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To my wife Lyn

I could love you for a lifetime…

and still I would want more.

—DAVID






One



SEX TO MARCUS was like eating a plate of ribs on the Fourth of July weekend. He didn’t mind getting his hands dirty or his face messy. As a matter of fact, he preferred it that way. He was a sop-up-the-gravy-with-a-biscuit kind of man. An eat-two-helpings-and-come-back-for-two-more kind of man. A damn-a-towel, I’m-a-wipe-my-mouth-with-the-back-of-my-hand kind of man. This morning I was his barbecue. And the only thing missing would be that one slice of white Wonder bread and a tall glass of red Kool-Aid.

Buzzzzzzzzzzz!

I changed my position under the warm duvet, like routine, trying to catch a peek of the Benjamin Franklin Bridge, which through my tired eyes resembled a ribbon floating in the sky. The view from Marcus’s third-story loft apartment in Penn’s Landing was the next best thing to waking up to him each morning. The sun reflecting on the Delaware River through his large bay window and his Persian-style interior could almost make you forget you were in the heart of downtown Philadelphia.

In an almost unconscious state Marcus’s elongated fingers tapped the alarm’s snooze button and under the covers he went. He started at my ankles, licking them ever so gently. Slowly working his way up my calf, over my kneecap, and along the inside of my thighs, where an uncontrollable moan seeped from my lips…aaaaaaah.

Marcus was the kind of man that could keep you in the bed all the livelong day. Damn your job, your career, or whatever your life goals were. After a few nights with Marcus, your only aspiration was waking up next to his ass. Hearing the sound of the covers rustling, watching the imprint of his bald head slowly going lower and lower and…aaaaaaah. Another moan eased through my tightly clutched bottom lip. He was there again. Handling his business again. At the same bat place, same bat time, hitting that same bat spot again.

Buzzzzzzzz!

Again Marcus tapped the alarm as the swooshing sound of the sheets silhouetted his sculpted frame. He was in full stride now. He was good, getting to better, getting to best. He was a man of ambition, always seeking higher heights and deeper depths and…aaaaaah.

The alarm rang again. And then again and again until one long, drawn-out sigh signaled that I had ascended to heaven, whispered to the angels, and touched the hand of God.

Buzzzzzzzz!

Marcus and I met at a fund-raiser dinner for former city councilman-turned-Philadelphia mayor Clarence Amos. Marcus was there representing his investment firm, Strauss & Landing Capital Management, one of Philly’s best, and presented a $50,000 check toward a scholarship fund. To me any man waving a check for $50,000 was worth some further investigation. I managed to negotiate an introduction from a mutual friend. After just a few minutes of conversation his charm overpowered his check. Marcus and I spent the better part of the evening huddled in a corner talking about everything from parties to politics. We were almost instantly inseparable. Except for his work-related nighttime social engagements and my seemingly round-the-clock trials and arbitration, we were almost never apart.

“So, my Mona Lisa, is there any better way to start your day?” he asked with a kiss. I love when he calls me that. Mona Lisa is a li’l nickname he gave me the first morning I woke up next to him. He said waking up to my smile the next morning was picture perfect. He refused to call me Mo like everyone else. He’s too original for that. And besides, it was more than a nickname he had given; it was a symbol of security. A sign of sincerity.

“Not that I can think of,” I whispered, returning a kiss from his still-moistened lips.

Marcus’s six-foot-three-and-a-half-inch frame and my five-foot-six-and-three-quarters body fit together as perfectly as a pair of lambskin gloves. My head lay comfortably in the small of his chest in that good space between his right pec and shoulder bone. Most men give good sex, but Marcus gave good love.

Buzzzz!

Marcus leapt from the bed and glided his chocolate, chiseled, naked body to the shower for his routine ten minutes of morning exhilaration.

Still tingling with sensation, I caught a glimpse of my own cocoa brown body peeking halfway out of the covers in his cheval mirror. My freshly permed shoulder-length flip was in disarray. But I quickly adapted to that morning look, seeing that Marcus and his rhythmic stroke was the reasoning behind it. Even my haven’t-been-to-the-gym-in-a-minute slight pudge didn’t bother me as much as it used to. I knew he liked a shapely woman. From my thick legs to my voluptuous breasts, my overall size eight physique was to his delight. And he indulgently substantiated that over and over again.

From the corner of my eye I noticed the luscious bouquet of pink and white roses in a crystal bud vase sitting next to the clock. I sat up and reached over to read the attached note:


With the wisdom of a woman twice your age, and the body of a woman half your age, for you any age is a damn good age. I planned dinner for two tonight at our favorite restaurant.

Love,
Marcus
(The man whose bed you’re sleeping in.)



It was just like Marcus to remember even when I thought he’d forgotten. Especially since this is the first birthday since we’ve been together. But that’s what made him perfect. Perfect in the sense that he was present. He was attentive. Aware. Without me ever having to say what was wrong, he just listened. Even after a long day’s work, he took the time to listen. Even when I was going off about this case or that case, he just sat there and listened. And that mattered. A lot. For me, it just didn’t get any better than that.

