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For Shinda





CHAPTER ONE


MELINA


The sound of scurrying feet and giggling trailed off down the hallway as I entered my darkened apartment. I braced myself and marched toward the source that suddenly illuminated the hall. Malik was bent over in front of the refrigerator, clad only in his boxers, shoving something onto the shelf. The picture became clear when he turned around and slyly grinned at me. Traces of whipped cream were all over his face and hands, some on the floor. I shook my head and stormed to my room, slamming my door behind me.


My flight from Atlanta was full of turbulence and the cab ride home from the airport wasn’t much better. I was supposed to arrive at LaGuardia at eight p.m., but all planes departing from Hartsfield-Jackson were delayed. We didn’t touch down in New York until midnight. After waiting another twenty minutes for my luggage, I finally got in a cab headed for Brooklyn. As the driver hit every pothole on Atlantic Avenue, I concentrated on the soothing bath I planned to take once I reached home.


Malik’s flavor of the week raucously laughed, pleading with him to stop doing whatever was causing her such pleasure. Our two-bedroom apartment was too small for their folly. I could hear everything. The bathroom separated our rooms, but sound traveled easily through our paper-thin walls. We lived on the second floor of a renovated brownstone in the Fort Greene section of Brooklyn. I had called this apartment home for three years. For two of those years I used the other bedroom as a home office, but the steady increases in rent caused a sister to reevaluate her living situation.


If I knew a year ago what I know now, I would have never placed an ad for a roommate. The string of characters that replied to my listing was frightening. I hoped to share my space with another woman, young and progressive like myself, but when Malik showed up at the door, I breathed a sigh of relief. I had met with too many unsavory, unemployed, uninspired losers trying to haggle with me on the amount for the monthly rent. Malik came with his resume, a three-month deposit, a great smile, a firm handshake and made a convincing case for why I needed to consider a male roommate. A week later, he moved in. A month later, the honeymoon ended.


Music started pouring out of Malik’s room, the bass vibrating the walls. I understood it was Friday night—the start of the weekend—but this was intolerable. I snatched my Coach weekend tote from the closet and tossed in a couple of outfits. I changed into my velour sweatsuit, grabbed my bag and headed into the crisp, autumn night. I saw the ticket on my windshield before I even made it to my car. Damn alternate-side-of-the-street parking. I asked Malik to move my car for me while I was out of town at my conference, but apparently he couldn’t even do that.


I hopped in my BMW 335i Coupe and put on Jill Scott. Her voice relaxed me as I raced down Fulton Street toward the Brooklyn-Queens Expressway. Traffic was light to Manhasset. I cruised off the exit and navigated the familiar winding roads, the moon casting barely enough light through the trees. I turned onto a private road, slowing down as the gravel popped underneath my tires. Dimming my high beams, I approached the secluded home at the end of the road, pulled into the circular, cobblestone driveway and parked behind the Hummer. I stood on the doorstep, riffling through my bag for keys. I rested the bag on the top step and knelt down, digging my hand beneath the clothing.


The wind kicked up, sending leaves scraping across the ground. I looked over my shoulder at the dark thicket of trees, into the shadows. I lifted the tote and shook it from side to side. I was dreading the possibility of ringing the doorbell when I heard a faint jingle emanating from a side compartment.


I hadn’t bothered to call Ellis on my way over because I knew he was already asleep. He didn’t believe in staying up late, not even on weekends. According to Ellis, as long as there was work to do and money to be made, it paid to rise before the sun. He’d be up and running a couple of hours after my head hit the pillow. I was not a morning person and usually didn’t get up until after noon on Saturdays.


I passed through the marble foyer and ascended the spiral staircase. The double doors at the end of the hall were slightly ajar. I slipped into the room and padded across the floor to the bed. Ellis was on his side, sound asleep. I kicked off my sneakers, climbed on the bed and snuggled up next to him. He rolled over and clicked on the lamp.


Ellis sat up, frowning at me. “Melina, you’re on my bed with your clothes on?”


I turned away from him and retreated to the bathroom to undress. “Good to see you, too,” I mumbled.


Voices in the hallway stirred me from my sleep. The clock on the nightstand said it was two in the afternoon. Ellis entered the bedroom, his mother filing in after him. I sprang up and quickly put on my robe.


“Mother Harlow, I didn’t know you were here,” I said.


“You wouldn’t, dear, since you’ve been in here snoozing the day away. Just like Sleeping Beauty,” she said wryly.


I finger combed my hair, which I was certain was all over my head, and cut my eyes at Ellis. Why his mother was standing in the middle of his bedroom—at that very moment—made absolutely no sense to me.


