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THIS IS FOR MESALE SOLOMON


Real friendship is deep.
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Chapter 1



I never said I wasn’t a freak in the sheets for my man. Subsequently on Saturday morning, I find myself eating at the breakfast bar giving him full frontal access without regret or shame. Keith’s coy smile lets me know he’s pleased with the freedom of my ta-tas. So far, there’s been no teasing mention of his ripped T-shirt I accidentally tore while trying to get at him after his week-long business trip to South Beach. He is feeding his face as he sits across from me in his silk pajama bottoms. We both have huge appetites; we are eating hot biscuits with molasses, eggs, and country sausage. Our hunger emerged from a romantic and nonstop Friday night, full of scented candles, warm body oils, and music by Floetry, KEM, Robin Thicke and some other sexy mood-setting, neo-soul performers I had burned just for the occasion.

I knew Keith was aware that he handled his business during the night and then some. He gave a smorgasbord of love—very satisfying in more ways than one. After six years of living together, this man can push my buttons to the limit. I can’t get enough of his chocolate body and the chemistry we share.

At this point in our relationship I think we are as close as ever. Well, as close as a man ever lets a woman in his life. He talks about things that matter in his life. Asks my opinion in difficult situations and shares intimate concerns to a point that makes me feel like we are connected. Everything he is giving is fine with me. I can live and have been living with this level of commitment for a long time. I have no problem living in the moment and as time passes, I know I will get more and more because our trust is growing everyday. I am sure it’s been a process all through our relationship so I don’t sweat it. The main thing is we are clicking, running on automatic. It is wonderful because we are definitely drama free and feeling our connection.

“You know, I could stay like this forever,” Keith says to me.

I intercept his eyes, when they seize the moment to travel down the rest of my bare body when I stand to get the pot of coffee to warm our cups. I also catch his tone. It is overly campaigning for some strange reason. So I decide to check it.

“You mean, this moment? Enjoying this moment?” I confirm.

Keith looks at me quickly without explaining, then goes for more eggs and the last biscuit.

My human radar, inherited from my mother who listened to all my father’s shit, up until she left him when I was ten, zooms in tightly on his response.

He is like, “Exactly, that’s what I mean, baby. This right here, right now, I wouldn’t change it for the world.”

If being with Keith for six years has taught me anything, it is realizing unconditionally when he’s shuffling me doo-doo. I reach over the table and stop his hand from stuffing more eggs into his mouth with his fork. “Don’t even try it. Tell me, what you mean, Keith?”

He glances at me like he does his jurors in the high-profile divorce settlements he has a habit of winning.

“C’mon, Lala, I was just thinking how mellow it is for us right now, and I want things to stay like this, that’s all.”

I push. “Like this?”

“You know, just the two of us. It takes a huge string of luck for people to get along like this—for this long of a time period.” Keith picks up his coffee cup, places his weekend special of three teaspoons of creamer down in the bottom, then begins to stir slowly and tries to dismiss my concerns. “So, you have a good time last night?” Keith is about to start patting himself on the back concerning his performance because he’d helped me to release several times through the night. He was a satisfier in the bed; almost always on a mission to please me and I loved that about him.

“Last night was okay,” I let him know.

He chuckles. “Just okay?”

“That’s it.”

“Yeah, right.”

“Would’ve been better, if you’d done what I asked,” I say.

Keith sips his coffee. He has no expression—almost like he doesn’t hear me.

“So why didn’t you?”

“Lala, I keep telling you. It’s like an unbreakable habit now that I pull out. It’s been our practice since we’ve been making love without condoms.”

“Keith, you’re full of it. All of the grief I’ve gotten from you over the years about how it’s so unnatural and now all of a sudden…it’s an ‘unbreakable habit.’”

“Grief?” He sips even more coffee and says no more.

But I can’t hold back. “First of all, let’s get things straight. You didn’t want to practice the withdrawal method because you felt cheated, and I managed to see things your way. Then you practically begged me to get back on the pill and I gave in again. Then when I stopped taking the pill because I wanted to get my body ready for pregnancy, all of a sudden, you’re now so in tune with the withdrawal method like you’ve never had a problem with it.”