We were the perfect couple—he’s now an investment banker at one of the largest private banks in the city. Responsible for close to a quarter of a billion dollars’ worth of investment portfolios, stocks, bonds, and mutual funds. I’m not supposed to know the names of his clients, but he can barely keep a secret. At least, not one from me. His life was an open book. No hidden agendas. No double lives or split personalities. What you saw was what you got. And even if Marcus had some type of covert scheme lurking, it wouldn’t be long before I’d uncover it. It’s not often something or someone gets past my radar. Like most women, I have the innate ability to recognize and eradicate dirt from a mile away. Which is a good thing, considering my profession. I’m a contracts lawyer at Benson, Bartolli & Rush, one of the leading law firms in Philadelphia, and I spend all day every day dotting Is, crossing Ts, finding and filling the loopholes.

So we were both pretty anal all day, so in each other we looked forward to impromptu moments of romance. And if nothing else, an unconscionable supply of trashy, tribal sex.

Vroooooooooom.

From inside my purse, I could hear my cell phone vibrating out of control. I slid out of Marcus’s massive four-poster bed and quickly tiptoed over to the dresser, trying to make as little contact as I could with the freezing hardwood floor. I smiled while answering, already sure of who was lingering on the other end.

“Guess where I was thirty-four years ago?”

I knew it. It was my mother. Every year on my birthday, she called me the exact hour and minute that I was born.

“Momma,” I said, half-groggy, trying to make her think I was asleep.

“I’ll tell you,” she said, barely taking a breath. “I was in Chestnut Hill Hospital Women’s Center giving birth to an angel. Giving life to my first and only child. You should know, because you are that angel. A gift from God. Oh, you should have seen the look on your father’s face. That is, after he came to from fainting. He loved you so much. We both did.”

“If he were here right now, he’d tell you, too,” she continued, getting choked up. My father had passed away almost ten years ago from diabetes.

“I know he would,” I said, trying to break her out of it.

“I know you know, baby. And I know he knows it, too, while he’s smiling down on us even now. Gone ’head, baby, give your daddy a little wave.”

“Momma,” I said, hoping to move the conversation along.

“Anyway I’ve got a card from the saints at True Vine,” she continued, still weepy. “Pastor Zachary had the missionary board chip in for a gift for you. They say they haven’t seen you in a while and everybody misses you. I told them you’re busy and that you always ask about them. He’s thinking about retiring next year. He has the gout, you know.”

That was my mother. She could go from one unrelated subject to the next without taking a break or skipping a beat. Without leaving room for an interjection, comment, thought, or reflection. I could lay the phone down and walk away and she’d never know. One time I did. I walked away for fifteen minutes and when I came back, she was still going. And going. And going.

“You know I tried you at home, but you didn’t pick up. Are you at Marcus’s house?” she asked, always hoping that a steady relationship meant she was one step closer to the grandchild she had long since wanted.

“Yes, Momma.”

“Oh, that’s nice. Tell him I said good morning. He’s a good man, you know. He’s not like Terrance, or Kevin, Calvin, Orlando, or Dalvin. Especially Dalvin. He was a mess. A train wreck waiting to happen from one end of Broad Street to the other.”

“Train wreck, Momma? Don’t you think ‘train wreck’ is a little harsh? We were in the third grade.”

“Okay, so it was a choo choo train. But it was still a train,” she said, now laughing at herself.

“Momma,” I said in a voice that she knew all too well.

“I know. I know. Baby, I just want you to be happy, that’s all. I just want you to find somebody like I found somebody. You deserve a man that’ll make you pancakes on Sunday, just like the ones your father used to make me. I can hear him now, jumping out the bed, slipping on those raggedy pair of slippers that I tried to get him to get rid of for years, stomping down the stairs, then after a spell or two, he’d yell up the stairs, ‘Baby, come on and get you something to eat.’ I’d act like I didn’t hear him, like I was still asleep, and he’d march up the stairs, huffing and puffing—lean over and whisper in my ear—‘your pancakes are ready.’ After all these years, I still wake up sometimes and I can hear him rumbling through the kitchen, clanging through the cupboard, fixing me pancakes. I just want the same for you, baby. That’s all.”

“I do, too, Momma. I do, too,” I said, reflecting on my own memories growing up in a household filled with the fragrance of family, love, and pancakes.

“You tell Marcus he’s got some big shoes to fill. I don’t even know if they make that size anymore, but just in case they do…you tell him what I said, you hear.”

“I will, Momma.”

“I know you will, baby. And tell him any time he wants another piece of cake or pie, he’s more than welcome. Like I always say, the nearer the bone, the sweeter the meat. I love you.”

“I love you, too,” I said, easing the flip phone closed, embracing the fact that since my father’s been gone my life became her life, and, like it or not, we were going to be joined at the hip until she could usher me into the arms of a loving man who could rightfully take care of me. But even with all her quirks and crazy run-on sentences, she was my friend. She kept me grounded. I was thankful to have her in my life.

I scurried back under the covers, hoping for five more minutes to linger in his scent. There was no question in my mind. Marcus was the one. First there were all-night conversations, which turned into the occasional creepovers. Then the random weekend sleepovers, which quickly turned into me leaving a toothbrush here, a pair of lace panties there. I marked my territory on most of his apartment by strategically strewing feminine subtleties in all the appropriate hot spots. A box of tampons in the master bathroom. A bottle of pink nail polish on the floor behind his nightstand. And if neither of those thwarted the hoes, there was the always explosive, half-empty birth control dispenser in the front of his kitchen drawer. Like I said, I had covered all my bases. Not that I didn’t trust my man. I just didn’t trust his options.