“Mother is staying the weekend. She arrived yesterday evening. We just came back from North Shore Hospital. The dedication of the pediatric wing in honor of my father was today.”


His mother pulled a handkerchief from her purse, right on cue. “God rest his soul,” she said, dabbing her dry eyes.


I went over to her and patted her back. “I miss him, too, Mother Harlow.”


She whipped her head around and glared at me. “You could never know the pain I feel. I spent forty years of my life with that man.” She straightened her posture and smiled stiffly. “And I told you, call me Bebe.”


She pivoted on her Manolos and left the room, her expensive perfume lingering in her aftermath.


I sat on the edge of the bed and shook my head. “Ellis, why didn’t you tell me the ceremony was today?”


“I thought I mentioned it to you.”


His nonchalant behavior told me otherwise. I would have remembered something as important as a dedication ceremony for his father. Ellison Harlow II was a beautiful man. One of the most respected pediatric surgeons in the country. Three months ago, he died of a heart attack. It was so unexpected—he was the picture of perfect health.


“You thought? Never once did you mention today was the dedication,” I said.


“Are you sure, Melina?”


I had a sinking feeling in my gut. “You also didn’t say anything about your mother being here. You could have at least told me this morning.”


Ellis came and sat next to me on the bed. “You know how much you hate to be disturbed in the morning. You appeared so peaceful, I wasn’t sure if I should wake you.”


“Of course you should have. You know how much I loved your father.”


He kissed me on the cheek. “I’m sorry, Lina. I wasn’t thinking. Mother and I finalized our plans last night and my schedule was hectic this morning. I had a breakfast meeting, and then I had to pick up Daniella—”


“Great. So Daniella thinks I was a no-show, too.”


“I told my sister and my mother you’ve been out of town all week. They understand you arrived home in the wee hours of the morning. Forgive me?”


He was missing the point. I could not care less about being tired. I would have never missed such an important event.


“So how was the ceremony?”


He shrugged. “Kind words. Everyone touting the noble Dr. Ellison Harlow’s many accomplishments. A few requisite tears. Just what I expected.”


Since his father’s death, Ellis had been extremely cynical when talking about him. He always showed his father tremendous respect. I chalked his recent behavior up to grief and the anger that sometimes came along with a sudden loss.


“I would’ve really liked to have been there.”


“I’ll take you to see the new wing next weekend.” He walked toward the door. “Get dressed. Mother is having a small reception downstairs.”


“I don’t have anything appropriate to wear for one of your mother’s gatherings. I only packed jeans.”


“Just put your jeans on, Melina.”


“Right. I’ll stick out like a hooker in church. I’m going to head back to Brooklyn.”


“That’s ridiculous. Stay up here if you want. The guests will be downstairs for an hour at the most.”


“Spend the day with your mother. I know this is a hard time for her. I’ll call you later on.”


I didn’t appreciate that Ellis neglected to inform me about the dedication and then invited me to the reception as an after-thought. If the truth be told, I wasn’t interested in being around Bebe or her snobby friends, anyway.


I showered and dressed, then made a covert departure through the back door, walking around to the front of the estate. Daniella waved to me from the window as I put my bag in the trunk. I smiled and waved back. I had always liked Daniella—she was cool—it was her mother I could do without.


I drove away from Ellis’s mansion wondering how I’d possibly fit in there.





CHAPTER TWO


MALIK


It took a while, but Cinnamon finally got the message and took her ass home. When she stopped by last night with her six-pack abs and a can of whipped cream, a brother could not resist. Cinnamon and cream—oh so tasty. But like most sweets, you pay the price later. I used to hook up with Cinnamon regularly, but she started to get attached. I had to cut her back. But every once in a while we’d get together because the sex was banging.


I broke out the mop and busted a move on the kitchen floor, then cleaned the bathroom and straightened up the living room. I knew Melina was going to be bitchin’ when she got back and I refused to give her the satisfaction of complaining about the house being a mess.


It was a good week. No nitpicking. I watched what I wanted to watch on the TV in the living room, and best of all, the honeys kept a brother company without Melina scaring them off with her dirty looks. She needed to go out of town every week. Melina could be wound a little too tight, but we got along all right. She was an only child and it showed. Everything had to be her way. Nothing out of place. When I moved in, she told me to make myself comfortable, this was my home now, too. I wouldn’t have known it. Shortly after moving in, I slightly repositioned the angle of the couch and she almost evicted me. I knew then that although she said mi casa es su casa, what she really meant was—you may pay half the rent, but this is still my apartment.


