felt physically fine.

“So where is India?” I asked.

“India?” She looked at me strangely. “What do you want with her?”

“She gets on my nerves, but that heifer could’ve come with you to see me.”

“She…” Nat looked at me peculiarly and quickly looked away. “You and India had a falling-out a few months ago.” She laughed nervously. “You finally had enough of her snobbish ways.”

“Good.” I smiled. I wasn’t too shocked, I was actually glad to be rid of such a burden. “What finally did it?”

“Girl”—she spoke slowly—“all we have is time. We have a lot of catching up to do.”

“When is Damian getting here?” I blushed. “You need to do my hair before he comes.” The mention of his name brought excitement that I had forgotten existed. “I wanted to call him, but that man said that the doctor said something about me not calling people.”

“What man?” Nat asked as I pointed at the door and said, “The one that you asked to come and watch me last night.” I couldn’t remember his name. “He said that he used to work with you at the school.”

Nat asked with a dreadful look on her face, “You mean Tremel?”

“Yeah.” I lowered my voice. “Who in the hell is he?”

Nat stood up from my bed and looked away. “I spoke to Dr. Bowen briefly on the phone this morning, and when I got here I spoke to a few of the nurses; they told me about the amnesia.” She sighed. “What is the last thing that you remember?”

I thought for a while. “Our quote unquote urgent meeting at the Clevelander when we discussed Nick’s lack of—”

She interrupted me. “We’re getting married.”

“Married?” I asked.

“Married.” She showed me her engagement ring. “Yep, not until the end of the year, though.”

“Oh my God.” My hands flew up to my mouth while I admired her ring. I was speechless, not because the ring was beautiful—which it was—but because I couldn’t believe that she was about to vow, until death, to spend the rest of her sexual life in two-inch, two-minute misery. “Wow.” That was all I could say.

“He asked me over the Christmas holiday.”

I had to say, “I’m happy for you.”

“Thanks.”

“The doctor told what the date was last night, so I guess your birthday party is over, huh?”

“Yep.” She smiled. “I’m officially thirty, soon to be thirty-one.” She added, “We’re getting married on New Year’s Eve, at ten at night.” She reached for my hand. “If you’re feeling well enough by that time, I want you to be my maid of honor.”

“Oh my God.” I was thrilled. “Are you serious?”

She looked down at me with a smile. “Yes.”

“Yes, yes, yes.” I pulled her into another embrace. “Of course.”

Over the next hour I asked a host of questions and wasn’t happy with many of the answers. Nat said that it was all for my own good. She promised to reveal more as time went on, or as I began to remember more. All she was willing to say to me was that I had been shot right under my left breast, during a bank robbery. She also informed me that Damian was in federal prison on drug-related charges. However, the real shocker was her telling me that Damian and I weren’t together anymore; my heart was telling me different.

My father, thank God, is the same, no better and no worse. Savion, no one has heard from, that’s no shocker, he’d call soon. Naturally, I am very concerned about my twin’s well-being, but something in my spirit says that I shouldn’t fret. Finally, she told me that I had succumbed to the temptation to cuss out Mr. Motes at WBIG and lost my job. What in the hell was I doing in these ten months? Had I lost my mind? I lost a friend, my man, and a job…maybe it’s best if I don’t remember anything.

“So this Tremel guy,” I asked. “How do I know him?”

“You met him at my party.” She smiled.

“I did?” I tried hard to recall something, anything, but not even a piece came around.

She stared hard into my face. “He’s very nice, an extreme gentleman. He is a good man. You don’t remember anything about him at all?”

“I sure don’t,” I said matter-of-factly, and right on cue in walked Mr. Very Nice but Unfamiliar.

“How are you feeling?” Tremel asked me.

“I’m still hungry.” I grinned at him. “You here to feed me?”

“If I feed you, these nurses will kill me.” He walked over to my bedside and rubbed Nat’s back. He gazed into my face so long and hard that it became uncomfortable. During his absence of two hours he had changed clothes, shaved, and smelled like he had just sampled the best fragrance Macy’s had out as a tester. Whoever he was he was looking mighty fine. His skin was the same color that I remember giving the barks of trees in my coloring books when I was five years old. I never wanted them to be too dark, in fear of them appearing too old, and not too light because that would be a waste of crayon. So I would lightly brush the page with my brown Crayola, only pressing down hard enough to leave a sun-tanned toasted-brown shade.