In my mind, the only thing left was a key to his apartment. I had no doubt that was forthcoming.

What I did may sound a little extreme, but it all depends on what you’re looking for in a relationship. For me a relationship is about commitment and trust. Plain and simple. And see, I’m not looking for a wedding ring. I’m not pressed to run to the altar. For what? It may seem like the most logical desire for a woman, but after dealing with family law and drawing up divorce contracts and prenuptials all day, to me it’s almost unethical to walk down the aisle. Why pay thousands of dollars for one day when you can seal your relationship with the same level of commitment by a couple deciding to make a conscious effort to do so. A piece of paper doesn’t define the validity of any relationship; the increasing divorce rate today is evidence of that. And just because my and Marcus’s fidelity isn’t sealed with a platinum band doesn’t make me wanting commitment from him or any man any less vital. It’s just that I have too much to lose in a marriage and too much to gain in life and in my career. Why take the chance of losing half of that because some fool wants to act up?

“Baby, could you pull out my blue pinstriped Hugo Boss suit from the closet and could you pick out a shirt for me, too, please?”

“Sure thing, honey,” I said.

In the time that we had been dating, I had successfully gotten him to shift his fashion from drudging off-the-rack suits to fresh, custom-fitted and designer suits, ones more befitting a man of his status and earnings. Not that he didn’t already have style, but I figured since we’re going to be together for a while, I might as well give him a look that I liked.

Easing myself out from under the duvet, I began sifting through his large walk-in closet for the suit and shirt. I reached for the pinstriped blue shirt that I had picked out for him a few weeks ago. As I began to pull it down from the shelf, I noticed a strand from one of his cashmere sweaters caught on a button from another shirt. After undoing the snag, I placed it back in its original place. Folding, then tucking, and then…now what is this? Something not so soft and fluffy had brushed up against my hand.

“Could you pick a tie, too? I’m running kinda late.”

“Sure,” I said, now curious to explore.

“Thanks!”

I reached for the hard something, only to find it was a box. But not just any box. It was a rectangular jewelry box. A blue rectangular jewelry box. But not just any blue…Tiffany blue!! Oh my God…it’s a—

“Sweetheart, could you hand me a clean towel from the cabinet, please?”

“Yeah,” I said, then quickly covered my mouth with my hand.

“Thanks.”

Opening it slowly…slowly…oh my God! A diamond-covered tennis bracelet. Why would Marcus have a diamond-covered tennis bracelet in his closet? Stunned by its sparkle, it suddenly became crystal clear that today was…today was…today was my birthday! Oh my goodness! It’s mine! It’s mine! Who needs a duplicate key, I’ve got some duplicate diamonds. What’s next? The duplicate last name?

“Sweetheart?”

I closed the box and returned it to its hiding place. Rushing to the linen closet and then into the bathroom.

“Morgan,” he said, standing naked as water dripped down his body.

“Yes,” I said, trying desperately to cover my joy.

“The towel, sweetheart.”

“Right,” I said. I was so overwhelmed I forgot to hand him his towel. As he dried off I hopped in the shower, humming to myself, thinking that I couldn’t wait to get to the office to tell my best girlfriend, Altima.








Two



STAYING AT MARCUS’S place made it convenient for me to get to work on time. It was less than fifteen minutes away from our downtown offices. I hopped out of the shower, slid into my business suit, and was off. The frigid air instantly turned my smile upside down; it was Old Man Winter at his best. Biting. Ruthless. Hopping into my second-generation handed-down hooptie, I turned on the car and began praying that the heater would swiftly kick in. Fortunately for me it did as I made my way, backfiring muffler and all, finally pulling into my office building’s Benz- and Beemer-filled parking garage. Today I wasn’t even affected by the sneers at the make and model of my father’s beloved 1987 gold Buick. A car that I should have long since put out to pasture, but since it was the last thing my father gave me before he passed, it was kinda hard to let it go. Admittedly I was a daddy’s girl and driving in his car each day was the next best thing to him being there. What can I say, I’m a habitual hanger on-er. Even if it meant risking life and limb to do so.

I strolled into the offices past Tess, the always friendly front office manager. In my usual upbeat mood.

I wasn’t at all surprised that she remembered my birthday. Tess was the best. Full of the unexpected, sharp as a knife, alert, and always aware.

“Good morning, Morgan. Happy birthday.”

“Thank you, Tess,” I said. Never once breaking my stride, I spotted my best girlfriend, Altima, and I grabbed her arm as she came out of the copy room.

As we walked the hall I heard greetings:

“Mo, what’s up?”

“Morgan, good morning.”

“Morning, Morgan.”

Chitter or chatter didn’t matter. With a head full of steam, we made a bee line straight to my dormitory-size, one-day-I’ll-graduate-to-a-real-office office.

Finally inside, giddy with excitement, I couldn’t wait to blurt out the discovery of my gift.

“Mo, you lying!” Altima shouted. Even with the door closed, you could probably hear our screams all the way to Wyoming. “Platinum, too? See, girl, I told you. Didn’t I tell you? I told you, right, didn’t I?”