My boys were ringing my phone off the hook, trying to convince me to come down to our favorite watering hole to watch the MLB playoffs. On any other Saturday evening I would have been down, but thanks to my unexpected visitor last night, I didn’t have a chance to work on my project that was due Monday at work.


I placed the package of sanitary napkins on the coffee table and gaped at them. How was I supposed to come up with a catchy ad for pads with designer scents? Did women really want the scent of Chanel No. 5 permeating from their panties? I opened my folder and read the product profile. Feminine products scented with essential oils, not designer perfume. Fragrant oils with therapeutic benefits designed to energize, relax or alleviate stress. The concept wasn’t as bad as I thought, but still not my ideal assignment.


The projects assigned to me lately had been tumbling downhill, but no matter how bad the product, I managed to outshine the fair-haired boys at the agency. Regardless of my performance, I got stuck with the crap no one else would touch—the bottom of the barrel. I called a meeting with my boss to discuss the prospect of getting a crack at some of our larger clients and he had the nerve to tell me that I had to prove I could handle the responsibility. I’d spent six years at the company and could honestly say I was the most talented, not to mention creative, account executive they had at Newport and Donner. My multi-concept campaigns had never failed to appease the client and, despite my portfolio of unusual products, I had the highest ad acceptance rate. Since my next step at the firm didn’t seem to be up, it would have to be out—the door.


My bank accounts were swelling, my investments were growing and I was entertaining the idea of starting my own agency. I’d hit the glass ceiling at Newport and Donner and starting over at another agency was not an option. I’d only shared my plans with one person, my father. He’d been helping me with my business plan and, if our projections were correct, I’d be opening my own agency within the next year.


Tupac’s classic, “I Get Around,” rang out from my cell phone. I checked the caller ID. Cinnamon. I let the call roll over to my voice mail. This would go on for the next couple of days until she realized nothing had changed between us. One night of good sex does not equal a relationship. No matter how upfront I was in the beginning, women always expected more than I was willing to give. I wasn’t ready to settle down. I thoroughly enjoyed variety and in the immortal words of R. Kelly, “I don’t see nothing wrong with a little bump and grind.”


The cell phone rang again. Melina.


“Meet me at Night of the Cookers,” she said.


“Bet.”





CHAPTER THREE


MALIK


I found Melina at the bar drinking her usual—a glass of Riesling. Annoyance flashed across her face when she saw me coming. I sat on the barstool next to her and signaled to the bartender.


“What’s up, Roomie? How was your trip?” I asked.


“You know I got a ticket while I was gone, right?” she asked tightly.


“Don’t sweat that. I’ll take care of it.”


“Damn right, you will.”


“Mel, let me get a drink before you rip me a new asshole.” I impatiently signaled to the bartender again. I ordered a Johnnie Walker Black and then told her to make it a double. It was going to be one of those nights. The bartender poured but not fast enough. I should have told her to give me the whole damn bottle. I took a healthy swig of my drink and then turned to Melina. “I know you asked me to move your car, but I didn’t come home Thursday night. I apologize.”


She nodded; her long reddish-brown ponytail bobbed up and down. Silence was never good when it came to Melina. It either meant she was pissed or extremely pissed. She raised her half-filled glass to her lips and polished off the wine. Extremely pissed.


“Malik, if you had a girlfriend—which we know is a ludicrous thought—but if you had a girlfriend, and she neglected to tell you about an event that she knew would be important to you, what would you think?”


This wasn’t about me after all. The golden boy pissed her off. I eased back in my chair and took a more leisurely taste of my drink. “Well . . .it depends.”


“On what?” she questioned.


“Her explanation.”


She motioned for a refill. “Forget it. It doesn’t matter.”


I went back to guzzling my scotch.


“All I’m saying is,” she abruptly continued, “if your girlfriend said ‘I thought I told you,’ wouldn’t you think it was a lame excuse?”


That time, I nodded. She apparently was talking to herself anyway and what I said probably wouldn’t matter much.


“Is it me?” she asked.


I didn’t know what the hell she was talking about, but I shook my head.


“Ellis knew I wanted to be at the dedication ceremony for his father. I think his mother had something to do with it.”


“What are you doing with that tight-ass anyway?” Five-foot-five with booty for days . . .she could have any man she wanted.


Melina swiveled her stool around and leaned toward me. That did it. I went too far.


“You know I was thinking the same thing as I bolted out of there today,” she said.


Now I genuinely wondered what had happened because Melina didn’t bite my head off like she usually did when I insulted her stuffed shirt of a man. “Mel, wassup? Talk to me.”