Keith looks at me over the brim of his cup. Our eyes meet and I stay glued to him without letting go. Things are becoming clear that he’s been thinking of not following through with our plans. So I ask him.

“You don’t want me to have your child, do you? You’ve changed your mind, haven’t you?”

Keith doesn’t say a word but he picks up another piece of sausage and shoves it in his mouth. Then he starts to chew like it is somehow a new flavor. His silence answers my question, and I need to find out why.








Chapter 2



Keith and I don’t talk much for the rest of the weekend. After breakfast he goes back to bed, this time to sleep. He wakes up around five, cuts the grass, then washes his car. When he doesn’t clean mine, I realize he is silently letting me know how much he does for me and how much of a good man he is. So, as far as he’s concerned, I might as well get over my disappointment of him changing his mind about the baby.

Even though work Mondays are usually horrible in every way possible, it is really good to finally sit down and talk with my friend Adria during lunch. Girlfriends always seem to make things better when trivial nonsense is causing commotion and about to make things even worse.

“Girl…aren’t you looking every bit of pregnant!” I say to Adria. At this point she is straight-up the premier poster child for “black woman with child.” I begin to gently make circles with my hand around her belly, which is covered by her cotton sundress. She seems to enjoy every second of the soothing touch.

“Hello…maybe ’cause I am,” she whines in frustration. “Lala, I can’t wait to get this baby outta me,” Adria testifies. “My feet, my back, my neck, every bone in my body is aching.” She giggles but still is dead serious. To me, sister girl looks as though she is ready to explode and let the baby loose any minute.

“It won’t be too long now,” I remind her.

“Little over a month and at the end of this week, it’s home sweet home, for seven months,” Adria pushes with energy. “Thought of a name yet?”

“I’m leaning toward Michael, but hell, I don’t know. Think I’ll wait until I see him. Give him something that goes with his look.”

“You and your looks,” I mumble. Adria is my girl but she is superficial as hell. Definitely a perfect fit for Atlanta; straight-up bourgie for no reason at all.

“So, how was the weekend?” Adria asks me.

“Terrible.”

“Nothing worse than a fucked-up weekend…”

“Who’re you telling? I’m the one who lived it.”

“Damn, that bad?”

“It starts off fine, though…Keith comes home with a bottle of wine and shrimp from Papadoes.”

“Shrimp…huh?” Adria smiles ’cause she knows the deal.

“Yes, and as usual…after he eats his shrimp, he has to eat me next.”

“Craziest thing I’ve ever heard, but let him do his thing, girl.” Adria snickers while she places her hands on her belly. “Wish someone would get up under all this ass and get a little taste,” Adria confides.

“Now, that would definitely be something to talk about,” I tell her.

“Anyway…,” she says, with a grin on her face.

“Well, the next morning after we are still basking in the moment, Keith drops a hint that he wants things to stay the way they are…forever.”

When Adria hears the news, her face is more confused than mine when I heard it from Keith firsthand.

“For-ever-ever?”

“That’s what I’m saying. After all the promises outta his mouth about having a child when I turn thirty-three. Now, all of a sudden, he thinks there’s no reason to take the next step, when I’m months from turning thirty-four.”

Adria takes a deep breath and rubs her belly. “Typical cold feet, Sweetie.”

At this point, I don’t want to hear about any cold feet because Keith had lots of balls leading me on the way he did. And if he knows it or not, he is now interfering big time with my future and all that I have ever dreamed of. There is no question he knows what I want because we talked about getting pregnant endlessly on our cruise. We were gone six days, five nights to the islands. We had connected—at least I thought we had—and were on the same page aboutour plans of being together and raising a child, even if we decided against getting married at that point.