Altima’s eyes shone almost brighter than my own. She was my ace boon. My ride or die. We’ve been girls ever since middle school, when she almost got expelled for beating down this bully who wanted to fight me over some boy.

Obsessed with Matlock and Perry Mason, she always dreamed of going to college to become a lawyer. But with a GPA somewhere between 2.0 and so-so-so in high school, the more practical choice was court reporting school. But with sculptured nine-and-a-half-inch nails, that didn’t last for long. So, when I finally graduated from law school and got this gig, I finagled her a job at the firm in the copy room. I figured if she couldn’t be a lawyer, she could at least hang with them. Besides, like Oprah says…it’s never too late. She still has aspirations of going back to school and trying to be at the very least a paralegal. I always hoped my ambition and success would rub off on her. Unfortunately her love life is like every love song gone wrong brought to life. But she stays encouraged nonetheless, being the most hopeless romantic I know. With her being queen of the copy room, I had the inside track on whatever went on in the office via fax, memo, or any other form of written communication.

“That smothered chicken got his ass sprung, didn’t it?” She laughed as she high-fived me. She was referring to one of the many, many meals she’d cook and I’d serve from my own pots, pans, and plates, pretending that it was my own. My mother always said that the way to a man’s heart was through his stomach, so I figured an occasional home-cooked meal via a friend was a harmless strand of wool pulled over his eyes.

“The chicken wasn’t the only thing smothered that he was eating,” I mischievously replied with an eyebrow raised.

“Ooh, Mo…you nasty!” she said, feigning embarrassment. “Well, I hope you put some gravy on it!” We laughed even louder and harder. “I told you that he was the one, I told you, right? Didn’t I tell you?”

“Yes, you told me. My mother told me. Oprah told me. It seems like the whole world told me. I guess I was waiting for him to tell me.”

“Well, he sure as hell told you. His ass told you with diamonds. Girl, you ’bout to make me cry,” she said, swelling with emotion. “We need to hug!” She grabbed me close.

Altima was an emotional outburst waiting to happen. I was the exact opposite. I guess that’s what made us such best friends. We were the perfect balance. In life’s everyday cloud of uncertainty, she was my silver lining. To her the glass was forever half-full.

“I haven’t gotten it, yet. I don’t want to get too excited.”

“Who else could he possibly give it to, but you? Don’t wait till the battle’s over, Mo, shout now!” she exclaimed.

Taking her advice, that’s exactly what I did as we let out belts of even more screams. We instantly shooshed each other. Just as we did, my office door swung open as we heard…

“Is this a law firm or a sorority sleepover? What are you two project princesses in here talking about now?”

It was Ophelia Clarke, the company killjoy. She was nosey, opinionated, and manless. She would usually sport some tired wig or a nappy snatch back accented with a dollar-store clip. She wore next to no makeup and although she always claimed to be on some diet, you could never tell if she shed a pound due to her two-sizes-too-big suits camouflaging her figure. She drenched herself in the kind of cheap perfume that stayed in your office hours after she’d left and to top it all off, she was knock-kneed. But Ophelia was smart. Sharp as a tack. Everybody in the firm knew it. Still, her candidness, even if it was the truth, made her unbearable to be around. She could have you depressed faster than the Save the Children infomercials.

The water cooler gossip is that she’s bitter due to her string of dead relationships, either put to rest because of her humdrum appearance or the fact that she’s smarter than most of the men she dates. Little more than a glorified paralegal, she’s been a lawyer at the firm going on five years. She’s given most of the trivial cases, occasionally handles depositions, motions, or status conferences, but has not yet tried a case. The partners have dangled the promotion carrot only to yank it away in midnibble. She’s been passed up six times by younger and less experienced lawyers who have worked at the firm for a shorter period than she has. She once admitted to me, over a glass of egg nog around the holidays, that the real reason she stays at the firm is because in her mind, this is the best it will ever get. Her career slump, in addition to her relationship downfalls, sends her seeking comfort and liberation at the bottom of a glass. As much as she works my last nerve I sometimes feel sorry for her. Altima can’t stand her, but as callous as she can be to everyone in her office, I think she has always considered Altima and I as her girlfriends, seeing we’re the only people in the office that would tolerate her longer than five minutes.

“What are you two in here gossiping about now?” she asked, one hand holding a chocolate-covered reduced-calorie bar and the other packing an arm full of files.

“Was there some kinda sign on the door that said, ‘Bitter, do come in’?” Altima shot back. “None of your business,” she said, returning the air of unpleasantries.

“Was I talking to you, Maxima? No, I wasn’t, so mind your business,” she shot back. The bell sounded. The bout had begun.

“My name is Altima. You know it.”

“I was trying to give you an upgrade, but you’re obviously comfortable in your current make and model.”

“This bitch is wearing a wig shaped like a helmet and got the nerve to talk about an upgrade,” Altima said looking at me, and then turned to Ophelia, daring her to speak.

“Anyway,” Ophelia said, rolling her eyes and giving Altima the hand. “I’ll ask again: What are you two in here talking about?”

“Nothing,” I said, quickly clearing my throat as a giggle slipped out.

“Oh, really?” she said. “Oh, really? Well, I could hear that ‘nothing’ from the partners’ offices all the way to the water cooler.”

“Really, Ophelia, it was nothing, just girl talk.” I said again.