“I love him, Malik. That’s why I’m with him. It’s simple. He’s everything I want in a man and more.”


I yawned and peeked at my watch. Just that fast, my interest had waned. I should have met the fellas at the bar for the game instead of sitting there listening to The Young and the Restless. “Then don’t read into anything. If the man said he thought he told you, take his word for it.”


I learned a long time ago, sometimes it’s easier to tell a woman what she wants to hear. She won’t listen to a word you say if it ain’t what she wants to hear.


Melina smiled. “You’re probably right.”


I knew it.


Her whole aura changed in less than a millisecond. The scowl dropped from her face and her body relaxed. “You want to have dinner?”


“All right. Let’s get a table.”


• • •


We were seated and the waitress left us with our menus. I opened mine and Melina placed hers on the table.


“So, who was the tart last night?”


“Why do you have to insult my company, Mel?”


“It’s not an insult, merely an observation.”


I wondered how she considered that an observation when she hadn’t seen my guest.


She must have read my mind. “Any woman who carries on as boisterously as she did, when she knows others can hear, doesn’t have much respect for herself.”


“It has nothing to do with respect. She was enjoying herself. I have that effect on women.”


“Malik, please.”


“You know, Mel, some of us actually like living on the wild side. Hot, freaky, uninhibited sex is something to be embraced. You’re so used to stuffy, mechanical, blue-blood sex that you can’t imagine how the other side lives.”


Melina rolled her eyes in disgust. “You know nothing about what goes on between Ellis and me . . .and I’m not about to tell you.”


“You don’t have to. I can tell it’s real neat and quiet and tasteful. You probably don’t break a sweat and I bet your hair never falls out of place.”


I laughed when she glared at me. I had struck a nerve. That would teach her about making assumptions.


She shook her head. “Do you have to be such a pig?”


“Oink oink, baby.”


“Grow up, Malik.”


“Loosen up, Mel.”


“There’s more to life than sex.”


“You’re right, there’s great sex. You should try it someday.”


“Let’s just order,” she said wearily.


I laughed again, knowing I’d won the day’s round. That’s how it was with Melina; daily debates and you had better be prepared for the challenge.





CHAPTER FOUR


MELINA


I climbed into bed, wondering why I had let Malik get under my skin. He baited me and I fell for it time and again. Ellis and I had a wonderful relationship and my sex life was just fine.


I rolled over and reached for my cordless phone on the night-stand. I dialed Ellis’s number. He picked up on the first ring, sounding groggy.


“What are you wearing?” I whispered into the phone.


“What? Who is this?”


I repeated my question, the words dripping from my lips like warm honey. “What are you wearing, Ellis?”


“Lina, I was asleep. I have to get up early and I am wearing my blue pinstripe pajamas, if you must know.”


“Oh forget it, Ellis. Go back to sleep. I’ll call you tomorrow.” I slammed the phone down in the cradle—so much for kinky phone sex.


Ellis and I had been together for two years and Malik was right. Ellis wasn’t a free spirit, but that’s what I loved about him. He was driven, sophisticated, well- traveled and a highly respected businessman.


The day his assistant called my office to arrange a meeting between Ellis and me, I was ecstatic. Black Enterprise magazine had recently included my accounting firm on their list of “Rising Stars” in the accounting industry and Ellis, having read the article, was interested in hiring my firm. Ellis owned a major research-based pharmaceutical company at the forefront of providing breakthrough medicines. An account like his could propel my company to the next level.


A week later, I was sitting in his spacious Park Avenue office discussing business. I thoroughly outlined the specialized accounting services my firm could provide Harlow Pharmaceuticals. My presentation was flawless and I realized Ellis was impressed when he invited me to lunch, under the guise of discussing the increased scrutiny of the S.E.C. on corporate accounting practices. While we were dining, I found myself getting lost in his penetrating gaze more than once, and though we were talking about corporate scandals and accounting fraud, he graced me with a charismatic smile throughout the entire meal. Ellis was six feet of fine. I forced myself to stay focused and think business, and when we finally ended lunch three hours later, I rated the meeting a raving success.


Over the next two weeks, I anxiously waited to hear if I had gotten the account. It was a Friday evening and I was in my office packing my briefcase for the day when I heard a tap on the glass. I had already locked the front door and was prepared to tell whoever knocked to come back on Monday morning—until I saw it was Ellison Harlow III. I quickly let him in from the brisk November air.