Tremel’s wavy jet-black hair was cut low to match his newly shaven goatee. His lips—man, his lips were full and sexy, kissable and suckable. And under his beige polo shirt I knew was a bulky chocolate chest, and though his blue boot-cut jeans held him loosely, it hinted at what lay beneath…thick thighs, captivating calves, and a whole lot of tight bronze brownness was going on. He was truly something serious to look at, especially for someone who’d been unconscious for a month.

“All right, Ms. Emery.” Enter the bossy nurse. “It’s about that time.” She smiled. “Time for testing, testing, and more testing, honey.”

“So will I meet my steak dinner waiting when I get back?” I was dead serious.

“Chicken I can work out for you, but you’re on your own with steak, homegirl.”

For the next five hours I underwent blood work, X-rays, and a CT scan, but all I could think about were the unanswered questions I now had about pieces of the missing ten months of my life that Nat did tell me about. Why exactly did my relationship with Damian end? How can I get in touch with him? Did he know about what happened to me at the bank? Where in the hell is my brother? How is Daddy really doing? And how much do I owe the nursing home?

There were huge holes in the information that Nat trusted me with. She was never any good at looking at anyone and telling a bold-faced lie. There were things that she wasn’t telling me and I wanted to know who I had become.

The orderlies wheeled me back to my empty room after five in the afternoon; by this time I felt like an Ethiopian…I was starving. “Can you please see to it that they bring me my dinner right away?” I said to a man as he helped me get back into my bed.

“I’ll stop by the nurses’ station on my way back down.”

“Thank you so much.” This was an emergency. “No more drip, drop nourishment, I need to bite into something.”

“I know what you mean,” the man said. “I’ll get somebody to hook you up,” he added as he made his way out of the room.

I was all alone with my thoughts again, but I really wanted to be alone with the thoughts that I couldn’t think, which were about what happened in the past ten months. I sat back, closed my eyes, and tried hard to recall leaving the bar, going home, seeing Damian, getting mad because he had jacked off before I arrived after being away on a business trip for a week…I was pissed, but the brotha slapped it up, flipped it, and rubbed it down for me in the shower later on. Okay…let me stay focused…I went to work…I went to work…I went to work…and that was the last moment of my life that I could recall.

“Did someone order room service?” Tremel asked as he brought in a hospital tray piled with food and some snacks I’m sure the nurses would’ve discarded had they glimpsed them. “I heard that you were back in your room and thought that I’d bring you this peace offering in return for waking you up this morning.”

The brotha was right on time. “Oh, my word!” I exclaimed. “You can wake me up every morning if this stuff is as good as it looks.” My eyes brightened.

“Don’t make promises you can’t keep,” Tremel said as he rested the tray down on the cart and rolled it in front of me. “Some of this stuff has to stay between you and me, though.” He grabbed a lot of the sweets, potato chips, and cookies and put them in the top drawer of the tall nightstand next to my bed, but oddly enough he left the box of Whoppers on the tray. I love Whoppers, and anyone that knew me well would know that.

I picked up the little box. “I love Whoppers.”

“I didn’t bring them coincidentally.” He smiled. “I aim to please.”

His words sent chills up my spine. “Thank you.”

“Compliments of the chef.” He removed the chrome lid from the plate and revealed baked chicken, pale macaroni and cheese, corn, and a dinner roll. He laughed. “I had no pull in the kitchen, but the vending-machine man hooked it up.”

“You are an angel.” I was so hungry that the dish looked like the finest lobster and porterhouse steak dinner around. “Thank you so much.”

“I waited around until after your testing to see that you got something in your stomach.” He placed a knife, fork, and napkin in front of me and said, “I’ll leave you alone to enjoy your dinner.” He turned to walk away.

“You’re not going to join me for dinner?” I asked.

He was very modest. “I don’t want to get in the way.”

“Of what?” I interrupted. “I have no phone, they don’t want me to watch TV for a few more days, and I have no roommate.” I looked around. “You’re my only link to the outside world.” Then I added, “And you brought me Whoppers, so I take it that you know something about me.”

“I really do.” His gaze pierced me.

“Unless, of course, you have something else to do, or someplace to be.” I was hoping that I didn’t sound too desperate for conversation.

“There is no place else I’d ra…” He paused and those sexy lips bent into a smile and his eyes glistened. “I have no place to be.”