When we returned from the cruise, Keith was so adamant about a child that he accompanied me to my doctor’s appointment when I decided to make sure everything was all right inside to have kids. He even brought home a crib and set it in our spare bedroom so that we would never forget our promise to each other about starting a family. There was no mistake. I was perfectly clear to him when we started dating that I was on a mission to find a man who wanted a family. When I met Keith I had already tired of the dreaded dating game. I was worn out from all the different issues and lies I had to wade and waddle through to even make sense of what a relationship could be. But Keith had seemed to be the one to take the chance with, and I did. Now I was having second thoughts but wasn’t going down without a fight. I wanted to have a child with Keith like we had planned. While we waited for lunch, Adria thought she knew why Keith led me on the way he did.

“To keep peace in the house, that’s how,” she suggests. “You know how black men are. They would rather live a lie instead of telling us what’s actually on their minds. It’s something they learn from their fathers; well, the ones who even know them. The ones who don’t can claim ignorance. But one thing’s for sure.”

“What’s that?”

“Black men can’t blame their single moms, because that’s what I’m about to become, and we can do no wrong, you understand.”

I decide to bypass Adria’s train of thought and went with my own.

“I knew I should have kept my options open. I’ve invested over six years with this man and now, once again, he has a change of plans. It was a foolish investment, you know? I don’t have one man I can call up and say, ‘Look, I’m free again. Come get me and knock me up.’ Maybe I’ll start looking for a donor, too, maybe use the same guy that put yours in the oven.”

“Girl, you don’t want any parts of him. I dread the day I have to tell this child inside of me everything I know, which is very little about the no-good bastard. Shit, maybe I won’t altogether. But knowing how your man is, I bet he’s banking on you coming around and seeing things his way.” Adria puts her head down and mumbles before she takes a sip of her water. “Like you always do.”

I tell her, “Yeah, right, that’s not happening.”

“You said the same thing when he wanted you to try the sex toys.”

“I told you I was curious, too, and you didn’t help with your sex store-shopping ass. I never asked you to buy me that rabbit or that silver bullet thing.”

“Yeah, but then it was the porno films he wanted you to watch with him.”

“They aren’t that bad. And thanks for those, too.”

“Not a problem, Sweetie. But I do seem to remember your being pissed when he expected you to cook every night, like his mother used to do for his father.”

“Well, that took a little getting used to but you gotta eat.”

“Do I have to remind you the prenuptials ya’ll just threw out the window at his request and after I bought my dress, no less? Now, as I understand it, ya’ll don’t even want to get married. His doin’, no doubt, but you still rolling with his requests and decisions.”

I don’t have a response for Adria. She is on point at the moment.

“Then you went in on that big-ass house with him and let him put his name on the mortgage alone.” Adria looks like she is enjoying telling me about me.

“Okay, okay I get your point, damn it, with your single-mom ass. But he has to do this for me. Shit, he owes me.”

“Listen to you. Men don’t owe us shit but a hard time, and a hard penis from time to time. Even with papers, they don’t owe us and they know it.”

“He does, Adria. Every single time this man wants to change his mind about things happening in our life, I have bent over backward to appease him, no matter how I feel about the situation.”

“You’ve spoiled him, that’s for sure.”

“Well, I’m not giving in on this. I’ve always wanted to have children, and Keith knows this, so he’s just going to have to face reality.”

At this moment in our conversation, I resent that Adria knows my business as much as she does. I mean, it is good that she kept me on my toes, but damn, she sure knows how to make me feel like Keith is running our relationship. After listening to her and my background sheet…I guess he is.








Chapter 3



Three weeks later, I am still at odds with Keith. We are close to roommate status. There has been no more discussion about the baby or our future, and the one time I thought about approaching him for sex I reconsidered the notion. If it was not going to be for the purpose of attempting to get me pregnant, it wasn’t worth my time. So, I grabbed a toy out my goody bag and handled my own damn business.

When my birthday rolls around, I can’t explain how I feel. I am empty in a way but damn sure happy I am alive and able to see another start of a new year of life. When I walk into work that morning, there are red and white balloons along with streamers lining my cubicle. The morning-news traffic manager is always smiling, and his grin is extra wide.

“You might be interested to know that your girl is up at Grady Hospital about to deliver that baby.”