“Okay,…so why doesn’t anybody ever want to share with me?”

“Why?” Altima glared.

“Yeah, why?”

“’Cause your ass always got something negative to say, that’s why. You’re like the monsoon of misery. Always raining on somebody’s parade.”

“No, I don’t.”

“Yes, you do. I heard a bolt of lightning the minute you walked in the room.”

“So that’s what you think?”

“Uh…yeah.”

“Morgan, is that what you think?” she asked, looking shockingly oblivious.

“Uh…yeah,” I affirmed, as that one last jab was more than I could pass.

“Well,” she said arrogantly outdone. “I can’t help it. I’m a realist.”

“Well, can you realize your knock-kneed self out of Mo’s office so she can tell me more about her diamond tennis bracelet?”

“A-ha!” Ophelia said as her eyes lit up. “What diamond tennis bracelet?”

Once again, Altima had let the screeching cat out of the bag. And, as usual, Ophelia was standing, net in hand, ready to catch enough evidence to bag her verdict.

“Damn, girl, I’m sorry. I did it again, huh?” Altima said.

“It’s no problem, Altima,” I said, poising myself for interrogration. “Ophelia, it’s a gift from a friend for my birthday. It’s nothing special. It’s just a bracelet.”

“Just a bracelet? I’ll be the judge of that,” she said, eyebrows raised. “What cut and clarity are these alleged diamonds? Princess, oval, baguette, what? Where is it? I want to see it. Show it to me.” She dumped the files on my desk and stood perched and eager to personally inspect the goods. Fidgeting, I slowly responded.

“I can’t,” I said, turning away to shuffle a stack of papers on my desk.

“You can’t?” she asked, her tone rising. “Why not?” I could feel the heat from her breath on my neck.

“’Cause she can’t. That’s why,” Altima shot back in an attempted stall tactic.

“And why can’t she?” Ophelia asked again, the pitch of her voice rising.

“It’s a birthday gift for later tonight! Damn, are you happy? Uh-oh!” she said catching her mouth with her hand, realizing she had again said too much.

“A birthday gift? For later tonight? Ahhh, now, the picture is getting a little clearer,” Ophelia touted like a trial lawyer on her first big case. “A gift for later tonight?” Grabbing her chin with her hand, she turned and began pacing around the room. Like Columbo at a crime scene.

“So,” she said, still pacing. “Since it’s a gift and you already know what the gift is, then one can assume that you picked out the alleged diamond tennis bracelet prior to your birthday.”

“Yeah. Sort of,” I replied, shrugging my shoulder. “See, what happened was—”

“Or,” Ophelia interrupted, “maybe you showed this alleged friend of yours a picture of the alleged tennis bracelet, thereby leaving him no room for error?”

“Yeah…it was something like that,” I said, now squirming, hoping to end her cross-examination.

“The box fell from underneath one of his sweaters this morning and she opened it. Damn!”

“Obviously,” Ophelia shot back in a tone as warm as a Russian winter. “Morgan, you do realize that what you did was breaking and entering. Without a search warrant, that’s a felony.”

“Is it a felony if I break my foot off in your ass?” Altima quickly rebutted.

“Come on now, Ophelia,” I said, shrugging off the lunacy of her assertion. “Don’t you think you’re taking this a bit far? It’s not breaking and entering. It’s a gift.”

“Objection!” she shouted. “That’s speculative at best. But for the sake of argument, let’s say that it is a gift. How do you know it’s a gift for you and not for someone else?”

“Someone else like who, Sherlock?” I asked, shooting spear-size daggers with my eyes.

“Like whoever,” she said, backing up.

“Ophelia, must you always be a cloud? Couldn’t you just for once be a rainbow?” Altima asked, now undone by her negativity.

“I’m neither. I’m a lawyer. My job is to look at the facts, weigh the evidence, listen to the testimonies, and argue the case. And, having done so, and having prior knowledge of the party’s propensity for swan diving to romantic conclusions only for her parachute to stall and spiral splat to the ground, I’m left with no other alternative but to deem the evidence inadmissible.” The verdict is in, the gavel has fallen. Love overruled. Bam! Bam! Bam bam bam!

“Ms. Clarke?” It was the voice of Tess, ringing through the intercom just seconds before we commenced to give Ophelia an old-fashioned ass whipping. “Ms. Clarke, a call on line two.”

“Well, girls,” she said, thankful for an out. “Duty calls. I’ll leave you two inner-city Cinderellas alone to fantasize about yet another glass-slipper-carrying, Range Rover–driving project prince on his way to save yourselves from yourselves.”

Grabbing her files, she sashayed her big self out of the door, leaving us alone and outdone.

“I can’t stand that hateful heifer. I swear, I want to punch her dead in her fat gut,” Altima spewed.

“Maybe she’s right. Maybe I am jumping to conclusions.”

“Or maybe she’s just big, bald, and bitter. Forget her. She’s just mad ’cause they don’t make glass slippers in a size fourteen. I don’t care what she says, that tennis bracelet is yours. It’s from your man who’s gonna put it on your wrist, for your birthday, okay?”

“You think so?”

“I know so. Marcus only has eyes for you,” she said as her right eye suddenly began twitching.

“Altima.”

“Yeah, girl, what is it?”