He sat and watched me devour everything on my plate in ten minutes. This wasn’t the time or place to be cute with it. Shit, I sucked that food down like I was an anteater with my snout stuck in soil. The red Jell-O for dessert was like crème brulée, and the fruit punch was my glass of Cabernet Sauvignon.

“So tell me about you,” I said once I was done.

“What would you like to know?”

It didn’t take long for me to figure out what I wanted to know about him. “Whatever I knew before.”

“You knew a whole lot,” he said. “Where should I start?”

“Just like the Bible.” I smiled at him. “In the beginning.”

“We met at Nat’s birthday party.” He sat back in his chair and took a deep breath. “The party was also a masquerade party, so we all wore masks. Mine was white.” He paused. “All of the men were given locks, and we had to find the woman who had our key. You all, the women, were wearing makeshift belts or necklaces with keys on them.” He smiled. “You were looking good. No, you were looking great! I couldn’t see your entire face because of the mask but I didn’t even need to, your smile was enough.” His words were taking me there. “You had on a purple one-sleeve shirt and black pants.”

“I remember buying that shirt,” I said. “It took me trying it on three times to win me over.”

“It was a great choice, you were stunning,” he continued. “I was watching you from across the room, then approached you from behind and asked if I could turn my key in your lock.”

“Did it work?” I was curious.

“No.” He laughed. “I had already found the right key on another chick, but I wanted a reason to come over and talk to you, even though your man was in the room.”

“What did you say?” I was all ears.

“I just asked to try your lock.” His tone of voice changed. “You allowed me to, but it seemed like you didn’t want to be bothered.”

“That’s it?” I had to know.

“No.”

“C’mon, stop holding out on me.” I giggled. “I need info.”

“Well, I watched you dance and we talked a little after that, but when you found out that I worked as a janitor, you threw the nice-girl routine out of the window and sent me packing.”

I was embarrassed. I didn’t know what to say, and because he said nothing else, it made it even harder to know what the right thing to say might be. I knew that I was shallow, but I didn’t think that I came across as a snob…not until now. “I am so sorry.”

“No need to be,” he said with a grin. “We still managed to become friends, but just not right away.” He stood up, dragged his chair closer to my bed, and pulled a deck of cards from his back pocket. “Let’s play blackjack.” He dealt us both two cards and said, “Don’t worry about the past, it’ll come back to you, and if it doesn’t, then you need to find a way to make your new memories unforgettable.”

“Well, I don’t know how to play blackjack.”

He smiled. “Then consider this your first new memory.”
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“We do not remember days, we remember moments. This richness of life lies in what we have forgotten.”

—CESARE PAVESE




“My world does not revolve around your big black dick.

It takes more than facedown and ass up to impress this chick.

Therefore, I won’t be defined by my fat juicy pussy.

There is more to me than your eyes will ever see.

And you will not make me a slave to my punanni.

So, you played me!

You splayed me!

Bitch, yeah, you betrayed me!

Kept me up late, begged me to keep the faith.

Had me neglecting my man, my boo, my soul mate.

You even told me that you were willing to wait.

You fed me major bullshit from a heaped-up plate.

So with the fat juicy pussy I didn’t hesitiate.

Remember when my juices made you drool?

My shit had you acting a goddamn fool.

I worked this pussy on you like a power tool.

And my head? Oh yeah, my head was old school.

I couldn’t help what I was feeling.

You took my heart and sent it through the ceiling.

Moments later, with me, you were through dealing.

You told me to act like I knew my pussy was good.

Came on strong, like you really understood.

But it was all a game, a muthafuckin’ crying shame.

A weekend of promises built on nothing but lies.

Now I spend weekdays wondering why.

No I miss you, flowers, or a midnight call.

I phone you to hear, ‘I love my wife after all.’

After all?

Hold up, after all the shit I had to compromise?

After all the time you spent between my thighs?

Ha! Ha! Ha! Au contraire.

No one ever said that life was fair.

If you ever learned the real reason why I fucked you

then you’ll see who it was really beneficial to.

You thought I was about to be a cheap trick.

You ran game to the wrong educated, street-smart,

sophisticated, ain’t-’bout-to-have-that-shit chick.

Because my life does not revolve around yours,

or any other big black dick.”

The room rocked with applause, I hadn’t heard Vocalize roar like that since the last time I performed. “Damn, your sister is on fire, man.”

“Yeah, she recited that piece for me yesterday,” Lorenzo said. “I was like, show me where that brotha lives.” He laughed.