He removed his Burberry trench coat, unwrapped his scarf and then sat on the antique leather sofa in my reception area. “Ms. Bradford, I wanted to personally follow-up with you regarding the status of our meeting.”


My mind raced. Ellison Harlow III was actually sitting in my office. I was certain it was an indication I had landed his account, but I contained my joy. It was the moment I had been waiting for.


I sat next to Ellis on the chair. “I appreciated the opportunity to present the unique services Trinity can provide Harlow Pharmaceuticals.”


“Ms. Bradford, while I feel Trinity Accounting and Tax is top-notch and more than qualified to meet our needs, we have decided to go with another firm.”


Not what I expected to hear. An uncomfortable silence filled the room as I struggled not to let my disappointment show. I got up and extended my hand. “Well, Mr. Harlow, thank you for the consideration.”


He hesitated before standing to grasp my outstretched hand. I pulled back from his gentle grip, but he held on.


Ellis cleared his throat. “Ms. Bradford, this is a bit awkward, but would you consider having a drink with me?”


A million thoughts crossed my mind. There was Ellison Harlow III telling me that my firm failed to secure his account, yet asking me out on a personal level. My head willed me to say no, but I heard a soft voice say, “Sure.”


“Great. My car is waiting out front.”


“Allow me to collect my things and I’ll be right out.”


Without Ellison standing in my face, reality settled in. He came down to my office specifically to ask me out. Perhaps that’s what the initial meeting was all about. My firm was probably never a real contender. How unprofessional! I wasn’t running a dating service. I expected more from a man whose company was voted one of the top ten places for women to work, by Fortune magazine the past two consecutive years.


I jerked my briefcase off the desk, turned off the lights and locked up. Ellison’s driver opened the door to the sleek black limo as I approached the curb. I slid onto the soft leather seat across from Ellison Harlow III. His smoldering smile greeted me.


Before I allowed myself to get caught up in the moment, I fixed Ellison with an icy grin. “Perhaps you can help me understand something, Mr. Harlow.”


“Please, call me Ellis,” he replied, not deterred by my tone.


“Right . . .Ellis. Well, Ellis, if Harlow Pharmaceuticals would be a perfect fit for Trinity, then why is it that we didn’t get the account?”


“I don’t mix business with pleasure.”


“Excuse me?”


“I could have given your firm the account, but it wouldn’t have worked out. Now I could sit here and pretend I agonized over my decision, but I didn’t. After we had lunch, my thoughts weren’t focused on Trinity Accounting and Tax or what your firm could do for Harlow Pharmaceuticals. I thought about you . . .and how to get to know you better.”


What nerve. There I was trying to build my business and run with the big dogs, and this man discounted me because he thought I was cute. “Who did you hire, Mr. Harlow?”


“I’m back to Mr. Harlow?” He chuckled. “We went with Sampson Dewer.”


“I see.”


“Trust me. You were one of our top candidates. And though we won’t be doing business together, I’ve spoken to a business associate of mine about you. Expect a call from Marty Sewell some time next week.”


“Martin Sewell?” The chill melted from my voice. “The Martin Sewell? CEO of Omega Toys?”


“The one and only. I hope you don’t mind.”


I smiled on the inside. “Why would I mind? I look forward to receiving Mr. Sewell’s call.”


If Ellison didn’t believe in my ability, he certainly wouldn’t have referred me to the toy magnate of the East Coast. I crossed my legs and relaxed back into the seat. I had hit the jackpot—in more ways than one.


• • •


I sipped my coffee and flipped through the Sunday New York Times. I had every intention of rollerblading in Fort Greene Park, but Mother Nature had something else in mind.


A driving rain pelted the window with such force I was drawn to peer out at the downpour. The wind whipped through the trees, shaking loose the fall foliage. Broken branches and leaves littered the street. I pressed my hand to the glass, and found it to be much colder than I thought. It was the kind of day to snuggle with a loved one and watch old movies.


I returned to the couch and turned on the television. Malik shuffled into the living room, eyes barely open. Last night, we parted ways after dinner. When I came home, Malik went elsewhere.


Malik eased down onto the couch like a man twice his age. He leaned his head back against the pillows and groaned. I glanced over at him . . .five o’clock shadow . . .wrinkled tank . . .sweats . . .bare feet . . .hangover.


Malik turned pleading eyes on me. “Please tell me we have Alka Seltzer in the house.”


I took pity on him. “I’ll get you some.”


“Thanks, Mel,” he mumbled.


I went to retrieve the cure to Malik’s ailments from the medicine cabinet. I dropped two tablets into a glass of water and prepared a cold compress while the medication fizzed and bubbled.