I look down at my phone to look for a message or text from Adria but nothing is there. “Are you serious?”

“Yes, and you better get over there right away; we have things covered here.”

I’m at the hospital as fast as I can drive. The elevator can’t seem to move fast enough for me, and my heart is racing frantically with so much joy; I am ready to see Adria and the baby. When I reach the right floor, I look in the waiting area and notice four women, all in labor but not urgently, sitting around talking with their families and watching television. I overhear a nurse mention a full moon because they’d been busy all night. Then I walk over to a board that lists new deliveries. Adria Cunningham is in room 32B.

First, I peek in on Adria, but she’s sleeping. The nurse tells me she had a rough time pushing the baby out—all nine pounds and eight ounces of him. I look down at her and she is worn out, so I decide not to wake her. I’m happy that she’s okay, though and I feel a smile of happiness for her; it’s a new beginning.

I follow the directions to the nursery, down the hall, and through the double doors to the right. Then I’m confused but still with a smile on my face.

“Keith?” He is standing outside the nursery looking in and flinches at the sound of his name.

I walk closer to him and call out his name again, but he doesn’t look at me. Keith is frozen and I am standing next to him. He still won’t look at me, so I follow his eyes. He is staring into the nursery at bassinet number seven that is holding a baby boy with the name “Malcolm Cunningham” taped to it on a postcard. Seeing the baby makes me forget about Keith being there for a few seconds.

Aww…she named him Malcolm. That name is going to fit him just right…

Keith is somewhat in a daze. At this point, this is good for me because I’m glad he can actually see what we could share together. But I’m still confused. “So, what are you doing here?”

“Adria called the house so I came over.”

“Oh, so—why didn’t you call me?”

“’Cause I wanted to be the first to see my child.”

Keith has offered some pretty corny jokes before, so I blew this one off, like I do all the others.

“No, seriously, why didn’t you call me when Adria called the house?”

Finally, Keith looks me square in the eyes. “He’s mine, Lala. The baby’s mine.”








Chapter 4



I smack Keith’s face and walk away from him quickly without a word. My body is feeling like it’s going to erupt; let go like the worst boiling point ever imagined. Misplaced is how I feel. Misguided is how I try to quickly understand the reality of it all. Thoughts running at warp speed. My fuckin’ body has lightning bolts stinging it, and at this moment, I am losing my mind. I hear Keith call out to me, but I’m walking away or my next stop is jail. There’s nothing he can say to me. I wait for the elevator for a few seconds, then decide to bolt down the stairwell to the garage.

When I get to the garage, I’m crying puddles and winded. Anger, deceit—all that shit is crawling up in me. My hands are shaking and I can’t find my car. I drop my keys and when I pick them up, my eyes spot Keith’s car which is right in front of me. I don’t think twice. I find his key on my ring and jump in that motherfucker without blinking.

As soon as I sit down and try to put the key in the ignition, for the first time, I hate the smell of his car. Finally, I start his car. I hate his fuckin’ smooth-ass jazz playing, too. I wipe my eyes the best way I can before I pull out.

After they are clear, I can see that he has already packed his belongings and has what could fit in the backseat. I fight like hell not to start crying again. The car feels cold to me—just like the unworthy son-of-a-bitch Keith. I’m collected as much as I can be, so I ease out the parking space. As I put the car in drive, I look up into the windshield. Keith appears and steps in front of the car about ten feet away like he’s the mighty King Kong.

He yells, “L…” He has the nerve to call me the pet name he uses with me in bed.

I place my foot on the brake and try my best to remember how to roll down the driver’s side window but I’m flustered and sure ’nuff nervous so I can’t. I smash the button over and over that peels back his sunroof over his cries to be careful in his punk-ass BMW 740. I scream, “Nigga, don’t you ever call me ‘L’ again. Do you understand!”

He places his left hand in his suit pants, then motions with his right for me to relax.

“Okay, I understand, but you have my car, Lala. I need my car.”

“Well, you had my soul and burnt it. So we’re even.”

“Look, Lala, I’m sorry, okay?”