“Why is your eye twitching?”

“Is it?”

“Yes.”

“Oh, girl, that’s just dust. That’s all, dust.”

“Dust?”

“Dust,” she said, waving her hand in the air.








Three



I MANAGED TO SLIP out early from work to get a manicure, a pedicure, and some much-needed predinner downtime to prepare for the evening ahead. I wanted to do more than just look good. I wanted to feel good all over. It was more than just my birthday, it was the day that would transform Marcus from an ideal potential life partner to a definite.

I live in Center City, not too far from my alma mater, Temple University, and within the cultural arts district. The neighborhood itself is aesthetically appealing due to beautiful streetlamps and walkways. My complex is on a quaint side street in a cosmopolitan community. Although newly renovated, the historic architecture reminds me of old Philadelphia.

Before I could pull my keys out of my purse, I heard something. It was my next-door neighbor Andre, spewing his most recent and unoriginal pickup line. “What’s up, Sex in the City?” he said with a smirk, eyeing my slightly loosened blouse.

Andre, a serial dater who’s seen more women through his revolving front door than a Macy’s one-day sale, was a looker, all right. With no less than a six-pack popping from an airtight abdomen, Andre was street ball cut, with triceps as sharp as a samurai sword and bulging biceps as round and hard as the Liberty Bell. He spent more time in the gym than any place else, so he had no qualms about wearing the least amount of clothing possible. To him any season was the perfect reason to sport a pair of loose-fitting linen drawstring pants and no shirt, never mind if it was the dead of winter. When I first moved in, he was in hot and heavy pursuit for a good week and a half. But gaining absolutely no romantic return our relationship took its more natural course and we formed a sort of dysfunctional brother-sister relationship. But I wasn’t fooled for a moment that given the slightest opportunity he would quickly revert.

“Yo, you know what today is, right?” he said, moving his head slowly, smiling, revealing a gift-wrapped Nordstrom box from behind his back.

“It’s not much. Just a little something to make you feel like more of the special woman that you are,” he said in a surprisingly sincere tone. Though a womanizer, he was still cute. And for the most part harmless. Moments like this made me realize why he had no problem attracting women.

“Now Andre, you know you really didn’t have to do this,” I said, well aware of the bright orange “pay or quit” notice that graced his door on a bimonthly basis.

“I know, but you know, you’re worth it. Open it up,” he said, as his grin grew wider.

“Now?” I asked, checking my watch.

“No, right now.”

“Okay. But then I gotta go,” I said, putting my purse down and quickly unwrapping his gift as he proudly watched on. “Oh wow!” I said, sifting through the tissue paper. It was the prettiest dark blue…it was the softest, most…it was a dark blue…something. I had no clue what it was.

“Andre, was is this?” I asked gently, hoping not to hurt his feelings.

“What is it? It’s a scarf,” he said, seeming shocked that I had asked.

“A scarf?” I asked, looking at him like he had been smoking.

“Yeah. A scarf. What’s the problem?”

“The problem,” I said, dangling it between my index finger and thumb, “is that it’s only about ten inches long. You got this at Nordstrom’s?”

“Nordstrom’s? Hell no, girl,” he said. “I got the box from Nordstrom. I got the scarf from this Ethiopian chick I’ve been hanging with for the past couple weeks. She’s got her own shop down on South Street called Scarves and Things. She’s really good. She’s got her own line coming out next fall.”

“Of what? Scarves or things?” I asked, chuckling.

“Oh, now you got jokes,” he said defensively.

“No, you got jokes. Andre, what happened to the rest of the scarf?”

“Well, see…what happened was we sort of got into an argument right when she got started knitting the scarf and she started, you know, tripping, talking about she never wanted to see my face ever again and how I wasn’t this and wasn’t that. And, you know, she stopped knitting. Next thing I know, I see a plastic bag at my front apartment door with my name written on with a highlighter. Had my workout clothes, my toothbrush, a few condoms. And this was in it. So, I thought I’d give it to you anyway, just in case, you know, we got back together and she wanted to finish it. Anyway, it’s the thought that counts, you know. And you were the thought ’cause I was thinking about you. It’s gonna be worth a lot of money one day. I’d hold on to it if I were you.”

“Thank you,” I said, barely able to keep from exploding with laughter.

“You’re welcome,” he said.

“Now, I gotta go.”

“Gotta go? What about the hug?”

“What hug?”

“You give a gift, you get a hug. That’s the rule.”

“What rule?”

“When a brotha, that’s me, gives a sistah, that’s you, a gift, albeit a somewhat unfinished gift, that’s this,” he says, snatching the scarf from my hand, “the sistah owes the brotha a show of affection, i.e., a hug, that’s this.” He outstretched his arms. There was nothing else I could do but laugh. He got me. I should have seen it coming, but I didn’t. For his effort, I would oblige.

“Okay, Andre, but that’s it. I’ll give you a hug albeit a short and incomplete hug in appreciation of your short and incomplete gift. No pelvic thrusts, no grinding, groaning, or moaning or any of that. A hug. And its a five-second hug. Read my lips Andre, a five-second hug.”

“Five seconds? That’s like a tap on the back. I can’t do less than twenty-five, I don’t do less than twenty-five. At least twenty-five.”

“Okay,” I said, turning to enter my front door.