“Yeah, that sounds like something personal right there,” I said. “Been there and done that.” I thought about the many times that writing and reciting my poetry saved my life or saved me from doing something pretty stupid. “That stage is the perfect medicine.”

“Oh yeah?” Lorenzo asked, then added, “So when you getting back up there?”

“I don’t know.” I changed the subject to the matter at hand. “How much is she asking for rent?”

“I think two hundred a month.” Lorenzo scratched his head. “Well, I told her that I was bringing you with me tonight, so she’ll be over here in a minute to discuss that with you. Our uncle C.J. had a friend who was supposed to move in, but apparently they backed out.” He added, “She normally recites at that poetry club in Fort Lauderdale, but I talked her into coming to South Beach to show off tonight.”

“And show off she did,” I said as I watched Charlize walk toward us. She resembled Gabrielle Union, the same slightly slanted eyes, crisp cardboard complexion, soft rounded nose, rosy cheeks, and had the same audacious presence and I-run-this-shit attitude. Lorenzo Daniels and I used to work together as school custodians. Coincidentally, I ran into him at the hospital a few days ago; his wife had a baby. We got to talking, and without telling him too much I told him that I needed a place to stay. With Sarai being released from the hospital tomorrow, my number one objective was not to have her uncomfortable around me. I couldn’t expect her to live with a man she had only known two weeks. Therefore, I needed to relocate for a while.

“Hi, Renzy!” Charlize said with a smile as she approached the bar where we were sitting. Her brown eyes aimed at me and immediately the word hello melted into a smile. “You must be Mel?” She extended her hand.

“I must be.” I returned her smile and accepted her soft smooth handshake. “And you are Charlize?”

“I must be.” Charlize’s faultless aligned bright white smile showed up once more. Her long black hair…be it weave, human, or synthetic, had it going on, and her makeup was flawlessly applied and gave off an intriguing bronze glow. “Lorenzo tells me that you might be interested in the room that I have for rent.”

“Yes.” I hadn’t even seen the place, but I was desperate, and if it really was $200, then she had herself a new tenant. “But I can’t say how long I’ll need it for. It could be two years or it could be just two months, but I would need to be in it by tomorrow night.”

She joked, “Got kicked out, huh?”

I was a bit hesitant. “Naw, I just need a new place until some things pan out.”

“Well, I’m asking two hundred a month. There is a bedroom set already in the room, and it’s also equipped with a twenty-seven-inch television.”

“Sounds good to me.” My other options were returning to my family in Ohio or homelessness. I wasn’t about to do the cardboard thing. “I’ll take it.” I handed her an envelope with $200 in it.

“Huh?” She was shocked. “But you haven’t even seen the place.”

“I’ve seen you.” I continued, “You don’t look like a woman with a nasty house.”

“Thank you.” She blushed. “You’re very right about that.”

“Just tell me the rules of the house.” After renting a room from an elderly woman once for more than a year I was sure that I could endure anything, but I just had to know exactly what I was getting into.

“First of all, I’m allergic to dogs and cats—”

Lorenzo interrupted with explosive laughter. “She’s scared of dogs and cats.” He put his drink down. “Why you sittin’ here lying, Charl?”

She playfully shoved her brother. “It’s my house and I can say whatever I want.”

“Allergic?” He chuckled. “I’ll be back, I’m going to say hi to a friend of mine.” Lorenzo stood up and walked away.

“Well, allergies or not, have no fear, I don’t come with pets.”

“Good.” She then asked, “What do you come with?”

“Clothing, a laptop, a few bottles of cologne, books, and a keyboard.”

Her eyes popped open. “You’re a musician?”

“Yes.” I cringed, fearing that she might be bothered by my 2 a.m. urges to get up and search for the perfect melody to accompany lyrics that came to me in a dream. “Will my keyboard be a problem?” I had to know.

“I have a Steinway baby grand and a cello.”

“All right!” I was relieved. “I’ve never run into a black female cellist before.”

“Me neither.” Charlize laughed. “Wait a sec…” She moved closer, looked at me closely, and squinted. “Do you sing?”

“Yeah.”

“Mel,” she said, completely astonished. “You’re Tremel?” She covered her mouth. “TreMelody?”

“Yeah, that’s me.” Sometimes I hated to admit who I was, since my singing career seemed to be over before it truly started.

“What a small world!” she exclaimed. “I have your CD.”

“Really?”

“Really!”

I never knew the right way to respond when people mentioned my CD. “Thanks.” I moved along with the conversation. “How long have you been playing the piano and cello?”