“‘Sorry’?” At this point I’m so mad, I’m standing on his seat looking at this fool with my head out his sunroof.

“Yes, I am. And we don’t have to do this like this, Lala. We can talk later, okay, but right now, I need my car.”

A man passes by and he wants to know if I’m okay. Keith tells him everything is fine then tells him to step the fuck off, when he slows to see what is going on.

I’m sitting behind the wheel again and Keith’s arrogance lights the wick that makes me want to do something drastic. Something he will never forget. Cause his ass some pain, something like cutting off his dick and sticking it up his ass.

“Lala, for the last time, I need my car!” Keith shouts at me like if I don’t, it is going to be the worst mistake of my life.

“You say you need your car, motherfucker?”

He exhales. “Yes, I need to get to work. I have a major case in twenty minutes.”

The arrogant bastard really believes that I give a good fuck about his case when I just found out that he’s made a baby with my friend. All the time, it is about his cases, his job, and his future. He tugs at his tie a few times and looks as though he’s trying to get himself ready for court.

“Well, I have a case, too. A case of the ass!” And without warning I slam his car into gear and place my foot hard on the gas as though it’s stuck in cement. He’s so busy primping that he doesn’t even see me coming.

“Lala!” is all I hear over Keith’s roaring engine right before he turns around and starts placing his Kenneth Coles to pavement, one after the other, as quickly as he possibly can. I am trying to definitely run his black ass over. “Lala! Lala, please…,” he pleads over and over again while I’m inching closer and closer to his backside.

Keith probably didn’t know he could run so fast. His knees are high and the sound of his screaming voice, only makes me more upset. All the while as I’m driving and chasing him down, I’m screaming, too, thinking how he must have thought he was the biggest player in Atlanta while he fucked two good friends at the same time. For what reason, I don’t know, but all of a sudden, Keith stops running and I swear, I have no intentions of letting up on the gas. I just don’t care.

“Lala!” he wails, looking at me through his windshield with his terrified expression. Keith’s not so all that now. No cockiness or self-assured smirks. My reflexes of seeing him having flashbacks of his tired and worthless life, direct me to slam on the brakes. Tires screech, then produce smoke, and finally the car stops inches from his knee caps. In an instant, he jumps on the hood of the car just before I cripple his ass for the remainder of his natural-born life. He’s looking at me through the windshield now. Sweating profusely, breathing heavily, and his eyes are close to letting go all the tears that are welling up.

“Why the tears, Keith?” I just had to know. How could someone so bold be so damn petrified when they get caught up in their deceit.

He yells into the car. “Because damn it, you’re trying to kill me out here, that’s why!”

“Who said I was trying to kill you, Keith?”

“You don’t have to say shit. It’s all in your actions.”

“Maybe I should kill you.”

“Look, Lala…”

“Just shut up and tell my why, Keith?”

He has a blank expression on his face.

“Tell me why, or we’re goin’ for a little ride, Playboy…”

“Lala, what the fuck are you talking about?” I see Keith look to the ground. He’s thinking about jumping off.

“I’m going to ask you one more time. Why?”

“Why what?”

I don’t feel like Keith’s bullshit. How can he not know what I’m asking him?

His car is still in gear, so I punch it again. The speed of the car snaps back his head, and his eyes bulge out even wider as though they are seconds from popping out his cranium. Keith screams, like it’s his first night in jail, when he feels the car tilt down and around the berm; I’m driving as fast as I can under the conditions. The winding downhill path to the exit never seems to end, and I can care less if Keith continues to hold on or not. When I get to the end of the decline, I slam on the brakes and listen to Keith yell. He is now airborne and saying his prayers to the man above.

I scatter to grab whatever money I can find in my purse and give it to the attendant who is wondering what the hell is going on. Keith licks his wounds and tries to get up off the pavement. The attendant lifts the bar and I slowly go through, then stop and get out the car and look over at Keith.

“Lala…” Keith struggles to his feet.

“You want to tell me now?” I holler back.

“Look, Lala, I’m sorry, okay. I fucked up. Just listen to me.”