“All right, then, damn! Twenty.”

“How about five?”

“You act like I asked for a lap dance or something. Which, you know, I would gladly exchange for a hug. All right, then, damn—five seconds. But don’t try to give me them short shits, either.” He slowly approached me.

“Could you at least unbutton your coat?”

“Do you want a hug or not,” I snapped, having wasted too much time on a gift that was way too short.

“Damn. Okay, come here, girl.”

For the next five seconds he hugged as I listened to him making weird animal kingdom sounds in my ear.

“Andre, I said no groaning.”

“Who’s groaning, I’m growling. Girl, that’s the mating sounds of the Lion King. Rarrrrrrrhhh.”

“Okay, time’s up,” I said, counting down the seconds in my head.

“Oh, snap!” he exclaimed, looking down at his chest “Now look what you did. You done made my nipples hard.”

“No,” I said, laughing out loud. “You made your own nipples hard. Andre, seriously, I don’t have time to play with you anymore, I’ve got a dinner date.”

“So, I’m just supposed to do what? Stand here in this state of erotic overload with my nipples bursting from my chest?”

“I’m sure you’ll figure something out. Good night, Andre,” I said, closing the front door.

“If you change your mind, I’m right next door!” he shouted through the door.

“I won’t be changing my mind!” I shouted back through the door.

“You gone need me and I’ll be right next door marinating!”

If nothing else, he was comic relief. Hopefully one day some woman would be laughing long enough to actually take him seriously.








Four



NOW, IT WAS ON to preparing for my night with Marcus. I’ve rarely inhabited the apartment since he and I’ve been seeing each other. Tastefully decorated with contemporary furniture and art by William Tolliver, my style was sophisticated but relaxed, with a mixture of things purchased in and out of my budget.

Wanting to feel sexy, I started the bath water, pouring my favorite jasmine-scented bath crystals into the rippling water. I struck a match and lit my favorite Victoria’s Secret scented candle and put on some Marvin Gaye. Then it was off to my closet, where I tore through my wardrobe for just the right outfit. A pantsuit? Too businesslike. A gown? No, that’s too much. A dress? An easy-access short dress. Oh, no…I got it. A black chiffon halter dress with a short black cashmere coat. The perfect outfit for accentuating my positives.

Easing into the white porcelain tub, I melted into the piping hot water, and for a half hour I soaked as Marvin serenaded, my thoughts vibrating through all of my being. I washed, rinsed, dried, lotioned, perfumed, painted my face, and, right on time, the intercom buzzed. He was here. It was Marcus.

“Mona Lisa, it’s me. You coming down or am I coming up?” he asked through the intercom.

“I’m coming down,” I said, quickly gathering my coat, squirting my favorite fragrance, Michael Kors, into the air. Walking into it, I was ready to go. Other than my watch and a very thin necklace, I was wearing as little jewelry as possible. I wanted Marcus to know that diamonds dangling from the wrist of his destined-to-be was the only accessory that mattered. Then it was downstairs and off we went.

Our favorite restaurant was Lacroix, an upscale French restaurant with a classic grand dome and a beautiful treetop view of Rittenhouse Square. As we entered the restaurant, I took a deep breath. It was as if the nine months we had been dating was the calm before the pending storm and, in just minutes, it would be raining diamonds. Be still, my beating heart, be still.

“Mr. Alexander, it’s so good to see you again,” greeted the maître d’. “For you and the lady, we have a very special table. Just this way, please.”

Our waiter quickly arrived. “Good evening and welcome. Would the couple enjoy the usual selection of wine?” he asked politely.

Marcus was somewhat of a creature of habit. Once he found something he liked, you could pretty much bet on him ordering it again and again. His usual was a bottle of Ptolemy Monroche. A red wine that went well with his favorite cuts of red meat.

But tonight Marcus was full of surprises.

“No, tonight I want to try something different. Tonight we’ll have a special wine for a special lady who, like the wine, seems to only get better with time.”

Marcus was known to occasionally shoot a line that appeared to leap right out of a Colt 45 commercial. But his sentiments were sweet, and settled into a warm spot in my heart. “May I recommend a chardonnay?” suggested the waiter.

“Fine,” said Marcus as the waiter walked swiftly away. “So,” he said, reaching for my right arm, then working his way down to my right hand to hold it ever so gently. He zeroed in on my eyes. Uh-oh…here they come. Here come the diamonds. Trying to keep my heart from exploding, I sat still. Silent. Nearly frozen in the moment. Softly, he continued.

“Morgan, I don’t know if it’s the glow of the moonlight bouncing off your face or what, but you seem to have a special sparkle in your eyes tonight,” he said as he slowly began caressing my hand. All the while I was thinking to myself, It ain’t nothing like the sparkle you’re going to see when you wrap those rocks around my wrist.

“I don’t know…” he continued. “Maybe it’s just a little birthday pixie dust. Who knows,” he said as he uncharacteristically rambled on. I wasn’t about to stop him. He could talk from now till Jesus comes as long as eventually we arrived at the diamonds. I sat content, gazing into his eyes, trying to appear unaware of the glitter that loomed.