I handed Malik the glass, hovering over him until he finished its contents. I instructed him to lie back on the couch and then placed the compress on his head. “Where did you go last night?”


“I ended up at a lounge on Dekalb. My boys met me down there and we set the party off right.”


“I hope it was worth it. You look like crap.” His café au lait complexion was pale, almost ashen. “What’s the point of partying when this is the end result?”


Malik winced at me through slits. “I’ll let you know once I feel better. Right now, I’m not up for being analyzed.”


I left him alone and went to the kitchen to pour myself another cup of coffee. I considered heading to the office since my plans for the day were ruined by the weather, but decided that working on a rainy Sunday was a bad idea. I settled on going to a movie and then maybe doing a little shopping. I picked up my mug and started toward my room. A groan stopped me in my tracks. “Are you going to be all right, Malik?”


I walked back to the living room. Malik’s lips were moving, but I couldn’t hear a thing. I bent down in front of him, trying to figure out what he was whispering.


He took the compress from his head. “Can you run this under cold water?”


I snatched the compress from him and went to kitchen with it. I returned and plastered the compress across Malik’s forehead.


“Thanks, Mel.”


I turned to go get dressed when Malik called my name. Again, I went to him on the couch. “Yes?”


“Can you rub my back?”


I scowled. “Can I what?”


“I feel awful and I need to fall asleep. Please. Just for a few minutes.”


I was the one who groaned that time. I started to kneel in front of the couch, but Malik stopped me.


“No. Sit down right here.”


Malik leaned up so that I could sit on the couch. He turned on his side with his back facing me and laid his two-hundred-plus pounds across my lap. I frowned at the back of his head, wanting to slap it.


“Mel, come on.”


“Man, you better chill the hell out. Nobody told you to be out all night drinking like a fish.”


“Lecture me later. Right now, rub.”


I closed my eyes and took a deep, cleansing breath. It took every ounce of my willpower to stay silent. I placed my hand on his back and began to gently make small circles. Malik moaned. I moved my hand up and down his back in a slow, soothing motion.


In a few minutes, his breathing evened out and his head sank deeper into my lap. I stopped rubbing, and when Malik didn’t protest, I realized that he had fallen asleep. I sat, thinking about how to move from the couch without waking him. The phone rang. I tried to get up, but Malik was oblivious and did not budge. I had no choice but to let the machine retrieve the call. I slid my hand underneath Malik’s shoulder and attempted to lift his six-foot-four frame from my lap. He shrugged me off, tightening his arm around my legs. I leaned my head back against the pillows and sighed. Apparently, I was staying home.


• • •


I was roused by the ringing of the telephone again. I leapt from the couch, bumping my shin against the coffee table. Hobbling into the kitchen, I snatched the phone from its cradle.


“Where have you been? I’ve been calling you for the past three hours.”


“Oh . . .I . . .I must have dozed off. Why, what’s going on, Ellis?”


“I wanted you to have lunch with Mother and me, but we’ve already eaten now. I just got her settled at home and I’m on my way back from Manhattan.”


I smiled, thankful for the reprieve. It seemed Malik’s drunken stupor had benefited me after all. “I’m sorry I missed Bebe.”


“Don’t be cute, Lina.”


“I’m not being cute. You heard your mother tell me to call her Bebe. I’m only respecting her wishes.”


Ellis sighed into the phone. “I’m coming to pick you up and take you back to Long Island. Are you dressed?”


“I’ll be ready when you get here.”


“Good. Pack enough clothes for the week. I’ll see you in twenty minutes.”


Before I could respond, Ellis hung up. I glared at the receiver and spoke to no one in particular. “Yes, Master.”


I turned to replace the handset and found Malik leaning against the wall, smiling.


I jumped, almost dropping the phone. “Look who’s returned from the living dead.”


He was dressed in a pair of dark-blue jeans and a bulky, chocolate-brown turtleneck sweater. “I’m feeling one hundred and ten percent better.”


Malik took the phone from my hand and returned it to its place on the wall. He leaned over, kissed me on the cheek and then headed straight for the refrigerator.


I stood there, wondering if he was still intoxicated from the night before. “Malik—”


“Thanks for taking care of me, Mel.”


“No problem,” I said, snickering. “Your condition saved me from a lunch date from hell.”


“With your future mother-in-law?”


“How long were you listening to my conversation?”


Malik took a bottle of cranberry juice from the fridge, placing it on the counter. “Don’t get riled up. I didn’t intentionally listen to your call. I sort of overheard what you were saying to Master.” He brought the bottle up to his smiling lips.