It is my turn to wipe away my own tears. I would have never guessed my man was stepping out on me making a child. I know the pain is just starting. “No, Keith. I can’t listen to you,” I tell him. Then I get back in his car and drive away without looking back.








Chapter 5



I drive Keith’s car to Lenox Mall, park in a parking lot that charges twenty dollars an hour, then take a cab home. At the moment I don’t know what else to do. Reality is setting in fast and the idea of Keith and Adria in the bed having sex, not to mention their baby, is so distasteful and disrespectful. A straight-up kick in the face. My mind is unorganized and glazed over. It is my first time being involved in something so foul since my mother confronted my father of making love to her and his ho on the other side of town on the same day. But I was a young girl then. It didn’t really concern me, ’cause I didn’t really understand it. But this situation does. I am feeling like no one in the world has experienced what I’m feeling. It is a blurry, fucking dream; an unbreakable, terrifying trance spinning minute by minute without pause. Just the thought of Keith and Adria making a child together is enough to take all the air out of my balloon. There is no other way to explain it. I am simply flat-out crushed.

Keith’s reaction on his face while he looked at that baby was the icing on the cake. He was actually melting. All cooing and loving and shit. What the fuck is wrong with me, for him to want to make a baby with Adria? is just one of many questions rambling through my mind. Then I somehow fight through all the other bullshit like how they must have confided in each other during pillow talk; at least trusted each other to some level. Through all the time I’d spent with both of them, there was never any reason to believe they had been running around behind my back.

Something definitely had to be wrong with me; my mind wouldn’t let go. For my man, and supposedly best friend, to do this to me, either I wasn’t a good woman or a good friend. I had been assassinated and didn’t like it one bit.

I probably cried for three straight days. No television. No radio. Complete silence. Only thoughts of what was. If my mother hadn’t been dead. I would have called her and let her tell me that I was a fool for letting Keith string me out for six years without any papers, even though things seemed to be fine just the way they were. I hadn’t thought about my father who’d been missing in action for years and who probably hadn’t missed a night’s sleep thinking about me. But I wondered how he would react…if he would come and save his baby girl, at least tell me why men were so fucked up and uncaring.

I hated being up in the house alone. Everything reminded me of Keith and his lying ass. His favorite chair. The plasma hanging on the wall that he liked to watch Judge Hatchett on. His ugly paintings he bought off eBay from some painter in Romania. I can’t believe he left in my possession his entire collection of signed James Baldwin novels.



When he calls to ask about his car, I tell him I am moving out as soon as possible. He has the nerve to promise he will give me my money back that I put on the house and tells me to take my time moving. That’s when I hang up on him because I can’t stand to hear him act like he has cared anything about my well-being. Being isolated makes me replay our entire relationship in my mind. Meeting him, the chase, the clumsy first-time kiss, our plans and future. During this moment, I still need to figure out where I went wrong—so wrong to make my man go and sleep with my friend. This is just one part of the equation because my friend also played a major role in how I am feeling and the predicament I’m in. Usually when you’re mad at your man, you can talk to your girlfriend. Or if you’re upset with your girlfriend, you could at least blow off steam to your man. I’m in a web because I don’t have a soul to talk to, and I need to vent about two people who have been a major part of my life for years.

I just can’t take it anymore. I have to get out of the house plus my body needs some nourishment. I decide to go get a bite to eat and nibble at the buffet at Ryan’s. Afterward, I drive around town, and on the way home, I spot a bar. Without even thinking about what type of place it is, or who might be lurking inside, I go in to order a drink.

It is dark inside. Candlelit with most of the candles minutes from being depleted. There is just enough room for people to drown their sorrows but not enough to dance on the floor behind me. A few patrons are sitting close at the few small, aged, wooden tables placed on the dark hardwood floor. Others are spaced out at the bar, far enough away from one another so the closest person next to them can’t hear them mumbling to themselves about their own forsaken problems.