“The piano since I was eight, the cello I taught myself when I was twenty-two.”

“What, last month?” I asked. “You look like you’re twenty-two now.”

Her eyes lit up again. “Thank you.”

“So just how young are you?”

“A landlord never tells.” She blushed hard, so hard that for the first time there was a hint of a dimple on her right cheek.

“Oh, my bad, I didn’t know that that was top-secret government information.”

“That’s right, I have Secret Service men guarding my birth certificate.” We both laughed.

“Well, landlady, would you like a drink?” I was hoping that she’d turn down my offer, because I had only had twenty dollars on me and Lorenzo and I had already drunk seventeen of it away.

She glanced at her watch. “I wish I could, but I have an eight o’clock appointment, and I have to be on top of my game with this particular client.” She placed a card in my hand. “Here is the address, I’ll be at home tomorrow anytime after five.”

“Cool.” I slipped the card into my pocket.

“Cool.”

I was surprised at how quickly we were able to handle things. “So this is a done deal, you don’t need references or anything?”

“Lorenzo would never recommend a man stay with me if he didn’t know, trust, and like him.” She continued, “He is my background-check system.” She slung her purse up to her shoulder and looked around for her brother. “Well, tell that crazy brother of mine that I had to go.”

“I will.” I extended my hand to her. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

She slid her soft palm into mine briefly. “Have a good night.”

“You too.” With that said, she was gone.

Walking back into the apartment this time was difficult, because it could be the last time I was truly welcomed there. The chances of Sarai remembering me are good, but it’s been two weeks and she hasn’t recalled anything new so far. I collapsed onto the bed, her bed, and the white ceiling above played a movie of memories, memories of our relationship from start to this godforsaken intermission. And for close to an hour I smiled back at my leading lady. When the credits began to roll my eyes closed and I once again made love to Sarai in my dreams.

The warm shower water crashed onto my head, slowly rained down my neck, trickled onto my back and chest, down to my stomach, playfully tickled my dick, then it embraced me as it slid down my thighs, calves, and toes. This was weird! Whoever thinks about the way water moves over their body? Who? Me! I was trying to think of everything and anything to postpone reality.

It was the morning that Sarai was being released from the hospital, she was coming home…to her apartment…the one that she has no clue that I live in, or no recollections that I had ever set foot in. This woman doesn’t even know that I know where she lives. I spent the last two days packing. I gotta get the hell up out of this woman’s place. I refer to her as “this woman,” simply because currently she’s not “the woman” that fell in love with me. She’s “this woman” that doesn’t even know me.

Over the past two weeks Nat and I managed not to tell Sarai much of anything that she didn’t already know. However, to put her mind at rest about certain things, Nat called Sarai’s father, and Sarai talked to him a few times. Just hearing his voice did her much good. Instead of getting down about things, Sarai focused on her physical rehabilitation. Her muscles, amazingly, had gained strength quickly, and by the fourth day she was walking to the restroom unassisted. Now she wanders up to the nursery twice a day to coo at the newborns.

I didn’t spend too much time at the hospital. I purposely arrived right before visiting hours were over so that I could steer myself away from the long conversation I wanted to have with her. She was nice and polite to me, but my name was still blank whenever she called it. Almost like a teacher calling the roll on the first day of school, she says it and looks around to see which kid responds to it, then gives them a “nice and polite” grin.

To Sarai, I was just a friend of Nat and Nick’s, and someone that she now knows that she met at a party which she cannot recall. Therefore, when the doctor suggested that someone stay with her for at least a week, it was no secret that Nat was moving in and me, the stranger, I had to find a new place to go. Whenever she smiled I wanted to kiss her, whenever she stretched I wanted to hug her, and whenever she appeared tired I wanted to drain her of whatever energy was left by making love to her.

With a little over $400 left to my name, I am pitiful. I’ve been looking for jobs, but instead of answering logical questions during interviews, I have to spend the entire time trying to convince the interviewer that what he or she saw on the news a month ago was wrong. My belongings were already boxed up and waiting for me at the door, and as I left for the day, I left for the week, month, or however long it took for love to call my name.

[image: space]

Each time before I visited Sarai I recited the same little prayer all the way up the elevator. “Please let her remember me. Lord, please let her remember me.” I walked into the room to find a doctor, one I had never seen before, standing in the room with Sarai. “So, do you need anything?” he asked.
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