“Whatever, Malik.” I left him standing in the kitchen, enjoying his own joke.


“Mel, I’m kidding,” he called down the hallway.


I went into the bathroom, slamming the door behind me. I had to rush to get ready and didn’t have time for Malik with his silly taunts. I showered, dried off and smoothed on my lotion. Male conversation greeted me as I emerged from the bathroom. Great. Ellis had arrived already and was waiting on me. His two least favorite things.


Ellis disliked coming to Brooklyn. He always complained about the traffic, the noise, the parking; you name it. And he despised waiting. If you weren’t on his time, then your clock must be wrong.


I shouted from my bedroom door. “I’ll be right out.”


Ellis and Malik both responded. “Okay.”


Malik was trying to get a rise out of Ellis and, as usual, Ellis took the bait.


Fast only hinted at how long it took to pack my bag. I threw on my black jeans with a black-fitted turtleneck and a black belt. My high-heel boots made the outfit complete. I pulled my hair back into a tight bun and dotted my lips with a bit of gloss. My summer tan had long faded and the freckles across my nose were prominent against my sugar cookie brown skin. I sprayed on my scent du jour and hurried into the living room.


Ellis and Malik sat across from one another, debating about whether the republicans in Congress were doing a good job or not. Malik was a democrat and Ellis, a staunch republican. They would never see eye to eye and neither could be swayed, yet they insisted on arguing over politics.


I cleared my throat. “Babe, my bag, please.”


Ellis stood up, still bantering with Malik. He took my bag from me. I went to the closet to get my light-blue, cropped leather jacket.


“You look nice, Mel,” Malik said.


“Her name is Lina. I can’t fathom why you insist on referring to her as if she is one of your homeboys,” Ellis responded.


“Mel . . .Lina . . .it doesn’t matter.” I moved between them. “Thank you, Malik,” I said, warning my roommate with my eyes. “Let’s go, Ellis.”


“Take care, homeboy,” Ellis said.


Malik smirked. “Later, brother.”





CHAPTER FIVE


MELINA


The rain had subsided and the late-day sun peeked through the thick, gray clouds. I was strapped into the passenger seat of Ellis’s Porsche, listening to him rant about how ignorant he found Malik. I reached over and turned on the satellite radio. It was tuned to smooth jazz. George Benson was singing about being lost in a masquerade. I started to sing along. Ellis stopped his tirade.


“Am I boring you, Lina?”


“Relax, Ellis. Every time you see Malik, you get upset. The two of you don’t share the same viewpoints. Why do you persist in trying to engage him in these political or philosophical debates and then get angry when he disagrees with you?”


“I’m not angry,” he said, nostrils flaring.


“You’re not? You have been going on about this for the last fifteen minutes. You haven’t asked me how I’m doing, about my day, nothing.”


Ellis sighed. “I’m sorry.” He finally saw me for the first time that day. His eyes traveled from my head to my toes. “You are absolutely beautiful.”


I leaned over and kissed him on the lips. “Thank you.”


Ellis could be a real pain when he wanted to be, but I loved him. He possessed a raw honesty that I respected, even when I didn’t necessarily agree with him. At that moment, staring at his rugged profile, I realized that I wanted to spend my life with him. I got lost in the graceful movement of his long lashes every time he blinked. Thought about the way his strong jaw felt against my cheek when he held me close to him. Pictured his burnished brown skin against my own. I licked my lips, savoring the taste and the memory his full mouth left behind.


He saw me admiring him and touched my cheek. “I missed you last week.”


“I couldn’t tell.”


“Your departure was so abrupt yesterday afternoon, I didn’t have a chance to tell you.”


My anger flared slightly at the thought of being excluded from the dedication ceremony. I pushed the negativity back where it came from. I didn’t want to fight with Ellis. He had just lost his father. Considering the circumstances, I needed to be more understanding. Maybe he did think he told me about the event. Surely, he had a lot on his mind lately. He had his mother and sister to look after and a business to run. Any issues I had with him concerning the weekend could wait.


I rubbed my hand on the back of his head. Ellis always wore a fresh Caesar haircut. I thought a diamond stud would give him a sexy edge, but he would never wear an earring. He considered it unprofessional and ghetto. His words, not mine.


“How was your conference?” he asked.


“Surprisingly interesting. Tons of information on new tax codes. How was your week?”


“Full of meetings. We’re launching a new drug trial next week and anything that could have gone wrong practically did. I’m expecting this week to be even more hectic. In fact, I have a few calls to make as soon as we get to the house.”