I sit at the bar—for me a big step because I don’t do things so arbitrarily. I like to be in a safe place that I’m familiar with. This dark pub no doubt has history. Looking around, I would guess a few murders have gone down inside over the years. The physical bar where I take a seat looks like the dark redwood has been polished every night after closing and once again before the bar opens. There are at least three chairs separating me from the next person on the right and two spaces on the left. It is so dark that everyone looks like silhouettes. This is fine. I just want to mellow out and hopefully let this be a first step of letting go of everything that has happened. Keith. Adria. Their baby.

I order a Sea Breeze and before I realize it, the bartender asks if I want my third one. I tell him yes and seconds later, an image appears from the corner of the bar. As it gets closer, it turns into a face. I don’t particularly want to look but I know it is a man. He sits down next to me. I glance at him long enough to tell he is an older black man, before I make sure my legs are completely under the bar and my purse with car keys sitting snugly on my lap. The bartender brings my drink and nods at the man sitting next to me.

“Cognac neat,” he says. His voice is deep but polite.

I give him another quick glance. My buzz takes over my thoughts and I open my mouth. “What is that, a world-renowned playboy drink or something?”

I feel the man look at me. He doesn’t answer. He watches the bartender pour his drink, then lights up this cigar that has the aroma of chocolate. It’s actually quite nice, especially for me, because I hate smoke. I only asked the question because it was a reminder of Keith who would always order the same drink when we’d go out.

The bartender comes back, looks around, then pulls an ashtray from under the bar and sets it down.

“I know I’m not supposed to smoke in here. But hey, who’s gonna find out?” he says without directly looking at me. He places his cigar into the ashtray and picks up his drink like it is such a delight.

“Jesus, do all men think like that?” I don’t look at him, either.

“Excuse me?”

I don’t answer him. I do take another sip of my drink though. About a minute later, I say to him as he puffs away on his cigar, “What if you do get caught? Then what?”

He turns on his stool to face me. “Well, I’ll just have to deal with the consequences.” Right then, I feel his eyes finally travel me head to toe.

“Whatever shall be, will be.”

I finally turn completely toward him. I was right. He is older. My first thought is that he’s the type of man that you didn’t want to cross with his Delroy Lindo-looking ass. He’s slick-looking but very dignified. He’s darker than my father, and that’s saying something. I notice his salt-and-pepper beard. I watch him pick up his cigar again and his movements are not wasted, yet very smooth. His shirt displays a top-of-the-line quality like in the pages of GQ that fits him perfectly. I spot a stunning watch on his wrist that goes perfectly with his gritty mystique. I don’t let his presence intimidate me though.

Too much time has almost expired to speak again on my comment but I do, anyway. “No matter who’s affected, right?”

He recalls the few words between us “Oh, I didn’t say that.” He puts his cigar down, then points to it. “If the smoke bothers you, I’ll gladly relinquish it.” He kind of smiles and shakes his head at the same time. Then he reaches out his hand. “Hi, I’m Sydney. Sydney Patterson.”

“Lala Paige,” I tell him.

“Forgive me, if I’m wrong. But I’m getting the vibe that someone’s done you wrong.”

“Oh, you think?”

“Yes, I do.”

“Well, Sydney, you’re absolutely right because I don’t normally walk into strange places, start drinking, let alone talk to strangers.”



Sydney orders another round. By now, it is close to three in the morning and we are the only customers in the entire establishment. Sydney hasn’t told me what he does professionally yet…but I have a pretty good idea he knows some pretty shady people.

We have been interrupted at least three times, by two different men who have had the urge to whisper something in Sydney’s ear. After the first guy appears, a big black man about three hundred and sixty pounds with the confidence to wear a yellow pinstriped suit, walks in and mumbles something to Sydney that takes exactly two seconds. I’m feeling uncomfortable now and just about ready to get in my car and go. But Sydney apologizes for the interruptions and promises the guys are no problem at all…in fact his friends. So I stay but I am very cautious of their return. I admit, it feels good having a conversation with someone who absolutely means nothing to me. No one has to tell me I am tipsy. Sydney has sat patiently and let me tell him how I have wasted the last six years of my life and to boot, the last week. He is a good listener and I like that.
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