“I feel like something really special is gonna happen this year. Neither of us is getting any younger. I’m no spring chicken, you know. I’ve been around long enough to know what’s out there. But more importantly,” he said, pointing to his left pec, “I’ve been around long enough to know what’s in here.” I started to feel badly about criticizing his Colt 45 commercial tendencies. That was the sweetest, most sincere thing he had ever said to me. It was bordering on the kind of conversation that started me thinking that I might be in for more than just some diamonds. I might get diamonds and the duplicate key. Either way, it was win-win and I was no doubt in-in.

“I’ve had a lot of relationships, you know. Some good ones, some bad ones. But Morgan, this one…this one feels like—”

“Mr. Alexander.” Damn, it was the waiter. And he was just about to give me the bracelet.

“I didn’t mean to interrupt,” the waiter continued, “but I have the bottle of wine you ordered.” Slowly Marcus did the usual pour a drip, spin the glass, sip a bit, then nod. Only this time it seemed to happen in slow motion as the anticipation of the bracelet grew stronger.

“Would you like to order?” the waiter asked.

“In a minute,” Marcus said, relocking his eyes on mine.

Finally, the waiter left. Momentarily distracted, again Marcus reached for my hand and paused. He paused some more. Then even some more. It was like listening to a scratched album. I was duty bound to bump the needle.

“Marcus…”

“Yes, sweetheart.”

“You were saying?” I said, raising my eyebrows for him to continue.

“Oh yeah, I was saying. I was saying…I seem to have lost my place. Where was I?”

“‘I’m no stranger to relationships, but this one feels…this one feels…’ That’s where you stopped.”

“Oh yeah. Thank you. This one feels like it’s the place where I belong. More importantly, Morgan, this feels like it’s where we belong. It’s working for me. For real. It’s like I’ve found the missing piece to a puzzle. I feel like…I feel like…”

Rrrriiiiiing.

It was his cell phone. Please don’t answer it. Please, please, please don’t answer it, I kept repeating to myself.

“I feel like…”

Rrrriiiiiiing.

“I’m sorry, Morgan. It may be an important business call. Do you mind?”

Do I mind? Do I mind? Are you out of your damn mind, I thought to myself, of course I mind! That phone couldn’t have rung at a worse time.

“Of course I don’t mind,” I said. “It’s fine.” Somebody’s playing an awfully cruel trick on me, I thought, as I sat in my seat with a plastered-on look somewhere between adulation and constipation. The phone call seemed to last for hours. His lips began moving in slow motion; his words began taking on the muted sounds of bad cell phone dropout. Still, I kept that half-smile/half-bewildered/half-aloof look waiting for a final farewell, good-bye, peace out, or anything remotely leading to the end of the call.

“So, I’m being rude. I’m at dinner with a very special lady. We can finish tomorrow.”

Finally, the call had ended. Reaching for my hand, he continued.

“So, are you ready to order?”

“Huh?” I said, not realizing I’d blurted it out.

“Food. Are you ready to order? I’m starving.”

“Sure,” I said. “I’m ready to order, but you were in the middle of saying something.” I said it gently, hoping not to appear too eager. “Don’t you want to finish saying what you were saying before you were interrupted from saying whatever it was you were saying?”

Staring at me puzzled for a moment, he paused, then started laughing.

“Morgan, you are so cute. I like that.”

Oh, swell. He likes that.

The waiter returned and we ordered the best cut of steak, had more wine, and more conversation that detoured further away from the road that led to diamonds. Glancing at my watch, I realized we’d been at dinner for an hour and a half and still nothing. My wrist was still naked, bare, unaccessorized. My hopes began to fade. I had only one choice and that was to prolong the evening. The longer we stayed, the more likely he would somehow return to his earlier moment of inspiration.

Motioning the waiter once, I ordered a second course of roasted black cod on a bed of mirepoix, ravioli of escargot, parsley ventreche, and ate almost a dozen of their gourmet chocolate desserts.

“I’ve never seen you eat so much,” he said, noticing the inordinate amount of food I had begun to consume.

“If there’s one time to let yourself go, it’s your birthday,” I said, stuffing my face with fork full, spoon full, and any other utensil that could fit in my mouth.

He shot a half smile and watched the never-ending cycle of fork plate mouth. Spoon plate mouth. Knife plate mouth. By now I was as fat as a tick. If I moved one inch from my seat my stomach was sure to explode. Still, I stalled for more time, consumed more food, guzzled more wine and—still no gift.

By now, the more than occasional glances at his watch was a sign that he had long since been ready to leave. Thank God, a burp. I could continue. One dessert tray after another rested on the table. There were apple tarts, crème brûlée, carrot cake, and three flavors of sorbet.

“Morgan, are you sure you’re all right?” he asked again. “I don’t think I’ve ever in my life seen one human being, man, woman, or animal consume that much food at one time.”

I could only shrug my shoulders for fear that the strain of anything audible would cause my already bubbling stomach to erupt. Another half hour went by and I felt nauseated. Still no diamonds. Something had gone god-awful wrong. But what? What was he waiting for? Had he hidden the diamonds in the dessert and I had mistakenly eaten them? I had given up and given in. Obviously, he was planning the gift for some other time.

Slowly, I pushed away the last tart from my edge of the table.

“Check, please,” he said, raising his finger quickly for fear I would order again.

The waiter rushed to the table, obviously eager to reap the rewards from his several dozen trips from the kitchen to our table.
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