“Make your calls, Ellis, and then that’s it. No more work this evening. We are going to relax and enjoy each other’s company.”


“All right, beautiful. Do you want to dine out tonight?”


“Maybe we can grab a bite at Eden. We can get it to go, if you want.”


Eden was one of my favorite restaurants. Unfortunately, Ellis didn’t share my sentiments. On rare occasions, he would humor me and take me to Eden, but he’d squawk the entire time.


He touched my face again. “If that’s what you want.”


Ellis was being way too accommodating; he knew he was in the doghouse.


• • •


I turned on the oven in Ellis’s kitchen and placed the aluminum pans of food from Eden inside to stay warm while he made his calls. I removed two dishes from the cabinet and set the small oak table that sat next to the fireplace. Yes, Ellis had a gas fireplace in his kitchen. I retrieved a bottle of Chardonnay from the wine rack in the corner and carried it to the island in the center of the kitchen. I uncorked the bottle and poured myself a glass. The aroma of chicken in rosemary butter wrapped itself around me and my stomach responded with a long grumble. The food was calling my name and I almost went to the oven for a little taste. I turned on the fireplace, dimmed the lights, and sat at the table sipping my wine.


Ellis entered the kitchen, talking on the phone. His voice echoed through the room, bouncing off the pots and pans suspended from the ceiling pot rack. He slipped my wineglass out of my hand and drank from it. I took that as my cue to pour myself another glass. He sat at the table and put his feet up in the chair while I carried the food from the oven to the table. Ellis continued his conversation while I plated our dinner. I sat across from him with my elbows on the table and my hands folded beneath my chin. He gave me the signal that he’d be done in a second. After a few minutes passed, I draped my napkin over my lap and proceeded to dig into my food. Ellis spat out instructions to the poor soul on the other end of the phone. Every time I thought he was wrapping up his conversation, he addressed yet another concern. It was apparent he was unhappy with what he was hearing, and though he wasn’t quite yelling, he was dangerously close. Ellis got up from the table and left the kitchen with his wine.


I finished my dinner in silence, watching the flickering flame in the fireplace cast shadows across the kitchen. I washed the dishes, covered Ellis’s plate, and left it on the counter.


On my way upstairs, I heard him still conducting business in the study. I walked through his bedroom, directly into the bathroom to run water in the tub. I planned on a long, hot soak. I returned to the bedroom to get my facial scrub from my bag then closed the bathroom door behind me, undressed and immersed myself in the deep, triangular-shaped tub.


I closed my eyes and leaned my head back. Was this what I had to look forward to with Ellis? Always business first, family second. I’d spent nights waiting for Ellis to come home from the office and he never arrived. Waited for a call that I never received. We’d cancelled trips, rescheduled evening plans—all in the name of business. Sure, most women would kill to be where I was right then, in a relationship with one of the most successful African-American men in the country. But it was moments like these, moments having nothing to do with success, when you started to wonder. Was this the life I wanted? I cherished quiet time at home. Time spent enjoying and loving one another. I couldn’t really complain much. I was aware of Ellis’s lifestyle before we became involved. I suppose, somewhere deep inside, I thought I’d come first. Foolish me.


Cool air and barely tepid water awoke me. Ellis was leaning against the granite bathroom countertop, looking down at me. The door was open, allowing a chill to circulate through the room.


“Can you close the door? The warmth is escaping.”


Ellis did what I asked. “I apologize for spending so much time on the phone, but it couldn’t be helped.” He unfolded my towel and held it open for me.


I stepped out of the tub, taking the towel out of Ellis’s hands and wrapping it around my body. “You’re apologizing an awful lot lately.”


Ellis pulled his sweater over his head. I went to the sink and began brushing my teeth, watching him in the mirror.


He unbuckled his belt and stepped out of his slacks. “Lina, I explained earlier the importance of this coming week.”


I rinsed toothpaste from my mouth. “Yeah, you did.” I walked past Ellis and into the bedroom.


“You’re upset.” He followed close behind me. “Would you have preferred for me to shirk my duties and ignore my responsibility?”


“Of course not, Ellis.” I sat on the edge of the bed, massaging cocoa butter into my skin.


“There are always last-minute problems before a drug trial.”


I went to the dresser drawer and removed my silk chemise. “I understand that.”


“Then act like it, Lina. I’m going to take a shower.”


I opened my mouth to respond, but Ellis had already closed the bathroom door behind him. I grabbed my robe and stomped out of the bedroom. I mumbled to myself all the way downstairs to the theater room. I went into the control booth and inserted my favorite DVD.
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